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PROLOGUE

BEIJING

‘Where is India?’

It was Yuvraj Singh, the man who is to Indian cricket what 7.6-foot-tall Yao Ming is to Chinese basketball. India did not know it but the strapping Punjabi photographed mid-leap, bat in left hand, was roaming around numerous schools and universities nationwide on the cover of China’s first-ever official cricket textbook. To me, the cricketer on the Mandarin-language book instantly evoked an example of Indian soft power capable of striking a chord with Chinese students who can rarely access first-hand information on their largest neighbour—a destination for an average of 150,000 out of nearly a hundred million Chinese tourists going abroad each year. Six times as many Indians visit China. The symbolic Indian import made no difference in easing the strained relationship between Asia’s two emerging giants.

Singh was a stranger in the Chinese Cricket Association in Beijing where a young man gave me a copy of the two-year-old textbook. The short and thin bureaucrat, sitting at a desk cluttered with documents listing national goals to train 150,000 cricketers by 2020, admitted that he could not recognize the lithe Indian sports star on its blue cover with Chinese characters. Singh was anonymous among cricketers themselves on a century-old campus in the Chinese capital where China’s future communist technocrats attend class; former president Hu Jintao and his successor, Xi Jinping, are both alumni of Tsinghua University. Who is Xi Jinping? We’re not quite sure. Sixty-year-old Xi in 2013 took over as president on the slogan of realizing a grand ‘Chinese dream’ of national revival. Under his leadership, Beijing executes reformist economic policies and continues to make hard-line unilateral moves to assert claims on land, sea and airspace where China has disputes with several Asian neighbours.

The chemical engineer rose in the ranks starting as secretary to an official in the Central Military Commission—which he now chairs—and held important posts in wealthy regions including a brief charge of Shanghai. Xi, the son of an ex-revolutionary veteran of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), comes from a so-called ‘princeling’ faction in dynastic politics. The state-run media project the well-built supremo as a son of the soil who once hauled manure and coal and a humble leader who inspects provinces in rolled shirt sleeves, black umbrella in hand. As a modern black-suited avatar of Mao Zedong, Xi orders his Mandarins to shun extravagance and simultaneously crack down on both corruption and civil society. As a military strongman he rides a new wave of territorial nationalism and exhorts his 2.3 million soldiers to prepare to ‘win every war’. In his speeches Xi calls for stability on the Sino-Indian border, the world’s longest disputed 4,057 km front line which China claims is about 2,000 km long. On the ground, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) which he leads provoked the Indian army in 2013 after an army unit camped 19 km across the Line of Actual Control. It was the PLA’s boldest territorial incursion in over twenty-five years.

Xi has the last word on repositioning China’s India policy for the next ten years—a landmark decade when China may overtake the US as the world’s largest economy and further bolster Beijing’s military build-up. His government shapes and monitors perceptions and nationalist sentiments across universities and millions of Twitter-like Mandarin micro-blogs like never before. These public perceptions impact our political, personal, trade, business and academic linkages with China—the world’s largest trading nation, exporter, energy user and coming superpower. India needs to bulldoze logistical and language barriers to decode China’s public mood because it will influence the CCP’s ultimate decision whether to resolve, shelve or stoke up the border dispute. The embassy of India in Beijing runs an operation of about fifteen diplomats. Some of them learn Mandarin only after arrival in the country. Four Indian print journalists work on modest news-gathering budgets in China, the world’s largest newspaper market, compared to their sixteen counterparts including four broadcast journalists posted in India. My reporter’s job and the corresponding social network helped me assess nuances and trends in public sentiment towards India beyond embassy circles and Beijing.

So on my way to stately old Tsinghua, I worked up great expectations of enjoying a rare chat about India, then the world’s second-fastest-growing economy after China, with the coach who wrote the cricket manual on India’s favourite sport and his ace students who memorized it. They gave Liu Jingmin, a kindly middle-aged biomechanics professor, one month to master cricket in an official camp a few years ago that produced the first coaches of shen shi yun dong—the Chinese name for cricket which means the ‘noble game’. Now here we were, watching his fresh-faced lanky students awkwardly bat and bowl on an outdoor rink behind an Olympics-quality indoor pool. I mentioned Yuvraj Singh to break the ice.

‘I don’t know who he is. Somebody took his picture from the Internet and put it on the cover,’ said Liu, shrugging off my question, pale forehead creased under a maroon cap. A cricket ball rolled to our feet.

Tsinghua in 2005, he said, became the first Chinese university to join the batting order. Six years later in 2011, budding Tsinghua cricketers, some of the smartest students in the sports superpower, were so isolated from the neighbouring world that they were unaware that the battle for the Cricket World Cup was ongoing in India. They were no ordinary geeks. Tsinghua spends an annual average of $51,000 (Rs 25.5 lakh) per student compared to $8,000 (Rs 4 lakh) in the IIT, its Indian equivalent.1 They were not curious to discuss Indian cricketers and China’s relationship with India. Beijing bureaucrats promote cricket for one pragmatic reason alone. China will feel obliged to go for gold if cricket ever becomes an Olympics game.

‘Why are Indians not good at table tennis, heh?’ murmured Liu, who happened to be a ping pong coach too. ‘Cricket is just like large-scale table tennis!’

His students looked perplexed as our conversation went on, but finally opened up. Does your government have no money for sports? Why is India an Olympics failure? China scooped up a hundred medals when Beijing hosted the Games for the first time in 2008. India won three medals in Beijing and six in London four years later. Days after my Tsinghua visit, unnoticed in China, India lifted the Cricket World Cup 2011. Man of the tournament: Yuvraj Singh.

My experience at Tsinghua was one of numerous such encounters while trailing the curious arrival of emerging India in rising China. I invited two Chinese students home to watch the film Slumdog Millionaire a day after it swept the 2009 Oscar awards, making Chinese cinema-goers aware of modern India for the first time since a pre-war 1950s Hindi movie. A large poster of Awaara still decorates a trendy Beijing multiplex. The boy was short, thin, bespectacled and a movie buff who named himself after Stuart Little, an animated Hollywood mouse. Stuart chatted in English about going to the US to celebrate graduating with a management degree from a Beijing college. His short and easy-going friend Susie, who regularly watched the American sitcom Friends in college to practise English, wondered aloud whether Mumbai looked like Beijing. She had not yet come across images of India’s financial capital which is comparable to Beijing in population but not in its record-setting infrastructure and architecture. Stuart sat cross-legged on my red carpet, gaping at a blanket of slums draping Mumbai in contrast to China’s concealed urban poverty of chawl-like clusters far from commercial and tourist centres. He thoughtfully turned to ask:

‘Where is India? Is India near . . . Nepal?’2

Fifty-two years after China routed India in a month-long border war in 1962, extreme ignorance and nationalism illustrate their mutual relations. The Himalayan heights separating the nuclear-armed neighbours are peaceful but India and China now lock horns over strategic issues beyond the border and Pakistan, including Myanmar, the Indian Ocean and South China Sea. On the global stage, China remains the only major power against a permanent seat for India on the United Nations Security Council. I lived in Beijing in a new phase of Sino-Indian imbalances and contradictions. India in 2009-10 deported 25,000 Chinese construction workers after a visa row. The estimated number of Indians then in China: 25,000. The two nations combined house over 37 per cent people on earth and two of the world’s three largest number of Internet users who exist in large-scale ignorance of each other. The anomaly is like no other on the map though climate change and the international financial crisis have compelled New Delhi and Beijing to hold hands on multilateral forums such as the 2009 Copenhagen Summit and the BRICS group comprising Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa.

The next ten years, marked with new governments in China in 2013 and India in 2014, will underscore whether the neighbours move further apart or better manage their differences. As prime minister, Manmohan Singh defined ‘cooperation’ and ‘competition’ as the main elements defining India’s relations with China. Competition upstages cooperation. In 2012, 39 per cent Chinese viewed the bilateral relationship as one of cooperation (compared to 23 per cent in India), down from 53 per cent in 2010, according to a Pew Research Center report. In 2012, it said, only 44 per cent Chinese found India’s economy to be positive for China, down from six-in-ten in 2010. ‘Meanwhile, those saying India’s growing economy is a bad thing has almost doubled over the same period.’ In contrast, almost half the Chinese surveyed said ‘cooperation’ underlined their relationship with Pakistan. On Beijing streets, taxi drivers and old Chinese men would point at me and grin, ‘Pakistan?’

‘It’s important to be prepared,’ Singh said in 2010, citing China’s new assertiveness.3 China would like a ‘foothold in South Asia’ and ‘we have to reflect on this reality’. Two years later, a group of Indian strategists named balancing cooperation and competition with China as ‘perhaps the single most important challenge for Indian strategy in the years ahead’.4 Tracking the interlinkages between resurgent Chinese nationalism and opaque Chinese decision-making will be crucial to achieve this balance.

I moved from Mumbai to Beijing in April 2008, six months before the capital hosted the Olympic Games, to launch the first China bureau of Hindustan Times. I was aware of China’s regulated media climate and information controls. To my surprise, information walls stymied my research in India itself where writing on China is largely trapped in a time capsule circa 1962. Literature based on fieldwork in today’s China and translations of Chinese works were really scarce in bookshops. The global media was more attentive to China– Latin America and China–Africa relations than linkages between the world’s two most populous nations. The Hindustan Times was unheard of here. I did not have a single friend or source among 1.3 billion people. I made them while trailing Sino-Indian footprints of ‘cooperation’ and ‘competition’ and recording Chinese perceptions driving these forces that are the theme of Strangers across the Border. It is a book for the non-expert and hopes to shed more light on what rising China thinks of India. I asked nearly every person I interviewed whether India is a friend, rival, enemy or just another country? My question would lead to uncomfortable silences, blank stares, frowns and skyward gazes. The rarest response was friend, equally so was enemy.

‘In China, what you don’t see is more important,’ a plainclothes official on Tiananmen Square told India’s ex-envoy to China, Shivshankar Menon, in 1976.5

Menon recalled this ‘lesson’ in a speech in 2012. The veteran strategist had assumed that the official chatting with him was an ordinary citizen among Chinese protestors thronging the square. The man warned Menon to leave the square because the militia was on its way. Asked how he knew about an impending crackdown on demonstrators, he coolly disclosed his identity. He was a public security official. The lesson from 1976 remains valid. Indian understanding of China is based on scratching the erstwhile Middle Kingdom’s surface by studying propaganda and official interactions. Few Indian scholars, strategists and journalists actually mingle with the Chinese public like Menon did, mainly because of visa and language barriers.

So I was motivated to chronicle unrehearsed Chinese conversations and attitudes towards India from factories to frontiers and asked a simple question—‘What do you think of India?’—in government-run think-tanks, newsrooms, classrooms, economic zones, cafés, and on the first Chinese bus advertising the tourism slogan ‘Incredible India’ in 2009. The response to the bus was a metaphor for China’s lacklustre engagement with India. The bus was launched with a dance by two girls from Xinjiang. Chinese travel agents left the event with Slumdog Millionaire DVDs in gift bags. After a three-day search to locate the bus post-launch, I found it on a desolate station on the city outskirts. Its commuters said they had never noticed the posters of tigers and dancers wrapped around the bus. And they all said the same thing: ‘I don’t know India.’6

This book was written after three-and-a-half years spent covering China for an Indian audience. It is not all inclusive in the topics covered. My resources, and a daily-depreciating dollar salary, did not stretch to travel everywhere and to hold additional follow-up meetings with people I interviewed outside Beijing. Unlike the better-equipped Western press, I worked without a full-time local assistant. Chinese rules bar foreign reporters from travelling independently to Tibet. In spite of these limitations, I hope the chapters can provide useful indicators on conducting politics and business at a personal and official level with India’s least understood and most important neighbour.

Some who read the manuscript have wondered about its negative atmospherics. The rise of India and China is accompanied by some dazzling economic forecasts. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, for example, predicts that the combined Sino-Indian GDP will by 2025 surpass that of the G-7. But I observed mutual distrust continue to thwart Sino-Indian economic cooperation. My years in China coincided with a landmark low in bilateral relations and a strategic shift from indifference to provocation in media reports on India. Propagandists cast India as an aspiring Asian hegemon. In a first in 2009, Chinese newsrooms—the world’s largest state-run media—began to market India’s rise with a hyper-nationalist spin that was mainly used in the past to warn off the US and Japan. More and more Chinese have since described relations with India as ‘hostile’, up from 9 per cent in 2010 to 24 per cent in 2012.7 In Chinese maps on paper, on iPhones and new e-passports issued before Xi’s transition to power in late 2012, China subsumes Arunachal Pradesh in Zangnan—‘southern Tibet’. China’s economic rise, symbolized with a GDP about four times larger and a military budget over three times larger than India’s, boosts the revival of a military and intellectual campaign to claim Arunachal Pradesh which brushes shoulders with the roof of the world, Tibet, for over 1,000-odd km.

‘Since the Chinese perceive India—unlike the US or Japan—as an inferior nation, they find it very hard to accept any insult from the country,’ wrote Simon Shen of the Hong Kong Institute of Education in 2011. ‘In other words, the populist online pressure mounted against Beijing over Indian matters could be stronger than the anti-US or anti-Japanese sentiment if Beijing were to yield any concession to Delhi.’8 Shen’s study of Chinese cyberspace found ‘at most one-tenth’ positive posts on India in 2008–09. The idea of an inferior India is also overheard in official circles including present foreign minister Wang Yi. ‘In a meeting with American academics in 2001, Vice-Foreign Minister Wang Yi dismissed as meaningless all talk of learning from India’s democratic experience, describing India as a tribal democracy whose long-term existence was far from a certainty,’ writes Asian security strategist Mohan Malik in China and India: Great Power Rivals.

Old-school Chinese are amazed that the Indian democracy survived and thrived while Indians looking east apprehend China’s rise as a threat but largely admire its economy. A breakthrough in bilateral trust will be elusive without a major expansion in economic engagement. I observed India struggle to penetrate China’s hi-tech market, run competitive factories and manage a Mandarin-speaking workforce. China has its own problems in the Indian market but it captures the minds of emerging Indian consumers in simple ways including the use of radio, as I learnt at China Radio International (CRI), where Beijing broadcasts news about China in numerous foreign languages. CRI was launched in 1941 to spread Chinese propaganda and news in languages spoken worldwide. CRI’s 1950s-era Hindi department is located on the twelfth floor where I spotted a large blue sack lying behind a cubicle. On opening it, tens of thousands of handwritten letters and yellow postcards spilled out—several were mailed from Indian towns bordering China. The CRI Hindi department alone receives about 100,000 letters per year. CRI’s Chinese anchors go on air with names like Lalitha and Thilakavathi and speak fluent Urdu, Hindi, Tamil and Bengali to connect with hundreds of ‘listeners clubs’ across urbanizing India, from northern Uttar Pradesh and Haryana to eastern Bihar and West Bengal and southern Tamil Nadu. A CRI employee said she was unaware which country spoke Hindi when she enrolled in the language course in Peking University in 2005, the year Premier Wen Jiabao visited Bengaluru. I was told that the state-run network sends free radios and pre-paid postal envelopes, newsletters and CDs to Indian fans who write to CRI from places where computer penetration is low.

I found a yellow postcard dispatched in 2009 from Jharkhand, one of India’s least-developed states, which in population equals the world’s largest city, Chongqing, from where China-made laptops are transported on freight trains to Europe. The Jharkhand postcard reached Beijing while the PLA’s reported border incursions had sparked a diplomatic crisis.


I am Sukra Hemrom from Jharkhand. I am a regular listener of CRI Hindi service. I request to you with very disappointment, you are not sending a latter for me a long day . . . Thank you for readings. Please forgive me. Pardon me.



Another postcard reached Beijing in north China from Manimajra in north India. The Gogna family requested CRI to play a song from the 1971 Hindi film Mera Gaon, Mera Desh (My village, my country). Had the Gognas lived in China, they would have known that Chinese theatres are not permitted to screen almost any Bollywood and foreign movies except for thirty-odd approved imports per year.

I mulled over my meeting with the cricket students as the taxi rolled out of the Tsinghua suburb of techies and thinkers. The taxi wound its way to the city centre where tricycle-rickshaws, bikes and sports cars transit in straight lines from China’s Moscow to Manhattan, from Soviet-style buildings housing the communist parliament to a vertical commercial sprawl which Beijing modelled on Manhattan. Mao Zedong, the founder of the People’s Republic, was framed on a red wall, watching waves of tourists bob to his mausoleum under the scrutiny of motionless boy soldiers, plainclothes patrols and cameras on Tiananmen Square. I looked for the two handsome armed commandos in black SWAT uniforms who chatted on the same spot every day. We glided under Beijing’s tallest buildings into an alternative New York: Twin Towers with fan-shaped roofs—an eighty-storey World Trade Centre, a Long Island Spa, and residential compounds Soho and Central Park. Old-timers say a decade ago the area was as hardscrabble as parts of Mumbai. I looked for a yellow Ferrari, the colour of royalty in China, that someone lately parked outside my apartment tower, as more and more flashy cars hit the multi-lane roads and the one-time bicycle capital became the world’s largest new car market. The futuristic and mighty new headquarters of China Central Television lurched nearby, its two thick-set black towers leaning to meet mid-air. The thrill of living next door to the best-known architectural icon of new Beijing had waned as it remained unfinished during my entire stay.

I entered a golden elevator that snubbed the unmarked thirteenth floor. Elevator buttons were disinfected—hourly—during bird flu outbreaks. The affluent atmosphere was antiseptic anyway. My unseen landlord and later, landlady, limited our communication to my monthly bank wire and occasional messages conveyed through a property agent. I walked to a wall of glass overlooking Central Park. It was a ‘blue-sky’ day so the western hills were visible, for a change, from the steel tower surging over the sacred east–west axis of an ancient empire that believed it ruled all under heaven. I had picked up the ‘blue-sky’ expression from Chinese weathermen who counted the number of days in the super-polluter when the sky was the colour that nature intended. One sunny day in 2010, India’s envoy to China, S. Jaishankar, borrowed the term to point out that India–China relations were going through a ‘blue-skies’ phase.9 Three years later, their army units had a short, tense face-off on the Ladakh border. Jaishankar’s clever ‘blue-skies’ metaphor aptly described the unpredictable nature of the Sino-Indian relationship and underlined that there is no guarantee of stable bilateral relations between the two neighbours. I went to sleep in China unaware whether I would wake up to a blue or black morning—politically and meteorologically.


PART I

COMPETITION


1

CLASSROOM

‘We are re-rising’

The robust, fifty-something physicist, one of China’s best-known strategists on military and foreign policy, asked the elite Shanghai classroom this one thing.

‘Do you like India?’

Only a handful of undergraduates attending the packed special lecture on India on Shanghai’s most coveted campus gave a positive response. The students of Fudan University, a grand sprawl of high-rise buildings and elegant gardens, expressed four main opinions of the nearby tenth-largest economy in the world.

‘India is dirty.’

‘India is poor.’

‘India invaded and seized China’s land.’

‘India hosts the Dalai Lama.’

Fudan means ‘heavenly light shines day after day’. The professor excitedly narrated the anecdote, now a few years old, on my visit to Fudan University on 1 July 2011, the ninetieth birthday of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The classroom’s spontaneous reaction to Yindu, the Chinese name for India, is an example of razor-sharp distrust that inhibits any real bridge building between the two largest Asian nations. The number of Indians studying in China is just under 10,000. The estimated number of Chinese studying in India: 2,000. China’s top academic powerhouses, Peking and Tsinghua in Beijing and Fudan in Shanghai, are political hotbeds. Many of their professors and academic think-tanks also function as government analysts and advisers notably on foreign policy. The university system is designed to produce cadres loyal to CCP versions of Marxism, national history and current affairs even as the Chinese youth now find different perspectives as they go online and overseas in record-setting numbers. These top three universities get the best performers in a gruelling national examination called gao kao or ‘tall test’ which emphasizes the kind of rote-learning practices prevalent in India as well.

The incident at Fudan was not one-off. Chinese students are becoming outspoken against corruption, censorship and income inequalities, but their general ideas of India are more resistant to change. On Chinese cyberspace, racism towards dark-skinned Indians, who are viewed as racially, economically and militarily inferior, is ‘deeply rooted’, writes Hong Kong-based academic Simon Shen. The study noted that ‘Stereotyping of India as “the dirty nation” almost reaches a consensus in the online Chinese community . . .’1 ‘Since 1962, most Chinese portrayals of India and Indian leaders in conversations with other world leaders or, more lately, in articles by some scholars and commentators, have been starkly negative . . .’ said veteran diplomat Shyam Saran, in a talk in 2012. ‘. . . In recent times, Chinese commentaries take China’s elevated place in Asia and the world as given but Indian aspirations are dismissed as a “dream”.’2 The other side of the border is hardly less racist. The embassy of India in Beijing finds it necessary to issue guidelines advising students coming to China, mainly for low-cost medical degrees, to ‘remember that certain aspects of Chinese culture are different from your own. Do not make any judgement about people based on the fact that they speak, dress, eat or behave differently from you.’ These old perceptions need to change for they can subtly influence the atmospherics when professionals, traders, investors and officials from the two societies meet for the first time.

It is the old-time scholars and new moderates who have a better-informed perspective. Liu Jian, an interesting man of scholarly countenance and stocky build, is translating The Discovery of India by India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. It was translated into Chinese in the 1950s, but Liu says the work was hastily completed by collective translators and deserves a better rewrite. He took me back to pre-1962 days as he connected China’s professed desire for a peaceful rise with its unpopular one-child policy for population control.

‘Tell me, can a Chinese parent ever support a war and risk losing one’s only child?’

The professor fixed an owlish gaze on the rasgulla resembling a dumpling on his Indian thali (platter), which is a culinary puzzle for many Chinese in spite of an increasing number of Indian eateries opening in East Asia. Delicately, his chubby hand dipped the sugary white sweet into spicy chickpea curry. He chewed, unflinching, as I wondered if it would be polite to intervene. Outside, a gritty sandstorm coloured Beijing yellow while we lunched in Taj Pavilion where vegetarian Indian expats, visiting politicians and billionaires troop in, sometimes after midnight. The meals are prepared by cooks hailing from remote north Indian villages and served by Chinese waitresses wearing Indian outfits sourced from Mumbai. We began to chat about more stormy days when the Chinese empire was a flat kingdom covered on bicycles. Liu’s story began in 1961 on a day Rabindranath Tagore would have been a hundred years old. It was twenty years since Sikh, Rajput and Chinese regiments fought as one team against the Japanese in the 1941 battle3 of Hong Kong. And it was one year before the Sino-Indian war. That day in 1961, the communist literati had gathered in a Beijing auditorium to reminisce about the bearded poet from a colonial poor cousin who shocked China by winning the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913. Tagore’s historic tour of China in 1924 is animatedly discussed among Chinese Indologists till today. The 1961 gathering hailed him as a symbol of Hindi–Chini friendship and released translations of his writings.4

A year later, the release of new Chinese translations of Indian literature came to a halt.

The Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhists, received asylum in India after his daring escape on foot from Lhasa after a suppressed Tibetan uprising in 1959. Sino-Indian relations slumped from brotherhood in the early 1950s to the brink of war—and an erratic trend of highs and lows continues to characterize current Sino-Indian relations. The border discord had simmered since Sir Henry McMahon inked a controversial eastern boundary line between British India and Tibet in 1914. Beijing rejects the ‘so-called McMahon line’ as the Sino-Indian boundary. The Indian army marched on a misjudged ‘forward policy’ to assert their claims with outposts on unoccupied parts of the border and to outmanoeuvre Chinese patrols. They marched into the unknown. Aksai Chin in Kashmir was so far-flung that India was unaware for months that Chinese road builders in 1955 had been linking it to remote Xinjiang and Tibet.5 Mao’s ragtag army won the war of 1962 in hardly a month.

‘China did not conquer any territory in the 1962 Sino-Indian war,’ wrote Henry Kissinger in his book On China.6 China claims 90,000 sq. km territory in north-east Arunachal Pradesh from where Chinese troops withdrew and occupies 38,000 sq. km on northern Aksai Chin. Chinese students are taught that India’s invasive forward policy forced Chairman Mao to retaliate in national defence. Nehru, India’s prime minister in 1954 when the two sides inked a trade pact prefaced with the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence (Panchsheel), went down in Chinese history as a reactionary and warmonger. But several Chinese intellectuals remain intrigued by Nehruvian leadership and are privately eager to read his writings. And I have not yet met Chinese youth interested in arguing about 1962 in the manner of Indian media and political pundits.

Even after India and China battled for the boundary, several Chinese students grew up secretly reading Tagore and finding succour in an imagined place ‘where the mind is without fear and the head is held high’. Liu was seventeen when he was forced out of school during an anarchic Cultural Revolution (1966–76) against free speech and expression. While millions of students, teachers, scientists and intellectuals were banished to torturous labour camps, the defiant teenager continued to read the Gitanjali (‘offering of songs’) to find spiritual solace.

‘Before 1962, most Chinese people thought of India as a close neighbour,’ Liu reminded me. ‘Tagore’s Nobel was an honour for China as well,’ he said, signalling to a nervous waiter to let the roasted papad stay on the table. A hand in black-checked sleeve dipped the papad in the dal. ‘In those [pre-war] days, you could easily buy books on India. Hindi Chini bhai bhai. You had to read your brother’s books! Indian literature—Premchand, Mulk Raj Anand—met the ideological needs of Chinese peasants and workers. [The current set of] Chinese journalists covering India was born after 1962, so they can’t take a holistic view of Sino-Indian relations. They only report negative news like Naxalism, slums, train accidents . . .’

After Mao’s death in 1976, the decade-long Cultural Revolution subsided by 1978. Mao’s far-sighted successor, Deng Xiaoping, made scholarship acceptable once again. Chinese essays on the Ramayana mythology came into print. Liu cleared an examination for the first batch of a new Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies. It is affiliated to the CCP’s premier think-tank, a vast and powerful institution called the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. For his first student thesis, Liu analysed Tagore’s short stories. No other foreign poet has been translated, studied, forgotten and resurrected in China as much as Tagore, whose 1924 tour split communist scholars in camps hailing or scorning his views as an orientalist. Liu said he bothered to step out in a sandstorm and ride the subway to meet me only because I wanted to talk Tagore. In the early 1980s’ economic reforms phase, more Tagore translations were published as the isolated economy opened up and its engine shifted from farms to factories. The scholar, politely and methodically tackling each puzzle on his thali, recalled that copies of his translation of Tagore’s Glimpses of Bengal were sold out the day the book was released in the Peking University bookshop in 1985.

On a winter afternoon in 2010, I passed by the willowy No Name Lake at the scenic Peking University, or Bei da, where Mao had worked as an assistant librarian in humbler days before he unleashed attacks on intellectuals and capitalists. Over a century old, Peking University is a beautiful rambling expanse of traditional and high-tech buildings, park-lined avenues and bursts of cherry blossom. It produces more communist billionaires than any other Chinese campus.

‘Why is the Indian media so negative [about] China?’ frowned student Zhang Yuyan as we entered a small whitewashed classroom. ‘But why can’t your government control the media?’7 The two questions were posed to me everywhere I went in China.

Indian analysts meticulously study Chinese media reports for policy indicators but it is difficult to assess their impact on the ground. Often the attitude of students like Zhang is a reaction to international news slanted in government-run media reports. Her knowledge of India is based on Beijing’s official statements, editorials and briefly translated and edited versions of Indian news reports. Chinese views of Asia and the world are further distorted by a lack of multiple information sources in Mandarin and the inability of propaganda-educated students-turned-staunch-nationalists to appreciate the importance of a free media. I sensed the influence of state-run media on students’ views when I visited Peking University for a conversation on India with some master’s students of international relations.

I was there to gauge student views on India for a story. Premier Wen Jiabao was going to New Delhi in December 2010; a year intended to be high on celebrating sixty years of diplomatic relations had hit rock bottom in a visa row pitting India’s stance on Tibet with China’s stance on Kashmir. Immigration officials were preventing Indian residents of Jammu and Kashmir who held stapled Chinese visas, instead of regular visas stamped on passports, from boarding planes to Beijing. After Beijing’s shifting Kashmir policy showed on the passport of Lt Gen. B.S. Jaswal, a northern army commander, India suspended military ties. Earlier that year in Wuhan, a smoggy industrial boomtown in central China, visiting foreign secretary Nirupama Rao had told the Indian media that New Delhi expected mutual sensitivity on Kashmir on par with Indian recognition of one China. According to Beijing’s terminology, its territorial sovereignty on Tibet and Taiwan is a ‘core concern’. Kashmir became India’s ‘core concern’.8

The Kashmir visa row was the year’s top China story in India. Chinese students of international relations in China’s top university, who relied on the Chinese press to stay informed, knew nothing about it. Beijing initially blacked out the stand-off. A foreign ministry official urged us not to report it. So I was not surprised when the students repeatedly asked me why Indians consider China a threat. Their short, friendly and soft-spoken teacher Han Hua was an alumnus of 1989, year of the military crackdown on pro-democracy protests on Tiananmen Square. Her batch called the year China’s ‘last age of ideology’. Han was one of the half-a-dozen South Asia experts on campus and India’s rise was often a subject of academic discussion in her classroom. Her students grimly stared me down, but Han later insisted that they were shy. They spoke with nationalist conviction punctuated with few forced smiles and a reflexive urge to challenge the outsider with no trace of shyness. I stood ill at ease on the borderline, jolted into a reality check. Perhaps I had spent too much time covering diplomatic events espousing rhetorical friendship between ‘splendid civilizations’, as Beijing likes to label the two nations.

‘India is no longer a mystery, but the greatest neighbour of China,’ wrote renowned Indologist Wang Bangwei in a 2010 publication of the Peking University, titled Tagore and China. ‘We really need to pay greater attention to her—alas, there has been a deficiency on this score.’

Views of veterans such as Bangwei do not percolate down to earth even on a single campus. The students I met were reluctant to call India friendly. They expressed no interest in the Indian economy growing second fastest after China’s. They were not interested in my soft ice-breaking questions on Indian tourism and Bollywood movies but eagerly fired question after question on caste discrimination, poverty and Hindu–Muslim distrust. Taken aback by the wave of negativity, I fumbled to answer expertly. I learnt to expect similar reactions in future.

‘You must be from a higher caste!’ blurted Chen Taofan from the front row, looking unconvinced as I described my cosmopolitan lifestyle in Mumbai. Strangers and friends often demanded I identify my caste—in China, not India. ‘If India is modernizing, it should change a lot, especially the caste system,’ he continued. ‘Is the stuff in Slumdog Millionaire true? Can’t the government do something about it? Is it true that people [throw] dead bodies in the river and bathe in it too? But it’s so dirty!’

Asked if India’s rise is peaceful, the frontbencher was the first to respond.

‘No.’

Zhang Yuyan had written an undergraduate paper on Southern Tibet, as the Chinese call Arunachal Pradesh, a name she struggled to recall. Beijing either denies visas altogether to the state or issues stapled visas in order to assert its territorial claims. To the chagrin of Chinese ultranationalists, a section of Chinese moderates argue that Arunachal Pradesh, birthplace of the sixth Dalai Lama, is not Chinese turf but a ‘disputed territory’. In Peking University, the intellectual hothouse producing future foreign policymakers, however, there’s no doubt that Arunachal Pradesh is simply Southern Tibet, though Beijing withdrew troops from the region after the war and never actively governed it.

The two admirers of India in the class were the quiet ones. A backbencher fascinated by the Bharatiya Janata Party and the caste system briefly poked his nose out from behind a laptop. ‘I like India. It has many things we never see in China or any country, and I think Hinduism is a very tolerant religion.’

Jiang Wenjun, an admirer of the Indian education system, spoke last. ‘In future, China will be a democratic nation. In this aspect, China should learn from India’s experience.’

A few days later, Han woke me up early morning with a frantic phone call. ‘I need approvals from four ministries in India for a visa! Do you know somebody in the embassy?’ I gave the agitated professor a mobile number and went back to sleep. Chinese scholars, journalists, professionals and traders often expressed apprehensions about Indian visa processes though Indian officials in Beijing said systems had been improved. Han did not go to the conference in Mumbai.

Peking University offers undergraduate language majors in several foreign languages including Hindi, Urdu, Sanskrit and Pali. My meeting with students of Hindi in the India Studies Centre in a building with a signboard for a ‘Centre for less commonly taught foreign languages’ was nothing like the conversation with hard-line students of South Asian strategy on the same campus. The friendly Jiang Jingkui, middle-aged and contemplative, is China’s foremost Hindi professor and refers to India as a second home. Jiang, chairman of the department of South Asian studies at Peking University, says he asks each new batch of students if they like and understand India. A few hesitant hands rise. He repeats the question after five weeks of lectures on Indian languages and culture. All hands shoot up. ‘The Chinese tell me that Indians don’t understand and trust China. I ask them, do you understand and trust India?’ Jiang told me.9

The professor had sent a lanky and studious Communist Party member, Zhang Mingyu, to escort me to the centre because I was unable to read Chinese signage and find my way. The bespectacled BA student met me at the east gate. I said, ‘Nihao’ (hello). ‘Namaste. Mera naam Vishnu hain’ (Hello, I’m Vishnu), he spoke with the diction of a distinguished poet. Chinese students give themselves popular English names for the sake of interacting with foreigners for jobs, travels and overseas education. Vishnu and his classmates had alternate Hindi and Urdu identities. Their moderate and better-informed outlook on India indicates the significance of building educational bridges across the border. For now, Hindi is an exotic subject taught in ten Chinese universities to a couple of hundred students whose ideas of India do not reflect popular opinion. Chinese students I met spoke Hindi better than English. The language will gradually become a career option as companies entering the two markets look for staff capable of communicating with both Indian and Chinese clients and customers.

The oldest and largest India studies centre in China lies south-west of Beijing in Sichuan University, a leafy and quiet academic haven from the constant clamour of construction and traffic in smoggy Chengdu city, capital of the mountainous Sichuan province. The centre was founded to focus on politics: Tibet, India and Pakistan. It is diversifying as per market demand and also provides consultancy on India to the local government and companies flush with funds to invest in South Asia. The staff said a bulldozer had flattened its old building and they could not remember where it used to stand. A slim, yoga-practising Tibet studies expert who heads the Institute of South Asian Studies here generously agreed to meet me at the university during summer vacations and showed me a little library devoted to India including war-edition Indian newspapers of the 1960s.

‘India and China face common challenges and hurdles from the West,’ Liu Tao told me at the outset, echoing Beijing officials eager to make an anti-West connection. She too blamed the ‘biased’ Indian media and India’s treatment of Tibet as a ‘buffer zone’, as problem areas in the relationship. Her institute, she said, aims to make students ‘fall in love with South Asia’. I was told, idealistically, that the Sino-Pakistan relationship should have ‘no negative impact’ on the Sino-Indian relationship. India, she urged, should view China-built South Asian ports as sea routes for Chinese energy and goods and not as naval threats. I was not convinced with her scripted depiction of friendly China and hostile India. Chinese officials handling the India policy are keen to project a benign, friendly Beijing while refusing to concede that their own actions keep India on edge and closer to the US. By the end of 2010, Beijing was eager to pave the way for Premier Wen’s visit to India as China’s Asian neighbours including Japan and Vietnam moved closer to both India and the US.

‘We are not rising. We are re-rising,’ chuckled Rong Ying, a sharp and media-savvy government adviser on South Asia. ‘We are not emerging. We are re-emerging.’

Rong is vice-president of a major foreign ministry think-tank, the China Institute for International Studies. As its main South Asia expert, he is influential in driving China’s current India policy. He does not tire of denying that China’s Kashmir policy puts Pakistan first. He chatted away as if ‘India–China’ is a clique. India’s new international airport in New Delhi and a fourteen-gold haul at the last Asian Games in Guangzhou had given him a sense of a ‘totally different’ nation compared to his previous visits in the 1990s. I gathered that the premier was on his way to India not just as a peacemaker after the Kashmir deadlock, but to observe the changing face of the emerging Indian economy for himself.

‘We should never be rivals,’ said Wen in India. ‘We should tell this to everyone.’10

Around the same time, a People’s Liberation Army (PLA) official reacted to Wen’s India visit. ‘China’s GDP is close to second in the world, but we have not even solved the issue of national unification and we have not recovered the land looted by our neighbours, so how can we boast of being a strong nation?’ wrote Maj. Gen. Luo Yuan, deputy secretary general of the China Military Association.11 Three years later, as Defence Minister A.K. Antony visited Beijing, the PLA hawk warned India ‘not to stir up new trouble’ with more border deployments.

The foreign ministry’s policymaking is pitted against hardliners in the 2.3-million-strong PLA, a peasant army that has grown into the world’s largest army with a budget over three times greater than India’s. The PLA is a ‘re-emerging player’ in foreign policymaking, one that no longer shies away from antagonizing its neighbours and the US by displaying its power, said the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) in 2010.12 ‘PLA officers debating foreign policy in public is a new phenomenon,’ said SIPRI. ‘The PLA still holds sway . . . particularly with respect to policies related to strategic arms, territorial disputes and national security towards countries such as India, Japan, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia and USA.’

Indian strategists now do not rule out the likelihood of ‘bite-sized’ Chinese ‘territorial grabs’ on the border and ‘the possibility of a major military offensive in Arunachal Pradesh or Ladakh’.13 A prominent Chinese professor once confided that he had vociferous arguments with military counterparts when he suggested that Beijing could consider bilateral disputes from New Delhi’s viewpoint as well. A well-connected intellectual in Beijing once shared anxiety about views he heard among analysts that China could teach India another lesson on the north-east border. But the foreign ministry is conscious of a need to stabilize relations with India as it gets more preoccupied with intensifying maritime disputes in the East China Sea and South China Sea.

RISE OF NEW SCHOOLS

I visited Peking University once again in 2011. Pakistan’s prime minister Yousuf Raza Gilani was coming to the campus but I was in search of Zhu Feng, deputy director of the Centre for Strategic and International Studies.

‘Of course, nobody believed that India is a friendly country to China!’ declared Zhu, a suave English-speaking professor. ‘Now we need to pay more attention to India’s foreign policy and security strategy. We always demonize each other . . . it’s totally useless. [But] I’ve been to India twice and I love it.’

I managed to meet the high-profile policy wonk for all of ten minutes. Getting ready to dash to a conference he had organized, Zhu was knotting his blue tie behind a wall of books piled on the tables, shelves and chairs in Room B 204 that hid him from view. Telltale curls of smoke from his cigarette gave away his presence. ‘I know Indian elites are very proud . . . China should recognize this . . . We should also learn how to respect India and work together.’

This school of realists accepts that India is rising though not at the level of China. It promoted improving relations with India mainly out of concern that New Delhi was forming a closer alliance with Washington to contain China. Zhu, for instance, said China has been ‘traditionally fearful’ of the India–US ‘strategic partnership’. It recognizes that India–US ties can be reinforced in future though India has slumped in the Obama administration’s foreign policy priorities. The vaguely defined US policy of a ‘pivot’ to Asia is viewed in Beijing as another anti-China counter-strategy. Military hardliners, romanticists and realists all agree on one thing. As a South Asia analyst once told me in exasperation, the US is ‘messing up’ Asia. In a 2010 paper on India’s rise, Shi Yinhong and Song Dexing wrote that ‘China should dispel the sense of siege that has been exaggerated by some . . . while taking US– India relations seriously, especially maintaining necessary vigilance with regard to their international political intentions.’ They also noted:


India seems smug. Although it exaggerates the favourable conditions it possesses for becoming a great world power, according to the facts, this is still a figment of the imagination . . .14



Shi Yinhong, who authored the paper, sat in his chamber in Renmin (People’s) University in Beijing, chatting about a geopolitical shift. China, in his opinion, now has just one true friend: Pakistan. China and Pakistan are six-decade-old strategic allies. The all-weather friendship began with Pakistan proving useful as China’s counterbalance to India, and China became its largest supplier of nuclear technology, arms and foreign investment. China is now building a strategic economic corridor that will link Kashgar in Xinjiang province to Gwadar in Pakistan. India eyes the ongoing transformation of Gwadar from a desolate backwater to a future port and airport as a potential Chinese ‘pearl’ or friendly base in case of Sino-Indian conflict in the Indian Ocean. The alliance is a more complicated relationship than the words both sides use to describe it: as ‘sweeter than honey, deeper than oceans and higher than mountains’. Analysts like Zhu Feng openly express concerns about the risks of proliferation in supplying civilian nuclear technology to an unstable state. Islamabad has failed to eliminate the threat of terror attacks on Xinjiang by alleged al Qaeda-linked ethnic Uighur separatists operating on Pakistan’s borders. There are occasional attacks on Chinese workers in Pakistan. The relationship endures because it keeps India and the US on edge. I heard some Chinese scholars refer to Pakistan as the only trustworthy nation in an Asia ‘encircled’ by the US, even as they dwelt on an urgent need to improve relations with India. Several countries have complained to the US about China’s ‘new assertiveness’, including India after squabbling with China over Arunachal Pradesh and, increasingly, over Kashmir. New Delhi was seeking to encourage Washington to be more sceptical about China after a US–China joint statement referred to a Chinese role in South Asia. ‘China is losing friends worldwide,’ wrote the US envoy in Beijing, Jon Huntsman, according to a cable published by WikiLeaks. Huntsman named India, Japan and Germany among nations that sought closer ties with the US because of China’s muscle-flexing.15

‘Pakistan is our only ally,’ emphasized Shi, director of the Centre on American Relations at Renmin University. ‘North Korea is too troublesome . . . my country made a mistake by ignoring India for so long.’ In China, I never ran into officials and thinkers who recalled Mao’s famous description of the China–North Korea alliance of lips and teeth. Two years later, Pyongyang, capital of North Korea, aggravated Beijing by conducting its third nuclear test barely 100 km from the north-east Chinese border.

The People’s University was unsuccessfully looking for a rare person: a Chinese expert on contemporary India. It represents an emerging school of thought consisting of well-known hawks who, when they look at the India–China relationship, argue that it is not fundamentally hostile and propose that China should work on India to turn to Beijing, not Washington, as big brother. ‘It’s no use for China to complain about India’s relations with the US,’ said Shi in a Hindustan Times interview. ‘Anyway, India’s foreign policy is independent. China’s task is to exploit potential room for better relations with India to reduce Indian strategic consultations with the US.’

The dean of the Institute for Modern International Relations works in a red-brick low-rise facing the athletics track deep inside Tsinghua University, where he too is unsuccessfully searching for qualified Indian and Chinese scholars to research linkages between ancient and modern Indian thought. Yan Xuetong is not afraid of the long shadows of history. He is a survivor who feels secure enough to write freely on taboo topics. In his 2011 book, Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power, he describes his teenage years spent ploughing icy fields on bare feet, hiding in haystacks to study English and witnessing people flogged to death for disobedience. The emotional burden of the Cultural Revolution strengthened his conviction that a great power is made of morality and not just might, but he categorizes himself as a nationalist and scientific realist, not a Confucian philosopher.

‘To grow, you have to wait for others to make mistakes and meanwhile avoid making your own mistakes. There is competition among powers to avoid making mistakes. If other countries provide good governments and don’t make mistakes, then you can never catch up.’

The professor’s sparkling eyes have made peace with the brutal past. He sat on a purple couch, flipping through a thick volume with youthful eagerness. Our green tea went cold. Yan was looking for a chart measuring China’s relations with major powers for fifty-five years, from 1950 to 2005. His team had developed a model that, in a nutshell, tried to ‘measure’ bilateral relationships based on factors such as bilateral events, high-level agreements, military clashes, signed agreements, public criticism and so on. Yan did not label the Sino-Indian relationship as either friendly or competitive. Many of us would be surprised to hear the hard-nosed realist say that the Asian rivals have a ‘normal’ relationship ‘somewhat similar’ to China’s ties with Britain. He argued that the border dispute is akin to a cancer that both governments together are incapable of curing but capable of ‘managing’ to lead a seemingly healthy life.

‘We found that the China–India relationship is that of a superficial enemy. Since 1990, there are less conflicting interests between China and India than people believe. Our bilateral relationship has improved steadily.’

China has better ties with Bangladesh than with India. But since 2005, he said, the Sino-Indian relationship has improved as compared to China’s relationship with Japan or the US. Yan did not waste words toeing the official line that Beijing’s ties with Islamabad were not aimed at New Delhi. He had no problem conceding that the US raid on al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden had in fact ‘improved’ China’s relations with Pakistan in the short term by reinforcing Pakistan’s dependence on China as its main patron and protector.

‘The Sino-Indian relationship cannot catch up with the Sino-Pak relationship in the visible future. In my view, the Sino-Pak relationship is even stronger than China’s ties with Russia.’16

Yan Xuetong is a man the embassy of India could benefit from inviting to speak at its branding events in Beijing. The professor, who comes across as a suave corporate leader rather than a former son of the soil, leaned on the sofa’s edge to discuss an economic miracle.

‘The real miracle is the small size of the Indian government, no matter if it’s the foreign or defence ministry,’ he said, waving his palms in amazement at the comparatively lower-cost and close-knit size of the Indian diplomatic corps which is comparable to that of New Zealand or Thailand. ‘I can imagine Ireland or Finland functioning this way! Unfortunately, Indians never see this strong point about their system or understand how to maximize its advantages.’

Shen Dingli, vice dean of the Fudan University’s Institute of International Affairs and a frequent flyer to the Indian capital, is also opening students’ eyes to broader possibilities of international engagement while keeping China’s national self-interest at the forefront. Wandering in search of him at Fudan University, I knocked on a fourth-floor chamber for military and arms control strategists. The overworked, perspiring professor peeped out of the war room full of tables stacked with books. Speaking through a crack in the door, he politely dispatched me to an antiseptic ground-floor visitor’s room with a centre table and chairs facing a garden.

‘When we get modernized, we should not look down on others,’ Shen told me, narrating how he rebutted his Fudan students’ impression of an impoverished and invasive India. The professor is no romantic Indophile. He is a realist who backs overseas military bases for the Chinese navy. He believes negotiation is important—for reasons such as India’s no-firstuse nuclear policy which he believes could change under particular circumstances. He says Sino-Pak ties should be good anyway, not just in the context of (a counterbalance to) India. ‘It could be due to [a] strategic reason that China– Pakistan relations have been built this way,’ he said. ‘But it is not sustainable in the long run, with its base a common foe.’

Shen is a modernized throwback to the old-timers who make a stronger attempt to understand where India’s China strategy comes from. ‘I was twenty-three years old when I was accepted into the Communist Party,’ Shen said. ‘My father shed tears of joy.’ While old-timers romanticize India and Tagore, new moderates like Shen argue that the Chinese don’t have to admire India but it is more important that they understand India.

‘Our Centre for South Asian Studies at Fudan is rising with India. China and India have failed to build good relations with each other, and this is detrimental to both. I don’t feel India is a threat to China. Both China and India have felt that the other has hurt it.’

He cited forgotten anecdotes. Defence Minister George Fernandes had flown to China in 2003 during an epidemic of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome or SARS and gifted China SARS prevention gifts. India, unlike the US, has not challenged China on Taiwan. The Beijing Olympics flame was carried across New Delhi without the torch-snatching protests that had erupted in Paris.

‘How can we blame India?’ Shen argued, on the border dispute. ‘The Briton (Henry McMahon) invented the McMahon Line and Indians carried on the tradition of British colonizers. We could ask the Indians to leave. But we should also understand if they don’t leave. Mongolians threatened Tibet to make it a part of the Yuan Dynasty but the Han-ethnicbased Ming Dynasty carried it on. It is hard for the Chinese to look at the past and relinquish Tibet. In the same vein, it is hard for Indians not to keep what the Briton left.’ He moved on to sensitive turf. ‘In this sense, Southern Tibet (Arunachal Pradesh) is largely a fait accompli. There is no way to get it back, even by a war.’

Beijing will not acknowledge that there exist internal debates arguing that Arunachal Pradesh is a done deal. In 2011, a television journalist in New Delhi asked envoy Zhang Yan to comment on maps that included Arunachal Pradesh in Southern Tibet on a Chinese state-owned firm’s brochures distributed at a business event. ‘Shut up,’ snapped back the ambassador.17 ‘Indian reporter disrupts signing event of China– India cooperation,’ slanted Global Times, a state-run Chinese tabloid.

Shen argues that negotiation does not mean yielding. ‘Making mutual concession on land can make relationships harmonious. Let’s compete to give without taking. The big party should give others benefits. If a China–India deal on Southern Tibet [Arunachal Pradesh] leads to harmony for both, let’s do it. Aksai Chin is under dispute even though China has occupied it and denied dispute. Both countries should use international law and compete on moral ground. For Dalai Lama, if both China and he could eventually reach (a) compromise, we shall then welcome him home. And on that basis, for India’s hosting him in the past, [the] Chinese and Indian governments could also reach a deal to end that page of history.’

India and China, after seventeen rounds of border talks, are not yet prepared to exchange maps and demarcate their borders. In the off-record words of an Indian official experienced in Chinese statecraft, public sentiment on both sides holds the cards to clinching a peaceful deal. Hu Shisheng, a Beijing-based government adviser on South Asia at the China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations, also remarked to me that there exists a ‘need for patience to reeducate people’ because the two countries’ positions on the border are ‘nearly opposite’. Hu was in favour of settling the dispute in future whenever there would be an ‘imperative’ to resolve it. India cannot afford to wait until the border dispute is settled to benefit from better relations with China, especially in Chinese classrooms that groom future opinion makers. The opinion of Chinese students and netizens is significant because Beijing cannot back down on Arunachal Pradesh as long as it fears that a territorial compromise will make it lose face and appear weak. Chinese students are outspoken in the world’s largest online Internet community of over 600 million Chinese netizens, almost equivalent to half the Indian population. India’s low-profile presence in China prolongs the shelf life of anti-India propaganda. Unnoticed by New Delhi, a handful of Chinese professors have opened up a new window to India in their classrooms where students respect straight talk and are more open than outsiders may imagine to new ideas and criticism of their authoritarian government.

Sino-Indian events in Beijing need to include a number of cutting-edge innovators, techies, movie-makers, bloggers and artists from both sides. Government events tend to be dominated by a sea of senior citizens, officials, journalists and the staple group of Chinese students who speak better Hindi than Indians. Once a year, the neighbours exchange 100–500 students for a week of superficial bonding. India sends to China low-cost dance groups claiming to represent Bollywood and esoteric classical performers. I observed Indian ministers making speeches that put Chinese audiences to sleep. A Chinese foreign policy adviser told me that India and Russia have the ‘least active’ missions in Beijing. ‘Your government needs to do propaganda to improve its image,’ he gravely noted. India should be organizing articulate talking heads, CEOs, artists, writers and editors to tour China to debunk outdated ideas of India and initiate fruitful relationships. New Delhi and Beijing are time travelling backward to go forward. They have no present-day personalities with mass appeal in the other society. Fifty years since Chinese scholars celebrated Tagore’s hundredth anniversary, the two governments have recast him as their only cultural cross-border bridge.

‘Who, after all, can deny the need for a harmonious society today?’ Indian envoy S. Jaishankar made a contemporary connection between Tagore and the CCP’s political catchphrase of a ‘harmonious society’. Tagore’s 150th anniversary was celebrated in May 2011 in a Beijing hall decorated with red lanterns.18 I surveyed the majority of senior citizens in the audience until I spotted a boy and girl on the backbench. Shen Dewei from Beijng Normal University relaxed in his chair, legs stretched in repose, next to his quiet girlfriend. I waited for the literature student in black sweatshirt and jeans to wake up. His eyes gradually opened as a speech came to a close. ‘I came here to meet real Indians for the first time and know what they think,’ said the migrant from south-eastern Zhejiang, telling me he had inherited his father’s interest in Tagore. The criticism of Tagore’s ‘oriental’ views by Marxists and founding officials of the CCP was being put to rest on stage. Among them stood Li Ping, vice editor-in-chief of Commercial Press, which had hosted a party for Tagore in its eastern library in 1924. Li was hailing Tagore as a ‘practical social activist’ and ‘educational innovator’. The student and I got talking.

‘I heard that a monkey jumped on an Indian man in his balcony and bit him on the head . . . the dying way of Indian people is very funny,’ he said. ‘And your national day parades . . . in China we roll out impressive tanks and soldiers smartly holding guns . . . but your soldiers hold their rifles backward like this.’ (He lazily slung an imaginary rifle over his shoulder). His observations are actually echoed by some Chinese netizens who term India’s military modernization as ‘loud thunder, tiny rain’ and postures of Indian military on parades as ‘foolishly conceited persons’ and ‘dancing clowns’.19

While scholars on stage promised to release improved Mandarin translations of Tagore’s original writing in Bengali, the student remarked that only those with spiritual needs and fluency in English can appreciate his poetry. There are limitations in pitching Tagore to forge cultural connections with netizens whose daily reading lists comprise micro-blogs. There is no ideological reawakening in the economy comparable to the passionate era when Tagore’s writings inspired students to risk their lives to read during the Cultural Revolution. I asked the youth sitting beside me whether India and China are friends, rivals or enemies in his opinion. The student of literature stared at his sneakers and responded after a long silence. When he finally spoke, he sounded like a pragmatic Chinese foreign policy strategist more than a fan of poetry and certainly someone India can benefit from getting to know better.

‘India will develop into a really great country [but] it’s very hard to say if India and China are friends or rivals. It depends on the two governments. I hope India and China can be friends. China needs a friend. It has too many enemies.’
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NEWSROOM

‘We cannot upset Pakistan’


Hey Reshma,

I wish u happy for the year of Tiger. This year is so special to me.

I was born in the year of Tiger. So am wearing red underwear and red earrings and anything that can be red now! I really hope that u can log on Facebook in Beijing, but my friend L. told me that he downloaded a kind of software that can protecting him logging on Facebook so Reshma, Try.

Anyway, I have been here for a few months. The biggest shock to me is the European people know nothing about China . . . but what made me really angry is, the European think Taiwan is another country instead of a part of China. I got a classmate, she is from the south part of Taiwan, she was educated from she was a baby that Taiwan is a country with their national flag and ruling parties.

The only Chinese paper here is published by the Falungong organisation and they are trying to persuading to read their newspaper . . . so crazy!!!! Another thing I have to say is, we are getting different news, I mean what the news report said about China can be completely different from home and here in Europe . . . but now am kind of used to the new and shock things that happening every day.

Susie

(Chinese name withheld on request)



It was a matter of time before Chinese officials for the first time told us, members of the ‘negative’ Indian media, to report strictly ‘positive’ news on the border. Chinese students like the girl who sent me the above email are startled when they encounter unfiltered news and views about their government for the first time. Beijing’s desire to dictate news does not focus on the state-run Chinese media alone. The CCP believes that media has emerged as the most hostile part of Indian civil society towards China and needs to be contained. A series of interconnected events on the frontier and in Beijing a few years ago inspired this chapter on how the world’s two largest and contrast newspaper markets read and report each other and increasingly influence Sino-Indian relations.

I was transplanted from a freer press where I could dial a quote any time from high-level officials to a controlled media climate where officials’ cell phone numbers were a state secret and offices were inaccessible. In the process, I gleaned certain indicators on questions raised in Indian policy discussions on the closed-door world of Chinese media operations. Do the state-run media represent state opinion? How does propaganda on India influence people? Do young Chinese journalists believe in censorship? How is the Chinese media changing? Are the media on both sides improving or worsening relations?

China’s campaign against the Indian media intensified in 2013 after the PLA’s 19 km encampment beyond the Line of Actual Control on remote Indian territory in Ladakh, near the Karakoram highway strategically linking China and Pakistan. It’s worthwhile to go behind the scenes to events in 2009–10 in Beijing which seemed to portend 2013. Everywhere I went as a journalist, Chinese officials and ordinary citizens spoke of the Indian media as a ‘negative’ anti-China force. The CCP cannot be unaware that sources in Indian ministries and the diplomatic corps handling China themselves leak Sino-Indian disputes to the mainstream press to secure a better response from Beijing after bilateral channels hit a wall. The dominant headlines on China in 2009 said PLA soldiers were scooting across the undemarcated border into India to practise Chinese graffiti. Zhongguo—China—was spray-painted on rocks in red Chinese characters. Beijing and New Delhi rushed to refute and downplay the hysteria, which included claims that two Chinese choppers flew into Indian airspace and two Indo-Tibetan Border Police personnel were shot in cross-border firing. ‘China will attack India in 2012,’ warned an Indian strategist. ‘Let’s use our friends in Pakistan and the periphery to split India into nation states,’ proposed a Chinese writer hiding behind the online name Strategy. New Delhi emphasized that the border was tranquil since decades. Not a single shot was fired. National security adviser M.K. Narayanan, however, made a telling statement on the borderline nature of this tranquillity. ‘There’s always concern that if this [media] thing goes on like this,’ he said on television, ‘someone, somewhere could lose his cool and something might go wrong.’1

The news war in India temporarily pulled down some of the CCP boundaries which shield mandarins from the media. I was invited to seminars to mingle with several foreign ministry officials in the flesh and blood. In normal times, the outdated fax machine with undecipherable Chinese buttons is the foreign media’s main interface with the CCP in China, the world’s largest mobile phone market where fake iPhones were being sold before an official Apple shop was opened in Beijing in 2008. The first seminar was conducted in a little chamber in the International Press Centre of the foreign ministry. Indian journalists and diplomats faced their hosts across a table on which lay untouched saucers of peanuts and sweet chips. The Chinese side, faces strained, had come prepared with pages of standard speeches that did not relate to the dispute but could be useful in a bilateral crisis to bond the East vs the West. We are developing nations in a world monopolized by the developed. We have a long history. We have a splendid culture. China does not pose a threat to India. This boundary issue has become ‘particularly difficult’ in the limelight. We need a quiet and sound environment to settle it. The West does not want us to get along. We should be different from Western media that write about human rights and Hu Jia (a prominent dissident).

‘Chinese dragons don’t breathe fire and don’t have wings,’ said Sun Weidong, a former New Delhi-based diplomat and face of the foreign ministry for the Indian elite in Beijing. He had a point. Every bilateral dispute kept the graphic artists in Indian newsrooms busy designing ferocious dragons. Sun’s colleague in the information department of the foreign ministry emphasized the need for ‘fair, objective, friendly’ reports. ‘Focus on the culture and civilization . . .’ said Ma Jisheng. ‘When it comes to the boundary, I hope the media can be prudent.’

Here’s the odd thing.

New Delhi’s representatives did not echo Beijing. The Indian embassy made a pointed statement that did not deny the reported PLA incursions. ‘There can be no smoke without fire,’ said deputy chief of mission Jaideep Mazumdar. ‘This is the nature of today’s media. If there’s a story they have to put it out there, flag issues before they become problems.’ India’s point: Diplomats can’t wash dirty linen in public. Let the media do it.

The Chinese government shows it is unwilling to respect and understand the nature of a free press though its newspapers have increased from sixty-nine in 1979 to over 2,000 today—compared to over 85,000 in India. Beijing has demanded that India regulate media reports on China even back in 1976 and after India’s nuclear test in 1998, says Srikanth Kondapalli, a New Delhi-based professor of Chinese studies. The effort to spin India became openly pronounced as reports of hundreds of Chinese incursions per year, based on differing perceptions of the boundary, became frequent2 at the end of the last decade.

A second seminar on ‘media obligation’ (naturally, only for the Sino-Indian media) was held once again, days apart from the first one. A young employee of the foreign ministry rang me up on a terrible network before I flagged the taxi, while I was in the taxi, outside the elevator, inside the elevator and while walking down a fourteenth-floor corridor. ‘Where have you reached?’ he whispered, flustered, each time. Tall and thin, he sprang to his feet in relief when I entered. The Chinese politely and repeatedly thanked their Indian counterparts for attending. I was the only Indian journalist present. They led me, in my backbench attire of jeans and sweater, to join a row of formally dressed speakers and sit beside a boundary affairs official who hastened away after the speeches. A Chinese official began speaking and harked back to India’s nuclear test in 1998, a landmark when Beijing sat up and noticed India as a stronger adversary.

‘They called China enemy number 1,’ he said, looking at me.

Another official went on about our ‘obligation’ to write ‘positive’ news on India–China relations and create ‘good public opinion’ on the border dispute. Chinese journalists in the audience, their faces expressionless, took turns to read lists of their positive news on India published in the previous month. I was not armed with any such list. I said that I attempted to cover every major China story, not just border issues, and named some examples of my recently published work. They looked sceptical. I felt like enemy number 1.

While complaining against India’s anti-China hype, China was ignoring Indian concerns and building roads and railroad in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, upgrading the Karakoram highway to link Pakistan to Xinjiang on the north-west Chinese frontier and building two new 650MW civilian nuclear reactors for its unstable ally. India in 2010 suspended bilateral military exchanges after Beijing denied a regular Chinese visa to northern army commander Lt Gen. B.S. Jaswal, whose purview included Jammu and Kashmir.3 Beijing initially denied the dispute and its embassy continued to staple instead of stamp visas for Indians from the state. When Premier Wen Jiabao made a tepid visit to India in December 2010 (and complained about China getting bad press), India for the first time refused to reiterate a one-China policy in the joint statement, thus emphasizing that its sovereignty on Jammu and Kashmir was equivalent to China’s on Tibet and Taiwan.

After Wen’s return to Beijing, a foreign ministry official said off record that China had the ‘sovereign’ right to decide the type of visas issued in its embassies and consulates. The visa dispute was a ‘technical’ problem that must not be made public, he urged, because it would create ‘all kinds of speculation and imagination’. He declined to comment whether Chinese visas for residents of Pakistan-occupied Kashmir were also stapled. The Indian understanding was that someone in the Chinese defence ministry probably decided to deny Jaswal a visa to placate Pakistan but kept the foreign ministry out of the loop.4 The Kashmir stand-off ended in temporary truce at a BRICS summit in mid-2011 in the southern coastal city Sanya where Hu Jintao met Manmohan Singh. After the Hu-Singh meeting ended, I rang up the foreign ministry’s Kashmir expert in Beijing to confirm whether China had backed down on the visa issue. ‘China has not changed its Kashmir policy. There is no flip-flop,’ Rong Ying insisted. ‘It’s unfortunate that the technical visa issue became a big story.’

The statements coming out of Beijing emphasizing no change in policy indicated that China may needle India on Jammu and Kashmir again. India may leverage its Tibet card again. But the visa imbroglio was contained only after a storm in the ‘negative’ Indian media. Beijing had not anticipated such a backlash from New Delhi in 2009–10. Surely, it would have known better three years later when it intruded in Ladakh days before the next premier Li Keqiang’s visit to New Delhi. China’s unpredictable military moves on the Ladakh border in mid-2013, where a PLA unit set up tents on India-claimed territory in violation of the bilateral border understanding, seriously dented India’s political inclination to improve relations with China. Beijing is making notes on India’s leadership transition in 2014 and sizing up border settlement scenarios. It is preparing its domestic mass base to consider CCP policies towards India favourably by passing the buck for spoiling relations on India and its raucous press. Chinese newspapers said India had provoked the Ladakh crisis. Such reports reinforced public distrust towards India. The Global Times, a young nationalist tabloid said to have PLA links, published an editorial stating that the Indian government was indulging ‘media habits’ when it ‘ought to assume the responsibility of maintaining a good atmosphere’. ‘The India side tries to create trouble’ before major bilateral events, wrote Liu Zongyi, a scholar at the Shanghai Institute of International Relations. The Global Times Global Poll Centre survey, of news from 2010 to 2012 in India and China, said only 1 per cent of Chinese news on India is ‘negative’, compared to 9.5 per cent negative news on China in India. This gap in the statistics can be a result of gag orders that prevent the Chinese media from criticizing the government’s foreign policy and reporting internal decision-making processes. In late 2010, envoy Zhang Yan in New Delhi portrayed Sino-Indian relations as ‘very fragile and very difficult to repair’ and urged the media to prevent a war of words. But the Sino-Indian relationship deserves greater transparency in order to move forward on sensitive issues. The ‘negative’ Indian media plays a positive role by compelling the estranged neighbours to openly resolve their strategic affairs.

THE GLOBAL TIMES

I was on a bus full of drowsy Indian businessmen scouting for deals in small cities somewhere by the Yangtze in eastern China. A call from an unfamiliar Beijing number snapped me awake. At first, I thought a government spokesperson was on the line.

‘Frankly,’ admonished an English-speaking woman, ‘we don’t think your story is positive . . . how long have you stayed in China?’

It was my first call from the Global Times newspaper—the most extreme example of Chinese spin on India since its 2009 launch in Beijing.

China and India sell the world’s largest number of newspapers, with an estimated 114.5 million and ninety-nine million copies circulated in 2012. Their newsrooms often seem like war rooms aiming verbal missiles at each other and throwing officials on both sides into a tizzy. The Global Times is read in India as Beijing’s most belligerent mouthpiece for its reminders of 1962 and warnings against provoking China. Several Chinese thinkers and journalists would complain to me, in turn, about ‘anti-China’ and ‘hawkish’ reports in The Times of India. The Global Times, backed by hardliners, admonishes India more than any other Chinese newspaper. Two of its editorials on India were entrenched—for an unusually long period of nearly two years since its launch—on top of the ‘most commented’ section of its website, where one would expect to see more frequent anti-US and anti-Japan news. The two popular headlines were: ‘India’s unwise military moves’;5 ‘Indian Prime Minister’s visit [to Arunachal Pradesh] a provocative move’.6 The Global Times portrays India as an envious neighbour spoiling for a fight:


India needs to consider whether or not it can afford the consequences of a potential confrontation with China . . . India should examine its attitude and preconceptions; it will need to adjust if it hopes to cooperate with China.



The English-language Global Times sells a few thousand copies compared to its Chinese tabloid of the same name, Huanqiu Shibao, which is known to sell about two million copies. It was launched in 1993 to focus on international news. Its spin became more ultranationalist post-1999, after the accidental NATO and US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade led to anti-US demonstrations across China. The two editions have different staff. The Chinese edition sometimes avoids critical news on domestic corruption and dissidence which may be reported in the bolder English edition. Both newspapers are affiliates of People’s Daily, the original CCP mouthpiece. But it is Global Times that ‘best illustrates’ how China’s ‘commercialized but politically guided media mobilize public opinion on foreign policy and then feed it back into the foreign policymaking process,’ writes Susan Shirk in the book Changing Media, Changing China. Shirk, a former policy adviser in the Clinton administration, says Global Times’s editors have close relations with the propaganda department and the paper has proven to be a ‘very influential medium for the CCP to guide the public’.7

The Global Times, though the most cited Chinese newspaper in India, does not always represent the views of its younger and liberal-leaning journalists. It does represent the general state view. Most of its reporters deplore censorship. On rare trips to India, they buy stacks of Tibetan books banned in China. A journalist described bowing before the man China calls a separatist—the Dalai Lama—and clasping his palms respectfully in the ‘illegal’ Tibetan government-in-exile in Dharamshala. Another journalist admitted to having hopes of interviewing the Dalai Lama to ask why he fled China instead of campaigning for Tibetan rights inside Tibet. Over a dinner of curry and rice in Beijing, a twenty-something Global Times reporter gushed to me: ‘In India, I felt like a real journalist for the first time.’

The Global Times journalist who had rung me up on the bus asked for my comment on two stories published in the Hindustan Times in September 2010. I explained that the stories she objected to were news reports, not opinion pieces. One story was just a snippet in the paper about an evening talk show on the richer and bigger Chinese equivalent of Doordarshan, China Central Television or CCTV. The show opened with child actors dressed as Brazil, India, China and the US jogging on the spot.8 A burly boy represented China. He urged the slower, weaker children representing India and Brazil to run faster and overtake the panting American. The spoof was a cheeky hint of Beijing taking charge of the BRIC bloc of Brazil, Russia, India and China (South Africa joined later in 2011). She also complained about my story on a Stockholm International Peace Research Institute report which commented on the Chinese foreign ministry’s weakening power.9 A few weeks later, I invited the journalist for an Indian meal. To my surprise, Duan Congcong, the woman waiting for me at the table, mature and make-up-free face, short hair, was no angry young hyper-nationalist. She said she had written a ‘neutral’ piece on the Hindustan Times’s reports in the Chinese-language edition.

The Global Times’s editor-in-chief, Hu Xijin, an alumnus of a military university, writes several provocative editorials himself. I sent him a questionnaire in order to include the Global Times’s version in this book and he verbally conveyed a message declining comment in person or on email. This is standard protocol in China. Authorities do their best to avoid presenting their side of the story. Foreign reporting in China involves a daily scramble to quote the Chinese view on Chinese news and journalists increasingly rely on plucking quotes from Twitter-like Chinese micro-blogs as a benchmark for public opinion. I gathered that Hu was told to lie low. His last interview to The Sydney Morning Herald10 had veered off course. He was quoted saying the interviewer was ‘not qualified as a journalist’, The New York Times was ‘full of lies’ and so on. An insider told me that Hu’s team was afraid to criticize his pugnacious editorials in internal meetings.

‘If I criticize, I will lose my job.’

The Global Times has, however, published rare features on topics that other Chinese media may steer clear of, including a spot report from Dharamshala on the ‘uncertain future’ of exiled Tibetans. In early 2013, Hu came to India for the first time. His group visited Infosys in Bengaluru and slums in Mumbai. In New Delhi, the delegation invited itself on short notice for a traditional Indian meal at the home of Hindustan Times’s foreign editor, Pramit Pal Chaudhuri. China is more guarded towards inviting foreign journalists home and in government offices—I was allowed no farther than a lobby or visitor’s room. Chaudhuri later blogged that Hu inspected all his bedrooms, inquired about the couple’s income and taxes but evaded answering in-depth to questions on his newsroom practices beyond stating that CCP control on the press was weakening.11

Should we pay attention to Global Times? Yes. ‘Our editorials are supposed to represent official views,’ a senior journalist told me in its office. Editorials are written in consultation with policy analysts from official think-tanks and published after approval from high-level officials. For all its bluster, the English-language tabloid sells a few thousand copies to expats, diplomats and foreign journalists who read it against the advice of many Chinese. People reacted strongly whenever I mentioned it.

‘Political pornography,’ scoffed blogger-activist Michael Anti.

‘Please read it with caution,’ said maritime strategist Li Li.

‘They are proud of their nationalism,’ said South Asia strategist Rong Ying.

‘It sells nationalism!’ said online journalist Xu Chunlio, who was contesting neighbourhood elections as an independent candidate.

‘A very strange paper—it’s controlled by some radical elements,’ grunted Tagore scholar Liu Jian. ‘Don’t read it.’

FORMULA NEWS

Traditionally, Beijing used its media to sustain a downbeat image of India and mould public opinion that democracy in a developing economy sustains poverty. Readers are not informed that bilateral disputes often loom from China’s own policies on Pakistan, Jammu and Kashmir and market access. The disputes also arise from confusion in the CCP ranks on how to befriend India and at the same time assert the rise of China as Asia’s big brother. For the following reasons, the Chinese media cannot put together a credible story on India—‘a nuclear country that uses all its armed might to indulge in wars of aggression’. These are not my words:


It is a regret that most India-related reports that have the most influence on [the] Chinese public come from market-oriented local newspapers, periodicals and media websites. And as time passes, those played up reports on India gradually revolve into the image of India in the eyes of the Chinese: a country that goes after the dream of a giant but with ability falling short of its wishes; a country that is inferior to China in many aspects except software; a country that intends to contend with China for everything; a country that will join hands with [the] US to contain China; a country that is dirty and full of social unrests; a nuclear country that uses all its armed might to indulge in wars of aggression; a country where racial riots and natural and man-made calamities are frequent . . . obviously, about India, all these are not true.12



This is the conclusion of an editor inside the system. A few years ago, Tang Lu, a senior editor at the official Party wire Xinhua, spent six months living in Gujarat. Xinhua News Agency, known as the Red China News Agency in the 1930s, comprises thirty-three domestic bureaus and 117 foreign bureaus providing news in eight languages including Chinese, English, French, Russian, Spanish, Arabic, Portuguese and Japanese. It publishes over twenty newspapers and magazines. Its reporters write memos analysing domestic and foreign news for the Party’s internal journals. The central propaganda department regularly instructs the nationwide media to restrict politically sensitive news reports to approved reproductions of Xinhua handouts. In 2011, Xinhua’s latest global office opened in Times Square in New York. Tang trawled India to interview leading politicians and walked with Gandhians on a Dandi March anniversary. No Indian reporter in China has that kind of consistent access to senior Chinese leaders. The above extract is from a 2003 research paper which she emailed me. It is based on her analysis of ten months of news on India in the Chinese press including the major Xinhua newspaper Reference News which focuses on international news. She concluded on a safe note that the official media (like Xinhua) is ‘objective, overall and authoritative’, but her note was sprinkled with critical observations on the media’s commercial side.

Media sources in Beijing and Shanghai confirm that guidelines on covering India are regularly issued to editors. In 1998, propagandists instructed the media to go all-out in criticizing India’s nuclear tests and obliterate all counterpoints favourable to India. North Korea and Pakistan are akin to ‘landmines’ that the Chinese media dare not step on. The regimes are China’s closest allies and act as its proxies in north-east and South Asia respectively. In 2013, The New York Times reported that a Chinese editor was reportedly suspended for suggesting that China abandon North Korea after its belligerence threatened to bring the peninsula on the brink of a nuclear war.

An outspoken associate professor at the Beijing Foreign Studies University introduced me to his students to talk about current affairs between India and China. They were tonguetied when I asked for their thoughts on India. Chatting over green tea at a round table, the professor said that they rarely came across informative news on the Indian economy and society.

‘One is the world’s largest democracy, and the other is the world’s largest dictatorship,’ he drawled. (Chinese experts rarely call their political system a ‘dictatorship’.) ‘[And] we cannot upset Pakistan.’

Chinese coverage of the 26 November 2008 terror attack on Mumbai that left 166 dead downplayed Pakistan’s hand in it after evidence pointed to terror outfit Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI), Pakistan’s intelligence agency. On a first-ever media tour of military barracks in 2009 in Beijing, I watched commandos scale a white three-storey building engulfed in smoke from gunfire and exploding grenades. The anti-terror drill evoked the siege of Mumbai’s Nariman House on 26/11. A senior PLA colonel later remarked that they had studied the terror attack on Mumbai as a ‘lesson’ on counter-terror preparedness.13 Beijing, in spite of its concerns about terror attacks on the mainland, is reluctant to openly criticize its ally though the Pakistan–Afghanistan border is said to shelter cells of the separatist East Turkestan Islamic Movement that have been held responsible for attacks on Xinjiang.

In 2001, the national broadcaster CCTV ran news of the 9/11 terror attacks on the US three hours late.14 A decade later, China was the last major power to issue a statement on the death of al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, which it described as a ‘positive development’. A policy analyst from an official think-tank later mentioned to me that they had worked on the statement all day. A torrent of one-sided media reports then hailed Islamabad’s anti-terror campaign without scrutinizing the six years bin Laden spent undetected living near military barracks in Abbottabad, Pakistan.

The ‘Indian inferiority complex’ is another news maker. Sections of Chinese media ‘build up national pride and a sense of mission of the Chinese people by disseminating India’s inferiority to or competition with China’, wrote Tang in her paper. In late 2009, Indian diplomats were caught offguard—‘perplexed’, said a high-level official—when People’s Daily prominently ran an online article stating that Indians are narrow-minded and hegemonic. The author made no mention of PLA incursions. ‘In recent years, Indians have become more narrow-minded and intolerable of outside criticism as nationalist sentiment rises with some of them even turning to hegemony,’ it stated with a grand sweep. ‘It can be proved by India’s recent provocation on border issues with China.’15

Citing no evidence and ignoring mainstream opinion in India, Li Hongmei in 2011 informed Chinese readers that ‘India is likely to resume its nuclear tests’. For this, China and all the neighbours should sharpen their vigilance on India’s every manoeuvre.’16 A People’s Daily website editor refused to pass on her number through a senior journalist who was my guanxi (contact). Li popped up in Xinhua that year, warning India that pursuing an oil hunt in two blocks claimed by Vietnam in the South China Sea might ‘poison’ ties. China controversially claims the sea in its almost entirety. As the deal showed no sign of keeling under Chinese pressure, she blamed the inferior Indian psyche. Her article, ‘India’s undue worry about China results from inferiority complex’, was widely cited in India. A year later, I Iooked it up again and found the post diplomatically deleted. Here’s an excerpt:


India might as well bear in mind: to build up a real power, neither self-satisfaction nor self-inferiority is a mature and constructive mindset . . . If India could carry itself with some ease and confidence it would not be belittled by others, including China. But if it persisted in its ‘strategic encirclement’ thinking of its giant neighbour, India would virtually step on a loss-making route, at least, in mentality.17



Foreign correspondents of Western nations also tend to focus on certain themes while reporting India: poverty, inequality, corruption and the monkeys roaming New Delhi. The CCP’s grip on the press, in comparison, sustains a belief that its reportage is state spin. Sometimes I ran into people who let slip their low opinion of the Indian democracy even as they eagerly appraised its vast market potential.

It was a sultry afternoon in 2011 in mountainous Chongqing. The fast-urbanizing municipality is in population equivalent to Mumbai and Kolkata combined and its rugged cityscape features similar rich–poor contrasts. Shirtless porters known as bang bang men sleep on riverside pavements under the glittering city lights. Chongqing is under Central government control. It is better known for its superlative achievements as the world’s largest city, near the world’s largest hydroelectric Three Gorges dam on the Yangtze, and the last power centre of Bo Xilai who was one of the twenty-five men on the politburo ruling China. The six-foot-tall neo-Maoist was toppled later that year in a major murder and corruption scandal exposing the CCP’s factionalism. Bo was ousted during his high-profile campaign for a seat on the seven- to nine-member standing committee at the helm of China. Under Bo’s diktat, the local government had painted Chongqing red and revived musical trends from the notorious Cultural Revolution. Patriotic shows replaced prime time soap operas, crime serials and reality television. Li Bin, president of a state-run website, Chongqing Hualong News, met me after his first visit to India. He sat across the table reading a statement sounding like Wikipedia on Bengaluru and the Tata Group.

‘What do you actually think of India?’ I interrupted, restless for a real conversation.

Li responded. His interpreter smirked and giggled, saying that Li had criticized the transportation system and the ‘rich– poor’ gap in India. Okay, so? The friendly propaganda official making notes beside me looked upset. The girl sniggered as she continued to translate his words.

‘Children in India are naked. They piss on the streets . . . but all Indians have inner peace . . . That is what I think.’18

THE INDIA LESSON

I met two Chinese men who had come to India and found a developmental lesson for China. One man succeeded in telling his story. One man was silenced, almost.

The gate of Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily) is located near a landmark. The Great Mall. Long black cars glide in and out of the vast, grey and guarded compound. A few years ago, Ren Yan told friends he was off to report from New Delhi. They asked whether India is as far away as Africa and whether Indians are ‘black people’. In spring 2011, we sat bundled in overcoats, sipping tea in the impeccable People’s Daily café. The short, clean-shaven reporter with the easy-going nature of a seasoned diplomat reminisced about being the first to arrive at events in New Delhi. ‘I realized later that it’s okay to reach within the first thirty minutes,’ he grinned.

I asked him to narrate stories that made him proud of his stint. Few Chinese readers may remember that his report based on the routine act of buying a train ticket had rattled the Chinese railway ministry. He said he had described the process of buying a ticket in India, his amazement to see his name on it and the journey itself. Every year, at the onset of the lunar New Year holiday, millions of Chinese scramble for a ticket or at least a ‘standing ticket’ for a toehold on journeys that can stretch for three to four days. Ren said his story provoked the ministry to dispatch a delegation to study the Indian railroad and that set in motion a pilot system of registering passengers’ names on train tickets in some cities. He wrote about subsidized medical care in overcrowded public hospitals where low-income migrants were not shooed away and expected to approach hospitals in their hometowns. ‘I mean, a migrant from Bihar can be treated in AIIMS in Delhi,’ he told me. Generous comparisons with India made officials lose face. Readers reacted, questioning the higher cost of basic medical care in China compared to India. China was struggling to reform its hukou (household registration) system, which grants the holder of a hard-to-get urban hukou a passport to medical and education rights in the city of employment instead of having to travel back to his or her home town. Comparisons between the two largest developing economies and their lessons for the other remain under-reported on both sides of the border—in India, mainly due to lack of access to in-depth fieldwork in China and waning media interest towards international news.

Zhao Jian was a loner determined to tell his story.

‘Even we scholars have no idea what the railway ministry is doing,’ said Professor Zhao as soon as we met in his office at the Beijing Jiaotong (Transportation) University. Zhao put a bottle of mineral water beside my chair and began to talk about his travels across India. In 2009, the economist travelled second-class on a Delhi–Mumbai train and went back convinced that the Indian Railways was worth studying even if it evoked China fifteen years ago. ‘India doesn’t need high-speed trains,’ he said, ‘but India can make a rational choice about it. In China, decisions are too political.’19 Zhao was part of an inspection team on the $33-billion Beijing–Shanghai train’s 350 km/hr test run. ‘I directly told them that China should not build bullet trains,’ he recalled. ‘The cost of construction and operation are too high.’ Zhao argued against building trains cruising faster than 200 km/hr. Railway minister Liu Zhijun, nicknamed Great Leap Liu, asked Zhao’s boss to silence him.20

China in 2010 had 91,000 km of railroad compared to about 65,000 km in India, and 9,300 km high-speed lines in 2012 compared to none in India. I rode a test run on the G1, a new high-speed train launched from Beijing to Shanghai to celebrate the CCP’s ninetieth anniversary. The 1,318 km journey was as smooth as a luxury cruise of four hours and forty-eight minutes but engineers on board repeatedly emphasized that maintaining high safety standards would be a great challenge on the world’s longest high-speed railway lines.21 The Beijing–Shanghai project was steeped in corruption scandals. Railway minister Liu became the highest-level official in five years to be investigated and jailed for corruption. On a rainy evening in July 2011, a bolt of lightning stalled a high-speed train in eastern Wenzhou. The signalling system failed. Inexperienced workers manning the controls reportedly never noticed the problem until an approaching train rear-ended the stalled train. Forty people died, 192 were injured. Even the pro-Party People’s Daily slammed China’s ‘blood-stained GDP’.

A public outcry from Indian citizens can motivate investigative journalists and whistle-blowers to expose the government’s malpractices. In China, journalists and netizens could only pose questions in the short term. Angry online comments were being deleted moments after they were posted. Editors were ordered to stop investigating the accident and report positive stories—‘like people donating blood’.22 But by 2013, in an indication of the power of public pressure to compel policy reform even in an authoritarian state, the mighty railway ministry was dismantled and split in two.

Beijing has defied downsizing trends in the media industry. The Chinese media has expanded its offices from the US to Middle East and Africa while China keeps journalists from its neighbourhood at a safe distance. ‘They think you’re hand-in-glove with the government,’ noted an Indian diplomat in my early days in Beijing. This suspicion of reporters as government agents is mutual. Chinese journalists based in India told me that some of them secured visas after delays ranging between one to two years. Unusual delays, and denials in rare cases, in processing resident visas of Western journalists posted in China sparked a Sino-US dispute in 2013–14. Visa hang-ups between the two Asian neighbours have become so routine that they don’t make news. Chinese journalists in India receive many more invitations to interact with high-level officials and editors than their Indian counterparts in China. They are also busier dispatching internal advisories for the Party rather than writing for the Party newspapers. As for me, covering Beijing’s urban makeover topped my story list when I arrived in the capital. I hoped to analyse urban planning lessons for India by narrating experiences of Chinese technocrats and visiting mega-infrastructure sites like the Beijing subway network that was being extended to overtake the classic London and New York underground. Officials I met were indifferent to emerging India’s interest in studying China’s urban miracle. Those in government who criticized my ‘negative’ reports were silently aware of barriers in the way of reporting even positive stories about China’s economic progress.

My minder, Gong Mei, suggested that I inform officials in writing that the foreign ministry’s information department supported my reportage on a few topics related to urban planning. The faxes were ignored. Insecure Beijing is blind to the soft power of openly sharing the pros and cons of China’s growth story. A former rural official told me that her own staff went to great lengths to keep the poorest villages out of her county tours. The Shanghai Urban Construction Group, which builds record-breaking underwater tunnels and sea bridges in China, refused to meet me for interviews on their mega-transportation projects in India. ‘It’s a state-owned company,’ a senior executive who handles the India projects said by way of explanation after an agreed meeting was cancelled last-minute. I had pursued the appointment for months and arrived in Shanghai on the proposed date.

Bo Xilai was making waves in China for spearheading economic and land reforms that became known as the Chongqing Model. I asked propaganda officials in Chongqing to assist me in arranging interviews related to the city on topics such as its urban planning, laptop manufacturing and cloud computing facilities. It was too much to ask for. Bo’s ruthless anti-corruption and anti-mafia campaign had made local bureaucrats and businessmen nervous of any exposure. A famous motorcycle factory named Lifan, which exports motorcycles the world over, refused to permit me inside for a media tour given to other foreign journalists in the past. I saw little of Chongqing’s gigantic industrial zone beyond a room lined with promotional material on the walls. I complained a lot. Finally, I was driven to see a sample low-rent public housing flat decorated with Western interiors. I returned with news material sufficient only to file a political critique—Red Star Over China Again.23 The rest of Chongqing was out of coverage area. Later in Beijing, I heard a senior Indian railway official express the limitations of his first study group meeting with the railway ministry. The Chinese, he said, will discuss routine stuff but ‘clam up, of course’ about crucial details like safety standards.

The 2014 World Press Freedom Index ranked India 140, China 175 and the US 46 among 180 countries. Differences between the two media industries are not limited to issues of ownership and freedom. Indian newspaper editorials are less pugnacious than national television channels. They do not threaten China with confrontation in the style of Global Times. But Indian newspapers are notorious for making factual errors while reporting China and television channels lift and broadcast print reports without scrutiny. The Times of India, for instance, reported in 201224 that the Chinese were building an international observatory on disputed land in Aksai Chin. A call to a Chinese diplomat in New Delhi would have confirmed that the location was actually outside the disputed territory. Indian television debates are dominated by the views of a handful of Delhi-based panellists. Chinese journalists covering domestic news brave intimidation and punishments to expose local scandals but such passion is absent in filing foreign reports.

The challenge to China’s existing media operations comes from sections of young and curious Chinese journalists. Every journalist I met was looking for a free ticket and hard-to-get visa to cover India. A handful of Chinese journalists trickled into India over the last two years on their first assignments to Bengaluru and New Delhi. They went back, eyes shining.

Samosa in hand, standing in the garden of the Indian embassy, Xiaohui Wang told me he returned from his first India tour and hammered out an advisory to the information office of the State Council, which is the equivalent of the Chinese cabinet. Xiaohui, a scholarly deputy director at the China Internet Information Centre, said his advisory emphasized the need to improve bilateral ties. It would be ‘stupid’ not to. The reporters later sat around a table, nibbling kebabs and narrating their impressions25 about an India that is emerging despite Third World infrastructure. ‘We were pampered like pandas,’ said a guy from Global Times, dressed top to toe in white. There was no chatter about inferiority complexes. A woman remarked that Indians came across as more ‘confident and optimistic’ than the Chinese. There was consensus and bewilderment on the shocking state of the road from New Delhi to Agra. ‘Isn’t the Taj Mahal like your Great Wall?’ asked Gao Jiquan. His colleagues at The PLA Daily, a military newspaper, thought his description of fast-modernizing India was ‘unbelievable’ because it had rarely been reported in the Chinese press.

Outreach towards Chinese journalists must continue and expand while keeping in mind that a few well-travelled reporters cannot improve perceptions in the long term as control on the world’s largest state-owned media tightens. Even a short-lived and rare strike against censorship in a major liberal newspaper, Southern Weekly, in 2013, did not enhance freedom in the newsrooms. In Mumbai later that year, a cheerful young CCTV reporter approached me for comments on Chinese economic reforms. ‘Don’t say anything overly sensitive,’ he cautioned apologetically. I clarified that I would either speak freely or decline comment. The young man agreed and asked what China and India can learn from each other. My answer, including greater space for Chinese citizens to express themselves and greater media freedom, was naturally not used in Beijing. Perhaps because pollution shows China in a poor light, his editors in Beijing ignored my reference to China’s anti-pollution battle as a valuable pointer for India’s measures to clean up the air. They only ran one positive statement by me that India could learn from China’s plans to boost development and create local jobs in the less developed provinces.

The Foreign Correspondents Club of China in Beijing continues to record incidents of officials obstructing and intimidating foreign journalists and their local assistants. Living and working in Beijing tested my journalistic skills like never before even for stories that would be easily done in India. Home visits by the local police or public security officials, each time for a cursory glance at my passport, began to seem normal and rather amusing. Day by day, Chinese citizens were becoming bolder in airing their views in private conversations. Students would agree to interviews without hesitation. As ordinary citizens opened up, the government began closing in on social media.

One evening, during my last Beijing summer, I walked into a brown building with a short, panting and overworked man involved in projects to train thousands of government officials every year in public speaking and media management. The spinmeister stood in beige trousers and a yellow striped shirt, brewing a pot of what he called a ‘thousand-dollar’ tea. As if on autopilot, every few minutes he would wearily cite one thing. He could not get a recent article in Foreign Policy out of his mind. Its title: ‘People’s Republic of Rumours’.

‘The great challenge to China is not nuclear attacks and uprising,’ he said, sipping from a flask embossed with a golden dragon. ‘It is the media.’

He was concerned that a conspiracy of anti-government rumours on micro-blogs could disrupt national harmony. The Internet had spun out of control. Rumour-mongering media camps had to be reined in. ‘Your editor,’ he added, ‘wrote a good piece on Tibet.’ My editor and I had never visited the Himalayan kingdom. Did he presume I was from The Hindu? I corrected him and he instantly stopped talking about Tibet. As our meeting came to a close, I asked him to predict the future of the Chinese media. Will the CCP relax or further tighten its grip on the press? I remember his words every time I sit back in Mumbai, reading about Beijing’s continuing campaign to control the press and the Internet. The man looked me in the eye.

‘The media will be dead.’


3

BACK ROOM

‘Gandhi’s ideology won’t work on communists’

On a bright blue-sky morning in the fall of 2010, I met China’s most famous rebel. Ai Weiwei, a large soft-spoken man, Oriental beard, docile eyes and relaxed gait, commanded a long wooden table in the most avant-garde studio in the country. His fluffy white cat named Come Over sat quietly under the table, her immaculate back to me. A dishevelled black pup rescued from a Tibetan landslide zone joined us by the table, muddy paws on my knee, till he was ordered to go play in a yard strewn with old teddy bears.

Ai’s den is named Fake Design. It lies behind a locked blue gate under police surveillance in a north-east corner of Beijing which is home to several artists. In London, the Turbine Hall in the Tate Modern gallery was carpeted with his exhibit of a hundred million handmade porcelain sunflower seeds. Sunflower seeds are a classic Chinese snack made famous in the Cultural Revolution propaganda which cast Mao as the sun and his loyalists as sunflowers gazing devotedly at him. Each grey seed, Ai said, represented a tweet. His own tweets and blogs were officially blocked. The 1957-born dissident artist kept the public security department busy. His million-dollar Shanghai studio was about to be demolished before it could be inaugurated. He had recently emerged unfazed from a brief house arrest and the secret service had paid him another house call a day or two before we met. We began to chat about India.

‘Gandhi’s [ideology of] non-violence can work with the British,’ said Ai in his usual outspoken manner. ‘They are moral. It won’t work on communists. The communists refuse to negotiate, talk or discuss anything.’

Five months later in April 2011, they led Ai out of sight. They picked him up from the Beijing international airport, one of the world’s largest new airport buildings elongated like a sleeping glass dragon. Ai was detained at an undisclosed location for eighty-one days. Revolts named after the national flower of Tunisia, a north African country comparable in population to merely half of Beijing or Mumbai, rattled the non-elected rulers of 1.3 billion people to launch a security sweep against activists. Ai’s international clout and lineage as the son of a renowned poet had spared him so far. The arrest signalled that the CCP was no longer nervous about rousing global criticism against its policies.

Life was initially simpler when I moved to China. The passage of every few months seemed to bring new restrictions on doing things I took for granted back home. By 2009, social networking sites Twitter and Facebook were banned after ethnic riots rocked the frontier province of Xinjiang. There were days when I could not access my Gmail account as Beijing and the Internet giant clashed over censorship and Google shifted its Chinese search engine to Hong Kong. By 2011, people said their freedom to speak, write and protest was curtailed more than ever since 1989. ‘We can’t breathe in Beijing,’ prominent environmental activist Dai Qing told me on the telephone.

Chinese youth are hardly aware today that the student leaders of the ill-fated pro-democracy protests on Tiananmen Square in 1989, which have been firewalled online, were inspired by romanticized notions of Gandhian ideology.1 Students are known to trawl the web for Tiananmen as soon as they go overseas to study. Twenty years after 1989, a giggly, well-off Beijinger in her early twenties told me she had no idea why her mother instructs her not to leave home every year on 4 June, the day of the military crackdown which reportedly left hundreds of protestors dead. Her friend was more curious. She innocently approached a CCP member on her college campus for information on 4/6, a moniker for the turmoil of 4 June 1989. The man brusquely sent her away, she said, warning that a mere mention of 1989, even in 2009, could jeopardize her graduation. Beijing has also buried the brief history of Gandhian influence in the 1989 protests. Today, the Indian icon of non-violence slouches cross-legged in a lakeside Beijing park surrounded by posh high-rises called Palm Springs. School students are regular visitors to the Gandhi sculpture since it was unveiled in a Sino-Indian initiative in the last half-decade. The Chinese dissident community is now scattered in various groups which are divided in their approach towards reform campaigns. Dissidents gather a critical mass of supporters on the Internet and not on city squares. Protests continue to increase by the thousands every year in small-scale outbursts against local cases of corruption, pollution and demolitions rather than demands for democracy.

My brief meetings with Chinese dissidents were an eye-opener on the extent to which a state-moulded image of India penetrates Chinese society among rights activists even.

‘All the time, they [the Chinese secret service] use India as an example to say that democracy doesn’t work,’ said Ai. ‘That’s why I want to go to India and understand the country.’

About half the Chinese surveyed in a 2012 Global Attitudes Project of the Pew Research Center said they liked American ideas of democracy.2 In contrast, dissidents I met were not as interested as Ai, a green card holder who lived and worked in New York for several years, in the world’s largest democracy. Chinese security officials are known to depict India as a luan—chaos—brimming with social injustices and lagging behind its orderly neighbour in every aspect of development. ‘Why do you want democracy? Look at India,’ they are known to argue. The propaganda seems to be effective. ‘Online Chinese liberals rarely defend India’s democracy in the way they do American democracy,’ said a study, noting that Beijing’s Internet monitors give ‘anti-India netizens’ ‘more room’ to post their views, compared to xenophobic bloggers targeting other countries.3

‘Can I become a citizen of India to campaign for democracy?’ Ai asked abruptly. He went on that he hoped to travel across the ‘fascinating’ country to connect with Indian intellectuals. ‘Seriously?’ I asked. ‘Write it, write it,’ he urged, fingers tapping the table suggesting that he could campaign to improve India’s image. ‘We need India to be strong and prosperous to be a great example in the Third World.’ On my way out, the playful pup bounded over and I casually asked Ai its name. ‘Dalai Lama,’ he murmured. I wasn’t sure if he was joking. He turned away, adding, ‘I respect him.’

Ai’s comment regarding Indian citizenship appeared weeks later in a Sunday story on the power of Chinese tweets.4 Several intellectuals were taken under house arrest that day. President Hosni Mubarak was holding on to the last days of his three-decade hold on power in Egypt. Posts on a banned overseas website were urging Chinese citizens across eighteen cities to go on pro-democracy strolls every Sunday. The obscure online campaign was repeated for a few weekends during the Arab Spring and sparked an extreme security clampdown in China. Jasmine vanished from Beijing’s flower markets and a video of President Hu Jintao singing ‘Mo Li Hua’ (jasmine) was spirited offline.5

Twenty-four hours before a scheduled Sunday stroll, my listed Beijing bureau number rang. Usually the only people who dialled the landline, and not my cell phone, were cake-ordering customers of a closed-down café which had the same number. This time, it was the Public Security Bureau, better known as the PSB, which processes foreigners’ resident visas. They had not called me up in the past whenever I submitted my annual residence permit applications. A polite unidentified official was on the line. He told me not to interview anyone without ‘their consent’. We both sounded confused. According to Chinese regulations, foreign journalists can interview anyone who gives their consent. I replied that I anyway interviewed people who agreed to be interviewed. The man sounded relieved, apologized for disturbing me, and hung up. Telephones were ringing in foreign news bureaus across Beijing. The tone and wording of the warnings varied and the reminders were ambiguous enough to serve Beijing’s sensitive security needs.6 Next Saturday, the PSB came home. Everybody else would buzz my intercom from the well-guarded lobby. The PSB preferred a gentle knock on my door. They visited only on sensitive news days. In a prior visit after riots in Xinjiang, one of the uniformed men had snapped my photograph while his colleague gazed at my papers. When I asked about the need for a camera, he shrugged: ‘To show we are doing work.’

Now about half-a-dozen uniformed officers and an employee of the building’s management office had gathered to glance at two slips of paper: my visa and the neighbourhood police registration. For the first time in my life in Beijing, as if on cue on stage before a large theatre audience, a slim and pretty uniformed female officer stepped in front of the group to make a rehearsed speech. She spoke so fast that I didn’t understand her. The building employee translated her words. She had reminded me to obey China’s laws.

One of the first West Asia-inspired ‘protests’ occurred outside Beijing’s largest McDonald’s on a damp and cold morning in February 2011. It was over before I could reach it. A medley of riot police, SWAT teams, guard dogs and street-cleaning trucks spraying icy water kept onlookers, including US envoy Jon Huntsman, pressed to the pavement’s edge. It was hard to discern protestors from onlookers. The security personnel probably outnumbered everybody else. Foreign journalists at the spot were videotaped and later warned of visa cancellations if they reported from future protest sites. The CCP was afraid of its own people more than ever in the last twenty years though there was no prospect for a repeat of 1989 in the near future given the sheer size and strength of the Chinese economy. Personal economic advancement was foremost on people’s minds.

The dissidence movement is more significant for nudging Chinese youth to debate political reforms. When we met, Ai was tweeting for eight hours a day to 57,500 followers—all interacting behind the sophisticated firewall. As a child, Ai survived the Cultural Revolution in remote labour camps. He has been unable to erase memories and images of his father, Ai Qing, a distinguished poet and painter, cleaning toilets daily and being denounced by the Red Guards. Ai co-designed the 91,000-seat Bird’s Nest stadium but scorned the Beijing Olympics for what he famously termed its fake smile. He was badly beaten in 2009, allegedly by police, for campaigning to record and publicize names of over 5,000 children buried alive in southern Sichuan schools in a major earthquake the previous year. The schools became known as ‘tofu’ schools because they crumbled while several government structures remained standing.

Days before I met him, Ai’s invitation for an anti-demolition party to mock the razing of his Shanghai studio tweeted across China. About 800 artists, students, lawyers and intellectuals showed up. Some of them brought their children. Some travelled from as far away as Yunnan on the Sino-Myanmar border. Ai was placed under house arrest but the guests were served he xie (river crabs). In Mandarin, river crabs are a homonym for the CCP slogan of ‘harmony’. Writers who get censored joke that they have been harmonized. Foreign news channels, though their viewership is limited to rich urban neighbourhoods, occasionally get censored to prevent domestic viewers from watching news on Tibet, ethnic riots and human rights. Ai is regularly harmonized on the American news channel CNN. Beijing just blacks out the broadcast seconds after he makes an appearance.

The online calls for protest walks petered out. Ai was charged with tax evasion of over $2 million and released. Supporters rushed to send him money to pay the tax. Paper planes of bank notes landed on his yard.7 He promised to pay back each lender. Then he was accused of pornography for posing with four naked women in an online picture; his supporters stripped and uploaded their own naked pictures.8 Ai defied a gag order by writing in The Daily Beast. A couple of lines from his essay expressed my own thoughts while strolling alone on Beijing’s neat pavements lined with plants potted to lab perfection:


You don’t want to look at a person walking past because you know exactly what’s on his mind. No curiosity. And no one will even argue with you.9



Why should we in India care what Ai Weiwei and Chinese rebels think? In fame, Ai is to China what self-styled Gandhian Anna Hazare is to India. Unknown to Indians, Chinese perceptions of India changed in the West Asian spring. A new and improved image of India began to evolve in China, separate from the steadfast state-controlled spin on Indian democracy. It could spread and lead to a positive transformational influence on future people-to-people relations and business dealings with Chinese citizens. The protestor is not visible in China. You may not see him. You need to understand him to make sense of the ongoing changes in Chinese society and judge how freely one may interact on a business or personal level. I have heard anecdotes of Chinese exporters who visit India and privately tell their business partners that they are afraid to speak freely in China and admire the freedom of speech in India.

The Chinese medium of protest is a smartphone instead of a street, a blog instead of banners, a courtroom instead of a city square, and a classroom instead of a newsroom. Rebels shape public opinion in different ways in sections of academia, media, art and the legal community which takes up rights cases in spite of dubious past records of fair trials of activists. The intellectual rebels may organize an occasional anti-demolition march or mobilize their online followers to gather outside a police station after an activist’s arrest, but they stand apart from the street protestors who vent pent-up rage to smash police vans and riot against demolitions, land seizures, custody deaths and corruption. Mass protests or ‘collective actions’ in civil society in China doubled from 90,000 in 2006 to 180,000 in 2010, emphasizes Tsinghua scholar Liu Yu in a research paper which predicts a gradual democratization of the country from 2020 onwards.10 As protests increase, China’s annual double-digit budget for internal security has exceeded its military budget for three years since 2011. In 2014, the internal security budget was not fully disclosed.

In terms of state surveillance, 2011 was the worst year since 1989 to be pro-reform Chinese in China. The Internet explosion also made it a time of remarkable openness below the surface. The CCP is the world’s largest party with over eighty-two million members. It rules a country with the world’s largest accumulation of foreign exchange reserves worth over three trillion dollars. Yet it exhibits chronic fear that the Internet, eye-opening overseas education and civil society may destabilize its rule. Protests are stamped out. Political activists are whisked out of sight. Controversial news is spiked. Thousands of government-paid bloggers prowl websites to post pro-government comments and defuse criticism. The result of enforced harmonization is a jittery superpower in the making. Ethnic riots against Han Chinese erupted in the Tibetan capital Lhasa in 2008 and in 2009 in Urumqi, the capital of Xinjiang. From 2011 onwards, Tibetan monks and nuns have launched a series of over a hundred self-immolations against Chinese rule. But it is the mild-mannered urban intellectuals and sarcastic young bloggers the CCP fears. They challenge the sustainability of its model of economic growth at the cost of genuine political reform. They have also begun to show a new appreciation of Indian political systems.

A Chinese research agency named Horizon regularly conducts surveys to check public opinion on the China model. It finds that about 80 per cent of the people polled are in favour of continuing the present system. ‘It’s about two agendas, of the government and of the public,’ its CEO Yuan Yue told me. We were chatting in Shanghai, birthplace of the CCP, days before the Party turned ninety. ‘When the economy and society are developed, people want something new. They want more political involvement and less media control. The senior intellectuals want to change the system. Life has improved according to non-intellectuals, migrants and ordinary people. They want to give the Party a chance and get specific demands fulfilled.’11 The minority of intellectual rebels advocate gradual constitutional reform to guarantee genuine freedom of speech, religion, political participation and fair trials. Nobel laureate Liu Xiaobo represents this group that signed an online manifesto for reform called Charter ’08. It was banned. Liu was jailed for eleven years for inciting subversion. I met prominent activist professors, lawyers, bloggers and a signatory to the controversial Charter to get a sense of how they perceive contemporary India.

CHARTER ’08

The pale and thin thirty-something law professor stood on the kerb not far from his apartment when the men in plainclothes accosted him. A car pulled over at the same time. A hood was pulled over his eyes and he was pushed inside. He blinked open his eyes in a cell with a single light bulb. It would never be switched off. He was shackled, hands in front and at the ankles, for over a month at a stretch. Two or three guards stood inside the cell at all hours. They glared at his face by day and night. He was not allowed to utter a word. Often they ordered him to sit motionless, facing a wall for hours. They hit him several times. In the security of his mind, the atheist professor began scrambling for spiritual succour. They confined him like that, without a lawyer, without informing his family, until he cracked. He was released after he agreed in writing not to publish anti-government critiques, discuss his detention and pursue sensitive anti-government cases. I agreed not to reveal his identity in reference to the above description of his detention.

‘A few more days and I would have gone crazy,’ he muttered under his breath, fingering a straw in a tumbler of iced peach tea in a low-profile café.

The Beijinger spent nearly as long as Ai Weiwei in detention while the jasmine campaigns blossoming in West Asia were nipped in the bud in East Asia’s largest nation. He is one of the 303 original signatories of Charter ’08 signed online by 10–12,000 citizens. His name does not ring a bell like Ai’s or Liu’s. Liu Xiaobo was arrested two days before Charter ’08 was released. He was sentenced on Christmas Day a year later; it was twenty years since he had participated in the Tiananmen Square protests. Liu was sentenced in a two-hour trial that interpreted his signature campaign for political reform as inciting subversion. Ajmal Kasab, the only surviving terrorist who executed a bloodbath that killed 166 in Mumbai on 26 November 2008, faced a long-drawn trial with a right to appeal his conviction.

Charter ’08 was not a call for street rebellion. The authors across China who drafted the manifesto together after Skype and email discussions based it on the late Václav Havel’s 1977 charter for reform in communist Czechoslovakia. Their demands included a new constitution, freedom of speech and religion, separation of powers, legislative democracy and an independent judiciary. Charter ’08 called the government’s approach to modernization ‘disastrous’.


The political reality, which is plain for anyone to see, is that China has many laws but no rule of law; it has a constitution but no constitutional government.12



Foreign ministry spokesperson Jiang Yu exercised her freedom of expression on the Nobel Peace Prize, saying ‘we will not change because of interference by a few clowns’.13 (Two years later, Beijing applauded the Nobel Prize in Literature awarded to an officially acceptable writer, Mo Yan.) As soon as Liu was declared a Nobel Prize winner, I hurriedly clicked on the Nobel Prize website. About an hour later, Beijing blocked it. The Prize was denounced as blasphemous. Liu’s wife was placed under indefinite house arrest. The Prize emboldened twenty-three Party elders, including a former secretary to Mao Zedong, to release a remarkable online letter to the standing committee of the National People’s Congress which is the equivalent of a Chinese parliament.


For our nation to advertise itself as having ‘socialist democracy’ with Chinese characteristics is such an embarrassment. Not only the average citizen, but even the most senior leaders of the Communist Party have no freedom of speech or press.14



The liberal face of the CCP, Premier Wen Jiabao, chose CNN, a channel his government regularly harmonizes, to set his own record straight for history. The Chinese people’s ‘wishes for and needs for democracy and freedom are irresistible’, Wen said, and admitted to facing ‘some resistance’ in putting his words into action.15 The Party censored its premier. Portions of his interview were edited out of the state press. The Prize temporarily made Chinese intellectuals fearless enough to celebrate with banquets smack in front of parked police cars. ‘After I signed the Charter the police came home and took away my computer, some books and magazines,’ said writer Jiang Qisheng in a telephone interview, during a Nobel Prize banquet in east China. ‘They warned me that if I continued to struggle for this charter, then I may be caught, by the gun. I am not afraid. I hope for change in China.’16 In Beijing, intellectuals and activists were said to be joking: ‘What’s the worst that can happen? Eleven years’ (the sentence given to Liu Xiaobo). And in 2013, Liu’s brother-in-law Liu Hui was sentenced to exactly eleven years for fraud, a conviction that the activists decried as vengeful.

I experienced an eerie feeling on my last walk to the Great Hall of the People to attend Premier Wen’s media briefing. It was an annual event where Indian journalists were not considered significant opinion makers to be selected to ask a question. Tiananmen Square was sterilized of commuters and tourists. Two baby-faced soldiers in olive green stared me down as I approached them in a pedestrian tunnel where I was the only walker since I wore a media pass. I climbed up the steps to the pavement and noticed a soldier grip a petitioner’s tatty jacket sleeve and walk away. Later, when I returned home to file my story, I heard a familiar knock and opened the door, passport in hand.

DEBATE, NOT DISSENT

Professor Jeffrey Wasserstrom, a US-based specialist on the history of Chinese protests, had invited another professor and me on a panel discussion at Tsinghua University. The discussion focused on mega-events in India and China, notably the 2010 Commonwealth Games in New Delhi, which had invoked comparisons with the Beijing Olympics and the 2010 Shanghai Expo. A petite Chinese professor seated next to me on stage began to talk about ‘black jails’. Professor Liu Yu said she was ‘pessimistic’ about the political nature of the Olympics and the hidden costs of hosting the show, ranging from beefed up surveillance to the cost of operating black jails for petitioners. The young audience leaned forward, rapt. I was startled to hear the straight talk. Scathing criticism of the government’s approach to the Olympics in a public gathering was unthinkable in the capital just three years ago.

Liu is a youth icon in her mid-thirties. She had written a book in Mandarin that publishers were initially reluctant to touch. Details of Democracy was reprinted twenty-four times at last count. I liked her spunk. ‘I would rather work in a zoo than work for the government,’ she once said. We both had an academic upbringing and she was curious to know whether I was ever beaten up for bringing home low grades. Our most memorable conversation took place on a beige sofa by the window of Ten Years After, a quiet café flanking the raucous crossroad outside Tsinghua. The professor was back from Cambridge, her ‘little heaven’, where she taught a course on the Tiananmen Square protests. In Tsinghua, 4 June is officially taboo. Wearing a white t-shirt dress that softened her demeanour, she sat back sipping iced tea and chatted about using American drama series like The West Wing and Boston Legal in her Tsinghua lectures on politics and cinema. Speaking on the CCP, she was as sharp as her chiselled cheekbones and skinny frame.

‘I think it’s not coincidental that communism doesn’t work in any country. I think the Communist Party of China works. But as an ideology or system it is not working. The CCP is still in power because it has given up communism.’

The Internet made the poetry lover a hardened political intellectual. She read banned articles on the Cultural Revolution and the millions of starvation deaths caused by Mao’s Great Leap Forward policy. She labels the current government a system of ‘deliberative authoritarianism’ that allows internal Party debates but controls free speech, opposition parties and civil society. ‘The judgement on Mao will be fundamental for China to really embrace liberty, human rights and democracy. It will split the country in the short-term . . . lots of people still can’t accept Mao as less than god . . . but that kind of cultural showdown will still happen. We need to re-evaluate the human cost of the revolution. It will all come back one day; it has to; otherwise we can’t move on.’

In Columbia University, she wrote her PhD thesis on the 1920s–70s Chinese revolution and mass mobilization techniques in the Mao era. ‘We can’t have a cultural awakening without a real evaluation of Mao and the Cultural Revolution,’ she went on. ‘In the short term, a blackout of memory is good for stability and development . . . [But] a long-term memory blackout is preventing the Chinese people from knowing what justice really means. The government says justice is development and stability. For me, it’s also about each person’s dignity.’

Some 1980s-born Chinese youth I met described Mao as a godly personality who was 70 per cent right and 30 per cent wrong. They were reciting from their old textbooks. The legacy of the great helmsman survives 120 years after his birth. Xi has revived Mao’s practice of ‘mass line’ campaigns to sustain people’s faith in CCP cadres through mass-education campaigns and self-criticisms read by officials in public meetings. On Mao’s 120th birth anniversary in December 2013, president Xi Jinping stopped short of referring to him as God. ‘Revolutionary leaders are not gods, but human beings,’ Xi was quoted saying in Xinhua. ‘[We] cannot worship them like gods or refuse to allow people to point out and correct their errors just because they are great; neither can we totally repudiate them and erase their historical feats just because they made mistakes.’ The CCP endorsed Mao as a ‘great patriot and national hero’ and left his official profile untarnished.

From the US, Liu wrote a column on American democracy for Nanfang Zhoumo, the liberal Southern Weekend. The south China-based newspaper was forced in 2009 to censor an exclusive Barack Obama interview; a pin-up poster of the US president adorns its Beijing office. When I visited, the irreverent Hindi movie 3 Idiots was scheduled for an office viewing. Liu’s well-read column argued that democracy works even if it’s not executed ‘100 per cent’ in practice. The column sparked strong reactions, with some overseas Chinese students accusing her of favouring Western imperialists.

I had sought her views to make sense of the stereotyped idea of India in China. ‘Development in India is not that visible,’ she explained, with a metaphor of the cultural significance of saving honour or ‘face’ (mianzi). ‘Skyscrapers enhance “face” even if one can’t afford to live and work in them. For the pragmatic Chinese, economic development is the ultimate measure. If India is poorer than China, then why should we bother to understand its political system? People don’t really talk about India, and when they do, they speak of “negative” democracy . . . the government is not encouraging people to know India’s rapid development.’

A handful of academic elite like her observe India as an example to criticize their own system. They do not have the opportunity to mingle with Indian scholars and the diplomatic establishment, so their views are largely unknown and unappreciated in India. Tsinghua veteran Qing Hui lectures that India’s rise depends on the success of its democracy. Law professor Wang Sixin has praised Indian courts for being more open to Public Interest Litigations (PILs) than in China.17 Liu was the only Chinese intellectual I met who expressed a belief that democracy is ‘not about economic development’ alone and I often wonder how many others share her view. We may never know.

‘Democracy,’ she said, ‘is about respect for people’s dignity.’

INDIA @ CHINA

Long, pale fingers wrapped around a mug of coffee, the handsome Michael Anti declared: ‘I am pro-Indian democracy.’

Zhao Jing’s chosen last name, Anti, announces his anti-establishment credentials. I was disappointed when the Harvard-educated geek with the eyes of a sharp thinker went on to ask the usual question on the lips of my less-travelled Chinese acquaintances.

‘What is your caste? You must be successful because you are high caste.’

The ground was covered with hard, slippery snow. A black-jacketed man was carefully wiping two garbage bins outside the Starbucks café where we sat, in a complex of boxy white buildings called Soho. It was 11 a.m. in this newly hip part of Beijing. The popular blogger was looking at me sceptically. I could have told him the story of my village roots and my parents’ dignified struggle to educate themselves and their daughters, but it was time to talk about Egypt. Anti was tweeting about Tahrir Square ‘fifty times a day’. Online references connecting Tahrir and Tiananmen Squares and searches for Mu Xiaoping, a pun on Hosni Mubarak and Deng Xiaoping, China’s paramount leader in 1989, were going viral. Online searches for Egypt, Cairo and jasmine were blocked. But moments after Mubarak was forced out of power, at midnight in Beijing, netizens and journalists snapped awake to tweet sarcastic comparisons with China.

‘Chinese totalitarianism will be toppled,’ Anti posted to over 35,000 followers.

The Internet changed the Nanjing-born computer science graduate’s life too. It sharpened his political leanings, drawing him from the entrepreneurial eastern coast to the political nerve centre of China and to the US. In 2009, he watched a fire blazing through a new five-star hotel in the new CCTV complex—an icon of rising Beijing—and tweeted about the inferno before the news belatedly appeared on CCTV itself. Netizens began to break news every day. The world’s largest online community, symbol of China’s hi-tech progress, became its ruling party’s nightmare.

‘India is a democracy, [so] you don’t have to tweet a revolution,’ Anti said thoughtfully. ‘Chinese Twitter is the most important link between foreign media and comrades across provinces who share the same values. A weak link is better than nothing.’ I asked if India crossed his mind. ‘The movies 3 Idiots and Slumdog Millionaire changed my generation’s view of India,’ he said. ‘The pirated version of 3 Idiots was downloaded here the same day you watched it in India. Until then we thought India was about Buddhism and castes. Now I think that Indians and Chinese have the same dream of fighting for a better future . . . except that Indians can also dance in any weird situation.’ It was my turn to look sceptical when he said ‘nobody’ discussed India online. ‘I’m sorry, nobody cares about India. Only the nationalist papers care, not normal papers.’ India-related posts tend to rise in waves, often in reaction to Sino-Indian disputes, major breaking news such as the deadly gang rape of a twenty-three-year-old student on a bus in New Delhi in December 2012, or the 2013 release of Life of Pi which left positive impressions of India.

As we walked downstairs, Anti asked me, with an amused smile as if explaining Chinese statecraft to a simpleton, why the Indian press obsesses about China. ‘We don’t see India as a threat,’ he said. ‘We transfer all the disputes to the India– Pakistan relationship. Pakistan is the only friend, almost the only friend [of China] and we don’t care whether it is a democracy or [a] dictatorship.’

Until 2011, a populist idea of Indian exotica and poverty streamed on the Chinese web. Some Chinese friends said the most ‘famous’ online visuals of India in China were of the great Indian railways. I came across online pictures of Mumbai’s overcrowded local trains captioned as ‘the Titanic’. People would ask me why Mumbai’s trains didn’t have doors. I stumbled across a video art installation of the Mumbai local train and the dhobi ghat (open-air laundry) priced at 150,000 renminbi in a gallery in Beijing’s art district in former military factories.

Almost overnight, in mid-2011, there was a perceptible change in online opinions. An anti-corruption crusade led by an activist named Anna Hazare sneaked into Beijing’s blogosphere. Indians were growing cynical about their country’s political systems but the Chinese were blogging in awe of the power of ordinary Indians to challenge their leaders and effect change. On a humid August afternoon, a search for ‘India corruption’ on the micro-blogging website Sina Weibo produced 21,304 tweets. ‘How come there’s no one like Hazare in China? Look forward to that!’ posted Guaiguagua from Shanghai. ‘At least their people dare to go on the streets. That’s an improvement!’ tweeted blogger Free Will and Personal Responsibility from central Hubei. The editor-inchief of Global Times, Hu Xijin, tweeted that India’s corruption is worse than China’s; an anti-corruption ‘tsunami’ had struck India. ‘You’re making this up,’ retorted Shanghai-based ‘Zhipeitaigang’. ‘China’s corruption is not transparent . . . like a black box.’18

Transparency International in 2013 scored India 36 and China 40 on the public sector Corruption Perceptions Index, where zero indicates that the country’s public sector is perceived as ‘highly corrupt’ and hundred means it is perceived as ‘very clean’. It’s not easy to pinpoint which nation is more corrupt. India’s corruption is more visible at low-level government services and it is exposed at the higher levels through tools such as the Right to Information Act and media watchdogs. In China, the highest-level officials can remain safe from outside scrutiny until some internal fallout in a power struggle, whether in a state-owned company or government department. Indian anti-bribery websites inspired the sudden launch—and prompt censorship—of two similar Mandarin websites urging citizens to report their experiences of paying bribes.

Well-heeled party hostesses were slipping The Fat Years into the hands of guests in Beijing, Hong Kong and Taipei. A mainland businessman allegedly lost his online trading licence for selling the book. The author with this underground fan following, Chan Koonchung, is an Indophile faithful to Tibetan Buddhism since he trawled north India in the 1980s. Chan introduced himself to me as a ‘Tagore-ist’. He has set up Minjian International, an online community comprising about a hundred Indian and Chinese thinkers, artists, journalists and diplomats, to enable a free exchange of ideas between the two countries. The Chinese interact with the group in Mandarin, leaving most of us who cannot understand the script speechless. The author lived in Central Park across my apartment. The world in his newly banned political satire, The Fat Years, depicted our snazzy neighbourhood. His novel’s Taiwanese protagonist has three Starbucks in his immediate neighbourhood, just like our own, and wonders why everybody looks unnaturally happy. There is a ‘conceit crisis’ in the euphoric society he has fictionalized, akin to the global perceptions of rising China’s new ‘arrogance’. ‘This is my fantasy scenario of what will happen if the political system does not change,’ said the fifty-something writer, soy latte in hand, looking sophisticatedly retro with well-groomed shoulder-length silver hair.

We met in one of the two Starbucks cafés in my building. By coincidence the interview took place on a day China posted 9.6 per cent half-yearly GDP. In his fictional 2013 forecast (the actual year of Beijing’s once-a-decade leadership transition), China has emerged stronger and wealthier while the West plunges into terminal decline. The fictional Starbucks serves ‘lychee dragon latte’. The plot is based on a month of near anarchy that occurs before China declares it has entered the ‘prosperous age’. The anarchic month is wiped out of public records. A group of friends who remember the past set out in search of the missing month. The memory blackout in his narrative echoes Liu, the Tsinghua professor who is optimistic that China will awaken from political amnesia. The missing month’s connections with 1989, a blank year in today’s ‘moderately prosperous’ society, are obvious. Chan wrote the novel in 2009. His missing month is set in early 2011, in an uncanny coincidence with the jasmine protests. His ‘happy, harmonious’ protagonist bumps into a 1980s’ democracy activist who alone remembers the lost month. The plot, inspired by events of 2008 including the Lhasa riots and the Olympics, races through a Beijing transformed into a capitalist colossus, until they solve the mystery of the missing month. Perhaps the book’s chilling conclusion is semi-fiction. The author roams an inner circle of intellectuals who read the tea leaves on China’s political future. ‘In the end,’ he told me of his narrative, ‘the liberals are marginalized even more. The anti-liberals win.’19

I met Indian tourists who were so awestruck by Beijing’s skyline that they could not introspect how they would react if a bulldozer loomed to flatten their home to make way for an expressway or skyscraper for the sake of development. A few twenty-something IT techies, frustrated with India’s sluggish development in comparison to China’s, wanted to submit an anti-corruption petition to the Indian embassy to express symbolic support to the Hazare campaign. They quickly dropped the plan fearing reprisal from Chinese authorities and their corporate bosses. China silenced the argumentative Indian. In my final months in Beijing, some Indians living in China began to get in touch with me to point out that the Hindustan Times e-paper which they received daily by email could not be accessed on the mainland. I came back to India convinced more than ever of one thing, and here I borrow the title of Chinese thinker Yu Keping’s essay: ‘Democracy is a good thing.’ Occasionally, the Chinese themselves said so without my prompting.

‘I want to live in a country with the right to information, a country that does not lie to me in the media,’ fumed a spiffy corporate employee lunching with me in Shanghai. It was our first meeting but she began to vent as soon as the introductions were over. ‘I want to live in a society that is less suspicious. I want to live in a country where I can participate in the government.’ We had ordered expensive Greek salads in a trendy restaurant in Pudong, a village transformed into a soaring Chinese version of New York that included the country’s tallest 101-storey building. I told her that an apartment and a job in Pudong are akin to an Indian dream of working and living in a place like Gurgaon near New Delhi. She shook her head. She was moving to Australia. Over forty-five million Chinese live overseas.

Life in China empowered my faith in the Indian growth story. China-born MIT professor Yasheng Huang, author of Capitalism with Chinese Characteristics, argues that democracy need not impede growth. Advising against comparing India to the ‘superstar’ Chinese GDP, Yasheng argues in a TED talk20 that while China has the raw fundamentals in place, India has superior growth momentum thanks to its political reforms, privatization of the media and the Right To Information Act. He suggests that the efficacy of India’s system should be observed in a wider context of emerging economies such as comparing the performance of the democratic Indian economy to Pakistan’s regime. I met Yasheng in 2008 in a Beijing luxury hotel that has hosted politicians such as Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and former Delhi chief minister Sheila Dikshit. The lean and athletic professor arrived in shorts and a t-shirt in the large gleaming lobby surrounded by luxury stores bereft of buyers. Our frank conversation had no Chinese characteristics. Yasheng went straight to the point. He warned that the new skyscrapers all around us in Beijing were ticking ‘time bombs’ that India should not copy. Indians invest in ‘sensible’ things like affordable Nano cars, he said, in comparison to the Chinese who overspend on building luxury real estate in spite of an excess of unused infrastructure. It was rare to hear outspoken criticism of the Chinese economic model from a Beijing-born economist.21

It was Teng Biao who brought Yasheng’s TED talk comparing India and China to my notice. Teng teaches law in a university in Beijing where he is aware that handpicked students report his lectures to the secret service. He has gone from being a government-awarded personality to a staunch government critic taking up petitions and human rights cases. He has experienced house arrest several times, with each experience lasting for either hours or days at a stretch. In 2011, he was detained for seventy days. He texted me from an unfamiliar number to arrange our meeting near a far-off subway station. We found each other in the thick crowd. It was my second-last evening in Beijing.

‘I am an optimist on the future of China,’ Teng said calmly. I was surprised by the peaceful, ungrudging vibe of a man constantly looking over his shoulder. ‘A decade ago,’ he explained, ‘there were about ten rights lawyers all over China including me. Today, there are more than a hundred.’

Others share his hope for change. Liu Yu and Chen Dingding predicted in 2011 that China’s leadership will be compelled to begin a process of democratization around the 2020s, but they did not elaborate how the process would unfold.22 They conceded that there was no meaningful political reform at present. Their forecast was based on factors including the growing expectations of civil society, an increasing number of protests and the absence of central leadership with a popular mass base. Liu emailed this theory to me during a first-of-itskind village revolt. Wukan village in south China had barricaded itself from the police to protest against land seizures and custody deaths. A year later, dissidence began to influence Chinese foreign policy in unexpected ways. In 2012, a frail blind lawyer’s escape from house arrest in his village became the subject of a high-profile Sino-US diplomatic dilemma. Activist Chen Guangcheng, forty, evaded guards to stumble out in the darkness and made his way to the US embassy in Beijing. Forced to stand up for human rights in public, Beijing toned down a notch. The activist, accompanied by his wife, was allowed to fly to the US on a fellowship but the prospects of his return to the homeland remain doubtful.

The events and meetings described in this chapter were part of a build-up to political changes after a once-a-decade leadership transition. The trial of former Party elite Bo Xilai, who was purged for corruption and abuse of power, was accompanied by official micro-blog updates and photographs tweeted from court. The unusual experiment portrayed a degree of transparency and ensured that official versions dominated public discourse on the scandal. The new government eased the one-child policy over thirty years after it was enforced. Couples are now permitted to have a second child if either of them is an only child. Over a half-century-old labour camps, where dissidents, prostitutes and drug addicts were dispatched for hard-core patriotic re-education, have been abolished. Grass-roots liberals, however, have enjoyed no relief under Xi’s rule. Legal activist Xu Zhiyong, one of the founders of the New Citizens Movement for rights activists, was in January sentenced to four years in jail for organizing anti-graft protests. Reform processes will continue predominantly in socioeconomic sectors including state-owned enterprises, health care, education and migrant rights—nothing sweeping like media freedom or genuine autonomy for Tibetans and Uighurs. China’s road to reform and dissident campaigns will embolden Chinese civil society and in the long term impact us all—how we do business and trade with the economy and how future governments negotiate with Beijing. If we keep an eye on this journey from India, we may also find the inspiration to make every vote count in the manner of a dozen-odd ‘independent candidates’ who in 2011 bucked official intimidation tactics to contest neighbourhood elections. Soon after my return from China to India, I received an email from one such candidate who agreed to let me reproduce excerpts here:


This email is about Beijing’s Haidian district people’s representative election on Nov 8 in my university’s community. As an independent candidate, I did not win the election, but got the second largest votes [1,300 ballots] after [a] one-month campaign with my voluntary supporters, which shaped democracy in my university community and brought many positive changes in the campus management and people’s mind.

I had NO intention to challenge the ruling party and the political system in the grassroots elections. What I cared [for] was the voter’s [faculty and students] opinion, livelihood and rights. However, I encountered increasingly enormous pressure and oppression from the very beginning. My voluntary students were forced to quit the campaign. Many organized rumours and political lies . . . [that] I was manipulated by the US embassy . . . I was shocked to find in the last week before the vote day, my micro-blog, blog, and my election video were closed. I tried to register a new one many times but all were closed for a short while. Things went beyond my imagination. All my phones were monitored. I was followed by two securities in the campus and two secret agents outside. Many students and faculty members involved were forced verbally to quit me. Some students were required to identify my supporter on CCTV, some parents were asked to come to Beijing to persuade the students to stop.

The Big Brother was watching us. We did nothing wrong. All we did was in the track of China’s constitution and election law. But I was told there were policy and regulation which were more important and measurable. On Nov. 8, there were numerous banners and flags in the campus, which said to carry on socialist democracy, enhance the rule of law and vote gloriously. Many secret agents walked around. People outside the campus were not allowed to enter for three days.

I was not among the two officially nominated candidates. My name was not in the ballot. However, the voter could write down my name if they voted for me. I got 1,296 votes among 8,035 turn-outs, the second largest winner, much more than an official candidate. The No.1, a vice-president of my university, passed the half line with only 117 more votes . . . Farewell to my 10 micro-blogs, four blogs with 100 articles, and one paid Renren identity with 20,000 followers. My social media can be closed, but I will never shut my mouth and my writing will never stop.

—Qiao Mu, Associate Professor, Beijing Foreign
Studies University. November 2011
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SUPER-CITY

‘We’re a perfect match with Bengaluru’

I tailed India Inc. to two ambitious cities in two Chinese provinces, or states, each almost as populated as West Bengal. One city is nicknamed after dragons and the other is famous for pampered black-and-white pandas. One is in eastern Jiangsu, a province with a GDP greater than that of an entire country like Turkey. The other is the capital of southwest Sichuan, a former hinterland turning into a high-tech hardware zone seeking to lure investment away from Jiangsu and other competing coastal provinces.

I looked for on-the-ground indicators of emerging economic linkages between India and China. Can Indian software marry Chinese hardware? Can India sell finished cars to Chinatowns that mostly buy its iron ore and raw materials? Can English-speaking Indian managers successfully head Mandarin-speaking Chinese teams in China? And can the two political rivals do business as usual? Not yet and not on a large scale.

India and China invest less than a billion dollars each on either side of the border. In comparison, India Inc. splurges more in farther-away South Korea and China pours billions into Brazil. Bilateral trade has grown faster than bilateral investment and helped ease political tension somewhat. The year 2012 saw a downward blip, when iron ore exports were curbed by India for domestic reasons and trade declined by 10 per cent to $66.57 billion, down from $73.9 billion in 2011. Trade on the modern silk roads and sea routes, targeted at $100 billion by 2015, is skewed in favour of China. India’s deficit rose to $29 billion in 2012—up from $4.12 billion in 2006. For over a decade, India has complained about non-tariff barriers limiting market access for its companies in information technology (IT), engineering, pharmaceutical and agriculture sectors in China. On the other hand, Chinese telecom equipment manufacturers have objected to restrictions imposed on them because of concerns raised by India’s security agencies. Chinese power equipment firms are contracted to sell billions of dollars’ worth of generators and transformers to India but have run foul of charges of dumping their products with the help of Beijing’s subsidies. But the recent global economic downturn lifted a psychological barrier, at least, and motivated commerce officials, entrepreneurs and techies on both sides to venture farther across the unfamiliar border in search of new collaborations.

On a hazy grey December morning a convoy of shivering business heads in suits and a sari-clad consul general bearing a miniature Taj Mahal gift rode the expressway out of Shanghai and out of the familiar age of ‘cheap’ China.1 The journey signalled the beginning of a shift from expensive Beijing, Shenzhen and Shanghai to smaller and cheaper super cities in the making. They didn’t have to wander far in the industrial heart of China’s chang jiang, the ‘long river’ we call Yangtze. The Indian prospectors stepped out of the bus on a building boom in a little-known city between Shanghai and Nanjing that was pitching itself as a cost-friendly alternative destination.

Shanghai has China’s tallest skyscrapers; Changzhou, known as ‘dragon town’ in folklore, has a dinosaur theme park built at a reported cost of $40 million. Both cities have double-digit economic growth rates. Until the economic meltdown, Shanghai’s unglamorous neighbour was unknown to Indian tourists and investors. Changzhou’s proud technocrats had also recently figured out a fact or two about the visitors. It was 2009. The Indian economy was growing second-fastest after China. India Inc. was invisible in Changzhou’s collection of over 3,000 foreign companies in a population of about four million—roughly the size of four Gurgaons near New Delhi.

Sino-Indian relations were on a downturn as well. Beijing had blocked an Asian Development Bank loan for a $60-million project for Arunachal Pradesh which it claims in entirety.2 Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and the exiled Dalai Lama made separate visits to the state and angered Beijing. The Chinese foreign ministry expressed ‘strong dissatisfaction’3 and China’s Global Times warned India that the two visits could have ‘dangerous consequences’.4 Significantly, none of these political strains reflected in business dialogues at the official Sino-Indian meeting in Changzhou. Next year, while India suspended military ties with China, dozens of the first-ever Indian business delegations would trawl the length and breadth of the eastern Yangtze Delta, Southern Pearl River Delta and northward to the dusty Xinjiang frontier near Pakistan where India shut down a consulate in Kashgar in the early 1950s. The groups were scouting for locations that offered infrastructure comparable to the mighty financial and manufacturing centres of Shanghai, Shenzhen and Guangdong where the cost of living, labour and production was soaring to an all-time high and creating epic shortages of migrant labour. The world was starting to look at cheaper Southeast Asian nations such as Vietnam and Indonesia and India as alternatives to China, the workshop of the world.

In the next two decades, urbanizing Chinese cities will add 350 million people5—a number more than the US population—compared to 215 million new urbanites in India.6 China by 2012 built the world’s longest high-speed railroad while India’s plans for high-speed railroad are still on paper. By 2020, China plans to build about a hundred new airports—roughly comparable to building all 126 operational airports in India today. The futuristic transportation maze puts places like Changzhou on the global map of foreign investors and promotes the creation of local jobs to control migration to the congested tier-1 cities.

The men on the bus (only Infosys, if I remember correctly, sent a woman representative) were travelling in the delta surrounding Asia’s longest river to explore tier-II and tier-III cities where costs were significantly lower than in Shanghai. They hoped that Changzhou’s skilled manpower was also comparable to Shanghai’s. They were greeted with enthusiasm. Chinese technocrats in charge of special economic zones were desperate for new investors to make up for the disappearing recession-hit Westerners.

I took a flight from Beijing to join the group. The Changzhou tarmac reminded me of landing several years ago at a comparably sized Chandigarh airport. A government minder waited for me near a dusty baggage carousel. At the end of my trip, I would spend hours stranded in this airport’s little lobby, choked by cigarette smoke and thick smog engulfing Changzhou. ‘We’re building a new airport,’ said Juliet Yao, a foreign trade manager for the Euramerica division, as soon as we shook hands.

The 2,500-year-old city took me by surprise as I was driven away from the shabby old airport into its modern avatar in the city centre. A clean line of blue bullet-shaped stops of the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system stroked eight-lane roads in the city centre. ‘Tell your government to come and see our BRT system. We built it in two years,’ a Chinese official later cackled on the road. ‘Delhi is still planning and planning!’ The roads were supersized for a local population of about four million, a number then equal to vehicles in Beijing. I was told that Changzhou manufactures, among thousands of other things, every car part except the tyres and the chassis. ‘But where are the people in this city?’ I asked Yao, bewildered, as we drove through enormous emptiness, vacant roads lined with beautiful parks and pavements without people. She didn’t reply. A few years after my visit, when the Chinese media began writing about the phenomenon of ‘ghost cities’, Changzhou was criticized for making massive investments to build surplus infrastructure greater than the demands of its population.

Later that day, I met an expat factory manager who relied on his car’s GPS system or followed a helpful cabbie to find his office in the expanding high-tech zone. ‘All the roads are new,’ Nicholas Vautherin told me, ‘and I get lost.’

Traditional hospitality in China is demonstrated for clients with cash and connections. Urban Chinese hosts put journalists low on the pecking order and I expected I would spend the day sipping paper cups of hot water or green tea. So I suggested stopping on the way for a takeaway at Changzhou’s only curry house but it was shuttered for the afternoon. A new Starbucks was open not far away. There was no classic queue of customers at the cash counter and my latte too was cheaper than the Beijing price. Yao was unable to understand my relief at finding milky, sugary coffee as a meal replacement.

‘Every foreign CEO looking for a location in Changzhou asks us whether we have Starbucks,’ she said. ‘That’s always the first question.’

We made it on time to a spotless white government building with a grand lobby. I joined a group of bankers and heads of companies that make products ranging from tractors to medicines. ‘What is Infosys?’ I overheard a Chinese business reporter from Shanghai ask the woman from India’s best-known software export.

We shuffled in queue to meet a vice mayor inside a hall designed like a royal court. Two interpreters slouched behind a pair of chairs at the head of the room. A row of white-shirted officials with identical shiny black hair styles watched us from the far side of the room. They stared silently and indifferently at thrice as many Indians facing them. It was almost certainly a gathering of more Indians than they had ever met at one go. A vast gap separated the Indian and Chinese seats, an invisible line of control symbolic of strangers meeting warily for the first time. One by one, the Indians stood up without any swagger that they might enjoy on home turf. They humbly introduced billion-rupee brand names like Infosys, Thermax, BHEL and Larsen & Toubro which were anonymous in Changzhou.

‘We request Chinese companies to come to our factories and see the high-quality products we manufacture,’ said J.J. Shrikhande, a veteran at Larsen & Toubro in China.

Only a few senior officials could hold a conversation on emerging India. ‘I have read about Indian GDP,’ said Zou Hongguo, deputy secretary of the municipal committee. ‘It’s marvellous!’ But on the sidelines of the scripted meeting, an official handling foreign trade looked baffled as we chatted about the Indian economy. ‘Manufacturing in India? Zhen de ma (really)?’ Willa Song frowned. ‘We have only heard of Indian IT.’

In 2010, the United Nations Industrial Development Organization ranked India ninth among the world’s top ten global manufacturers. But in Chinese eyes, India is a strictly software-led economy. China’s shopping list from India constitutes India’s mainstay of exports which are raw materials like iron ore, cotton and yarn, fabric, copper, precious stones, plastic, organic chemicals, machinery and boilers.7 China, India’s largest trade partner, exports to India power and telecom machinery and finished iron and steel goods. In 2012, the trade deficit for India—China’s fifteenth largest trade partner and seventh largest export destination—grew from $20 billion in 2010 to $29 billion.

The Chinese say Indian products are not as competitively priced and designed as popular American, Korean, Japanese brands and their cheaper Chinese knock-offs. Pharmaceuticals are India’s target sector on the mainland but it is China that sends millions of dollars’ worth of penicillin to India every month. While India struggles to sell technology and software to China, outsourcing and R&D have become buzzwords in China’s global garage. The international financial crisis of 2008–09 sank thousands of sweatshops and put millions of migrants out of work in a market already crowded with six million Chinese graduates hunting for jobs every year. Income inequality was at its worst level since the launch of economic reforms over thirty years before. Beijing and local governments were under pressure to execute structural economic shifts from manufacturing to innovation and services, and from exports to domestic consumption-led growth. Changzhou snapped awake in 2008–09 to a shortage of thousands of experienced English-speaking managers and engineers that its economy needs to diversify and innovate. In the changing climate, the Indian IT industry caught the attention of local governments determined to continue posting double-digit growth rates.

‘We want to put Indian IT in every sector of our manufacturing,’ said Michael Liu, an earnest, fresh-faced investment promotion director in the city’s upcoming science and technology park. Liu however could not explain his roadmap for the ambitious goal. The park was vast. Occasionally, I noticed another person or a parked electric car on its spotless avenues. NIIT, perhaps the most visible Indian company in China, was setting up office here. Changzhou wanted local graduates in the city of factories to learn to man Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) cubicles. About ten students were undergoing computer training when I dropped by the new NIIT. Its young Chinese manager was addicted to war games.

‘Hi, my name is Iraq Song.’

Changzhou exudes the self-sufficiency of a city that lacks nothing. In Indian cities the size of Changzhou, skilled and experienced English-speaking manpower is likely to be more readily available than adequate infrastructure. In Changzhou’s case, the reverse was true. It built itself a world-class industrial zone and transportation system but could not conceal that its manpower inside the modern office buildings had rarely had opportunities to develop experience in managerial roles, software and communication skills. Graduates were trained in more traditional ways of work where the idea of ‘saving face’ is more important than open and constructive criticism, multi-tasking is a foreign concept, early lunch timings are inflexible and post-lunch siestas on the desk are normal.

While Indian companies offer foreign guests a variety of Indian and international food choices, the Chinese serve everybody their own fare. It was biting cold and we were hungry. I joined a banquet served in honour of the Indian delegation on round tables covered with crisp white linen. Tall tumblers of hot, unsweetened soy milk, boiled water in a jungle of green tea leaves, and glasses of red wine were provided at every placement. On my appeal for vegetarian food cooked without animal fat, a pretty hostess gave me a saucer of boiled broccoli and corn. Eager to please, the Indian businessmen alternately glugged hot soy milk and chilled wine until an official pushed back his chair to declare: ‘Lunch is over!’ Chopsticks clattered.

Changzhou city lies in Jiangsu province. In 2008, India’s $6.3-billion trade with Jiangsu exceeded its trade with entire nations like the Netherlands and Russia. Trade with Changzhou alone was then worth $392 million. These numbers don’t equal brand recognition. The seminar continued but the local decision-makers had dispersed. I looked around from my seat for my usual head count. Chinese heads were arranged in deep sleep on the conference tables. Several sleepers in the audience reclined sideways in chairs, mouths agape, in danger of sliding on to the carpet while Indian representatives presented India’s hi-tech growth story with the help of graphs. The snooze button was pressed in business seminars everywhere I shadowed India in China. The event at Changzhou reminded me of Bengaluru wooing Beijing with a chief minister-led delegation of vegetarian officials and some silent wives. At that event, a minister whose name I could not catch from my seat on the back row had promoted India’s Silicon Valley with a speech that must have been curiously translated.


Development is there. Progress is there. Rest of the things we can discuss . . . We can sit . . . China is competing with everybody. India is developing with everybody.8



The first two questions from the audience raised complaints about visas and discrimination against Chinese telecom companies. Visa problems were nearly always the first issue Chinese invitees raised at business events I attended. I whispered to the woman next to me who worked in a Chinese publicity firm, asking her if the presentation inspired her to visit Bengaluru. She was bored. ‘Absolutely not!’ she replied, claiming that several of the invitees were not potential investors. The Chinese began exiting, but the Bengalureans lingered in the hope of finding something leafy on their plates. Curries and samosas were on their way out of official events. India would henceforth seduce Chinese investors with familiar food.

BENGALURU MENU IN BEIJING

Assorted Chinese cold dish combination

Indian kebab platter

Sautéed seafood with honey bean and fruits

Sautéed fillet duck with celery in XO sauce

Curry combo plate (Indian food)

Steamed mandarin fish with soy sauce

Deep-fried crispy chicken

Braised vegetable with two kinds of mushrooms in oyster sauce

Chicken biryani (Indian food)

Chinese petit four

Seasonal fruit platter

FROM BEIJING TO (CHINA’S) BENGALURU

Chengdu, land of fiery red peppercorn curries and slumbering pandas, rose in the recession out of the rubble of the strongest earthquake to rock China since 1976. About 87,000 were killed and five million made homeless as swathes of the mountainous Sichuan province came crashing down on 12 May 2008. Undeterred, Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan, where Intel makes chips and Taiwanese manufacturer Foxconn make Apple iPads and iPhones, continued to pour resources into building a new software empire.

I briefly returned from Changzhou to Beijing before flying 1,700 km south-west to Chengdu where the local government has built a 37 km Chinese version of Bengaluru. The economic downturn of 2009 was a fortune cookie for Chengdu. Compared to Changzhou, Chengdu hired more experienced people to promote the city and negotiate with finesse with foreign investors. Chengdu’s plans meticulously trickled down to café owners in the software park, who were instructed to slather walls with bright paint to make up for the city’s sickly, smoky industrial pallor. While Changzhou aspired for Indian IT, Chengdu methodically filled its emerging software city with techies from the world over and software-and-sambar geeks from the real Bengaluru were among the first Indian tenants. You may have toured Chengdu’s lanes and mountaintops in Kung Fu Panda-2. The face of Po, the cartoon panda, was modelled on a baby bear living in a large glass-walled air-conditioned cage in the city. I strolled down a renovated noodle-street depicted in the movie and passed by restaurants serving samosa, pasta and pizza. In population, Chengdu is like Kolkata. To the Indian eye, parts of it are like smoggy, suburban Chembur in Mumbai where choc-a-bloc traffic and low-rises coexist with branded storefronts. In futuristic infrastructure, it beats Bengaluru. In Chengdu, more than anywhere else, I witnessed a super-city in the making.

‘All this land, it is all sold out.’

Victor Jansson, an expat and vice-president of Chengdu Tianfu Software Park, stepped out of a battery-operated buggy and calmly swept his palm in all directions. We stood dwarfed in the centre of a forest of yellow construction cranes and enormous concrete shells of buildings. I had never before clapped eyes on the birth of a city. China was executing more construction projects than any nation, building thousands of towers that the global consultancy firm McKinsey estimates could hold ten New Yorks by 2030. But in northern Beijing the effect of the downturn was visible everywhere. Cranes stood still, construction workers had vanished from sites and many swank new high-rises stood largely unoccupied. At the same time, down south in Chengdu, I heard the growl of earth moving like nowhere else in China.

The software city in Chengdu is named Tianfu, the land of abundant resources. In 2009, thirty-five multinational corporations rushed to Chengdu to rediscover cheap China. Offices in Beijing and Shanghai were downsizing but companies in Tianfu were squabbling to grab the best locations to erect snazzy logos. Soon enough, a foreign CEO complained about the local diet. A drive-in McDonalds arrived in record time. The software park’s McDonalds became the most profitable outlet in Chengdu city and its icon was hastily propped on a miniature Tianfu model shown to foreigners. By 2012, Chengdu’s GDP would be $127 billion.

‘We’re a perfect match with Bangalore (Bengaluru), you know,’ said Christine Du, adjusting an Indian shawl on her shoulders.9

Du, the park’s general manager, had just returned from Bengaluru, which generates 34 per cent of India’s outsourcing revenue. She was impressed with the Indian spirit, telling me that child beggars too had a promising sparkle in the eye. I often heard the Chinese express surprise about the ‘dignity’ of Indians living below the poverty line. I remembered Du’s impressions a couple of years later when I met a Chinese journalist posted in Mumbai. ‘We in China often wonder,’ he said, ‘why Indians look happy . . . even those who are not so rich.’

Chengdu and Bengaluru came closer that year with a direct five-hour flight connecting the two cities. Chengdu’s expanding software park initially targeted medium-sized Indian companies; these Indian companies were bigger than the largest Chinese IT companies. Bengaluru, a metro of over eight million people, has a head start over Chengdu with 1,600 technology companies and 500,000 technology jobs. Chengdu declares its software park to be ‘Asia’s largest’ and by 2012 it had created about half as many jobs in the software industry. A large portion of the local industry focused on hardware but the park competed with Shanghai, Dalian and Guangzhou by offering significantly lower logistical, labour and property costs to attract skilled migrants and investors. In future, if Bengaluru does not upgrade its infrastructure as planned, Chengdu will be ready to pitch itself as an alternative. For now, Bengaluru retains the skilled manpower advantage. Chengdu has fifty-two colleges and universities producing 200,000 new graduates every year, but companies complain of chronic hiring problems because the graduates have low-level English-speaking skills and need to be trained from scratch.

COLLABORATORS OR COMPETITORS

Marrying Indian software with Chinese hardware is a political slogan of premiers from Zhu Rongji in 2002 to Wen Jiabao. There is no great evidence of such synergy. In the decade since Zhu’s visit, Sino-Indian economic and trade ties have grown in favour of China. The highest Indian official in Beijing, ambassador S. Jaishankar, has bluntly put the imbalance on record. In a speech in 2009, he said:


Nowhere else is our export so dominated by commodities and raw materials . . . It cannot be that Indian industry is competitive everywhere in the world—except in China.



At a software cooperation seminar two years later in September 2011 in Nanjing, Jaishankar’s speech indicated nothing had changed.


We represent an industry symbolized by Bengaluru. It clocked revenues of $76 billion last year, which is expected to grow to $225 billion by 2020. It employs 2.5 million workers, includes more than 5,000 companies, and services seventy nations in thirty-five languages. Eighty per cent of Fortune 500 companies and the top twenty financial institutions in the world are our clients. The big missing piece in the industry’s global portfolio is business from Chinese companies, particularly state-owned enterprises.



Brand names like TCS, Infosys and Wipro have entered everyday parlance in economic zones in the cities where they are located. People-to-people contact and mutual respect has improved in their circles. These are small, localized gains. The dozen-odd Indian IT companies in China are a relative unknown in a marketplace where firewalls, cultural and language barriers further limit awareness of Indian brands. On the Internet, the achievements of Indian software are ‘ignored by Chinese netizens even though they might be its direct beneficiaries’, writes Simon Shen in a study on online Chinese views of India.10 From economic zones as far-flung as Dalian in the north-east to Chengdu in the south-west, I heard curious reasoning on the complicated relationship of Indian software and Chinese hardware. Chinese technocrats were unprepared to admit that business barriers are a problem. ‘Do you know why Indian IT has not expanded as expected in China? It’s a mistake to start operations in Beijing and Shanghai instead of cheaper cities like Chengdu,’ said Du, the confident bureaucrat in Chengdu. ‘Indian companies make another mistake. They don’t hire top Chinese management like the Americans do. You gotta trust the Chinese. Or, there will be cultural conflict.’

The absence of Chinese leadership in Indian software companies irritates local governments nationwide. But Chinese software CEOs themselves don’t dwell on the issue. In the coming pages, I put on record a Chinese software tycoon who rejected Du’s argument outright. The combination of Sino-Indian corporate leadership is mostly untested. In December 2009, I met a Chindian leadership pair. Paddy Iyer and David Wang posed for photographs in yellow and green cubicles manned by young Chinese recruits processing cheque payments for global clients. Iyer became a fortnightly flyer from Mumbai to Chengdu at a time when recession-hit firms grounded executives to cut travel costs. Iyer, chief operating officer, set up the first Indian company in Tianfu. It was a subsidiary of 3i Infotech and named Elegon Infotech—short for elephant and dragon. Wipro soon became Elegon Infotech’s neighbour. India’s third-largest software major opened with a hundred staff in Tianfu, on a property with a capacity for 1,000. In mid-2011, when I revisited Chengdu, I heard that Iyer’s senior Chinese colleague had moved out.

On my return to Chengdu two years later, I saw a city that had kept on supersizing. The gleaming airport operated dozens of international routes. The financial centre was sprawled in five enormous ‘bird’s nests’ replicated on the world-famous Beijing stadium. The promoters took me to a mini model of the world’s biggest building with a half-kilometre-long artificial beach on an ocean park. The Chinese manager who had claimed that Chengdu matched Bengaluru avoided another interview even on telephone or email to discuss the progress in Sino-Indian IT ventures. I was told that Du would respond to my questionnaire only if the local government approved of it. The permission never came to answer my questions about the slow expansion of Indian IT in China. There was no further information about the ‘huge number’ of Indian companies I was last told were inquiring about Chengdu. Wipro had indeed grown, from 100 to 300 staff, including several employees fluent in Japanese and Thai to serve clients in the peripheral Asian market. In 2009, Jansson showed me a humble table-top model of Tianfu and the high-tech zone. In 2011, he led me to a bigger glittering model inside a nicer building. His green laser slithered over skyscrapers, an ocean park, golf courses, villas, coffee shops, five-star hotels and the subway network. The hi-tech zone was a 2.5-kilometre patch in 1991. By 2004, it had grown to eighty-two kilometres. By 2010, it spanned 130 kilometres. Software contributed 5 per cent of the local GDP.

Chengdu was making a lot of effort to make foreigners feel at home. We ordered cups of Americano from an English menu in a new café. It was housed in a two-week-old museum and art gallery. We were the only customers in the café. A small Indian restaurant named Amaya was slated to open to feed masala dosas to the Bengaluru boys. More construction cranes were on the way. The ongoing phase-four construction would be as big as the first three phases combined. ‘We talk to 100 companies on a daily basis,’ Jansson said. ‘The demand is bigger than the supply.’ All that the land of abundant resources really requires is a pool of experienced English speaking staff—by the thousands—inside the enormous office buildings.

Tammy, an administrator in the park, took me to an English-learning classroom for Tianfu staff. Tammy dreaded speaking English when I rang, perhaps because of my unfamiliar Indian accent, and asked if we could communicate only on SMS and email. A former New Yorker, William Gibbons, taught Chengdu corporate English. The students were struggling to unlearn a habit of responding to all questions with one word: ‘maybe’.

‘What is “responsive”?’ Gibbons asked, as the students went through a word list.

No response.

‘Think of a Lamborghini,’ he explained. Giggles gave way to serious expressions. Chengdu’s traffic jams were becoming worse than Beijing’s as newly rich Chinese, especially in interior cities, began buying more new cars than Americans.

‘If you steer the Lamborghini a little, it turns quickly. It is highly responsive.’

On our way out, I asked Tammy if she knew all the words on the list. She immediately pointed to two mysteries. Spontaneous. Self-assertive.

For now, Chengdu competes with cities like Dalian and not Bengaluru. The Dalian high-tech economic zone’s deputy director, a cheerful bureaucrat named Chuck Shi, has visited India nearly every year since 2004. He has toured the Taj Mahal four times. ‘I observe that many young people in India are eager to learn new things,’ he said in fluent English. ‘I can see from their faces that they are happy. I can feel their passion to achieve and prove things.’ Thrice during the hour, he repeated: ‘Indians are very good at learning.’

‘In the 1990s, this place was wild land,’ he went on. ‘There were no tall buildings, no multinationals, no supermarkets and no foreigners.’ Dalian’s IT and outsourcing industry now serves the Japanese, Korean, Russian and English-speaking markets. ‘Why is the US doing well in China?’ Shi argued, echoing the opinion of Chengdu bureaucrats. ‘At the top level, the Americans use overseas Chinese who have been to the US. You [Indians] have to learn how to mix, talk, negotiate and deal with people in Chinese.’

Mutual admiration for hardware and software will not be manifested unless the neighbours learn to scale the other’s language and cultural barriers. Indian companies rarely depute Mandarin-speaking senior management to head their China operations. Executives begin to learn the language after they settle down in China. Companies face problems attracting and retaining top-notch staff in a competitive recruitment scenario where English-speaking, overseas-trained Chinese are in great demand. American software firms came to China over two decades ago; Indian IT is about a decade old in China and now needs to make a genuine impact on the domestic market. Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) is seen as an Indian success story in China where it has 1,100 of its 187,000 employees and a collection of high-profile deals in its portfolio. But in 2011, almost a decade after coming to China, TCS chief executive officer N. Chandrasekaran told the DNA newspaper: ‘I agree that China is an opportunity. And I need to worry why we are not growing faster in China. I am worried . . . We have our business model right, but we need scale.’11

An Indian CEO told me that the Chinese say they want to do business with India but don’t know how. ‘The Chinese hesitate to do business with an unfamiliar player and prefer Western multinationals even if these quote higher prices than Indian companies,’ agreed an Indian diplomat. ‘And unless you get Chinese business, you don’t have a demonstration model.’ TCS, Infosys and Wipro nab lucrative Chinese deals at sporadic intervals and operate training centres in some boomtowns. They don’t command the brand recognition of IBM, Intel or Microsoft in China. On the other side of the border, Chinese telecom major Huawei, which often finds itself denying allegations of links to the PLA, operates its largest foreign R&D base in Bengaluru.

The cost of hiring an experienced software manager in Chengdu has surpassed the cost of hiring a Bengaluru or Chennai counterpart. Experienced English-speaking job hunters in rapidly urbanizing interiors like Chengdu are so exclusive that they demand premium salaries. Flying in Indians for repetitive short-term stints is unsustainable. Tianfu Park was conducting employee training programmes and attracting migrant graduates from across China but the efforts seemed to fall short when it came to finding candidates with ‘IT maturity’ as one Indian techie put it. By 2015, the number of skilled 25–29-year-old workers in China may exceed the number of workers in the US, according to the American Chamber of Commerce in China. ‘The shortage of skilled employees across all job types persists—from leadership to project management to technically skilled workers—and is higher in China compared to all other major Asian countries,’ said an Am-Cham report, pointing out that employers noted that a ‘skills mismatch and poorly prepared recent college graduates were a primary reason’ for the labour shortage.12 On my return to Mumbai, I heard examples of multinational companies offering BPO projects to small Indian companies with Indian employees who speak Mandarin and conduct phone conversations with customers across China and earn lower salaries than Chinese call-centre workers.

The great wall between the software and hardware empires is hardly surprising given the overall political nature of their economic relationship. India has made no noteworthy progress in marketing its three other target sectors in China including pharmaceuticals, agricultural products and engineering goods. The Chinese tend to be dismissive about the competitiveness of Indian high-tech goods. China and India formalized diplomatic relations over sixty years ago but are taking their time to arrive at mutually agreeable terms to sell the Chinese a variety of Indian fruits and vegetables. The Chinese buy mangoes mostly from Pakistan as a geopolitical favour for Beijing’s best friend. In Hu Jintao’s final days at the helm, China agreed to buy Indian basmati. The negotiation to sell rice took six years. It took India almost as many years to expand out of Shanghai. Clicking in future Shanghais like Chengdu in Sichuan, building up a brand named India Inc. and separating economic and political relations will require many more years.
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CEO

‘In China, you need to learn and be like a start-up’

Indian and Chinese consumers combined will spend $10 trillion per year by 2020, thrice the amount they spent in 2010, according to the Boston Consulting Group. Trillion-dollar Sino-Indian market forecasts, however enticing, are only partially useful to predict consumer behaviour towards the other strategic rival. Only 44 per cent Chinese in 2012 considered that India’s growing economy was positive for China and only 24 per cent Indians thought China’s growing economy to be a good thing for India.1 Indian brands have not yet made famous fortunes next door and there are some useful pointers for the reasons in a survey series named the ‘world in Chinese eyes’. The polls were conducted in the last decade of neck-and-neck economic expansion in China and India. The findings relating to ‘India in Chinese eyes’ came to my inbox in a neat arrangement of subtitles:


Mixed feelings on India among China’s city dwellers

Favourable impressions of India have grown

Under 10 per cent consider India the friendliest country

Few urbanites consider India’s economy important

Public views Pakistan, not India, as security partner



The data comes as no surprise until one looks at the points polled in India’s favour as compared to Chinese consumers’ attitude to the isolated regimes of communist North Korea and Pakistan. What makes North Korea, a nuclear-armed rogue state comprising a roughly Mumbai-sized population and poverty-stricken countryside, superior to India? In survey after survey spanning an entire decade from 2000–10, an average of 3,000 Chinese respondents, 18–60 years old, were asked to choose two economies that mattered the most in the next five years: the Indian economy consistently floated at the bottom of the chart, on a crawl from 0.7 per cent in 2000 to 1.5 per cent in 2010. The US and Japanese economies topped the chart but the percentage of Chinese who chose Beijing’s despotic ally North Korea as more important went up from 1 per cent to 6.7 per cent in the same period—nearly the same as 6.1 per cent who chose Pakistan in 2010. It was a decade when Indian students, engineers, managers and CEOs were globe-trotting in ever increasing numbers. At the same time, in totalitarian North Korea, where a common household appliance called the Internet was still illegal, the average GDP was estimated to be 1.4 per cent. In capital Pyongyang, households were ordered to make donations of human waste to make up for a shortage of fertilizers. The reality of life in North Korea is subdued in the Chinese press.

Horizon Research Consultancy Group, one of China’s best-known polling agencies, conducted the surveys. Its CEO is chatty and approachable, remarkably unlike the reclusive Party leaders at the head of state-run companies whose telephone numbers are often unavailable and interviews are almost impossible. I could text him in English and get a prompt response. We agreed to meet in Shanghai. For a change, this interview would not be conducted over paper cups of scalding green tea in a conference room. I was asked to come to Starbucks. The boss was on a couch, holding court to awestruck young men. I bought my cappuccino and went over, immediately blurting out my incredulity about the survey findings.

‘There is no understanding, in both countries, of the normal situation,’ said Yuan Yue, introducing himself with his English name Victor and shaking a shiny bald head. His pale pink shirt managed to look sporty on a torso toned by horse riding, basketball and yoga. He waved his palms a lot, spoke softly and looked me astutely in the eye as he went on. ‘The Chinese see the homeless in Mumbai and think that the poor are everywhere. They don’t understand that the police in India don’t have the power to send the poor back to their villages.’

I came across Horizon’s research, of all places, at a Sino-Indian friendship seminar in Beijing in May 2010. The headline on my story the next morning: ‘Chinese think India is backward’.2 The overall disdain for India in China is known but rarely put on record this way, on a political platform, with supporting charts and graphs in Mandarin script. Victor addressed the seminar in a great rush to make the next flight to Shanghai and get back to business. He told us that Chinese parents don’t encourage their children to study and travel in India because it is not an ‘advanced’ nation. They don’t think India has good leadership. They don’t think India is rising. When Chinese investors consult Victor on India, he gives them lessons on the ‘ABC’ of India—for instance, India is not a Buddhist nation.

‘They think India is another world. Another planet.’

In 2005, ahead of Victor’s first visit to India, he trawled bookshops and grabbed about thirty titles published on India in the early 1980s. He methodically marked a ‘couple of hundred’ points in the books before boarding the plane.

‘Eighty per cent of the facts in the Chinese books were either out of date or simply wrong.’

I spoke to three Chinese CEOs including Victor on the unseen factors shaping the business climate for India in China. On the ease of doing business in 2014 the World Bank ranked the Indian regulatory environment 134th out of 189 economies. China ranked 96. Indian companies are awkward newcomers in the authoritarian economy and struggle to leverage local intelligentsia (guanxi or connections) who provide information on upcoming bids and economic policies and also work as middlemen to set up high-level meetings.

As economic partners, India and China struggle to keep their politics and business apart. Horizon’s surveys indicated how Beijing’s political alliances impact public sentiment in China; impoverished North Korea was reflexively considered as an important economic partner because of its relationship as close as lips and teeth with China, in the famous words of Mao Zedong. Pakistan was also seen as a preferable economic partner because of the ‘all-weather friendship’ that Beijing and Islamabad proclaim to be higher than mountains and deeper than oceans. The Chinese middle class at large represented in the research seemed unaware of Beijing’s diplomatic efforts to improve economic ties with India.

Chinese public opinion recorded in the Horizon polls stayed consistent during a long span in foreign policy—an entire decade—during which Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee made a landmark visit to China and Premier Wen Jiabao visited India; China acknowledged India’s sovereignty in Sikkim in return for India’s affirmation of Tibet as part of one-China; a historic mountain trade route was reopened from Nathu-la in Sikkim to Tibet and the first software companies from Bengaluru came to Shanghai to train Chinese techies. In 2010, when New Delhi launched a year-long first-of-its-kind business-branding campaign across Chinese boomtowns, only 1.5 per cent respondents chose the economy as significant to them, though nearly half said they had an overall ‘favourable’ view about India. In 2010, US President Barack Obama stood in Parliament in New Delhi and told the world that India was not emerging; India had emerged. The Chinese didn’t really notice.

The survey depicted how Sino-Indian relations rock from blue- to black-sky days, from highs to lows. From 2000 to 2010, Russia, and occasionally Singapore, topped the Chinese popularity chart of ‘friendliest nations’ and North Korea was often in the top three. India scored only 2.6 per cent in 2000 and 2.1 per cent in 2010 and lurched in between, sinking to 0.1 per cent in 2007. Pakistan scored double-digit percentages almost throughout.

The US-based Pew Research Center picks up similar mood swings in India as well. ‘Indians are the most likely among the countries surveyed to consider China an enemy (44 per cent) and only 32 per cent consider the country a partner. In fact, Indians have become more distrustful of China since 2009, when more than four-in-ten saw the country as a partner,’ it said in a 2010 report. The year 2009 was one of the lowest phases in recent Sino-Indian strategic relations.3 In 2012, half the Indians (53 per cent) living in cities thought China’s growing economy was a ‘bad thing’ for India; 25 per cent Chinese thought likewise about the Indian economy. In 2012, only 23 per cent Chinese had a favourable opinion of India while 62 per cent viewed India negatively.4

‘India and China still don’t separate economics and politics,’ Victor said, echoing a concern at the highest levels of diplomacy. ‘We have close cultural ties with Japan and a big culture gap with India.’ The $300-billion-plus Sino-Japanese trade, however, has begun to dip since 2012 after bilateral relations worsened over strategic disputes in the East China Sea. Chinese corporate leaders who are better informed on the Indian economy than Chinese consumers are a silent minority. Their opinions and on-the-ground experiences in India need to be brought into the public domain through the media and bilateral economic and trade events in both countries.

‘What impresses you most about India?’ I asked Victor.

Pause.

‘I like the factories.’

He dismissed Indian manufacturing zones as ‘worse than Bangladesh’s’ but his face lit up as he discussed the ordinary Indian factory hand. Chinese companies are apprehensive of locating factories in India because of uncertain land acquisition processes and feisty labour unions. Victor, however, saw potential.

‘Indian vocational workers are better skilled than the Chinese,’ he said, repeating the point many times in the hour. According to him, vocational training is the ‘weakest’ link in China’s network of the seamlessly interlinked ports, highways, railroad and uninterrupted power supply that give it an edge over other Asian manufacturing zones. A year later, I came across an article in Foreign Policy with an example echoing the Horizon CEO. ‘World-class car axle maker Bharat Forge found that Chinese workers in its plants had only 40 per cent of the productivity of other workers,’ said Antoine van Agtmael who coined the term ‘emerging markets’. Bharat Forge’s Pune hub was ‘much more competitive’ because of trained labour and new improvements in transporting containers to ports.5

‘You hire workers because they are qualified,’ said Victor, ‘not just because they come from villages. In China, vocational training is the weakest link. There is a big waste during the production process by learning by doing (on the job). I think less people can do more.’

Chinese automobile investors have an eagle eye on the emerging middle class in Indian cities and towns. I gathered that Chinese car companies are eager for Tata to make Nano, its cheapest car and the Indian product nearly every Chinese has heard of, in Chinese factories. China’s car market is the world’s biggest since 2010 but as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou apply pollution-control brakes to restrict car purchases, Chinese brands want to swamp India with everything that moves, from metro coaches to Chery cars and compact tractors. Victor was agog about his dream car project.

‘The Chinese will not buy Indian cars. The shapes and interior designs are not attractive enough. The Chinese are good at face, you know, external appearance,’ he said, fingers circling his face. ‘And Indians are good at upgrading engineering technology. Together, we can make the best cheapest car.’

Saving face signifies handling a sensitive situation or conversation tactfully and diplomatically so that one is not humiliated. But Victor meant that Indians need to sex up their brands to attract discerning Chinese customers for whom image is everything. Ideas buzzing in his head zeroed in on one challenge: speed. The man ran his business on the move on SMS and email. ‘In China, one can get a licence to start a business in two months, even three hours. I can renew my driving licence online in eight minutes.’ By his estimate, preparations to invest in India required three to four years. In starting a business, the World Bank in 2014 ranked India 179 and China 158.

Victor is a civil-servant-turned-first-generation-entrepreneur manufactured in the age of leader Deng Xiaoping’s iconic southern tour of Shenzhen which kick-started a new age of economic reforms. In 1992, Victor bought a book to study public polling, shocked his parents by giving up a stable job in the law ministry and opened a four-person office in Beijing. He succeeded because he quickly made his business directly useful to the Party. One of his first projects polled the minds of the wealthy and the findings were pretty straightforward.

‘We found that people were afraid the Party would take away their money.’

The company developed its brand by polling ‘hot’ social issues and sharing the results in the media. The staff expanded to 500 people in three cities. His call centres clocked 5,000 calls per evening. Thousands of university students were used as surveyors. Polling Chinese minds on foreign policy and the nation’s international image initially proved impossible in a society trained to show foreigners the united, cohesive side of a monolith. ‘How can I say? International issue is a government issue,’ he said, quoting a standard public response years ago. ‘But today, people discuss their opinion on anything.’

He tells Chinese clients to start with experimental R&D centres in India, be prepared to hire and ‘tolerate’ local manpower, network with local partners and save expansion plans for later. I asked his advice to Indians coming to China. Without a pause, and with a knowing smile, the ambitious CEO immediately scaled down his response.

‘Don’t desire too much and you will be happy with the outcome.’

THE FIRST EMPEROR

In a crumpled blue suit, the founder and CEO of Neusoft, China’s largest software services provider, paced his third-floor sea-facing office. I waited for him in an adjoining conference room for an interview I had chased for weeks over emails. The firm is based in a palatial compound, an expanse of arches, towers, terraces and courtyards overlooking a northeast Asian Silicon Valley.

I left home at dawn to board a ninety-minute flight northeast of Beijing to Dalian, former Port Arthur, where the site of a British-Indian army encampment is now an IT park. The plane skimmed low over the last surviving cluster of slums fringing the airport. I reached Neusoft after a twenty-minute drive on roads curving gracefully up and down past plain old low-rises, grand colonial arcades and a monorail gliding like a toy train up and downhill from IT offices. Dalian was for me one of the prettiest cities to visit in China, a city that retained vast open cultural spaces after a facelift.

Thirty minutes after my arrival, Liu Jiren strode in, black backpack slung on shoulder, confident handshake and a wide grin. I was given sixty minutes to talk to the first man in China to receive a doctorate in computer applications. Liu in 1987 was one of the first overseas Chinese to return home and pioneer a start-up after researching a doctoral thesis at the American National Standards Institute. In sixty minutes, we traversed the twenty-year journey of a Chinese version of Infosys clicked in 1991 in two classrooms of the Northeast University. Liu, thirty-three, was the youngest professor on campus. His staid senior professors were shocked to see one of their own cross over from socialism to capitalism. Liu’s start-up was born a decade after the Indian IT icon Infosys was created with seven people and a $250 fund in western India.

‘I found the company with three people. We were poor people. We had no money. We had heads. We had knowledge.’

Twenty years later, in mid-2011, Neusoft had a 20,000 headcount in China and abroad. Infosys and its subsidiaries expanded to 133,560 employees. Neusoft is no Infosys. But it has six software bases, eight regional headquarters and subsidiaries in North America, Asia, Europe and the Middle East. The company runs three institutes to train human resources. I was on my second visit to Dalian, this time just to talk to Liu. I began by asking him what he considered his main achievement in the twenty-year transformation from professor to tycoon of Neusoft (‘neu’ for north-east).

‘Our biggest achievement is that we’re still here,’ he said directly, startling me with an unexpected response. ‘Most software companies cannot survive in China. They pass away before twenty years. It is easy to die. The opportunity is not too big and too many smart people are entering it. [But] we’re more than 140 dog years old’.

India’s IT-BPO sector, which in 2012 was set to hit the $100 billion mark in revenue, is also facing challenges in entering the East Asian market in Japan and South Korea. According to Liu, Indian IT’s struggle to break through on the mainland is not such an unusual thing. The emperor of the first Chinese software company to list on the Shanghai stock exchange was grateful for mere survival. Keep in mind, Liu said, that China is not like the Western world where cosmopolitan, English-speaking Indians have a natural head start and the advantage of familiarity with business and banking practices that are similar to those in Western economies and unlike those in China, where the biggest banks are state-owned and conduct operations in Mandarin. He emphasized the significance of the differences in a democratic economy and authoritarian economy and Sino-Indian cultural barriers as he redefined the game for Indian IT in China.

‘When you come to a new market in China, you can’t say you’re a mature company. You [Indian IT] need to learn and be like a start-up.’

The humbling advice also emphasizes the fragility of the Chinese outsourcing sector even as software parks in China, flush with government loans, expand at breakneck speed. Trend reports from time to time proclaim that China will soon overtake India and the Philippines in the global outsourcing market. The research and advisory firm XMG Global in 2012 estimated that India’s outsourcing industry would grow from $59 billion in 2011 to $63.2 billion in 2012, and China’s from $45.7 billion in 2011 to $53.8 billion in 2012. ‘Current year growth for China showed the largest growth share,’ it said in August 2012, ‘compared to the next two largest players [India and the Philippines]’.6

Chinese software leaders, however, don’t dare to declare a race against Indian IT. China’s software and outsourcing sector in 2010 accounted for a global 5.4 per cent share, up from 4.4 per cent in 2009. A few weeks before our meeting, Liu spoke at a software event in Dalian. The news agency Xinhua quoted him saying that ‘it seems the golden age for the software and outsourcing industry is over’.7 The article headline: ‘China’s outsourcing sector faces challenges to catch up with India’. Liu told the audience that the industry’s operating costs rose 10 per cent per year in the last two years. ‘The age featuring low-cost software engineers has gone in China, and I don’t think that age will come back,’ he said. ‘Technology itself will play less and less a role in the business success of the software and outsourcing sectors, that’s why I think a company won’t be successful in the long run if it only has excellent tech staff.’

At the same event, Michael Ye, vice-president of Dalian Software Park, blamed ‘overcapacity’ as local governments build software centres competing against one another. Over twenty cities, said Ye, were copying the Dalian model. He suggested that China emulate the Indian example and limit software parks to a few metros instead of scattering weak hubs competing against each other nationwide. China’s oldest and largest software companies are medium-sized compared to their Indian counterparts. ‘China is still better suited as a manufacturing centre than destination for outsourcing services,’ said McKinsey in a 2009 report. ‘Despite churning out large numbers of IT graduates, China’s IT firms still come up short when looking for qualified managers to run their offshoring and outsourcing business.’

I sensed a start-up-like culture in 2008 when I set off to meet Johnson Lam, who was then the Chinese CEO of TCS, India’s largest IT company. The taxi hit the highway to the Great Wall which also leads to Beijing’s software park named Zhonguancun. We got lost. Several times I dialled the TCS number and let the driver grunt for directions on my cell phone. I had no idea it was the CEO, not an assistant, answering the call. Lam waited outside, alone, to sign me in. I remember thinking: where’s the entourage?

When Chinese bureaucrats complain that Indian software companies rarely hire top-level Chinese leadership, they overlook the number of Indians who head foreign companies including Microsoft’s new CEO Satya Nadella. The Time magazine in 2011 labelled the CEO as ‘India’s leading export’. Liu was the first Chinese IT insider to tell me that it should not matter whether a CEO is Indian or Chinese, and revealed the disconnect between Chinese business leaders and government leaders who control the market.

‘The solution is not a local manager. He may not have a global vision. Get the right people. Don’t care for nationality. Even for me, it is a challenge to understand Chinese youth culture. This is not an Indian issue.’

The inherent ability to negotiate a warren of red tape, adapt to dozens of cultures and innovate at the end of a sweaty, Third World commute to software parks may actually render the Indian personality hardened for the unique challenges of competitive Chinese capitalism. The best Indian managers fluent in Mandarin should be shipped eastward on packages that make a Beijing posting as attractive as New York for B-school toppers. They will fight a lonely battle. Unlike the Americans, Europeans, Taiwanese and Japanese, the Indian lobbyist group is virtually non-existent in China. The Confederation of Indian Industry has one representative in Shanghai. The Indian embassy in China has two economic experts including the envoy. In the Chinese market, a global track record does not guarantee success. Big bids are said to be released secretively to an inner circle of domestic companies. Success requires the capability of forecasting government policy and outsmarting companies making cheap counterfeits.

‘We made money in the global market and spent it in the domestic market,’ Liu recalled. ‘Don’t try to make one-time money. Try to make money [in] small pieces, long time. Many times it’s too late by the time you see the opportunity. You should know what will happen in the next few years and develop R&D accordingly. When we started out, nobody knew about social security, insurance and online hospital records.’ Neusoft sells products ranging from CT scanners to social security and network security products. It has clients in the corporate and government sectors in finance, telecom, education, power and aviation.

The contest for a slice of the software and outsourcing market will intensify by the day not only in China but also on India’s own turf. Liu is a frequent flyer to New Delhi, Bengaluru and Hyderabad. He is restless to someday hop on trains and buses with his backpack and delve deeper into the emerging marketplace. He has an eye on rural Indian consumers to sell his company’s IT services in health care, insurance and education.

‘India’s really great,’ he grinned. ‘Indians, dynamic and young, have great business minds and dreams like the Chinese. Your people are good at making the deals and [the] Chinese have the engineers.’

And on the topic of leadership, it’s worth noting that the president of Neusoft America was an Indian named Snehal Shah. And an Indian designed the Neusoft website in China.

FOLLOW THE WIND

In Beijing, I lived across the street from Suzlon, the corporate pride of my hometown Pune where the wind major is headquartered. I met He Yaozu in November 2010 on his first day on the job in a seventeenth-floor glass-walled cabin. He was the first Chinese CEO of Suzlon Energy and the first Chinese CEO of any major international turbine maker in China. His reaction to the job: ‘I like a dare.’ In his words, Chinese customers expect ‘maximum bang for the buck’ and that includes their kind of CEO. He had a thorough India indoctrination, having dipped his fingers in sambar-rice on a banana leaf, carried six cell phones before the age of cellular roaming and signed a contract at 2 a.m. because his God-fearing south Indian colleagues suggested that the hour was auspicious.

‘No Darjeeling tea? They must change that,’ quipped He (Richard to his Sino-Indian staff). But for the tin of green tea leaves in his cabin, He didn’t really wear his nationality on his sleeve.8

Suzlon, the world’s fifth-largest wind turbine supplier with a presence in over thirty nations, was not swept up in a grand expansion plan in China. The world’s largest wind market in China, with the world’s leading industry players setting up shop in Beijing, is a classic example of how the Chinese economy is skewed in favour of domestic brands. On my first visit to Suzlon earlier that year, He’s predecessor, Paulo Fernando Soares, joked that Indian diplomats urged him to downplay his speech at business events. Soares carefully chose his words as gales smashed against the tower. It is ‘unbelievable, unusual and unnatural’, he said, that major multinational companies were not winning Central government contracts in the wind industry.9

‘There’s clearly [a] favourable treatment for local Chinese companies. Our volume has not grown in the same way the market has grown. [But] we have to do the best we can to overcome barriers and be competitive in Central government projects.’

China overtook India in wind development in 2008, according to the Brussels-based Global Wind Energy Council. In 2009, India added 1,271 MW of installed wind power capacity while China added 13,000 MW, more than ten times as much. In 2009, China built more wind turbines than any nation and became the second-biggest market in installed capacity—three rungs above India. Emerging as the world’s biggest polluter became a windfall for Chinese clean-energy companies as Beijing aimed to generate 15 per cent of its energy from renewables by 2020. China is constructing the nation’s biggest wind farm in the north-west, giving it the popular moniker of the Three Gorges in the Air after its largest hydroelectric dam. Suzlon China was executing contracts to deliver over 1 GW wind energy.

About 70 per cent of Chinese electricity, as in India, comes from dirty coal. Offshore wind power costs about twice as much as coal and China was facing problems connecting its installed wind power capacity to the grid. Wind generated less than 2 per cent of electricity. Every global name in the wind industry was setting up base in Beijing but it was a Chinese boom. As Mo Perwaiz, general manager of Air Tech Asia in China, put it to me, domestic companies had orders booked for three to four years while the business of overseas companies was shrinking. Business breakthroughs are made more elusive because Chinese players in the market were said to put priority on products at lower costs more than on upgraded technology and safety standards.

Before I left Beijing in late 2011, I met He Yaozu a second time. The management guru was eager to walk me around the cubicles and show off his latest acquisitions: goldfish, the traditional Chinese symbol of fortune, and a Ganesha idol flown in from India. Plans were being scaled up to sell entire wind power projects and not just turbines, but the CEO was pensive. He gave me a frank assessment of Chinese work culture, one that every overseas manager needs to keep in mind before coming to China.

‘In the Western context,’ he said, ‘everything is black or white. In China, it is predominantly grey. In China, there is a joke that having a contract is the beginning of negotiation.’10

He wouldn’t concede that China is not a level playing field. But he agreed that the market share of all multinationals in China was shrinking because Chinese competitors were expanding ‘so darn fast’. ‘Sometimes Chinese competitors are willing to make heavy investments to capture market shares,’ He said. ‘Most installed turbines in China are two to three years old. You need a longer operation period to know the performance track record. In China, earthmoving equipment makers and shipbuilders are also entering the turbine market . . . opportunities come and go very fast, and it’s also government policy driven. Making a profit means you need a first-mover advantage. Being able to respond fast and balance the risk and reward will be the key to success in China.’

Beijing is actively encouraging companies to go overseas to unload excess supply in the wind sector. The Chinese want to sell their products to the market they surpassed in 2008. Suzlon wanted to seize this opportunity in India—‘a showcase for government policies for renewables’—where Suzlon had over 50 per cent market share. ‘All [Chinese developers and turbine manufacturers] have a mandate to go abroad. We can hold their hands and offer projects in each country on the caveat that they buy Suzlon turbines. When they go overseas they are cautious and it will take [them] time to understand how to play by Western rules,’ He said. ‘When the Chinese see Indians shaking their heads and saying achchha achchha [okay], they wonder what’s going on. Are the Indians saying yes or no?’

The Chinese state-controlled industry had surpassed the Indian wind industry in size but ultimately the CEO found India, not China, as the ‘most profitable’ wind market in the world for its market-friendly practices.

On the highway parallel to bullet train tracks from Beijing to Tianjin, signboards warn drivers to drive carefully and ‘notice behind’. We passed by trucks transporting new cars to Beijing and long wind turbines to the northern province of Inner Mongolia. The Tianjin horizon appeared shrouded in a thick grey cloud. My taxi stopped at the Suzlon factory in Tianjin. Turbine blades were strewn all over the ground. In India, the company makes turbines to withstand temperatures exceeding forty degrees. In China, turbines are designed to survive minus forty degrees. A Chennai native was serving heaps of sambar-rice to six Indian employees on the first floor. On the ground floor, Chinese workers slurped noodles. One could imagine the scene on a Sino-Indian factory floor in cities like Pune, depending on which way the wind blows between the political capitals of the two economies.

As the Chinese CEO competing for a foothold in the windswept bazaar wistfully said in Beijing: ‘Everyone wants to enter or get back into India.’
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MARKET

‘Hindu gods are stable’

The location of the factory is a trade secret known to only some merchants who make the journey from Mumbai and Delhi to a place you may not stumble upon as a tourist. Indian idol worshippers, who probably comprise the world’s largest market for deities, unknowingly saved the jobs of Chinese workers manufacturing their gods and goddesses in this factory. This is a story of people we don’t know—devout, vegetarian, English-speaking Indian traders and atheist Mandarin-speaking entrepreneurs who together rode the economic tsunami. This is also a story of how trade partnerships between India and China have changed in recent years and won’t be the same again.

The factory is a drab white low-rise somewhere in Quanzhou, a grand old city known centuries ago as the Orient’s greatest port on the maritime silk route. Direct trade between Quanzhou and India’s west coast ceased in the mid-fifteenth century due to ‘a shift in regional trade patterns and internal political upheavals’, writes Mohan Malik in China and India: Great Power Rivals.1 When the thirteenth-century Italian explorer Marco Polo sailed home out of the bustling Quanzhou port on the gusty south-east Chinese coast facing the Taiwan Straits, his fleet was probably laden with exquisitely handcrafted Chinese porcelain. The modern-day merchants of Quanzhou dispatch fleets containing products made of polyresin. It is a cheap, creamy raw material with a finish that resembles fibreglass more than porcelain.

The Ganesha you carried home from Crawford Market in Mumbai was probably made in Quanzhou for a trader who haggled until midnight for a cut-price. He hunched in a dimly lit cluttered office across a low table with a splattered wooden tea tray. A woman in a fitted old-fashioned summer dress and kitten heels, dark hair skimming a mature face, filled a pot sprinkled with regional mountain-grown tea leaves shaped like frog legs. The legs leisurely uncurled as fragrant rings of steam escaped the spout and the water took on the colour of gold.

Tenacious entrepreneur Donna Du, mother of a four-yearold girl, pulled off the unthinkable as thousands of Chinese export factories collapsed in 2009. Her workers punched overtime shifts to make Hindu gods while 25–30 million Chinese migrants—imagine a workforce greater than the population of Mumbai—were streaming unemployed out of factories making products for the Western markets. Donna, an English-language major and self-taught entrepreneur, sharpened her business skills on a factory floor reeking of toxic paint fumes. She claimed her god-making factory was the largest of its kind in China. Her simple business model was launched in the early years of the last decade, before Chinese traders would seek access to India with new postrecession respect.

‘If the Indian market is good, here good,’ she said, chatting in English. ‘If the Indian market is not good, here not good.’

The businesswoman often referred to ‘stability’ which happens to be a political mantra of the impious Chinese Communist Party. ‘American buyers have stopped coming, but the demand for Hindu gods is always stable,’ she assured me as soon as we met at a little airport outside the city.2

At the micro level, the factory proved that when ordinary Indians and Chinese put their minds to it, cross-border cooperation can ride a negative political wave. India had deployed 60,000 troops to the disputed north-eastern Line of Actual Control as part of a defensive beefing up of the border. The news rocked Chinese websites. Ninety per cent of the people polled online in June 2009 in Beijing reacted that India posed a ‘big threat’ to China; 74 per cent voted against maintaining friendly ties with India. Back in India, television channels were playing up the PLA’s tactical intrusions. Du had no time to worry about politics. Her profit margin depended on the God-fearing consumers across that problematic border. Trade routes linking China and India swarm with unknown outposts like Du’s factory in Quanzhou where Chinese livelihoods relied on Indian consumers more than before. The US, Japanese and European economies were contracting. Many Asian economies were flat while the Indian economy continued to grow and attracted Chinese business interests ranging from small- and medium-scale entrepreneurs (SMEs) to corporate giants such as Shanghai Electric.

Du was reluctant to discuss her personal life. She was more eager to discuss the business she started in 2004 to make doves and sculptures of dancing couples for the Asian puppy love market that booms on St Valentine’s Day and Friendship Day. One day, an Indian client casually asked if she could produce the exact replica of a Ganesha idol in a picture. He was pleased with the finished product. More godly orders began to trickle in until India’s devotional demand made romance redundant on the assembly line. Ganesha trumped St Valentine. The assembly line began to roll out gods in a choice of 2,000 sample shapes and sizes.

Quanzhou is in the southern Fujian province where factories make millions of sneakers for the world. Its undulating urban sweep is trimmed with high-rises, park-lined avenues, the status symbol Wal-Mart and a new sports stadium inspired by the Beijing Olympics. My cigarette smoke-filled hotel in less sublime surroundings provided the average national view of construction cranes and smog. The sweatshops were hidden in dark back alleys. I peeped into a workshop and saw half-adozen women stuffing thin sheets of sponge in teddy bears and perspiring men spray painting polyresin souvenirs. They worked in hole-in-the-wall operations, impervious to the burning paint fumes which I found difficult to bear for even a few minutes. The main avenues were spotless and stroked with fresh sea breeze.

As Du drove me around the city of eight million, I lost track of the number of times she advised me to get married. And at every turn, my helpful guide would announce: ‘We’re on a new road.’ One such road led to her factory where I was the first visiting Indian journalist. Her manager Chen, wearing a cotton tunic and trousers and an Om locket strung on black string, waited for us on the third floor. ‘I wear the locket to show my sincerity to Indian clients,’ he said shyly in Mandarin.

While millions of disgruntled migrants trained to make garments, toys and Christmas trees were returning to villages, 150 workers in this small-scale factory were clocking an overtime shift from 7 to 10 p.m. to produce 1,000 idols in forty-five days. Their craftsmanship was not on par with the skills of Indian artisans who have sculpted the elephant-headed god for generations. Quanzhou has ancient Hindu temple relics but Du and her team were only vaguely aware of their history. Originality in product design was unheard of and unimportant for both the factory and the marketplace. Indian clients emailed pictures and demanded exact reproductions. The Chinese were simply cheaper than Indian artisans in sculpting gods in sizes varying from two inches to two feet.

I forgot I was in China as Chen opened the air-conditioned ‘sample room’. I tiptoed around Du’s house of gods stacked on all four walls from floor to ceiling, wondering whether it would be proper to slip off my shoes. We sat at a table draped in maroon velvet cloth where Indian traders hand out pictures of idols for mass production. ‘The quality request is very high because Hindu gods are difficult,’ said Du, looking pleased at my reaction to the room. ‘Some inexperienced Chinese competitors are trying to make Ganeshas but they make mistakes. They put the trunk on the wrong side or they make it too long or short. And the eyes are very difficult.’

The factory tour ended in minutes. Workers poured polyresin into moulds on a floor smelling like a chemical laboratory. On another floor, large tables were stacked with rows of unfinished idols to be dressed up by workers with no formal training in art. A boy spent all day spraying black paint on Krishna’s cows in strict order. Hooves, tail, snout. Hooves, tail, snout. He never looked up. A pony-tailed girl painted yellow blouses on Saraswati, the goddess of knowledge. A worker painting a table full of Ganeshas identified herself as Zhen. She learnt painting on the job and sent part of her 1,000-renminbi (then about Rs 7,000) monthly salary to her parents in a nearby village. Du, unlike her team, had managed to memorize the names of some of the bestsellers: Ganesha, Krishna, Sai Baba. A two-inch Ganesha sold at an approximate wholesale rate to Indian traders for two renminbi or Rs 14 a piece at that time. It would be retailed in Indian shops for several times as much.

We lunched in the city’s only Buddhist restaurant where a curry and sticky rice meal was cheaper than cappuccino. Several Indian traders preferred to boil packets of ready-to-eat vegetarian curries in the tea kettle in their hotel rooms. I heard of a trader who travelled to Quanzhou with a suitcase containing basmati rice to cook his own meals. Du looked unperturbed juggling the tasks of running a factory and home and supervising her daughter’s expensive private schooling and English lessons, while her husband worked in the neighbouring city of Xiamen. The Indian perseverance to cut price was the one thing that rattled her.

‘Indians bargain a lot over a few cents . . . until midnight.’

Her cost of production, raw material and labour was growing. ‘But Indians are so tough. They will not pay a cent more. In 2003, the Indian demand was very good. Now, during the financial crisis, we’re happy if customers come every three months.’

The lightweight and hollow idols were packed for a ninety-minute drive to Xiamen, a tourist city that also makes umbrellas for five renminbi (Rs 30–35) which could end up on sale for a few hundred rupees in Khan Market in New Delhi. From Xiamen or Hong Kong, containers holding 1,000 cartons—each carton crammed with 100–300 gods—sail the old maritime silk route to Mumbai. It was a heavenly business plan though times were tough. The competing cottage industries took note. On my last evening in Quanzhou, we visited a factory where Christmas arrived in the humid summer every year. Startled-looking reindeers and Santas stood all over the compound. The portly factory manager sighed a lot and declined to reveal his name, but graciously led us inside his office to top our inch-high tea cups with golden-green brew. His workers were learning to make Hindu gods. Their painful pace of production explained the manager’s sighs. The toy factory could manufacture only three to four idols per day. He disappeared into a room and returned rather morosely cradling Krishna.

‘Hindu gods hen nan (very difficult),’ he muttered, head shaking as he gently placed the table-lamp-sized idol on the tea table for us to admire.

I first heard of Quanzhou from one of Du’s Ganesha-bythe-bulk buyers in Yiwu.

China’s rediscovery of India in the tumult of 2008–09 was visible on a macro scale in eastern Yiwu. Here, in the world’s largest wholesale bazaar in the city centre, Chinese entrepreneurs received orders for Indian gods by the thousands, like a consignment of 50,000 Ganeshas in a single shipment. But as it turned out, the brisk trading arrangement between Yiwu and Indian towns was a fragile partnership rooted in cultural distrust from both sides and the failure of the Indian exporters to take the local market dynamics seriously. I came to Yiwu on the news trail of intrepid Indian traders in their twenties and thirties who sport a trademark style of stubble, jeans, rip-off branded T-shirts and sneakers. A Chinese girlfriend or wife is often by their side. They live in the shadowy underbelly of bilateral trade that has grown over twenty-fold in the decade from 2000 when it notched just $2.92 billion. Sino-Indian trade in Yiwu, an eastern city of two million people in the prosperous province of Zhejiang, was on a high. Back then, I didn’t question how long the good times would last.

The only daily flight from Beijing to Yiwu landed on a surprisingly rundown airport gateway to its global market. The government brochure informed me how to experience Yiwu. I would have to walk eight hours per day and spend no more than three minutes in each booth. It would take me one year to complete the trawl. I had two days. ‘We walk 4–5 km a day,’ said Mumbai native Mehul Ashra, pointing to his sneakers, as I struggled to match his pace down wide corridors packed with tens of thousands of shops. Ashra learnt to bargain when he spoke Mandarin like a Chinese toddler. He could recite the numbers one to ten. Now he knew his way around the planet of shops and spoke its language. He darted expertly past unsold Christmas trees and gloomy life-sized squads of standing Santas until we came to a corner store where I encountered the Chinese traders’ first and everlasting impression of India. Jin Shu Zhen, a plump and jovial woman, was known as machhli mamma (‘mother fish’) among her Hindi-speaking customers. Thousands of gaudy electronic fish tanks with backdrops of glittering neon skylines were sold out of her closet-sized booth. The tanks were exported to aspirational small-town India where consumers like to display a piece of the Shanghai Bund and Victoria Harbour in their living rooms. Ashra fondly picked up a musical glass box with a dancing couple dressed as the leading pair of the 2007 hit Bollywood movie Om Shanti Om.

‘I sent 100,000 of these pieces to India last year. You will not see them in Mumbai and Delhi but they go all over the small towns.’

With a toothy grin, Mother Fish looked on affably before spitting out her idea of Indians in one Hindi-Chini sentence. ‘Yinduren! Kanjoos makkhichoos (Indians! Stingy!).’

Yet, for the first time, the export market for Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights in the ‘stingy’ country, had usurped Christmas in China. ‘The Chinese used to say that they were interested only in the American market,’ said Ashra.3 ‘I would tell them that they would finally turn to India. The recession has not yet begun for us.’

I saw Hanuman, the divine monkey, painted on red nylon scrolls, Ganesha chortling in a polyresin bathtub and the horse-riding warrior king Shivaji of my home state, all made in China. I walked till my legs wobbled. Miles of corridors selling hair clips and key chains peddled in Mumbai trains, enormous fluorescent teddy bears that would be marked up in gift shops, Halloween masks and Christmas trees made for the US and Europe, were eerily empty of buyers. The Chinese told me that their Western clients were doing a disappearing act but Indian traders were still placing orders though in smaller volumes than before. The Diwali products in Yiwu were ready to be shipped to India months before the actual celebrations in India. Indians were opening restaurants in Yiwu when restaurants in Beijing were hiking prices. The disco played Bollywood songs though there were hardly 100 resident Indian families. The Chinese driving BMWs on its six-lane roads had acquired a taste for thin roomali roti and peppery jaljeera digestive drink. I never found wada pav, Mumbai’s staple street burger, sold year-long anywhere else in China. A street flanking the Yiwu export market was dedicated to a row of Indian restaurants with their television sets tuned to maudlin Hindi serials. Their menus listed as many as 300 street staples cheaper than in the Indian curry houses in Beijing and Shanghai. Familiar signboards were strewn down the street. Pure Vegetarian. Jain Food. Separate Vegetarian Kitchen. No Onion, Garlic, Potato. It was too good to last.

STAY AWAY

Advisory for Indian businessmen/traders doing trade/business with Yiwu:


Indian traders and businessmen are hereby cautioned not to do business with Yiwu in Zhejiang province. They should be aware that when there are trade disputes with Yiwu, the Indian businessmen/traders can be illegally held under detention and mistreated by Chinese businessmen there. Based on experience, there is no guarantee that legal remedies will be readily available. Furthermore, in case of disputes arising, experience suggests that there is inadequate protection for safety of persons. All people who have business/ trade with Yiwu are cautioned against doing business there and all people who do not have business/trade with Yiwu are requested to be careful that they do not do business with Yiwu. Indian businessmen are cautioned to stay away from Yiwu.

—Embassy of India, Beijing,
3 January 20124



The trading town became a political hotspot for India and China in January 2012 as news broke that a Chinese gang had kept Deepak Raheja and Shyamsunder Agarwal hostage for unpaid dues up to $1.5 million. In Chinese currency, the sum is worth ten million renminbi. The two Indians complained that they were tortured and forced to sign papers confessing to owing money. The firm’s Yemeni owner fled China. The Indian consulate in Shanghai dispatched a diplomat, S. Balachandran, to their rescue. He fainted in the local court reportedly because the mob prevented him from taking food and his diabetes medicines. The traumatized traders holed up in a Shanghai hotel. When money ran out, they moved to the streets. Beijing’s megaphone, the state-run Global Times, lashed out with an editorial objecting to New Delhi’s ‘narrow nationalism’.


But are the Indian businessmen involved trustworthy? . . . We can understand that Indian media is nationalistically hyping this dispute. However, we don’t like the unjustified way in which Indian officials deal with Sino-Indian issues. They always think Indian press is free, while Chinese public opinions should be discounted. But over the incident in Yiwu, the actions of India’s foreign ministry are full of narrow nationalism, which is not much wiser than the editors of Indian media.5



In sweeping strokes, Indians and Chinese painted each other’s trading community as unworthy of trust. Months later, a second Indian trader was briefly abducted and later freed in Yiwu. A law professor writing in the Global Times justified as ‘understandable’ the use of ‘some radical actions’ to settle payment disputes.6 The Indian embassy immediately issued a second retort: ‘Others like us expect, perhaps optimistically, the rule of law.’7 The brawl could have been anticipated in the black market rife with unwritten rules. Several Indian traders avoided interviews to talk about their business when I visited Yiwu three years before the Sino-Indian showdown. My local source was worried that he would upset his business network if he urged traders to meet me.

For several reasons, Sino-Indian traders in Yiwu enjoyed a dalliance that could not grow into a long-term live-in relationship. An Indian corporate consultant who has studied and worked in China in the last decade gave me a frank piece of advice on local perceptions influencing business deals. Doing business with wealthy foreign clients is a sign of status for small-town Chinese traders, he said, so they preferred to deal with white foreigners from developed countries. Some Chinese traders showed extreme assumptions of Indian poverty. A long-time Indian businessman in Beijing told me that Indian traders were routinely hustled away from high-tech booths at trade fairs and told, ‘Look, the cheapest products are over there.’

When I asked Chinese suppliers in Yiwu to show me products shipped to India, every single person I asked desultorily replied that Indians wanted only pianyi (cheap) products. ‘Indians buy the cheapest buttons,’ said a salesgirl on a floor selling only buttons and zips. A socks salesgirl told me that an Indian recently ordered a hundred cartons of socks.

‘What kind of socks?’

‘The cheapest.’

Credit distrust is mutual. A self-made Indian CEO of an export company told me he became instantly suspicious whenever several Chinese clients across provinces made a point to emphasize that they could be trusted on the financial front. ‘Look at our big buildings, our big offices,’ they would say to him. ‘See, you can trust us.’ The CEO instructed his staff to trust nobody and propped surveillance cameras to watch his Chinese staff in office. His behaviour would seem less paranoid if you read a list of common malpractices in an advisory put up on the Indian embassy website that warned Indians to check whether Chinese companies advertised online do exist.8 Indian companies wrangled in trade disputes had rushed blindly into the Chinese shops. The advisory was issued a year before the Yiwu dispute. It urged companies to procure documentary proof on the credibility of the Chinese company they wished to collaborate with, to check its product quality certificates before wiring advance payments, to avoid placing orders on Chinese companies listed on B2B portals in India and China and to insist on contracts drafted in English with the inclusion of an arbitration clause. The advisory begins with a classic example. A Chinese company invites an Indian company to visit its office, especially instructing the representatives to bring ‘cash’ and ‘gifts’ for officials and executives—and cuts off communication after pocketing the offerings. Lastly, the advisory warns, ‘Do not fall for offers of cheap products from Chinese companies.’

The showdown in Yiwu was avoidable by surveying the risky business environment where courts uphold Mandarin-language contracts that Indians don’t comprehend. Stories of workers mobbing factory bosses and managers fleeing factories without paying wages are commonplace in China. The Hindu reported that Indian officials recently received similar ‘panicky’ calls from half-a-dozen traders in the export heartland.9 In southern Shenzhen, twenty-two Indian diamond traders were jailed, and some of them released after a year, for allegedly smuggling precious stones through conduits in Hong Kong. Pricing, customer names and invoicing practices are dubiously guarded. Several companies avoid registering their presence with the Indian embassy. Insiders talk about tactics to replace made-in-China labels with politically correct made-in-India labels once the products arrive in the home market.

China’s business climate was never easy-going, especially since the recession pushed export belts to the brink of collapse. China rose out of the financial crisis to overtake Japan as an economy second in size only to the US. China surpassed German exports. The superlatives made international headlines while waves of anxiety were sweeping Chinese entrepreneurial towns as small- and medium-scale factories struggled to survive. A labour crisis followed the financial crisis. The artificially undervalued renminbi, under Washington’s pressure, began a grudging appreciation against the dollar and made Chinese goods more expensive. Multinationals began to look anew at Indonesia, Vietnam, Cambodia and India to replace the made-in-China label. Wage strikes erupted in factories where independent labour unions were banned. Yiwu is still tense towards Indian traders. An Indian entrepreneur in Yiwu said he had no choice but to cancel all his business expansion plans after the dispute in 2012.

Diplomats cannot rush to the rescue in every commercial spat. A majority of recent Sino-Indian trade disputes occurred in the provinces of Henan and Hebei and the city of Tianjin. There will be more. India’s cheap brand image does not help matters, and it’s not entirely true. Several Indian importers of sundry goods come to Chinatowns and become millionaires on the constant lookout for newer and bigger investments. One trader dressed in jeans and T-shirt confided that his company made $1.5 million a year.

Small cities like Yiwu epitomized the Chinese export-led economy’s dependence on the emerging Indian consumer. The small-town trader may ultimately return to Yiwu. He cannot stay away, but in future he will not be the most visible face of the Indian economy in China. The system of trade in Yiwu has lost its appeal. At the end of the last decade, emerging India inspired a handful of well-educated and ambitious middle-class entrepreneurs to scour China for high-tech products. I met one such man from Patna in Beijing.

Vivek Prabhakar was born in Patna, capital of Bihar, where consumers also worship China-made gods. Prabhakar, a science whiz, was unable to afford private tuitions to help him prepare for the entrance examination for the Indian Institute of Technology. He enrolled in the Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi to study Mandarin at a time when the four-tonal language with thousands of characters was considered nerdy.

‘My neighbours would complain about my noisy Mandarin practice,’ he recalled. ‘So I would practise the tones and vocabulary in front of the water cooler in my room which muffled the sound of my voice.’

The short, clean-cut student began teaching Mandarin to Indian exporters and became a handsomely tipped tour guide escorting Chinese visitors to the Taj Mahal. We talked about his personal growth story after coming to Beijing as a university student.

‘I used to have American coffee every day,’ he grinned, sipping a second cappuccino. ‘Now my wife won’t allow it. She says we have to save.’

He met Guo Xiuyi, the student he dated, married and renamed Nisha, on a basketball court at a Beijing university where he was an exchange student. Their Hindi–Chini partnership made business sense. Nisha manned their first office—a travel agency operating on a table in rented space. Prabhakar forged a future customer network through an export company where he worked. Today, he runs four companies that source equipment like power generators and plans to ship motorcycles from boomtown China to small-town India. The couple’s first asset, a fax machine, remains a prized possession. The travel agency has thrived. But the days when he spent his earnings on Armani sunglasses and designer shirts were soon behind him. The shrewd wife allows her husband to have some ‘pocket money’ every day. She thriftily buys knock-off shirts from bargain shops. The husband has cut back on frothy coffees. He showers in the morning and then chants prayers with his son Vihaan-Wei Wei Han standing beside him. The wife wants him to shower at night, he chuckled. They don’t disagree on the financial aspect of their bilateral relationship. She navigates the confusing maze of government paperwork, maintains accounts and ensures they save for their son.

‘Since my marriage, I don’t carry a wallet. Not even my own credit card.’

Foreign entrepreneurs find it useful to rely on their Chinese partner’s innate understanding of local ways to do business. A Mumbai-born Parsi husband and his Beijing-born wife who run three Taj Pavilion restaurants are the best-known Sino-Indian couple in the Chinese capital. Exporter and restaurateur Mehernosh Pastakia came to Beijing as a restaurant manager in an era when faxes were monitored and international phone calls were cut in three minutes. His wife Wen taught him Mandarin and guided him through government regulations to start a business. Today their kitchens serve a clientele ranging from the Chinese beat cop to the visiting Indian prime minister and billionaire.

The small-time Sino-Indian trade boom is over. The factory of gods survived the financial crisis and labour crisis. Du shifted from Quanzhou to nearby Xiamen. The value of the US dollar sank and shook her faith in the future of labour-intensive Hindu gods. The factory was downsized and wages were hiked. In late 2010, her export orders were being completed in ninety days instead of the forty-five-day deadline of 2008. Gods could not save the legendary China speed and price. ‘My cost of production has gone up by 20–30 per cent,’ she told me worriedly on the telephone from Quanzhou a few months before I returned from China. ‘This month, my profit fell by 3 per cent but Indian customers are refusing to pay extra. If the renminbi appreciates much more, I think this business of gods will just move back to India.’

Indians are now coming to Chinese industrial cities for more meaningful partnerships. Small- and medium-scale Indian companies manufacturing high-tech engineering products have begun to make the move from India to China in the early days of a shift from bilateral trade to enterprise and investment.
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BOOMTOWN

‘India! India!’

Small groups of entrepreneurs and engineers are making their first-ever visits from India to little-known Chinatowns that can help them go global. We were on the road with one such group checking out boomtowns in eastern China—the source of one-third of Sino-Indian trade. Our group included a cool-headed Shah from Ahmedabad, the mercantile capital of Gujarat, who was planning the launch of his first factory outside India. Our China tour was unfolding, and unravelling, in unexpected ways.

‘Indians and Chinese had a huge fight.’

I read the text message as our taxi sped away from Shanghai, down asphalt arteries interlinking the industrial heartland. The message came from a minibus full of Indian entrepreneurs in our group.

‘But Hindi–Chini bhai bhai?’ asked Pilak Shah, slouched on the back seat with his wife Vaishali, as I read the message.

Shah’s polite nature concealed the hard-nosed profile of an entrepreneur unafraid of risks. The mechanical engineer in his late twenties came to China for the first time in 2010. His job was to launch the first foreign branch of his family-run factory based in Ahmedabad. The factory has customers across fifty nations. The Shahs expanded to China to produce the same precision engineering components they make in India, called retainers. Shah surveyed a dozen datelines in 2010 before choosing Changshu. The county-level city is a prosperous Rajkot-sized boomtown of over one million people settled by the Yangtze. Until I met the Shahs I had not heard of Shanghai’s content little sibling called Changshu, reachable in just ninety minutes by car from my over hundred-year-old hotel on the Shanghai Bund.

The consultancy firm McKinsey forecasts that by 2030, China will have 221 Changshu-like cities of over one-million residents each. India will have sixty-eight comparably sized cities, up from forty-two. These urbanizing Chinese dots stayed aloof from India for nearly three decades since post-war Sino-Indian trade officially resumed in 1978. Today, these cities look more attractive to small and medium-scale foreign entrepreneurs than the goliaths Shenzhen, Shanghai and Guangzhou. We were on the last lap of a tour of Nantong, a Hyderabad-sized factory city positioned as the eye of a dragon. According to a local travel website, if the Yangtze was a dragon, Shanghai would be its right eye and Nantong the left eye. Information boards in the city museum try to make a better, though garbled, introduction with references to modernity instead of mythology:


In 1921, Goden Rod, a British customs officer said: It is a meanful type of city which was constructed selfreliently without foreign help. Modern Nantong is a charicture of Chinese modernization and was acclaimed the pioneer city of modern China.



Nantong also fixed its eye on the new India. Sino-Indian trade in 2010 was 230 times bigger than in 1990. Nantong, located in Shanghai’s backyard, traded over $240 million of this basket. But for several superficial and avoidable reasons, the meeting of India and China in Nantong became a clash of cultures and cuisine combined with needlessly politicized business talks. The Nantong tour became an example of how mutual intentions to expand economic ties can fall apart when India and China fail to research and understand the other side beforehand. The business meetings were as awkward as a blind date.

‘Who wants Chinese dinner?’ our guides piped up on the journey from Nantong to Shanghai. Not a single hand was raised. The bus stopped. All but two of the Indian men on board left in search of pizza. We were bundled out of Shanghai soon after dinner, squabbling all the way about minor issues such as food preferences and directions, to a 300-renminbi- (about Rs 2,100) room hotel with peeling plaster, strictly Mandarin-speaking staff and local cuisine on the menu. The Chinese minders and Indian visitors were barely talking after arguing all day. A group of businessmen skulked in the lobby. They had experienced a week in Nantong on a staple diet of groundnuts, peanuts, stir-fried coriander (garnish in India, dish in China) and watermelon, while the Chinese feasted—in our honour—on local seafood delicacies renowned for keeping the city’s record of 700 centenarians healthy but shunned by its vegetarian visitors. These included octopus noodles, shredded jellyfish and large turtles floating intact in urns which were placed with a flourish on each table. It was nearing the end of the adventure and a few hungry men surrounded the solitary reporter as we entered the hotel.

‘We are hungry! We have not eaten for days!’

‘There is no room service!’

‘The elevator is not working!’

‘Nobody in this hotel can speak English!’

‘We give them five-star treatment in Delhi, madam, and look how they treat us.’

‘Only the media can help us!’

The tour of Nantong ended without clinching a single deal though it had begun with great excitement and expectations. One of the organizers in New Delhi later explained that it was supposed to be just an academic tour. Businessmen had come to the seminar clutching bangles and packets of bindis. They strode up to every Chinese woman in sight. Not waiting for introductions, they pasted glittering bindis on pale foreheads. I watched a man force electric blue bangles on a bureaucrat’s wrist while she forced a smile. A bangle snapped. He kept on trying.

Nantong then had 9,000 foreign companies including only fifteen Indian firms. Overall, 100-odd Chinese companies were in India in 2011 and about 250 Indian companies had offices in China. Cumulative investments of India in China amounted to just $441 million in December 2011; cumulative Chinese investments in India stood at $575 million.1 In comparison, China’s total investments in 2010 in its farthest BRICS member Brazil were worth $17 billion, up from under $300 million until 2009.2 China’s investments in Myanmar topped $12 billion. While India woos the biggest Chinese brands to invest in a planned $1-trillion infrastructure building boom, Sino-Indian economic ties will unfold on a smaller scale in China.

‘Small and medium-scale enterprises (SMEs) are crucial to both countries, generating about sixty per cent of both countries’ manufacturing output . . .’ blogged journalist Pramit Pal Chaudhuri from the Nantong seminar. ‘Nantong has fifteen Indian firms and investments of about $100 million. If this is multiplied by China’s many clusters, one can see the stirrings of a genuine investment link between India and China—still languishing at less than a billion dollars for both countries.’ Chaudhuri quoted a Haryana-based auto component maker’s first impression of the Chinese infrastructural advantage that gives its SMEs a global launch pad. ‘I went to one Chinese maker. I was impressed by the look of his factory. Then I went in and found that inside his plant workers were no better than mine. Yet he exported to forty countries.’3

The Indian entrepreneurs hoped to forge linkages in just a few days in a cigarette smoke-filled lakeside hotel hosting the fifth China–India Investment and Trade Cooperation Conference in Nantong. It was organized in association with the Nantong government and an Indian business promotion organization. ‘India! India! India!’ shouted a baton-waving policeman on our first night in Nantong as he brought traffic to a screeching halt to help the prized guests dart across the road and jump into sightseeing boats.

Former minister of state for external affairs Shashi Tharoor and his wife Sunanda were the event’s star attraction on the opening day. Tharoor’s speech touched upon India’s bid, which China has not yet endorsed, for a permanent seat on the UN Security Council. Wang Dehua, an elderly scholar from a Shanghai think-tank, waded into Indo-Tibetan water disputes and border negotiations, saying, ‘Indians are not willing to give up even an inch.’ It was a classic example of how not to pitch in an investment climate ridden with suspicion and ignorance about India. A man in the audience rose to ask a question. ‘The Chinese have heard,’ he said, ‘that it’s difficult to get a visa to India.’ A Mandarin-language book titled What China Can Learn from India was distributed at the seminar. Its author, Pan Song, a senior executive in Shanghai Electric, declined to be interviewed, perhaps because Sino-Indian economic ties are politically sensitive.

But a Jammu-based entrepreneur on the tour was pleasantly surprised to receive a regular visa while controversy raged in New Delhi over discriminatory stapled visas being given to Indians from the state. The businessmen were divided into groups to attend meetings on IT and renewable energy cooperation, for a chance to network with local officials and companies. They rushed back hotfoot, grumbling about the lack of translators and chairs. Nantong was in any case really interested in deals in the manufacturing sector. At night, an Indian volunteer received an urgent call. The Nantong police wanted a copy of Tharoor’s passport. The minister was already in Shanghai. Two overworked young Chinese men in suits, who had helped organize the event, had instructions from their Chinese bosses to follow us on our evening stroll round the city’s lit-up lake. When we abruptly stopped at a crossroad, they nearly fell upon us. We ate dessert on a pavement café. The boys passed by, looking straight ahead. We waved. After a moment’s indecision, they waved back.

When the two governments discuss Sino-Indian business dynamics, the potential of small towns and small-scale entrepreneurs can get lost in the big picture. Indian urban planners are fixated on attracting large Chinese corporations to build a slice of Shanghai in Mumbai and highways where decent roads don’t exist. The day I flew to Nantong, I had met former road and highways minister Kamal Nath in a Beijing hotel. He had checked in to China to connect India. Chinese road-building majors were invited to build roads as far as strategically sensitive Kashmir, as long as their manpower was local. New Delhi eased a 1 per cent quota limiting the number of skilled foreign nationals per project soon after Beijing complained as 25,000 Chinese working on Indian construction sites without valid employment visas were deported in 2009–10. The year ended with Premier Wen Jiabao arriving on a procurement trip that symbolized China’s short-lived seriousness to reduce India’s trade deficit. Wen led a delegation of companies with deals publicized to be worth $20 billion; almost half the amount was for thirty-six coal-fired power plants from Shanghai Electric.

Low-profile Indians who come to Chinatowns to launch 100-worker assembly lines can improve Chinese business perceptions of the Indian economy for the long term in more personal ways than a Chinese corporation building highways linking India and getting frustrated with the bureaucratic pace of doing business. Three years later, Chinese companies were reported saying that they were barely breaking even in India and facing delays up to two years behind schedule on certain projects. A China Daily report said that Sinohydro, China Gezhouba (Group) Corp. and China National Coal Group Corp. ‘all pulled out of India within a few years’. The Shanghai-listed Longjian Road and Bridge Co. Ltd, it said, was the only Chinese road construction company left in India.4

A single factory manager of a small operation can build respect and recognition for brand India in an entire Chinatown. I observed this scenario unfold in three cases. Left to rely on his own entrepreneurial skills, Shah, who attended the Nantong meetings, managed to simply follow market trends and carve a niche in Changshu. In Wuyuan, a town near Shanghai, an Indian factory posted a profit after surviving the global downturn and an overnight loss of all its European customers. On the frigid northern border near Russia, four Indians ran a biotech plant in a town where they were probably the only English-speaking foreigners. The respective local governments too got the formula right and went beyond the standard tax and rent incentives to depute officials who took a personal interest in helping the companies launch. These boomtowns showcased their first Indian factories as local landmarks.

SHAH OF CHANGSHU

For years the Shahs were reluctant to expand their four-decade-old export factory even 100 km away from Ahmedabad. The west coast state executes a slew of investment policies and infrastructure upgrades that gave it the moniker of India’s Guangdong after the southern Chinese powerhouse near Hong Kong. By 2010, the factory’s global customers could not be satisfied with an expansion anywhere within India. Multinationals based in China and East Asia demanded dramatic improvements in transportation cost and speed on the supply chain. They wanted to be served from China, not India. It became inevitable to move to an economy alien to them. On arrival, the Shahs found that the operating cost for an SME in famous places like Guangdong had shot out of reach. In 2010, father Raju and son Pilak became the first Indian entrepreneurs to raise the national flag in Changshu in the Yangtze Delta.

Harsha Engineers is a 1970s’ start-up. Pilak Shah was under thirty years old and a vegetarian when he explored China for the first time. He had no time to learn Mandarin and read bestsellers on doing business with Beijing. The elder Shah sent his son on the journey with a shrewd piece of advice: find a Chinatown equidistant from all our foreign customers in terms of speed and cost of transportation. Not a single customer should complain of unfavourable treatment in comparison to others. He also had to find a city eager to please a newcomer. There were 1,000 employees on their payroll in Ahmedabad. In Changshu, they cautiously hired seventy. The company signed a year’s rent-free lease for a boxy white building with a patch of green. Changshu is named after ‘frequent harvests’ of rice and vegetables but it has grown into a more fertile factory zone of 2,600 foreign companies. Slim towers shoot out of former paddy fields. From taxi drivers to managers, everybody chattered knowingly about soaring property prices. The local attractions included a one-million-strong floating migrant workforce, a mountain, a grassy lakeside, pretty hilltop villas and an expat-friendly mall in the city centre. My car tour of Changshu was over in an hour. There is no infrastructural comparison with an Indian industrial city of the same size. Changshu is cleaner, prettier and better equipped, and modernizing faster than its less trendy neighbours Nantong, Taizhou and Suzhou. Shah honed in on Changshu after the local government’s English-speaking promoters reverted to his emails within forty-eight hours. The status of Indian pioneers came with perks. A deputy section chief in the economic zone became Shah’s middleman. Edward Zhong, clean-cut, lean, bespectacled boy-next-door, would do anything to facilitate the deal. Once in the middle of paperwork, he dashed to Shah’s apartment to pick up his passport on his behalf.

‘The highs,’ said Shah, ‘have been the unprecedented speed at which things happen, which is hard to imagine in India. The lows are the cultural differences as compared to Western culture, that makes effecting any change a very tedious activity . . . but once there is an agreement on change, our suppliers and employees demonstrate amazing flexibility.’ The Shahs set up shop prepared to pay more than the minimum factory wages. ‘More importantly, there is a significant difference between the minimum wage and market salary of skilled manpower,’ Shah noted. ‘This remains a major concern for us.’ The company focused on automation and multitasking of manpower to ‘minimize’ an adverse impact on the thin profit margin. From northern Beijing to southern Shenzhen, eastern Shanghai to western Chongqing, a Chinese factory worker was growing costlier than his Indian counterpart. The Chinese employee’s price tag would grow by a minimum 13 per cent per year over the next five years. Shah’s factory launch coincided with a wave of labour unrest in factories making iPhones to Honda cars. The strikes sparked nationwide double-digit wage hikes as high as 23.4 per cent in southern Sichuan. The end of ‘cheap’ Chinese goods and unlimited labour put India in the reckoning of foreign firms looking for an alternative destination. While Shah explored China, other foreign investors were scoping out India. Investment inquiries from foreign firms to the Indian embassy in Beijing were on the rise more than ever before.5 China’s largest foreign investor Taiwan, for instance, estimated that if Taiwanese companies made 1 per cent diversification outside China, it would equal Rs 13,000 crore invested in India—a destination where Taiwanese investment is presently under 0.3 per cent of its investment in China.6 Apache, a Taiwanese shoemaker producing millions of Adidas shoes in Guangzhou, the capital of the Guangdong province, expanded to Andhra Pradesh and to Uttarakhand. Taiwanese Premier Wu Den-yih in 2010 told his cabinet to increase investment in India to ‘manage and diversify risk’ in China.

Meanwhile, Shah and his team of the first eight Indians in Changshu were settling down. None of them had studied Mandarin. Surrounded by cartons full of Oreo cookies and bottled water, they barely looked up from their desks above a shiny factory floor. The machines cranked into action before a formal inauguration of the wholly owned foreign enterprise. The boss spent long afternoons negotiating in Chinglish with local suppliers of raw materials. Interpreters trained the workers. They learnt quickly.

Changshu is not representative of business climate nationwide. Officials manning foreign investment desks in Changshu are friendlier than bureaucrats in, say, Hu Jintao’s hometown Taizhou which advertises itself as a destination for the pharmaceutical industry. Taizhou officials were disinterested in my interview request. Far west of Changshu, in the city of Chongqing, I met a foreign trade official who curtly dismissed notions of Sino-Indian synergy and harped on visa problems for Chinese workers. Changshu bureaucrats promptly agreed to show me around the industrial zone and arrange interviews. In Changshu, I was treated to a thoughtful surprise lunch—a pure vegetarian dish of cauliflower curry and rice—a tradition proudly launched for every Indian visitor after the city bagged a little piece of Gujarat.

‘One out of ten companies we negotiate with agree to invest in Changshu,’ said Jennifer Qi, a slim and young vice director of investment promotion. I spotted no other staff in the massive building. Through a glass wall of the meeting room, we could see hazy outlines of containers floating on the brown waters of the Yangtze. Out of sight, farther away, rural homes were being torn down for a mini city complete with hospital, school and whatever an expat checklist might demand. The government’s promotional brochures listed Changshu’s proud possessions: Pizza Hut and Wal-Mart. Starbucks had already arrived. Jennifer and Edward were both Changshu natives back from overseas studies. The local government frequently flew them to the US and Europe to market Changshu.

‘We like our hometown,’ said Jennifer. ‘Many more of our colleagues are overseas returnees.’

Edward drove me around the economic zone. His parents were forced into factory jobs after losing their farm to urban development. Our car slowed down past a compound earmarked for the new cherry on Changshu’s cake—car maker Chery. Next, we visited a building reeking of fresh paint. It was called the Pioneering Park and it seemed unoccupied. I learnt that there were ten overseas returnees on its quiet premises. I peeped behind a door to find Guangdong native Charles Wu in a new cabin, heading a start-up called Neucognic Medical. ‘China now has more investment resources than America,’ said Wu, a Boston returnee, explaining his comeback after fifteen years. ‘It is time to return to the motherland.’ Every Chinese boomtown is rolling out incentives to bring home its clever Charles’.

SMALL-TOWN PIONEER

Six Indians lived on a speck named Wuyuan where India’s small-town journey began in the last decade. The placid town sits astride multi-lane highways lined with newly built villas. Wuyuan is part of a one-million-strong workshop county named Haiyan. The six Indians managed about 200 factory workers who made nuts and bolts in a blue-and-white factory at the end of a gulmohar-tree-lined lane named after it. On weekdays, a Chinese ayi (domestic help) cooked their vegetarian lunch. Their wives and children lived in India; there was nothing of familiar interest in Wuyuan.

In 2005, Sundram Fasteners launched the first Indian engineering plant in China on No. 1 Sundram lu (street). The nearest airport, railway station, vegetarian restaurant and decent café was then a 90–120 minutes drive away in the direction of either Shanghai or Hangzhou. When the temperature hovers near 40 degrees Celsius, a regular day back home in Chennai, Chinese workers who can survive subzero winters without central heating get the day off on the local government’s order. When the summer temperature peaks at 2 p.m., the management provides them cooling moong bean (green gram) soup and doubles the duration of the lunch hour.

Sundram is a small-town survivor.

Its battle to run an international factory in the world’s workshop was not pitted against issues like erratic water and power supply and red tape that embattle manufacturers in India. The China challenge is not obvious on the surface of its made-to-order manufacturing zones. When I first visited the plant in 2009, CEO R. Premkumar gave me a short and grim tour. The factory floor was silent. The inventory was piled up. A few women in workers’ uniforms manned some assembly desks. Premkumar was proud that local women worked the night shifts too. They were more reliable than male migrants who showed a tendency to quit without notice after returning home for the annual spring festival holiday. Sundram averaged a three-year staff retention record after deciding to hire more county locals than migrants. The factory paid the ultimate price for selling made-in-China products. It lost all its export clients in the European Union in a single stroke, with the EU in late 2008 enacting an anti-dumping act that slapped steep duties on China-made high-tensile fasteners (simply put, nuts and bolts). Foreign clients refused to bear the higher price. The company had not broken into the domestic market. Craftily run cottage industries surrounded the factory, making cheap counterfeit products of fasteners that are components in cars and construction equipment like excavators.

About 150 Indian manufacturing, sourcing and marketing companies have set up base in China. Several others had made preliminary plans but put them on hold. ‘A country that is otherwise competitive in manufacturing and services finds that three-fourths of its exports to China comprise commodities and raw materials,’ envoy S. Jaishankar said at the Sichuan University a year ago. ‘Our Chinese partners, on their part, contend that Indian products are not adequately competitive in China or that Indian companies have not devoted sufficient energies to make an impact on the market.’

The battle-hardened Sundram CEO was sought after by Indian engineering companies eyeing an entry into China. He shared a presentation that summed up what an envoy could not state in his speech:

Experiences in China—The Issue


	Not considering the companies’ strategy while implementing government policies

	Overemphasis on certain government issues

	The above results in unnecessary expenditure

	Skilled and experienced labour shortage

	Weak managerial talent

	Labour is not cheap (on par with India)

	Migrant workforce in a way helps payroll bill

	On poor performance and discipline employees can be easily fired

	Difficult to gain business entry into state-owned enterprises



Impact of Global Financial Crisis


	Export business vanished due to global economy, more so with anti-dumping enforcement

	Domestic market order book thinned down



Doing business in China looks simple on the surface because Chinese public utilities are guaranteed. TCS China’s former CEO Johnson Lam said he was astonished when Indian engineers came to set up office over a decade ago and inquired where to locate back-up power generators. State policy, unlike state utilities, is a constant uncertainty, whether it is the assembly line that must come to a halt on a hot day or a sudden ban on buying a new car. Beijing restricted the number of new car licences to 20,000 per month from January 2011. The quota was announced just days before it was put into effect. An Indian businessman planning to buy a delivery van heard the news and scrambled to gather every currency note in the house. The wife emptied ATM after ATM. At midnight, in a stampede of Beijingers waving wads of pink Mao-faced notes to dealers hustling for cash, they became the sudden owners of two vehicles. Imagine then, the level of rapid-fire decision-making required in the hot seat of a CEO. So I was surprised when Sundram got in touch again in 2011. The company had posted a profit in 2010 with greater than 35 per cent growth over the 2008 figures. They did it in a year when minimum wages rose by an average 20–22 per cent across China, forcing numerous manufacturers to downsize and buy cheaper quality steel and raw materials. Chinese minimum wages were now two to three times higher than their Indian counterparts’ wages.7

‘Nobody was willing to pay a higher price for the product,’ said Premkumar. ‘We absorbed the wage rise. That was the challenge.’

Premkumar sent his car to bring me from Shanghai to the factory. I arrived post-lunchtime and went straight to the conference room. A dollop of egg fried rice sat in a little white takeaway box on his table. The boss was visibly anxious because I was late. A CEO cannot delay his Chinese driver’s lunch. The weekend workers dozed, foreheads resting on towels folded on their machines. The company’s turnaround came from taking a risk after the last customer disappeared. Sundram continued to make high-end products while the workshops around them manufactured at the low end. The downturn proved beneficial, said the sun-burnt manager with overworked eyes, chopsticks methodically lifting rice grains. I could only glean that they had made a shift from targeting clients in the West to targeting Western clients inside China. They knocked on doors of multinationals in the construction sector and snagged ‘strategic supplier status’ for a set of reputed companies. ‘It’s a game,’ said Premkumar. The price war will intensify. Counterfeiters will remain a challenge. State-owned enterprises will always be hard-to-get customers. But the business leaders I met had nerves of steel and were determined to succeed in the long term.

The company’s human resources manager, Jane, in fluorescent green top and shorts, took me on a drive around Wuyuan. We saw a small patchwork of fields where people still grew rice to meet their needs. We passed by a couple of shopping centres. Two- and three-storey villas had come up in place of the one-storey courtyard houses with curved rooftops. ‘When I graduated in 1991,’ she said, ‘there were hardly any factories.’ Her pressing task was to prevent workers from shifting jobs and trade secrets. When an employee resigned citing her loveless small-town life as a reason, the manager– matchmaker swiftly produced a blind date in order to retain her. We stopped at an eatery in the house of a toothy, gnarled ex-farmer who was too shy to speak. A residue of prawns and buzzing flies covered the dining table. Xiao Lin (Little Lin), an enormous Alsatian, hid in the back room and stuck his head out to stare at us. The family’s future daughter-in-law, Cindy, joined us. Cindy spoke English more fluently than girls I had met in Shanghai, a place she had no desire to move to. She had last made the ninety-minute drive to Shanghai a year ago.

‘I don’t miss the old village life,’ Cindy said, summing up her satisfaction with life. ‘When I was young, we were always hungry. Today, we can eat.’ Jane nodded.

With half of China urbanized in 2011, the hunger to migrate merely to fill one’s belly is becoming history. The assembly lines of Shenzhen and Guangzhou began to report thousands of vacancies as small towns came into their own. Ninety minutes after waving goodbye to Jane, I ordered a $10 cappuccino and cake at Hangzhou airport. A ramble through Chinese factory towns linked to the largest airports and ports, the longest highways and high-speed railroads, may leave one convinced there is no room for comparison with India. But China has the monster building boom and India has the world’s largest under-twenty population. The demographic gap becomes prominent in the Chinese boomtowns.

Three Indians, CEO included, were probably the first foreigners to settle down in a coal-mining hill town near Russia. Shuangyashan is located in north-east China, in a forested province named Heilongjiang after the ‘black dragon river’. The temperature slips below zero for a greater part of the year. CEO Rajagopalan Krishnan stayed in touch on email during my stay in Beijing.


Dear Reshma . . . there are no expats in this town. Nobody speaks English . . . social isolation and language constraints have to be overcome if we have to survive in China. Being the only foreigner in an isolated place has advantages . . . being treated like a VIP in most mall(s) and easy entry into leaders’ offices like mayor, secretary . . .



The nearest airport was fifty kilometres away from the company’s AVT Bio-Products plant to make marigold extract for cattle feed exported to the US, Mexico and Europe. The plant was set up in ninety days. In India, the CEO estimated, the project would take thrice as long. The power connection was secured in three days. Krishnan said he found the workforce in Shuangyashan was standardized and lacked a ‘multitasking attitude’. He encountered a ‘vintage’ banking system inside glass-fronted buildings. ‘A simple fund transfer from India,’ he said, evoking my experiences in the Bank of China in Beijing, ‘became cumbersome.’

The short cuts in towns like Changshu and Shuangyashan are limited to building infrastructure, not brands. ‘To do global business in China you have to battle a quality perception,’ said Krishnan. ‘Most customers can be hesitant because of the quality question of made-in-China products.’ I cancelled plans to visit Shuangyashan because local officials were inaccessible. They refused to meet a foreign reporter without official clearance from somebody in Harbin, the city’s provincial capital famed for its giant ice sculptures.

Chinese and Indian boomtowns can be future cross-border economic bridges. Their bilateral potential has begun to unfold, one factory at a time, and there is a long way to go. Two years after the Shahs set up their plant, India’s footprint in Changshu took a giant step with Tata Motors-owned Jaguar Land Rover (JLR) and Chery Automobile announcing plans to set up a plant with a thousand workers in Changshu.

China is making major plans to set up industrial parks for Chinese companies in several Indian locations. On the other hand, India has not methodically promoted its investments in regional clusters in China. Indians felt threatened in Yiwu, which like Changhshu lies in east China. An ambitious Indian businessman living in Yiwu said he planned to set up a small-scale factory to make socks. But a daily scan of the Indian newspapers had made him anxious. India and China were at loggerheads over Tibet, Kashmir and visas, and their disagreements loomed in the daily news. He wondered how a cross-border export business could thrive in an unreliable visa regime and put the plan on hold. In another eastern town, the Chinese suspected how long a new Indian factory would last. ‘The Chinese ask us if we have come here to invest for the long term or not,’ confided a senior company representative who was setting up an Indian textile machinery factory. ‘They suspect we will leave China any time because of the border problem.’


PART III

CONFLICT


8

BORDER

‘I am from Nagaland’

The tropical rain came down on us on a secluded road somewhere on the map between Kolkata and Kunming. It was my first day on the extreme edge of south-west China, on the remote stage of an ongoing expansion in Sino-Indian competition from the Himalayas to the Indian Ocean. We were standing on the back doorstep of Myanmar, the reclusive military regime formerly known as Burma, when the Chinese man by my side coolly began to disclose his secret.

His hometown Ruili on the frontier of China’s Yunnan province is hemmed on three sides by the mountains of Myanmar. We were roaming near Ruili in a little village split in two. Half the villagers of Yinjing village reside in Myanmar and half in China—half in a pariah and the other half in its largest arms supplier and multi-billion-dollar foreign investor. A rooster leaped over a narrow gutter that divides the village between two nations. Two Myanmarese women in tight t-shirts, one in jeans and the other in a sarong, swept a pile of grain heaped on the road in front of us marked with milestones in Myanmarese and Mandarin on either side. A man rode slowly by on a motorcycle and returned our stares. There was nothing exciting to look at, just a lonely path with plain low-rise structures. But the Chinese clerk peering at Myanmar through gaps in a rickety bamboo fence covered in foliage could no longer contain his story. As we strolled on the Sino-Myanmar border, he narrated snatches of the clandestine journeys he had made undetected on the road from China to India to China in the last decade of the two nations’ rise and rivalry. He was not one of the thousands of Chinese exporters lured from prosperous mainland cities to Ruili by the jade rocks, cold to the touch even under a blazing sun, which are mined from the mountains guarding Myanmar and hustled into Chinese hands that export its finished products the world over. He was not a maritime strategist mapping gateways for Chinese naval and container ships to swarm the Bay of Bengal and Indian Ocean. Myanmar, India’s former colonial cousin under the British Raj, also beckoned some ordinary citizens of Ruili for tactical reasons. For the soft-spoken clerk and his mates in Ruili, Myanmar was a passport-less passage from south-west China to north-east India.

Ruili, a boomtown on a forgotten centuries-old southern Silk Road to the markets of India and South Asia, has become the ground zero of China’s strategic and economic partnership with Myanmar. The historic route is now under a multi-billion-dollar building boom of futuristic trans-Asian railroad, highways, oil and gas pipelines merging the borders of China and Myanmar. Myanmar shares a 1,600 km border with India and a 2,000 km border with China. Myanmar is China’s multipurpose and long-faithful neighbour coveted for its energy supply, natural resources and geographic access to India’s unsettled north-east pockets and insurgents-cum-consumers of Chinese arms. Most of all, China woos Myanmar as an ally for its coastline only along the Indian Ocean where China is way ahead of India in developing ports for commerce and potential strategic access.

The man seemed straightforward. He was dressed in black trousers and a loose white half-sleeved shirt, black pen sticking out of a pocket. When we shook hands, he looked me in the eye from behind plain black-rimmed glasses and casually mentioned the six years he had spent studying in India. He did not describe how he got there until we stood at Myanmar’s door. Everywhere I went in China, I ran into complaints against Indian red tape, so his visa application was the first reflexive and naive question on my mind.

‘No visa!’ he grinned, gazing at the ground. ‘No visa!’

‘But you could have been arrested and ruined your life!’

‘I was so afraid.’

‘Why did you do it?’

‘I knew that Jesus would save me.’

Here, on the idyllic finishing line of Yunnan, meaning ‘south of the clouds’, the courteous and humble stranger revealed himself to be an expert cross-country infiltrator claiming divine protection. He happened to be my first acquaintance in the massive Yunnan province, its population exceeding that of all seven states of north-east India. Beijing is making New Delhi wary of its intentions by spending billions to build strategic corridors from Yunnan to Myanmar to India and the Indian Ocean. But the first man I met in Yunnan had just backpacked from China to Myanmar to India.

We were far removed from Yunnan’s forested carpets where tourists sample wild mushrooms, hike on velvet valleys, get photographed with ethnic villagers, bow in Buddhist temples and retire to hotels serving pizza and cappuccino. Ruili is a plain concrete jungle in comparison. I combed the town of about 2–3 lakh people to find an English speaker who might help me interview its Burmese immigrants and ethnic Dai Buddhists who don’t speak Mandarin. I went from the local school to travel agencies to roadside hangouts of cabbies. Everybody I asked whipped out cell phones to find a fixer. Finally, I asked a receptionist at the largest hotel in Ruili, where I had checked in, to dial any English-speaking friend to request help on my behalf. Did we meet by chance? I wasn’t sure. Chinese hotels are legally bound to inform the police whenever a foreign journalist checks in so that he or she can be shadowed and monitored. Chinese informers who hang out with foreign journalists are easy to identify by their giveaway English fluency and knowledge of foreign affairs. But I would never be certain in Ruili. The name means ‘enshrined in white mist’.

For all his interest in Myanmar, it had never occurred to my acquaintance to visit his hometown’s famous landmark, the two-nation village, and follow tourists past its red-pillared gateway and overgrown lotus pond to pose for a photograph at a famous Sino-Myanmarese village well. Red inscriptions in Chinese and Myanmarese script on either side divide its water. The village itself is a dusty patch of grim and blackened thatch cottages. We strolled past the well and found ourselves inside a cottage, wondered if we had strayed outside China and quickly darted out. The young man inside never bothered to take his eyes off a large television screen in the room. Chinese hawkers selling Myanmarese currency notes nearby were engrossed in a card game.

The India–China relationship needs to remain conflict-free not only on the contested Himalayan heights guarded by nuclear missiles but also down on oceans witnessing a Chinese naval comeback. I was not permitted to report independently out of Tibet, the historic flashpoint between India and China. Getting a Tibet travel permit as a tourist is also challenging while living in China on a foreign journalist’s visa. The Himalayan kingdom no longer looms as the only great wall between India and China. I went to the border cities of landlocked Yunnan and coastal Hainan provinces which are gateways to the Indian Ocean and South China Sea respectively. They were off the radar of Indian tourists and visiting government officials until recent years and still attract only occasional Indians. I had no contacts in the two regions when I made my travel plans in Beijing and no idea of the remarkably curious encounters that awaited me in the few days I would spend there. I went to Yunnan and Hainan mainly hoping to get a sense of evolving attitudes towards Sino-Indian competition from the ground up. Since Tibet was off-limits, I was also keen to experience a journey in Yunnan on a section of China’s modernized border roads which can enable the PLA to swiftly mobilize thousands of men and machines in a conflict.

In mid-2010, Chinese road builders began upgrading the Xinjiang section of the ‘highest traversable road in the world’ at a cost of $476 million. Xinhua reported that the concrete repaving of the Xinjiang–Tibet road was completed in 2012, the fiftieth anniversary of the Sino-Indian war. Beijing marked the anniversary with coy silence. Six months later in April 2013, a forty-troop PLA unit transgressed nineteen kilometres across the Line of Actual Control at Daulat Beg Oldi in Ladakh and, unusually, set up camp for a long haul. The foreign ministry in Beijing did not issue standard denials of PLA incursions and declared that its army was on Chinese land. Certain Chinese media reports evoked 1962 and blamed India’s ‘new forward policy’ for provoking military tension. A series of flag meetings failed. New Delhi was concerned that the PLA’s actions were an attempt to set the tone and terms in negotiations for an agreement for border defence cooperation when Premier Li Keqiang made his first foreign visit to India a month later. The PLA’s Ladakh blunder sealed India’s growing closeness with Japan when Prime Minister Manmohan Singh visited Tokyo later the same month.

While China objects to India’s self-defensive border infrastructure upgrades, it is building connections from the remote north-west Xinjiang Desert, which covers one-fifth of China’s land mass, to Pakistan-occupied Kashmir and all the way to Gwadar Port on the Arabian Sea. South-west Yunnan is the future road and rail route to Myanmar’s ports. South-east Hainan hosts the largest Chinese submarine base along the disputed South China Sea. These three far-flung frontiers are becoming as significant for India’s China strategy as Tibet. We’re only recently getting to know more about these regions as compared to Tibet, whose exiles stream across the border every year with eye-witness accounts of developments on the inaccessible plateau.

‘Chinese writings reveal that Pakistan and Myanmar have now acquired the same place in China’s grand strategy in the twenty-first century that was occupied by Xinjiang (New Territory) and Xizang (Western Treasure House, that is, Tibet),’ says professor Mohan Malik of the Asia-Pacific Centre for Security Studies in Honolulu. China is the most influential outsider in Myanmar in spite of local objections against the exploitative nature of Chinese energy projects in Myanmar. Total Chinese investment in Myanmar in 2012, according to official data, was greater than $14 billion. Trade has topped over $6.5 billion. India–Myanmar trade may grow to $3 billion by 2015, up from $1.8 billion in 2011–12, according to data posted by the Indian embassy in Yangon. Even Thailand has a bigger trade relationship. Myanmar is India’s second largest supplier of beans and pulses. Indians also buy its timber and export medicines to the country. The Chinese import Myanmarese jade and rubies and bankroll great dam projects, power stations, bridges and highways. Indian investment in Myanmar was worth $189 million in 2010 and $273 million in December 2012, making India only the tenth largest foreign investor in Myanmar. In May 2012, Manmohan Singh became the first Indian prime minister in twenty-five years to visit Myanmar with a dozen deals including a $500-million credit line.

In a manner symbolic of the brisk Sino-Myanmarese connections, Ruili native Tang (full name withheld) who darted from China to Myanmar to India could speak Myanmarese but not the ethnic Dai dialect. He also spoke Mandarin and okay English. I asked, in English, whether the Sino-Myanmar villagers might be asleep when we visited the place after lunch. ‘There is no need for us to sleep in the village,’ he replied in confusion. He noted the time in both China and Myanmar on a golden-strapped watch. Gradually, he revealed three identities: Chinese, Myanmarese, and John, a Biblical name inspired by Sunday service in a local state-backed church. In India, he assumed yet another identity. The man from the fringes of the fastest-growing Chinese economy disguised his nationality to pass off as a native from an insurgency-ridden state edged eastward along Myanmar’s border with India.

‘I told every Indian I met that I was from Nagaland,’ he told me.1 Nobody asked me questions after I said Nagaland. Nobody in India ever asked for my passport.’

India in the 1990s asked Myanmar’s Burmese generals to deny refuge to Naga rebels in implicit exchange for withdrawing support to democracy activist Daw Aung San Suu Kyi.2 North-east insurgents, including fugitives of the National Socialist Council of Nagaland, are wedged in upper Myanmar and dependent on underground Chinese arms supplies. But in a country where New Delhi and Mumbai are often anonymous, I wondered how he knew about Nagaland and how to cite the troubled dateline to protect him in India.

ON THE CHINA–MYANMAR ROAD

The morning was wet and overcast. Unlike Tang’s unchecked passage to India, a group of border police flagged down my taxi after we passed a large yellow signboard for the Stilwell Road Wetland Park. Policemen sauntered over to surround the car, peered through the car window and asked me to step outside. The roadside security check-post was unmarked. They reacted like it was a while since they had inspected a journalist’s J-category visa. The passport passed clumsily from hand to hand. They asked, repeatedly, which country I hailed from. Perhaps I was the first Indian journalist to visit Ruili in recent years. A big-bellied policeman perched on a stool quickly gave up the tedious task of copying my passport name in a register. Adjusting a digital camera, he began to photograph my passport on its expired side. I pointed to the valid page. They asked what I was doing on the road to Ruili. A gang of yapping mongrels joined our awkward group. I stood sinking in chocolate-coloured slush, on the verge of introducing myself as a travel writer, when my middle-aged taxi driver intervened all of a sudden with a charming smile and a firm grip on a fake Louis Vuitton bag.

‘She doesn’t understand Mandarin,’ she informed the police in a matronly manner. Everybody looked relieved. The interrogation came to a grinding halt. I hopped back into the taxi. The woman and I had spent the last hour on the renovated China–Myanmar road, chatting in Mandarin as she complained of rising unemployment and extracted details of my age and Mumbai boyfriend, all of which I made up. We hit the curvaceous two-lane highway once again. I rolled down the window to gulp in pure oxygen compared to choking on smog in Beijing. After a while, she pointed to my left.

‘The mountains on this side belong to Miendien (the Chinese name for Myanmar) and the mountains on that side are Chinese.’

To reach the Sino-Myanmar border, I took a flight southward from Beijing to Kunming, the provincial capital of Yunnan. The three-hour south-west flight soared almost as long as the flight north-west from Beijing to Urumqi, the capital of Xinjiang province, where Chinese engineers were rebuilding the Karakoram Highway to Pakistan. A Kunming–Kolkata flight takes nearly as long as the flight from Kunming to Beijing. The clouds parted as the plane prepared to land. Hilly valleys and rice carpets stretched out in all directions like a postcard from Assam. On the ground, the neighbouring states are eras apart. Yunnan has bullet trains, expressways and twelve civil airports, with four more to be launched by 2015. There is only one direct overland road from Yunnan to northeast India, a World War-II engineering miracle known as Stilwell Road which is now closed. However, India is less concerned about its modern-day military importance than the fact that it would facilitate Chinese imports that could curtail jobs in the north-east. It passes through remote parts of Myanmar and India, so its reopening would not benefit many locals.

‘We understand why India is not willing to open this road,’ said Ren Jia, president of the Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences in Kunming, writing to me before I left for Yunnan. ‘We have a saying: if you want to get rich, first build roads. The Stilwell Road is a symbol of cooperation between China, India and Myanmar. We hope it can again link us. When there is a road, there is trade.’

Tang did not take Stilwell Road, named after American general Joseph Warren Stilwell who led the Allied campaign to support Chinese resistance against the Japanese invasion. The 61 km Indian stretch of the roughly 1,700 km road that was to be used to send supplies from Assam in India to Yunnan in China was built from 1942 to 1945 with the blood and sweat of thousands of Indian and Chinese labourers and American soldiers and engineers. It pokes out of a hilly railhead named Ledo in the Brahmaputra Valley and zigzags on treacherous terrain to Kunming through malarial jungle gorges and Pangsau Pass, also known as Hell’s Pass on the India– Myanmar border. Stilwell Road, notoriously nicknamed Mile-a-Man Road for its death toll, was completed when the war was nearly over and over 1,100 Americans and numerous locals had succumbed on the project to diseases and accidents.

Kunming airport is a bazaar of fresh flower shops, jade trinket sellers and jammed check-in queues. I rushed through its long corridors to board a small plane to a town called Mangshi from where I would travel to Ruili. We landed on a laidback and desolate airport where I quickly bargained with a woman driver to pay 250 renminbi for a two-hour taxi ride on the modern China–Myanmar road to Ruili. The Indian side of Stilwell Road remains a jungle track under slow renovation and the Myanmarese regime in 2010 made New Delhi nervous by awarding Chinese engineers a contract to rebuild a significant stretch of nearly 200 km of the road on its side bordering India. The new China–Myanmar highway often runs parallel to the original World War II road. A Chinese estimate reckons that reopening the road would reduce overland transport costs between India and China by 30 per cent but there is no likelihood of it being reopened in the near future.3

The woman cabbie drove slowly, allowing motorcycles and overloaded three-wheeler rickshaws to rumble past us. We passed shacks reminiscent of truckers’ chai stops on Indian highways. The rickety vehicles, the unstoppable drizzle and substantial cloud cover looked uncannily familiar. If countryside Assam had smooth black-topped highways hugging all its ravines, it would look almost the same. If I continued driving a few hours northward on the road from Ruili, I would reach Tengchong, a backpacker’s stop which has its own airport too. Two lanes multiplied into six yawning and completely empty lanes as our lone taxi entered Ruili, a small town with the highways of a super-city.

Ruili was until recently as far removed from Beijing as Nagaland is from Delhi. When Tang was planning his journey and ‘just praying constantly’ in his parents’ house in Ruili, the Party intellectuals in Beijing were taking note of India’s rise. Wang Shuying, a seventy-something Indophile, teaches Hindi at Peking University. We chatted in an eleventh floor glass-walled room in Beijing’s Twin Towers about his recollections of a Chinese delegation’s tour of New Delhi. The delegation went to India ahead of Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee’s landmark China visit in 2003 that led to the reopening of Sikkim–Tibet trade routes. ‘Makan sadharan tha (the building was ordinary), not like these beautiful skyscrapers you see in Beijing. But when we went inside and saw all the computers connected to America and the world . . . we were shocked!’ Wang rubbed his eyes, describing his group’s reactions to a visit to an IT centre. ‘The Chinese thought it was unbelievable.’4

Bengaluru must have held more allure than Beijing when the legend of Indian software trickled down to Ruili. The river town was cleaning up its reputation as an underworld of arms smugglers, heroin addicts and prostitution dens blamed for surging HIV cases in Yunnan. China was growing at an annual average of 10 per cent but Ruili and Yunnan offered limited prospects for a twenty-four-year-old whose qualifications included studying philosophy in Mandalay. Tang scoured India on the Internet and mapped the kind of road trip that evokes Indian suspicions of Chinese intentions in Myanmar. According to his account, he illegally crossed under cover of a moonless night in 2001. Muttering prayers to Jesus, he darted into Mizoram—one of four Indian states bordering Myanmar.

‘It was easy in the end. We hung around and watched the border. There was a particular time when we worked out it was safe to walk in. We had minimal luggage. We blended in.’

He revealed no remorse for anything but the cost: the equivalent of Rs 5,000 one way, and stubbornly argued that Beijing (unlike Delhi) is ‘very far away’. He was not alone. A group of eight Chinese and Myanmarese stragglers with backpacks ended the week-long journey from Ruili to Mandalay to India by bus, taxi, on foot and occasionally a wade across a stream. Tang passed himself off as a twenty-one-year-old in India.

‘I look young. How old do you think I am?’

We were in a taxi heading back to the hotel. ‘It used to be a paddy field,’ he muttered, remembering the old days of Ruili before it became a boomtown, when families would grow their own rice crops. The chandelier-laden lobby was occupied by more lizards than people. The lizards had already checked into my four-star room. A tea kettle sank in dust on the carpet. The room was stocked with free condoms—but no spoons, sugar or coffee. The supply of condoms was staid. Chinese hotels usually display imported mint- and vanilla-flavoured condoms and his-and-hers cotton underwear on top of the minibar. In Mangshi, on my way home, my hotel bathroom furnishings included a prominent shelf of multicoloured his-and-hers condoms and lubricants including a yellow box of aphrodisiacs for 40 renminbi. The pills had English packaging that said they contained:


penis of seal, deer and three goat . . . to improve sex lack in women . . . take one or two pills one hour before sex . . . do not take another time . . . not applicable to: children.



Tang said he enrolled in a private institute in Bengaluru to study economics. He didn’t reveal the Nagaland identity that he had used in India and fumbled when I asked the name of the Bengaluru management campus he joined. He claimed to have lived in India for six legally hassle-free years and repeated the journey twice—at the end of his first homesick year and once again for a final return in 2007 before the economic downturn. The India of his imagination had morphed into a reality of filthy, overcrowded trains and a vivid divide, like in China, that separates the rich and poor, city and village, borders and mainland.

‘I came back because I missed my hometown.’

I decided to reproduce our conversation in these pages despite the gaps in his narrative because our brief meeting illustrated the dramatic difference in Chinese connections with India from Beijing’s nerve centre to its final frontiers. In Beijing, a Mumbai- or Delhi-sized city in population, I often received blank stares on the mention of India. In 2011, a Beijing girl whose boyfriend was going to Bengaluru wrote to me to ask: ‘Is Bengaluru a very big city?’ The scholar Wang, who recalled the eye-popping visit to an Indian software centre and urges Chinese travellers to munch raw onion to control body temperature in Indian summers, found it imperative to write an introductory book in Mandarin with the Taj Mahal on its cover. Its title: India That China Does Not Know. It was published in Beijing as recently as 2011.

‘Some Chinese people don’t even know where India is,’ Wang told me. ‘Ask anyone on the street about India,’ he continued. ‘They’ll either reply that they don’t know, or say that all Indians are Buddhists.’

Some well-educated Chinese I met could not name India’s financial capital, let alone Nagaland. In a significant portend, I ran straight into strangers with a direct interest in India as soon as I reached the sites of China’s transformation into a naval challenger building overseas ports, submarines, deep-sea submersibles and aircraft carriers. The Chinese I met on the roads to maritime gateways had nothing to say about references often made on diplomatic forums about multibillion-dollar trade and Buddhist bonds with India. Foreign policy-making will be an incomplete exercise without keeping an eye on India from datelines like Ruili that rapidly changed from obscure villages to the hard core of Chinese military strategy. India and China have shelved decision-making on the border dispute in favour of first promoting trade and both the major economies make encouraging statements about expanding trade with Yunnan. Here I was, however, ending my second day in the province with a man whose cross-border journey represented New Delhi’s reluctance to reopen trade on north-eastern border roads that not long ago helped India come to China’s rescue.

STILWELL HOUSE

China has forgotten India’s contribution in building the Stilwell Road and Assam airstrips from where large American planes took off to supply arms and resources to Chiang Kai-shek’s base in Yunnan during the Japanese blockade. Stilwell Road has transformed from a symbol of pride to a potential strategic threat.

US president Franklin Roosevelt dispatched Joe Stilwell to Chongqing, Chiang Kai-shek’s wartime capital during the Japanese invasion, to command the China–Burma–India theatre or CBI. Stilwell’s house and headquarters in Chongqing from 1942 to 1944 is now a museum. I knocked several times on its door until a Chinese caretaker wordlessly let me inside the ivy-covered villa No. 63 on an uphill street in Chongqing. ‘Vinegar’ Joe Stilwell, as he was known, slept facing a bedroom window. The hard bed is draped in a scratchy dark green blanket. A plank clumsily covers a hole on the wooden floor. The leafy river view across his bed has overgrown into flyovers, bridges, high-rises and construction cranes. Each time a monorail rolls by on the road near the villa, Stilwell House shudders. Stilwell’s bedroom is tucked behind his office where he worked on a typewriter placed next to a green table lamp. The military meetings were held in one of the largest rooms in the centre of the house. The hardened general presided over a table for ten. A wall is dominated by a large brown map dated 1944 with ink lines indicating the supply road from India to China. The silent caretaker followed me from room to room, switching lights on and off. She briefly disappeared in a storeroom behind the dining table and returned with a dusty bundle of souvenirs, including some rusty badges engraved with Stilwell’s face. I bought two for ten renminbi. The villa is perhaps the only place in China where Sino-US ties are so steeped in praise. A plaque describes the museum as the ‘precious historical heritage of the China–America friendship against the Japanese fascists’. India is hardly a footnote in the exhibits.

I crossed a winding lane outside the villa and climbed up the stairs of a cottage museum devoted to the Flying Tigers. The American Volunteer Group of US pilots nicknamed the Flying Tigers made daring wartime supply flights from India to China and fought against the Japanese over a dangerous Himalayan mountain air route nicknamed the Hump. A drowsy attendant let me into the museum and jabbed light switches. I was once again the solitary tourist. Air coolers blasted. The staff slept. They had dozed off on chairs joined as makeshift beds right under faded photographs of the 18,000– 20,000-foot high Hump over Assam, Myanmar and China which journalist Theodore White called a ‘skyway over hell’ in Life’s 1944 issue. ‘It flies more planes than any civilian airline the world has yet known and it flies them over the most rugged mountain terrain in the world,’ wrote White.5 ‘It carried the load during every hour of the day and night, halting only when the weather was so bad that “even the birds were grounded”.’ The rooms are plastered with black-and-white pictures of Allied C-46 planes painted with iconic shark faces. I noticed a photograph of Indian labourers picking stones to lay airfields in Assam. I peered to read wall-mounted captions while the Flying Tigers’ museum staff slept beneath them. One of the captions stated:


Every seventy-five seconds, a plane took off from India to China on a busy day.



How Sino-Indian history has changed in seventy years! I returned to the hotel for a scheduled meeting with local propaganda officials. They were friendly but came across as neither interested nor knowledgeable enough to discuss Indian history surviving in Chongqing. They did not recommend I visit the city’s famous military museums. They were disappointed because I didn’t visit the Three Gorges Museum dedicated to China’s cultural heritage and development in the region around its largest hydro-electric dam. Whether in Chongqing or in Yunnan, the people I met no longer remembered India’s role in China’s recent war history.

BRIDGEHEAD

Yunnan is once again coming closer to India—on high-speed highway instead of a dangerous mountain trail hacked by hand and rudimentary machines in World War II. ‘We’re going to build international highways, railways, water routes, oil and gas channels and make Ruili a pilot city in opening up,’ Yunnan governor Qin Guangrong announced in 2011.6

The modernization of Chinese border regions ensures that no Indian may dare attempt Tang’s journey in reverse from Mizoram to Mandalay to Ruili. More significantly, it allows the PLA to access the border on super highways, airports and bullet trains. North-east Indian infrastructure is decades behind Yunnan’s urbanizing meadows housing twenty-six ethnic minorities and an ancient Tibetan settlement called Zhongdian which has been renamed, restored and advertised as Shangrila to become a major tourist attraction. Through Kunming and Ruili, Yunnan is being linked by road and rail to Myanmar, Laos, Bangladesh, Thailand and Vietnam. It has spurred India to look east to build a 3,200 km trilateral highway connecting it to Myanmar and Thailand by 2016 and Vietnam in the long term.

Tang’s audacious story goes to show that India had only itself to blame for leaving its borders so porous that bands of arms dealers, illegal immigrants and infiltrators walk in and out. Did some Chinese, Myanmarese or both brief the man from Ruili to work the alienation of north-easterners to his advantage? I wondered why he had not used the English skills he had honed in India to snag a better job outside Ruili. He never offered a business card when he walked out of office to help me, ten minutes after my phone call. He politely evaded introducing me to his Myanmarese contacts and said he never stayed in touch with people from his Indian past. A US cable disclosed by WikiLeaks that was reproduced in The Guardian states that from 1980 to 2009, 87,096 Tibetan refugees fled to India through China’s guarded borders; 46,620 returned to Tibet.7 We don’t know how many non-Tibetan Chinese could have slipped undercover from Yunnan and Myanmar to north-east India as smugglers, intelligence agents or just to check out if the other side offered a better life. A few months after I returned from Yunnan, several media reports quoted Indian defence minister A.K. Antony stating in Parliament that Yunnan-based arm dealers were suspected of smuggling supplies through Myanmar and Bangladesh to insurgents in north-east India.8

The strategic border roads between India and China are a greater contrast in Tibet. China has built six airports in Tibet including the world’s highest civilian airstrip, and is constructing a seventh. In late 2013, Xinhua announced that China had completed the construction of a 117 km, $155-million highway for its last road-less county in Medog, Tibet, near Arunachal Pradesh where horses were until recently the only mode of transport. Tibetan pastures and mountains are paved with 58,000 km of road today on a target of building 70,000 km by 2015 while India’s construction of seventy-three roads bordering China is mired in delays. The world’s highest 1,956 km railway to Lhasa will by 2015 be extended nearer India’s borders to Xigaze, Tibet’s second-largest city and seat of the Panchen Lama.9 A third extension will stretch from Lhasa to Nyingchi near Arunachal Pradesh. China will invest $21.4 billion in Tibet by 2016 to build infrastructure including 226 construction projects for railways, highways, airports and hydropower plants.10 ‘China is unabashedly going ahead with developing infrastructure on the Tibetan Autonomous Region,’ wrote former army general V.K. Singh to the prime minister in 2012, noting that the Indian army’s presence was ‘far from satisfactory’.11 The chief minister of Himachal Pradesh, Prem Kumar Dhumal, visited border regions in his mountainous state and ‘witnessed that China has developed fantastic roads in its border areas. We need to emulate them. The state cannot do it from its own resources.’12 Vijay Bahuguna, his counterpart in Uttarakhand, which has a 350 km border with China, noted that superior Chinese highways stretched ‘right up to the international border with India’. Bahuguna said thirty-seven alleged Chinese incursions into the state were recorded from 2006 to 2011.13 Stilwell Road was built in three years, unaided by state-of-the-art technology. India has spent over a decade struggling to complete Bogibeel Bridge, a 4.94 km rail and road link over the Brahmaputra to connect Assam and Arunachal Pradesh and reduce travel time to the China border. Fifty-two years after 1962, plans are being made for the first strategic railway connection between Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh to Missamari in Assam.14

FROM MYANMAR TO CHINA

Ruili is a slice of Myanmar in China. Its Myanmarese jade traders are also keen to do direct business and trade with India through Yunnan, and in rare candid moments, they expressed concerns about the Chinese domination of their resources and markets. Myanmar plays both the India and China card to suit its interests. India has opened up border trade with Myanmar and launched major India–Myanmar transport projects to promote development in the north-east. A greater Indian economic engagement with the regime is also necessary to prevent Myanmar from politically leaning completely towards China in return for its massive foreign investments. India’s security establishment is concerned that the Southeast Asian nation could come completely under Beijing’s influence and open ports to PLA warships as refuelling bases and listening posts in case of maritime conflict on the Indian Ocean.

‘Yahaan hamari hukumat hain (I run this place),’ muttered Phone Kyaw as he led me to a black Cadillac. The car was bought a month before in Kunming. It was parked in a puddle. A grocery stall and DVD bootlegger stood opposite the luxury car in a garbage-strewn ghetto smelling of biryani and damp mongrels. There were several shops in the potholed market alley; their tables were all laden with the precious jade of Myanmar. ‘Yeh America ke Kennedy ki gaadi hain (this is the car of the Kennedys of America),’ explained Kyaw, a high-strung, high-pitched, wiry little man from Yangon with the ebony complexion of uncut rocks displayed haphazardly around us. Kyaw’s ruby-toothed smile was interrupted every few minutes to squirt betel juice into a pail in his open-fronted shop. A burly, bald bodybuilder, or so he seemed at first glance, was squeezed into the driver’s seat. He was the Myanmarese merchant’s Chinese driver and I imagined him as the perfect bouncer for a rowdy Ruili disco. The Cadillac was produced before me with a flourish after Kyaw noticed my appreciating glances at another Chinese man’s Porsche gliding into the narrow jewellery bazaar earlier that day. ‘Hamare paas bhi hain (we also have one),’ the don had pouted, disappearing to arrange gaadi driver.

Twenty years back, Kyaw had fled from autocratic Yangon to Ruili, a place he described as a ‘jungle’ in those days.15 He set up shop on a table. It has expanded into a store with its own warehouse stacked floor-to-ceiling with black chunks of Myanmar’s mountains. Kyaw’s stature grew as he forged connections with the local government. Everybody knew him. I found him by asking random jade traders for his address. Follow me, said a man in shirt and longyi. The men looked indistinguishable in lanes full of longyis. The one I followed got lost. There was a tap on the shoulder. Another man with a toothy smile started to lead us. Tang had sent a friend, a schoolteacher, as my interpreter for the day. My Mandarin was better than her English so I sent her home soon after we found Kyaw. Darting through back alleys, we reached the open-fronted shop where the president of the Myanmar Gems Traders Group sat with his wife wearing a cotton nightgown and whitening sandalwood paste on her face. A Chinese hawker peddled past on a tricycle, howling doufu (tofu). Next to Kyaw sat a wizened man with a white beard who asked the question on every Myanmarese’s lips in Ruili: ‘Are you Hindu or Muslim?’

‘When jade comes from Myanmar, it is all black,’ Kyaw said, referring to payouts to members of the military regime and ethnic rebels as it is smuggled on conflict-ridden roads in his unstable country. ‘In China, it becomes white.’

He estimated that the Myanmarese society in Ruili grew from less than 500 two decades ago to over 40,000 today, during which period his business expanded to three shops. After living in Ruili for twenty years, he did not own a passport to travel beyond Yunnan and sell his gems directly to the world. The Chinese gave him a special permit that localizes the influx of refugees. The permit is renewed ‘in five minutes’ every three months, but confines him to Yunnan. Over 60,000 Chinese exporters have migrated from neighbouring provinces to Ruili, said a wealthy Chinese jade seller who migrated here from Fujian. They buy jade for a bargain, carve finished products using the technological skills and funds that the Myanmarese lack and export them to the US and the world. In an indirect way, the process evaded international sanctions on Myanmarese products. The immigrants also trade in truckloads of timber lumbering across the border. Myanmar is actually the mainstay of the Chinese economy in Ruili. Biryani and samosas, not dumplings, are staple snacks. Myanmarese storefronts line the streets and Myanmarese restaurants are packed with Chinese customers. A uniformed Chinese policeman stopped to greet Kyaw effusively as we walked towards a Myanmarese eatery for curry and rice.

Myanmar leans on China in return for investments in ports, highways, railroad, bridges, dams and a 2,520 km natural gas pipeline that was completed in 2013 to supply energy from Myanmar through Ruili to Yunnan and the Chinese provinces of Guangxi and Guizhou.16 The Chinese have poured over $3 billion into a controversial hydroelectric dam project in Myanmar (it was suspended under local pressure since 2011) that was designed to generate power mainly for China. India was Myanmar’s largest trading partner until the 1960s but it has slipped behind Thailand, China, Hong Kong and Singapore. In a few years, Chinese trains will cruise at 200 km/h from Yunnan to Yangon (1,920 km), the largest city in Myanmar.17 There are plans to build a railway network from Kunming in Yunnan all the way to Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore. By 2015–16, India hopes to complete its challenging Kaladan Multimodal Transport Project. Envisaged as a major road and waterway to connect eastern India to Myanmar through the port in Sittwe, capital of the Rakhine state by the Bay of Bengal, it will serve as an alternative to the congested Siliguri corridor in West Bengal which is the only link between the north-eastern states and the rest of India.

Meanwhile, the journey from Mandalay to Ruili has reduced from a day-long trip to a few hours’ drive. ‘We’re obliged to the Chinese government, so we obey their laws,’ said Kyaw. ‘Don’t write anything negative in your book, otherwise we’ll face a problem. Ruili mein khana, peena, sona, sab achchha. (In Ruili, food, drink and sleep—all are good).’

The Cadillac driver peppered me with questions. ‘What is this Mumbai? Does it have tall buildings?’ He was clueless about the location of a famed Buddhist temple in town. The tour he planned for me showed off Ruili’s prosperous side of newly built villas on former rice fields, jade and timber markets and unguarded open borders where we stopped to stare at apartments, sundry stores, tea and newspaper stalls a hop, skip and jump away in Myanmar. People on the other side paid us no attention. In the end, he parked at a kerb and pointed across the Ruili River. Speaking Mandarin, I exclaimed at the beauty of the mountains, unaware they rose out of Myanmar. ‘China’s mountains are also beautiful,’ he promptly added, gesturing to the rear window. I stepped out and took a good look at the riverside as instructed. He scanned my expression expectantly. Across the water, the Chinese side was lined with neat rows of new villas. On the Myanmar side, there was barren land.

Tang too had his own way of unveiling Myanmar. He took me in a shared taxi, driven by a young girl in shorts and t-shirt, to the official gateway from Ruili to Muse, a northern Myanmarese riverside town that leads to Mandalay. ‘Bollywood movies are getting so sexual,’ he remarked on the way. ‘I love Rani Mukherjee very much. Kuch Kuch Hota Hain. (Something happens.)’ We reached a wide avenue with a golden arch in the centre. Buildings on either side included shops displaying duty-free watches and real and imitation jade. Traders cross the check-post under a golden arch to travel to Myanmar. My guide urged me to walk to a red-and-white fence flanking the checkpoint to see the Myanmar flag on the other side. Two men traded cross-border messages and a parcel over the fence. A scrawny beggar girl crawled under it. Some Myanmarese beggars were standing under a tree. Hastening away, my guide said their odour was unbearable.

The Myanmarese I met described a sense of ‘freedom’ that they experienced in China in comparison to their homeland. Myanmar is slowly coming into its own and dared to suspend the $3.6-billion Myitsone big dam project on the Irrawaddy that would have powered Chinese homes at a steep environmental cost to Myanmar. Thein Sein, Myanmar’s first civilian president in half a century, elected after the first elections in two decades, is launching political reforms and opening up the isolated economy to investors from the world and not just China. Opposition leader and democracy activist Suu Kyi was freed from house arrest in 2010. In India there is talk about leveraging a natural partnership with Myanmar on its road to democratization, an outcome that will make China nervous.

My short stay in Ruili—a bazaar that can be transformed overnight into a military corridor unlike any north-eastern Indian border town—gave me the sense of a modern-day China–Burma–India theatre unfolding with uncertain consequences and with India missing in the picture. India’s market roads to Myanmar need to hit the fast lane now. The men roaming Ruili in longyis spoke more admiringly of Indian democracy than Chinese communist rule and discussed their hopes for direct trade linkages with India through Yunnan. But the Chinese I met in Yunnan had greater stakes invested in trading with Myanmar than India. The Ruili native with two nationalities came back to China with no taste for curry and no illusions about India’s rise. ‘The India in my imagination was very modern and just great. But when I reached India, it was completely different . . . and the food was horrible.’

On another tip of China, in the smallest Chinese province and largest naval harbour, I would encounter another side of India rising in the Chinese imagination.


9

SEA

‘Indian International Ocean’

They call the sandy white bay Ya Long—Asian Dragon. The Asian Dragon once watched over the fishing boats of a village named Sanya on the bay. The village is now a rich city. The Asian Dragon guards its secretive submarine base as the Chinese navy dreams of making a comeback from the fifteenth century when its cutting-edge armada, the greatest in the world at that time, swept from Asia to Africa. Sanya is a city in the province of Hainan, and Hainan is China’s launch pad to make the most audacious and contentious maritime claim in the world. China claims almost the entire 3.5 millionsq. km South China Sea which bears half the world’s shipping tonnage.1 A U-shaped nine-dash line on Chinese maps snubs international laws and rival claims by Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei and Taiwan. Given the number of nations involved, the South China Sea claim is arguably more controversial than other Chinese territorial disputes like Aksai Chin and Arunachal Pradesh or the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands claimed by both Japan and China in the East China Sea.

‘Look, warships,’ said my new acquaintance in Sanya, a Chinese maritime scholar, as he pointed towards the strategic Sanya coastline.

We stood on a sixth-floor vantage point on the tropical bay, blinking in the harsh glare at grey specks of ships anchored by a coast as craggy as Goa, blue as the Pacific and so remote that locals call it tianya haijiao—‘on heaven’s edge and corners of the sea’. A few months later, the first-ever Chinese aircraft carrier would sail on maiden sea trials out of a shipyard in north-east Dalian to Sanya, China’s largest naval harbour and submarine base. Sanya, a fishing village transformed into a resort city of palm-tree-lined avenues and the costliest ocean-fronted property in China, sits pretty as a gambling getaway. Chinese tycoons quip that nuclear submarines lurking in Sanya’s underworld protect the fortunes they flaunt in luxury resorts on its beachfront contoured like a mythical dragon. Here, on the mainland’s only par-6 golf course, multimillionaires land in private jets, wave wads of cash and stake as much as half-a-million renminbi—per hole. Days before my visit, I was told, a golfer lost twenty million renminbi in a day.2 In a humongous five-star resort that runs out of rooms in the lunar holiday season, a sun-burnt manager said that officials who check in all demand fair, pretty and 170-cm tall hostesses.

New Delhi is riveted on the foreign policy signals emanating from Beijing. Chinese cities farther from the CCP’s nerve centre have also begun to actively track and attempt to influence ties with India, notably on Chinese security interests in the crowded sea lanes on the Indian Ocean and South China Sea. A bullet train links Sanya to Haikou, the capital of the mountainous Hainan province, where the main economic drivers are property hoarding and luxury tourism. The Hainan school of strategic analysts is emboldened by China’s ongoing naval modernization. Military nationalists perceive the build-up of Chinese sea power as the gradual re-rising of a nation that remembers a mid-nineteenth ‘century of humiliation’, one that included military defeats by the West in the Opium Wars and Japan. As Hainan’s national importance grows, its advocates of a muscular maritime policy want to be heard in policy back rooms from coast to capital. They already influence opinions on India among government advisers and ordinary Chinese. A Hainan-based discussion forum, the Tianya Community, had the highest number of India-related posts—96,221 in 2008–09—according to a year-long study of eight online discussion forums.3 A section of the maritime lobby in Hainan was then eager to open up its own communication channels with policymakers and intellectuals in Beijing and New Delhi, partly because it thought the foreign ministry was doing a bad job articulating China’s role in the international order. ‘The [Chinese] foreign ministry,’ a Hainan military enthusiast grumbled off record, ‘only criticizes and criticizes and doesn’t do anything.’ For that matter, Indian defence officials are also critical of the functioning of the Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi.

In the short time I spent in Hainan, I sensed a great difference in the political atmosphere as compared to Beijing. I did not come across benign interpretations of China’s ‘peaceful rise theory’ that was first proclaimed in 2004 at Boao Forum, an annual global economic conference in Hainan’s Boao town.4 Unlike landlocked Beijing, the coastal Hainan school does not diplomatically downplay the assertiveness of rising China in foreign affairs. Beijing’s recent assertive rhetoric on historic territorial and maritime disputes is considered to be the language befitting a rising power. David Guo, a scholar at the Hainan South China Sea Development Peace Foundation, put China’s rise this way: ‘The next two decades will be China’s golden age.’5 The provincial think tank has a small team studying India but it refused my requests to visit and interact with them. It did not respond to a written questionnaire on China’s vague Indian Ocean policy which is taking Beijing and New Delhi further apart.

Numerous new incidents of Chinese maritime vessels aggressively chasing away foreign fishing boats and vessels on disputed parts of the South China Sea have raised concerns about the growing expeditionary capabilities of the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) to cruise farther away from Chinese waters. A classified document of the Indian defence ministry in 2013 recorded twenty-two ‘contacts’ with suspected Chinese attack submarines outside Chinese waters in 2012 and stated that the extended Chinese naval patrols may fully overlap with the Indian Navy’s area of operations.6 The launch of India’s first indigenous aircraft carrier INS Vikrant in mid-2013 was seen as a strategic threat in China. ‘India’s first self-made carrier, along with reinforced naval strength, will further disrupt the military balance in South Asia,’ Zhang Junshe, a senior researcher at the People’s Liberation Army Naval Military Studies Research Institute, told the China Daily newspaper. An official blue book or policy document released by authoritative Chinese analysts in 2013 made note of India’s military preparedness for the possibility of a limited two-front war with Pakistan and China.7 The failure of constructive engagement mechanisms between China, India and the US could transform the Indian Ocean, it said, into an ‘ocean of conflict and trouble’.8

In a conflict scenario, India reckons that the China-built-and-operated Gwadar Port on the Arabian Sea in the Balochistan province of Pakistan could function as a base for the PLA Navy. China and Pakistan plan to build an economic, energy and transport corridor from Gwadar to Kashgar in Xinjiang that can in the long term also function as a military corridor from north-west China to north India and the Indian Ocean. Sino-Indian rivalry has already spread beyond the Indian Ocean—a transit passage for more than 80 per cent of Chinese oil imports—and gained a new uncertain dimension off Hainan on the South China Sea thoroughfares linking the Indian and Pacific Oceans and over half of India’s export– import traffic.

I went to Hainan a few months before the province for the first time became page one news in India.

A surprise signal awaited the INS Airavat in July 2011 as it sailed away from a port call in the Vietnamese exclusive economic zone. A Chinese warship reportedly broke protocol to demand the Indian naval ship’s identity, thus implicitly asserting ownership of the entire South China Sea. New Delhi responded after the story broke by affirming the freedom of navigation in international waters. The same year, China objected to India’s hunt for oil and natural gas in two blocks, 127 and 128, over which Vietnam claims sovereignty in the South China Sea. Beijing issued a démarche to India stating that the deal was illegal without Chinese permission. New Delhi countered that Chinese objections had ‘no legal basis’9 because the blocks were Vietnam’s according to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). China has ratified UNCLOS but it rejects it in practice and insists on bilateral resolutions of its maritime disputes. India is not a newcomer to the South China Sea. India’s ONGC Videsh Limited (OVL) was involved in oil and gas exploration in Vietnam since twenty-three years with deals inked back in 1988 and 2006, noted the late strategic analyst B. Raman,10 in an article questioning the Chinese media and foreign ministry’s sudden opposition to the oil hunt as a violation of its ‘indisputable sovereignty’ over the seascape.

With Beijing’s rising economic and military leverage, the South China Sea has been publicly elevated to a ‘core concern’, a matter of sovereignty on par with self-ruled Taiwan and Tibet where sections of Tibetans demand genuine autonomy. Beijing has been known to stir up nationalist sentiments against the US and Japan to shore up domestic support for the CCP but it was only in 2011 that propaganda was aimed against India over maritime disputes. When it came to India’s presence in the South China Sea, the state-run media ignored the suggestions of ‘positive’ and ‘prudent’ reporting made by the foreign ministry during the media hype on land border incursions in 2009. ‘India’s energy strategy is slipping into an extremely dangerous whirlpool,’ warned the newspaper China Energy News in a front-page commentary asking Indian exploration vessels to leave the South China Sea. Xinhua said the Sino-Vietnam deal could ‘poison’ ties. An unsigned editorial in the Global Times suggested interventions on sea to disrupt the India–Vietnam project.


Once India and Vietnam initiate their exploration, China can send non-military forces to disturb their work, and cause dispute or friction to halt the two countries’ exploration . . . Even in respect of its own interests, India is just poking its nose where it does not belong. Indian society is unprepared for a fierce conflict with China on the South China Sea issue . . .11



Liberal Chinese academics were also adamant that India must sail away. ‘Why do you want to come here, so far away from your country?’ questioned a South Asia specialist I met in Shanghai at the time.

The dispute will linger though OVL plans to exit one of the two blocks which was not as oil-rich as was expected. Two years later in 2013, Vietnam offered India seven additional blocks to explore oil and gas on the South China Sea.12 China continues to oppose India’s growing naval engagement with Vietnam while ignoring Indian security concerns over Chinese arms and civilian nuclear technology transfers to Pakistan. ‘The South China Sea is the future of conflict,’ headlined Foreign Policy in a sweeping essay by strategist Robert Kaplan in 2011. The sea bears 80 per cent of China’s crude oil imports. Over six times the oil passing through the Suez Canal and seventeen times that through the Panama Canal, estimates Kaplan, is shipped from the choked Malacca Straits from the Indian Ocean across the South China Sea to East Asia.13

Hainan has made sensational headlines since the last decade. In 2001, an American spy plane made an emergency landing there after colliding with a Chinese fighter jet that crashed while chasing it. Hainan will remain in the spotlight as the two contradictory aspects of China’s maritime rise unfold: defensive in policy and aggressive on water. Since the last half-decade Chinese patrol boats have been embroiled in frequent stand-offs notably with Southeast Asian nations claiming those islands and waters. In 2012, China launched its latest military garrison on an island called Sansha which was elevated to the administrative level of a Chinese city in the disputed Paracel Islands claimed by Vietnam. The Sansha garrison command will be responsible ‘for managing the city’s national defence mobilization, military reserves and carrying out military operations’.14

The military watcher who eagerly turned my gaze to the ships on Ya Long bay confidently remarked that Vietnam would lose a few islands to China in the next decade. He objected to Indian engagement with Vietnam, even before India–Vietnam relations became a diplomatic crisis for India and China. Hainan is not demure like the foreign ministry in Beijing when it comes to flaunting the PLA’s new hardware. In Hainan, I heard for the first time from a Chinese source that the rusting Soviet-era Varyag being rebuilt as China’s first aircraft carrier would make Sanya its home port that summer. At the time, Global Times ran a weak headline saying: ‘Beijing refutes carrier claims’ and its report referred to the giant warship as being ‘allegedly’ reconstructed in Dalian.15 On record, China’s sea power is defensive. China enunciates a benign naval policy but leaves it open to interpretation as it shifts the focus of its military build-up from land to sea, develops foreign ports, debates the prospects of acquiring overseas naval bases and responds to maritime disputes with threats planted in the official media. In Hainan, the PLAN’s time has come. The navy was lying low while Beijing was preoccupied with bolstering Tibetan frontiers and putting the economy on the path to moderate prosperity. The future of potential conflict has spread from the high-altitude Tibetan border to the high sea. India and China both object to foreign military ships conducting surveillance in their exclusive economic zones, but China’s stance is confrontational in comparison. Beijing’s economic rise has obliged the CCP, say Hainan scholars, to satiate the rising nationalist expectations of its citizens by forcefully reasserting historic claims on both land and sea.

WARRING STATE

‘Chicken or beef?’ asked an air-hostess with a practised six-tooth-smile, a Chinese beauty standard in the Beijing Olympics for medal presenters. I was on a four-hour flight from Beijing to the ultra-capitalist Chinese Hawaii of Sanya where golf courses, floating resorts, hundreds of villas and the largest presidential suites with the highest room rates have taken over real estate that looked like rural Goa over a couple of decades ago. Sanya’s half-a-million residents last year hosted eight million tourists. I visited the city when the heads of state of BRICS were in Sanya and the local government had extended its control to room rates and bookings on Ya Long bay where the delegates stayed. The local authorities were also taking decisions on which foreign television channels the guests would be permitted to view in their hotel rooms. A skinny Chinese maritime scholar waited for me at its small airport. He was friendly and funny; we chatted easily. He was surprisingly well read on national politics, cinema, the declining Left and industrialist Mukesh Ambani’s billion-dollar house in Mumbai. He browsed the aggressive anti-China comments on the Indian Internet with the studied interest of a scholar.

‘Hi, miss. India is incredible!’ said the thirty-year-old with a shy smile softening hawk eyes behind spectacles. He’ll remain anonymous on request.

‘I like India,’ he said firmly. ‘I like the Dalai Lama.’

‘The Chinese government hates him.’

‘That is just politics. I like the Dalai Lama’s spirituality,’ he said, sizing up my reaction to the exiled Tibetan leader who says that Arunachal Pradesh is in India, not Zangnan—Southern Tibet. ‘You should go to Tibet. Who says you can’t go?’

Tibetan and Han Chinese followers of Buddhism in Beijing keep their spiritual devotion a secret. An Indian diplomat I knew in Beijing hid the Dalai Lama’s photograph in a chest of drawers, out of sight from a nosy ayi. In 2008, an Indian showed the Dalai Lama’s picture to a Chinese colleague in a multinational office. The young man reacted at once: ‘Evil, evil.’ But the first man I met in Sanya showed no fear to discuss his faith. Appreciating his frankness, I told him that the Chinese I interviewed rarely called India a friendly neighbour and Indians in turn were wary of the China threat.

‘No, no, China is not a threat,’ he drawled like an earnest schoolboy. ‘In fact, we want India to develop fast.’ ‘If Indians become more “positive” and secure, they will stop wanting war with China just to boost their national pride.’ The negative image of India was imprinted on his mind when he visited think-tanks on a research assignment and saw extremes of wealth and poverty on the streets.

Months later, one night on a public bus, No. 405, hundreds of miles away from Sanya in the former anti-Japanese wartime capital Chongqing, the bizarre notion of insecure Indians spoiling for a fight was waved in my face once again. ‘I don’t want to put a hammer on your heart,’ said a pale, chubby Chinese stockbroker on a bus. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me about India? You should ask me this question, you really should. I have a message for India. We really want Indians to get rich and developed fast so that they stop thinking of war with China.’16 The stranger had boarded the bus after his evening English lesson, chosen a seat parallel to mine, asked if I was Indian and heckled all the way even as I prepared to exit outside a hotel. In his 2011 book, Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power, foreign policy analyst Yan Xuetong discussed an experience of being seized by ‘hope’ for a better life and country when news of a coming Sino-Soviet war of 1969 reached his winter labour camp during the Cultural Revolution. ‘When we young people learned this, we were particularly happy,’ Yan recalled. ‘We hoped that a massive war would improve the country, or at least change our own lives. Today people fear war, but at the time we hoped for immediate action, even to wage a world war. That way, we could have hope.’17

Now here I was, running into urbanites who fixatedly applied this psychology of war from an age of anarchy in China to the age of emerging India. China’s territorial assertiveness and military hardware is growing with its GDP. Polls on official websites routinely gather opinion on the likelihood of warring with India ten or twenty years hence when the tenure of Xi Jinping would have come to a close with higher economic and military status for China. The People’s Daily started an online poll when military ties were suspended in 2010. Its online forum asked readers: ‘How likely is China’s launch of a limited war against India?’18 Twenty-three clicked the thumbs up sign, twenty-two clicked thumbs down within a day or two. The sample size was really small but the fact that the poll was conducted on the website of a CCP mouthpiece made it noteworthy. ‘Will China seek a military showdown against India within twenty years?’ asked Global Times in 2010.19 A majority of 297 out of 533 people voted affirmatively. Beijing can stoke anti-India passion as long as sections of educated Chinese nationalists believe India is restless for a fight.

Hainan has two faces. While it is the hub of China’s naval projection, its business community is more focused on the potential of doing business with Indian billionaires and the tourism industry. Hainan’s economic decision-makers had their eyes set on Indian billionaires—fifty-five compared to China’s 115 in 2011—and by that count they believed that the neighbour had sufficiently risen to be considered a lucrative economic partner. ‘How many millionaires do you want? There are so many!’ laughed a well-connected contact before my visit. On my arrival to research a feature on the lifestyle of China’s richest elite, the millionaires clammed up because Chinese micro-blogs had begun to criticize the flaunting of luxury cars, accessories and assets as China’s rich–poor gap widened nationwide, markedly in the less developed urban interiors. I cancelled an interview after a tycoon sent a secretary to represent him. Another tycoon, Wang Dafu (Da fu is ‘big fortune’), was unavailable. I got a glimpse of his olive green Lamborghini outside a yacht club where millionaires from across the country, including the less developed interior provinces, anchored their acquisitions.

The portly Wang Dong Qing agreed to meet me because he wanted multimillion-rupee Indian weddings to be hosted in Sanya, not places like Bali and Bangkok. His office table faced a wall stacked from floor to ceiling with toy fighter jets and military tanks. Down in his parking lot, a beloved Cadillac limousine stood in a forty-vehicle fleet of Mercedes and BMW cars rented by Chinese deal makers to impress potential clients.

‘Ride my Cadillac,’ urged Wang, waving a wrist circled with plump brown prayer beads. A photographer snapped pictures of our interview. ‘For five minutes.’20

The ceremonial limousine of American presidents and Chinese magnates was too long to turn in alleys. The black Cadillac took fifteen minutes to glide to the roadside lined with coconut sellers and grocers where we waited outside his office. Wang and his business partner refused to be photographed with their limousine. I went over the magnate’s parting words while I whizzed through Sanya, ensconced on plush cream-coloured seats under glittering disco lights on the roof, an empty bar by my side. ‘When Sanya was a poor fishing village, I visited other countries and saw the lifestyle of the developed world. After many years, Chinese rich people have the ability to spend like that.’ A Hollywood movie inspired him to tour slums in Mumbai.

‘MAYBE WE CAN SHARE ARUNACHAL PRADESH’

The Hainan resident who had pointed to Sanya’s warships came to Beijing. Osama bin Laden was dead. I had filed a short report about fringe radicals who mourned the loss of a useful anti-US ‘warrior’ who kept Washington too busy to contain China. I had never imagined I would share dinner with one such believer sipping mango lassi, the most popular Indian drink across China. The meal was winding down when he leaned forward to suggest that Osama bin Laden, you know, was ‘positive’ for China. Leaning back, he muttered, the US just wants to prevent China’s rise as a superpower. The US wants China to fail. But 15–20 years from now, he said, China’s developmental problems will be a thing of the past. The Party will be stronger than ever. Arms on sofa, he gazed into the distance with a dreamy, satisfied smile and speculated light-heartedly.

‘After fifteen years, everything will be better . . . The next generation of leaders will solve the border problem . . . China will be a superpower . . . Taiwan will belong to China . . . Arunachal Pradesh will belong to China.’

‘Arunachal Pradesh belongs to India,’ I pointed out.

‘Maybe we can share Arunachal Pradesh,’ he smiled.

A meeting was arranged next evening—shocking speed by Chinese standards for media interactions. ‘Eat in advance and come for tea,’ he instructed, sounding serious. ‘My friend is a very busy high-level official.’ Eat before coming, he repeated again later that evening, observing that ‘Indians anyway eat at midnight.’ I was instructed to proceed well fed to a lobby under the Indian restaurant where I had hosted his dinner last evening. A waif-thin waitress in a gown with a long slit on the side came for our order. The mysterious Mr Wang (that’s what I’ll call him) retrieved a golden sachet of expensive tea leaves from his black bag and instructed her how to brew our free five-star drink. She didn’t object and topped it with hot water a second time. The hefty official dressed simply in loose shirt and trousers said he was too senior to have a business card of the State Council’s massive Research Development Centre where he worked. The premier presides over the State Council. It is the equivalent of the Chinese cabinet. He politely evaded revealing a job title, contact number and email address. He was ‘high-level’. I kept my notebook aside and encouraged him to speak. Perhaps, I wondered, I was in for an evening of the standard official spiel about Sino-Indian friendship and ancient history. ‘What’s your area of expertise?’ I asked.

‘Indian Ocean.’

The third-largest ocean after the Pacific and Atlantic is never mentioned carelessly in official circles in China. I breezed to a restroom to speed-dial my editor in New Delhi. Wang moved to another couch to make a call too. Our meeting took place just days after China had secured the International Seabed Authority’s go-ahead to explore and mine deposits of polymetallic sulphide ores—source of riches such as zinc, lead and copper—for fifteen years across 10,000 sq. km of seabed on the south-west Indian Ocean. Alarm bells rang in New Delhi about more Chinese scientific and surveillance vessels cruising in its maritime backyard where it is already building ports from Myanmar to Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Pakistan. Booz Allen Hamilton, the Pentagon consultants who coined the term ‘string of pearls’ in the last decade, said Beijing is building ‘strategic relationships along sea lanes from the Middle East to the South China Sea in ways that suggest defensive and offensive positioning to protect China’s energy interests, but also to serve broad security objectives’.21 Beijing’s 2011 defence white paper said ‘the navy also explores new methods of logistics support for sustaining long-time maritime missions’.22 The next Chinese base for refuelling is slated to come up in the Indian Ocean island of Seychelles. Interest in the string of pearls theory has dwindled and New Delhi’s main concern is the Sino-Pakistan naval engagement. According to some Indian naval officers, India does not expect implicit guarantees of naval access during a Sino-Indian conflict from Myanmar or Oman or its peacetime airbase in Tajikistan.

‘With both India and China heading for a two-carrier fleet and blue water capability, strategic analysts predict that a future China–India conflict may not be restricted to only a localized high-altitude conflict over desolate terrain,’ serving Air Vice-Marshal Arjun Subramaniam wrote in The Hindu in October 2012, the fiftieth anniversary of the Sino-Indian war. ‘It may well spill over to vital sea lines of communication that run through the Indian Ocean, the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal.’23 China has not clarified its official Indian Ocean policy. Chinese government advisors say there is an internal debate on whether China needs to even espouse an Indian Ocean policy to alleviate Indian security concerns. For now, the Chinese simply repeat that their military build-up in the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf is aimed at guarding commercial interests.

The forthright Wang did not waste words in counter-arguments and denials in the manner of foreign ministry spokespersons. He readily conceded that China needs to articulate its policies in the Indian Ocean. He agreed that India has reason to be concerned by recent Chinese maritime actions. But he made clear, repeatedly, that in spite of India’s suspicions, China—bearing the burden of being the world’s largest energy consumer and second-largest oil consumer—would forge ahead with or without a bilateral understanding to expand its naval presence in the Indian Ocean to secure sea lanes.

‘It is not the Indian Ocean,’ piped the man from Hainan. ‘It is the Indian international ocean.’

Beijing fails to apply the same international label and logic to the South China Sea. This meeting occurred a few weeks before Beijing protested against the India–Vietnam oil exploration deal as an infringement of its indisputable sovereignty. Beijing is known to prefer indirect means to send tricky direct messages. Wang all the while insisted that he spoke in a personal capacity. ‘India and China combined are weaker than the US and Japan,’ he said, making the routine Third World vs the West argument. He was adamant that the US and Japan would scuttle any proposal on ocean security merely because it came from China. Beijing would lose face.24 ‘Tell your government that we think it is up to India,’ Wang and his companion emphasized during the meeting, ‘to initiate a cooperation mechanism to secure shipping lanes in the Indian Ocean.’ On the way out, I asked Wang whether he expected the border dispute to be resolved. ‘Only when there is a strong [non-coalition] government in New Delhi.’ He shook his head. ‘Otherwise, it’s not possible.’

In 2012, India and China launched their first-ever bilateral maritime dialogue. It remains at a token level. Official sources note that neither side is in a hurry to expand maritime talks from safe low-level issues, such as joint counter-piracy efforts off Somalia and simple bilateral port calls, to larger security issues. Both navies would rather keep the other wary of their technological advances and capabilities than let them come closer in advanced naval drills and escort missions.

Speaking on the security of energy flows across the Indian Ocean, National Security Advisor Shiv Shankar Menon in September 2009 had said: ‘Is it not time that we began a discussion among concerned states of a maritime system minimizing the risks of interstate conflict and neutralizing threats from pirates, smugglers, terrorists?’ Menon called for structured discussion among Asian states and other great powers on this issue. But the dramatic differences between China and South and Southeast Asian nations on maritime security issues, China’s opposition to multilateral mechanisms to resolve maritime disputes even after bilateral mechanisms make no headway, Chinese suspicions of the undefined US ‘pivot’ or ‘rebalance’ to the Asia Pacific since 2011 and India’s expanding ‘Look East’ policy in its disputed maritime neighbourhood make Sino-Indian breakthroughs unlikely. Getting India and China across the same bilateral table is also increasingly complicated. Border talks were postponed in late 2011 because the Chinese special representative Dai Bingguo reportedly refused to be in New Delhi the same time as the Dalai Lama. In the words of a senior Chinese scholar on maritime policy, ‘talking to India is very difficult for us’.

SEA DRAGONS

In 2011, a red-and-white ‘sea dragon’—the Jiaolong—dived 5,057 m below the Pacific Ocean, making China only the fifth country after the US, France, Russia and Japan to send crew so deep undersea.25 Next year, the manned submersible robot plunged a record 7,000 m below sea level. Beijing aims for capability to rove 99.8 per cent of the world’s seabed in search of hidden resources. Jiaolong planted the national flag on the South China Sea bed. Chinese sea dragons and their expanding fleet size are becoming national record breakers for the first time in hundreds of years since a Muslim eunuch-admiral’s armada swarmed the Western (Indian) Ocean with hundreds of giant ships—a single treasure ship could hold the entire fleet of Columbus and Vasco da Gama together—bearing at one time 28,000 crew and armed men.26

Rising China has brought to life the ghost of Zheng He (1371–1433).

The mariner—supposedly over seven feet tall, sun-burnt, bushy brow, long-eared—is the mascot of Chinese naval expansion. Chinese chroniclers have rewritten history to cast Zheng as a ‘diplomat’ and ‘navigator’ who made seven sea voyages over 600 years ago to ‘promote international cooperation’ with South and Southeast Asia (Kochi and Kozhikode included), the Middle East and East Africa where he thought the giraffes to be unicorns.

Zheng carried ‘porcelain, silk and tea, rather than the blood or flames of war during his seven expeditions,’ senior CCP leader Dai Bingguo has declared.27

Beijing’s gloss on history sidesteps Zheng’s bloodthirsty battles against pirates, the overthrow of a king of Sri Lanka, and gunboat diplomacy to secure tributes from vassal states to Ming emperor Zhu Di, a ‘son of heaven’. The spotlight on the Ming dynasty’s seafaring history has activated academic debates among Indian and Western scholars who argue whether Zheng was an imperialist or peacenik. His adventures indicate that the Chinese navy was a benign force as long as smaller states obeyed its terms of trade and allegiance. China did not occupy territory like Western colonizers but it did not shy away from taking sides or taking up arms to intervene in the internal affairs of smaller states. Writing in The New York Times in 2005 on the 600th anniversary of Zheng’s first voyage, Joseph Kahn cited a Beijing-based historian, Ye Jun, arguing against the official ‘one-sided interpretation that blindly ignores the objective fact that Zheng He engaged in military suppression’.28 Scholar Tansen Sen writes:


The Yuan court, under Qubilai Khan, explored the Indian coast to establish tributary, commercial, and strategic relationship as part of his imperialistic endeavour. The early Ming rulers, on the other hand, tried to use their superior naval force to bring the Indian kingdoms within the folds of the rhetorical Chinese world order.29



The reborn poster boy of ‘peaceful development’ had a violent childhood and swashbuckling life. He was named Ma He and castrated at the age of ten after Ming soldiers abducted him during an attack in 1382 on Genghis Khan’s Mongols in Yunnan. Ma was taken to the eastern capital Nanjing where he became a favoured eunuch in the palace of Zhu Di. Zheng made his way into the emperor’s inner circle and rose to admiral of the potent Ming navy. After his death and burial on sea, China reined in its navy while wrangling internally over its mounting expenses and maritime policy. The nine-mast treasure ships that would never sail again stretched 400 feet long and 160 feet wide.

I happened to be the first Indian journalist to sneak a look at a 990-feet steel-grey warship then known as Varyag in a shipyard in Dalian city (former Port Arthur) in north-eastern Liaoning province, which still smarts under its history of Japanese occupation over eighty years ago. The warship was later renamed Liaoning in a warning message to Japan. Until 2011, it was China’s worst-kept military secret. I booked a room in the tallest hotel flanking the shipyard, hoping to snag a photograph of the first Chinese aircraft carrier under construction. On the way from airport to hotel, I struck up a conversation with my taxi driver. ‘India is a friendly country, but these days India is getting so friendly with Japan, heh,’ the cabbie said. He kept himself abreast of India’s ‘Look East’ policy through Chinese radio and newspapers that increasingly viewed it as a counter-China strategy.

‘But you have an aircraft carrier now,’ I replied.

‘Yes, over there,’ he pointed to a shipyard behind the Swedish superstore Ikea as we drove by it on elevated roads.

‘There is no aircraft carrier in Dalian’—a plump bellboy looked me innocently in the eye as I inspected my hotel room a few minutes after the taxi dropped me off. ‘Aircraft carrier!’ shrieked the housekeeper as she overheard us, rushing out of the bathroom with a bundle of white towels. Their denials were wasted. It is impossible to hide a 67,500-tonne boat.

A friend had set me up with an interpreter whose husband, I later learnt, worked in the military. She refused to join me on a stroll outside the shipyard behind Ikea’s parking lot. Inside Ikea, I paced alone through the bedding section, where I finally heard ‘hang kong mujian’ (aircraft carrier) muttered several times behind my back. A couple of strapping middle-aged male shoppers nudged me to the ideal window to glimpse a bit of the carrier’s deck and grey hull. In the cafeteria, the men sat behind my table, declaring themselves fans of former prime minister Indira Gandhi. The Chinese interpreter joined me but grew increasingly irritable and finally refused to help me interview the two men. The duo said that the warship was not aimed at threatening India. It would prowl the sea to warn off Japan. Chinese policy-makers have a grander vision for a fleet of carriers and carrier-killer missiles.

‘China needs at least nine aircraft carriers,’ Hu Shisheng, a prominent government strategist, told me in 2011 in Beijing.30 The carriers would guarantee protection to smaller states that depend on big brother Beijing. He named North Korea, Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar as the neighbours in need of Beijing’s ‘security guarantee’ on sea. There are other reports that China will aim to have about four to six carriers in the near future.

The Chinese navy and air force use the Liaoning for sea trials and manpower training. China’s carrier force will not be formidable for several years but its build-up is accompanied with a muscular naval rhetoric and assertive policies to claim the disputed South China Sea. China in 2010 owned more warships than the US.31 The Chinese navy, with about 150 warships, is roughly thrice the size of India’s but not necessarily technologically superior. An official Indian naval source pointed out by way of example that recent Chinese acquisitions of outdated naval hardware from Russia and Ukraine, in numbers exceeding the requirements of reverse engineering, in fact baffled them.

Even if Indians charter flights from Kolkata and Mumbai to get married in Sanya and China’s proximity pushes India to fast-track development in its north-east, the India–China relationship will remain politically sensitive. Since the last half-decade, border disputes have intensified even as bilateral trade has grown. The need to fine-tune India’s understanding of the diverse influences on Chinese nationalism and territorial assertiveness through formal and informal communication channels from Beijing to the border boomtowns such as Hainan is as important as improving trade and investment numbers. As B. Raman wrote in 2009: ‘It is important for our policy-makers to take note of some of the themes of the debate going on since June 2009 in Chinese non-governmental circles—India as a paper tiger, the blunder supposedly committed by the Chinese in withdrawing after occupying large parts of the Indian territory in the Arunachal Pradesh area in 1962, the importance of not repeating this blunder in the event of another military conflict, no bartering of territorial sovereignty for friendship, the advantages enjoyed by the Chinese society because of its supposedly homogenous character as against the allegedly fissiparous tendencies in the Indian society . . .’32 A Chinese foreign policy advisor privately pointed out to me that the mechanisms for India–China dialogues are hampered by greater strategic distrust than US– China dialogues.

The future of the unequal Sino-Indian strategic relationship will remain tempered by history that can turn the tide. As the intelligent Mr Wang made clear on one night in Beijing: ‘The US and Japan are not our allies. India is not our ally.’


PART IV
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FAITH

‘My name is Shanti’

The Chinese beauty queen sat in the dimly lit Buddhist vegetarian restaurant, tasting some of the most expensive tofu in Beijing and chatting about her trip to New York. A waiter robed in orange silk placed a slice of bread on her plate to mop up chilli oil seeping out of the curried fish. She plucked a glistening sliver of fish-flavoured tofu from an urn and laid it on the bread. The slice became blood red as she uttered a word you’d least expect to hear from a woman who the year before had worn the crown of Miss Jiangsu.

‘Ahimsa.’1

In a society where the militarized border and Bollywood are major talking points on India, Zheng Yan was an unusual, even whimsical, self-professed Gandhian. She represented the lesser-known but increasing number of neo-Buddhist Chinese followers of the icon of the Indian freedom movement through ahimsa (non-violence). They may not know much about the two-millennium-old Sino-Indian Buddhist history and they may have never visited India but these young Chinese believers are making a major contemporary connection between the two adversarial countries divided by religious diversity on one side and an officially atheist regime on the other.

Almost all Chinese professionals go by alternative English first names but this Nanjinger who introduced herself as Michelle also started calling herself Shanti (peace) after the lead actress in the Bollywood hit Om Shanti Om. She avoided alcohol, red meat and ‘loud bars’, and maintained a social network with about thirty Chinese professionals who were, like her, the first white-collar university-educated generation in their families. The group believed that the ideologies of two men who lived thousands of years apart could help them cope with the pressures of life in the fastest developing country: Confucius (551–479 BC) and Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869–1948).

As we chatted, pins smashed in a bowling alley next door, overpowering the soothing Tibetan chants playing in the restaurant. A pink pork-like lump of eggplant named Love You, No Discussion sat in a sweet-and-sour puddle on my plate as I wondered if the beauty queen was presenting her lifestyle fad as genuine faith. Zheng’s classic pout broke into a cheeky grin as she pulled a framed photograph of herself out of her bag. The svelte woman dressed in black in the picture wished her mischievous eyes opened wider and her hair skimmed below her narrow shoulders. A white label was stuck on the frame. Shanti. At that moment, her story began to intrigue me. She had not trawled the exotica of temple-town ashrams, learnt yoga or read a book about India. Shanti from Nanjing, the stylish Confucian capital of Jiangsu, an industrialized eastern Chinese province, had never set foot in India.

China was spellbound when Gandhi launched the noncooperation movement as a mass weapon against British rule. Years before Mao’s regime spearheaded the Cultural Revolution with violent attacks on fellow citizens, Chinese observers of the anti-British freedom movement hailed Gandhi as a ‘revolutionary’ leader and reformer. According to scholar Wang Shu Ying, the Chinese viewed Gandhi as India’s Tolstoy or raja (king) and more than one book on Gandhi was released every year in China before the Cultural Revolution. The girl sharing my dinner was largely unaware of how Chinese historians perceived the man she first heard of as a ten-yearold in a school lecture on world leaders. Growing up, she would recall that impressionable history lesson whenever her hot-headed parents argued.

‘If Mahatma Gandhi was here,’ the schoolgirl would shout, ‘you would not fight like this!’

In Nanjing city, a former imperial capital in Jiangsu, I mingled with sections of Chinese society who were unaffected by the strategic rivalry between India and China. On a superficial level, Chinese cultural interest in India is limited to movies and fashion. It is harder to find fans of Chinese cinema, rock, opera or authentic mainland cuisine in India. Bridging the culinary divide between India and China is like trying to pair green tea with masala chai. The Indian palate is familiar with restaurants serving Chinese food that is nothing like the original cuisine on the mainland. Chinese expats in India bring their own sauces and spices to cook ‘real’ Chinese food at home and several of them told me they did not relish either Indian or Chinese food in New Delhi. Indian expats in China eat vegetarian meals at home before attending banquets where the only vegetarian dish may be just boiled and salted. Visitors from South Block in New Delhi depend on Indian diplomats in Beijing to fill them up with masala chai and home-made Indian food after they have pecked through Chinese banquets at a state guest house or hotel where the final fruit platter may be the only vegetarian dish. Every media junket from India to China involves Indian officials in hectic behind-the-scenes activity to provide Indian food for all meals and bilateral functions in their Chinese hotels, lest all but the rare adventurous eaters among the journalists go hungry. Indian restaurants are visible across Chinese boomtowns but their regular customers are the foreign residents more than the locals.

An Indian diplomat recalled an invitation to share ‘hot pot’, a dish enjoyed by swirling pieces of meat and vegetables in a pot of broth and spicy oil, with a Chinese couple in Beijing. ‘I had a couple of bites but after my friend’s husband dipped a piece of cow’s stomach in the pot,’ she said, ‘I stopped eating.’

On political platforms, the two governments gloss over ancient Sino-Indian civilizational bonds. In private conversations, high-level Indian and Chinese officials and analysts admit that the cultural gap across the borders is seemingly unbridgeable with the exception of Buddhism. Modern India’s best-known export to China is still the centuries-old tradition of Buddhism and it is making a comeback among hundreds of millions of Chinese followers often in unconventional and superstitious ways while its appeal is becoming less perceptible in the country of its origin. China’s first family itself has a Tibetan Buddhist history but it has made no difference in easing Beijing’s deadlocked talks with the Dalai Lama’s representatives or relaxing its grip on Tibet. President Xi Jinping buried his mother Qi Xin with full Tibetan Buddhist rites and his father Xi Zhongxun for years wore an Omega watch gifted by the Dalai Lama. Xi’s wife Peng Liyuan, a popular singer, is also a Tibetan Buddhist practitioner.2

The resurgence of Buddhism in Beijing and other Chinese cities has sustained a niche tourism sector in India that is devoted to organizing Chinese and East Asian tourists on Buddhist trails in north India. Beijing projects a national view of economic growth and development in Tibet, and counter-views against the cultural repression of ethnic Tibetans are suppressed through security crackdowns and firewalls. But an undercurrent of sympathy for the Tibetan campaign for religious and cultural autonomy has spread among pockets of urban, educated Chinese Buddhists in fast-modernizing metropolises beyond the Tibetan plateau and it has sparked greater interest among them to understand India better. Tibetan exiles pin their hope for political change on the growth of democratic attitudes in Chinese youth, notably among the believers in Buddhism and Gandhian philosophy.

‘We are modern Chinese people who believe in simplicity and ahimsa. Hate doesn’t exist in our dictionary,’ Zheng told me in rapid Nanjing-marries-New York accented English.

Twenty-something citizens like Zheng were simplistically linking Gandhi and Confucius of their own accord. This woman, who had no access to Indian social circles to influence her thoughts, made me curious to trail Mahatma Gandhi in Mao country. All around me in Beijing, I observed young professionals seeking succour by waving long incense sticks as they prayed in Buddhist temples, joining yoga classes and buying self-help books to fill the emotional void created by an atheist state and a one-child policy that deprived most of them of the support of siblings. On a hunch, I visited China’s biggest bookstore, the biscuit-coloured Beijing Books Building. It was not easy to locate the preacher of non-violence in the massive bookshop. In China, Gandhi was a ‘revolutionary’ wrapped in a fierce red cover, as a new arrival on a shelf exclusively for Biographies of Military Leaders.

‘Bestsellers are on the two top racks,’ explained Emily Zhang, a marketing vice-president in the store, who agreed to speak to me only after photocopying my Chinese press card. Adolf Hitler had made it to one shelf above Gandhi.

Emily then beckoned me to visit the store’s DVD collection to look at copies of Richard Attenborough’s Gandhi (1982)—a movie forgotten in India but pirated on the streets of China. This DVD has imprinted India on teenage Chinese minds with a sense of awe and wonder about India’s anti-imperialist history. The Chinese call India’s idol Lao Gandhi (old Gandhi) to avoid confusing him with Congress leader Sonia Gandhi. Former Olympics volunteer Sheng Jingjing, who accompanied me to the bookstore, expressed her thoughts on the movie and Gandhi as she spoke in great exclamations.

‘Gandhi is to India what Chairman Mao is to China. We criticize Mao for the Cultural Revolution, but Gandhi is like God!’

Zhang eagerly led us to the children’s section to witness a Chinese parenting ritual of buying inspirational books on world leaders for vacation reading. There was no sign of Gandhi on the shelves in the children’s category. An apologetic employee said there were no copies.

‘The last six Gandhi copies were sold this morning before you arrived.’

The Gandhi trail branched into several avenues in Beijing. ‘Can you tell me how to get copyright for Gandhi books I could sell in China?’ asked Li Jian Lin, a vegetarian who ran a yoga centre and toted an iPhone before it was officially launched in China. Li gave up eating meat after reading a Mandarin Bhagavad Gita which he bought in Hong Kong, and he had launched his business with a belief that spirituality could be marketed to the Chinese because they were rich but not happy. When we met in 2008–09, he claimed to have sold about 5,000 Mandarin versions of the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata and the sacred Hindu text, the Bhagavad Gita, for fifty-eight renminbi (about Rs 400) each in China.

‘If you have [good] karma, you have no problem.’

Sheng and I went for a walk in the large lakeside Chaoyang Park in the centre of an urban jungle including luxury apartment blocks named Palm Springs. A bronze statue of cross-legged Gandhi facing the lake was inaugurated in the park in 2005. ‘At first, only the Indian embassy staff would visit. These days, Chinese school groups come regularly and bring flowers on Tomb Sweeping Day,’ said Yuan Xikun, the statue’s sixty-five-year-old sculptor and curator of the park’s art museum. As we prepared to leave, he stood at an angle, pointing up and down his crumpled shirt and trousers.

‘Look at me. I believe in a simple life. I’m as fit as Gandhi!’

On our drive home from the park, we ran straight into the more prominent non-Gandhian Chinese view of India. The taxi radio was tuned to Chinese-language news on an ongoing round of border negotiations. Sheng and I were chatting in Mandarin but the cabbie would not speak directly to me. He asked Sheng if I was Indian. ‘I don’t like India,’ he huffed. ‘India has grabbed Chinese land.’ He complained all the way to my companion about Indian belligerence on the border. ‘I don’t like France either,’ he grunted while I paid the fare. He was referring to Tibetan protests in Paris during the Beijing Olympics torch relay which had flared into a temporary Chinese boycott of French products and the supermarket chain Carrefour. Crestfallen and embarrassed, Sheng gave me a hug as the taxi drove away.

In a cluttered eleventh-floor Beijing apartment, I spent an afternoon with a retired couple surrounded by books on India and memories of dumpling parties and intense diplomacy after India’s 1998 nuclear test angered China. Deng Junbing, the wife of former ambassador to India Zhou Gang, had recently released the Chinese version of The Good Boatman: A Portrait of Gandhi by his grandson Rajmohan. ‘The Chinese take Gandhi’s message of non-violence and harmony to heart,’ Deng said. Several CCP members pre-ordered copies before the book’s release in 2009.

The Gandhi trail led me to unusual encounters of India in China. The experiences by no means indicated an all-out Chinese embrace of Gandhian philosophy. People enamoured with Gandhi’s writings were not necessarily embracing his philosophy in practice. Gandhi might be as marketable on the mainland as books and T-shirts on Barack Obama or wedding dresses inspired by Kate Middleton. But Chinese Gandhians had inspired me enough to buy a China Eastern ticket for a ninety-minute flight to Nanjing city where I would glimpse life on the cultural crossroad in China where the old and new generations part ways.

As soon as I landed, the local beauty queen bundled me into a battered green airport taxi that smelled of socks and garlic, and apologised for forgetting to say namaste. ‘When I date, the most important thing is the man’s smell. North Chinese men smell the worst!’ she blurted, fingering a strand of red-streaked hair. I began praising Beijing’s cleaner taxis to avoid discussing the unique sensations of Indian public transport. But she was still speaking. ‘Beijing taxi drivers bathe only once a week!’

The taxi sliced through thick smog. The name Nanjing—meaning ‘southern capital’—evokes old-world romanticism but old Nanjing has moved on admirably to look all-new. Shanghai is just over an hour away from a bullet train station designed to give an impression that it floats on Nanjing’s Xuanwu Lake. A tourist in a hurry can do Nanjing in a weekend. Strolling on gnarled old tree-lined avenues or riding the two-line subway, you can cross within mere minutes from the age of Confucianism to capitalism, from scrawny Nanjing salted ducks nailed by the neck on handcarts to New York cheesecake counters in air-conditioned eateries, and from a cheap cigarette smoke-filled public bathhouse to a swank coffee house on a faux European café. The revolutionary leader Sun Yat-sen’s former capital had taken up English-speaking in earnest. A signboard at the Nanjing Presidential Palace instructed visitors:


Please go to the toilet to solve your private problems.



Zheng, like her reborn home town, straddled two Chinas. The English-educated daughter and her Nanjinghua-speaking mother lived in a white apartment building near the backyard of the Confucius temple which has received extensive plastic surgery. The daughter had coffee, toast or muffins for breakfast; the mother preferred congee and pickled vegetables. The mother clutched chopsticks. The daughter forked her food and checked into Chinese hotels with a coffee stirrer in her purse. ‘You’re becoming a Westerner,’ the mother would protest peevishly. ‘You’re not Chinese!’

Zheng had to answer three questions at a Nanjing beauty contest in the year of the Beijing Olympics. All the beauties prepared for the rounds in bikinis and gowns but only Zheng was prepared to speak English, a language she honed in her university days when her teacher instructed the class to listen to BBC radio for one hour every morning. The student Party member had inadvertently grasped more than grammar, and come to the conclusion that the international media was ‘faster and more accurate’ compared to Chinese organizations. Backstage, parents beseeched her to coach their daughters in English.

‘Beauty or money? What is more important?’ the judges asked Zheng about the two most important indicators of status in Chinese society, which is as obsessed with fair skin as Indians.

‘Beauty because you must be born with it,’ she replied, in a voice surprisingly robust for someone so pixie-like. ‘Money you can earn later.’ They gave her the crown.

I stayed in a modern hotel decorated with traditional roofs to blend with the nearby Confucius temple complex. The area was a temple to American taste buds. A Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) outlet by the hotel was also capped with a Chinese roof. Nanjingers queued outside Pizza Hut and Häagen-Dazs. Down the street, a mother and daughter sat on stools on the pavement, darning jackets outside a bathhouse. The check-in staff said I had the best room. They gave me Nanjing’s best KFC view. I flipped open the directory, correctly guessing that it listed codes for Italy and Ireland but not India. But a brochure of events hosted in the hotel indicated that Indian businessmen had indeed passed by for a branding seminar.

We lunched in a Buddhist temple restaurant with a large and peaceful courtyard surrounded by high-rises. Inside, the dining-room ceiling was covered with plastic pink-and-purple lotus flowers. A half-bent old man in a yellow pullover passed through the sleepy courtyard, feebly asking if I was from India. ‘India is near China,’ the wizened monk told Zheng, not expecting her to know. The restaurant owned one fork. They gave it to me. Mr Cai, the chef, cooked us a meal of tofu, gluten and soy combined and flavoured to taste like meat. We ordered ‘10,000 reasons to lay down’. It was a mock chicken curry. When we returned to the same place for dinner, Zheng’s mother and a friend ate out of baby-food-sized Chinese saucers while we asked for larger ‘Western’ plates. The mother inquired if my eyelashes were jia (fake) like the meat.

Zheng told us she formed her first dreamy impressions of India when her father played music from the movie Awara which the CCP considers a classic. ‘My father would say that Indian women are the most beautiful in the world and make my mother really angry!’

She was then freelancing as a consultant for foreign companies in need of local assistance with regulatory paperwork. Nanjing seemed to be full of Japanese companies and investors. My hotel advertised that its automatic mahjong (Chinese tile game) machine was Japanese, which seemed odd for a city where a ‘massacre memorial museum’ on the Japanese invasion is one of the main tourist attractions.

‘India and China are the world’s top developing nations, you know,’ a taxi driver named Du informed us on the drive to the museum. ‘But China has lost ten years of development compared to India, just because of the Cultural Revolution.’ He had made some observations about general changes such as the increasing number of cars and high-rises in Nanjing, before broaching the Cultural Revolution, a topic which taxi drivers in the political capital would be careful to avoid discussing with foreigners.

Snowflakes melted on the black museum building and its open-air sculptures of mothers, grandmothers and babies twisted in death throes. Entry into the darkened rooms was free and disturbing. Photography was banned but all of us clicked pictures of a neon number gleaming on the ceiling: 300,000—the official Chinese death toll in a six-week bloodbath by Japanese soldiers from December 1937 to January 1938. ‘Mother would warn me to behave or else the Japanese would come,’ said Zheng, who visited the monument frequently since she was in school. ‘If I tossed and turned at night, mother would tell me to lie still or the Japanese would come and attack me!’ With such an upbringing, the idea of ahimsa became an instant attraction for the schoolgirl.

We walked past floor-to-ceiling archives, skeletal remains on a sandy river bed, a rusting gasoline bucket, a torture barrel lined with nails and photographs of the Japanese posing on mass graves. Outwardly, the city of peaceful parks, temples and malls did not give the impression that it hoarded anti-Japanese hatred. At night, its neon-lit towers exuded a Tokyo-like vibe. But the rhetoric on a massive propaganda board placed near the museum’s exit had one imagining imminent war on the doorstep and wondering if its logic applied to China as a great power as well.


History is a lesson and lessons learnt from history must not be forgotten. We should not forget that small and weak nations will always be bullied and invaded by powerful nations . . .



I paid seventy renminbi (Rs 490) for two entry tickets into the Confucius Temple which has a bronze statue of the sage who is being transformed into China’s Chanakya over 2,500 years since his time. China was then building Confucianism into a modern communist manifesto as thoroughly as it constructed cities. To plug the ideological gap in its leadership, the CCP revived his teachings of filial piety and harmony in schools, universities and international Confucian institutes. The pretty Temple precincts were more commercially oriented. A board on the grounds listed the cost of live music. Ten renminbi for ‘An evening outside of Moscow’, fifty for ‘Butterfly lovers’.

‘People don’t come here to pray,’ whispered Zheng, as we passed by a vendor selling caramel candy shaped like each of the twelve animals of the Chinese zodiac. ‘It’s just a scenic spot.’

Zheng was ambitious and I asked how she would spend her wealth if she got rich. ‘I would have three houses, one each for father, mother and me,’ she replied without a moment’s pause. Zheng’s materialism contradicted her Gandhian beliefs. She saw Gandhism mainly as a natural extension of karma and kindness in a society losing touch with old values of filial piety and close-knit families.

During the lunar new year holiday in 2011, I revisited Nanjing and stayed downtown. As usual, the room was stocked with vibrating condoms and brown cotton underwear for men and women. The minibar catered to Chinese tastes, so there was neither spoon nor sugar. Wal-Mart replaced the KFC view. ‘Excellent environment!’ declared my friend, whisking me to an old alleyway where baby turtles crawled in plastic tubs, waiting to be sold for soup. A man sat on a stool nibbling an egg hawked by a woman squatting with a bucketful. ‘Don’t worry, the chicken in the egg is not hairy. It’s thirteen days old,’ Zheng said. We entered a grubby low-rise compound with pyjama-clad retirees relaxing by the gate. They were mostly ex-workers of a factory making military uniforms. Zheng clucked disapprovingly as we stooped below underwear and socks flapping in a mid-air laundry strung between buildings. In India, I never saw as many housing clusters of only senior citizens. At twenty-eight, Zheng had emptied her savings to buy a house in the dusty old building where railings were padded with styrofoam to assist the elderly to climb the stairs.

‘Sit on this chair. You will feel like the president!’ she declared, urging me to a striped couch in front of a Toshiba flat-screen television.

A coffee-maker lay in its box on the floor. The white ceiling was renovated with a golden border. An enormous carved bed and dresser occupied the master bedroom. A truck rolled in with the grand furniture and got entangled in laundry. A red-faced pyjama owner blocked the truck and raged until his wife ran over to mediate. Now here I was in Zheng’s bedroom as she ceremoniously rotated a lever, eyes twinkling, to reveal a concealed indoor clothes line that symbolically separated her lifestyle from the older generations inhabiting the same building.

We grabbed the last vacant table in 1912, a snazzy grey block designed to recreate the architectural style of 1912 when Sun Yat-sen established the provisional government of the Republic of China in Nanjing. The block was strewn with foreign coffee brands and bars. The twenty-something Nanjingers sipping large lattes with me were the first English-speaking, university-educated children in their families. Their parents were forbidden to touch coffee during the Cultural Revolution. I cannot name the history buff and accounting manager in a multinational firm who pored over Mandarin versions of the Mahabharata and Geetanjali as a teenager. I was the first Indian he ever met. He was accompanied by an easy-going, chubby architect who was bundled in an orange Adidas sweatshirt. He said that when he made his first Indian friend, he asked him about the puzzling shades of India because fair skin is akin to a national standard of beauty and status in China. Are Indians black, brown or yellow like us?

‘Until I read about Gandhi when I was fourteen, I knew only one thing about India—that it suffers the same population problem,’ said the accountant. ‘And I think India is a friendly country but not a competitor to China. Your IT is big, but the Chinese IT market is much bigger.’

‘And your IT techies are all leaving India to become American citizens,’ interrupted the architect who described getting to know an Indian in a Copenhagen institute. ‘Indians and Chinese are good at science and math, so they can get along. The Europeans in my class were stupid. They did not want to work with Indians and Chinese, so my Indian friend and I teamed up for a class project and we won.’

They were unaware of the complex history behind Sino-Indian rivalry. As Zheng would ask, ‘Why do Indian television anchors shout? It’s so scary! We don’t need fights. We need more Gandhian philosophy.’

It was twilight. Red paper lanterns bobbed to share the sky with fireworks exploding like powerful ammunition. We moved to a quieter table in a Buddhist temple and ordered mock beef strips and five-grain dumplings. The history buff remained quiet while we bantered. When he finally spoke, he startled me with a question posed with a piercing look.

‘What do you think is the solution to Tibet?’

I evaded an answer, unsure of how frankly I could speak to a new acquaintance, but he clearly wanted to keep talking.

‘I think Tibetans should have the independence to decide their own future.’

‘Don’t people get angry when you say that?’

‘People think he’s joking. They don’t take him seriously,’ the architect answered for his friend. Then he went on, looking down on his plate: ‘But I think the same.’

In the national and international media, Chinese youth are often stereotyped for their power to mobilize protests against the policies of the US, Japan or France towards China. Three strangers in a city with a war-ravaged history showed me the peaceful side of a rising China and the moderate opinion-makers among well-educated and well-travelled Chinese who appreciate the universal values of freedom and ahimsa.

The Dalai Lama in 2011 resigned as political leader of the movement for meaningful autonomy for about six million ethnic Tibetans. A few weeks before he announced his decision, and far from Tibet in Nanjing, two soft-spoken young Han Chinese had let slip a bold opinion that Tibetans deserved real autonomy. I encountered the fleeting viewpoint in other places too. In Shanghai, a well-known CCP member confided that he believed Tibetans ‘deserved a referendum’ to decide their political fate. Their views were against the official policy and were not representative of a billion-plus people. But we don’t have ways to estimate how many others in China think like this. In my neighbourhood in an upscale pocket of Beijing, I was aware that there were residents privately faithful to a former Party faithful, the Dalai Lama, who in 1959 trekked to the other side of the Himalayas after an uprising failed to topple repressive Chinese rule over Tibet.

McLEODGANJ

For ninety days in 2012, the student–monk was on the run from China to Nepal to India. Ten days after he reached a safe house in Dharamshala, Sherab, twenty, repeated to me the last words to him from an old nomad who rarely ventured beyond wind-blown pastures flanking the Tibet Autonomous Region where his family herded a hundred yaks. The herders and monks, living in mud-and-stone houses in Tibetan parts of south Sichuan, do not make their way north to Beijing. But they all know about the twists and turns on a secret road to Dharamshala.

‘My father,’ said Sherab, ‘told me that life in India would be better.’

The father first advised his son to leave China in 2008 when the usually mild-mannered and crimson-robed ethnic Buddhists rose against the CCP and Han migrants who have come to dominate their resource-rich local economy. Anti-riot men and machines clamped down. The Nepal–Tibet border was sealed. But contacts of the network of human smugglers on the underground road from China to Nepal to India were as precious to Tibetans as banned pictures of their spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, who lives in Dharamshala in north India. Families continued to save their meagre incomes to send at least one member of the clan, a teenager or even a tenyear-old son, to the ‘better life’.

I met Sherab in Dharamshala in February 2012. The youngest of five siblings looked refreshed and hardly battered shortly after he had staged a great escape. The tanned, strapping monk—with large ears sticking out, wide, honest eyes and cropped hair—had discarded the saffron robes for his journey and had worn jeans, t-shirt and sneakers. He bolted out of the vehicle and crept into overgrown mountain trails each time the driver passed through armed checkpoints and jumped back into the vehicle at agreed landmarks farther ahead. In Nepal, he had paid a tout Rs 40,000 to smuggle him into India.

‘On the last night in Sichuan,’ he recalled, ‘my father advised me to work hard in India, gain a cultural education and seek the blessings of the Dalai Lama.’

Tibetans cherish Dharamshala, a sleepy, monkey-infested monastery town prone to power blackouts, as a ‘little Lhasa’, ‘heaven’ and ‘second motherland’. In the opinion of the CCP, Dharamshala is the seat of separatists. Dharamshala is the headquarters of the Tibetans’ ‘illegal’ government without a country run by the Dalai Lama and, since 2011, by Prime Minister Lobsang Sangay who has never lived in Tibet. In China, where Sherab’s father stayed behind with his yaks, the Dalai Lama is officially considered a separatist and the mastermind of the Lhasa riots, which he denies. Beijing blames ‘the Dalai clique’ for flaming a series of over 120 self-immolations against Chinese rule since 2011. ‘Since last year, there have been individual incidents of self-immolation in Sichuan and other Tibetan regions, and we are pained at these deaths,’ Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Hong Lei has said. ‘According to what we know, many self-immolations are directly connected with the Dalai clique’s inciting of popular feelings overseas.’

The security crackdown against Tibetan protestors made Sherab’s story all the more extraordinary. ‘This is a very major change: the movement now covers a wider geographic area, a wider range of social classes and includes evolving strategies that are resonant as mobilizing forces among Tibetans,’ says Robert Barnett, director of the Modern Tibet Studies Programme of the University of Columbia in New York. ‘From the early 1980s until 2008, Tibetan protests were urban, mainly among small traders, and often led by monks and nuns based in the Lhasa area. Now they are in small rural towns in eastern areas, include farmers and nomads, and get support from students too.’3

Sherab spoke to his father only once on his arrival in Nepal. Then the telephone connection snapped. ‘There was no Internet,’ he said, ‘but we [his hometown] had one safe telephone line. News about self-immolations in Kirti monastery would reach us within a day. People are praying in their homes for the martyrs.’ Kirti monastery is a revered academic and religious centre deep inside Sichuan and hosts over 1,500 monks. The mountain roads from Sichuan lead northward to Lhasa. The Kirti monastery and its surrounding area was then off-limits under paramilitary rule, its streets patrolled by policemen lugging fire extinguishers and spiked batons since a series of monks, nuns and nomads each began to drink gasoline and light a match. Their last reported words—‘Freedom for Tibet; Return of the Dalai Lama’—travelled through informers and videos smuggled to the outside world and New Delhi, where Jamphel Yeshi, twenty-seven, unfortunately followed their example to protest against CCP rule in Tibet before president Hu Jintao’s visit to the Indian capital in early 2012. Jamphel ran on fire, screaming, until he collapsed under a tree and died in hospital.

Sadly, the government-in-exile of over 100,000 Tibetans in India has not argued forcefully against the futility of self-immolations to prevent more deaths. The trigger for the current wave of self-immolations dates to 1998, says Barnett, when Chinese officials began patriotic re-education campaigns to denounce the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan way of life in monastery after monastery. China reacted to the self-immolations with greater severity by reportedly infiltrating monasteries with more plain-clothes personnel and security officials. Beijing’s strong-handed reactions can further radicalize frustrated young Tibetans.

The CCP’s fear of protestors makes one wonder whether Beijing would want to deal with the influence of a democratic state the size of Arunachal Pradesh or its holy Buddhist town of Tawang on its restive Tibetan population, if it were indeed to absorb the territory into Southern Tibet. Thousands of Tibetans who travelled to Bodh Gaya in Bihar for a Buddhist congregation in December 2011 were reportedly detained and interrogated at the Nepal–China border.

On a June night in 2011 in a Tibetan house in Kham, a baby-faced monk named Yeshi Phuntsok and his schoolmate sat up all night to scribble slogans on handmade posters. Long Live His Holiness The Dalai Lama. May The Dalai Lama Come Back To Tibet. At 7 a.m., they protested on a street—for all of two minutes—before the police spirited them away. With a nonchalant shrug, one of them narrated his five-week ordeal of electric shocks and knuckle-crushing interrogations. The prison guards gave him one meal a day, he said, while taunting him to ask the Dalai Lama and Lobsang Sangay to feed him.

‘I knew I would be put behind bars but still I had to protest. Being Tibetan, I felt like I had contributed something for Tibet.’4

His father, a farmer, received the eighteen-year-old outside jail when he was allowed to walk out. The road from China to India was mapped. An agent in Lhasa demanded 35,000 renminbi for the three-month-long journey including halts in safe houses in Lhasa and Nepal and instructed the boy to grow his hair, disrobe and put on blue jeans and grey windcheater. The plan was a father-and-son secret. The neighbourhood supposedly teemed with spies. Local governments would later offer hefty cash rewards for information on self-immolators. At checkpoints, he dived under luggage covered in tarpaulin and made it to Nepal.

‘When I was in school, I came to know about the situation in Tibet,’ said Yeshi, ‘and I heard of the (value of) human rights in India. Now I am enjoying myself . . . but I miss my people and my land . . . especially when I find it difficult to understand the accent and culture of Tibetans born in India.’

I ask why he shouted for ‘freedom’ though the Dalai Lama campaigns for autonomy. ‘The Dalai Lama should return. People should be free and have basic human rights,’ he replied, in the manner of a dreamer who could not put in words an idea that enthralled him. After the interview, he strode self-confidently out of the room.

The ageing Dalai Lama lives in the former British cantonment of McLeodganj, high in the cliffs of Dharamshala. Since 2008, about 1,000 Tibetans, a third less than pre-2008 numbers, straggle from China to India every year. They are bussed on a curving dirt track to a yellow-and-blue Tibetan Reception Centre in the lap of the snow-dappled Dhauladhars. The centre can house 500 refugees. It housed sixty when I visited. Its director, who interviews each newcomer, said they all cited similar reasons for giving up life in China to seek ‘the Dalai Lama’s blessing, a Tibetan-style education in Dharamshala and human rights’.

China’s dialogue with the Dalai Lama’s representatives on his ‘middle way’ proposal for Tibetan autonomy has gone nowhere, as Beijing intended. China’s future Tibet policy will unfold after the Dalai Lama’s demise. Self-immolations have occurred even in Lhasa. Tibet, and therefore India’s relationship with China, is set for a more complicated post-Dalai Lama future. India’s time-tested Tibet policy involves routinely rounding up Tibetan protestors and asserting its noninterference in Chinese internal affairs. India waved the Tibet card for the first time in 2010 when it became imperative to defuse Beijing’s strengthening pro-Pakistan policy on Kashmir. A section of Indian strategists advocate Indian intermediation to facilitate reconciliation between Beijing and the Dalai Lama, but Beijing has not shown any interest in reconciliation and granting Tibetans genuine autonomy.

At the Hong Kong Institute of Education, Simon Shen’s study of India-related posts on the Chinese Internet stated that the Dalai Lama’s visit to Arunachal Pradesh in 2009 had triggered ‘ten times’ the number of normal India-related posts.5 Among radical scholars, India’s permission to the Dalai Lama to operate the Tibetan exiled government is seen as tacit support for separatism. India needs to find ways to reach out beyond Chinese official circles to cross sections of society in Chinese cities and directly put forth its position on Sino-Indian history, Tibet and Arunachal Pradesh. Tibet will remain the great barrier between India and China but there are young history buffs, Gandhians, accountants and architects out there whom India does not know, who are waiting to talk to someone who might tell them the other side of Sino-Indian history.

‘Chinese youth are my greatest hope for change,’ said a fair Tibetan boy, hopeful eyes and cowboy grin, sipping honey-ginger-lemon tea with me in his ‘heaven’ called McLeodganj. His mother in Naba county in China has not seen her seventeen-year-old after he hopped on a bus some years ago to make a twenty-eight-day journey across rugged mountain paths to India. ‘I sat in the bus and took one last long look outside,’ Tsezin recalled that day. ‘I knew I may never return.’ Tsezin has not stopped dreaming of camping beneath starry skies and herding yaks in the homeland he left behind. The border police nabbed his mates in Nepal but he got away by hiding in a hotel room for nine days straight.

Over breakfast in the same McLeodganj restaurant, a few months after my return from China to India, I had my first opportunity to say nihao (hello in Chinese). A cheerful Chinese family munched aloo puri by a window seat on the Temple Road leading to the Tibetan exiled government. They did not say much; they just mentioned that they were Buddhists from the city of Hangzhou in east China.
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FUSION

‘I was a soul in ancient India’

A popular young artist whose music promotes Sino-Indian fusion is a rare find among 2.5 billion people of the world’s two most populous countries. So I had no complaints when I was made to wait for an hour in a studio, with a Lady Gaga pin-up on the wall for company, for a thirty-minute interview with Sa Dingding. When we finally met, my pen often paused while taking notes as the Chinese Madonna with the bewitching gaze of a sexy psychic just repeated her lines.

‘Wo tebie xihuan Yindu (I especially like India). Wo feichang xihuan Yindu (I like India extremely).’

China needs several Sas to project soft power across the border where the weather is too hot for pandas and cricket pitches are hostile to ping pong. Beijing would benefit from an image makeover in India where 63 per cent Indians polled in 2013 wanted to see relations improve in the next ten years but a greater number, 83 per cent, considered China a security threat second only to Pakistan. These findings of the Australia-based Lowy Institute for International Policy in an India Poll 20131 revealed ‘multiple sources of mistrust’ towards China including its efforts to strengthen relations with other countries in the Indian Ocean region and the border dispute. Only 31 per cent of the Indian respondents agreed with the statement that China’s rise had been good for their country.

Sa had no time to rewind to discuss her 2008 Grammy nomination and her upcoming world tours to perform in Tibetan, Mandarin, Sanskrit and an imaginary language that she had made up. But the twenty-seven-year-old Chinese Sanskrit singer who found her voice growing up with her grandmother and sheep in a yurt on the nomadic grasslands of Inner Mongolia, mentioned something more unusual.

‘I believe I was a soul in ancient India in my past life. Everything in India feels so familiar,’ she said, palms pressed on a sheer white pleated skirt that swept laced brown shoes and butter-yellow ankle socks. She was perched on a stool under a mike. A plump young man dressed in a garden green t-shirt, denim shorts and yellow slippers manned the electronic controls. He gave her the yi, er, san (1,2,3 . . . ) cue to free a mile-long wordless line. Even to my untrained ear her tempestuous eeeeeeeeeee evoked a spirited forest girl leaping over boundaries into new-found freedom. Coming face-toface with Sa Dingding, formerly known as Zhou Peng, was hardly stranger than sitting with a fortune-teller swathed in flowing robes in a carnival tent with a crystal ball. Sa went to bed with a crystal ball that helped her ‘recharge’ after night-long song recording sessions.

Her layered white t-shirt, pastel green shirt, skirt and two pink stoles together could not conceal how frail she was. A glossy ponytail cascaded down her classic sunflower seed-shaped face to her hips. She giggled, clapped and rolled across the floor on a black swivel chair, constantly asking keyi le—okay? The carefully uncoordinated college-girl clothing did not disguise the mature woman beneath false lashes and chapped mascara. A drum resembling the tabla sat under the console. A guitar was propped in a corner. A stack of folded clothes, brown handbag and a long wooden bamboo-shaped instrument that made the sound of raindrops when tilted were haphazardly dumped on a chair. The only English speaker in the room was a waif-like twenty-something manager named Sunny Wu who drifted around the Universal Music Studio in dark green skinny jeans and striped white shirt. A skinny computer geek caught my eye. He wore a white t-shirt with Terminator spelt in red letters under the face of Osama bin Laden. It was twelve days since the termination of the world’s most hated fugitive.

China’s post-Laden media coverage was focused on criticizing the US raid on Abbottabad and sympathizing with Pakistan’s anti-terror crusade. The Global Times had to do its thing. It came out with an editorial supporting its beleaguered best friend and criticized India under the headline ‘Criticism of Pakistan intelligence is unfair’.


Indian society’s geopolitical observations about this region are worrisome. Extremism in India may stunt its efforts to become a more responsible power in South Asia.2



I needed a detox from reading political rhetoric day after day and had looked forward to chatting with Sa, who made her music in a studio in a rooftop square called The Place. The square was built to give Beijing a Shanghaiesque makeover to look cool for the Olympics. City planners cajoled companies with rental and tax incentives to set up shop in the mall where the rich spend on designer labels, sip cappuccino or wine while listening to jazz, and migrant tourists pose for souvenir pictures with thumbs-up signs. The plaza had a rooftop screen as long as a street and Sa Dingding sang on the eighth floor of one of its towers named Trends.

She had grown up in the care of her Buddhist grandmother who decided that the girl with striking features combining the finest of Han and Mongolian parental ancestry deserved to be called Dingding—Mongolian for ‘best best’. She taught her to study the Tibetan and Sanskrit texts which inspired her music and shaped her rise to stardom. By eighteen, she launched a debut album, got noticed on television and won an award as China’s best dancer–singer. In 2007, she came Alive, selling over two million copies of the album in Asia. Thousands began to download her music on cell phones. Her marketing outsmarted Chinese peers who ignored the importance of promoting their work in English. ‘Sa Dingding’s music represents a modern China, beautifully combining rhythms of different Asian regions including Tibet and Mongolia with western electronica and influences of classical and soul,’ said her biography on the website of Wrasse Records.3

Sa, who can play several ancient Chinese instruments, came across as a poster girl of the Incredible India campaign in China. Her kung fu stage dancers and modernized remixes in Mandarin and Sanskrit could get Indians interested in the Chinese music industry but at that time her promoters had not shown major interest in the Indian market. ‘A lot of people don’t understand why cows and bulls can walk on your streets. But I think it’s a great thing,’ she declared, eyes batting and gangly arms waving as she recapped her first visit to New Delhi and the Taj Mahal. ‘In this fast-paced world, in this age of nuclear energy and everything, it’s very precious that India still keeps its culture alive.’ She visited India in 2009, the year she performed at the Sydney Opera House.

I found some of her statements amusing, but there was also something refreshing about Sa compared to many other Beijing girls I met who identified India as a country of Bollywood song and dance. She tried to speak for herself even as her international stardom was useful to project Beijing as a soft power promoting the culture of minorities and Tibetan Buddhists. When I was new to Beijing, I had secured her manager’s telephone number from an official in the Chinese foreign ministry who would have ignored my request if Sa was considered controversial. On the other hand, actor Jackie Chan, who is the most recognized Chinese celebrity in India, declined a personal interview though I went through a guanxi (a contact known to him) and offered to wait for a few weeks for an appointment.

A BBC Radio-3 World Music Award for Alive propelled Sa’s rise when Tibetan protests disrupted the Beijing Olympics torch relay in Paris. The global media was drawn to her Tibet-inspired music shows but she refrained from criticizing Beijing’s rights record and policies in Tibet. The title of her second album happened to sync with the government’s political goal: Harmony. She floated bare-shouldered on the white-andblue CD cover, hair astray, false lashes closed meditatively, a pink lotus in her hands. The CD included a smartly designed pamphlet explaining the significance of folk instruments used in the album. Before I could ask, she said that her Harmony album was based on the Buddhist message of enlightenment. ‘I don’t like the word country,’ she said. ‘When you talk about countries, you talk about boundaries and that gives rise to conflicts. My music does not represent just India and China. It belongs to the world.’ It was a dangerous time to express a hint of discontent. China’s most famous artist, Ai Weiwei, was in detention. She would have been wary of saying anything that could backfire on her career.

‘We have to make the past contemporary to make it popular. We have to make culture fun. I never meant to be a cultural ambassador but people see me as a window to the new Chinese generation.’

India and China need contemporary artists who can make their culture fun to rekindle interest in the other. Diplomats and bureaucrats who organize bilateral cultural events say that popular Bollywood stars demand steep payments that put them out of the reckoning for officially organized entertainment shows in China. Few mainstream artists have shown interest in reaching out to the vast audience across the border. A Mumbai-based curator who interacted with Chinese artists told me he sensed their ‘cultural indifference’ and ‘hostility’ towards the Indian market.

Indian artists have struggled to connect with Chinese audiences. When the festival of India opened in 2010 in Beijing with a renowned play on Emperor Asoka, several Indians and Chinese streamed out disinterestedly. An organizer of the festival’s events said that officials in certain provinces demanded that the traditional performances include Bollywood dances. I heard that a ‘Jai ho’ dance based on the famous A.R. Rahman song from the film Slumdog Millionaire had to be hastily planned and rehearsed for an event with some impromptu coaching by Indian officials. At the Shanghai Expo in 2010, India set up a bamboo-domed structure that reinforced China’s stereotyped image of mysterious rather than modern India. The India pavilion got mired in disputes over non-payment of dues to Chinese workers, who protested by briefly blacking out power supply in the pavilion, a cultural showcase of India. The annual Sino-Indian youth exchange is hindered by language barriers that prevent any real bonding.

When I first met Sa in 2008, she had arrived in a miniskirt and boots ensemble after a night-long recording session that ended at 5 a.m. and declared that she had lived in India in a former life.4 She compared herself to Madonna though her ankle-length costumes and lyrics were prim in comparison, and rued that her parents’ generation could not comprehend her ideas. When we met once again in 2011 for an interview for this book, she exuded more grown-up confidence. The girl who toured Italy as a seventeen-year-old hungry Buddhist forced to give up vegetarianism and desperate to ‘return home as soon as possible’ had travelled across Asia and Europe. She sang theme songs for some Chinese movies, including Reign of Assassins directed by John Woo. She had watched 3 Idiots and was eager to work with Bollywood artists, learn singing and dancing in India, and invite Indian artists to perform folk and world music in her upcoming performance centre for world artists. She named it Seven after her belief in one’s seven reincarnations.

She said that her music expressed that all emotions were in essence ‘bitter’ and nothing was constant. ‘Do you know that the melody and rhythm of ancient Indian music has influenced Chinese music and Buddhist chants?’ she asked. She has famously said that children on the grasslands sing before they learn to talk. They also learn to pray. ‘I believe in the power of prayer and meditation especially before concerts and while working on a new album,’ she said.

Almost all the Chinese people in my daily life believed in prayer—my apartment broker, the sandwich shop owner in my building, the church-going girl in my salon and my part-time interpreter’s family in a village. I was hustled to bow twice before a Buddha statue in Haikou, a city famous for its artificially hiked real estate prices, and as I bent I noticed that the register under the Buddha’s lap listed donations worth hundreds of renminbi each.

Kevin Wang, a self-made young CEO, accompanied me to translate Sa’s interview. Wang had returned from an American campus to start his own English-language consultancy and hoped to write a self-help book. Sporting beads on his wrist and neck, and more accessories than I wore at once, Wang said that he found Sa so ‘deep’. ‘To outsiders, the BBC award was my turning point, but for me,’ she said, ‘a deeper understanding of Buddhism was the most important thing to help me through all of life’s tests.’ Sa did not represent the Chinese entertainment industry at large, which admires Bollywood but stays rather aloof from actual collaborations barring a few.

For a more mainstream view of India in the Chinese entertainment industry, I went to the New Silk Road, China’s first and largest state-backed modelling agency, to meet Joe Cao, (his full name is Cao Hua Xin). Cao, the agency’s thirtysomething board secretary and strategy director, adjusted his black-rimmed spectacles and began espousing on BRICS and big bucks, not Buddhism. He was also passionate about making culture fun but in the manner of a pragmatic businessman rather than a soulful artist.

‘I am not religious,’ he clarified at the outset.

Cao had revised his take on the Indian economy after spending two months as an MBA exchange student in Hyderabad in 2007. He said he chose to study in ‘emerging’ Hyderabad, though he could have gone to the US, France or Spain. While his phone rang constantly, the Sichuan native discussed his ideas to invite Indian models to promote foreign brands in China, the world’s second-largest luxury market. ‘In China, there is a growing market for Western faces promoting Western brands. And Indian models are not Oriental,’ he said. ‘They have the Western look. So we can develop a market for models as the face of India.’ Tang Wen, a Beijing Olympics placard holder with the requisite six-teeth smile, was coached at his agency to learn to eat with a knife and fork and speak a few English phrases to represent China at the Miss Universe contest in the US in 2010.

Cao was not impressed by the market potential of Buddhism. ‘Religion in China is a temporary thing when people are under pressure,’ he said. ‘Many Chinese artists who have never been to India want to experience India and yoga. But there is also the contrast of some Chinese people who think your country is full of chaos and conflict and just like Slumdog Millionaire. Look, nobody knows Indian companies are already in China. We can promote Synopsis.’

‘Infosys?’

‘Ah, yes.’

The New Silk Road opened about two decades ago. I found its office near the Beijing railway station, on the third floor of a mall with corridors selling racks of sequined clothes. Cao led me over a ramped walkway past a wall of posters including the Chinese Miss World 2007.

‘Do you know Miss India? I want to invite her to China.’

While he was growing up in Sichuan, he said, his family loved to watch Bollywood movies. ‘In those days, the Chinese government imported many Bollywood movies. My only impression of India was singing and dancing. The border problem was very far from our normal life. We had no idea about it. And even today we think about politics less and less. We only care about our business and personal life.’

He came back from studying in Hyderabad and trekking in Darjeeling with the conviction that parts of rural India and China looked similar. He felt like a foreigner in India only when he was refused a permit to tour Sikkim. ‘A Thai couple standing before me got the Sikkim permit. When it was my turn, the Indian officials asked me if I was Taipei [Taiwanese] Chinese. When I said no, they said no.’

I asked if he would be eager to enter the Indian market if he had not experienced India to the extent of becoming a temporary vegetarian. His response, for the sixth time in less than sixty minutes, went back to BRICS. ‘Even if I didn’t care about India, I would choose the emerging economy closest to China for my business,’ he said, ‘and it’s not Russia.’ The governments of India and China have not demonstrated creative vision to export their art and culture to the other. Independent Chinese and Indian companies and artists too are taking their time to venture into the markets.

Sa’s parting words were indicative of Beijing’s current dilemma on how to acquire effective soft power to compensate for its muscular foreign policies. ‘If the material world develops too fast, the spirit gets left behind,’ she said. ‘I’m very happy that China is becoming strong. Everyone’s destiny is linked to their country’s destiny. [But] when you think only of yourself, it’s hard to keep the balance. You have to look at things from others’ points of view too. As a society gets more materialistic you need artists to maintain its spiritual balance. I hope we can keep that balance, my country and I.’

In Beijing, I would often listen to Sa’s music inspired by folklore of the Wa people in Yunnan, where mountainous corridors lead from China to Myanmar and India. According to a Wa legend, the earth and sky were separated when a golden rooster was kicked off a mythical tree. The mountains of India and China have witnessed a disruption in the 2,000-year-old relationship that is not going to fade into folklore in the near future. People-to-people connections are a prerequisite to restore the balance on both sides of the Himalayas touching the sky.


EPILOGUE

FUTURE

‘If a man lived a good life,
then he would be reborn in India’

‘How many of you will be able to, or want to, have two children?’

Not a single hand was raised inside Room 407 at Renmin Daxue, the People’s University in Beijing, on a Monday afternoon under a freshly rinsed sky. The room went silent as the professor waited for an affirmative answer to the question separating the demographic destiny of the two most crowded economies in the world.

‘Why not?’ persisted Wang Feng, a leading population expert and the director of the Brookings-Tsinghua Centre for Public Policy, who allowed me to attend the lecture. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice for your next generation to have siblings?’ he coaxed the summer schoolroom to open up.

‘Sometimes it is so nice,’ a young man from Sichuan, one of the few students in the room who had a sister, finally spoke up.

‘Did your parents pay a fine to have a second child?’

‘My mother never explained it to me.’

‘You slipped through the net.’

The clean-shaven and youthful professor in beige trousers and a black t-shirt turned to a photograph projected on the wall behind him. A picture of a simple low-rise building somewhere in the rural interiors of Jiangsu, a province known to the world as an economic juggernaut, appeared on the white screen. There were no occupants and no signs of human activity in the picture.

‘This was an elementary school. Today, it is a welfare home for the elderly.’

‘And this,’ Wang continued, ‘was a middle school. Today, it is a home for activities for the elderly. These villas are empty,’ he moved on to pictures of grey two-storey structures. ‘The elderly live in the worst parts of the houses. The fields are emptying. The young live in apartments in the cities.’

More than half of the 18,000 people polled in a survey in 2007–08 in Jiangsu, said Wang, had expressed the belief that ‘one child is good enough’ irrespective of the population control policy. They admitted that they had neither the money nor the physical energy to raise a second child. The CCP has given them that choice after over three decades of an iron-fisted imposition of the one-child policy, but it might have waited too long.

In November 2013, the CCP permitted couples to have another child if either of them was a single child. The policy was launched in 1979, soon after the Cultural Revolution, and prevented about 400 million births over the next two decades of economic growth by limiting, with some exceptions, urban couples to one child and rural couples to two children if their first-born was a girl. The policy has been blamed for official extortion rackets, forced abortions that skewed China’s sex ratio, female infanticides and cases of infants snatched from the arms of rural parents who could not pay the steep penalties. China’s low-cost labour pool, that is crucial in sustaining its export and manufacturing-led boom, is sinking. A Chinese estimate in Xinhua reckons that the economy’s ageing workforce will lose twenty-nine million workers in this decade alone. India’s population, on the other hand, is growing twice as fast. The average Indian is 26.4 years old; the average Chinese is 35.4 years old.

I observed Wang’s interactive lecture to get a sense of how the personal outlook of Chinese graduates towards marriage and parenthood might impact the country’s looming shortage of working-age adults. Three months earlier, Beijing had announced the census results of the fastest decade of urbanization in Chinese history. China’s 2011 headcount stopped at 1.34 billion ren kou—literally ‘mouths’ as the Chinese refer to population. About 73.9 million people, equivalent to three-and-half Beijings, were born in China. India in the same decade added 181 million people, or roughly nine Delhis, to hit 1.21 billion. The United Nations projects that by 2020 India will contribute 136 million people to the global workforce; China will add twenty-three million. And by 2028 India will surpass China as the world’s largest country and keep on growing in size for several decades while China’s population will start declining by 2030.1

Economists have warned that the demographic gap will intensify competition between the two Asian giants and the Chinese have been worried enough to ease the one-child rule after years of resisting public pressure against it. ‘The opponents [of the one-child policy] say, if the depleting work force is not replenished, China will have difficulty to compete with countries like India,’ said the CCP paper People’s Daily just days before the 2011 census data was announced.

On a more positive but idealist note, the demographic forecasts should motivate India and China to cooperate in the education sector to empower their human resources. India needs to make its large skilled labour pool globally competitive in order to benefit from the demographic dividend. China needs to train millions of youth to find jobs outside the manufacturing sector as it diversifies from export-led growth. While growth in bilateral trade has led to a rise in trade disputes, large-scale cooperation in higher education will enable people-to-people contacts and experiences that can improve bilateral understanding in future generations. The timing for a breakthrough in educational barriers is favourable. China’s all-powerful leader Xi Jinping has signalled a more moderate stance towards India compared to the last ten years of Hu Jintao’s regime.

Xi revived the sixty-year-old Panchsheel in his earliest five-point policy statement on India soon after taking over in 2013. The next year, the president put another personal touch to the CCP’s India policy by calling it his ‘historic mission’ to enhance a strategic partnership with India.

But the latest Sino-Indian border face-off also occurred early on in Xi’s tenure while he was consolidating his control over the military, economy and foreign affairs. India will not be sure that it can trust China’s new leader until actual evidence of a meaningful strategic and economic partnership begins to unfold.

Beijing and New Delhi have focused on economic engagement to improve the strained relationship but overlooked the potential of collaborations in high-quality education. My conversations with twenty-something Chinese migrants, who were the first members of their families to make the move from village to city and blue- to white-collar jobs, called to mind the similarities in the educational problems and aspirations of manpower in India and China. When I spent time with Chinese graduates fresh out of college, I found myself looking at the demographic and educational demands in the two economies as a common concern more than a competitive chasm.

Chinese authorities, schools and universities are executing major plans to produce skilled labour. The summer schoolroom I popped into for a day was an example of a micro-level effort to nudge students to listen, read and think in English. Wang’s lecture on globalization and low fertility was also an exercise in the global language, English. The students would be assigned an essay at the end of eight sessions of three-hour lectures each. The professor admitted he was concerned whether they would manage to write the required five-page essays in English though, as he put it wryly, they had been studying the language ‘all their lives’. Renmin University is a social science brand. Its officials were said to be anxious about the university scoring low on ‘internationalization’ in internal assessments. Since 2009, the students were asked to enroll in compulsory summer school programmes taught strictly in English. The class I observed was conducted in an unconventional, interactive style seeking to enhance the students’ communication and analytical skills, the qualities that Chinese graduates tend to lack according to multinational firms.

‘Is everyone in this room determined to be married?’ Wang asked, sparking whispered consultations. ‘What is the ideal age for marriage?’

The classroom consensus hovered between twenty-five and thirty years.

‘You can’t be serious! What are the economic criteria for marriage?’

‘House,’ murmured a male voice, expressing the immense social pressure on single men in China to own an apartment and a car in order to be considered worthy of marriage.

‘How many of you can afford to buy a house in the next five years? Is it realistic to have such expectations?’

‘Parents’ pressure,’ some students murmured.

‘Parents should be realistic,’ the professor responded, his own outlook influenced by years spent in the US. ‘If their daughters go after only those criteria, then they narrow their choices and become less competitive in terms of age.’

All of a sudden, the young men felt encouraged to speak up.

‘I think if she’s younger than me, then it is okay.’

‘You can’t count on marriage. We see more and more university teachers getting divorced.’

‘We can change boyfriend/girlfriend every five years.’

Wang explained that if some of the students did not become parents in future, then other couples would need to have more than two children to compensate for them. I was the sheng nu in the room, a ‘leftover’ as the Chinese refer to single women above twenty-seven years. The bias for male progeny, combined with the population control policy and increasing numbers of unmarried men and women, has hit China’s Total Fertility Rate (TFR), which estimates that a woman will bear an average 2.1 number of children. Official estimates put China’s TFR among the largest low-fertility nations at 1.5 to 1.6, compared to India’s TFR of 2.5.

After class, Wang bought me a cappuccino in a basement café decorated with bright English graffiti. Shaking his head, he recalled a visit to Mumbai in 1994 when he heard Indian scholars who seemed ‘remote from reality’ argue in favour of adopting Chinese-style population controls.

‘India is benefiting from the demographic dividend, but not taking advantage of it,’ he said, referring to India’s shortage of world-class infrastructure and higher education facilities to compete as a lower-cost alternative and divert foreign investment from the Chinese economy.

China is looking at the US, not India, to multiply its global educational collaborations. Chinese students have overtaken Indians as the largest overseas presence in American universities since 2009–10. According to the Open Doors Report of the Institute of International Education, China sent 235,597 students to the US in 2012–13. The corresponding number in India would be around 2,000. Xinhua reports that China aims to attract 500,000 foreign students by 2020—and the US aims to increase its student pool in China from 20,000 to 100,000.

India and China are not even talking about setting a similar target though it would be cheaper for their students to study across the border than in the US or Europe. Indian universities cannot match the funds and facilities of Chinese campuses but their training in software and management is arguably better suited to an international work culture. China graduates 600,000 engineers per year, 70 per cent more than India, but a survey of multinational firms found that the employability of Chinese graduates was 60 per cent lower than their Indian counterparts.2 When I visited the China Europe International Business School in Shanghai in 2009, its seven all-male Indian management students comprised its highest-ever Indian presence—up from two in 2004.

New Delhi and Beijing have not yet demonstrated the political will to bridge the bilateral education deficit. They have mired even a plan to recruit Chinese Mandarin teachers for CBSE schools in visa delays and mistrust. But a large number of government and corporate scholarships from both nations for software and engineering degrees in India, Mandarin-language MBA and PhD in China, short-term student and teacher exchanges and joint science and humanities projects to link their top universities can give their skilled labour prospects for employment on both sides of the border. Shanghai students are making global headlines for acing science and mathematics in the Programme for International Student Assessment, but there remain thousands of unemployed Chinese graduates known as the ‘ant tribe’ who rent closet-sized corners in Beijing’s cheapest apartments, for whom studies in India would open up a bigger job market.

The quality of skilled labour will be a decisive factor in Sino-Indian competition as the Chinese workforce ages while the world’s largest under-twenty population grows in India. Only 74.04 per cent Indians are literate compared to 94 per cent Chinese. Both societies are deeply biased against the girl child but Chinese women have greater access to higher education and employment. The survival of outdated rote-learning systems in India and China motivates thousands of parents to fund their childrens’ higher education in the US. Every year, about 8–9 million Chinese students memorize entire textbooks to tackle the gao kao—‘tall test’—or national entrance exam for roughly 6.5 million university seats. The movie 3 Idiots (San Ge Shagua) about three students who stand up to orthodox teaching systems on an elite campus went viral on the Chinese Internet. At 11 p.m. in August 2010, a Chinese person identified as HEC posted this message on the social networking site Douban:


A very successful movie keeps me awake. Have you ever been happy in school? Have you ever been angry and unsatisfied with the Chinese education system in middle-school or college? Do you love your major or is it your parents’ choice? Have you ever doubted your future? Is your brain still working after memorizing so many things in school? I wept when I watched this movie.



Zuo Tang Tang’s post also caught my eye:


China and India are both developing nations. They face the same challenges. But we in China feel stressed that an empire such as India is rising.



According to a Chinese belief spoken of even by Mao Zedong, ‘If a man lived a good life then he would be reborn in India.’3 Such sentiment towards India is now limited to the Tibetan Buddhist minority. Hard-nosed communists offer more recent quotes. Senior CCP official, Ai Ping, once disclosed his reading list without any prompting as soon as the foreign media and three Indian correspondents including me settled down for a briefing in late 2011. Ai said he was well-read on foreign writers and notably on the ‘in-depth analyses’ of India’s China War by Neville Maxwell, who held Nehru’s leadership and India’s forward policy responsible for the defeat of 1962. The Chinese normally purge the 1960s and ’70s on diplomatic platforms. Ai, however, went on. He named India’s China War after praising Edgar Snow’s blinkered portrait in praise of Mao in Red Star Over China. Next on his reading list came a book title that echoed the Chinese incredulity about India’s economic progress: In Spite of the Gods: The Strange Rise of Modern India by British journalist Edward Luce.4

My China years were enriched with special moments—trawling villages fringing Beijing where the elders had not entered the capital since pre-modern 1978; searching for China’s first aircraft carrier, watching fighter jets shoot across the sky on the day the People’s Republic turned sixty; riding China’s first bullet train; walking on artificial snow and waiting for Wen Jiabao in the walled compound of Zhongnanhai from where the CCP rules China. The most thought-provoking events were simple conversations with students whose accounts of going hungry to get educated reminded me of friends back home who had a parent or elder who made it from village to city with a similar experience.

In a sleepy village near Beijing, I met a girl whose story could have been set in India and it left me with the hope that India and China may find ways for their future generations to meet and communicate freely.

The eight-year-olds she taught in a reputed Beijing school called their English teacher Miss Wang. ‘I haven’t had a chance to speak English for such a long time!’ the twenty-four-year-old teacher in denim mini-skirt and top had exclaimed one afternoon when she arrived at my apartment and we got talking about her village. Like most of her fellow teachers, Wang’s classroom interactions were rarely in the language she taught. We planned a day trip from the urban heart of Beijing where I lived to her village in the city’s semi-rural edge where none I met had heard that China had been recently ranked the world’s second-largest economy.

I was the solitary Indian on Bus 918. The ticket cost twelve renminbi (then Rs 94). The pony-tailed schoolteacher shared my yellow seat which was supposed to be reserved for pregnant women, children, the elderly and disabled. Dozens of migrants with bulging cloth and plastic bags and wrinkled, patient eyes shuffled in the aisle. She was the first English-speaker and first teacher in her family which grew its own corn crops, ate hand-pulled noodles and burnt four tonnes of coal cakes to stay warm through the severe winter. Wang had called her father to warn the family that she was bringing home the first Indian to visit the household. The farmer’s long-drawn silence on the telephone had momentarily unnerved her. He led a simple life, reluctant to ride the big bus to Beijing where he was nervous of losing his way among imposing wide roads and tall buildings.

‘It is an honour,’ he spoke at last, ‘for the village.’

An older commuter climbed aboard. Wang ducked with the cheek of the college-going dormitory student she used to be months ago. ‘Don’t look! Otherwise we’ll have to get up!’ Obediently, I gazed at signboards on the road titled Humanities Traffic to motivate citizens to be ‘civilized’ on the streets and public transport. As we passed from the vertical city to a flatland of corn and wheat fields in the ninety-minute journey, Wang chatted away about her dream house that would have ‘upstairs and downstairs’ like in the American movies she watched. Wang was unaware that China had surpassed the Japanese economy just days ago. We hopped off the bus on a six-lane highway spread at the gate of Liangshangzhuang village in Shunyi, a district best known for Beijing’s most expensive villas with names like Riviera. The airport was an hour away by road. Asia’s largest new bullet train station was about two hours away. The village was a world away from the rise of China as we know it.

On the look-out at the village gateway waited the farmer’s teenage son and fourth child (he paid a fine for the extra daughters). A group of old men in pyjamas sat in a shaded corner watching the new China whizz by in big cars. A ski resort was coming up on the hill by the village. The shy brother muttered ‘welcome’ in English and clammed up for the rest of my visit. I would have reacted awkwardly too if my view of foreigners was limited to an English textbook like his on which he had underlined passages with a deep blue pen. The textbook writers forgot to mention their Indian neighbours.


The Americans do everything in malls, even visit the dentist . . . the Chinese have small eyes and long faces . . . the Americans have big eyes and round faces . . . the British don’t like to talk to anyone on the subway or look at anyone. They only look out of the window or read books.



Miss Wang popped out of this idyllic patch where none others spoke English and everybody napped post lunch. She did her homework under a persimmon tree in the courtyard, stared at by two guard dogs brought up on a diet of noodles. Her university teacher instructed her to spend the last summer writing a hundred essays and reciting ten proverbs a day. ‘Health is better than wealth,’ she would chant. The training took her to the annual English speaker’s cup contest on China Central Television.

‘People in the village say this is China! Please don’t speak English!’ said her friend Alice from another village, who made it to the contest’s quarter-finals the previous year.5 At dusk, on weekdays, Wang would stroll out of her university, past watchful grandmothers who wore pearl necklaces and official red armbands to sit on footstools and guard the streets for the People’s Republic’s sixtieth anniversary. She would greet the grannies and disappear in the park to practise her speech. When Wang finally went on stage, her panicky teacher’s hand trembled to film her speech against permitting video games in school. The judges told her she lost because she held a strong opinion instead of a balanced view.

Wang and the Chinese I met constantly gave people a sex change in English by referring to women as him and men as her. I suspected she confused the genders in her classroom as well. I met several English-major graduates who could not converse in the language and said they disliked the governmental pressure to study English. Every student I met blamed their struggle with English grammar on ill-qualified teachers who forced them to memorize topics before understanding them. They said they passed tests because the teachers testing them knew no better. ‘And lack of interest,’ added Miss Wang. ‘What can I do if a student is painting or drawing while I teach English?’ Sleep deprived by piano, violin, ballet, swimming lessons and homework, several students fell asleep in her class.

Her well-off students identified with the Western lifestyle more than its language. One day, she asked her students to name China’s biggest festival. They remained quiet so she asked them to name the date when the country celebrated the lunar new year. ‘December 25!’ the class chorused, forgetting the traditional spring festival which is celebrated with a week-long national holiday. When she asked them to name their favorite food, they would shout ‘hamburger!’ She remembered going to bed hungry at their age and sharing her siblings’ clothing and shoes.

Wang’s parents advised her to finish school, find a job and get married. She stunned them by securing admission to a teacher’s training university and booking a bed in its dormitory. China’s education system needs to enable millions of Wangs coming out of unglamorous universities to find skilled jobs in their hometowns and cities. I met a few English-speaking students her age who were forced to accept positions as village clerks to avoid staying unemployed in the cities. I visited a village in the lap of rugged mountains near Beijing, from where the youth had all migrated out but one management graduate had recently arrived to take up clerical duties. He worked and slept in a dingy shed in the village. Thousands of graduates like him were since 2009 going back to villages in an unexpected throwback to the Cultural Revolution when intellectuals and students were sent back to the countryside.

Every weekend, Wang travelled from city to countryside. When I visited, her brother escorted us from the bus stop to the single-storey home on the family’s new set of wheels. China had recently surpassed the US to take over as the world’s largest car market. The brother beamed, arms resting on the sanlunche, an open three-wheel electric cart commonly used to transport coal cakes and farmyard produce. There was no backseat. I perched on a wooden stool a few inches high and gripped my knees to jolt past the future ski resort. The cart was one-day-old. I was not supposed to know, but Wang could not resist dropping a hint that her proud father had bought the vehicle to save face as soon as he heard that his guest planned to hire a private taxi to roam the village with its most educated daughter.

A Coca-Cola can was thrust in my hand. The table was laden with pork and meat dishes because the parents had presumed that Indians were all Buddhists and meat-eaters. ‘Buddha is in my heart,’ said the father, smoking constantly, stressed out because I ate only fruit. Random English words were scribbled like graffiti across the walls, even on the toilet door. I guessed that none in the family knew the meaning of ‘treason’ on the dictionary decorating the wall. An Olympics volunteer certificate was pasted in the front room. The Games organizers gave Wang a month to globalize and memorize eighty national flags in the Worker’s Stadium in Beijing. Backstage during boxing matches, she would examine sets of three flags per country for printing errors and select the flags that would be used for the medal ceremonies. At home, the teenage brother would come out strutting proudly in his sister’s Olympics volunteer t-shirt. Neither of the siblings had travelled outside the country.

When it was time to leave, we rode the new three-wheel cart once again. It whimpered to a halt before a two-inch speed bump. The young schoolteacher laughingly jumped off to push the vehicle ahead. For a moment, I imagined I was in rural India.
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