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Introduction: The Myth of Permanent
U.S. Global Dominance

Two vast nations, the most populous in recorded history, are
rising, gaining economic and ultimately military power in Asia. One
is a democracy; the other is not. The first is India; the second is China.

Americans have historically ignored the former and obsessed over
the latter. Currently, the romantic obsession in the eyes of Washing-
ton policymakers is shifting from Beijing to New Delhi. But it matters
little. Both nations are pursuing their own interests, as organized
nation-states have done for many centuries.

But within the Washington Beltway, Republicans and Democrats,
conservatives and liberals alike, overwhelmingly buy into the same
delusion. They assume that America’s “unipolar moment” of global
dominance can and will be sustained.! Since the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, the U.S. military presence has expanded in
Central Asia at the very time that some fear the U.S. homeland to
be under greater threat than ever before.? The need to rebuild the
U.S. Army after its grueling deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan
may force future administrations to keep U.S. ground forces closer
to home. And yet the placement of troops in China and India’s
strategic neighborhood is consistent with the Bush administration’s
National Security Strategy of September 2002, issued a year after
the 9/11 attacks, and a half year before the invasion of Iraq, which
explicitly committed the United States to actively work to prevent
the rise of major hegemonic powers that could conceivably challenge
unipolar dominance.?

The Bush administration, like Clinton’s before it, operated in Asia
on the assumption that hands-on U.S. leadership in Asia could work.
Indeed, the neoconservatives who influenced strategic planning in
America’s first 21st-century administration argued explicitly that the
ancient principle of “balancing,” whereby rising nations gang up to
first hinder, then block, then topple any would-be continental or
global hegemon, is now extinct.* They argued that the United
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SHIFTING SUPERPOWERS

States—alone among the great nations of history—had solved the
enduring riddle of international relations.’

America, so the argument went, had convinced the rest of the
world that it had nothing to fear from the United States because it
was a benign hegemon; and besides, other nations have no hope of
matching American wealth, resources, advanced technology, and
power, so why bother?

But India and China in the early 21st century offer timely case
studies on why these views are already wrong. In 2003, for the first
time in its history, China outstripped the United States as the greatest
magnet for foreign direct investment in the world. When President
Barack Obama took office in January 2009, the U.S. government was
projecting an annual federal budget deficit of $1.2 trillion. China,
through its purchase of U.S. Treasury bonds, had helped finance
Washington’s spending binge and therefore held a crucial credit
advantage over the United States, similar to that which 18th-century
Britain held over France, and that which the 20th-century United
States held over Britain. In each case, once this “tipping point” of
global financial and industrial power was reached, it proved impos-
sible to reverse.® China began to behave as a country with leverage.
As U.S. economic problems multiplied, Chinese leaders became
more assertive.

Meanwhile, India, at the very moment when its relations with the
United States were flowering as never before, went its own way on
myriad crucial and often troubling issues.” India retained its more
than three-decades-old strategic alliance with Russia. Indian leaders
from the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party eagerly engaged
China in diplomatic and strategic dialogue. And they made very
clear that they would not accede to U.S. pressures or suggestions
on making any concessions to Pakistan that might conceivably
weaken their hold on Kashmir.?

In fact, this shrugging off of the wishes of the American global
hegemon was nothing new for a major U.S. land ally in Asia. During
the two decades that China looked to the United States to protect
it from the threat of overwhelming Soviet military power, it steadily
expanded its industrial and manufacturing capacity. The tremen-
dous free-market success of China in the quarter century following
the great reforms of Paramount Leader Deng Xiaoping did not,
however, lead to the inexorable spread of pro-American democratic
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Introduction: The Myth of Permanent U.S. Global Dominance

values and institutions, as many American theoreticians prophesied
they would.”

The rise of the new middle class in China has certainly been
remarkable. McKinsey and Co. estimates that it now numbers 300
million. But that means there are still a billion people in China
who have not been brought into the inner circle of prosperity and
modernity that the free-market economy generates. That is why
Hernando de Soto, author of The Mystery of Capital: Why Capitalism
Triumphs in the West and Fails Everywhere Else, has made the point
that China’s prospects for completing its transformation into a free-
market capitalist society and thereafter progressing to democracy
will be a “race” to bring in a sufficiently large number of those
people still outside the system before they turn against it. A violent
reaction by those left behind in China’s race to modernize could tear
down what has already been accomplished.”

Even at the height of its global power, the United States could
never significantly influence internal developments in authoritarian
China. America’s influence on democratic India was even more lim-
ited. India had been an English-speaking democracy that was com-
mitted to the rule of law and the freedom of the press, with genuinely
free and overwhelmingly fair elections. Yet this did not prevent it
from being an ally of the Soviet Union, and later Russia, for more
than 30 years. Delhi had been a leading global critic of Washington’s
actions for more than 40.

The vagaries and unpredictability of Indian politics confounded
Washington. The Bush administration’s enthusiastic support for the
free-market, pro-American government of Prime Minister Atal
Bihari Vajpayee did not prevent its shocking defeat by the Congress
Party in the Indian general elections of 2004. When Indians went to
the polls again in May 2009, the Obama administration refused to
play favorites.

These elections were fair and their results universally accepted.
Americans should have been delighted that the largest democracy
in the world, a showcase for all Asia, was functioning so well. Yet
the outcome of that same open and effective electoral process had
in 2004 toppled a government that the Bush team had confidently
counted on to advance its agenda of confronting radical Muslim
nations and containing China. Democracy clearly did not always
guarantee the return of governments amenable to the desires and
goals of Washington policymakers.
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Indian politics held a far more obvious lesson that was also ignored
in Washington. Americans simply did not know much about Asia."
The actions of the most populous nations in human history could
not be explained by the narrow, stereotypical models that some
Americans were so ready to impose on them.

This book will argue that the obviously desirable goals of promot-
ing individual liberty, limited government, and peace are best served
if U.S. policymakers turn away from trying to influence the internal
affairs of China and India. The list of issues on which successive
presidential administrations and Congresses in Washington have
sought to do this is long. It ranges from advancing human rights
and halting nuclear proliferation to internal territorial disputes over
Kashmir with India and with China over its occupation of Tibet and
dealings with Taiwan.

Washington’s continuing pressure on both India and China on
these and many other issues had provoked moves toward a Sino-
Indian military understanding, possibly threatening a geopolitical
backlash in both nations that could prove extremely dangerous to
the United States and to U.S. interests in the region.”” This is the
strategic context within which the Obama administration must
operate.

The very idea that the United States can and should maintain
itself in the long run as the dominant power in continental Asia is
a chimera born of the distorting experience of the cold war. Even
in World War II, the greatest international conflict that the United
States ever fought, President Franklin D. Roosevelt took pains to
avoid any significant commitment of land troops in mainland Asia."
U.S. grand strategy toward imperial Japan in that climactic conflict
was not merely overwhelmingly maritime, it was entirely so. With
the arguable exception of MacArthur’s Philippines campaign, all the
bloodiest battles of the Pacific theater were fought to secure air
and sea bases to isolate the Japanese home islands and make them
vulnerable to attack.

Even at the apogee of U.S. global power through the second half
of the 20th century, no U.S. president of either party, whatever his
guiding principles, dared to seek to do more than contain China;
none thought it worth the bother to seriously pressure or bully India,
even after India grew close to the Soviet Union in the mid-1960s.
This was the case even when a large U.S. ground army fought a
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major undeclared war against China on the Korean Peninsula from
the end of 1950 to mid-1953. The aim of that conflict was never
to topple the newly established communist regime in China; Gen.
Douglas Macarthur was swiftly fired by President Harry S Truman
when he fulminated that it should have been. Nor did President
Dwight Eisenhower reverse that course when he took office in early
1953. On the contrary, to great domestic acclaim, Eisenhower rapidly
settled the Korean stalemate on terms that conceded the survival of
communist North Korea. The status quo prevailed but was steadily
eroded by China’s rising economic and political power.

The last chapter in this book will argue that the U.S. moment in
Asia is now over. This is a good thing. Over the past 70 years,
establishing and maintaining U.S. hegemonic power in Asia cost
well over 200,000 American lives in three major wars: World War
IL, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. The last two could have
easily been avoided.

Nor can it be shown from the vantage point of the 21st century
that fighting those wars to impose U.S.-style political and economic
systems on vast sweeps of Asia was in the U.S. national interest,
even when they succeeded. One need not wage war to advance the
cause of democracy and free markets. It is far more often the case
that hostility and distrust provoke a nationalist anti-American, anti-
Western backlash. The examples of North Korea and Cuba show
that the peaceful evolution of totalitarian and authoritarian regimes
into more tolerant and open forms of government is almost never
fostered by confrontation, bitterness, and isolation.

The U.S. experience in Asia, within the three decades from the
end of World War II to 1975, was in fact a radical reversal of tradi-
tional U.S. grand strategy through the first 150 years of the Republic.
The United States prospered by generally staying out of the world’s
wars. Eschewing entanglements in the affairs of others, Americans
took full advantage of trade in its most positive and creative forms.
In the cold war, however, these priorities were reversed, and the
United States found itself fighting two major wars within 20 years—
in Korea and Vietnam—while the other nations in Asia prospered
from the vast amount of American wealth that poured into both
conflicts.

In the early 21st century, American neoconservatives and their
intellectual allies still believe that the United States has the power
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to micromanage Asia, including India and China, and that the more
engagement Washington has with either, the more it will be able to
exert pressure on the other. But in practice, this is only a revival of
the old, oft-recurring American love affair with China. The same
kind of idealized, fantasy relationship that Americans such as Henry
Luce and Pearl Buck imagined the United States could have with
their imaginary vision of China parallels the dream of an ideological
superalliance uniting India and the United States in the early 21st
century.

On the other side of the U.S. political-cultural divide, many New
Deal-style liberals and progressives still believed in the early 21st
century that the United States had a moral duty to endlessly lecture
and pressure both nations on a host of issues, from protecting China’s
environment from its own people to enforcing Western concepts of
religious freedom on India, a nation whose experience of such things
was radically different from anything in the West. In the 2008 presi-
dential campaign, Barack Obama spoke of seeking to force China
and other nations to come up to U.S. standards for maintaining
independent trade unions and environmental standards, as if this
could in fact be done. As with neoconservatives, so with Progres-
sives, the myth of eternal American omnipotence remained an allur-
ing one."

But India and China, like all great nations, have always marched to
the beats of their own drummers, as this book will explain. American
policymakers up to the late 1990s were extraordinarily ignorant of
India’s social, political, and economic achievements in its decades
since independence. Americans were equally ignorant of India’s
military power, power that had played an important role in World
War I and proved crucial in World War II. And for all the American
century-long obsession with the sufferings, hostility, and then friend-
ship of the Chinese people, U.S. policymakers have never been able
to play a significant role in fostering the development of liberal
political institutions in China, even when U.S. power and interest
were at their peak in Asia.” How can it be otherwise when that
power has already declined in real terms over the past decade?

Two major global developments, both of them highly detrimental
to the United States, have already ensured that President Obama
and other American leaders cannot throw their weight around in
Asia the way that Bill Clinton and George W. Bush clearly wanted to.
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The terrorist attacks of 9/11 set the United States on an anguished
and complex course of confrontation and interaction with the wider
Muslim world, the Arab Middle East in particular. The 9/11 attacks
led directly to the war in Afghanistan aimed at toppling the Islamic
fundamentalist Taliban government and destroying the al Qaeda
terrorist organization there. Although the former was achieved, the
latter met with only mixed success, at best.

The sequence of events that followed 9/11 greatly circumscribed
the two grand policy initiatives in Asia on which the Bush adminis-
tration had set its sights: strategic engagement with India and con-
tainment of China. Instead, Pentagon hawks who aspired to put
China in its place—Dby, for example, securing the long-term de facto
independence of Taiwan—were forced overnight to engage Pakistan
as their primary ally in the campaign to topple the Taliban. Suddenly,
they had far more immediate and lethal priorities: they needed to
hunt down al Qaeda around the world.*

Indeed, throughout the rest of Bush’s term, the United States
became more dependent on Chinese goodwill than Washington
arguably had ever been before. The successful toppling of the Taliban
regime in Afghanistan in late 2001 was followed by a remorseless,
15-month buildup to war with Iraq, which began on March 19, 2003.
The bitter insurgency in Baghdad and elsewhere in Iraq that erupted
after the toppling of President Saddam Hussein preoccupied Bush
administration defense planners. As a result, the last thing the presi-
dent and his colleagues wanted was a new confrontation with China.
The president’s famous inclusion of North Korea in the “axis of evil”
in his January 2002 State of the Union address was therefore not
followed by stepped-up pressure on Pyongyang. On the signature
security challenge in Asia, North Korea’s nuclear program, U.S.
policymakers had to go through China, the North’s great power
patron.”

The second thing that derailed the Bush administration’s grandi-
ose plans in Asia was its evident determination to use the national
outrage over the 9/11 attacks to justify the Iraq War. The U.S. plans
for Iraq were rapidly derailed, however. They were guided by an
assumption that was proved to be totally wrong: that the elite spear-
head units of the U.S. Army could go in rapidly, and get out rapidly,
with a compliant Iraqi population and democratically elected gov-
ernment accepting their subordination to U.S. policy requirements.
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Instead, guerrilla war against the United States’ occupation forces
and its Iraqi allies quickly developed, and by the end of 2006, more
than four times as many U.S. troops had been killed in those attacks
than in the misleadingly quick and easy three-week war of conquest
itself.”® Initial Pentagon plans had envisioned a U.S. presence of no
more than 25,000 troops remaining in Iraq by December 2003.
Instead, Iraq became a black hole for the limited resources of the
elite and high-tech, but numerically small, U.S. Army.

The decision to launch the war, and the ongoing occupation of
post-Saddam Iraq, vastly weakened America’s military and diplo-
matic clout in dealing with both India and China, and with potential
adversaries such as Iran and North Korea, as well as the resurgent
Taliban in Afghanistan. India produces virtually no oil of its own
and is forced to import primarily from the Middle East—especially
Iran and Irag—to feed its great and growing needs. India has had
excellent relations with both nations for many years. But paradoxi-
cally, those nations were regarded as archenemies by the same Penta-
gon and White House hawks who wanted to court India. Complex
geopolitical realities spoiled the deceptively simple and satisfying
grand strategic vision of an enduring U.S.-Indian alliance.

Similar dilemmas of strategic overstretch confronted British mili-
tary planners and their political overlords in the 1930s as they were
torn between defending their homeland against Germany, contain-
ing Italy in the Mediterranean, and diverting scarce resources to
deter Japan in the Far East. And just as so much of the operational
strength of the U.S. Army became bogged down in Iraq after May
2003 fighting the insurgency there, so too was fully 25 percent of
the operational strength of the British army tied down by the Arab
Revolt in Palestine from 1936 to 1939."” Substitute North Korea for
Japan, the Iraqi Sunni Muslims for the Palestinian Arab Sunni Mus-
lims, Iran for Italy, and China for Germany, and the parallels are
eerie.

In the 1930s, the British Empire was the global hyperpower, just
as the United States has been in the two decades since the collapse
of the Soviet Union. As has been the case with the insurgencies in
Iraq and Afghanistan, the British were taken by surprise by the
unexpected intensity and resilience of the insurgency in Palestine
from 1936 to 1939. The popular uprising there received a great deal
of support from Fascist Italy, resentful of Britain’s opposition to its
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conquest of Ethiopia in 1935-36 and eager to replace Britain as the
premier power in the Middle East. Iran has played a similar “on the
sidelines” spoiler’s role in encouraging and welcoming the continued
insurgency in Iraq, even as it has quietly built up its own influence
and support among Shiite paramilitary groups in the country. The
image of U.S. military invincibility, needed, for example, to deter
China from taking unilateral action at some point in the future to
bring Taiwan under Beijing’s control, has been undermined. Simi-
larly, the continued humiliation of the mighty British army in Pales-
tine, often overlooked by historians, was a significant embarrassment
to successive governments in London as Britain faced growing chal-
lenges simultaneously in different parts of the world.

The United States enters the 21st century hoping to boost its ties
to China financially and India strategically. There are enormous
potential rewards for effectively managing these relationships. But
the history of U.S. engagement with both nations, especially through
the second half of the 20th century, is replete with examples of
excessive hostility and demonizing on the one hand, and naive,
uncritical romanticism on the other. A prosperous, confident, free-
trading 21st-century America, buttressed by wise and lasting strate-
gic relationships with major Asian nations, requires that its policy-
makers learn from and avoid the many mistakes of their pre-
decessors.

Americans must wake up to the reality that they will have to deal
with India and China as equals rather than supplicants—as players
rather than playthings. Almost all American policymakers of the
Right and Left alike would deny that they think of either great nation
in those terms. But their policy initiatives on a wide range of issues
from national security to human rights and the environment are
widely seen in both Asian nations in this way. There are other—
and far better—models to guide decisionmakers seeking to advance
the U.S. national interest.

But to successfully apply those models, and create policies that will
achieve America’s necessary goals of national security and material
prosperity, will require a much greater knowledge of India and
China and a cautious realism that resists the temptation to lecture
and browbeat both nations about their own internal affairs.






1. The Historical Experience of India

India’s history of repeated invasion and subjugation from the
northwest has motivated a commitment to maintaining a powerful
national military force. Today, this manifests itself as a huge standing
army and a nuclear deterrent. Indian history over the past thousand
years is a repeated tale of massacre, rape, and the extermination of
civilizations. The threat has almost always come from the northwest
and has usually been Muslim. Fear and enmity toward neighboring
Pakistan are therefore far more deeply rooted than in the horrendous
mutual massacres and ethnic expulsions and transfers of population
that created the modern conflict in 1947.

In contrast to China, India has repeatedly been forced to absorb
rich cultures from other origins. These waves of external enrichment
were poured onto a polytheistic Hindu religious tradition that by
its very nature was eclectic. Hindu India was therefore open to
absorbing the most diverse traditions and influences. It found rooms
for them in a vast and sprawling house of ideas.

Not surprisingly, when the British started preaching pluralism
and democracy, many of the ideas thus transplanted found a wide
audience. As the modern history of India since independence has
shown, pluralistic democracy proved highly appropriate for a vast,
densely populated subcontinent with so many languages, religions,
and different ethnic groups.!

The British involvement in India began as a straightforward mer-
cantile commitment undertaken for simple profit. From 1757 to 1857,
the British exercised power through a London-based corporation,
the East India Company. It evolved eventually—at least in the imagi-
nation of the occupying power—into a great civilizing mission.
From the 1830s on, British technology, then the most advanced in
the world, was introduced into India. British educational and philo-
sophical systems and theories were taught in India. The advent of
the modern railroad system in the 1840s went hand in hand in that
same decade with British educational reforms urged by Thomas
Macaulay.
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The Struggle for Freedom

The only major domestic upheaval during the 190-year period of
British rule over most of India occurred with the Uprising of 1857,
as the Indians remember it, but which is, revealingly, still recalled
in Britain and the United States as “the Sepoy Mutiny.” Following
the events of 1857, the British government exercised its rule directly
until India became independent in 1947.

The rising was indeed set off by mutinies within the native Indian
military forces that the British had raised and relied on for genera-
tions. The immediate cause of the uprising of Indian troops, or
sepoys as the British called them, was widespread rumors that new
cartridges being supplied to the troops had been smeared with beef
fat from cattle that was ritually unclean to practicing Hindus. Han-
dling these cartridges was widely believed to break the religious
caste standing of the troops who touched them—a matter of the
gravest consequences to devout Hindus. The fat in the cartridges
was also said to be lard—pork fat—which offended Muslims. Both
Hindu and Muslim sepoys participated in the Great Revolt.

There were many, far deeper causes for the rising. And there was
a surprisingly modern, 21st-century pattern to them. The rising was
a reaction against globalization and modernization that were being
imposed by the British on India at dramatic speed. A network of
railroads had been constructed across the subcontinent over the
previous 15 years. This new transportation system disrupted tradi-
tional patterns of commerce. It intensified the competitive advantage
that British manufacturers enjoyed in India against Indian enter-
prises. British regulations to discourage the development of Indian
factories that could compete freely against British ones caused social
disruption and economic hardship to Indians in the 1850s. Modern-
ization was not allowed to spread in India through the unregulated
operation of the free market. It was distorted in favor of British
manufacturing interests.

The rising was strongest in central northern India and down
toward Rajasthan. It had much less of an effect on southern India
and Bengal. Delhi fell to the Indian nationalists. The last Mughal
emperor, still Muslim, was enlisted as the figurehead for a largely
Hindu military revolt. The war was gruesome on both sides. Hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands, of British administrators and soldiers—
and their wives and children—were slaughtered in grisly fashion.

12
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The British retaliated by crushing the revolt using their vastly supe-
rior military power with extreme ruthlessness. There were mass
executions of captured rebels and suspected mutineers. Even more
gruesome, an untold number of Indians were killed by being fired
alive out of cannons. The practice was widespread. Most historians
estimate the total death toll at several hundred thousand, the vast
majority being Indian.

The deterrent lessons were taught and taught well. No serious
direct military challenge to British occupation was attempted again
for the next 90 years. However, the traumatic lessons of the failure
of the 1857 revolt played their part in preparing the ground for
Mohandas P. Gandhi’s very different nonviolent protest movement
of the 1920s and early 1930s. Neither the wave of assassinations of
British officials in Bengal before World War I, nor the riotous unrest
crushed after the war, significantly dented British control. By con-
trast, the British lost control of all north central India for months
during the 1857 national rising. But in less than a year, they had
reestablished full control.*

Even at its worst, British repression during the Uprising of 1857
paled beside the self-inflicted wounds suffered by China at the same
time. As will be discussed in chapter 2, from 1850 to 1865, the
Celestial Kingdom was ripped apart by the Taiping Revolt, the
bloodiest civil war in recorded human history, which claimed
between 20 million and 30 million human lives. China remained
subject to waves of anarchy, civil war, and foreign conquest for
another century.

By contrast, India’s evolution under the British appeared blessedly
stable and steady. By the 1880s, the Indian railroad system was
already the biggest and best in Asia. Commerce, within carefully
guided and regulated channels, could thrive. British officials
imposed high standards for administration and public health. They
also vigorously maintained law and order.®

However, there was another side to the picture. While offering
India modernity with one hand, the British withheld it with the
other. They did not allow the Indians to develop any significant
modern steel-making or shipbuilding industry, even though up to
the late 18th century Bengal was one of the most technologically
advanced parts of Asia.® Likewise, the great textile industries of the
north of England imported Indian-grown cotton and then exported
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clothes back to India at immense profit for over a century, while
colonial officials prevented the Indian states from developing textile
industries of their own.” Bengal, which had been for more than a
millennium one of the richest regions in the world, underwent a
slow but inexorable process of decline in the 150 years under British
control. These parallel but contrasting legacies of tolerant, liberal
political sophistication and state intervention that retarded industrial
development continue to shape India’s progress even into the 21st
century.

Despite the failure of the Uprising of 1857, India never became a
passive and pacifistic nation or subcontinent during the period of
direct British rule. Popular resentment against the British imperial
rule, or raj, repeatedly manifested itself in guerrilla movements.
Slowly, the educated Indian middle class developed its own respect-
able political movement that eventually became the Indian National
Congress. Meanwhile, Britain built up Indian military power to serve
its own needs.® The British proved particularly adept at co-opting
recently defeated foes that had impressed them with their martial
prowess to occupy niche but honored roles in their own military
hierarchy. Generations of Sikhs and Gurkhas took the queen’s, and
then the king’s, salt and served their masters selflessly from Borneo
to Beijing and even as far away as North Africa.’

The Indian Army, meanwhile, became by far the largest military
force within the world-spanning British Empire, dwarfing Britain’s
relatively miniscule home army. It was used far outside the borders
of India to project British power and to impose British interests
across half of Asia and even into the Middle East.”

Herein lay one of the greatest paradoxes of India’s two centuries
under British control. The peoples of the subcontinent were subjected
to an imperial rule more alien and more radical than anything they
had ever known. Under this rule, India’s international power became
a force to be reckoned with across South and Southeast Asia to a
degree not seen since the days of the Mauryan Empire. This power,
however, was used in the service of others, not in the service of
Indians.

India’s British rulers directed this vast military power first from
Calcutta and then from the magnificent newly built imperial capital
of New Delhi, just outside the fortress walls of the old Mughal
capital. They used this power to defeat China in the two Opium
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Wars of 1840 and 1859-60. They used it to consolidate the British
Empire in Southeast Asia. They used it to conquer Burma. And they
even used loyal Indian forces to establish military and naval bases
on the fringes of the Ottoman Empire on the coasts of the Red Sea,
the Indian Ocean, and the Persian Gulf.

In World War I, Indian Army forces directed from New Delhi
conquered Iraq in a long, bloody campaign against tough Ottoman
Turkish opposition. It was Indian arms, therefore, that gave Britain
its richest stake in the oil wealth of the Middle East."

In World War 1II, Indian military forces played an even more
direct role, even though the scale of the Indian military achievement
remains unknown to almost all Americans. Indians were instrumen-
tal in the greatest defeat ever suffered by the Japanese army in its
history when the Anglo-Indian Army commanded by Gen. William
Slim broke the Japanese 15th Army’s last great offensive at the battles
of Imphal and Kohima on India’s eastern border with Burma in late
1944. The victory was a strategic sideshow compared with Adm.
Chester Nimitz’s central Pacific campaign that led directly to the
overall defeat of Japan. But the number of Japanese troops involved
and defeated was almost as large as that defeated in Gen. Douglas
MacArthur’s 1944-45 Luzon campaign.

In short, the British established the traditions of the Indian Army
and created the military and national political structures that pre-
pared India for its growth into a global power of the 21st century.
But from World War I onward, the power of the British Empire over
India was on the wane. The loss of control started with the Montagu-
Chelmsford Reforms of 1919. It gathered apace when Gandhi, soon
known as the Mahatma, or great soul, launched the first and largest
modern nonviolent protest movement in the 1920s. The point of no
return was reached, as Winston Churchill furiously but impotently
recognized, with the India Act of 1935. That fateful measure set the
subcontinent on what proved to be an unstoppable drive toward
full political independence.?

Gandhi
Gandhi proved to be one of the most seminal figures in modern
history. His movement eventually inspired such disparate leaders

as Nelson Mandela in South Africa and Dr. Martin Luther King in
the United States.
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But while his influence is apparent in retrospect, he was an
unlikely figure to lead India. He only returned to the land of his
birth in early middle age, after studying and qualifying as a lawyer
in London in the 1880s and then practicing law in South Africa,
where he led a pioneering political protest movement to win political
rights for his Indian minority. (He was not concerned about the fate
of the black majority.) Gandhi understood from his years of studying
law in London how the British legal system worked. Gandhi’s
extraordinary success in Indian politics was rooted in his cosmopoli-
tan nature. He took the forensic legal skills he had learned in London
and his observations of British political life and combined them with
the symbols and cultural practices of traditional Indian life.

In this fashion, Gandhi set an example for effective Indian leaders
by studying at the greatest institutions of the Western world and
gaining the sophistication, polish, and understanding to engage lead-
ers around the world and use their own concepts against them. He
learned law and constitutional politics, not guerrilla war and the
building of revolutionary organization or totalitarian bureaucracy.
He thereby created a revolutionary, though generally nonviolent,
participatory mass political movement that the subcontinent had
never known before. Gandhi’s approach incorporated many of the
elements of what modern military strategists refer to as fourth-
generation warfare: demoralizing and wrecking the state’s manage-
ment of society and rendering it ineffectual. In fact, many thousands
of people died in violent communal riots between Hindus and Mus-
lims in the 1930s and 1940s as a direct result of Gandhi’s ostensibly
nonviolent activist campaigns.

However, the rosy-eyed legend that surrounds Gandhi, much
enhanced by the successful popular movie about him starring Ben
Kingsley, obscures both the revolutionary nature of his achievement
and the contradictions and ironies that he embodied.

Gandhi presented himself to the world as the exemplar of Indian
spirituality, yet he was anything but. The product of upper-caste
Indian Brahmin culture, he only retreated to the world of idealized
spirituality after he had been supplanted from effective control of
the Congress Party he did so much to create, and after he had
won all his greatest political battles. He did not become a spiritual
romantic until he was a fading political force. His greatest effect was
as a political revolutionary of exceptional originality. He adapted
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Western concepts of political organization, mass participation in
politics, and the manipulation of public opinion to the Indian stage.
He was the first anti-colonial leader to successfully turn his insider’s
knowledge of the ruling power’s political culture against it. Many
would emulate the political-cultural jujitsu that he pioneered.

Gandhi’s model of effective leadership for India was dramatically
different from the ones that worked in China. As will be discussed
in chapter 2, Hong Xiuquan, the spiritual leader of the Taiping, trail-
blazed the path that Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping followed when
they ruled China. According to Mao, sophisticated knowledge of
the wider world, such as Sun Yatsen and Zhou Enlai had experi-
enced, was a fatal detriment to seizing and retaining supreme power.
What was important was to understand the political psychology of
hundreds of millions of China’s peasants and how to inspire and
direct them.

Gandhi, like Hong, Mao, and Deng, certainly understood the
importance of winning the support of millions of peasants. “During
the two decades from 1920 to 1939 under Gandhi’s leadership,”
Stanley Wolpert writes, the Congress Party “transformed itself from
an elite, moderate club to a mass national party representing all of
India’s regional and national interest groups, capable of mobilizing
millions in its revolutionary non-cooperation campaigns.” This was
the key not merely to his own success but also to the enduring
success and surprising resiliency of his Congress Party in the six
decades after he died. But Gandhi harnessed the enthusiasm of
millions of poor peasants to political ends, not revolutionary ones.*

Gandhi was no naive or otherworldly saint who believed the
application of nonviolence and the moral superiority it conferred
would magically banish the British from India. In his old age, when
he was no longer politically potent, he preached his spiritual gospel
with as much fervor and zeal as Hong and Mao did their vastly
more destructive ones.’® But in the 1920s and 1930s, Gandhi bril-
liantly wielded nonviolence as the most effective political tool avail-
able to erode the British will to rule India. He showed the British that
without making commitments to establish national self-government
they could no longer expect automatic compliance from the peoples
of India.’

Nor was nonviolent an accurate description. Increasingly through
the 1930s, mass protests led not merely to brutal British repression
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but also to ferocious sectarian riots between Hindus and Muslims
that took thousands of lives. And it was also true, as Ho Chi Minh
in French Indochina bitterly remarked, that if Gandhi had tried
nonviolence against the French instead of the British, he would
quickly have been dancing with the angels.

Terrorist campaigns had been repeatedly tried against the British
in India since the days of the Sepoy Mutiny. (The idea that Indians
are inherently nonviolent because they were either spiritually supe-
rior or martially inferior to everyone else is a myth.) A guerrilla
campaign assassinating British officials rocked Bengal before World
War L. It was savagely crushed. After World War I, the British also
moved decisively and ruthlessly to repress several disparate violent
protests and independence movements from Bengal to the Punjab.”

The massacre of protestors at the Jallianwala Bagh, or Garden, in
Amritsar on April 13, 1919, was particularly terrible. Popular and
violent independence riots had swept the Punjab. On April 10 and
11, 1919, at least five Europeans were killed in the violence in the
city of Amritsar. On April 13, British general Reginald Dyer marched
50 armed Indian Army soldiers into the Jallianwala Bagh and
ordered them to open fire on a protest meeting attended by some
10,000 unarmed men, women, and children. He had not issued a
word of warning. Dyer’s troops fired into the terror-stricken crowd
that had no way of escaping; the soldiers spanned the only exit. The
British admitted to killing 379 people. Indian historians believe the
death toll was far higher. The wounded were left without medical
attention by Dyer, who hastily removed his troops from the scene.

The massacre gave a huge boost to the nationalist movement
across India. But none of the protests, not even the Amritsar massa-
cre, weakened British political control. Gandhi’s approach did.

Gandhi mobilized hundreds of thousands of people in dramatic
mass protests. In 1926, he organized huge numbers of people in a
march to the sea to protest the Salt Tax. It proved to be far more
than stunning political theater. Everyone who took part in such mass
demonstrations felt they were actively participating in tearing down
centuries of British rule in India. It was a form of political activism
that could include ordinary village farmers and their wives and
children. It did not require literacy, or political sophistication. Yet
the people who took part in these mass protests were turned into
activists and local leaders of the nationalist movement by their expe-
riences. Gandhi turned an elite, middle-class political organization
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into a vast, national movement with a grass-roots organization across
the rural heartland. The British had never witnessed anything like
it in their long history of imperial rule—not even in America.

Rioting produced a number of fatalities, and the nightmare of
sectarian strife loomed as India neared independence. Nor did the
application of nonviolent principles of protest remove the need for
a real national army and police to prevent catastrophic anarchy
across the subcontinent once the British left. Nehru had to learn that
lesson fast in 1947. For decisively persuading the British ruling class
and public opinion to grant full political independence to India, a
national movement of mass protests using the rhetoric of nonvio-
lence proved ideal.

Gandhi provided the prototype for Indian political leadership
that lasted through the 20th century and beyond. His heirs were
cosmopolitan political conciliators and men of two worlds, just as
he was, adept at appearing most unworldly when they were in
reality being most worldly.

Jawarhalal Nehru, the political leader of Congress in the 1930s
and 1940s who became independent India’s real founding father,
was even more saturated in British upper-class life and culture than
Gandhi had been. He was a product of Harrow public school, like
Gandhi a skillful lawyer, and equally gifted with charm and words.

However, for all Gandhi’s brilliance, guile, charm, and tactical
cunning, Indian independence was not granted by wise and gener-
ous British philosopher-kings reigning (as they liked to imagine
themselves) with Olympian wisdom and foresight. It came amid
chaos and blood, screams and tears. The hellish partitioning of two
peoples inflicted a trauma that has not healed nearly 60 years on.

The Road to Partition

Who was responsible for the partition of India? Could it have
been avoided? Or were the awful massacres and outrages that
accompanied partition on both sides inevitable? The subject has
understandably transfixed South Asian scholars for 60 years.

The British arguably started the process that ultimately led to
partition. In 1905, they divided the province of Bengal for administra-
tive reasons, creating the predominantly Muslim state of East Bengal.
But in 1909, the British reversed their decision and reunited Bengal,
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a move that stirred up Muslim resentment against both the British
and the Hindus.

In 1906, the All India Muslim League was founded to promote
Muslim political interests in India. At first, it cooperated closely
with the Congress movement against the British. In the 1916 Luck-
now Pact, the Congress and the Muslim League joined forces
demanding greater self-government for the peoples of India. The
British rejected the demand. And when the British passed the tough
Rowlett Acts or so-called Black Acts through India’s Supreme Legis-
lative Council in 1919 to extend emergency security measures prom-
ulgated during World War I, the Muslim League again joined with
the Congress in opposing them.

The British initially sought to encourage Muslim political organi-
zations as a counterweight to the predominantly Hindu Congress
movement led by Gandhi that was trying to force the British to
quit the subcontinent. Despite this, Gandhi and other senior Hindu
Congress leaders sincerely tried to accommodate Muslim concerns.
They failed to do so.

The religious, cultural, and historical divisions between Hindu
and Muslim society in India were vast. They always had been.
Muslims liked to eat meat, and the easiest way to obtain affordable
meat was to slaughter cows. But cows were sacred in the Hindu
faith, so the slaughtering of cattle was always a deeply divisive
political issue. The old official script of India was a Perso-Arabic one.
Hindus wanted to change it to their Devanagari script of Sanskrit.
Muslims wanted the national language of India to be Urdu. Hindus
wanted to change it to Hindi. In fact, Hindi and Urdu are virtually
the same language, though Hindi draws more from Sanskrit,
whereas Urdu takes from Persian and Arabic.

As the prospect of full independence drew close for the peoples
of India, many Hindus and Muslims came to see it as a zero-sum
proposition in which only one community could come out on top.
In 1919, Congress called for full independence from Britain. The
following year, at the Allahabad session of the Muslim League, Dr.
Allama Igbal called for a separate homeland for Muslims.

In 1931, Lord Irwin, the British viceroy of India (better known by
his later title of Lord Halifax, when he was Neville Chamberlain’s
foreign secretary from 1938 to 1940), gave in to Gandhi’s terms,
weakening long-term British control of India. The Muslim League
was cut out of the process and its leaders felt increasingly isolated.
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Although Winston Churchill bitterly opposed the bill and fought
hard against its passage in the British Parliament, the Government
of India Act passed in 1935. The bill proposed a federal India of
self-governing provinces with their own local governments. The
British, however, were to retain control over India’s foreign policy
and defense. The bill confirmed in the minds of millions of Indians
that the British were finally going to leave. It gave a boost to Muslim
sentiments to create a separate state, rather than come under the
control of the majority Hindus. In 1940, Mohammed Ali Jinnah, the
founder and leader of the Muslim League, called for the establish-
ment of an independent, sovereign Pakistan. Partition took center
stage at last.

The Muslim League might still have been marginalized. The Brit-
ish had distrusted it for a long time and had become increasingly
sympathetic to Gandhi. But then Gandhi committed what may have
been his greatest political miscalculation.

In 1942, when Britain’s fortunes in World War II were at their
lowest point and Japanese forces had swept the British from Malaya,
Singapore, and Burma, Gandhi unleashed a “Quit India” movement.
It caused widespread violence and intercommunity rioting between
Hindus and Muslims across India. Alarmed by the protests and the
violence, Muslims reacted by flocking in increasing numbers to the
Muslim League.

The Quit India campaign also marked a historic turning point in
British imperial attitudes toward both the Congress and the Muslim
League. The British authorities were furious with Gandhi and the
Congress for, as they saw it, stabbing them in the back at their
moment of greatest peril. They threw their still enormous resources
and political influence behind the Muslim League, which repaid
them with loyalty for the rest of the war.

The Muslim League was marginal no longer. With British encour-
agement, it won power in the Muslim majority provinces of Sindh
and Northwest Frontier in the northwest and in Bengal in the
northeast.

Gandhi and his colleagues committed a second historic mistake
in 1942: they rejected a British proposal to eventually create a compli-
cated, interim government to avert partition after full self-govern-
ment was established. Veteran British administrators and senior
army officers knew the subcontinent well enough to realize that
partition would likely lead to catastrophe.
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In his own way, Gandhi also tried to avert partition. In 1944, he
held a series of negotiations with Jinnah, but the two leaders failed
to reach any agreement on sharing power in an independent,
united India.

As late as June 1945, the British were not yet convinced of the
inevitability of partition. The World War 1II British governments
of Neville Chamberlain and Winston Churchill never expected or
planned for it. Besides, Churchill was opposed to granting indepen-
dence to India anyway.

But Britain after World War II was exhausted. The new Labour
Party government of Prime Minister Clement Atlee believed India
was a strategic liability and that it should be granted full indepen-
dence as quickly as possible. At that point, independence did not
automatically mean partition. Over the course of his first year in
power, however, from the summer of 1945 to the summer of 1946,
Atlee came to accept the inevitability of partition in the face of
growing sectarian clashes between Hindu and Muslim communities
across India.”®

The Catastrophe of Partition

Atlee appointed a cousin of King George VI, Lord Louis Mountbat-
ten, as Britain’s last viceroy of India and charged him with imple-
menting the transition to independence and the partition process
that would create the new states of India and Pakistan. It proved
to be a catastrophic choice.

Mountbatten was intelligent, charming, and ambitious. He was
also shallow, superficial, and vain to a degree bordering on insanity.
Worse still, he was incompetent. He had presided over one military
fiasco after another, always emerging by virtue of his royal connec-
tions, handsome bearing, and gift for flattery and intrigue to rise to
new levels of authority and power from which he could unleash
even more havoc. During World War II, Mountbatten had lost a
Royal Navy destroyer, sunk under him. He briefly commanded the
aircraft carrier Illustrious until it was crippled by air attacks. He
authorized a catastrophic commando raid on Dieppe that cost the
lives of a thousand Canadian soldiers without achieving any of its
objectives. Only the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan pre-
vented him from going ahead with an ill-planned amphibious opera-
tion to recapture Singapore.”
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Mountbatten was determined to have the “glory” of bringing India
to independence and of doing it as quickly as possible. He was
heavily influenced by Nehru, who was having an intense affair with
Mountbatten’s promiscuous wife Edwina at the time. Mountbatten,
curiously, did not seem to mind. On June 3, 1947, Mountbatten
issued his partition plan. The plan announced that the partition of
the Indian subcontinent between predominantly Hindu and Muslim
states would be carried out on August 14. Mountbatten was deter-
mined to push through the greatest political and administrative
upheaval India had experienced in almost 500 years, transforming
the living conditions of half a billion people, and he intended to
carry this out in only 73 days.

Throughout the subcontinent, senior and honorable British army
commanders protested that the deadline was utterly unrealistic and
that no serious arrangements could be made for guaranteeing law
and order after they pulled out. Mountbatten would hear none of
it. The deadline was met, the partition was enforced, and the British
armed forces quit the country. They left behind them the worst
violence India had seen in at least half a millennium. The piecemeal
way the British gradually conquered India was humane and even
idyllic compared with the hell they left behind when they withdrew.

No one knows how many Hindus and Muslims died in panic-
stricken mass flights, enforced expulsions, and awful ethnic massa-
cres enforced by mobs, paramilitary groups, and local authorities
on both sides. The generally accepted figure is 1 million dead, with
common estimates ranging from 500,000 to 1.5 million. But the killing
was so widespread and indiscriminate on both sides, and the break-
down of government so complete, that no one will ever really know.

Some 12 million to 14 million people are estimated to have fled
on both sides in the chaos.” Entire trains of refugees and countless
Muslim and Hindu villages were exterminated. Jinnah and Nehru
were secular, personally tolerant, and decent men who believed
passionately in parliamentary democracy. They had never dreamed
they would have to deal with such chaotic violence. If the two men
can be faulted, it was certainly not for encouraging the violence but
for failing to recognize in advance how bad it would be.

The whole thing was a cruel counterpoint indeed to the traditions
and glowing ideals of Gandhi’s great nonviolence mass movements
of the 1920s and 1930s that had caught the imagination of so many
idealistic Britons and Americans.
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Nehru’s India

When it was over, Nehru, the leader of a quasi-socialist governing
party, emerged as prime minister of India. The general standard of
living in the country was extremely low. The socialist ideals and state
nationalization philosophy of the Congress Party impeded rapid
economic growth for decades to come.

Postindependence India combined high, soaring public rhetoric
on the nation’s bright future, with a tough, implacable military
approach toward more immediate problems. In 1961, Nehru sent
Indian Army forces to snuff out Portuguese occupation of its last
little enclave of Goa. He retained control over Muslim-majority Kash-
mir by military means. India also maintained an effective protector-
ate over the Himalayan monarchy of Sikkim, strategically located
between India and China.”

Six decades after partition, the disputed status of Kashmir remains
the most contentious issue between India and Pakistan. Hari Singh,
the maharajah of Kashmir, had hoped to make his state fully inde-
pendent in 1947 and wanted to avoid joining either India or Pakistan.
He refused to allow a democratic vote, knowing that his predomi-
nantly Muslim population would probably vote to join Pakistan.
But irregular Azad Kashmir, or Free Kashmir, forces from Muslim
frontier tribes flooded into Kashmir. Hari Singh then called on newly
independent India for help. He agreed to join India in return for
receiving Indian military aid. The terms of the agreement are dis-
puted by India and Pakistan to this day. Indian forces entered Kash-
mir and forced back the AZK forces in fighting through the rest of
1947. In 1948, Pakistani military forces joined the AZK. India and
Pakistan finally agreed to a cease-fire and implemented the Line of
Control in western Kashmir, leaving most of the state in Indian
hands. It took effect on December 31, 1948. Pakistanis have resented
the outcome of this local conflict for close to 60 years.

Like Israel, newly independent India had to temper its soaring
hopes for the future with the dark reality of an implacable neighbor,
a rival Muslim nation traumatized by its own birth experiences in
1947. Over the next six decades, Pakistan grew into a potentially
mortal menace for its far larger neighbor.

It is easy to mock the pretensions and failures of Nehru’s India
in the 1950s and 1960s. Its economic performance, when compared
with Japan’s, for example, was dismal. And as will be discussed
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below, India’s foreign policy, based on creating a new “Non-Aligned
Movement” among developing countries to stand apart from the
conflicting blocs of the cold war, proved ineffective and ulti-
mately absurd.

Nehru also established a long-lasting pattern whereby India
insisted on seeing all South Asia and almost all of the former area
of the great British raj as being in its sphere of influence. This attitude
has been maintained by every Indian government since indepen-
dence, and it remains a basic assumption shared by the two leading
parties in New Delhi today. With the arguable exception of
Myanmar, India has intervened militarily in, or has been in conflicts
with, every one of its immediate neighbors since independence in
1947. At home, Nehru, despite the ineptness of many of his economic
policies, enjoyed some remarkable achievements largely overlooked
outside the subcontinent, especially by Americans.

With regard to economic performance, the British were partly to
blame for India’s slow start. After deliberately holding back India’s
industrial development for at least a century and a half, the British
left independent India with another curse: a passion for socialist
€conomics.

Nehru and his colleagues rejected the free-market, minimal gov-
ernment philosophy under which mainland Britain had flourished
in the 18th and 19th centuries. They believed in large state bureaucra-
cies, government planning, and massive, centralized investment in
heavy industry.” Nehru and his successors in the Congress Party
emulated the Soviet Union, pouring huge sums into prestigious
heavy industries like steel making and automobiles that were misera-
bly run and failed to give any adequate attention to basic mainte-
nance, cost-effectiveness, market realities, and research and develop-
ment. As a result, India’s economic and industrial development
moved with laborious slowness in the 1950s and 1960s.

In foreign policy, Nehru retained India’s membership in the British
Commonwealth of Nations. The commonwealth grew to become an
organization as diffuse and ineffective as a leaking balloon. The
mutual membership of India and Pakistan did not prevent them
from going to war with each other on several occasions while still
remaining commonwealth members in good standing. But in the
1950s and 1960s, in particular, membership in the commonwealth
gave India an identity and role in the world.?
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Nehru was no Mao. Where Mao unleashed 300,000 troops into
North Korea at the end of 1950 to fight the United States and snuffed
out the independence of giant Tibet, Nehru only used his army to
occupy, or liberate, the tiny enclave of Portuguese Goa. But his
geostrategic ambitions for India were far-ranging and ambitious,
encompassing the Indian Ocean and reaching into Southeast Asia.

As the noted India scholar Francine Frankel explains, “Nehru’s
ideas of cultural influence and potential dominance of Southeast
Asia and the Indian Ocean region appeared as a reassertion of the
British imperialist mentality and of an ambition to create a ‘greater
Indian empire’ by dominating neighboring states.””

Nehru'’s greatest foreign policy blunder was his embrace of the
Non-Aligned Movement at the Bandung Conference of 1955. India
was one of the leading lights of the movement, along with China
and Indonesia. But the NAM proved even more bloated, ineffective,
and self-contradictory than the British Commonwealth. In October
1962, Nehru’'s dreams of pan-Asian leadership to be shared with
Mao’s China came to a humiliating end when the Chinese Red
Army whipped Indian forces in a war amid the high glaciers of
the Himalayas. It was the greatest national humiliation India had
suffered since independence, and the memory of that defeat contin-
ues to haunt Indian policymakers to this day.”

As will be shown below, the casualties suffered in the 1962 war
were relatively light. But in military terms, the scale of the defeat
was striking. The Chinese People’s Liberation Army could have
rapidly overrun Assam, but Mao, in an uncharacteristic act of cau-
tion, did not expand the conflict. Having made their political point,
the Chinese withdrew their forces from Assam to their original lines,
and India has not challenged those lines since.

The shock of the defeat hastened Nehru’s death, which came on
May 27, 1964. He had certainly not shrunk from using violence to
retain Kashmir, enforce partition, and maintain control after inde-
pendence. And he was not always deterred by international opposi-
tion; Nehru’s decision to send the Indian Army to occupy Goa in
1961 provoked widespread criticism, the first really unfavorable
reaction from other nations against India since independence, but
Nehru was unmoved.

However, Nehru's achievements ultimately far outweighed his
failures. He was marinated in British progressive values. He estab-
lished India firmly as a free and fair parliamentary democracy, the
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largest the world had ever seen. He respected the principles of an
independent judiciary and a vast, robust, free press. All these things
endured in the 21st century, more than four decades after he died.*
The strategic alliance between India and Russia, the successor state
of the Soviet Union, also endures, and yet U.S. policymakers and
pundits remain almost totally unaware of its importance.

The View from Washington

Washington policymakers were not amused when the Indians and
Soviets concluded their first treaty in 1966 and a more far-reaching
agreement in 1970, but they were not too outraged either. The reason
appears to have had less to do with the fact that India continued to
go its own way, certainly socialist but still very much free and
democratic, than with the remarkable fact that Washington policy-
makers did not really regard the second most populous nation in
the world to be all that important.

Pakistan had always been Washington’s favorite. In the beginning,
this reflected Anglophile tendencies. Cold war Washington accepted
the assessments and prejudices of the British about the wider world,
and the Brits favored the Pakistanis. The key figure in setting this
pattern toward most of the world was Dean Acheson, President
Harry Truman’s fiercely Anglophile secretary of state from 1949 to
1953. Acheson admired the “manly” Pakistanis, as he saw them, and
despised the Indians. He exhibited similar prejudices toward sub-
Saharan Africa, Israel, and the Irish Republic.”

Things would certainly have been different if Franklin Roosevelt
had lived to decisively shape postwar U.S. policies around the world.
FDR loathed the British Empire, especially in India, and wanted to
see it liquidated as quickly as possibly. His personal sympathy for the
Indian national movement was palpable. He particularly admired
Mahatma Gandhi. Through World War II, Roosevelt repeatedly pres-
sured British Prime Minister Winston Churchill—much to Church-
ill's fury—to speed up the granting of full independence to India.

But for Truman, newly independent India was quickly dismissed
as ineffectual, unmilitary, and unrealistic. These stereotypes were
reinforced during Dwight D. Eisenhower’s presidency.

Ike despised the Non-Aligned Movement, correctly judging that
it would prove to be irrelevant. It quickly descended into an echo
chamber for Soviet criticism of the United States and its allies. By
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contrast, as Pakistan’s army gained political power through the
1950s, it eagerly consolidated its ties with Washington.

The key figure in both these developments was General, later
Field Marshal, Muhammad Ayub Khan. Khan was one of Pakistan’s
greatest military heroes of the founding period after partition and
was credited with having defended East Pakistan (later the nation
of Bangladesh) in 1948. Ayub Khan became the first native-born
commander in chief of the Pakistani Army in 1951 and defense
minister in 1954. With Eisenhower administration approval, he
seized power in a bloodless coup in October 1958 and ruled as
Pakistan’s president for the next 11 years.

Ayub Khan established Pakistan’s global political identity as the
main ally of the United States in southern Asia. He eased tensions
with India by signing the 1960 Indus Waters Treaty to share the
waters of the rivers of the Punjab region. Pakistan’s industry and
agriculture flourished under his rule. He attracted large amounts of
development aid from the United States and the nations of Western
Europe while maintaining old ties with Britain.

In 1958, Pakistan won Ike’s heart by joining the short-lived
CENTO, the Central Treaty Organization, that was supposed to
stabilize and band together the major nations of the Middle East
and South Asia against communism, as the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization had done for Western Europe.

But it didn’t work out that way. The very act of joining CENTO,
and therefore being seen as a U.S. and British puppet, doomed the
pro-Western government of Iraq. Iraq’s prime minister Nuri e-Saad
was torn to bits by a mob in the streets of Baghdad, and the entire
Iraqi royal family was slaughtered. That was the effective end of
CENTO, though it staggered on as a ghostly presence for some years.
Although the alliance itself proved short-lived, Washington did not
forget Pakistan’s willingness to join in an alliance against the
communists.

The Johnson and Nixon administrations might have paid more
attention to India’s new alliance with the Soviet Union if they had
not had their hands full in Vietnam. With their grand strategic
position in Southeast Asia secured, U.S. policymakers adopted a
relaxed posture toward India. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that
even while U.S. policymakers disapproved of India’s alliance with
the Soviets, they did so little about it. For their part, Nixon and his
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national security adviser Henry Kissinger used democratic India’s
tilt toward Moscow as an excuse to embrace Pakistan even more
enthusiastically.

They backed Pakistan even when it was mercilessly imposing its
rule on East Bengal, killing hundreds of thousands of people there.
The Pakistani repression of the East Bengal independence move-
ment, however, provoked Indian intervention, and the most decisive
Indian military victory over Pakistan in the three wars they had
fought since independence. The conflict ended after Indian forces,
supported by the East Bengal rebels, forced the surrender of all
Pakistani forces in East Bengal, which then became independent
Bangladesh.

Nixon and Kissinger fumed at India’s victory and Pakistan’s
humiliation. But although they could do nothing about that, they
still reaped huge geopolitical dividends from their continued close
engagement with Pakistan, because Pakistan had developed its own
close ties with China. And so Pakistan proved the key intermediary
for Kissinger in his secret approaches to China that led to President
Nixon'’s first visit there in 1972.

Nixon’s China opening and his success in recruiting China as a
U.S. ally was a huge strategic success. Nixon and his successors saw
China as a global counterweight to the Soviet Union, then at the
height of its power. After China became the key U.S. ally in Asia,
India’s continuing alliance with the Soviets seemed far less important
in the eyes of American policymakers.

The Triumphs of Democracy

The 1971 Indo-Pakistani war and the creation of Bangladesh
marked Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s proudest hour. She
was Nehru's daughter (and no relation to the old Mahatma), but
not even Nehru had ever won so great a victory.

Flush with success, however, Mrs. Gandhi overplayed her hand
when she tried to impose a draconian forced-sterilization policy
on her own people in an attempt to slash India’s birth rate. The
conservative rural population of India had loyally supported the
Congress Party since the days of Mahatma Gandhi’s mass protests
for independence in the 1920s. But they were terrified by the fear
of compulsory sterilizations. In the face of widespread opposition,
Mrs. Gandhi proclaimed a state of emergency. But the crisis only
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deepened. In 1977, she was forced to call a general election, and for
the first time in the 30 years since independence, Congress lost.

Mrs. Gandhi was defeated in 1977 because she lost touch with
rural India, the vast country that existed in villages and small towns
beyond the sophisticated middle-class cities. “Insensitive lower eche-
lon enforcement of [Mrs. Gandhi’s government’s] strict policy of
sterilization for men with two children or more, especially in crow-
ded [Uttar Pradesh State] and Bihar towns,” writes Stanley Wolpert,
“had alienated and terrified millions of peasants who saw ‘Madam’s
Dictatorship’ aimed at robbing them of potency and progeny.”*

In foreign policy, Mrs. Gandhi embraced her role as a leader of
a nonaligned nation, in so far as that label still had any meaning.
In practice, she enthusiastically supported the Soviet Union. Conse-
quently, U.S. policymakers had relatively little time for India in the
1960s and 1970s. Its economy was neither good enough to compel
admiration nor bad enough to solicit concern or horror. And when
the United States under the Johnson administration mounted a mas-
sive food aid operation to help alleviate the threat of famine in India
during Mrs. Gandhi’s early years in office, it earned Americans no
gratitude from India, which was then tilting rapidly into the Soviet
foreign policy orbit.

Mrs. Gandhi sounded to U.S. policymakers through the 1970s like
a sanctimonious pain in the neck. But she seldom if ever backed
up her words with actions that risked any serious reaction from
Washington. India, in U.S. eyes through the 1970s, was still punching
far below its weight in international affairs. As a result, the nation’s
truly remarkable and lasting achievements since independence were
entirely overlooked.”

India’s democracy proved real, popular, and long-lasting. The
same could not be said of the constitutional arrangements the British
left behind throughout Africa, or in neighboring Burma or Pakistan
for that matter. India remained stable. There was no serious threat of
widespread civil war. The standard of living rose. Famine prevention
programs were far more effective than they had ever been during
British imperial rule. Major diseases were rolled back.®

Nehru’s socialist policies might have crippled economic growth
and misdirected the nation’s resources, but they never led to famine,
as Mao’s Great Leap Forward did in China. In spite of the socialist
policies, India’s prosperity increased. Living standards slowly but
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inexorably rose. Most remarkably of all, they kept pace with and
even outstripped India’s enormous population growth. Half a cen-
tury after independence, India had twice the population it had had
in 1947—500 million grown to a billion—and average life expectancy
had doubled. It was an extraordinary achievement.

Central to that achievement were the agricultural innovations and
vastly greater crop yields gained through the Green Revolution.
India eagerly adopted the new enhanced-growth wheat and rice
hybrids developed by Dr. Norman Borlaug.® It also maintained the
world’s largest and most successful famine prevention program.
Famine had been a recurrent experience in British India, even into
the 20th century. Once-prosperous Bengal was often afflicted by it;
for example, between 2 to 4 million people died of famine there in
1943.% After independence, famine threatened in the late 1960s, but
emergency relief measures prevented it from actually breaking out,
and through the rest of the 20th century, no serious threat of it
arose again.

Because the rule of law was secure, property rights were too,
even when circumscribed by the overzealous socialist bureaucracy.
Meanwhile, the enormous national bureaucracy served as a social
safety net, providing jobs and basic income for scores of millions
and their families.

Most of all, the resistance to change that is inherent in any genuine
democratic system prevented ambitious Indian leaders from emulat-
ing any of the mad excesses of Mao in China and throwing the
country into ruin. In Mao’s China, like Stalin’s Soviet Union, any
ruler would just order the army and the internal security services
to carry out such a scheme and it would be done, regardless of the
millions of lives ruined in the process. But democratic India was
not like that. This was demonstrated by Mrs. Gandhi’s defeat in
1977. Despite her powers of incumbency and control of the armed
services, the elections remained free and fair and she was cast out
of office.

That election was arguably the defining political experience of
India since independence. The threat to democracy had been real.
Democratic constitutions had been contemptuously rolled aside in
one former British colony after another throughout Africa. There
had been plenty of critics and would-be prophets of doom who
had claimed that Indian democracy had always been an artificial
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construct imposed on the majority by an unrepresentative, left-of-
center elite, and that it would collapse within a decade or two
of the British departure. Eventually, the critics would be proved
totally wrong.

The 1980s, however, proved a dispiriting decade for India. The
assassinations of two successive prime ministers—Indira Gandhi
in 1984 and her son Rajiv in 1989—rocked the nation. Domestic
turbulence grew and the economy stagnated. The 1980s also brought
a remarkable shift in the global balance of power that weakened
India’s main ally, the Soviet Union, and strengthened her two main
rivals, China and Pakistan.

The Decade of Achievement

In his full five-year term in power, Narasimha Rao, and his finance
minister Manmohan Singh, brought the free-market revolution that
had swept the world in the 1980s to India at long last. Rao launched
a program of gradual economic reform that opened up the Indian
economy to foreign investment. Foreign direct investment remained
far lower than the hundreds of millions of dollars that had swept
into China during the 1990s, but it started a long-term process of
economic growth and transformation.

Rao also started to roll back Nehru'’s old socialist legacy. He privat-
ized inefficient state-run companies that were operating at a loss.
Rao’s policies appeared as much influenced by Bill Clinton’s Third
Way as by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. He sought to
emulate Clinton in leading a traditionally left-wing party in terms
of its nation’s politics to accept and implement free-market reforms.
He reduced taxes and cut back government direct intervention in
the economy. When he followed the traditional Congress pattern of
investing heavily in public works, he tried to do so by creating a
transport and communications infrastructure that would benefit the
private sector. Like U.S. President Dwight Eisenhower, Rao used
the federal budget to finance a new system of modern highways
constructed on a continental scale to facilitate interstate commerce
through the nation. Even when he did not feel politically strong
enough to slash taxes and dramatically alter government regulations
for the entire country, he sought to do so in high-growth areas to
attract internal as well as international investment.
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Rao’s policies transformed India as no prime minister’s had since
independence. India rode the globalization wave of the 1990s and
took advantage of its focus on information technology and communi-
cations. The nation’s software sector experienced dramatic growth.
India’s middle class expanded, in numbers and in its spending capac-
ity, and that in turn fueled a new wave of service industries in the
cities. Hyderabad and Bangalore led the wave of cities, especially
in southern India, that became the focal points of advanced technol-
ogy and information technology investment and growth. Mumbai
flourished as the nation’s financial capital and the center of the
entertainment industry. More than ever, it became India’s New York
and Los Angeles rolled into one.

It is important to remember that India’s industrial growth during
those years was still low compared with China’s. Nevertheless, the
still-enormous rural population benefited from the prosperity and
consumer confidence in the cities. India chalked up several years in
a row of 7 percent growth rates. Times were good.

Their strategic posture was also strong during this period, but the
Indians overplayed their hand. Like Israel, India had been a de facto
nuclear power for decades—in India’s case since the mid 1970s.
India’s nuclear program had been paralleled by that of its historic
rival Pakistan. But successive Congress-led governments had chosen
not to make their nuclear status explicit. Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee and the Bharatiya Janata Party disdained such subtleties.
In 1998, they conducted five nuclear tests. The results backfired in
more ways than one.

The nuclear tests outraged the Clinton administration, whose for-
eign policy strategists seriously wanted to prevent both India and
Pakistan from becoming nuclear powers that could threaten each
other, and all of South Asia, with destruction. The Indian nuclear
tests triggered congressionally mandated sanctions, dealing a set-
back to Vajpayee’s hopes of rapidly boosting economic ties with the
United States.

But far worse was to come. Within days of India’s first test, Paki-
stan announced that it too had tested a nuclear weapon. It would
be inaccurate to claim that Pakistan was on par with India in its
military technology. India, after all, possessed a major industrial
economy; Pakistan did not. In terms of their respective nuclear pro-
grams, India’s was entirely homegrown, whereas Pakistan relied
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heavily on outside aid. Islamabad’s Ghauri missile systems were
bought virtually off the rack from North Korea. China played a
shadowy but very important role in facilitating the transactions.
Many Indian and U.S. intelligence analysts believe that China also
supplied key guidance components to Pakistan’s missiles to ensure
their accuracy.®

Regardless of the source, however, not only did Pakistan now
have nuclear weapons and the delivery systems to fire them, but
Pakistan’s rockets were far more efficient and accurate than India’s
own. Far from making India safer, the BJP-initiated nuclear tests
arguably put her in greater peril than she had ever known.

Vajpayee’s government was on borrowed time. After only 13
months in power, the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam,
or AIADMK, a Tamil regional party, withdrew its support from his
coalition government. The BJP-led government then lost a parlia-
mentary no-confidence motion by a single vote. Vajpayee stayed on
as caretaker prime minister pending new parliamentary elections
held in the spring of 1999.

The continuing Kashmir conflict with Pakistan had played a key
role during the election campaign in May-June 1999. India discov-
ered an elaborate campaign of terrorist infiltration from Pakistan
into the mountains of Kashmir. The Indian Army responded with
overwhelming force, driving the infiltrators back across the old Line
of Control into Pakistan. Although its casualties were heavy, running
into the thousands, the conflict was a clear victory for India. And
in the September 1999 general election, Vajpayee rode to a sweeping
victory at the head of a National Democratic Alliance coalition. He
held the office for a full five-year parliamentary term. He became
the first Indian prime minister not from the Congress Party to serve
a full term of office. India passed another milestone that year when
its population officially surpassed 1 billion.

Vajpayee’s third government continued along the free-market
road pioneered by Rao and Manmohan Singh. Vajpayee enacted
more privatization of state-run companies, cut taxes on the middle
class, and reduced the budget deficit. These policies attracted
increased foreign capital investment and helped India recover from
the effects of the 1998 Asian financial crisis.

At the same time, Vajpayee poured public money into ambitious
projects to improve the national infrastructure. He wanted to create
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a modern highway network. And as Rao had done earlier, and as
Deng had done in China, Vajpayee encouraged the creation of special
investment zones with tax breaks and reduced state regulation to
encourage foreign direct investment. By 2003—4, India was posting
annual gross domestic product growth of nearly 7 percent.

India’s new growth was different from the patchy progress of the
1950s, where Nehru had emulated the Soviets in trying to use state
resources to foster heavy industry only to make a mess of it. This
time, growth was greatest in capital-intensive, low-labor sectors,
especially the new high-tech industries of the information technol-
ogy “virtual economy.” Hindu religious culture, with its emphasis on
mathematics, long and complex time cycles, and subtle philosophical
concepts, seemed to encourage enterprise in these areas. Indian com-
puter science thrived. Bangalore and Hyderabad became the Silicon
Valleys of South Asia.*

In the mid- to late 1990s, India started to come onto the geopolitical
radar screen of the United States. This development was enthusiasti-
cally encouraged by Vajpayee personally, and it was greatly facili-
tated by the rapid rise of a wealthy and influential Asian Indian
expatriate community in northern California in the original Sili-
con Valley.

For the first time since Indian independence, influential Washing-
ton policymakers on both the left and right woke up to the idea that
in the post-cold war era, engagement with the largest, English-
speaking, parliamentary democracy in the world might be a good
thing. The Soviet Union had disintegrated at the end of 1991, and
the United States, at least for the moment, was the preeminent
world power.

Washington’s relations with China, meanwhile, were slowly and
inexorably on the slide. The trouble began when China ruthlessly
crushed enormous pro-democracy demonstrations in Beijing’s Tia-
nanmen Square in June 1989. Economic growth rapidly resumed
under Deng Xiaoping and continued under his successor, President
Jiang Zemin, but tensions grew between China and the United States
over the eventual status of Taiwan. Nixon’s First Shanghai Commu-
niqué in 1972 had defused the issue for more than 20 years, but
ambiguity over the U.S. commitment to Taiwan could not persist
indefinitely. Meanwhile, the U.S. annual balance-of-payments deficit
with China rose to historic levels. And still-communist China even
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started to bury the hatchet with newly democratic Russia. In this
changing world, as the United States sought a partner on the Asian
continent, people in Washington began to see democratic, English-
speaking India as more attractive than China.

President Bill Clinton certainly did. In March 2000, in his last year
as president, he took senior cabinet colleagues with him on a state
visit to India. It was an enormous success. Vajpayee’s vision of a close
alliance and mutual partnership—both economic and strategic—
between the world’s two largest democracies seemed close to
realization.®

History was now reversing itself. In the early 1970s, India had
been out in the cold, viewed primarily, or even solely, as a Soviet
ally. Nixon and Kissinger romanced loyal, anti-communist Pakistan
instead. In the 1980s, the Reagan administration poured money into
Pakistan, building up the secret service organizations of the Pakistani
army to funnel aid to Islamic fundamentalists fighting the Soviets
in Afghanistan. The Indians were again left on the outside looking in.

But by the late 1990s, when Washington was finally warming up
to India, it was Pakistan and Saudi Arabia that seemed dangerously
unpredictable in the eyes of U.S. policymakers.

Reagan had enthusiastically encouraged Saudi Arabia to support
Pakistan and fund the Islamic resistance to the Soviets in Afghani-
stan. The Reagan administration had turned a blind eye to other
Saudi activities. The Saudis poured hundreds of millions of dollars a
year into Wahhabi Islamic fundamentalist schools throughout South
and Southeast Asia. The schools provided meals for their students,
an important consideration for poor people in impoverished socie-
ties. But the schools also turned out hundreds of thousands of gradu-
ates steeped in a reactionary interpretation of Islam. This process
continued for more than 20 years before U.S. policymakers finally
started taking it seriously. Al Qaeda’s attacks on September 11, 2001,
led U.S. policymakers to focus at last on the process of radicalization
that was taking place in Muslim South Asia. Many of the hijackers
came from different backgrounds, but the shock of the 9/11 events
led Bush administration officials to focus on radical Islamist trends
in South Asia as well as in the Middle East.

The effect of this sudden transformation in U.S. policymakers’
attitudes toward radical Islam had major repercussions for Washing-
ton’s policies toward both Pakistan and India. Despite being founded
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as a direct result of ethnic-community conflict with India’s majority
Hindus, Pakistan had for its first three decades been a tolerant and
stable Muslim society. Slowly at first, but then more rapidly through
the 1990s, that changed. Demographics help explain the transforma-
tion of Pakistan’s political culture. Pakistan had one of the highest
rates of population growth in the world. By the 21st century, it was
the sixth most populous nation in the world.

Worse yet, the vast sums of money poured into Pakistan during
the Afghan war destabilized Pakistani society in fundamental ways.
Most significantly, they gave enormous power to Pakistan’s shad-
owy Inter-Services Intelligence agency, the prime conduit for distrib-
uting U.S. military assistance to the Afghan resistance. The rise of
the ISI, in turn, undermined the secularists and emboldened the
radicals in Pakistan.

America had always preferred military autocrats in Pakistan. The
favorite was Zia-ul-Haq, who ruled until his American-built C-130
Hercules mysteriously crashed in 1990. After Zia’s death, Pakistan
reverted to civilian governments and free elections for a few years,
but the military and the growing network of extreme religious
nationalist political groups, many of them backed by Inter-Services
Intelligence officers, were restless.®

Democratically elected Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif sought to
defuse tensions with India after the 1999 military clashes on the Line
of Control in Kashmir, also known as the Kargil conflict. But tensions
with the Pakistani military, especially Army Chief of Staff Gen.
Pervez Musharraf, remained high. When Musharraf’s aircraft was
barred from landing safely at Islamabad in October 1999, Pakistan
Army troops seized the airport and allowed his plane to land. Sharif,
who was believed to have connived to prevent Musharraf from
landing, was ousted from power. Pakistan was under military rule
yet again. But this time, there was an important difference. These
military rulers, unlike Zia and his predecessor, controlled nuclear
weapons.

These changes in Pakistan cast an ominous shadow over India at
the start of the 21st century. But in most other respects, it was a
bright and optimistic time for the giant nation. India was at a new
juncture in its independent history. The nation was newly confident
and dynamic. Strong trends of economic growth had emerged with
the liberalization reforms of the second and third Vajpayee govern-
ments. India was making more of a mark for itself than ever before
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on the international stage. It still enjoyed a stable, warm alliance
with Russia, but was now being wooed by the United States. Vaj-
payee made clear to Washington that he was prepared to respond
favorably to this new attention.

India had even embarked on an unprecedented naval construction
and acquisition program. This included plans for no fewer than
three aircraft carriers capable of eventually projecting Indian power
as far west as the Persian Gulf, on which India remained dependent
for most of its oil supplies, and as far east as Indonesia, another
important energy supplier. India was also planning a fleet of three
new diesel-powered submarines capable of carrying nuclear-tipped
cruise missiles to provide a sustainable second-strike deterrent capa-
bility against any threat of a Pakistani surprise “decapitation” attack.

However, there was an element of trying to “run before you can
walk” to all this. For all the real growth, foreign direct investment
per year remained a fraction of that of China’s. And India continued
to trail China badly in the old-fashioned but still crucial economic
indices of steel making, auto production, manufacturing, and indus-
trial exports. Continuing bureaucratic impediments and political
interference from legislators at both the state and federal levels
undermined India’s ability to do business, especially with the out-
side world.

Politically, India’s democracy had protected it from civil war, mass
repression, and large-scale ethnic or social conflicts, such as had
repeatedly convulsed China. From the perspective of the end of
the 20th century, the obvious comparison was to China’s recent
breakneck economic growth while India had stagnated. But some-
times the tortoise does prove faster than the hare—in the long run.
India remained tolerant, multiethnic, and multilingual, whereas
China was not, and foreign investments in the long term may yet
prove more secure in India’s democracy than in China’s authoritar-
ian system.

What was incontrovertible was that India’s democracy had done
far better in its first six decades than all but the most optimistic
prognosticators back in 1947 could have dared to hope. It was also a
rising nuclear and regional power building an impressive naval fleet.

Yet close to home, India faced the potentially appalling menace of
a nuclear-armed and politically unstable and unpredictable Pakistan.
This was the longest shadow cast over the largest democracy in history
as it entered the otherwise shining prospects of the 21st century.
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Though Americans have ignored the modern history of India,
they have been obsessed by developments in China. Yet they remain
ignorant of its internal dynamics and most of its history. This is of
even greater importance than in understanding India’s case, for the
modern history of China starting in 1840 is replete with the most
sudden and extreme shifts of policy, both internal and foreign, often
triggering regional wars or catastrophic internal bloodbaths.

Although China and India share broad themes in their long-term
historical development, they differ in the details. These differences
have produced two totally contrasting societies.

Like India, China is the product of one of the longest continuing
civilizations on the planet. China’s dates back well into the second
and probably even the third millennium BC. Even so, the historical
traditions that have emerged from this span are far less varied than
the extraordinarily rich Indian tradition.

China has been subject to far fewer waves of invasion and far less
subjugation and colonization over the millennia than India has. India
was regularly overrun by waves of invaders coming overland from
the northeast and from Central Asia or the Middle East. Since the
11th century, most of them, except for Timur, have been Muslims.
Although China has known conquest and subjugation far less often,
the result was always devastating and lasted for centuries.

China, though, has never experienced conquest by Muslim pow-
ers. Consequently, it lacks the hatred or fear of major Muslim nations
that still dominates Indian statecraft and national security concerns
to this day. Until the European imperialist incursions from the sea
in modern times, China’s conquerors always came from the north,
from the Mongolian steppes.

China boasts an advanced civilization at least from the Bronze
Age, and there are traditions of a unified nation going back into the
ancient past. Some historical accounts tell of the unification of the
land after a devastating catastrophic flood that bears parallels to the
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Biblical deluge.! In the sweep of recorded history, China, like India,
was home to competing kingdoms before it unified at roughly the
same time as India, around 220 BC.

Dynastic Cycles

For much of the first millennium AD, Chinese history repeated a
cycle, at first heroic and inspiring, then depressing, frustrating, and
ultimately terrifying. A new dynasty would emerge, reunite the
land, and usher in a golden age of peace, prosperity, and remarkable
cultural and technological achievements.? Bureaucratic sclerosis,
inefficiency, high taxation, and general despair and increasing desti-
tution always set in. Wealth repeatedly concentrated in fewer and
fewer hands. Eventually, the dynasty collapsed, either from angry
internal peasant revolts or at the hands of new waves of lean and
mean barbarians swarming in from the Mongolian steppes.

The Manchu conquerors who established the Qing dynasty had
no ethnic connection to the Han Chinese they ruled over. The Qing
ruled as an arrogant and oppressive aristocracy rigidly divided from
the Chinese people by caste, class, and, most of all, race, down to
the time they finally fell in 1911. Indicative of their perpetual separa-
tion from the people that they ruled, the Qing even made common
cause with Japanese invaders in the 1930s.?

Qing civilization was militarily formidable and superficially
impressive but ultimately stagnant. In the mid-18th century, it
spread as far south as Vietnam and into Xinjiang, China’s wild west
and great border region of Central Asia. The Manchus, like the
Romans, were practical and skilled warriors, not generous or vision-
ary culture creators. The beauties of Chinese culture left 17th-century
Western visitors breathless, but they were like pressed flowers in a
book: dry husks preserved from earlier and more creative eras.*

Signs of decay were apparent in the late 18th century when a
British delegation visited Beijing to be routinely humiliated by the
reigning emperor. But it would take another 60 years before the
European powers would apply their vastly superior military technol-
ogy to inflict a humiliating defeat on the Chinese.

By 1840, the British Empire, and India in particular, had a huge
balance-of-payments problem. The British people were already
hooked on tea, and the best tea had to be imported from China. It
did not come cheap. Nor were the insular Chinese interested in
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anything that Britain was producing. However, they had a small
drug problem. There was only a minor taste for opium in southern
China before the British worked hard to market the drug through
China’s southern ports. China’s appetite for the drug grew in the
first half of the 19th century.

When the opium trade in China rocketed to unprecedented
heights, the Chinese sent a senior official to their main southern
port of Canton to clamp down on the trade. The British objected,
and the dispute set off the First Opium War of 1840.° That conflict
initiated the modern history of China and its long struggle to achieve
modernization and technological parity with the West.

The First Opium War proved catastrophic for the Chinese. They
had never before been up against modern European warships firing
advanced cannons and muskets. They had never encountered troops
equipped with modern weapons and trained to fight with European-
style tactics. The Qing dynasty suffered the greatest defeat of its
nearly 200 years of power and was forced by the 1842 Treaty of
Nanjing to open its borders to unlimited imports of opium. Under
the treaty, the Chinese were also forced to cede control of the territory
that became the new British crown colony of Hong Kong.

The defeat shattered the credibility of the dynasty and plunged
the long stagnant and decaying nation into crisis. A bizarre new
Christian movement—though by any traditional Christian standard,
wildly heretical—spread like wildfire and quickly acquired political
power. It was called the Taiping, and its leader was Hong Xiuquan,
who believed he was the younger brother of Jesus Christ. The first
Chinese response to modernity had arrived, and it proved devasta-
ting—to the Chinese.®

The Taiping fed on accumulated centuries of suffering and peasant
grievances in the south and west of China. Hong, a former clerk
rejected by the Imperial Civil Service, at first proved to be a brilliant,
charismatic leader with a talent for recruiting dedicated and excep-
tionally able military commanders. In the years from 1850 to 1860,
his movement swept southern China.

But Hong was also mad. He believed that he regularly visited the
exalted circles of heaven where he conferred with his big brother,
Jesus. He was obsessed with bizarre orgies and religious ceremonies.
And he brooked no opposition. His followers slaughtered millions
of Chinese, leaving famine, disease, and despair behind them.
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Amid all this, the decaying imperial court in Beijing stumbled
into a Second Opium War with Britain and France in 1860, which
italso lost. British forces plundered the Summer Palace of the Emper-
ors, one of the greatest houses of art on the planet. Many of its
treasures were scattered into the homes of thousands of British
soldiers and their descendents.’

When the Qing turned their attention back to Hong and his follow-
ers, the repression of the Taiping was as awful as their rise had
been. When it was over, all southern China lay devastated. Estimates
of the death toll range as high as 30 million. It was the most destruc-
tive civil war of all time, with a death toll at least 40 times that of
the American Civil War, which was being fought at the same time.

The Taiping revolt was also almost exactly contemporaneous with
India’s First National Rising, which the British called the Sepoy
Mutiny, and it had arguably more profound long-term results in
the shaping of modern Chinese history than the Indian rising had
on that nation’s development. Although the Qing remained in power
in Beijing for another half century, they were reviled and hated in
southern China. The original grievances of the Taiping, and the
way they fought their early, highly successful guerrilla war, were
remembered in the oral traditions of the peasants of the south.
Eventually, these tactics were revived and co-opted by Mao Zedong’s
rural communist rising in the 1930s.

The successive hammer blows of the Opium Wars, and the Taiping
revolt that erupted between them, launched a recurrent cycle of
massive domestic upheaval that ravaged China over the next 100
years. It may be too soon to conclude that the destructive pattern
has burned itself out.

Throughout the cycles of China’s history, periods of civil war
and unrest have been followed by periods of peace, recovery, and
modernization. This happened after the Taiping revolt. The period
lasted 40 years and was presided over by the Concubine Yehonala,
who soon took the title of Dowager Empress Cixi. She ranks with
Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) and Mao Zedong as one of the three
most powerful, important, and ruthless figures to have disfigured
the history of modern China.?

Cixi’s Iron Hand

Cixi was ignorant but shrewd, petty but cunning, distrustful, and
uncomprehending of the wider world and remorseless in her quest
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to grasp and retain power in the imperial court in Beijing. She was
aborn intriguer. She oversaw the appalling repression of the Taiping.
She then presided over modernization—of a sort.

During Cixi’s reign, from 1861 to 1908, China lay under the thumb
of the European colonial powers led by Britain. They controlled
China’s finances and dictated her trade through their micromanage-
ment of the customhouses in all her major ports. But Cixi still exer-
cised influence over national priorities. She encouraged technical
development overseeing the construction of major railroads across
China, and she also boosted Western learning. Thousands of Chinese
studied throughout Europe. However, like so many other authoritar-
ian regimes, Cixi wanted the Chinese she sent to study abroad to
bring home only technical expertise, not Western concepts of democ-
racy and individual liberty. She continued to mercilessly repress her
population at home.

Hundreds of thousands seeking better economic opportunities
emigrated from China during her rule, settling mainly in other Asian
lands but also as far away as the United States.

This was not a systematic, tidy, and controlled modernization.
Nor was it a confident and self-generated one, such as the Meiji
emperor ordered and implemented in Japan at the same time. China
remained helpless, humiliated, and prostrate on the international
stage.

Two national humiliations, happening in quick succession, ex-
posed the wretched state of the Celestial Kingdom. The first occurred
when Japan declared war in 1894 and quickly sank what passed for
the Chinese navy. Japan then stripped Taiwan from the mainland’s
control and ruled it firmly but well for the next half century. Taiwan
paradoxically was thus spared by Japanese conquest from the hor-
rors of anarchy, civil war, and finally conquest by the Japanese
themselves that was soon to be inflicted on the rest of mainland
China.

Then in 1900, the first great popular eruption since the Taiping
broke out: the so-called Boxer Rebellion. It, like the Taiping revolt,
was instigated by a weird new religious cult. Because its participants
practiced mystical exercises and martial arts that they believed made
them immune to Western bullets, they came to be known as the
Boxers.’

Once again, bloodbaths swept China. This time, orthodox Christi-
ans were the victims. Western missionaries, many of them American,
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had been extremely active over the previous 35 years since the
annihilation of the Taiping. There were many converts. The Christian
message of morality, inspiration, comfort, and hope had spread
quickly among the Chinese masses. As a result, tens of thousands
were cut down by Boxer rage. The anger was a combination of anti-
Christian bigotry and hatred, Chinese nativism, and anti-West-
ernism.

In 1911, revolts broke out against the Qing in almost every prov-
ince in China. They were supported by disparate sources ranging
from American idealists to Chinese secret societies operating within
the country and in its extensive overseas diaspora. A veteran exile,
Sun Yat-sen returned from the United States and on December 29,
1911, was elected the first provisional president of the Republic of
China. The future, he proclaimed, was bright. It wasn’t."’

The Age of Warlords

Sun, the leader of a circle of liberal intellectuals in Canton, believed
that he could instantly and painlessly impose decent progressive
values and the blessings of parliamentary constitutional government
on an ancient society that had suffered since time immemorial under
the harshest of despotisms."

It didn’t work. Sun was quickly pushed aside by Gen. Yuan Shih-
kai, a career army officer under the Qing who had risen to become
their supreme military commander. Yuan agreed to throw the army
behind the revolutionary idealists on condition he could rule the
country. When Yuan became president, the world rejoiced—prema-
turely as it turned out."

Yuan was a simple, brutal, and uncomplicated fellow who thought
he would have no trouble making himself emperor. In December
1915, he announced that he was going to do exactly that, allegedly
because the people demanded it. But things were no longer that
easy. For despite all of Cixi’s best—or rather worst—efforts, China
had changed.”

During World War I, Japan had allied itself with Britain and
France against imperial Germany, and as a result, it snapped up
and inherited Germany’s old holdings and interests in China. In
1919, Japan joined with the Western powers in making a new series of
21 Demands for yet more far-reaching concessions, and the Chinese
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government of the day felt it had no choice but to accede. That
proved to be a big mistake.

Modern universities and schools had finally proliferated across
China, many of them staffed by missionaries. However, these Chris-
tian teachers often found that their pupils had a very different take
on the Western values they were taught. Western concepts of nation-
alism were adopted by hundreds of thousands of frustrated, idealis-
tic young Chinese. On May 4, 1919, this new young generation of
angry nationalists rose in fury across China to vent their anger over
the acceptance of the 21 Demands.

The protests of May 1919 were unprecedented in China."* Like
the failed liberal revolutions in Germany in 1848—49, what started
as a popular call for more democracy and freedom could be quickly
transmuted into a vast nationalist reaction, a revolutionary mass
movement, or both.

The demonstrations of 1919 marked the awakening of a new gener-
ation of tireless political activists who clashed in their differing
conceptions for the future of China. The upheavals that convulsed
China for the next 60 years were led by future leaders who emerged
out of the May 4 protests.

In May 1923, Sun Yat-sen died. But not before he had embraced
another idealistic international movement that, he was now con-
vinced, would rapidly bring China into a new era of peace, prosper-
ity, and happiness where his old hopes for parliamentary democracy
had failed. It was called Soviet communism.

But this movement would have to contend with yet another charis-
matic Chinese leader. Following his last return from exile in 1917
after Yuan’s death, Sun became the apparent leader—in reality the
titular figurehead—of a new broad coalition of Chinese nationalists
and revolutionaries. The real force in the movement was an ambi-
tious young graduate of the Whampoa Military Academy who had
converted to Methodism—a career move that proved wise and lucra-
tive for him in the half century to come. His name was Chiang
Kai-shek.”

Jiang Takes Power

Chiang, now known as Jiang Jieshi, understood about conspiracies
and power. He was a prominent figure in several southern Chinese
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secret societies. He quickly developed an imposing network of mili-
tary connections. He married the daughter of a millionaire. He was
clearly a coming man.

In 1925-26, Jiang put himself at the head of a new revolutionary
movement and army that moved up the Yangtze valley and estab-
lished its headquarters in the city of Nanjing, which he proclaimed
the new capital of China. The Western powers were at first terrified
of him. Lurid reports in the American and European press portrayed
him as the leader of the long-anticipated Yellow Peril who would
sweep the white man out of China and inflict wars of international
conquest and misery on the world.

It did not work out that way. Jiang was a corrupt and catastrophic
administrator and a merciless, cruel tyrant. But he never dared to
challenge the major foreign powers. Unlike the dreamy, inept Sun,
Jiang proved a shrewd diplomat and became an accomplished power
broker. Beneath his martial bravado, he always took measure of the
forces against him. He quickly realized that he had no chance of
storming the Western compounds in Shanghai, and that even if he
did, retribution would come hard and fast.

Jiang therefore cut a deal with the Western powers. A brief, uneasy
truce followed, based on the recognition that the full communist
onslaught would not come at once. The Western powers had
expected Jiang to drive the Western imperialists out of Shanghai
and at a stroke create a nationalist state based on socialism. The last
thing they had expected was for Jiang to leave the Western enclaves
in Shanghai untouched.

Jiang was also brokering deals with established warlords across
southern China. In the 15 years after the death of Cixi, China had
fallen into anarchy under these petty local power brokers. Most
possessed only limited power, but a few ruled provinces larger than
most European nations. It was the Dark Ages with barbed wire and
machine guns, exactly the opposite of what Sun had predicted and
expected. Jiang at first tried to liquidate the warlords, but some
defied him, and he found ways to accommodate them. He was
not destroying the old social order at all. He was preserving and
protecting it. This was not the pure and idealistic revolution the
communists wanted.

Worse was to come. On April 12,1927, Black Tuesday as it is today
remembered in the People’s Republic of China, Jiang unleashed his
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Whampoa-officered army on the urban communists in Shanghai.
The ensuing massacre was particularly brutal and sordid. Some
5,000 communists were publicly beheaded.

One young communist firebrand, Zhou Enlai, managed to escape
by the skin of his teeth. He would later prove to be Jiang’s nemesis,
but as of mid-1927, Jiang had won. Traditional, urban-generated
Marxist-Leninist communism was dead in China. But something
else would soon take its place; Japan’s appetite to carve out an
empire in China was growing by the day.

Attitudes in the Japanese aristocracy and military elite toward
China in the first decades of the 20th century mirrored those felt by
many Germans about Russia. They felt contempt for a vast, chaotic
neighbor that seemed incapable of political and industrial discipline;
this contempt gradually evolved into the harshest form of racism.
Also the Japanese, like the Americans after them, were misled by
China’s vast size and colossal population into seeing it as a great
reservoir of potential wealth. Northern China in particular, including
Manchuria, became an infernal playground for the machinations of
the Japanese military and secret services."”

On June 4, 1928, Japanese agents engineered the assassination of
one of the most powerful warlords in China, Zhang Zuolin, master
of Manchuria, by blowing up his train just before it arrived at the
Manchurian capital, Mukden. Three years later, the Japanese used
a manufactured incident at the Marco Polo Bridge in Beijing to seize
Manchuria, assumed to be the most potentially wealthy region of
China because of its concentration of heavy industry and coal
resources—the latter especially attractive to geographically small,
overpopulated, and energy-poor Japan.

Jiang temporized with the Japanese. As Japanese depredations
on China grew, he presented himself as the leader of the Chinese
nationalist cause against them, but all along he was far more con-
cerned, indeed obsessed, with stamping out the resurgent commu-
nist movement. For a new leader was emerging for the communists
of China, one who defied the advice of Joseph Stalin and who even
dared to turn Marxist-Leninist theory on its head.

Enter Mao

Mao Zedong was the headstrong son of a relatively prosperous
peasant family. Beginning in early 1927, Mao built a rural-based
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communist movement in his native Hunan Province in south-central
China, and then in neighboring Jianxi, turning generations of peasant
misery and oppression into a potent force.

Peasant discontent had fanned into wild rebellion and toppled
dynasties before. The Ming had arisen from such a movement, as
well as the Taiping only 70 years earlier; peasant unrest had pro-
pelled the Boxers too. But Marxist doctrine said the vanguard of
the revolution had to arise from the oppressed proletariat of the
industrial cities.

Jiang had read Karl Marx. He had expected communism to only
come out of China’s urban areas. He believed, therefore, that his
success in crushing the communists in Shanghai should have ended
the communist threat forever. This new movement, however, was
arising in China’s hinterland, far from the big cities, far from the
wealthy merchants and propertied interests who had rallied behind
Jiang. And it confounded the predictions and plans of Stalin too.
From its very inception, Mao’s communist revolution was inherently
Chinese and, in a sense, pragmatic, driven by domestic forces, not
European ideology. Stalin, like American policymakers 15 to 20 years
later, was slow to realize what was going on. But he was hardly
alone. China’s vastness and complexity often confounded the rulers
of distant powers.

In January 1932, Chinese nationalist protests against the Japanese
in Shanghai escalated, and the Japanese retaliated by sending a
trained force of armed sailors, similar to marines, to the city. But
this elite force faced unexpected resistance and suffered heavy casu-
alties at the hands of the Kuomintang’s 19th Route Army. The Japa-
nese reacted by committing more forces until they occupied most
of Shanghai. Jiang still had strong personal ties to the Japanese and
did not yet want to fight them. Also, the 19th Route Army posed a
potential challenge to Jiang within the Chinese national movement.
Therefore Jiang was not averse to seeing it destroyed.

Instead of confronting the Japanese, Jiang focused on crushing
Mao." Jiang’s repression had cost Mao and his family dearly. For
example, in 1930 both Mao’s sister and his second wife, Yang Kaihui,
were executed by the nationalist governor of Hunan Province. For
several years thereafter, Mao himself was forced to live a life on the
run. In 1933 and 1934, Jiang launched a series of major operations
designed to wipe out Mao’s new rural communists. The scale of
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military operations was enormous, larger than any global military
conflict since World War I, yet it attracted little attention outside
China. Jiang’s forces seemed to enjoy rapid success. Mao, facing
extermination, determined upon the kind of bold, big gamble that
would become his trademark. He uprooted the entire communist
movement and led it on what became known as the “Long March” of
1934 across vast regions of inner China to remote western provinces
where Jiang had never been able to establish effective control.

The human cost of Mao’s gamble was enormous. Of the 130,000
who left Hunan and Kiangsi provinces at the start of the march,
100,000 died before they could reach the refuge in northern Shaanxi.
Of the several hundred women who accompanied the Red Army
forces, only 30 survived. But despite these horrific losses, the march
proved a brilliant move in more ways than one.”

For someone who inflicted more untold suffering on the peasants
of China than anyone since the Mongols, and who did so in the
name of raising them up after he won supreme power, Mao treated
them with shrewd skill and respect during his campaigns in the
Chinese civil war. Chinese communist military forces were always
tightly disciplined. Rape and murder were punished ruthlessly, and
communist troops paid for food and resources when possible. The
areas that Mao’s forces passed through during their Long March
proved lastingly loyal to him during the remaining decade and a
half of China’s civil war. The contrast with the uncontrolled brigand-
age and corruption of Jiang’s forces was marked. Even the 19th
Route Army, which had defied Jiang in Shanghai, eventually went
over en masse to Mao’s forces.

But Jiang was fooled by the Long March. He concluded that he
had wiped out the communists. He soon had more pressing prob-
lems. The Japanese, not satisfied with grabbing China’s industrial
resources in the north, turned their attention to the rest of China.
They wanted it all. In 1937, they landed at Shanghai and launched a
military drive up the Yangtze River valley to seize the city of Nanjing.

The Rape of Nanjing

After more than a decade of tyrannical power over the most popu-
lous nation in the world, Jiang was unable to develop an effective
strategy and assemble a significant military force to stop the Japa-
nese. But he was determined to resist Japan’s brazen assault.
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The campaign was one of the most awful in modern history. Only
Operation Barbarossa, the Nazi invasion of Russia four years later,
bears comparison with it in the scale, unbelievable ferocity, and
wanton cruelty involved. Estimates of the number of civilians
slaughtered in Nanjing alone run from at least 100,000 to well over
twice that. Scores of thousands of women were raped and usually
tortured or slaughtered afterward. Even Nazi diplomats in the city
who witnessed the slaughter were aghast. But the slaughter extended
beyond Nanjing. The Japanese army had raped and killed on an
even vaster scale in its drive up the Yangtze. Some estimates put
the total dead during that single summer—fall of horror at three
quarters of a million people. A 1996 study using declassified Repub-
lic of China archives in Taiwan put the Nanjing death toll at 300,000.%

The killing and raping were not typical of the Japanese army.
They were sanctioned from the top of the army command. Gen.
Iwane Matsui, commander in chief of all Japanese forces in central
China, would ultimately go to the gallows after being convicted in
the Tokyo war crimes trials.”! Matsui’s aim was clearly to terrorize
the Chinese people and break their will to resist Japan. But the
atrocities backfired. As Adolf Hitler found when he inflicted the
same scale of terror a few years later, inhuman cruelty generates its
own reaction. Far from convincing the Chinese people to abandon
Jiang, the Japanese only succeeded in doing what had previously
seemed impossible. They made him popular.

This was no easy feat. Most estimates by modern scholars put the
number of people who were either murdered by Jiang’s regime or
became unhappy victims of its ineptitude at 10 million dead. And
this estimation did not count those killed in the war with Japan.
Only Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, and Mao exceeded that butcher’s bill in
the long list of 20th-century tyrants.” Ultimately, Jiang could not be
counted on to resist the Japanese after the horrors of their 1937
campaign. As the communists built up strength and influence,
spreading out from Shaanxi and Yunan, Jiang deployed his most
effective and dependable military forces against them.

China in World War II

After Japan attacked the United States on December 7, 1941, Jiang
used his diplomatic skills and influential media friends in America
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to obtain substantial U.S. financial and military aid under the Lend-
Lease program. And yet throughout World War II, Jiang merely
went through the motions of waging campaigns against Japanese
occupation forces in the Yangtze valley or in Manchuria. By contrast,
the communists under Mao waged a fierce guerilla campaign against
the Japanese and came to be viewed as the leaders of the national
resistance in China.

The British, led by Winston Churchill, were always skeptical of
Jiang; besides, they wanted the Lend-Lease aid for themselves. Jiang
was even lampooned as “Cash My Check,” a Chinese general on
the popular BBC radio program It’s That Man Again.

Franklin Roosevelt was far more credulous about Jiang than
Churchill, however. In November 1943, at FDR’s insistence, Jiang
attended the Cairo summit with Churchill and Roosevelt. Roosevelt
sympathized with the Chinese, as with the Indians under British
colonial rule. He was favorably impressed with Madame Jiang. Sup-
porting China was popular with Republicans. And FDR also had
wildly inflated hopes of what Jiang’s armies—so impressive on
paper in their numbers—could do.

Gen. Joseph “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell knew better. The old regular
U.S. Army officer sent first to advise Jiang in 1942 and then command
his land forces as chief of staff of the Chinese army after the United
States joined the war against Japan realized that Jiang’s regime was
an exceptionally corrupt, harsh, and incompetent dictatorship. He
knew that ordinary Chinese soldiers, whom he held in the highest
regard, were only occasionally paid, miserably armed and trained,
and housed in the most wretched conditions. He knew that the
officers in Jiang’s army were poorly motivated and many simply
incompetent. Not surprisingly, Jiang’s supporters in Washington
worked hard to discredit and undermine Stilwell.

In 1943-44, U.S. air power enthusiast Gen. Claire Chennault, sup-
ported by Jiang’s China Lobby, convinced Roosevelt that given suffi-
cient heavy bomber resources he could bomb the Japanese out of
most of occupied China on the cheap. Such promises were music
to FDR’s ears, especially as he could spare no U.S. ground forces
for China from the campaigns in the European and Pacific theaters.

The result was a disaster. The Japanese, alarmed by Chennault’s
air attacks, went on the offensive and easily overran Chennault’s
airfields in eastern China. Jiang’s land forces, as Stilwell had warned,
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proved utterly incompetent and unable to offer even token
resistance.”

The fiasco would come back to haunt Jiang four years later when
U.S. officials considered whether to commit U.S. forces to try to
rescue him from defeat at Mao’s hands. The successful communist
drive to finally destroy Jiang’s regime began right after the end of
World War II in the Pacific. The Japanese, pulverized by U.S. air
and sea attacks as they pulled back from their positions in the Pacific,
were also hit by two atomic bombs.

In August 1945, the Soviet Red Army, with U.S. blessing, swept
over Manchuria, occupying it in a quick succession of fast-moving
armored attacks. The 26 divisions of Japan’s Guandong Army in
Manchuria could muster only token resistance. Some 600,000 Japa-
nese troops still serving in northern China became Soviet prisoners
of war. Hundreds of thousands of them remained in the Soviet
Gulag camps well into the 1950s before the survivors were freed.*
When the Japanese surrendered, they evacuated all of China, includ-
ing Taiwan.

Mao’s Victory

Mao’s forces surged to power, filling the vacuum in the regions
previously occupied by the Japanese. There was some crude justice
in that: the communists had resisted them, and Jiang hadn’t. U.S.
President Harry S. Truman was soon assailed by frantic pleas for
U.S. intervention from Jiang and his American supporters to prevent
a communist victory in the world’s most populous nation.

It was a pivotal moment in history. The United States could easily
have been sucked into a major land war in Asia. Such a conflict
would have been on a far vaster scale than either the Korean or
Vietnam conflicts proved to be. The risks of Soviet involvement
could not be discounted, and in any case proved far greater than in
nearby Korea less than five years later. Stalin would resist the urge
to send Soviet troops into the Korean conflict. But almost a million
Soviet troops were already in northern China after routing the Guan-
dong Army in 1945.

Had Truman heeded the China hawks of 1945-46, he would have
had to strip Western Europe almost bare of U.S. troops. Despite the
brief four-year U.S. monopoly on nuclear weapons from 1945 to
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1949, Stalin’s Red Army legions might have been poised to take
Western Europe under their control.

Truman, on Stilwell’s advice, resisted the calls to send U.S. ground
forces to Jiang’s aid. The new president also sent the venerable
wartime army chief of staff Gen. George Marshall to assess the
prospects for propping up Jiang. Marshall returned home vehe-
mently opposed to the idea.” To his credit, Truman kept America
out of the fight. In December 1948, Mao’s People’s Liberation Army
forces finished destroying Jiang’s demoralized legions. Jiang and his
entourage escaped to the island of Taiwan, occupied since 1895 by
the Japanese and partially assimilated by them until they evacuated
it in 1945. (From 1945 to 1949, Taiwan was ruled by Jiang’s Republic
of China from his last capital at Nanjing.) The largest nation on earth
had turned communist.

To the American people, this development came as a thunderclap.
Their long-distance love affair with China had overnight turned into
a nightmare. It was useless to point out, as veteran China experts
and State Department analysts did, that nothing the United States
could have done would have turned the tide. It was pointless to
argue that Jiang could not have been saved and did not deserve to be
anyway. Believing in a mythical monolithic communist movement,
American pundits and policymakers failed to discern that Mao was
no puppet of “Uncle Joe” Stalin nor even a reliable ally of the Soviets.
Much archival evidence from Moscow suggests that Stalin far pre-
ferred to deal with a compliant Jiang. When Mao visited Stalin in
Moscow in 1949 as part of the Soviet tyrant’s 70th birthday celebra-
tions, the tension between them was evident to astute observers,
such as Harrison Salisbury of the New York Times. As it happened,
“Uncle Joe” never welcomed Mao back for a return visit.?

Mao inherited control of one of the oldest continually flourishing
civilizations and cultures on earth. He was determined to launch a
proud new era. As discussed in chapter 1, Nehru took power in
India with similar ambitions, but there the resemblance between
them ended. After the bloodbaths of the partition war, Nehru kept
India stable and at peace for almost his entire 16-year rule. The
occupation of Goa, for example, resulted in relatively few casualties
for the Indian Army. Mao, by contrast, immediately led China into
a new bloodbath. For while Truman had resisted calls to prop up
Jiang in 1946-47, he did not hesitate to commit the U.S. Army en
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masse to South Korea when North Korean forces, armed and trained
by the Soviet Union, swept across the 38th Parallel starting on June
25, 1950.

Lessons of the Korean War

The collapse of the South was barely averted by timely U.S. inter-
vention. South Korean and U.S. troops established a defensive perim-
eter around the port city of Pusan, halting the North Korean drive
to the sea. Then in September, in a brilliant strategic move devised
by Gen. Douglas MacArthur, U.S. forces landed behind the North
Korean lines at Inchon, shattering the North Korean army. U.S.
forces, however, did not stop back at the 38th Parallel. Drunk with
success, MacArthur plunged on, confident that his forces could also
liberate the North from the communist regime the Soviets had main-
tained there since 1945. Unfortunately, that meant rolling up to the
Yalu River, North Korea’s border with China.”

Mao would have none of this. In December 1950, he sent scores
of thousands of People’s Liberation Army troops across the Yalu.
The Chinese took MacArthur completely by surprise, pushing U.S.
forces back across the 38th Parallel.”® Eventually, and in large part
thanks to the outstanding leadership of Gen. Matthew Ridgway,
who had replaced MacArthur as the commander of U.S. land forces
in Korea, the Chinese drive was stopped and rolled back, but a
bloody stalemate punctuated by Chinese attacks continued for more
than two and a half years.”

This conflict has been misremembered and mislabeled by the
American public almost since it happened. But the term “Korean
War” could not be more misleading. The conflict was instead a
manifestation of the U.S. phobia of international communism, a fear
that had sanctioned a full-scale land war not merely with North
Korea, whose forces had effectively been wiped out by the fall of
1950 after Inchon, but with China itself. It was, and remains to this
day, the only conflict involving direct hostilities between the United
States and China.

The war is usually described as a stalemate. Hard-right critics of
Truman and his Republican successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, have
gone so far as to accuse the two men of essentially losing the war
by leaving North Korea intact. MacArthur even wanted to “unleash,”
as he and his supporters put it, Jiang’s armies from offshore Taiwan
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back on to the mainland, an adventure which, given the fiasco of
their recent defeat, could only have embroiled the United States in
an even wider land war in Asia.

In fact, the undeclared and virtually unacknowledged U.S. war
with China was a knockout victory—both tactical and strategic—
for the United States. For the rest of the century, China never dared
to threaten South Korea or Taiwan. Even the immensely wealthy
British colony city of Hong Kong survived unscathed. In 1984, China
concluded a deal with British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher
whereby Hong Kong would peacefully revert to Chinese mainland
rule on July 1, 1997. And so it did. This outcome proceeded so
smoothly that it is difficult in retrospect to imagine it ever happening
any other way. But it very easily could have.

The defeat that the United States inflicted on revolutionary China
in Korea was overwhelming and traumatic. At least 300,000 Chinese
troops, and perhaps as many as half a million, died in their useless
human wave attacks against overwhelming U.S. firepower and air
superiority. Mao’s own son was among the dead. In contrast to the
French and Russian Revolutions, therefore, any Chinese urge to
export the blessings of their own national liberation across the rest
of their continent at the point of their bayonets was nipped in the
bud—or rather, drowned in the blood—of the revolution’s own sons.

Mao and his more cautious successors remained averse to any
full-scale conventional war for the rest of the century. Mao kept his
frontier war with India carefully limited in 1962, and he ended it
as soon as there was any possibility that the United States might
intervene on India’s behalf.*

Mao also managed to avoid a full-scale war with the Soviet Union
when tensions between Moscow and Beijing escalated to a dangerous
level in 1969. In August 1969, fighting broke out between Chinese
and Soviet forces on the border between China’s Xinjiang Province
and the Soviet republic of Kazakhstan. After a brief lull, tensions
rose again in September, but a wider crisis was averted when, on
October 7, 1969, China agreed to reopen talks in Beijing on Sino-
Soviet border rectification.

The only other war that China waged during the latter half of the
20th century was an extremely brief but violent clash in 1979 when
it was humiliated by the battle-hardened North Vietnamese army,
fresh from its conquest of South Vietnam. Early that year, some
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80,000 People’s Liberation Army troops attacked along a broad front
on the Sino-Vietnamese border. The Chinese drove over the moun-
tain barrier behind the frontier and eventually captured the Vietnam-
ese city of Lang Son on March 9, but at great cost; the PLA units
performed poorly at the operational level and suffered 30,000
casualties.

This miniwar in fact won a significant strategic success for China,
but at the cost of a series of bloody and sobering tactical defeats.
The Chinese military campaign against Vietnam convinced the Viet-
namese to end their empire building in Indochina and eventually
to withdraw their occupation forces from Cambodia (where the
Vietnamese had, at least, ended the horrific genocide of Pol Pot and
his “Killing Fields”).

But the conflict also exposed the PLA’s many operational problems
and weaknesses. China’s new Paramount Leader Deng Xiaopeng
was forced to launch a long-term drive to reform and upgrade the
PLA. China systematically rotated its entire army for periods of
service on the Vietnamese border, where soldiers were put through
live fire training in combat with the Vietnamese army’s infantry that
was, at that time, arguably the best in the world. Deng also down-
sized the PLA by two-thirds after the Vietnamese conflict and pushed
through the creation of a far more capable noncommissioned officer
class for it.

The heavy casualties suffered at the hands of numerically inferior
forces in the 1979 miniconflict with Vietnam had a generation-long
effect, deterring China’s leaders from risking any more foreign con-
flicts. Thus were the lessons of the Korean War and its massive
casualties revived for at least another 30 years. Not since 1979 have
China’s leaders risked sending significant numbers of ground forces
into combat. This restraint in exerting China’s military power beyond
its borders was in striking contrast to the violent, ruthless, and
reckless policies Mao followed within his own country.

Nevertheless, the Korean War had a number of positive results for
Mao’s regime. First, and most importantly, it preserved communist
North Korea as a defensive buffer between northeastern China and
rapidly growing South Korea, a booming free-market economy allied
with the United States through the second half of the 20th century.
Second, the war united the Chinese people behind Mao. And third,
it gave Mao and the Chinese people a confidence in the face of the
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West that they had not enjoyed for more than 110 years, since the
British defeat of the Qing in the First Opium War. For even if the
People’s Liberation Army could not drive beyond the 38th Parallel
in the two-year stalemate before the 1953 cease-fire, the army of the
United States, the most powerful nation in the world, could not
drive north of it again either. Mao could correctly boast that for the
first time in over a century, China had successfully halted military
aggression by a modern Western army.

Americans also carried away many lessons from Korea, some of
which were based on a misreading of the events there. The first
misperception was that China could always be counted on to fight
in a war if it involved its next-door neighbors. Because China inter-
vened on behalf of North Korea, when Korea was traditionally a
friendly client state of China’s, later U.S. policymakers in the 1960s
overestimated the danger that China would intervene in the Vietnam
War on the side of North Vietnam.

U.S. policymakers failed to realize what they could have learned
by picking up the Encyclopedia Britannica: China and Vietnam were
historic enemies going back at least a millennium; consequently, the
Chinese feared that the huge Soviet involvement in Vietnam was a
bid to outflank them to their south. Not until Nixon and Kissinger
played their China card in 1972 did this consideration factor signifi-
cantly into U.S. policy calculations.

Second, involvement in land wars in Asia was a no-win proposi-
tion for the United States, even when it was riding high with unlim-
ited military power, industrial resources, and financial wealth. The
Korean conflict cost more than 53,000 U.S. dead and led to Truman’s
political collapse. He had contemplated a second elected term but
was humiliated in the 1952 New Hampshire primary. The American
people had no taste for tens of thousands of body bags coming home
from a war half a world away with no end in sight, whatever strategic
rationale might be offered for it (a lesson that remained relevant in
the early 21st century). In other words, absent a direct attack on the
United States as a clear casus belli, the sweeping popular support
for two simultaneous wars waged in Europe and the Pacific that
had existed through World War II could not be counted on when
fighting limited, regional wars around the world.

As he usually did after a particularly catastrophic setback (and
he had many of them), Mao briefly retreated into the pretense of
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moderation and tolerance. This respite appeared to be a cultural
and even political “thaw” along the same lines that Nikita Khrush-
chev was initiating in the post-Stalin Soviet Union at the same time.
“Let a hundred flowers bloom, let a hundred schools of thought
contend!” Mao declared in May 1956. He made it the official slogan
of his policy of openness and debate in 1956-57. But the “Hundred
Flowers” experiment proved even briefer than Khrushchev’s thaw,
and it was far more mercilessly suppressed. When the movement
threatened to go out of control, Mao had the Chinese Communist
Party label its most outspoken critics as “bourgeois rightists” and
launched a new “Anti-Rightist Campaign.” The beginning of this
wave of repression can be traced to June 7, 1957, when the People’s
Daily published an editorial, subsequently broadcast to the Chinese
people, reiterating the old orthodoxy that public criticism of Commu-
nist Party decisions was forbidden.

From Great Leap Forward to Cultural Revolution

In retrospect, it appears that Mao only encouraged heads to rise
up in independent thought in order to more easily cut them all off.
Within a year, he unleashed the Great Leap Forward. It was his
attempt to solve the riddle of modernization that had baffled every
Chinese ruler before him. And like its predecessors, it failed
miserably.

Mao’s particular failure was rooted in his earlier success. He was
peasant-born himself and had risen to rule China, like the founder
of the Ming before him, by despising the book learning of urban
intellectuals ignorant of his nation’s teeming rural reality. He held
such views despite his being very much an intellectual himself.
He had studied at university and conducted serious sociological
research. Mao was also a serious and talented poet and writer. His
poetry remains widely read and respected today, and his military
manuals are of lasting quality and stature.

But these achievements did not lead Mao to value the opinion of
experts; on the contrary, as the years passed, he came increasingly
to despise them. Since the experts had been wrong so often, surely
they would be wrong about the best way to industrialize too? The
support of hundreds of millions of Chinese peasants, their boundless
enthusiasm, and his own implacable will had carried Mao so far, why
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should the enthusiasm of all those peasants not solve the problems of
industrialization as well?

Mao ignored the lessons of free-market and collectivist socialist
industrializations alike. He did not try to strip the land of food to
feed the industrializing masses in the cities, as Stalin had done.
Instead, he called on the tillers of the land themselves to create his
industrialization for him. Ignoring every precedent of industrializing
societies, he rejected economies of scale and basic principles of orga-
nization. If Huey P. Long had declared “every man, a king” Mao
essentially proclaimed, “Every man, his own blast furnace.”

Starting in May 1958, Mao launched a new campaign to microma-
nage agricultural output and boost food production. It was a disaster.
In the summer of 1958, Chinese peasants were organized into giant
“people’s communes.” Food production in the harvest of 1958
plunged precipitously. In 1959 it was nonexistent. By the time the
enormous experiment had run its course, three years later, at least
25 million people had starved. Based on an analysis of Chinese death
rates in the four years from 1958 through 1961, researchers Jung
Chang and Jon Halliday concluded that the death toll from the
famine was even higher. They put the figure at 38 million dead.
This dwarfed the depredations of Jiang and the Japanese invaders.*

Still, Mao charged ahead. He ordered the doubling of steel produc-
tion in 1958, from 5.3 million tons the previous year. Steel, Mao
imagined, could be produced anywhere and everywhere. He mobi-
lized 90 million people throughout China to produce in small “back-
yard” furnaces. The goal was met, but Mao later acknowledged that
3 million tons of the new output was useless.

As the revered founding father of the Chinese Revolution, Mao
was too powerful to be toppled outright, but a coterie of more
pragmatic, second-tier figures moved the old potentate aside. Led
by Deng Xiaoping, one of the most eminent and competent figures
in the Second Generation of communist leaders—and one whom
Mao had always distrusted for that very reason—the group thought
they had put him safely on the shelf. At a conference of 7,000 Com-
munist Party and government officials in Beijing on January 27,
1962, President Liu Shaoqi blindsided Mao with a devastating speech
criticizing the Great Leap Forward. “People do not have enough
food, clothes or other essentials,” Liu said. “Agricultural output, far
from rising . . . dropped, not a little, but tremendously. . . . There is
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not only no Great Leap Forward but a great deal of falling
backward.”

In response, on January 30, 1962, Mao criticized his own policies
for the first time since taking power in 1949. He left Beijing and
spent an extended period in Shanghai, which remained a secure
party stronghold for him, run by Ke Qingshi. Responsibility for
ending the policies of the Great Leap Forward and restoring order
and stability in agriculture fell to a triumvirate of Prime Minister
Chou En-lai, Chen-Yun, and Deng Xiaoping.*

But Mao could never be safely discounted so long as he breathed.
With the help of his ambitious third wife, Jiang Qing, he plotted
and planned with younger hard-line stalwarts to outflank the elderly
moderates. Within a few years, Mao and his supporters were ready
to strike. In 1965, Mao called for a Great Cultural Revolution to
topple the old, experienced cadres of the party.*

It was yet another chaotic bloodbath. Once more, far from emulat-
ing the Soviet Union, as conventional Marxist-Leninist theory would
have had him do, Mao was following precisely the opposite course.
The party bureaucracy that he himself had created over the previous
35 years was now blocking his way. Therefore, he would destroy
it. In his old age, Mao was trying to turn back the clock to a pre-Stalin,
Trotskyite revolutionary past. Bureaucracy was bad. Revolution was
good. He called on a new generation of revolutionaries to destroy the
Communist Party itself. Effectively, he set off yet another civil war.

That war raged in greatest intensity from late 1965 through 1967,
coinciding with violent student riots across Western Europe and the
United States. For a while it seemed as if the entire world was
on fire. In China, perhaps a million people were murdered in the
upheaval, but scores of millions more had their lives uprooted and
destroyed. To be an educated, qualified professional—say a serious
scientist, engineer, or administrator—was to guarantee being sent
to the remotest collective farms and given degrading and exhausting
tasks of manual labor. Once again, Mao squandered the most valu-
able human resources in China. And the consequences were exactly
opposite of those he craved: China’s ruler had dreamed that he
could modernize his nation and make it an industrial superpower
overnight, a generation ahead of schedule. Instead, he set back its
emergence as a modern industrial power by 30 or 40 years.

Unlike Stalin, who left behind an institutionalized system of
repression that would preserve his legacy for at least a generation,
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Mao used the ideology of revolution to destroy the revolutionaries,
smashing the institutionalized base of the Chinese Communist Party.
But in so doing, he cleared the way for a sweeping, free-market
system to be established by his successor Deng Xiaoping. Mao, in
effect, ensured the success of a system he abhorred as applied by a
man he detested. The Cultural Revolution was a case of a revolution
devouring itself.**

The Cultural Revolution also traumatized the coming generation
of Chinese that was averse toward foreign conflicts. The Cultural
Revolution also allowed a stable, conservative, even repressive, soci-
ety to emerge in a China that was obsessed with economic growth
and the building of a huge industrial infrastructure. After the purges
and unrest, China maintained a low profile in international affairs.
Mao’s successors focused on breakneck economic growth at home.
And they succeeded.

Mao Turns to America

Mao’s one bold move on the international stage during his last
decade of life was the conclusion of a strategic partnership with the
United States. He agreed to host U.S. President Richard Nixon and
signed with him the first Shanghai Communiqué of 1972. U.S.-PRC
rapprochement put the issue of Taiwan on ice, at least for another
generation or so0.* This was less of an extraordinary U-turn than it
appeared. Mao, it was true, had always fulminated against the
United States and the free-market capitalism it embodied. But he
had never been the mindless tool or eager partner of the Soviet
Union that so many in America had always believed. For Mao,
nothing was more important than power, and every principle and
adventure on which he staked the lives of his long-suffering people
could always be abandoned or reversed in the pursuit of power. In
the realpolitik of Nixon and his national security adviser Henry
Kissinger, Mao found compatible partners.®

He needed them too. In October 1964, China had detonated its
first thermonuclear device, becoming the fifth member of the nuclear
club after the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, and France. It
was an impressive achievement, especially given China’s still meager
and chaotic industrial base. It was also a victory for China’s engineers
and scientists in what turned out to be their race against Mao’s own
self-destructive drives. Less then two years later, he unleashed the
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Cultural Revolution that brought all serious scientific and technolog-
ical research to a grinding halt for well over a decade.

The Soviets were alarmed by Mao’s acquisition of nuclear weap-
ons, however. Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev had refused to help
the Chinese with their nuclear program. In unguarded, bombastic
comments, Mao had alarmed Khrushchev with the idea that China
might eagerly trigger a global nuclear war, counting on China’s
enormous population to allow it to emerge as top dog after the
United States and the Soviet Union had incinerated each other.”
Tensions between the Soviet Union and China grew following
Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization speech to the 20th Communist Party
Congress of the Soviet Union in Moscow in February 1956.

Mao believed Khrushchev had made a great mistake. In typically
crude language, Mao told the Chinese Politburo: “We must not
blindly follow the Soviet Union. ... Every fart has some kind of
smell and we cannot say that all Soviet farts smell sweet.”*®

But the split between the two leaders only became apparent to
the wider world on June 21, 1960, when Khrushchev, speaking to
Communist Party leaders from 51 countries gathered in Bucharest,
Romania, publicly rebuked Mao’s position that a world war was
needed for the global triumph of socialism. As historians Jung Chang
and Jon Halliday observed, Khrushchev’s speech “was tantamount
to saying that Mao was crazy and suggesting that co-existence with
the West was a better bet than continuing an alliance with Mao.”

Thereafter, the enmity between the two giant nations of Eurasia
was exacerbated by an ideological dispute over Marxist theory.
China maintained that its theory of rural-generated communist revo-
lution fitted the new facts of the decolonized third world far better
than the Soviet ideology of first laboriously building up an industrial
infrastructure from which the urban revolutionary vanguard could
be recruited.

But in the end, it all came down to grim geostrategic realities.
China with its teeming millions was—or would be, if not for Mao’s
repeated bungling—a mighty rising force in the world, threatening
huge chunks of Soviet-ruled and underdeveloped Central Asia and
the Far East where the Russian population was small and increasing
slowly, if at all. The Soviets were so threatened by China’s rise—
Soviet military power had not yet peaked—that they sought U.S.
cooperation for preemptive strikes against Chinese military and
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nuclear facilities. For example, in 1969, Khrushchev’s successor Leo-
nid Brezhnev tried to obtain a green light to carry out attacks. U.S.
leaders wisely rejected such calls.

The Chinese leadership took this danger seriously, however. In
1969, they publicly ordered the construction of underground shelters
throughout China and also a nuclear shelter in the government
complex of Zhongnanhai in Beijing. Alarmed by the imminent Soviet
threat, even Mao found the Americans the lesser of two evils.

As the Cultural Revolution ran out of steam, Mao maneuvered
to preserve his heritage. He named a true believer and loyal party
functionary, Hua Guofeng, as his chosen successor. But Mao, like
other overbearing tyrants, fell into a familiar trap. Because they
cannot bear to have men of real ability around them, they bequeath
power to more accommodating figures who lack the skills or the
drive to carry forth ambitious plans. Within two years of Mao’s
death in 1976, Hua was gone too, peacefully toppled by one of the
most important and successful figures in his nation’s long history,
Deng Xiaoping.*

Deng’s Achievement

Deng appeared an unlikely figure to reverse the fortunes and
political dynamics of the entire planet. He was tiny, only around
five feet tall. He lacked Mao’s charisma and megalomaniacal ambi-
tions. He erected no huge mausoleums. While utterly ruthless when
he felt he had to be, especially in suppressing the 1989 democracy
demonstrations in Beijing, Deng had no appetite for conquest, glory,
or blood. But he did what no Chinese ruler in the 140 years of
endless upheaval since the First Opium War had been able to do:
he mastered the challenge of modernizing China. He created the
political and conceptual infrastructure to unleash an enormous
industrial revolution, one of the longest and most successful the
world has ever seen.

Deng was a lifelong communist revolutionary. He joined the Chi-
nese Communist Party while still a student in France as early as
1923 and was a founding leader of the so-called returned students
who had studied in Moscow. In 1928, Deng led an armed uprising.
He participated in the Long March and even served as general
secretary of the CCP while still only in his 20s. At the climax of the
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civil war, he commanded the final assault on Jiang Jieshi’s Kuomin-
tang forces in Sichuan and then served as mayor of Chongqing, the
greatest city in China’s west.

Mao had always disliked Deng; indeed, Mao had purged him
from the party three times. On the third occasion, already middle
aged, Deng was sent for years into the rural hinterland to labor with
his hands as a lowly peasant. His son was thrown out of a window
by Red Guard thugs during the Cultural Revolution and was crip-
pled for life. But tiny, ugly, soft-spoken Deng seemed to exemplify
Nietzsche’s superman: whatever didn’t kill him made him stronger.

Deng replaced Hua as ruler of China in 1978, and in the following
year he proclaimed his “Four Modernizations.” Just as Mao had
destroyed the physical infrastructure of communism in China, Deng
now completed the job by dispensing with everything that commu-
nism had always taught. He allowed the private ownership of prop-
erty and trade in it. He legalized and encouraged profit making. He
welcomed overseas investment in China with open arms. He created
special industrial enterprise zones in China’s southeastern coastal
provinces. Through all the economic liberalization, he made no
attempt to democratize China and kept its authoritarian political
structure in place. Only a decade later, Soviet thinker Andranik
Migranian studied Deng’s reforms and proclaimed them to be the
model Russia should have embraced when it cast off communism.*

Deng’s policies worked. Through the early 1980s and the 1990s,
except for a brief pause after the Tiananmen Square massacre, over-
seas investment flooded into China and the economy boomed. In
the 1980s, the United States, eager to strengthen China against the
Soviets, opened its markets to exports from China.

This Chinese industrial revolution created enormous inequalities
in regional and personal wealth and power. According to official
Chinese government figures from 2005, 86.5 percent of foreign direct
investment in China went to the coastal cities of China’s south and
east, whereas only 9 percent went to heavily populated rural central
China.” Coastal China, especially in the south, boomed. Guangdong
Province, long known in the West as Kwangtung or Canton, replaced
Pennsylvania in the United States and Sheffield or Birmingham in
England as the “Workshop of the World.” The Economist magazine
gave Guangdong that title in October 2003. By the beginning of 2003,
the Wall Street Journal noted that 50 percent of the world’s cameras,
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30 percent of its air conditioners, and 20 percent of its refrigerators
were being produced or assembled in China. According to Chinese
government statistics issued in 2006, the nation by then had 4.98
million private firms employing 120 million people with 7.6 trillion
yuan (about $950 billion in 2006 dollars) in registered capital.*

Deng’s achievement was epochal. For the first time in centuries,
China was a first-rate power. The real standard of living for much
of its population was rising. Estimates of the size of China’s middle
class varied from 25 million to 300 million, depending on the mea-
surement criteria used. By the end of the 20th century, however,
China had indisputably become one of the preeminent industrial
nations in the world. And in 2003, for the first time, China surpassed
the United States as the leading magnet for foreign direct investment.

Not coincidentally, this period of rapid economic growth was also
one of engagement with, and learning from, the outside world. To
a degree not seen even under the Dowager Empress Cixi a century
before, hundreds of thousands of Chinese traveled overseas to study
and work, acquiring high-tech expertise—especially from the United
States—in the process.

Where Mao was visionary, Deng was pragmatic. He was the
antithesis of the Great Helmsman in every way. In what appeared
to be a conscious and visceral reaction to the lifestyle and antics of his
predecessor, Deng was obsessively self-effacing. But when Deng’s
power was threatened, he could be every bit as ruthless as Mao.

The Shadows of Tiananmen

In the spring of 1989, students throughout China gathered in
apparently spontaneous mass protests for democracy. The Beijing
demonstrations were particularly large. More than a million people
camped out day and night in Tiananmen Square, the vast public
space in front of the Forbidden City of the old emperors, which Mao
had razed to house gigantic communist ceremonial pageants.

The demonstrations were unprecedented in China’s communist
era, comparable to the May 1919 mass demonstrations 80 years
earlier. The crowds were peaceful and good natured, but they posed
an implied rebuke to Deng and his heirs. Deng had brought growth
and prosperity to China by gutting the sustaining Marxist ideology
of the Chinese state, while allowing the Communist Party to retain
its monopoly on political power, without any of the old justifications
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for doing so. The democracy protestors were demanding popular
participation in national policymaking and threatening to expose
the hollow nature of the regime.

China’s leaders feared that the protests threatened their hold on
power. They also feared that giving in to the demonstrators would
destroy central authority in China and ignite a new wave of anarchy
and chaos like the one that had followed the fall of the Qing dynasty.
China’s leaders could also see the once-mighty Soviet Union disin-
tegrating before their eyes as popular calls for democracy in Russia
rapidly gained volume and support. The Soviet Union did not finally
fall apart for another two and a half years, but by mid-1989 the
process of disintegration was already evident.

Deng and his colleagues at first looked on with contempt and
then with horror as Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev’s dalliance
with democracy and openness brought down a system that had
long appeared more monolithic and stable than China’s. Deng was
determined not to let the infection of democracy wreak similar chaos
on China. All his life, he had seen the human suffering created by
the collapse of public order. The tough old communist revolutionary
and survivor of the Long March was not about to let humanitarian
scruples stand in the way of preventing that disintegration. So, on
June 3 and 4, 1989, he unleashed the People’s Liberation Army to
crush the protests.

The crackdown was brutal and decisive. Thousands died. The
world was appalled. China appeared momentarily thrown into
chaos. Wild reports floated in the Western media about entire PLA
corps taking the side of the students or protecting them against other
army corps. Deng was even said to have been thrown into jail or
protective custody. The stories proved false. The army remained
united and subservient to the civilian authorities.®

For all its horror, the crackdown was a success in one narrow
sense: it solidified the political authority of the Communist Party.
Contrary to the predictions of many Western critics, Deng’s economic
reform program did not collapse, and the Communist Party regime
did notlose public legitimacy or its grip on power. Like the American
and French publics after the upheavals of 1968, most of Chinese
society was inherently conservative. By and large, the Chinese peo-
ple relished the remarkable prosperity as well as the peace and quiet
that Deng’s policies had brought them. In the past, such interludes
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of peace and prosperity had proved few and far between. During
the 28 years in which Mao held supreme power, for example, the
Chinese people had not experienced periods of stability and security
for any length of time. After Tiananmen, no significant social group
in China wanted to risk losing the security and economic gains of
the previous decade to return to chaos. Memories of the Great Leap
Forward famine and of the Cultural Revolution were still fresh.

So China’s national consensus held, and after a brief hiccup, the
breakneck economic growth resumed. Gradually, through the first
half of the 1990s, Deng handed over effective power to his successor,
President Jiang Zemin. Deng’s Second Generation of communist-era
leaders had followed the Founding Generation of Mao and Zhou.
Deng’s passing of the torch to Jiang signaled the emergence of the
Third Generation of Chinese leaders.*

Continuity and Achievement

The transition from Deng Xiaoping to Jiang Zemin was akin to
the Soviet Union’s transition from Nikita Khrushchev to Leonid
Brezhnev 30 years earlier. Jiang retained Deng’s economic policies,
and China remained a welcoming and astonishingly successful home
for foreign direct investment. During the 1990s, China transformed
its standing relative to its great rivals: India, Russia, Japan, and the
United States.

Neighboring India’s domestic development from independence
to the early 1980s contrasted very well with China’s. As discussed
in chapter 1, India had not suffered hundreds of thousands killed
in a needless war like that in Korea; it had not suffered a horrific
famine like the Great Leap Forward, or the chaos and virtual civil war
of the Cultural Revolution; India had not suffered the annihilation of
much of its historic art, archaeology, and records such as Mao had
inflicted on China. Parliamentary democracy had proved its superi-
ority indeed.

But in the 20 years following Deng’s rise to power, the picture
was reversed. China became a genuine industrial juggernaut and
its centralized, authoritarian state provided a secure and stable envi-
ronment for the change. In all categories of wealth generation and
industrial might, China outstripped India, which was still mired in
the endless layers of inept bureaucracy and dreamy socialist values
that Nehru had established.
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The reversal in China’s relations with the United States was even
more spectacular. From December 1948 to President Nixon’s first
visit in 1972, the American public and its policymakers alike had
looked on ferociously hostile China with a combination of fear and
hatred. These attitudes proved totally misplaced. Americans did not
realize how decisively they had defeated China in the Korean War,
or how deeply that trauma had been felt in Beijing. China was
incapable of directly threatening the United States, and the Chinese
were not inclined to do so, either.

A Symbiotic Relationship

The rise of China created a complex new symbiotic interdepen-
dence with the United States. U.S. investment, business know-how,
and advanced technology were crucial factors in China’s industrial
transformation. Chinese economic growth was powered by its
exports, and the United States was the most important market for
them. China still needed the United States. But the United States
needed China too. Low-cost Chinese imports helped prevent the
inflationary pressures building up in the domestic U.S. economy
during the roaring 1990s, and they proved equally important in
cushioning the effect of soaring energy prices in the first years of
the 21st century.

The net capital outflows from the enormous, sustained, and ever-
growing annual balance-of-trade deficit grew so great that by the
turn of the century, a very large proportion of U.S. Treasury bonds
was held by China’s State Bank. In September 2008, according to
official figures released by the U.S. Treasury Department, China was
the largest foreign holder of U.S. Treasury securities (totaling $585
billion).” The United States had become a net borrower from China
on a colossal scale.

When Britain became a net borrower of the United States after
World War I, the British held onto their global empire for another
quarter century or so, but they could not afford to maintain it. After
World War II, they rapidly liquidated their colonies in South and
Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and Africa between 1947 and 1963.

Similarly, the foundations of U.S. global hegemony were being
eroded by China at the very moment triumphal pundits were pro-
claiming that America’s “unipolar moment” after the collapse of the
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Soviet Union would inevitably lead to a “unipolar 21st century” of
continuing American dominance.*

Under Jiang, this transformation in relative economic strength
between the United States and China started to cast longer shadows.
China’s relations with the United States slowly deteriorated through
the 1990s, most notably in the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995, when
President Bill Clinton sent a U.S aircraft carrier battle group to the
region to reaffirm the U.S. commitment to defend Taiwan. Spurred
by this action, China started to use its new wealth to augment its
military budget in new, very focused, and—in the eyes of many
Americans—ominous directions.

The U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency estimates that in 2006, Chi-
na’s total military-related spending amounted to between $70 billion
and $105 billion—two to three times the publicly announced budget.
The 2006 Annual Report to Congress on the military power of China
by the Office of the Secretary of Defense noted, “As China’s military
expansion proceeds, its military forces seem focused on preventing
Taiwan independence while preparing to compel the island to nego-
tiate a settlement on Beijing’s terms.” Therefore, “evidence suggests
the PLA is engaged in a sustained effort to interdict, at long ranges,
aircraft carrier and expeditionary strike groups that might deploy
to the western Pacific.”*

A huge annual investment went into building land-to-sea and
land-to-air missile sites around the Taiwan Strait, as well as into
developing Chinese versions of the Russian Shkval, Klub, and
Moskit sea-to-sea missiles that had the capability to seriously
threaten American aircraft carriers. The Chinese navy also developed
a unique Chinese terminally guided ballistic missile that could be
fired at carriers from land bases hundreds of miles away.

The Chinese media, meanwhile, carried open criticism and threats
toward the United States. In 1995, a senior PLA general publicly
mused that China might be prepared to incinerate Los Angeles if
the United States remained committed to the effective independence
of Taiwan.”

The context of this remark was both a deterrent and consistent
with China’s “no first use” nuclear policies. The general was sending
the message that since China now had the capability to retaliate
against any nuclear attack, the United States could no longer credibly
threaten the use of nuclear weapons against China itself, despite
having done so on at least six previous occasions.
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Still, China did not put any significant military investment into
force projection, for all its saber rattling about claiming control of
the oil-rich waters around the Spratly Islands in the South China
Sea. Its prime strategic drive, as judged by where it actually invested
in its military infrastructure, remained fixated on eventually reclaim-
ing Taiwan.

Jiang’s years in power saw a profound change in China’s global
posture. It sought no wars and took few risks, but China displayed
a new confidence and independence on the world’s stage. To the
day he died in February 1997 at the advanced age of 92, Deng had
generally advocated public deference to the United States, even
while successfully pursuing policies at home and abroad that made
Chinese leaders feel increasingly less dependent on Washington’s
goodwill.

China in the 1990s did not need wars to rise in the world. As
noted earlier, on July 1, 1997, Hong Kong peacefully and smoothly
reverted to mainland control, thereby finally suturing a humiliating
145-year-old wound. The symbolism was inescapable. The ceding
of Hong Kong to Britain after the First Opium War had triggered
the collapse of China into a century of helpless chaos. Did the city’s
reversion to mainland rule herald a coming Chinese century of
unprecedented global dominance instead? The peaceful reacquisi-
tion of Hong Kong and Macau made China stronger. Now only
Taiwan, of all the historic Chinese lands, remained to be reunited
under Beijing’s leadership.

The Shanghai Pact

Less than three years after regaining Hong Kong, Jiang took
another giant step, facilitated by Washington’s overreaching. On
June 15, 2001, recently inaugurated President George W. Bush gave
a well-received speech in the Polish capital Warsaw pledging to
extend the North Atlantic Treaty Organization through the nations
of eastern Europe. He took pains to specifically include the three
former Soviet republics of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. The hubris
of strategic overextension was striking. The three little states were
a national security liability to the United States a continent and
ocean away. Without massive U.S. military protection, they were
defenseless against any future Russian move against them.
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But the Russians were hardly sitting still. On that same day of
Bush’s speech in Warsaw, an event of considerably more import
happened half way around the world. Jiang played host in Shang-
hai—the city that above all others had embodied prostrate China’s
century-long humiliation at the hands of the West and Japan—to
Russian President Vladimir Putin and the leaders of several of the
former Soviet republics of Central Asia. Together, Putin, Jiang, and
their Central Asian allies proclaimed the creation of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization. It was, tellingly, Jiang, not the low-key
Putin, who insisted on publicly christening it the “Shanghai Pact,”
after the 1955 Warsaw Pact.”

The speeches of Putin and Jiang at the time and thereafter left no
doubt about the SCO’s purpose. It was to preserve a multipolar
world, Sino-Russian diplomatic code language for opposing Ameri-
can unipolar global dominance. In other words, the SCO existed
to prevent the United States from becoming the dominant power
in Eurasia.

Neither Jiang nor Putin was in the business of openly confronting
the United States. Indeed, when al Qaeda terrorists struck the United
States a few months later on September 11, 2001, China kept a low
profile. Putin went out of his way to aid the United States in toppling
the Taliban regime in Afghanistan that had sheltered the Islamic
terrorist organization. U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and
his Pentagon strategists used the opportunity to establish U.S. bases
in Central Asian nations. China was upset by this development,
but Beijing never entertained a direct challenge to U.S. forces in
the region.

This proved to be a wise policy. The U.S. strategic position in
Central Asia quickly unraveled. Uzbekistan expelled U.S. forces
from its Karshi-Khanabad, or “K-2,” air base after the fall of the
Kyrgyzstan government in the Tulip Revolution of March 2005
alarmed its neighbors about the possible consequences of permitting
more democracy, as Washington urged. In 2007 and 2008, the United
States and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization allies faced resur-
gent Taliban forces in Afghanistan. At the same time, the continuing
Sunni insurgency in Iraq and the growing power of Shiite militias
there forced the United Sates to increase its military commitment
in Iraq, further distracting it from Central Asia.

In contrast with the brief American moment in Central Asia, by
2008, the SCO appeared to be there to stay. As security in Iraq
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deteriorated, the idea that the United States would have the forces
to spare to be a major player in Central Asia was clearly absurd,
however much Pentagon spokespeople might have protested to the
contrary. The more the United States got sucked into Iraq and,
indeed, the more Bush administration policymakers pushed ahead
with even more ambitious dreams of destabilizing and toppling the
governments of Syria and Iran, the less time and fewer resources
they were going to have to contest Chinese and Russian cooperation
in Central Asia.”

China under the Fourth Generation

In 2003, Jiang handed over the presidency of China to another
Deng disciple, Hu Jintao.” The transfer from China’s Third Genera-
tion of communist leaders to its Fourth went off smoothly. The
following year, Jiang was eased out of control of China’s Central
Military Commission, his last remaining power base.

Hu inherited a China with major problems still ahead, but its
strengths and potential far outweighed its challenges. He faced vast
disparities in wealth between the old rural heartland and the amaz-
ingly booming industrial regions of the south and along the coast-
lines. China now had the greatest concentration of heavy industrial
capital on the planet. Yet the nation’s banking industry, based in
Shanghai, was somewhat weak. Although the panic of 1998 was
followed by a speedy recovery, China’s financial system was still a
corrupt mess in the early years of the new century. In contrast to
neighboring Japan, the government in Beijing showed little enthusi-
asm for opening its finances to outside scrutiny.

Meanwhile, communism was stone-cold dead as an ideology,
which left a worrying spiritual and moral vacuum in the largest
nation on earth. Historically, new religious and philosophical move-
ments had always arisen to fill such gaps, and they had never stayed
out of politics. The horrific examples of the Taiping and Boxer rebel-
lions showed what happened when militant religious movements
were allowed to metastasize and grow out of control.

Therefore, when the Falun Gong cult swept China in the late 20th
and early 21st century, the government of President Jiang Zemin
lost no time in trying to repress it. International and especially
American human rights activists were outraged. But from the Chi-
nese point of view, the Falun Gong represented a potentially deadly
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threat. Its combination of martial arts exercises and spiritual values
echoed the Boxers, while its apocalyptic view of the coming end of
the age bore unsettling parallels to the teachings of the Taiping.

The Boxer Rebellion had shown how quickly China could turn
from a peaceful and open society to one that is deadly and xenopho-
bic. The pattern was repeated throughout the 20th century, and it
may yet reemerge in the 21st. This was not something that any
responsible, historically aware Chinese government could ignore.
That is why, through the turn of the century, first Jiang and then
Hu cracked down hard on the Falun Gong movement.

But China’s remarkable growth and prosperity also fed a proud
new nationalism. The nation’s huge economic success created what
Marxists would have called a tension between the base—a dynamic
and rapidly changing economy and society—and the superstruc-
ture—an outmoded political order that still wanted to control and
centralize, and that had little to offer in managing a 21st-century
economy.

There were clear signs under both Presidents Jiang and Hu that
the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party sought to reconcile
these contradictions by evolving their party in a nationalist direction.
But this kind of transformation carried risks of its own. If the party’s
legitimacy for its continued autocratic control of the nation rested
on its nationalist credentials, it would have less room to maneuver
and defer the expectations generated by China’s rise in global power,
especially on the issue of Taiwan.

China entered the 21st century with a far weaker and more volatile,
indeed dangerously unpredictable, political system than India.
Meanwhile its economy, even allowing for the great and still-grow-
ing wealth disparities between its industrial regions and its rural
heartland, was far stronger than that of its neighbor. Nor did it
face the kind of deadly unpredictable threat from an unstable and
unremittingly hostile neighbor that India did from Pakistan.

Butlike India, China in its strengths and unpredictable weaknesses
entered the new century as the sum of its parts, powered by a
widespread consensual nationalism and buoyed by an unprece-
dented wave of prosperity and confidence resting securely on a
huge industrial foundation. In the East, the rising sun cast bright
rays of hope for the coming day.
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3. The Historic Relationship between
India and China

To many U.S. policymakers, India and China at the dawn of the
21st century appear as two wildly contrasting giants, both destined
to set their very different imprints on the world’s stage and both
fated to eventually clash. That may indeed be the case in the long
term. But in the long term, as John Maynard Keynes famously said,
we are all dead. The interaction of India and China over the 60 or
so years since both became effectively independent has been a study
in contrasts and cautious maneuvering. This chapter traces the his-
torical relationship between India and China and examines how
India and China’s strategic interests have been interacting, conflict-
ing, and sometimes converging in recent decades.

This is a relatively recent phenomenon. Through the long historical
record of both nations, it is surprising how little interaction there
has been between these two civilizations. Both were clearly aware
of each other from the earliest times, but trade between them does
not seem to have been significant until the time of the early Roman
Empire, the heydays of the Han dynasty in China and the Gupta
Empire in India. Even then, revealingly, India traded more with
Rome than with China.!

The spiritual effect of India on China proved to be profound,
however. The teachings of Gautama Buddha at first took little hold
in his homeland, flourishing instead far across Southeast Asia in
the centuries after his death. During the Tang dynasty, Buddhism
penetrated China and proved to be a lasting and significant force
there.?

Both great agrarian civilizations were based on the drainage of
river valleys and both shared the fear of being overrun by hoards of
mounted barbarians from the steppes of Central Asia. That happened
repeatedly but seldom to both of them simultaneously. They did
share a common enemy in the Huns, who were a serious threat to
the Gupta Empire in India and the post-Han regimes in China.
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Contacts between the South and East Asian worlds were so sporadic
or casual that no serious attempt seems to have been made by either
to woo the other. In times of mutual power and prosperity, trade
increased between them but remained relatively insignificant.?

This pattern even continued into medieval times. Genghis Khan
captured Beijing in 1215 at the climax of a campaign that is believed
to have taken an incredible 30 million lives. His grandson Kublai
Khan completed the conquest of China in 1279 and founded the
Mongol Yuan dynasty there. But the Mongols never conquered India,
and the Black Death in the mid-14th century devastated them before
they could execute another conquest. Half a century or so later,
Timur the Lame, known in the West as Tamerlane, conquered India
but not China. In the 16th century, the great “gunpowder empires”
of the Muslim Mughals in India and the Mongolian Qing in China
established their long-lasting domains. In both cases, the indigenous
peoples of the two great civilizations were again conquered by famil-
iar oppressors with long warrior traditions.*

As discussed in chapter 1, the British were a significant presence
in India from the late 17th century. Their conquest of the subconti-
nent was slow and incremental. Robert Clive’s victory at Plessey in
1757 established the British as the masters of India, and the raj was
steadily expanded over the next 125 years to include the lands of
modern Pakistan and Burma. By contrast, the British and Western
European presence in China remained peripheral until the fateful
First Opium War of 1840.° Even then, the Western powers never
established any lasting, formal political control over the Chinese
interior the way the Mongols did. The deep divisions between the
conservative, isolated, and vast hinterland of China and the industri-
alized, outward-looking southeastern coastal provinces have contin-
ued to the present day.

From 1840 onward, the strategic interaction of India and China
was firmly established, and it followed a dynamic exactly the oppo-
site of the one that prevails today. The British used India as the
military base from which they repeatedly humbled the Qing and
exercised their will in East Asia. India provided most of the troops
for both of the Opium Wars of 1840 and 1860 and continued to
provide a major share of Britain’s colonial armies around the world.

The British were never interested in taking over China, as they
did in India. Chaotic 19th-century China was simply not worth the
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trouble; it was much more efficient to keep enormously lucrative
footholds in the crown colony of Hong Kong and the British enclave
of Shanghai. The policing of the British Quarter there symbolized
the contrasting fates of British India and supposedly independent
China as late as the 1930s. Chinese were treated like dirt in Western-
ruled Shanghai. Signs in parks barred dogs and native Chinese
from entering. Law and order were usually kept by proud Indian
policemen, preferably turbaned Sikhs, dressed in the traditional uni-
form of British “constables” or “bobbies.” The message was clear:
beneficent British colonialism raised up the Indians far higher in the
world than the Qing and their successors could or would do for
the Chinese.

The Chinese and Indian independence movements of the early
decades of the 20th century looked on each other with favor but
little else. Sun Yat-sen and Mahatma Gandhi wished each other well
against the common enemy of Western imperialism but did not
collaborate in any way. Fitful rhetoric of solidarity was never backed
by action on either side. “The nationalist leaders of each country
were so immersed in the demands of their own struggle that they
had minimal contact with each other,” explains Francine Frankel,
an expert on Indian-Chinese relations.”

As late as World War II, the British Indian Army remained a
powerful military force, whereas China’s army, for all its vast size,
remained mired in appalling corruption and incompetence.® Jiang
Jieshi’s armies continually failed to deliver against the Japanese. In
194344, they collapsed when the Japanese army in China went on a
rare offensive to conquer Gen. Claire Chennault’s airfields in central
China. By contrast, the British-controlled Indian Army annihilated
the Japanese 15th Army at the battles of Imphal and Kohima in 1944,
and then liberated Burma in July 1945.

Even in the hours of chaos before independence in 1947, with
Gandhi leading huge new protest demonstrations against the British
presence in India at the height of the war, the Indian Army remained
loyal to the raj and a formidable military asset. By contrast, Jiang’s
legions proved useless.’

China Takes Over Tibet

Independence came for India in August 1947, little more than
a year before Mao Zedong’s victorious People’s Liberation Army
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marched into Beijing. But the relationship between the two new
titans on the Asian stage started with a dispute over the ancient
land of Tibet.

Vast Tibet, landlocked high behind the Himalayas and the Pamirs,
had always been effectively self-governing, but in the early decades
of the 18th century, the flood tide of Manchu expansion into Central
Asia had reached it, too, and Tibet fell under the suzerainty of the
Qing dynasty emperors in Beijing. Indeed, the Dalai Lama of Lhasa
became the chaplain to the (at least nominally) Buddhist Qing
emperor of China.

China had always been a major player in the intrigues around
the court of the Dalai Lamas, but its influence in Tibet actually
declined in the 19th century. That fact was lost on Lord Curzon, the
British viceroy of India. Curzon was convinced that Tibet, backed
by the Qing dynasty in Beijing and then still ruled by the Dowager
Empress Cixi, posed a threat to British control of northern India.
Determined to reassert British authority in the region, Lord Curzon
dispatched a military expedition commanded by Francis Younghus-
band, then only a major but a noted explorer and expert on the
Himalayas and Tibet. It proved to be one of the most remarkable
military and scientific expeditions in the history of the empire. In a
series of battles and skirmishes between British and Tibetan forces,
Younghusband rolled back Chinese influence, at least to the satisfac-
tion of the viceroy and his officials in New Delhi."’ Following the
fall of the last Qing emperor in 1911, Tibet enjoyed a brief period
of full independence until 1950."

But Mao soon put an end to that. In 1950, Chinese communist
forces occupied Tibet. The teenage Dalai Lama, believed to be the
14th reincarnation of the line, remained with his court, but thousands
of refugees fled across the highest mountains in the world to take
refuge in newly independent India.

Indian Prime Minister Jawarhalal Nehru took no action. Delhi
still had its hands full dealing with the wars of partition and their
aftermath. Besides, although Nehru had shown sympathy for the
Tibetans, he was determined to build close relations with Mao’s
China. The Indian prime minister dreamed of creating a third power
bloc in the world of major Asian nations that was independent of
both the capitalist West and the communist East. In 1955, his dreams
briefly appeared to come true. In the Indonesian city of Bandung,
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he launched the Non-Aligned Movement alongside Chinese Premier
Zhou Enlai and Indonesia’s founding father President Sukarno.

But the honeymoon did not last. In 1959, the Tibetan people rose
up against the harsh Chinese occupation that had demolished their
monasteries and impoverished their people. The Chinese responded
with an even harsher crackdown. The Dalai Lama, then a young
man in his mid-20s, fled with his entourage. (He was escorted out
of Lhasa by agents of the Central Intelligence Agency.) After an epic
journey, they made it to safety in India, eventually setting up a court
in exile in Dharamsala in eastern India. Those who stayed behind
suffered mightily under the Chinese. Out of a population that never
exceeded 7 million, an estimated 1.2 million people died or fled over
the following decades.”

The events of 1959 had a significant effect on Indian public opinion
but only a peripheral one on government policy. However, worse
was to come. The border between India and Tibet was now the
border between India and China, and it had never been properly
surveyed or mutually agreed on. Indeed, Younghusband’s 1905
expedition had been sent to lay claim to disputed sections of the
territory. The dispute lingered through the 1950s and came to a head
in October 1962 when war broke out between the two Asian giants.

India’s Humiliation: The War of 1962

The resulting conflict was a nightmarish wake-up call for India.
Nehru had neglected the regular army during his first decade and
a half in power. Perhaps its stellar performance in the civil war of
partition in 1947 had bred complacency. Since that time, the army
had succeeded in maintaining a firm grip on most of Kashmir.
However, Pakistan was not seen as a serious military threat to India
in the 1950s, and Nehru did not view China as a potential enemy.
The once-crack army’s fighting effectiveness declined due to neglect.
Nehru seriously employed the army only once during that decade—
to occupy Portuguese Goa.

The war of 1962 was a decisive turning point in modern Indian
history. It had vastly less effect in China. In China, the war was
overshadowed and forgotten three years later when Mao unleashed
the chaos of his Cultural Revolution. But for India, the war was as
traumatic in its way as the fall of France in 1940 proved to be for
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an entire French generation or the surprise attack of October 6, 1973,
for Israel at the start of the Yom Kippur War."

The immediate cause of the 1962 war was the still-disputed regions
of the Himalayas, another legacy of the British Empire in India.
Indians claimed they were just defending their historic frontier with
China. But that borderline had been unilaterally drawn by British
imperial officials along the so-called McMahon Line in 1897. The
Chinese government, then ruled by the empress Cixi of the Qing
dynasty in Beijing, was not even consulted. Mao disputed India’s
claims. Thus did an imperial agreement from the late 19th century
between Britain and China eventually lead to military deployments
more than 60 years later. These proved to be preparatory moves for
the only war between the two most populous nations in the world.

The areas at issue were strategically worthless. But Nehru, con-
vinced of the morality and legality of India’s position, boasted pub-
licly that he would not give up an inch of territory. In December
1960, Mao’s right-hand man, Zhou Enlai, had made a brief stopover
in New Delhi and signaled that Mao was still prepared to accept
a compromise agreement to settle the dispute. Nehru haughtily
rejected it.

Behind Nehru’s bluster was a conviction that China would never
dare resort to force. Also, Nehru's relations with the United States
were warming on the expectation that they would improve still
further when President John F. Kennedy was inaugurated in January
1961. In the first year of the Kennedy administration, JFK gave Nehru
informal assurances of U.S. support against China through the U.S.
ambassador to Delhi, John Kenneth Galbraith. Nehru, setting an
example of high-minded Wilsonian impracticality and incompetence
in which too many of his successors also indulged, thought the verbal
assurance would be enough and made no effort to take advantage of
Kennedy’s favorable attitude toward him to conclude a formal alli-
ance with the United States. He lost an opportunity that did not
recur for nearly 40 years. It may have been a lost opportunity for
the United States too. Apart from preempting the Soviet-Indian
strategic alignment that soon followed, an Indian-U.S. strategic alli-
ance in the early 1960s would have given India far more input into
policymaking in Washington.™

As it was, Kennedy instead inadvertently undermined his own
desire to support India. In July 1962, U.S. tensions with the Soviet
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Union rose over both Berlin and the looming Cuban crisis. Before
those heated up, Kennedy had sought to defuse the dangers of war
with China by assuring Beijing he had reined in Jiang Jieshi in
Taiwan. The U.S. president wanted to avert any more crises like the
confrontations during Eisenhower’s tenure between China and the
United States over the small offshore island of Quemoy.

Mao, likewise, wanted to avoid running more risks with the
United States. The hundreds of thousands of Chinese Korean War
dead, including Mao’s own son, had taught him how formidable
U.S. military power was. Mao did not seek a confrontation in the
early 1960s with Kennedy over Quemoy or Taiwan. He did not
respond immediately when Indian forces had started to try to dis-
lodge People’s Liberation Army units from positions along the Sino-
Indian frontier claimed by China. However, he countered India’s
moves by deploying Chinese heavy artillery to the Himalayan fronts.

The artillery redeployment in response to India’s incursions along
the border took months. The nearest Chinese railheads to the attack
positions against India were 1,200 miles away from the Chinese
coast across the inhospitable 15,000-foot-high vastness of the Tibetan
plateau. Mao might well have prepared far longer, amassing larger
forces and launching a more ambitious and wide-ranging invasion
than he did. He was not a man given to half measures: he built a
career by launching one spectacular gamble after another. But as it
turned out, within three months of reaching his own understanding
with JFK and starting the redeployment of Chinese heavy artillery
and supplies west, the perfect opportunity to attack a suddenly
isolated India came, and Mao took it.

On October 15, 1962, the Kennedy administration received defini-
tive proof that Soviet missiles were being deployed in Cuba. By
October 19, Radio Moscow was reporting large U.S. Navy maneuvers
in the Caribbean that appeared to be the preparation for a full-scale
U.S. invasion of Cuba. Three days later, President Kennedy appeared
on television to announce the U.S. naval blockade that had already
begun. The great crisis of the Missiles of October, the most dangerous
moment in the entire 44-year history of the cold war, had begun.

It appears very unlikely that Mao and Khrushchev coordinated
their actions before the missile crisis and the Chinese attack on India.
Soviet and Chinese relations were at an exceptionally low ebb in
the autumn of 1962. Kennedy’s response to Khrushchev’s placement
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of missiles in Cuba took the Soviet leader totally by surprise. He had
misread Kennedy as a weakling at their fateful summit in Vienna,
Austria, in June 1961. Given that Khrushchev had not anticipated,
let alone deliberately planned, the missile crisis, there was no way
that Mao could have either. But once that crisis erupted, Mao was
already in position to take full advantage of it.

On October 20, 1962, the day after the missile crisis was announced
to the world, Mao unleashed the PLA on India in a war at the
top of the world. Preoccupied with Cuba and the threat of global
thermonuclear holocaust, Kennedy could not come to Nehru’s aid.
India was on its own.

The Indians were taken totally by surprise. They had no heavy
artillery in their forward positions and did not dream that the Chi-
nese had. Their tactical intelligence was nonexistent. The Chinese
achieved concentration of forces and a clear superiority in the dis-
puted Himalayan region. That gave them the opportunity to sweep
down from the mountains and threaten to overrun parts of northeast-
ern India.

In the Ladakh region to the north, the embattled Indian forces
gave a good account of themselves. At first, on the Sela front, it
looked like it would be a tough fight for the Chinese too. However,
the Indians’ only major land battle experience as an independent
nation had been in their generally successful war with nascent Paki-
stan, in which they occupied and retained most of Kashmir in
1947-48. Since then, the Indian Army veterans, many of whom had
served during World War II, had basically been in the business of
scattering small-scale tribal opposition. The Indian Army was also
remarkably poorly equipped. It still had British Empire—era .303
Enfield rifles. Some of its troops went to war wearing tennis shoes.
By contrast, the PLA, for all its primitive tactics and lack of modern
hardware, was a real army, organized and coordinated as such.”

The commander of the Indian 4th Corps in the Sela area, Lt. Gen.
Brij Mohan Kaul, was a favorite of Nehru’s and owed his promotion
to his skill at flattering the prime minister and Defense Minister
Krishna Menon. Like Nehru, Kaul came from Kashmir. During
World War II, he had commanded a drama troupe to entertain the
forces fighting the Japanese and had never seen combat. As the
Chinese attacks developed, he had a health crisis—subsequently
diagnosed as a panic attack.
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During his incapacity, Kaul resigned and was replaced by an able
commander, Lt. Gen. Harbax Singh, a weathered veteran of the old
Anglo-Indian 14th Army that had soundly defeated the Imperial
Japanese Army at Imphal and Kohima in 1944. As the Chinese surged
to envelop the Indian positions in Sela, Harbax Singh did not panic.
He remembered, and imitated, British Gen. William Slim’s deter-
mined stand against repeated Japanese attacks in that earlier conflict.

However, General Kaul recovered and insisted on retaking com-
mand. Ignoring Harbax Singh’s calm counsel, Kaul ordered a full-
scale retreat. That retreat quickly became a rout, beginning the great-
est military humiliation in the independent history of India. After
the Chinese broke through the Indian positions, they threatened to
sweep down into the plains of Assam. There was panic in the regional
center of Tezpur. Thousands of people fled the city across the Brama-
putra River.

The Indian Army, for all its deficiencies in equipment, combat
doctrine, intelligence, training, and strategic preparedness did not
want for either bravery on the part of its soldiers or for highly
capable senior command officers, once Nehru and Menon swallowed
their pride and reached out to find them. Lt. Gen.—later Field Mar-
shal—Sam H. F. J. Manekshaw, replaced the disastrous Kaul as
commander of 4th Corps and quickly stabilized this force’s positions.
“Gentlemen,” he told his officers at his first command conference,
“there shall be no withdrawals.” The Indians rallied and held.'

They could have done even better. India’s ace in the hole was its
tactical air superiority. After a face-to-face meeting with Mao in
1958, Khrushchev had decided that the Chinese leader was an uncon-
trollable madman, and he took care to prevent China from being
equipped with state-of-the-art Soviet aircraft. Therefore, at the time
of the war with India, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Air
Force was equipped only with obsolete, Korean War—era MiGs. By
contrast, the Indian Air Force’s frontline combat fighter was the
British Hawker Hunter, no longer top of the line but still a first-
class aircraft and vastly superior to anything the Chinese could put
up against it.

The Indians could have emulated British and U.S. combat tactics
in 194445 and used their air superiority as flying artillery to neutral-
ize the Chinese superiority in conventional artillery. The Chinese
supply lines across Tibet consisted of long convoys of slow-moving
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porters and mules. They would have made rich bombing targets.
But Nehru panicked. He feared major Chinese attacks on eastern
Indian cities like Calcutta, despite the fact that the only planes in
the Chinese inventory capable of flying such distances were aging
Soviet-supplied Ilyushin II-4 bombers.

In addition to the technological edge enjoyed by the Indian Air
Force, China had only two airfields in Tibet that were suitable for
launching bombing operations. The Indians, on the other hand, had
inherited from the British a whole chain of first-class airfields across
Assam that was initially built to deal with the Japanese. The Hunters
operating from these fields would have made short work of any
Ilyushin bombers striking against civilian targets, and any such Chi-
nese attacks would have been limited to conventional munitions;
China was still two years away from successfully testing its first
nuclear weapon.

Indian Air Force planners assured Nehru that his fears were almost
certainly groundless. But Nehru and Menon, in addition to starving
the Indian Army of funds and promoting incompetents like Kaul
to key positions within it, had also failed to create any effective
infrastructure for strategic decisionmaking. India did not yet have
a National Security Council. The prime minister and defense minister
were improvising. The 4th Corps had received a severe defeat. They
did not heed the levelheaded advice of their air chiefs about the
uses they could make of their air superiority. And like British Prime
Ministers Stanley Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain in the 1930s,
they continued to fear that the bomber would always get through,
even in the face of all the accumulated evidence that it would not.

Mao had had enough too. He had achieved his primary aim: by
beating the Indians in conventional combat, Mao had shown he was
top dog in the Himalayas, establishing China as, apart from the
Soviet Union, the number one military power in Asia. China had
seized and held 33,000 square kilometers of territory. Indian resis-
tance in Assam was stiffening under General Manekshaw’s leader-
ship. And most important of all, the Cuban missile crisis was almost
over. On November 20, Mao unilaterally declared a cease-fire. It
was arguably the only time in his long career that he knew when
to stop and did so without bringing some far greater disaster upon
himself and his country.

Mao’s deescalation was well timed. On November 23, President
Kennedy authorized a massive airlift of U.S. supplies to India. It
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came too late to reverse the tide. India had already lost the key
battles, along with small but humiliating chunks of its territory. Mao
established a de facto line of control that has functioned without
any military challenge from India for more than four and a half
decades and that both nations now agree must be the basis for any
future border demarcation. But the U.S. assistance helped stave off
still more humiliating losses.

What is most remarkable about the Kennedy airlift is how quickly
it was forgotten in both India and the United States. For Americans,
the 1962 airlift to India became just an asterisk in the endless proces-
sion of impressive U.S. Air Force logistics achievements. The Indians
resented the United States for not being there when it counted. U.S.-
Indian relations soured. JFK’s assassination a year later was rapidly
followed by the U.S. plunge into Vietnam. And Kennedy’s successor,
Lyndon Baines Johnson, had no time for the largest democracy in
the world—his Asian obsession was Vietnam.

India Turns to Moscow

Relations between India and the Soviet Union were another mat-
ter. The Soviet Union had been courting India from the mid-1950s.
Nikita Khrushchev authorized extending foreign aid and armaments
to nations in the Bandung Non-Aligned Movement, of which India
was one of the Big Three leaders along with China and Indonesia.
By 1966, Nehru'’s successor, Lal Bahadur Shastri, and Alexei Kosygin,
who succeeded Khrushchev as premier of Russia, found common
cause in containing Mao’s China.

The Johnson administration, with the State Department’s best
China experts gutted a decade before by Sen. Joseph McCarthy’s
anti-communist witch-hunts, was blind to the switch. Johnson and
his key advisers failed to recognize that the Soviet Union and China
were not a unified monolith threatening all of Asia; rather, the two
communist countries were bitterly at odds and could have been
easily played off against each other."”

The Indian Army bounced back from its defeat at the hands of
the Chinese. Only three years later, in 1965, the Indian Army demon-
strated its continuing superiority over Pakistan in a second round
of hostilities over Kashmir, and in 1971, it knocked Pakistan out of
the ring in the war to liberate East Bengal-—soon to be Bangladesh.
At a tactical level, the hard lessons of the 1962 debacle had been
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learned. Nehru's successors did not repeat his bungling microma-
nagement of military affairs.” But the humiliation of 1962 had many
far-reaching results on the Indian side. It was predictable, perhaps,
that the war seems to have been taken far more seriously by the
Indians, who lost, than by the Chinese, who won.

Nehru took the defeat personally. He died in 1964, and he seems
never to have overcome the national humiliation combined with the
destruction of his dreams of India and China marching together in
harmony. His successors turned their attention to matters of interna-
tional power and diplomacy that he had neglected. What use was
the Non-Aligned Movement if its two greatest nations could go to
war against each other? Shastri abandoned NAM idealism in favor
of traditional realism and balance-of-power policies in international
relations. The Tashkent Declaration of 1965 pointed the way to the
1971 security treaty between India and the Soviet Union."”

It can plausibly be argued that the United States drove India into
the Soviet camp. U.S. policymakers, especially in the Eisenhower
administration, favored conservative, Muslim, and fiercely anti-com-
munist Pakistan. They may have inherited this in part from British
policymakers, who had come to regard Indian Muslims as more
loyal to them than the majority Hindus. Meanwhile, Nehru’s socialist
policies at home, and high-minded Non-Aligned rhetoric on the
international stage, grated on realpolitik policymakers in Washing-
ton obsessed with their global containment chess game against the
Soviets. Pakistan was recruited into CENTO, the Central Treaty
Organization that Eisenhower and Dulles envisaged as a Middle East
and South Asian version of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization to
prevent the Soviet Union from expanding southward. With Pakistan
firmly in the U.S. camp, and China turned unexpectedly threatening,
there was nowhere else, it seemed, for a suddenly isolated India to
turn except Moscow.

The feeling was mutual. The wounds of the 1958 Sino-Soviet split
were still felt in the Kremlin. The Soviet Union’s new masters, Com-
munist Party General Secretary turned President Leonid Brezhnev
and his prime minister, Alexei Kosygin, wanted to show that they
could do better at Asian power politics than the man they had
toppled, former Prime Minister Nikita Khrushchev. Recruiting the
second-largest nation on earth into their camp—and the former
keystone of the British Empire to boot—was just the thing for them.
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At a time when Soviet leaders seriously contemplated the possibility
of a preemptive war against China—and when they feared Mao’s
well-documented unpredictability—having a huge power on Chi-
na’s southwestern flank was a major strategic asset.

The Indo-Russian alliance certainly served its purpose for Delhi.
China was clearly superior militarily to India, especially after it
detonated its first atomic bomb in October 1964. India would not
match this feat for another 33 years. It was therefore reassuring to
know that if China launched any new attack on India, the Soviets
would use it as a pretext to threaten Beijing. Pakistan, ironically,
improved its relations with China at exactly the same time and for
exactly the same reason: to ward off India. The continuing enmity
between India and Pakistan therefore served to keep the pattern of
alliances in continental Asia predictable and stable through the end
of the 20th century. These patterns ensured that so long as the United
States remained strongly supportive of Pakistan, India would retain
its close strategic ties to the Soviet Union, and later to Russia.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, Indians looked on China as a poten-
tial menace, but one that the alliance with Moscow protected them
against. Still, the humiliation and trauma of the 1962 war cast long
shadows. Even in India’s hour of greatest military victory, its 1971
liberation of Bangladesh from Pakistan, Prime Minister Indira Gan-
dhi and her military advisers were concerned that China might
intervene on Pakistan’s side.

That was where the strategic alliance with the Soviet Union proved
its value. China was still enfeebled by her Cultural Revolution, and
China’s leaders had been alarmed in 1969 when a border dispute
with the Soviet Union raised the specter of war. It later emerged
that Brezhnev seriously considered a preventive war against China
at that time, and he might even have gone ahead with it had U.S.
President Richard Nixon not headed him off.** China was feeling
weak and encircled, and the military rise of India, and the ease with
which it dispensed with Pakistan, added to China’s fears about being
surrounded. “The worst possibility,” Chinese Prime Minister Zhou
Enlai admitted to Nixon when they met in February 1972, was “the
eventuality that you would all attack China—the Soviet Union comes
from the north, Japanese [sic] and the U.S. from the east, and India
into China’s Tibet.””

Therefore, even as Indians basked in the glow of their 1971 victory,
Indian leaders were not tempted to emulate China’s catastrophic
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political or economic programs. Even after Mao died and Deng
Xiaopeng took over, India was preoccupied with its own internal
concerns through the 1980s. Delhi was therefore slow to pick up on
the significance of Deng’s far-reaching reforms.

China paid even less attention to India after establishing its mili-
tary supremacy in the 1962 war. The Chinese certainly had no fear
of India after that, whereas their fear of the Soviets was very real
indeed. Through the 1960s, the Soviets had gained influence in North
Vietnam, China’s traditional enemy to the south.

Through all this time, U.S. policymakers viewed India as a distant,
insignificant appendage of Moscow.

The 1970s: India’s Decade

Just as the 1970s were a decade of introspection for China, the
1980s were for India. There was a remarkable degree of reverse
symmetry between the two nations during those years. Indian
national confidence was riding high after the 1971 defeat of Pakistan
and liberation of Bangladesh. A cover caption of The Economist maga-
zine in London after the 1971 war captured the mood,; it called Indira
Gandhi “Empress of India.”? A few years later, India’s reliance on
the Soviet Union and defiance of Nixon and Kissinger appeared
justified, first when Nixon fell in the Watergate scandal in 1974 and
then when the victorious North Vietnamese Army conquered South
Vietnam and forced an ignominious last minute U.S. evacuation
from the South.

Circumstances were far different in China. Even when Mao’s worst
excesses abated, the old master manipulator remained as powerful,
inaccessible, and unpredictable as the most capricious Manchu
emperors in the old Forbidden City. He finally died in 1976. No one
had done more to create a united China after the previous century
of failure; and no one had done more to keep that united China
miserable, impoverished, and paralyzed.

Given the state of affairs following Mao’s death, Chinese leaders
didn’t give much thought to competition with India. Beijing had
tried to flex its muscles to put the newly assertive Vietnamese in
their place in 1979, but the gambit backfired and the battle-hardened
North Vietnamese dealt a humiliating tactical defeat to the People’s
Liberation Army.” China did achieve its strategic goals of forcing
Vietnam to act with much more restraint and caution throughout
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Indochina in the following decades. That clash was far more signifi-
cant than the West appreciated at the time.

The communist world remained split, with the Soviet Union con-
tinuing to support Vietham. The sweeping, ignorant assumptions
that had propelled Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, and
McGeorge Bundy into committing half a million troops to prop up
South Vietnam in 1965 had been exposed as nonsense. China and the
Soviet Union remained bitter enemies; so too did Vietnam and China.

Defeat at the hands of the Vietnamese reinforced Deng’s cautious
instincts toward the wider world—and his determination to build
up China from scratch. It also strengthened his desire to retain at
least one of Mao’s later policies: strategic cooperation with the United
States to protect China from the Soviet colossus. If even the Vietnam-
ese, exhausted after three and a half decades of continual war against
the French and the Americans, could stop the PLA in its tracks, what
might the Soviet Red Army do? As Henry Kissinger observed in his
conversations with Zhou Enlai, being patient and taking the long
view come easily to Chinese leaders.”

Consequently, India had little to fear from China militarily
through the 1980s. Still, the rapid and then continuous success of
Deng’s enthusiastic application of American and British free-market
policies shook the confidence of Indian business leaders and intellec-
tuals through the decade. A profound transformation was beginning
to occur: for more than 125 years since the Taiping rebellion of the
1850s, India had been a vastly safer and more secure country to live
in for its hundreds of millions of inhabitants than China. Even the
First National Uprising of 1857 and the millions of dead from Brit-
ain’s bungled withdrawal and partition in 1947 were on a far smaller
scale than the killing going on in China at the same time. For all of
Nehru’s socialist fixations and economic daydreams, the standard
of living of the Indian people, especially the “real India” of the
hundreds of thousands of rural villages, remained stable under him
and his successors. There was no repetition of the Bengal famine of
1943 that had been caused by British incompetence. Indian famine
relief and prevention were the best in the third world. Even though
China had thrashed India in the 1962 war, educated, middle-class
Indians had good reason to be complacent when they compared
their relative progress with China’s lack thereof.
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1980s: China’s Decade

In the 1980s, that changed. Independent India had never seen
anything like the crash industrialization of China’s coastal regions.
Indians marveled at the hundreds of millions of dollars in foreign
direct investment that transformed Shanghai into the most important
financial center of mainland Asia. Even the traditional socialist arro-
gance and complacency of the Congress Party was dented. After
Rajiv Gandhi succeeded his assassinated mother as party leader and
prime minister in 1984, he put India on the path toward reform and
high-tech development to try to loosen the stranglehold of state
controls and micromanagement of private enterprise.

India’s long-entrenched bureaucracy—the heritage of the British
Empire and the decades of socialism that followed it—frustrated
Rajiv. He was new to the business of government. Like so many
visionaries and dreamers, including his grandfather Nehru, he had
no real conception of how the free market worked and how wealth
was produced. But he was at least stumbling and striving in the
right direction.”

Nevertheless, the 1980s were the crucial swing decade when China
finally outstripped both India and the Soviet Union in sustained
economic growth and when it built the capital and fiscal infrastruc-
ture to create a true global-scale industrial and financial colossus.
Deng reversed the entire dynamic of Chinese history since 1840,
indeed, since the time of the Ming. He transformed the long-term
strategic dynamic of China’s relations with India as well.

Through the late 1980s and thereafter, other events increased Indi-
ans’ sense of geopolitical disquiet. First, Rajiv Gandhi sought to
emulate his mother’s success in playing nation builder and arbiter
of conflicts in East Pakistan/Bangladesh by inserting India into the
Sri Lankan peace process. He paid for his hubris with his life.”

With the approval of the Sri Lankan government, India sent troops
to enforce a compromise peace agreement. But the separatist Tamil
Tigers fiercely opposed the peace deal and resented the deployment
of Indian troops on the island. A Tamil suicide bomber assassinated
Rajiv in 1989, only five years after his mother had been shot dead
in her own garden by her Sikh guards. The Nehru-Gandhi dynasty
appeared to have come to a tragic end. India had lost two prime
ministers, cut down by assassins drawn from India’s fractious minor-
ity community. Was the great Indian experiment in pluralistic, con-
sensual democracy breaking down? Was India falling apart??
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The loss of national confidence caused by the two assassinations
came while China was far outpacing India in economic growth.
This disparity fed the growing sense of doubt about how well the
democratic system was working. Was democracy the wrong choice
for generating economic growth and prosperity? Some Indians
began to wonder whether the Chinese had the right idea after all.
Would pragmatic authoritarian tyranny succeed where Mao’s ideo-
logically driven communism had failed?*

The Soviet collapse at the end of 1991 was another sobering devel-
opment for Indian geostrategists. For two decades, Indians had
rested securely under the protection of the Soviet Union. But the
disintegration of the Soviet Union, combined with the economic rise
of China, taught Indians that the balance of power in Asia had
profoundly changed.

Rajiv Gandhi’s successors showed much more energy and enter-
prise in reforming economic policies in the early 1990s than they
did on diplomacy and grand strategy. Finance Minister Manmohan
Singh initiated many of the free-market reforms that prompted
steadily increasing growth in the high-tech private sector. Later
coalition governments led by Prime Minister Vajpayee of the Bhara-
tiya Janata Party to a great extent benefited from, and took unearned
credit for, reforms that Singh and his Congress Party colleagues
had initiated.

The Erosion of India’s Influence

On the international front, however, the later Congress Party gov-
ernments drifted through the 1990s much as Rajiv Gandhi had
through the 1980s. India had quietly supported the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan in December 1979. The Muslim mujahideen who
fought the Red Army to a standstill there were Hindu India’s tradi-
tional enemies as much as they were Moscow’s. China and the United
States had both responded to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan
in December 1979 by funneling aid to the Muslim guerrillas through
Pakistan. That proved to be highly advantageous for Pakistan’s long-
time ally China. And while it eventually backfired catastrophically
on the United States, the short-term effect would result in the end
of the Soviet Union.

The Afghan war had ominous developments for India, too. In
the two decades after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, Pakistan
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became a very different and far more dangerous nation from India’s
point of view. It had made steady progress toward the development
of nuclear weapons. Pakistan’s main intelligence service, the Inter-
Services Intelligence agency, became the beneficiary of hundreds of
millions of dollars in covert U.S. and U.S.-approved Saudi aid flow-
ing through Pakistan to finance the mujahideen. The ISI became a
secret state-within-a-state. Its leaders developed far more extreme
and potentially anti-Western sentiments than the regular Pakistani
army, with its proud British-inherited traditions. The inner soul of
Pakistan’s military was moving from the cricket pitch to the madras-
sah. All that augured ill for neighboring India in the long term.”

India never sought to break out of its alliance with post-Soviet
Russia. Relations were consistently warm into the 21st century. Rus-
sia remained the natural mainland Asian counterweight to rising
China. However, Russia on its own was no longer enough. Indian
policymakers started to consider seeking better ties with the
United States.

Anti-American attitudes within the Congress Party remained
strong. However, no Congress leader of the 1990s embraced anti-
American sentiments with the same fervor that Indira and Rajiv
Gandhi had. And a new party was finally rising to challenge the
old Congress orthodoxies on foreign as well as domestic policy.
When Vajpayee and the BJP took office in 1998 for an extended
season in power, they were only too happy to embrace the United
States and other surprising new partners as well.

Vajpayee and his defense minister, George Fernandes, took the
geopolitical challenge of China far more seriously than Indian lead-
ers had since the days of Shastri in the mid-1960s.* In its newly
defiant, post-Tiananmen Square posture under Deng’s successor
President Jiang Zemin, China was a far more confident and assertive
power. In the days of China’s so-called Third Generation leadership,
the caution imposed by old Soviet threats and the humiliation at
the hands of the Vietnamese in 1979 slowly but steadily receded
into the mists of the past.

This new China was not afraid to even confront its old strategic
ally, the United States. It rattled rockets over the Taiwan Strait in
1996. It aggressively sought to extend its influence in Southeast
Asia.*' Beijing stepped up its relations with Thailand and Burma,
now called Myanmar. That greatly alarmed Indian strategic plan-
ners. Under Fernandes, Indian geostrategists and defense planners
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started to talk about the dangers of encirclement by China in the
same way that German strategists before World War I had railed
against encirclement by France, Russia, and Britain.*? One allegation
often aired in the South Asian press was that China had started, or
was preparing, to build naval facilities in the Coco or Andaman
Islands. India’s naval chief of staff declared in October 2005 that
such Chinese installations did not exist, but the rumors persisted.”

Sino-American Strains

The Clinton administration had had its share of headaches with
China, though it never gave up the hope that warm relations could
somehow be revived. Clinton’s commitment to free trade, keen eco-
nomic intellect, and vast political skill had prepared him well to
reach out to Chinese leaders. However, he was unable to mount a
major and sustained courtship of China. For example, the Chinese
were furious about the widespread popular support for the Dalai
Lama and his exiled Tibetan leadership in America, but influential
groups on both the right and left of the political spectrum limited
Clinton’s options. Human rights activists wanted to pressure Beijing
concerning the future of Tibet. Others called for religious freedom,
especially for Christians in China. Domestic politics also accounted
for Clinton’s unwillingness to support Beijing’s Three Gorges Dam
project. The Chinese saw the project as essential for meeting their
electrical power needs and interpreted the widespread criticism by
American environmentalists as simultaneously hypocritical and part
of a diabolical plot to slow China’s growth and keep her weak. In
general, therefore, coming to terms with Jiang and the Chinese would
have involved grasping too many thorny issues that Clinton pre-
ferred to leave undisturbed, and it seems unlikely that Clinton, had
he chosen to confront the domestic political pressures, could have
improved Sino-U.S. relations.

The challenges on the Chinese side were equally formidable. Chi-
nese leaders recalled the great Tiananmen demonstrations with hor-
ror. They recalled how quickly Gorbachev’s democratizing and free
media experiments in the Soviet Union had been followed by the
disintegration of that vast state. They were determined to prevent
a similar breakdown in China. Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl Wudunn
explain that Deng “feared for his country as much as he feared for
his power base. Deng grew up in a China torn apart by warlords
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and foreign invaders, and he had lived through famines, civil war,
and attacks by marauding guards in the Cultural Revolution. By
some accounts, his father was beheaded by bandits in 1941. All this
bred in him a primal fear of chaos.”*

Thus, many factors prevented Clinton or Deng from moving
boldly to renew close strategic ties. Far broader changes in the rela-
tionship would occur after Clinton left office. In January 2001, a new
administration took over in Washington, far different not just from
Clinton and his internationalist Democrats but also from the cautious
old Republican realist-internationalists that had dominated previous
GOP administrations.

Ambitious and bold neoconservatives who enjoyed the support of
Vice President Dick Cheney and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld
influenced policymaking in George W. Bush’s administration. At
first, the Bush team appeared prepared for confrontation with China.
Led by Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz in the Pentagon,
they were eager to embrace democratic India as America’s new
strategic partner in Asia.® But just as Robert McNamara and his
acolytes missed the obvious evidence that the Soviets and the Chi-
nese were already far apart by the 1960s, Wolfowitz and his allies
failed to see that China and India were disinclined to confrontation
with each other.

China’s priorities in fact were the exact opposite of what they had
been in the lead-up to the 1962 India-China War. In 1962, Mao had
taken advantage of an easing of tensions over Taiwan with the
United States to move his heavy artillery eastward in order to teach
India a lesson in the Himalayas. But in the early 21st century, Taiwan
was at the center of China’s preoccupations and looked certain to
stay there. Since taking power in the spring of 2000, Taiwanese
President Chen Shui-bian had steadily led his island of 23 million
people in the direction of de jure as well as de facto independence
from the mainland. An increasingly confident and nationalistic
Beijing leadership repeatedly made clear they would never tolerate
this, and they backed up their threats with a substantial military
buildup.* Hoping to deter U.S. aircraft carrier battle groups from
operating in the waters around Taiwan, China deployed close to a
thousand short-range ballistic missiles and medium-range ballistic
missiles aimed at Taiwan.”

It was no coincidence that while this buildup was going on,
Beijing’s attitude toward India markedly improved. China also
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became a noticeably more affable and cooperative partner in the
annual regional forum of the Association of South East Asian
Nations. It took China just 10 years to establish generally warm
relations with the nations of ASEAN after a long period of tension;
from 1990 to 2004, China’s trade with ASEAN countries rose by an
average of 20 percent annually.*

In 2002, to the initial surprise and great relief of the ASEAN
member nations, Beijing started taking a much more friendly and
cooperative tone on the hot-button dispute over control of the Spratly
Islands. These tiny islands hold a strategic position in the South
China Sea and are surrounded by an oil-rich seabed that has made
them a bone of contention between China and several ASEAN coun-
tries. But in a remarkable diplomatic change of course, Beijing
accepted a multilateral approach to address that issue.” It seemed
that the Chinese were clearing the decks to be able to concentrate
on Taiwan, the only remaining area of traditional Chinese territory
not yet reclaimed from what the Chinese call “the Century of Humili-
ation” from 1842 to 1949.

The Sino-Indian Thaw

New Delhi had plenty of reasons of its own to want better relations
with Beijing. That was as true under Vajpayee and the BJP as it was
under Congress-led governments. For all his tough talk, Vajpayee
was an old-fashioned parliamentarian who led a coalition govern-
ment. He never contemplated abandoning India’s traditional alliance
with Russia even while he successfully improved relations with
Washington. He had even sought improved relations with Pakistan
under its last civilian government, and he may have believed that
by improving relations with China, he could get Beijing to restrain
Pakistan.” He visibly basked in every small gesture from Beijing,
hinting at better relations and seeking to increase the low volume
of trade between the two nations. Although Fernandes loudly and
often proclaimed the need to recognize China’s long-term hostility
to India, Vajpayee only smiled and refused to act on his defense
minister’s ominous warnings.*

Relations between Delhi and Beijing became even warmer when
Congress regained control of the Union government after its surprise
victory in the 2004 elections. The new government under Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh rapidly revived an old initiative of Rajiv
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Gandhi’s from the 1980s. Singh surprised Beijing and Islamabad
by unilaterally suggesting that India, Pakistan, and China should
harmonize their nuclear strike doctrines. The initiative went
nowhere at first. Pakistan and China were obviously reluctant to
put these cards on the table with India. But Singh’s overture served
notice that the new Indian government would not passively play a
role as Washington’s puppet. The new Congress government was
not about to cut off its highly useful ties to Washington, but it was
not prepared to confront China at America’s bidding either.

The Bush administration should have learned this a year earlier
when it asked Vajpayee to provide Indian troops to join its “coalition
of the willing” in Iraq. Vajpayee appeared at first to entertain the
request, but there was strong opposition to it from the Congress
Party. Senior army officers were divided. Vajpayee finally decided
against the idea.”

However, even before the Congress Party regained power in 2004,
there were clear indications that India was not anxious to make a
bitter enemy of China. For example, in June 2003, Indian Prime
Minister Vajpayee traveled to China. During this visit, Beijing offered
to recognize Sikkim in the Himalayas as part of India, something
that it had not done before. Soon after, the two countries also agreed
to elevate discussions on their remaining differences over the border
in the Himalayas to the political level and agreed on “guidelines
and principles” to help finally resolve the dispute.®

Even Defense Minister Fernandes, the Vajpayee government’s
China-basher-in-chief, dramatically changed course. In a February
2004 speech, Fernandes admitted that in the past, “I had qualified
China as a ‘potential threat number one.” But, he continued: “There
has been a very positive tenor in the Sino-Indian relationship. . . .
The future prospects, in short, are promising and both countries
have reiterated this determination (to improve bilateral relations) at
the highest political level on both sides.”*

Commenting on Fernandes’s remarkable change of mind, analyst
C. Raja Mohan noted: “The dramatic expansion of bilateral trade
and economic cooperation in the first years of the millennium has
created a different template for bilateral relations. From $200 million
in the early 1990s, bilateral Sino-Indian trade shot up to $5 billion
in 2002 and touched $7.5 billion (in 2003). It is expected to touch
$10 billion (in 2004).” But this was just the beginning; Fernandes in
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his lecture foresaw a rapid increase in the volume of trade to $20
billion a year.®

Then he went even further. He acknowledged that India, like
China, was consolidating its “bilateral relations with the United
States, the European Union, Russia, and Japan,” but then added,
“none of these relationships are to be construed as zero sum.” In
other words, as Mohan noted, “India will neither join the U.S. to
contain China nor align with Beijing in a bloc against Washington.”*

Fernandes had closed his remarks, “We must ensure that whatever
be [sic] the nature of the military profile that China and India acquire
in the near future, this must be managed in such a way that there
is no mistrust or needless anxiety.” He added, “Individually and
together, such capability must be seen as contributing to regional
and global stability.” Mohan commented with considerable under-
statement, “It is not often that India has said that Chinese military
strength could be a stabilizing force in the region.” And that wasn’t
just one analyst’s interpretation. As if to underscore the point that
India was taking a more benign view of China’s growing military
power, Fernandes even initiated a series of joint naval exercises
with China following Vajpayee’s Beijing visit.*” The lessons for U.S.
policymakers to take from Fernandes’s comments are clear. First,
when even one of the previously most hawkish figures toward China
at the highest level of the Indian government expresses his commit-
ment to long-term peaceful coexistence with China, that position
needs to be taken very seriously in Washington. Second, India’s
strategy of avoiding confrontation with China—and even cooperat-
ing with her wherever possible—is embraced by both the nationalist
BJP and Congress—United Progressive Alliance.

To be sure, there were still problems in the Beijing-Delhi relation-
ship. For example, Fernandes acknowledged what India still
regarded asits “deficit of trust” with China over Beijing’s relationship
with Pakistan. But if this remarkable change could occur even under
the Hindu-nationalist—and traditionally anti-Chinese—B]JP, how
much more could be expected when the traditionally pro-Chinese
Congress Party returned to power? And sure enough, after it took
power in 2004, the new government of Manmohan Singh accelerated
the warming of relations and strategic dialogue with Beijing that
began under his BJP predecessor.

Mohan noted that Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s new govern-
ment had a “Nehruvian political color.” The times could now prove
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far more favorable, Mohan suggested, “for the realization of Jawahar-
lal Nehru’s vision of Asia as ‘the area of peace.” . .. Today, regional
integration and great power harmony provide India a positive set-
ting to pursue Nehru’s ideas on Asian unity and an ‘Eastern
Federation.”*

Such a reversion to the hazy nonaligned dreams of Bandung could
be a recipe for yet another rude awakening for India on the lines of
the 1962 war, or even worse. But there is no doubt that the idea of
India joining China to lead a pan-Asian bloc still has some traction
in the Congress Party political establishment. U.S. policymakers,
therefore, need to recognize that India remains nonaligned and is
determined to retain its strategic alliance with Russia as it seeks, at
the very least, coexistence with China.

The Asian Dimension

The momentum toward a longer-lasting Indian-Chinese rap-
prochement found support in unexpected places. Mohan noted that
Japan’s ambassador to India, Yasukuni Enoki, had even suggested
at a New Delhi press conference a few weeks earlier “the develop-
ment of a strategic triangle among India, China and Japan.”

Although the Indian government responded to Enoki’s comments
with, in Mohan’s words, “a big yawn,” no one could really ignore
the importance of deepening relations between India, China, and
Japan. China had replaced the United States as Japan’s largest export
market. Greater China, meanwhile, including Taiwan and Hong
Kong, had become India’s third-largest trading partner behind only
the United States and the European Union.”

For its part, the Chinese government reacted favorably to Enoki’s
suggestion. The official People’s Daily newspaper welcomed the Japa-
nese ambassador’s remarks, and the English-language China Daily
ran a piece arguing the case for such a triangular relationship.” From
China’s point of view, when seen in the context of an anticipated
showdown with the United States over Taiwan, promoting such a
triangular axis in the short term made a great deal of sense. It would
ensure that a safely neutral India was not tempted to take advantage
of China’s preoccupation with the United States to launch mischief of
its own, whether seizing Himalayan border territory or encouraging
some popular rising in Tibet.
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The Indians had shown no signs of such revanchism, but the
Chinese knew all too well how Mao had taken advantage of Presi-
dent Kennedy’s preoccupation with Cuba to launch the 1962 war
and humiliate India in what had previously been seen as an unim-
portant theater.

Also, the more talk there was about a trilateral axis, the more
Japanese leaders might be tempted to loosen their own ties with
Washington in order to stay out of the line of fire if the confrontations
over Taiwan should ever lead to a war between the United States
and China.

Feng Zhaokui of the Japan Research Institute of the Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences argued that Enoki’s proposed triangle was
no pipedream. By 2004, India, China, and Japan together already
accounted for 20 percent of the world’s total gross domestic product.
Precisely because they were at different levels of economic develop-
ment, they had the potential to cooperate constructively rather than
act as rivals. Japan’s population is aging, and ultimately shrinking.
As a result of rising prosperity, which tends to reduce birth rates,
combined with draconian birth control laws from the 1970s, China
is projected to begin growing older in the next decade. Therefore,
by 2020, India may well have the largest working and consuming
population in the world.*

Feng, an influential Chinese expert on Japan whose articles are
published in the official People’s Daily, further argued that India,
China, and Japan, as major importers of oil and gas, could begin to
cooperate on energy security. Feng noted that “China-India naval
maneuver[s] were an indication that the two countries [did] not see
each other as an imminent threat,” and he anticipated that the two
could work together in “protecting sea-lanes, guarding the maritime
chokepoints, combating international terrorism and checking piracy
on the high seas.”

Such a rosy vision still appears far off, but Feng hinted at why
China was so eager to dangle this particularly enticing carrot before
the eyes of policymakers in Tokyo and New Delhi: “No party should
subordinate itself to acting as a chessman for a non-Asian super-
power to contain others.” In other words, Feng continued, “Neither
India nor Japan will dance to your tune in order to contain us, Mr.
Wolfowitz.”>*
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Issues in Common

One does not have to posit the rapid creation of some supersized
Asian axis to see why China and India may work together far more
harmoniously than some Washington armchair strategists imagine
possible, which is why some scholars are taking Sino-Indian trade
and warming diplomatic ties seriously.”

India and China are both rising, confident nations determined
to maintain their sovereignty. Both are mindful of long historical
nightmares, whether colonial or anarchic. Both nations are deter-
mined to uphold their sovereignty against the many globalizing
and extragovernmental forces that did so much to undermine the
viability of other nation-states in the closing decades of the 20th
century.

The two countries have other shared interests. First, they both
oppose any attempt by the Untied States to use the Kosovo precedent
to intervene in the internal affairs of nations accused of persecuting
minority populations. They also have an interest in preventing non-
governmental organizations, especially those backed by the United
States, from pursuing human rights agendas that infringe on their
sovereignty.>

The Kosovo precedent, in particular, caused equal alarm in New
Delhi and Beijing. India remains determined to retain control of
Kashmir. It has also faced violent guerrilla movements over the past
two decades from the Tamil Tigers who assassinated one prime
minister; the Sikhs, who assassinated another one; and the Maoists,
who are a spreading threat in northeastern India. China remains on
guard against movements to restore Tibet’s independence and to
radicalize the Muslims of Xinjiang.”

Indian analysts Surjit Mansingh and C. V. Ranganathan have
observed that China and India share an

attachment to traditional concepts of absolute sovereignty
... especially on matters relating to territory and security.
Neither is amenable to external interference on military and
arms-related matters; both oppose external inspections and
interventions elsewhere, especially if undertaken without
benefit of [United Nations] validation. Their resentment of
Western intrusiveness and hypocrisy, as on the subject of
linking trade issues to social causes, is loud and insistent. . . .
Both are highly defensive against the West on the issue of
human rights.®

100



The Historic Relationship between India and China

The implications for policymakers in Washington are profound.
The era of economic globalization has fostered nationalist, protec-
tionist, and potentially xenophobic responses in both China and
India.” Those attitudes appear to have played a significant role in
persuading large numbers of voters from the rural villages to support
Congress and its allies in the 2004 Indian general election. In China,
given the extreme nationalist reactions in the heartland experienced
over the past 150 years, the responses to globalization could prove
to be considerably more dramatic.

India and China share strikingly similar positions toward the
World Trade Organization on issues of labor and environmental
standards. Environmental issues also seem to draw the two giants
closer together. Both nations remain heavily dependent on coal for
electrical power generation, and both are building still more coal-
fired power-generating plants. That poses a potentially serious prob-
lem for neighboring states, notably Bangladesh and Nepal. But it
poses challenges on a global scale as well. The two nations are
committed to continued industrialization and have a shared interest
in resisting any effort to impose limits on carbon dioxide (CO,)
emissions, as the Kyoto Protocols would have done. Any serious
international effort to control global CO, emissions, however, must
include India and China. Between them, as of 2005, they accounted
for 23 percent of the world’s energy-related CO, emissions into the
atmosphere, and their share of total output was projected to increase
dramatically in coming decades.®

The Cautious Giants

The bottom line is that India and China both face major security
challenges in their own backyards over the next few years, and
neither great nation appears disposed to alienating the other. They
both have more pressing concerns. For India, the immediate strategic
threat is from its nuclear-armed next-door neighbor, Pakistan. Rela-
tions between these traditional enemies are always tense, and that
tension is exacerbated by the continuing Muslim guerrilla insurrec-
tion in Indian-controlled Kashmir.

But even if the Kashmir dispute could be amicably settled between
Islamabad and New Delhi, the rise of Islamist extremism in Pakistan
has thrown that country’s long-term stability into question. As long
as that continues to be the case, India will continue to seek good
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relations with China for two reasons. First, India wants to use
Beijing’s influence to restrain Islamabad. Second, as long as India
has its hands full with Pakistan, Indian leaders will not want to run
the risk of confrontation along a second front with China.

China’s overriding strategic concern is also clear: blocking any
drive to establish Taiwan as a permanently independent sovereign
nation and eventually reintegrating Taiwan into the People’s Repub-
lic. The United States’ continuing desire to protect Taiwan stands
in the way of that goal. But the huge investment China has made
in building up its missile forces in the Taiwan Strait makes it clear
that China’s leaders believe that someday they may have to challenge
American power in a limited conventional war around Taiwan.

However, no one has been able to figure out a way to keep any
Sino-American war over Taiwan “limited.” Unlike the Korean and
Vietnam conflicts, it would be fought on Chinese territory and
involve direct U.S. attacks on the Chinese homeland, which the
Chinese have promised would be answered in kind. It is, therefore,
fortuitous for both the Chinese and Americans that Taiwanese Presi-
dent Ma Ying-jeou, who succeeded President Chen in May 2008,
pledged to launch negotiations to create a process for resolving the
question of Taiwan’s relationship to the rest of China.

Nevertheless, as long as the scenario of a full-scale conflict with
the United States over Taiwan remains a possibility, China will
continue to give priority to avoiding any significant conflict with
India. Chinese leaders probably also see warm relations with New
Delhi as a necessary precaution against any Indian temptation to
attack or threaten Pakistan, for example, if and when China is preoc-
cupied with the United States over Taiwan. (The key point here is
not that Indian policymakers may seriously entertain such ideas:
There is no evidence that they do. It is that Chinese policymakers
may attribute these ideas to them.)

The strategic environment in the early 21st century is therefore
nearly the exact opposite of what it was at the time of the India-
China War of 1962. Then, China’s leader Mao Zedong was able to
turn his back on Taiwan and concentrate his forces at the other end
of China, when they attacked India from Tibet. He took advantage
of the sudden preoccupation of the United States with the Cuban
missile crisis to launch his strike. Today, China has been working
hard to resolve its remaining Himalayan border disputes with India
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in order to free up its forces to concentrate on Taiwan. Might they
act while the United States is distracted, say, by a military campaign
against Iran? The possibility cannot be ruled out.*
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4. The United States and Engagement
with India

As noted in the introduction, U.S. policymakers from both major
parties neglected engagement with India to a remarkable degree
throughout the second half of the 20th century. The contrast with
China could not have been more striking—or revealing. There, enter-
prising Yankee traders had pushed hard for generations to open a
door into China for American goods. At the beginning of the 20th
century, Secretary of State John Hay was obsessed with the issue.
Pearl Buck and Henry Luce led a China Lobby that had a huge effect
on American public opinion in the 1930s and 1940s. After World
War II, the China Lobby, backed by conservative Republicans, urged
unlimited support for Jiang Jieshi against Mao Zedong. This policy
could have propelled the United States into a major war in the
heart of Asia that U.S. conventional forces could not hope to win.
Policymakers in the Truman administration wisely rejected such a
course, but the backlash from the “loss of China” to communism in
1949 transformed U.S. domestic politics and facilitated the rise of
Sen. Joseph McCarthy.

On the other hand, when India, still a stable democracy, embraced
the Soviet Union as its main strategic ally in the mid-1960s, America
did not even bat an eye.! Yet the Soviet-Indian alliance proved to
be one of the most enduring and significant great-power relation-
ships of the last third of the 20th century. Indeed, that alliance has
recently been renewed, and it remains one of the few lasting strategic
verities of Asia. The alliance appears unaffected by Russia’s growing
partnership with China and the United States’ engagement with
India.

Americans were not totally unaware of India, of course. But until
the very end of the 20th century, they saw it only through a series
of pacifist stereotypes. Mahatma Gandhi’s popular nonviolent move-
ment, popularized by Time and Life magazines in the 1920s and
1930s, inspired those stereotypes. Decades later, the huge success
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of the Oscar-winning movie Gandhi (1982) reinforced the pacifist
view in the American imagination.

Generations of U.S. policymakers were blind to the vital role of
the Indian Army in extending the British Empire across Asia from
the Persian Gulf to Beijing. Also invisible was the part the Indian
Army had played in World War I and in later pacifying Iraq.? Like-
wise, the American public was almost totally ignorant of the role
that the British-controlled Indian Army played in the North African,
Italian, and Burmese campaigns of World War II.2

Nor did American policymakers note at the time, or remember
later, what the Indian Army did to restore order from the chaos
following independence in 1947. In fact, independent India inherited
from the British, and maintained, one of the three largest armies on
the Asian continent, along with the Soviet Red Army and the Chinese
Communist People’s Liberation Army. (Indeed, the Indian Army
had decisively defeated a large Japanese field army in Burma in
1944, something neither Jiang Jieshi’s Kuomintang Chinese national-
ist armies nor Mao’s Red Army ever did.) India’s military prowess
automatically made it a huge player in southern Asia from the
moment of its independence. But from the American perspective, it
was the sweet, pacifist Gandhi image that stuck.

President Franklin Roosevelt had been a great admirer of Gandhi,
and he supported the idea of ending the great colonial empires,
especially in Asia.* Had he lived, FDR almost certainly would have
supported Britain’s postwar Labour government in its bid to quit
India as quickly as possible. As early as 1942, he was infuriating
Winston Churchill by urging him to speed up plans to give India
total independence—a policy that Churchill loathed and rejected.’

At the root of the American misconception of independent India
was the fact that India’s real power in the world had been hidden
under the British “Union Jack” for hundreds of years. Far from
erasing these inaccurate and condescending perceptions, the history
of independent India for decades served only to reinforce them. The
pattern was set early. Dean Acheson, President Truman’s last and
longest serving secretary of state, was an ardent Anglophile, and
his strategic judgment was clouded by racism.® He had critically
underestimated the Japanese in 1941 as Franklin Roosevelt’s assistant
secretary of state for economic affairs when he championed an eco-
nomic embargo, including on crucial oil exports, against Japan.” It
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is clear that Acheson never dreamed the Japanese army and navy
would prove capable of sweeping across East Asia and the Pacific
as they in fact did.® As secretary of state, Acheson focused first on
Europe and then, by force of circumstance, on communist China and
the Korean War. He never bothered to give much, if any, thought, to
India.

Acheson’s blindness toward India provides a salutary lesson to
U.S. policymakers in the 21st century. When dealing with a nation
of such huge population and strategic influence as India, it is essen-
tial to maintain serious and cordial bilateral relations even when
the nation in question resolutely refuses to join any coherent U.S.-
led global bloc of powers.

Nor was the Acheson era the only missed opportunity to put U.S.-
Indian relations on a more secure and intimate footing. John F.
Kennedy’s presidency was, as we have seen, a frustratingly brief
window of opportunity for serious and constructive engagement
between the two powers. The warm personal relationship and
mutual respect between Kennedy and Nehru should serve as a
positive example to President Barack Obama and Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton of how personal ties between leaders can open up
strategic and diplomatic opportunities that had previously not been
thought possible.

The Kennedy experience should also teach Obama administration
policymakers the value of heeding the advice and experience of
senior U.S. officials and diplomats with records of achievement from
previous administrations. For example, John Kenneth Galbraith,
Kennedy’s ambassador to India, clearly understood how a major
Western nation waging a land war in Vietnam would alarm India
by reviving fears of neocolonialism less than two decades after the
country had won its freedom. Here again, an understanding of the
historical experience that shaped the outlook of leaders in other
nations is essential to winning their trust and cooperation today.

The Legacy of Vietnam

Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson, did not benefit from
Galbraith’s advice.” Meanwhile, Nehru had died in 1964, though it
is doubtful that Johnson would have given him the same respect as
Kennedy had he lived. Once Johnson succeeded Kennedy, the die
was cast for a more interventionist U.S. policy in Southeast Asia.
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Within a few years, Johnson committed hundreds of thousands of
American troops to defend South Vietnam.

The decision was taken with remarkably little consideration of
the traditional relationships and rivalries in Southeast Asia. For
example, the long-standing, bitter competition between the Vietnam-
ese and Thai peoples for supremacy over the contiguous land area of
Southeast Asia should have factored into American decisionmaking.
But at the time of the Vietham War, most Americans saw Thailand
as just another domino. There was, it seems, no serious discussion
or even awareness in the Kennedy, Johnson, or later Nixon adminis-
trations that historic rivalries in the region might provide an effective
barrier to the further spread of Ho Chi Minh’s communist ideology.
Nor has the almost complete failure of Vietnamese communism to
take root in Thailand since the fall of South Vietnam received suffi-
cient attention from U.S. policymakers and scholars.”

The Indians knew better. They were horrified by the foolish Ameri-
can leap into South Vietnam. The U.S. involvement reminded the
Indians all too acutely of how recently they had thrown off their
own British colonial masters. The struggle for independence against
a major Western colonial power was still a recent, vivid memory
for the Indian leaders who succeeded Nehru. It was disquieting to
them to see the United States establish what appeared to be a long-
term presence in another Asian nation.

The fall of President Sukarno of Indonesia and his replacement
by President Suharto in 1967 also alarmed Congress Party leaders
and policymakers in New Delhi. They believed that the Central
Intelligence Agency was heavily involved in the coup that moved
Indonesia, the most populous Muslim nation in the world and the
strategic giant of Southeast Asia, from the Non-Aligned Movement
into the pro-American camp." The transformation was accompanied
by a ruthless purge of the Indonesian Communist Party, which
devolved into a bloody massacre of ethnic Chinese on the island of
Java. The exact death toll is unknown. Estimates run at half a million
or more.” These events in Indonesia had their effect on the U.S.-
Indian relationship. Nehru and Sukarno had been close allies in
the Non-Aligned Movement. The fall of Sukarno and the terrible
bloodbath that followed fed the fears toward U.S. policies through-
out Asia.

As U.S. troop numbers in South Vietnam grew, and as Indonesia
fell under the control of the pro-American Suharto, the Indians
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turned not to Washington but to Moscow as their protector and
strategic counterweight to China. The process began not long after
new leadership emerged in Moscow in October 1964, with the blood-
less coup that toppled Khrushchev. He was replaced by Communist
Party General Secretary, later President, Leonid Brezhnev and by
Premier Alexei Kosygin. The new Soviet leaders moved quickly to
establish strong strategic ties with India. Kosygin endorsed the his-
toric Tashkent Declaration that ended the brief 1965 war between
India and Pakistan. The declaration was followed by serious diplo-
matic discussions between Moscow and New Delhi that brought
quick results. In 1966, the two nations signed a security treaty. It
remains in effect, in an updated version, more than 40 years later.”

The new strategic partnership between India and the Soviet Union
gave New Delhi a clearly defined role in the world. The ties of the
British-led commonwealth became less significant to Indian leaders.
Although Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi, carefully avoided seri-
ous conflict with the United States, Britain, or any other major West-
ern nation after she became prime minister in 1965, Indian leaders
and diplomats often criticized U.S. policies in South Vietnam. Mrs.
Gandhi herself regularly expressed sympathy for anti-colonial guer-
rilla movements around the world. She showed special favor to
Palestine Liberation Organization Chairman Yasser Arafat."* How-
ever, India ultimately paid a steep price for Mrs. Gandhi’s anti-
colonialist rhetoric. India’s relations with Washington remained
extremely poor for the next quarter century.”

Il will toward India united both major political parties in the
United States. First, Mrs. Gandhi’s anti-colonial policies and her
criticism of U.S. support for South Vietnam angered Lyndon Johnson
and his fellow liberal Democrats. Similarly, they ensured the enmity
of the Republican president Richard M. Nixon and his national
security adviser Henry Kissinger when they took control of U.S.
policy in 1969.

Nixon and Kissinger demanded active diplomatic support for
their policies in South Vietnam from their allies—support Indian
leaders would not give. In any case, Nixon and Kissinger ignored
India and were obsessed with recruiting China into an anti-Soviet
alliance. The whole of their global diplomacy during Nixon’s first
term of office was focused on courting China, and Pakistan—China’s
natural ally and counterweight against India—was the obvious
bridge between Washington and Beijing.'
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Nixon and Kissinger played the global chessboard of nations as
a zero-sum game cast in Manichaean black and white. Within this
“with us or against us” mentality, Muslim Pakistan—whose ruling
circles and, especially, its powerful, quasi-political military elite were
still cast in their attractive veneer of British culture—became one
of the good guys. Their historic enemy India, clearly socialistic,
moralistic, and ever carping at the United Nations about America’s
involvement in Vietnam, while securely allied to the Soviet Union,
became one of Nixon and Kissinger’s enemies.

India’s position was further compromised by China’s rise. In
American eyes, China appeared compliant and ready to learn Ameri-
can ways, even though this assessment would prove to be too opti-
mistic. For Washington policymakers, letting India slip into the
Soviet camp in the mid-1960s had not affected the global balance of
power. But winning China over to the U.S. camp in 1972 was an
historic achievement. A Soviet Union bounded by independent,
assertive, and hostile China on its east and a U.S.-backed North
Atlantic Treaty Organization alliance on its west was suddenly less
terrifying. The red juggernaut that had once seemed unstoppable
had been contained. China was essential to that equation. India
was not.

It was a striking comment on the primacy of great power realpoli-
tik thinking in both Moscow and Washington that the Soviet Union
never tried to destabilize democratic India with its free elections,
freedom of the press, and independent judiciary. It did not mind
India remaining democratic so long as it was also a reliable ally.
U.S. policymakers, Republican and Democrat, were happy to court
China at the same time, even though it remained totalitarian and
communist.

Decades of Differences

Through the 1970s, American policymakers remained blind to a
great geopolitical irony. The democratic India they dismissed as
ineffectual proved itself to be a more formidable military power
than ever. It wiped the floor with Pakistan during their 1971 war,
forcing Pakistan to leave its eastern region, which became the inde-
pendent nation of Bangladesh.” In a military campaign lasting only
a few weeks, Indian forces achieved a lasting geopolitical change
on the map of Asia. Even with Soviet support, it took Ho Chi Minh’s
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Vietnamese communists 20 years of relentless struggle to accomplish
the far more modest goal of unifying Vietnam. Yet few, if any,
American policymakers saw India’s victory as worthy of note, let
alone emulation.

Through the 1960s and 1970s, Indian policymakers seemed equally
uninterested in drawing closer to the United States. Prime Minister
Lal Bahadur Shastri had set the ball rolling toward the creation of
the Soviet-Indian alliance during his brief premiership following
Nehru’s death in the mid-1960s. But it was Nehru's own beloved
daughter and confidante, Indira Gandhi, who maintained the alli-
ance with Moscow and the estrangement with Washington for
almost two decades.

Mrs. Gandhi was simultaneously a study in continuity and con-
trasts from her legendary father. She was, as he had been, a graduate
of Oxford University. But she had not experienced, as he had,
decades of persecution by British colonial authorities. And while
she embraced the basic political and social beliefs and foreign policy
strategies of her father, she had a very different personality.’

Where he was charming and diplomatic, she was confident, force-
ful, and abrasive. Where he saw America and India as fellow great
democracies sharing the best of the British political heritage, she
saw the United States as an arrogant capitalist-imperialist oppressor.
Nehru was sympathetic to the young state of Israel as a fellow young
democracy that had snatched its freedom from the jaws of British
imperialism. He also saw Israel’s development programs in the
Negev Desert as holding useful lessons for India. By contrast, Mrs.
Gandhi embraced Yasser Arafat and his Palestine Liberation Organi-
zation, seeing Israel as the tormenter of the Palestinians and as
America’s most loyal and lethal ally. Not coincidentally, energy-
starved India increasingly needed to stay in the good graces of the
major oil-producing states, including Iraq and Iran, who were Israel’s
and America’s enemies.”

Therefore, even if American presidents in the 1970s and 1980s
had wanted to seriously engage India, they might well have found
no takers in New Delhi. This remained the case after Mrs. Gandhi
was assassinated in 1984. Rajiv Gandhi, her son and successor, was
even more hostile to U.S. ideology and policy than his mother had
been.” Except for a short Democratic interlude under President
Jimmy Carter when U.S.-Indian relations warmed briefly, none of

111



SHIFTING SUPERPOWERS

the four Republican presidents from Nixon through George H. W.
Bush seriously engaged India.”!

Beginning in late 1979, America had another reason to embrace
Pakistan at India’s expense: Pakistan became a crucial conduit
through which the United States funneled aid to the mujahideen,
the Islamic and tribally based guerrillas fighting the Soviet Red
Army in Afghanistan.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 rapidly
proved to be at least as big a strategic misjudgment for Moscow as
the U.S. charge into the paddies of the Mekong Delta 15 years before
had been for Washington. Reagan and his advisers were quick to
take advantage of the Soviet error. They set up Central Intelligence
Agency-run funding and supply lines through Pakistan. Through-
out the 1980s, billions of U.S. “black budget” dollars (clandestine
funding that did not appear on any financial reports presented to
the U.S. Congress and the American people) flowed into and through
Pakistan. The immediate benefits of this arrangement were clear to
Pakistan’s military strongman at the time, President Mohammad
Zia-ul-Haq. India could not and would not dare to provoke a war
with Pakistan so long as it was protected by the great might of the
United States.”

During the Reagan and first Bush presidencies, it was easy for
U.S. policymakers to ignore India entirely. Rajiv Gandhi maintained
his mother’s loyally pro-Russian stance and continued her policy of
close ties with Iran and Iraq. The Indian economy remained in the
doldrums and was therefore insignificant to the United States.

In American popular culture, India remained through the 1980s
and even into the 1990s, the land of maharishis and yoga—a place
for stoned hippies to wander around, and for sensible conservatives
to ignore. And so through most of the 1990s, policymakers in Wash-
ington continued to ignore India. Washington is routinely obsessed
by nations that should rationally be dismissed as tiny and obscure—
think of the endless Irish troubles or the Israeli-Palestinian strife—
while there are major nations with large populations and vast poten-
tial wealth, such as Brazil and Nigeria, that receive far less attention.

Yet under the radar screens of the American media and the main
Washington think tanks, epochal changes were taking place in Delhi.
During P. V. Narasimha Rao’s premiership from 1992 to 1997, a
huge high-tech sector rapidly grew up in southern India around the
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cities of Hyderabad and Bangalore.” India was also training large
numbers of highly educated professionals who took advantage of
the opportunities offered by the booming global economy of the
1990s to emigrate to the United States. Middle-class, enterprising,
well-educated, and alive to the opportunities of the high-tech world,
these overseas Indians were identified by Joel Kotkin in his book
Tribes along with the overseas Chinese, the overseas British, and the
Jews as among the most dynamic entrepreneurial quasi-tribal ethnic
groups that were transforming the world’s global economy.* Many
of them became significant figures in California’s Silicon Valley. In
the closing months of his second term, President Bill Clinton decided
to pay a state visit to India. Clinton’s boldness toward India was so
visionary that he could not bring his own colleagues with him. None
of his senior cabinet members seemed to grasp what he was trying
to do.”®

Clinton’s Initiative

Clinton came to believe that India’s democracy could serve as a
political role model for the nations of Asia—more positive from a
U.S. perspective than China’s authoritarian system. He had been
interested in South Asia for decades. As a student at Yale University,
Clinton had participated in the popular protest movement to free
Bangladesh at the height of the Pakistani army’s ferocious repression
there. Many years later as president, he wanted to showcase Bangla-
desh as an example of successful democracy in the Muslim world.
It certainly didn’t hurt that large natural gas deposits discovered in
the Bay of Bengal were a potentially attractive investment for U.S.-
based energy corporations.*

Clinton wanted to be a practical idealist about third-world invest-
ment. Even as the so-called boy governor of Arkansas, he had tried
to popularize and generate American support for the Bangladesh-
based Grameen Bank, which opposed the huge quasi-socialist con-
struction development projects so beloved of World Bank officials
during the disastrous tenure of Robert McNamara. Clinton’s enthusi-
asm for Grameen’s strategy of spreading microloans around rural
areas in third world nations helped build his credibility as an interna-
tional statesman when he was seeking the presidency. And he was
serious about it.”
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Clinton was also passionate in his belief that the rising tide of the
information technology (IT) revolution would lift all ships. He was
anxious to ease immigration restrictions on Indian computer pro-
grammers and software engineers to come to the United States.
Clinton had warm ties with Indian-American entrepreneurs. During
his presidency, the Indian-American community, especially those
living in California, became significant financial supporters of the
Democratic Party. Critics in India initially worried that the emigra-
tion of skilled workers to the United States would boost the U.S.
economy at India’s expense. But by 2005, India was turning out so
many IT professionals and software engineers that it had expertise
to spare.”

Clinton was eager to develop U.S. economic ties with India, but
on strategic issues he gave priority to trying to avert a nuclear arms
race between India and Pakistan. His State Department team worked
hard, but unsuccessfully, to persuade successive Indian governments
to abandon their nuclear program. In fact, it was during Clinton’s
presidency that India stopped even giving lip service to nonprolifera-
tion policies, conducting its first nuclear weapons tests in 1998. But
so long as U.S. policy toward India gave priority to preventing India
from becoming a nuclear military power, no real strategic engage-
ment between the two nations was possible. Clinton also wanted a
far closer economic partnership with India, but Americans were not
ready for that either, and Clinton could not persuade them. Even so,
while Clinton’s March 2000 state visit to India proved to be far
stronger on symbolism than substance, it was also a huge success.
Wherever he went, Clinton was greeted by large and enthusiastic
crowds. Indian press and media coverage of his visit was rapturous.

But it was all for naught. The American leader was in the final
months of his presidency and enjoyed only moderate support at
home. He was not in a position to effect truly significant changes
in the U.S.-Indian relationship. Not long after his visit, India quietly
nailed down sweeping agreements on weapons purchases and
nuclear development with its old great power ally Russia. In substan-
tive terms, nothing had changed in the U.S.-Indian relationship, but
in terms of mutual perception, a lot was beginning to.

Bush Seeks an Ally

Far broader changes were soon to follow. In January 2001, a new
administration took over in Washington. George W. Bush’s foreign
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and domestic policies were a dramatic departure from Clinton’s.
His policies were also very different from those of the cautious old
Republican realist-internationalists who had dominated previous
GOP administrations.

The new administration’s national security policies were shaped
by a bold and ambitious agenda to transform the map of Asia to
America’s liking. The last such opportunity had come in the early
1970s, when China emerged to balance Russia. In the early years of
the 21st century, with the Soviet Union a fading memory, Bush’s
new national security team concluded that the United States needed
a counterweight to China—and it saw India as the perfect nation
to play that role. In particular, National Security Adviser, later Secre-
tary of State, Condoleezza Rice was eager to include democratic
India along with Russia and China as the major powers on which
the United States should focus its engagement.” Another senior Bush
administration official, Paul Wolfowitz, had long maintained that
the containment of China in the first half of the 21st century might
well be as difficult to achieve as the containment of imperial and
then Nazi Germany in the first half of the 20th.¥ He asserted that
China’s gravitational pull would draw South Korea, Japan, Indone-
sia, Vietnam, and even Taiwan into its orbit—unless India and the
United States built a strong working military relationship. Inherent
in this argument was the belief that a strong U.S.-Indian alliance
would attract other Asian nations that would seek the alliance’s
protection as the best guarantee of their continued freedom and
security against China and other potential threats.

The cautious, pragmatic Republican foreign policymakers from
Nixon through Ford, Reagan, and the first President Bush valued
strategic balance and reliability among allies above any U.S. ideologi-
cal commitment to spreading democracy around the world. The new
neoconservative ideologues, led by Wolfowitz, were a very different
breed. They apparently believed, despite the evidence of World War
I and many other conflicts before and since, that democracies rarely
went to war with each other. This faith in so-called democratic peace
theory led Bush policymakers to believe that democracies would
naturally prove more loyal and lasting allies to the democratic United
States than autocratic and authoritarian regimes.” President George
W. Bush appeared the most committed member of his own adminis-
tration to this view, and he made it the theme of his second inaugural
address on January 20, 2005.%
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In the Middle East, this neoconservative faith in the virtue of
democracy propelled Bush policymakers toward their war to topple
Iraqi President Saddam Hussein in March 2003. In South Asia, it
led them to embrace the right wing—nationalist government of Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee.

The precipitating event that may have served to deepen U.S.-
Indian relations during the Bush administration was the terrorist
attacks on September 11, 2001, when the two countries intensified
their intelligence-sharing and military cooperation. But U.S. officials
were careful to maintain close ties with Pakistan, the traditional U.S.
ally in the region. They needed Pakistan’s support after 9/11 to
project their power into neighboring Afghanistan and to topple the
Taliban regime that had supported Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda.
Bush administration officials were also worried about what would
happen to Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal if Pakistani President Gen.
Pervez Musharraf’s regime collapsed. All these issues served to con-
strain the Bush administration and make it cautious in dealing with
Islamabad. They shared India’s concerns about what was happening
in Pakistan, but they were unwilling to cut ties with Musharraf.

Bush strategists also believed that a relationship with India, similar
to the one Nixon and Kissinger forged with China, would do more
to avert either conventional or nuclear war on the subcontinent than
would the pious exhortations of arms-control treaties. An India that
would look on Washington as its protector against China, the think-
ing went, would be far more likely to heed American calls for
restraint in the development of nuclear weapons. In Pakistan, too,
where U.S. influence had been declining, the Bush administration
believed that American calls for compromise would have more
impact if U.S. support for Islamabad against Delhi could no longer
be taken for granted.

To the Pentagon planners pushing strategic dialogue with the
Indian government after January 2001, India appeared to share their
interest in secure oil supplies and in preventing radical Islamists
from amassing too much power in South and Central Asia.* In short,
the Bush planners were confident that their geopolitical interests
coincided with those of New Delhi. They also believed that an alli-
ance with democratic India would be easier to maintain in moral and
ideological terms than the rough accord with authoritarian China.
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Dealing with a Nuclear India

Bush policymakers were not overly concerned, as Clinton’s had
been, with India’s successful drive to develop its own independent
nuclear deterrent, a program that culminated in a successful test in
the summer of 1998. Far more than liberal Democrats, or for that
matter many internationalist Republicans, the neoconservatives
around the second President Bush were skeptical of global nonprolif-
eration initiatives. India had officially become a nuclear power with
its successful tests in 1998. The long and tedious negotiating process
between Indian government officials and the Clinton administration
failed to persuade India’s leaders to forgo their weapons program.
However, it did break the ice between top U.S. officials and a new
generation of Indian diplomats and policymakers.

President Clinton therefore had the opportunity to build on the
stronger diplomatic ties that had been established during the course
of the unsuccessful nuclear nonproliferation negotiations with India.
When Pakistani forces invaded the Kargil region of Kashmir, setting
off a short but fierce war in 1999, Clinton consulted Vajpayee at the
same time that the U.S. president was holding talks with Pakistan’s
prime minister, Nawaz Sharif. Vajpayee and his colleagues were
impressed by Clinton’s conduct of the negotiations. This created a
positive climate in New Delhi for Clinton’s state visit in 2000. The
experience from the Clinton years, one that the Bush policymakers
did not consider, showed that a great power will pursue controver-
sial policies, no matter how much governments in Washington or
elsewhere may disapprove of them, if they believe that such policies
are essential to their national security.

The failed nuclear negotiations and the successful brokering of
the Kargil crisis revealed another key lesson of international diplo-
macy: If you can maintain warm relations even when you disagree,
it can open the door for far more far-reaching cooperation down the
line. Thus, India’s 1998 nuclear tests, while straining relations with
the United States in the short term, prepared the way for the strategic
dialogue of the Bush-Vajpayee era that continued with Manmohan
Singh’s government after it was elected in 2004.%

The 1998 Indian nuclear tests also impressed those who would
shape U.S. foreign policymaking under Clinton’s successor. George
W. Bush and his advisers did not hate or fear India. But they did
respect military strength, and the successful nuclear tests certainly
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displayed India’s military potential. Bush saw Vajpayee’s India as
the clear rival to China. The degree to which Beijing and Delhi had
good reasons for avoiding direct confrontation was not so clear to
U.S. policymakers. But as this book documents, India and China
have been taking serious steps to improve relations and reduce
tensions for over a decade.

The belief that India might join with the United States in confront-
ing Iraq and Iran was even more ill considered. India had maintained
excellent relations with Iran and Iraq through the governments of
Indira Gandhi, Rajiv Gandhi, and Narasimha Rao. Because India had
the largest Muslim minority population in the world—150 million
people—any Indian government, especially one led by nationalist
Hindu parties, had a crucial interest in easing Hindu-Muslim ten-
sions rather than stoking them.*

The Bush planners, eager to topple Saddam Hussein’s government
in Iraq, paid no attention to how their policies might threaten the
regional balance and stable oil prices that were prime Indian strategic
concerns. Bush administration officials in early 2003 spoke privately
about their confidence that global oil prices within a year would
fall to around $20 a barrel as the petroleum reserves of a peaceful
Iraq came on line. Instead, in April 2006, oil prices were well over
$70 a barrel and Iraq was in chaos. By March 2008, the price topped
$100 a barrel for the first time. By July 2008, it was over $147 a barrel.

These higher oil prices hurt India, arguably more so than they do
the United States. Both countries rely on nitrate fertilizer for their
agriculture, but India’s high-yield crops developed during the Green
Revolution are particularly dependent on exceptionally high concen-
trations of nitrates. Oil is essential for the processing and production
of such nitrates.

Nevertheless, there was a strategic honeymoon, especially as it
related to common concerns over international terrorism.

The Impact of 9/11

Before 9/11, the neoconservatives believed they could safely
ignore Pakistan and, if necessary, bring it to heel, through the over-
whelming combined power of the United States and India. This was
consistent with their desire to hang tough toward China—President
Bush had described China as a “strategic competitor”—while build-
ing up their relationship with India as a counterweight.* At first,
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however, he and National Security Adviser Rice wanted simply to
avoid conflict and controversy with China and therefore did not
immediately seek to revive or expand the U.S.-Indian relationship.

After the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the Bush administration’s rela-
tions with the Vajpayee government in India could have been
expected to get even closer. And in some respects they did. In
November 2001, Vajpayee visited Washington to great fanfare and
approved a dialogue of strategic cooperation. The Bush administra-
tion eagerly responded. The benefits to India were great, the risks
negligible. Both nations had good reason to take the threat of terror-
ism extremely seriously.” But in other respects, the post-9/11 world
led to increasing strains in the new relationship. At no point did
Vajpayee, for all his pro-Americanism, even hint at ending the strate-
gic alliance with Russia. On the contrary, on his watch the Russian-
Indian security treaty was renewed. Continued tensions between
Washington and Delhi vividly demonstrated how simplistic it was
to assume that the two huge English-speaking democracies were
smoothly fated to be intimate global partners.

The sticking point was undemocratic Pakistan. America’s urgent
need to project its power into Afghanistan, and to maintain it there
following 9/11, made the United States more dependent on Paki-
stan’s goodwill than it had been before the terrorist attacks. The
Taliban had only survived in power in Afghanistan thanks to the
quiet support of the military and the Inter-Services Intelligence that
ran Pakistan. The United States enlisted the full cooperation of both
Russia and Pakistan to deploy its military into the heart of Central
Asia to topple the Taliban, and Washington remained nearly as
dependent on Russian and Pakistani forbearance seven years later.
Indeed, by all appearances, the United States needed Pakistan a lot
more than Pakistan needed the United States. At least, that is what
Pakistan’s ruthless military leader President Pervez Musharraf, who
had seized power in a coup in 1999, believed.®

The Bush administration treated the Musharraf government with
kid gloves. It felt that it had to. There was no way U.S. intelligence
and Special Forces could operate with impunity in Pakistan without
Musharraf’s support, grudging though it might have been. Mushar-
raf, at least, was not an open Islamist extremist. Further, he presided
over a nuclear-armed nation, the first in the Islamic world. Pakistan’s
arsenal was sufficiently large and dispersed that some bold strike
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by U.S Special Forces to secure or destroy it would almost certainly
fail. For Bush, Musharraf became the only game in town.*

The Indians were not amused. Eager to maintain good relations
with Musharraf, the Bush administration even started to sound sus-
piciously like its predecessor in proclaiming the need for compro-
mise and self-determination to solve the Kashmir issue. Given that
Kashmir remained 90 percent Muslim, there was no doubt that
Kashmir would eventually rejoin a now-nuclear Pakistan.

So long as Vajpayee was prime minister, strategic engagement
between Washington and New Delhi moved ahead, despite growing
frustrations among senior Indian officials over what they regarded as
the one-sided nature of the intelligence-sharing relationship. Indeed,
India’s intelligence chiefs viewed Vajpayee’s enthusiastic courtship
of Washington first with skepticism and caution, then increasingly
with resentment. Indian generals and spymasters privately com-
plained that they were giving Washington their best intelligence on
al Qaeda and on Pakistan’s support of Islamist extremists, but getting
nothing substantive in return. They were frustrated by Bush’s contin-
ued inability to hold Musharraf accountable for Pakistan’s failure
to hunt down the al Qaeda leaders believed to be holed up in their
country. Bush even accepted at face value Musharraf’s assurance
that the notorious nuclear proliferator Professor A. Q. Khan had
been acting on his own, and not on behalf of Pakistan’s ruling estab-
lishment, in his dealings with rogue states around the world.* Even
worse, whenever the Bush administration wanted good headlines
to show that it was winning the war on terror, the Indians worried
that the leaking of their top-secret information to the U.S. media
was compromising their security.*

Vajpayee’s Fall

Had Vajpayee remained in power, he might well have continued
to stew over the growing frustrations that his pro-American policies
were causing, but he did not get the chance. He was swept out of
office in the March 2004 general elections. In a development that
took U.S. policymakers and Indian pollsters equally by surprise, the
Congress Party, led by Rajiv Gandhi’s widow, Sonia Gandhi, was
back in power.

Vajpayee was devastated. The result was totally unexpected. The
elections had not been necessary. He had called them six months
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ahead of schedule, confident of victory and expecting to exploit
the continuing economic boom and peace moves with Pakistan to
expand the parliamentary majority of the Bharatiya Janata Party and
its coalition partners. But he had miscalculated. The result stunned
Indian political pundits and the world. Opinion polls had not
reached thousands of rural villages and, therefore, failed to anticipate
the flood of votes that swept aside Vajpayee’s BJP. The old prime
minister accepted the verdict of the voters with dignity and grace.
“My party and alliance may have lost, but India has won,” he said.
It was a sobering lesson on the limits of globalization and the com-
fortable assumptions among many in Washington who took for
granted that economic reformers would always win democratic
elections.

The economy proved to be the decisive issue, but not in the way
Vajpayee had anticipated. Gross domestic product growth was
expected to reach 7 percent in the 2004 fiscal year, but this growth
did not significantly benefit the urban poor or the hundreds of
millions of peasants across rural India. Productivity was also rising,
but only within the Westernized, high-tech, urban economy, which
did not translate into more job opportunities or higher wages for
the unskilled poor.

Indian analyst Sultan Shahin noted this phenomenon and esti-
mated its political effects more than three months before the general
election: “Many people doubt that the good performance is anything
more than statistical jugglery and media hype. After all, farmers
have continued to commit suicide, not to speak of the privations of
the one-third of the population that lives on less than a U.S. dollar
a day.”?

Vajpayee’s economic achievements were real and built on a solid
foundation laid by his predecessors. In the mid-1990s, following
Prime Minister P. V. Narasimha Rao’s economic reforms, India’s
gross domestic product growth registered a steady increase every
year from more than 5 percent in 1992-93 to almost 8 percent in
1996-97.

In Vajpayee’s six-year term of office starting in 1998, he succeeded
in attracting hitherto-unprecedented levels of overseas investment
into India. Foreign exchange reserves, which in the crisis of 1991
had dipped to $2 billion, rose during Vajpayee’s years in office to
50 times that level. By mid-February 2004, the magic barrier of $100
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billion in foreign direct investment was breached. India was flush
with foreign money.

Vajpayee could even boast of impressive engineering and public
works projects. His proudest was the so-called Golden Quadrilateral,
a network of highways and expressways linking the four major
metropolitan centers of Delhi, Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta. But
these things benefited the already-booming “haves” of India’s grow-
ing urban regions. They did not bolster his support among the great
majority of Indians who counted themselves among the “have-nots.”
As Shahin noted, “The feel-good factor is limited to the urban middle
class, many of whom are potential BJP voters.”*

Indian commentator Mani Shankar Aiyar, who was to become
petroleum minister in India’s new Congress—United Progressive
Alliance government, put his finger on the contradiction that would
undo Vajpayee’s—and Washington’s—apparently shrewd calcula-
tions. “The problem is the participants in the economy constitute
only a fraction of the population,” he noted. “And even of that
fraction, those at the top end of the spectrum stand to benefit far
more than those at the lower end.”*

Under Vajpayee, wealth concentrated in the hands of the few to
an unprecedented degree. Vajpayee had not started this process; it
had been happening during the Rao-Manmohan Singh reforms too.
The trend seemed to accelerate, however, during Vajpayee’s years
in power. Yogendra Singh, emeritus professor of sociology and
development at Jawaharlal Nehru University in Delhi, concluded
that by 2004, 3 percent of the Indian population enjoyed a standard
of living that was 57 times higher than 40 percent of the people. He
told an American reporter, “The sudden emergence of the urban
middle class and the stultification of the poor and lower middle
classes have resulted in an alienation, a resentment” from the rural
and urban poor.*

Even Vajpayee’s 7 percent projected growth figure for 2004 was
far less than it appeared. Nor was it unprecedented. The expansion
came after a time of drought and hardship, especially in rural India,
so it was in many respects a return to a previous equilibrium rather
than a breakthrough to new levels of prosperity and development.
Also, the 7 percent figure was more than 50 percent below the annual
growth from 15 years earlier, the previous time the Indian economy
was rebounding from a period of recession caused by drought and
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reduced agricultural output. In 1988-89, India, for the first and only
time in its independent history, achieved a double-digit growth rate
of 10.8 percent in gross domestic product. That was 3.8 percentage
points more than what it achieved during the year before Vajpayee
called his general election. In other words, India’s agricultural econ-
omy was recovering, but not as spectacularly as the prime minister
thought. And it was recovering largely because of better weather
conditions’ contributing to higher agricultural output, not because
of government reforms.*

Even more important, the 2003—4 recovery did not create a propor-
tionate surge in jobs for the most populous and poorest sectors of
the population. It was a painful paradox familiar in the United
States and Europe. Economic growth fueled by investment in capital-
intensive, high-tech sectors benefited the economy in the aggregate
and directly boosted the educated middle classes with modern skills.
Hundreds of millions of people have been lifted out of poverty by
the free-market policies of Indian governments over the past decade
and a half. Vajpayee’s reforms certainly contributed to this process.
But although the circle of those who benefited in India was far wider,
this was not widely perceived among the poor. For large sectors of
India’s population, job growth still did not exist in any real sense.

Also, McKinsey and Company estimated India’s middle class in
2007 as still numbering “only” 50 million, although it projected a
more than 1,000 percent growth over the next 12 years to 583 million
by 2020. That figure would suggest that the “trickle-down” and
“multiplier” effects of increasing middle-class confidence and grow-
ing consumer spending would have a minimal effect in a society of
1.1 billion people. A middle class of 50 million people is less than
one-third the figures of 150 million to 200 million that have often
been loosely cited in press accounts to argue that India’s middle class
today is already larger than the populations of Germany, France, and
Britain combined (200 million). It isn’t.

But that was not the only miscalculation pertaining to India’s
economic development. Vajpayee and the political strategists of the
BJP in New Delhi had misjudged the sentiments of hundreds of
millions of Indians. With Vajpayee’s departure, the prospects for
recruiting India as a major strategic ally suddenly became far more
uncertain for the Bush administration. For her part, Congress Leader
Sonia Gandhi lost no time in emphasizing the continuity in crucial
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policies between the old government and the new one. For example,
she assured India and the world that New Delhi would continue
the ongoing peace process with Pakistan. But Washington had its
doubts.” The great elephant of Southern Asia was no longer invisible
to American policy planners. But it was not the docile, obedient,
and predictable giant they had assumed it would be. Over the next
year, U.S. policymakers were to learn that lesson in no uncertain
terms.
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5. Confrontation with China?

Upon taking control in January 2009, the Obama administration
was tempted to lecture the leaders of China on a wide range of
issues, following the pattern documented in previous chapters. At
the same time, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton recognized the
crucial importance of the Sino-American relationship by including
a visit to China on her very first overseas trip. Like his predecessors,
Obama was forced to strike a balance.

This prudence reflects an unassailable reality: confrontation
between the United States and China would be disastrous for both
nations. But to avert such an outcome, it is necessary to understand
the repeated cycles of dramatic swings in Chinese domestic and
foreign policies documented in this book. The American response
to the wild extremes of modern Chinese history has been to oscillate
in turn between naive rose-tinted idealization of developments in
China and extreme demonization. Both tendencies need to be
resisted: that is the first fundamental lesson that U.S. policymakers
must draw from the historical record. The second lesson is that there
are always going to be major political changes in China that will
take policymakers completely by surprise.

Drifting Apart: Clinton and China

Consider, for example, the uneven trajectory of Sino-American
relations over the past few decades. From 1948 to 1972, it was hard
to find a single U.S. commentator who would dare prophesy that
the hostile communist China would ever become a friend of the
United States, yet so it proved. In the 30 years from the first Nixon
visit through the turn of the century, most Washington pundits
became convinced that China would always remain a friend or at
least dependent on and subservient to U.S. wishes.!

That delusion was held as much by liberal Democrats who wanted
to “do good in the world” as by supposedly hard-nosed Republicans
who prided themselves on being “realists.” The Republicans, after
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all, were the architects of the Sino-American special relationship.
President Richard Nixon and his national security adviser Henry
Kissinger had planted it with Mao Zedong, and it had blossomed
under Deng Xiaoping and Ronald Reagan.

The roots of this bipartisan love affair with the Chinese were as
much economic as philosophical. The GOP had close ties to the giant
U.S. aerospace and high-tech corporations that had flourished by
selling technology and expertise to China during the 22-year honey-
moon under Deng and President Jiang Zemin.

The Democratic administration of President Bill Clinton had its
share of headaches with China. Policymakers privately recognized
the steady and apparently inexorable cooling of relations with
Beijing. They never gave up the hope that the trends could be
reversed. However, neither Clinton nor either of his two secretaries
of state, Warren Christopher and Madeleine Albright, was ever pre-
pared to display the visionary boldness of a Nixon and seek to
negotiate a constructive reassessment of the Sino-American relation-
ship with Beijing.?

The issue was not urgent enough for them. Clinton preferred to
focus on domestic issues when he could. To the extent that he had
idealistic dreams, he hoped to be a great peacemaker between Israelis
and Palestinians in the Middle East, or between the conflicting fac-
tions of Protestants and Catholics in tiny Northern Ireland. Clinton
was by temperament optimistic and generous. He preferred to view
the world as a garden of emerging democracies and growing pros-
perity, with ancient conflicts getting resolved, rather than as a jungle
of new emerging threats. He viewed China’s sustained economic
growth as a force that would mellow the most populous nation on
earth rather than transform it into a more formidable foe. Clinton
and his second secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, believed that
democratic values were the wave of the future on the Asian main-
land.

But China’s leaders remained authoritarian and at least nominally
communist. They recalled the great Tiananmen demonstrations with
horror and saw how quickly President Mikhail Gorbachev’s democ-
ratizing experiment in the Soviet Union had been followed by the
disintegration of that vast state. They were determined not to repeat
this in China.?

There were many points of tension between the United States and
China. Concerns over the environmental impact of the Three Gorges
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Dam, for example, reflected the vast cultural divide between the
political leaders in Washington and Beijing. Clinton certainly did
not want confrontation with China and sought to avert one at every
stage. But nevertheless, the gap between Washington and Beijing
grew during his term of office.*

The most serious period of tension between the United States
and China during the Clinton era came in July 1995 when China
responded to what it regarded as moves toward full de jure indepen-
dence by Taiwan by test-firing missiles in the Taiwan Strait. In
response, Clinton ordered two U.S. aircraft carrier battle groups to
the region and tensions subsided.’

It was the modern version of the old 19th-century British Empire
approach of “sending a gunboat”—but far less cost-effective. It is
difficult and expensive to send an 80,000-ton nuclear-power aircraft
carrier with 5,000 sailors on board, plus all its protection ships, to
discourage such behavior.®

It was also a lot more dangerous. The troublemakers on the fringes
of the British Empire might attack a gunboat or two, or threaten
some British missionaries. But China at the end of the 20th century
possessed nuclear-tipped, intercontinental ballistic missiles. A Chi-
nese general made this point none too subtly when he threatened
to obliterate Los Angeles. In 1996, Lt. Gen. Xiong Guangkai, then
deputy chief of staff of the People’s Liberation Army and head of
the PLA’s intelligence service, issued an implicit nuclear threat, tell-
ing U.S. officials not to interfere because Americans “care more about
Los Angeles than they do.” The context of General Xiong’s remarks
could have been intended as a deterrent, and it was consistent with
China’s “no first use” policy on nuclear weapons. But it also made
clear that China was now a world-class power, and other nations,
including the United States, would be expected to respect her as such.

As noted above, the Bush administration took office in 2001 with
the intention of keeping Sino-American relations stable but on the
back burner. However, an unexpected incident in the first few
months of the new administration had a sobering effect on U.S.
policymakers.

In April 2001, a Lockheed Martin EP-3E electronic surveillance
aircraft was forced to land on China’s Hainan Island after it collided
with a Chinese fighter jet. The plane had been operating in interna-
tional airspace but was harassed by the Chinese pilot. In the ensuing
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collision, the pilot of the Chinese fighter was killed. The crippled
U.S. aircraft made a successful landing and none of its crew was
killed or injured.

Beijing was furious. The incident threatened the most serious
rupture in Sino-American relations since the Taiwan Strait confronta-
tion five years earlier. Secretary of State Colin Powell succeeded in
defusing the crisis. But it helped create an atmosphere of distrust
between Beijing and Washington.” Probably the most significant
long-term effect was the priceless intelligence bonanza it gave the
Chinese. The plane itself, with its treasure trove of state-of-the-art
surveillance electronics, fell into Chinese hands and was carefully
studied before being returned to the United States. In political-diplo-
matic terms, the incident appeared to be profound at the time, but
it was quickly overshadowed by the catastrophe of 9/11.

The North Korean Conundrum

Washington soon had a smaller but more immediate menace to
confront in Northeast Asia. In his second State of the Union address,
his first delivered after 9/11, President George W. Bush singled out
three states as the “axis of evil.” Two of them, Iran and Iraq, were
in the Middle East. The third, North Korea, was on the border of
China. It was the same place where, less than 50 years earlier, U.S.
and Chinese forces had been locked in mortal combat.

U.S. policymakers had long been concerned about North Korea’s
drive to develop its own nuclear weapons and missiles to deliver
them. In 1994, the Clinton administration negotiated an agreement
with North Korea under which Pyongyang agreed to submit its
nuclear facilities to international inspections.® However, in October
2002, the Bush administration accused North Korea of operating a
secret program to produce highly enriched uranium, in violation of
the 1994 agreement. North Korea denied the allegations (they were
almost certainly true) and reacted by expelling United Nations
nuclear inspectors stationed there and then reactivating a mothballed
nuclear reactor.

In January 2003, North Korea formally pulled out of the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty. Pyongyang spent the next three years
busily enriching uranium. On October 9, 2006, North Korea claimed
to have carried out a successful, underground nuclear test. The
U.S. Geological Survey and Japanese seismologists confirmed an
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underground earthquake, magnitude 4.2 on the Richter scale, consis-
tent with what could have been a small nuclear explosion. In Febru-
ary 2007, North Korea finally agreed within the six-party talks frame-
work to dismantle the Yongbyon nuclear reactor that was capable
of producing weapons-grade plutonium and to list all nuclear weap-
ons-grade material. And more than 15 months later, North Korea
released a declaration stating that it was not engaged in uranium
enrichment or any proliferation activities.’

The North Korean nuclear issue lingers, however, yet another
major challenge that the Obama administration inherited from its
predecessor. President Obama and Secretary of State Clinton took
office in January 2009 prepared to offer Pyongyang additional con-
cessions in return for a resolution of the nuclear issue, but it was
unclear how the increasingly hawkish North Korea would respond.
The ongoing North Korean nuclear dispute echoed the disheartening
experience that Clinton administration negotiators had had with
India and Pakistan in 1998. When a nation determines that its
national security requires nuclear weapons, it is extremely difficult
to prevent it from acquiring them.

George W. Bush’s treatment of North Korea differed greatly from
previous American presidents toward other aspiring nuclear
weapon states. Republican and Democratic administrations alike
took care to maintain, and even boost, their relations with Pakistan
and India, for example, even as they contributed to the problem of
nuclear proliferation.”” By contrast, the Bush administration batted
down any possibility of maintaining or renewing direct bilateral
negotiations with the North Korean government in Pyongyang. In
the absence of any direct channel of communications, paranoid fears
in the most isolated nation in the world could only worsen.

The North Koreans were still years away from developing an
intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) capability that could directly
threaten the United States. Their attempt to test-fire a Taepodong-
2, an ICBM with a range of between 4,000 and 10,000 kilometers,
on July 4, 2006, failed, but they already had a reliable intermediate-
range ballistic missile (IRBM) capable of striking any target in South
Korea or Japan. Since then, North Korea has conducted additional
tests, including in July 2009. But it appears unlikely that the country
has yet mastered the technology of miniaturizing thermonuclear
weapons sufficiently to enable them to fit in its IRBM warheads.
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Nonetheless, the dangers of some disastrous miscalculation leading
to a preemptive North Korean nuclear strike have grown over the
last several years."

As a result, in the years following the October 2002 diplomatic
clash, Bush administration policymakers discovered that their
aggressive face-off with North Korea had backfired. The confronta-
tion boosted China’s importance in the region, and it actually made
the United States far more dependent on China’s cooperation and
goodwill in diplomacy in dealing with North Korea rather than the
other way around.

Thus, China quickly came to benefit from North Korea’s obdu-
racy.” Pyongyang was dependent on Beijing, and grew even more
dependent as a result of international pressure.”® Even while China
developed warm relations with democratic, free-market South Korea
and enjoyed the benefits of attracting Seoul’s high-tech industrial
investment as well, it preferred to retain North Korea as a buffer
between its own authoritarian society and the democratic, open
South." But since China was the only nation giving protection and
any degree of support to North Korea, it therefore followed that
China was also the only nation that could put any effective pressure
on Kim Jong-il’s regime.

The Bush administration saw very little evidence that China was
exercising a moderating role on North Korea. But the fact that it
was the only close neighbor of Pyongyang that even had the potential
to bring constructive influence to bear on the “Hermit Kingdom”
strengthened China’s diplomatic negotiating position with Washing-
ton. Beijing quietly but surely became the locus of all Western and
Japanese diplomacy aimed at dealing with the North. When Pyongy-
ang reluctantly agreed in principle to participate in six-party talks
on its nuclear program with China, Russia, Japan, South Korea, and
the United States, meetings were invariably held in Beijing."

The benefits for China were subtle and far-reaching. Beijing was
able to present itself as a moderate, responsible force for regional
stability. Its prestige throughout Asia rose because it was seen, cor-
rectly, as the nation that the United States needed to court rather
than the other way around. And on the rare occasions when North
Korean spokespeople and diplomats hinted at reviving the talks
or making other concessions, the comments were almost always
transmitted by Chinese intermediaries.
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For example, on March 22, 2005, when North Korean Premier Pak
Pong Ju hinted that North Korea was ready to rejoin the six-party
talks, he did so in Beijing. “If conditions are right in the future,
North Korea is willing at any time to participate in the six-party
talks,” Ju told Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao.'* His comments
came only a day after U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, also
in Beijing, threatened sanctions or even tougher action against North
Korea. If the six-party talks failed, she said, “We’ll have to look at
other options.”” Rice’s comments appear to have been a significant
factor in provoking Ju’s response.

There was no real sign that China was bothering to bring much,
if any, pressure to bear on North Korea to curtail its nuclear program.
But the fact that Beijing was willing to talk to the North Koreans,
pass on U.S. messages, and host the six-party talks gave the Chinese
anew credibility and reliable familiarity in the eyes of U.S. diplomats
and policymakers."”® The message for Bush administration policy-
makers appeared to be that one could do business with the Chinese
after all.” Evidence suggests that after North Korea’s apparently
successful underground nuclear test in October 2006, a concerned
Beijing began applying significantly more pressure on Pyongyang.

The fact that even the tough Bush administration found it neces-
sary to deal with China on North Korea was a tough pill to swallow
for American hawks thirsting for a 21st-century showdown with the
Middle Kingdom.” But indeed, there are many reasons why the
great transpacific clash of giants between the United States and
China is hardly inevitable and ought to be avoided. As Susan Shirk
warns, “A future crisis with the United States, especially one involv-
ing Taiwan or Japan, could arouse the [Chinese] public’s ire to the
degree that China’s leaders might believe that the regime would fall
unless they respond militarily to the insult to national honor.”*

The two nations are on opposite sides of the world. China could
spread its influence across continental Asia and not threaten vital
U.S. national interests. U.S. policy realistically should aim at main-
taining a balance of power in Asia to prevent any hegemonic power
emerging there. Such a policy should not require resorting to direct
military action. Russia, Japan, and South Korea will have their own
interests in maintaining good relations with China but preventing
her from unilaterally dominating the region.
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The Taiwan Issue

The possibility of some future confrontation between China and
Japan cannot be discounted, but it is by no means inevitable. Mean-
while, the potential for a Sino-U.S. clash over the eventual permanent
status of Taiwan cannot be dismissed. The United States can and
should seek to work with both Taipei and Beijing to avert such
danger.

Here, the example of Margaret Thatcher, one of the great heroes
of American conservatives, should provide an example to follow.
Thatcher, who had risked most of the Royal Navy’s surface fleet to
regain control of the Falkland Islands from Argentina in the 1982
Falklands War, only two years later signed a deal with China that
led to the reversion of vastly richer and more populous Hong Kong
to the People’s Republic of China in 1998.

Obviously, any final arrangement between China and Taiwan
would be very different from that worked out between Hong Kong
and Beijing. However, Thatcher recognized that Britain realistically
could not, and indeed should not, attempt to continue to hold Hong
Kong, or remain committed to its defense, when it clearly would
not have the capabilities to do so indefinitely. The same logic applies
to the United States, whose military is already dangerously over-
strained. The last thing the United States needs is to be sucked into
an open-ended commitment to defend Taiwan against China. What
would make such a commitment dangerous is the determination of
the current generation of leaders and policymakers in Beijing that
Taiwan must not be allowed to establish full legal and de facto
independence from the mainland. For many Chinese, and not just
leaders in Beijing, the reabsorption of Taiwan into a unified China
is essential to complete the work of national recovery after the trau-
matic Century of Humiliation from 1840 to 1948.

The period between President Bush’s November 2004 reelection
and his ringing second inaugural address in January was marked in
Beijing by several ominous warnings about growing Sino-American
tensions over Taiwan. In early December 2004, senior Chinese mili-
tary officials warned of war if Taiwan’s president Chen Shui-bian
did not abandon his plan to hold a referendum on China’s bellicose
behavior. Beijing believed the plan might set a precedent for a refer-
endum on full independence that Chen’s ruling Democratic Progres-
sive Party might win. “Taiwan independence means war,” Maj. Gen.
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Peng Guangquian told the official new China News Agency. “This
is the word of 1.3 billion people, and we will keep our word.”?

Prime Minister Wen Jiabao sounded a far more moderate and
conciliatory tone in comments on December 5, 2004. But even he
and his diplomats emphasized that Taiwan was the key issue, not
China’s gargantuan trade surpluses with the United States. “Taiwan
is the most important and most sensitive issue in [Sino-American]
relations,” said China’s ambassador to Washington, Yang Jiechi.”
The danger remains that future Taiwanese leaders could miscalcu-
late Beijing’s response to their own rhetoric or actions, and that
Washington could be taken by surprise by an unanticipated sudden
crisis between the mainland and Taiwan.*

Defending Taiwan

In May and June 2006, new information surfaced concerning a
top secret U.S. Department of Defense war plan to protect Taiwan
against any Chinese attack. According to news reports, the plan,
code-named OPLAN 5077 and updated in 2004 as OPLAN 5077-04,
included provision for the use of nuclear weapons by U.S. forces
and for U.S. anti-ballistic missile (ABM) defense systems to defend
the island of 23 million people. Washington Post reporter William
Arkin wrote that OPLAN 5077 dated back in its original form more
than 20 years to the Reagan administration. But the plan, according to
Arkin, was expanded and finalized in 2005, following 2004 guidance
from Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld.” Elements of the Post
story were later confirmed by the Taiwan Times. The paper said
Adm. Dennis Blair, former commander in chief of U.S. Pacific Com-
mand, or PACCOM, had played a major role in the process of
revising the OPLAN.%

In his report, Arkin noted that in recent years, the Bush administra-
tion had been putting greater importance on missile defense. He
pointed out that, in the event of any Sino-American confrontation
over Taiwan, “an improved naval missile defense capability . ..
would allow the United States to interpose itself between Taiwan
and China” to defend the island against ballistic missile attacks from
the mainland.”

Such a missile defense deployment, in fact, could take different
forms or be composed of different layers. The most obvious level
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would be the deployment of U.S. Aegis missile cruisers and destroy-
ers armed with SM-3 missiles that could shoot down Chinese short-
range ballistic missiles aimed at Taiwan. But the Aegis warships,
like America’s nuclear aircraft carriers, are vulnerable themselves.
They would have to be defended by a phalanx of smaller ABM
systems that could protect them against China’s own Silkworm and
Sunburn anti-ship missiles. The Sunburn, known by the Chinese as
the Hai Ying or Sea Eagle HY2, is intended as a U.S. carrier killer.
The missile, a version of the Russian N-55-22 Moskit, can fly at Mach
2.5 (around 1,700 miles per hour) and carries a warhead weighing
almost 500 pounds. It is also capable of delivering a tactical
nuclear warhead.”

By 2006, the Chinese tactical anti-ship missile deployment facing
the Taiwan Strait was already so formidable that it had the potential
to force major U.S. naval assets like aircraft carriers and Aegis war-
ships to operate from outside the strait itself. A 2006 report published
by the Center for Strategic and International Studies warned that
the U.S. Navy would not be free to operate within the Taiwan Strait,
as OPLAN 5077 appears to require, in the event of a U.S. war with
China over Taiwan.”

The report by Kurt Campbell, deputy assistant secretary of defense
under President Bill Clinton, and center Senior Fellow Jeremiah
Gertler, concluded, “Given the cost tradeoffs and a booming econ-
omy, China could easily continue to deploy six or seven offensive
missiles for every Taiwanese defensive missile to overwhelm the
island’s defenses.” Campbell and Gertler warned that new Chinese
anti-ship cruise missiles, submarines, and fast-attack boats were
poised to create “the capability to push U.S. ships out of even margin-
ally-effective missile defense range. . . . Even if U.S. Aegis ships find
a way to survive in an increasingly hostile anti-access environment,
they face a real challenge to effectively defending Taiwan,” the report
stated. “That leaves the brunt of Taiwan’s missile defense to (Patriot)
PAC-3(s)” and other new U.S. ABM systems.*

The face-off between Chinese anti-ship missiles and American
sea-based ballistic missile defense over Taiwan is compounded by
another arms race between China and Taiwan involving cruise mis-
siles. In January 2006, Jane’s Defense Weekly reported that Taiwan
had ambitious plans to produce at least 50 of its own Hsiung Feng,
or Brave Wind, 2E cruise missiles by 2010, with long-range plans to
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deploy no fewer than 500. Taiwan’s decision to produce missiles
capable of threatening southern China dramatically escalates the
arms race with the PRC and may tempt Beijing into taking preemp-
tive military action.”

The Taiwanese Defense Ministry stayed silent on the Jane’s report,
a report that should have rung alarm bells in the Pentagon, not to
mention elsewhere in the United States and throughout East Asia.
It was a grim reminder that a possible military confrontation between
the mainland and Taiwan could suck in the United States. Even
with only conventional warheads, a massive cruise missile force
deployed on Taiwan poses a very serious national security threat
to China. The reported 360-mile range of the Hsiung Feng would
put Hong Kong and Shanghai, the financial hub of China, within
striking distance.

Although cruise missiles are far slower than ballistic missiles, they
can be harder for state-of-the-art ABM interceptors to shoot down.
Cruise missiles are programmed to hug the ground, regularly chang-
ing course by following the contours of the landscape, making it
vastly more difficult, if not impossible, for ground-based missiles
to intercept them. Also, cruise missiles are easily hidden and more
road-mobile than larger ballistic missiles: Hsiung Fengs are report-
edly designed with mobility in mind.

Furthermore, Taiwan’s cruise missile force might not remain con-
ventional for long. Taiwan’s advanced industrial economy already
has civilian nuclear reactors and, like Japan, South Korea, and other
nations, Taiwan has the capability to develop its own nuclear weap-
onry relatively quickly.*? If Taiwan ever builds and deploys a
nuclear-capable cruise missile force, China could react by launching
an overwhelming preemptive strike, with the enormous force of 825
ballistic missiles it had already assembled by mid-2006.* Conse-
quently, the dangers of a full-scale missile war being set off by
miscalculation will be great. There also remains the possibility that
some future Chinese leader may deliberately initiate hostilities.

Taiwan’s military-run Chungshan Institute of Science and Tech-
nology plans to extend the range of the Hsiung Feng to 600 miles.
However, that would require the acquisition of specialized engine
components from the United States. Washington has so far refused
to allow the sale of such technology.*

The cruise missile program appears designed to become the cen-
terpiece of Taiwan’s “active defense” policy, which aims to counter

135



SHIFTING SUPERPOWERS

any aggression before it reaches Taiwanese territory. That kind of
“active defense” could instead provoke the kind of “active attack”
it is meant to prevent. It is doubtful that China would sit back and
allow Taiwan to guarantee its perpetual de facto independence.

The situation is reminiscent of 1961-62, when the Soviet Union
placed its missiles in Cuba to deter the United States. During that
tense period, President John F. Kennedy did not sit back and allow
the Soviets and their communist Cuban allies to keep ballistic mis-
siles to threaten the U.S. mainland. Instead, he risked a full-scale
war to force the Soviet Union to withdraw the weapons.

Will China’s President Hu Jintao or his successor go as far as JFK
did in dealing with the missiles of Taiwan? Or might they go even
further? During the cold war, every American knew the stakes of
the game. Yet today, not one American in a thousand is probably
aware of the extent of the U.S. commitment to protect Taiwan, or
of the scale and cost of the conflict that might ensue, should it come
to blows.

There is no overriding strategic reason why the United States
should elevate the defense of de facto Taiwanese independence to
the level of a core national security objective. Taiwan has vastly
benefited from U.S. investment and protection for nearly 60 years.
It has become an enormously prosperous nation in its own right.
Its investments in the mainland are immense. Its long-term prosper-
ity and security appear best guaranteed by some kind of “one nation,
two systems” formula, similar to the arrangement Hong Kong enjoys.
A Taiwanese commitment to de jure independence that led to its
being bombarded by Chinese missiles from the mainland and force-
fully occupied by the People’s Liberation Army, with all the suffering
such occupations invariably entail, would hardly be in the best
interests of its people. Therefore, a U.S. commitment to defend Tai-
wan when the United States lacks the resources to offer a serious
hope of deterring or preventing a Chinese invasion could in no way
be described as moral.

By investing so heavily in short- and intermediate-range ballistic
missile systems in its southeastern region, China has increased the
level of risk the United States will have to take in any future confron-
tation over Taiwan. The massive investment China has made in its
capacity to wage asymmetric cyberwarfare against the United States
and its civilian and military information technology systems also
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adds to the deterrent capability Beijing has built up as leverage
against the United States.

It certainly cannot be argued that a commitment to defend Taiwan
against the PRC is essential for the United States to retain its leader-
ship position in the region. Such a pledge may have already set it
back. Japan and South Korea, America’s two main allies in Northeast
Asia over the past half century, fear that the United States could
blunder into a confrontation with China, forcing them to either
choose between the two or get caught in the crossfire.

The Roles of Japan and South Korea

Japanese and South Korean interests are not identical or well
aligned. South Korean policy has been shaped by a widespread and
deeply felt fear of Japan. These fears stem from Japan’s colonial rule
of the entire Korean Peninsula for the 40 years following the Russo-
Japanese War of 1904-05. To this day, fear of Japan appears to be
a far more prevalent popular emotion in South Korea than fear of
China. Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi’s visits during
his five years as premier to Yasukuni Shrine honoring those slain
in World War II were widely criticized in South Korea. And Japan
continued to claim sovereignty over Takeshima, or Dokdo, Island
in the Sea of Japan, although it remained under South Korean control.
The year 2005 was named “Korea-Japan Friendship Year” in a bid to
improve relations. But the initiative backfired after Japan’s Shimane
Prefecture initiated its own “Takeshima Day” to push Japan’s claim
over the island. The move set off a wave of large anti-Japanese
demonstrations in South Korea.

The pattern of trade points to ever-closer South Korean economic
ties with China, whereas its trade ties with the United States have
diminished in relative terms. For their part, the South Koreans are
eager to court Beijing, recognizing it as the one state that has effective
leverage over the still dangerous and unpredictable rulers in Pyon-
gyang. Throughout history, the Koreans have identified themselves
with the great fellow Confucian civilization of China, and they have
feared their often-aggressive maritime and trading rivals on the
home islands of Japan.®

South Koreans see the U.S. military presence as reassurance
against Japanese revanchism, as well as protection against North
Korea and China. Successive South Korean administrations were
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disturbed by President George W. Bush’s record of unexpected uni-
lateral actions and statements toward North Korea. South Koreans
want to see the United States come to an accommodation with North
Korea, not provoke it into what almost all South Koreans see as an
unnecessary and avoidable war in which they would pay a heavy
price.®

For all the traditional distrust between Seoul and Tokyo, the Japa-
nese assessment of Sino-American relations was very similar to that
of the South Koreans in the late 20th century—both Seoul and Tokyo
welcomed U.S. protection from China. But they both also wanted
good relations between Washington and Beijing, not dangerously
strained ones. However, Sino-Japanese relations became signifi-
cantly more confrontational during Koizumi’s premiership.

Koizumi did not try to distance Japan from the United States as
Sino-American relations deteriorated. He worked hard to make the
traditional U.S.-Japanese alliance stronger than ever. By the time he
left office, he had committed Japan to buying and deploying four
Aegis-class destroyers armed with SM-3 surface-to-air missiles
adapted as ABM interceptors and 16 units of shorter-range Patriot
Advanced Capability-3, or PAC-3, missiles as a second layer of
defense. The Patriots were to be deployed between 2006 and 2010
and the SM-3-equipped Aegis ships between 2007 and 2010.¥

Koizumi had such faith in U.S. ballistic missile defense technology
that by the time he left office, Japan had spent more heavily on it
than any other nation, apart from the United States. The main reason
for this was fear, not of China but of North Korea. In 2006, Gen.
Burwell Bell, commander of U.S. forces in South Korea, estimated
that North Korea had deployed at least 200 Rodong missiles, putting
most of Japan within their 780-mile range.*®

Japan fears China but does not see conflict with her as inevitable.
For most of the past decade, Japanese policymakers have quietly
sought to foster a policy toward their neighbors inspired by what
they regard as the highly successful détente policies of the late cold
war. The Japanese want to create a web of communications channels
and formal intergovernmental economic, security, and diplomatic
structures that will defuse tensions and reduce the risks of war in
the region. Koizumi departed from this long-established pattern. He
made his priority throughout his five-year premiership the creation
of an effective anti-missile defense shield for the cities of Japan. This
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entailed boosting the still-strong defense ties between Japan and the
United States. At the same time, Japan sought to maintain stable
relations with China. But Koizumi put much less trust in close diplo-
matic ties with Beijing than his Foreign Ministry. His successors,
Shinzo Abe and Taro Aso, appear to be trying to warm relations
with Beijing while pushing ahead with the development of ABM
defenses in close partnership with the United States.

The potential flashpoint remains Taiwan. Yet if the Taiwan issue
could be safely resolved by trilateral negotiations, then the chances
of an amicable Sino-American relationship through the 21st century
are excellent. China may well be entering a period of proud and
somewhat aggressive nationalism. But it has wooed the countries
of the Association of South East Asian Nations with compromise
and low-key charm over the past decade, not with bullying or vio-
lence. From 2003 onward, as noted throughout this book, China has
also actively sought to improve its relations with India. China’s
obvious extension of economic influence into Central Asia has pro-
ceeded so far peacefully and gradually.

Nor is China building a surface navy, as the Soviet Union did
during the cold war, as a direct challenger and rival to the United
States. As of late 2008, China did not possess even a single aircraft
carrier, and plans for building or acquiring one are still in the early
stages.” By way of comparison, India was building an ambitious 3-
carrier fleet, and the United States has plans to maintain at least 10
operational flattops for the foreseeable future.

Stepping Back from the Precipice

Significant rivalry between the United States and China is possible
in the coming decades, especially in competition over increasingly
scarce energy resources. But there is no reason why this competition
should spiral out of Beijing and Washington’s control. After all, in
the century from 1870 to 1973, the two greatest global rivals in the
race to control oil reserves, especially in the Middle East, were the
United States and Britain. Yet at the same time, the two nations
were allies in both world wars and in the long confrontation of the
cold war.

It has been argued that the common culture and similar political
and economic systems were the secret of this success. But the United
States had fought two wars with Britain in the first 40 years of its
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existence, and anti-British sentiment remained strong through the
19th century. For that matter, the United States and the Soviet Union,
while ideological rivals of the most intense kind, managed to avoid
any direct military confrontation during the cold war.

Aside from the issue of Taiwan, many lesser issues have contrib-
uted to the steady deterioration of relations between the United
States and China since 1989. Yet none of them individually, nor all
of them together, should outweigh the very real interests that China
and the United States have in maintaining mutually beneficial trade
ties and avoiding military confrontation.

A policy of confrontation toward China carries enormously high
economic risks for the United States, even if a shooting war never
breaks out. In 2003, for the first time in history, China passed the
United States as a magnet for foreign direct investment. The Chinese,
meanwhile, continued to invest heavily in the United States. By
the end of 2007, some 20 percent of foreign-owned U.S. Treasury
securities were held by the Chinese State Bank or by Chinese finan-
cial institutions beholden to it.* China’s annual balance-of-payments
surplus with the United States has run well in excess of $200 billion
for years. This is the largest current trade imbalance between any
two nations in the world.

Therefore, confrontation with China now carries the risk of a
dangerous run on the U.S. dollar that could destabilize the American
economy. In April 2007, Oxford Analytica, an international strategic
analysis firm, ranked “United States: Deep Recession” and “China/
Taiwan: Armed Hostilities” as numbers two and three, respectively,
on its list of extreme global stress points. (Number one was “United
States/Iran: Strike on Iran.”) It should further be noted that if hostili-
ties broke out between the PRC and Taiwan (stress point number
three), it could easily trigger a deep recession in the United States
(number two), and an economic crisis in China.

It has never been wise for debtor nations to turn on their creditors.
More often than not, it is the creditor nations that pull the strings.
U.S. global dominance throughout the 20th century was based first
and foremost on its industrial and financial supremacy. The same
was true of Britain throughout the 19th century.

The policymakers in the Bush administration who at first appeared
so anxious for confrontations with China soon had other problems
to deal with. Within 48 hours of the September 11 attacks, the same
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Paul Wolfowitz who only a few years earlier had envisaged a long-
term global confrontation with China was urging President Bush
instead to invade Iraq, because, he argued at the time, it would be
far easier to do than to hunt down the perpetrators of the September
11 atrocities.* Bush initially ignored this advice, but within 18
months Wolfowitz got his war.

In the three years that followed, sure enough, the Bush administra-
tion careened off on an ill-defined global crusade against “terror,”
launching two successive invasions followed by difficult, costly, and
counterproductive occupations: first in Afghanistan, then in Iraq.

The avoidance of conflict with China may have been the silver
lining to the dark cloud of America’s struggles elsewhere. Even in
the U.S. media, a new obsession with remaking the Middle East
sucked the air out of efforts to elevate peripheral issues, such as
Chinese environmental and human rights policies, or Chinese poli-
cies in Tibet or toward Taiwan, to the forefront of Sino-American
relations.

The history of China’s occupation of Tibet, as noted earlier, has
certainly been an ugly and distressing one. But it is difficult to see
what U.S. policymakers could do about it. It is noteworthy that
neighboring India has not even tried. The Indians have had an
excellent humanitarian record in welcoming Tibetan refugees. They
have allowed them to stay in India and have sought to preserve
their religious and cultural heritage there. But starting with Nehru’s
tacit support of China’s occupation of Tibet in 1950, the Indians have
run no risks and taken no initiatives of their own in seeking to affect
the situation in Tibet.*?

Nor has India given any support to efforts within the U.S. Congress
to take any such action. Indeed, Indian policymakers and security
strategists alike seem to believe that supporting U.S. efforts to influ-
ence China’s Tibet policy might establish worrisome precedents that
U.S. administrations might then use against continued Indian control
of Muslim-majority Kashmir.* Even after the Bush administration
launched its policy of strategic engagement and high-tech coopera-
tion with India, the Indian media continued to express concern about
possible U.S. efforts to meddle in the Kashmir issue.

India’s continued caution on Tibet and its warming relations with
China under both Hindu nationalist-led and Congress Party—led
governments in the early 21st century made clear that Indian-U.S.
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engagement would not lead to any coordinated action to weaken
China’s hold on Tibet. India’s rejection of such a policy, coupled
with Delhi’s growing clout in Washington, made it far less likely
that any U.S. administration would be tempted to give effective
support to Tibetan nationalist groups. Pro-Tibetan pressure groups
have enjoyed a relatively high public profile in the United States,
but that has never translated into significant influence.

The same considerations apply to the many criticisms that Ameri-
can environmentalists have leveled against China’s ambitious indus-
trialization projects. It is certainly true that air pollution over China’s
cities is awful and that, from a purely environmental perspective,
there are many reasons to be concerned about the consequences of
the colossal Three Gorges Dam project to tame the Yangtze River.
But such considerations were never allowed to get in the way of
America’s own drive to industrialization in the mid- to late 19th
century, and it is indeed a smug and hypocritical application of
double standards, as the Chinese argue, for Americans to lecture
them on such matters.

What, then, of the much-hyped and feared Chinese military
buildup? China is certainly building a formidable force designed to
win a limited conventional conflict with the United States over Tai-
wan. But as noted above, itis not building forces capable of projecting
Chinese power across the Pacific and Indian oceans. It shows no
interest in facing down U.S., Indian, or Japanese naval forces
deployed beyond the Taiwan Strait. Unlike India, China is not yet
building or planning to build a fleet of aircraft carriers. Unlike India,
China is not investing significant sums in the necessary infrastruc-
ture of maritime and airborne power projection. It is quite feasible
that 10 or 20 years down the line, China may make such a strategic
investment. But it has not yet done so.

The main purpose of China’s diesel submarine buildup appears
defensive in nature: to harass the U.S. surface fleet in the western
Pacific and to prevent the U.S. Navy from operating too close to the
Chinese mainland. The overwhelming thrust of Chinese military
procurement and deployment programs has been focused on Tai-
wan. Of China’s 2,250 operational combat aircraft, 490 were deployed
within range of Taiwan. Of its 74 destroyers and frigates, 53 were
deployed in its East and South Sea Fleets. The People’s Liberation
Army Navy also had 54 medium and heavy amphibious landing
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ships, all but 7 of which were deployed in the East and South Sea
Fleets.* This is still a far cry from building any balanced naval fleet
capable of achieving global or even hemispheric domination.

The 2008 U.S. Department of Defense assessment of China’s mili-
tary power predicted that by 2010, China’s strategic forces would
probably comprise a combination of enhanced, silo-based ICBMs
(CSS-3 and CSS-4), medium-range ballistic missiles (CSS-5), solid-
fueled, road-mobile ICBMs (DF31 and DF-31A), and sea-based sub-
marine-launched ballistic missiles (JL-1 and JL-2). The report says
that by late 2007, China had deployed between 990 and 1,070 CSS-
6 and CSS-7 short- and medium-range ballistic missiles opposite
Taiwan. Also, China is acquiring a large arsenal of highly accurate
cruise missiles, many of them produced in Russia.*

These developments are extremely significant. Liquid-fueled
ICBMs are far slower to prepare and launch than solid-fuel ones.
Liquid fuel, unlike solid fuel, cannot be kept indefinitely in the
missiles. It must be pumped in before launch, and such launch
preparations are routinely monitored by surveillance satellites. It
would be extremely difficult to launch a preemptive strike with such
weapons without detection. By way of comparison, the United States
possesses approximately 500 land-based ICBMs, plus several thou-
sand more submarine-launched ballistic missiles and bombs that
can be targeted against strategic installations in Russia and China.

No U.S. strategist or political leader should doubt the seriousness
of China’s determination to reabsorb Taiwan. The Defense Depart-
ment report concluded that “although Beijing professes a desire for
peaceful resolution as its preferred outcome,” China’s force deploy-
ment within range of Taiwan provided “reminders of Beijing’s
unwillingness to renounce the use of force.”*

The old dictum that the enemy of my enemy is my friend still
holds true in international diplomacy and strategy. So long as Chi-
nese leaders have good reason to believe that an eventual military
showdown with America over Taiwan is unavoidable, they will
continue to be motivated to quietly support nations around the
world from North Korea to Iran that may eventually challenge or
threaten the United States and its allies.

China continued to maintain, and even increase, its trade volume
with North Korea as the nuclear standoff between Pyongyang and
Washington continued through 2005 and 2006. In the first half of
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2006, China’s trade volume with North Korea rose to $774 million,
an increase of 4.7 percent over the same six-month period in 2005.
This pattern appeared to change after the North Korean missile tests
of July 4, 2006, and the apparently successful nuclear test on October
9, 2006, with China exerting pressure on officials in Pyongyang for
such provocations. Still, the overall pattern of growing trade and
free food aid was an indication of Beijing’s determination to keep
North Korea functioning as an effective buffer between the PRC and
democratic, free-market South Korea and Japan.

China supported another “axis of evil” state. Beijing’s rapidly
growing appetite for Iranian energy resources has been documented
in an earlier chapter. In April 2004, the Bush administration sanc-
tioned Chinese companies, including several Chinese army—owned
firms that manufactured chemical and biological systems critical for
the development of weapons of mass destruction and for supplying
advanced military technology to Iran.”

While China strengthened its ties to Iran, the United States
plunged into a major military commitment in Iraq. With U.S. military
power bogged down in Iraq since March 2003, China has enjoyed
unprecedented clout and freedom of action relative to the United
States. Policymakers in President Bush’s second term faced the chal-
lenge of trying to deter China over Taiwan while at least 140,000
U.S. troops were committed in Iraq. At the same time, Washington
was dependent on China’s goodwill in their diplomatic efforts to
get North Korea to abandon its unilateral drive to produce nuclear
weapons and the long-range missiles to carry them.

These various trends help explain why, in December 2004, Presi-
dent Bush announced that the United States would not support any
Taiwanese referendum that moved the island toward full indepen-
dence. The move was a significant departure from hawkish conserva-
tive rhetoric in Washington. Unforeseen problems in the Middle
East were inducing realism and caution in U.S. policymaking, partic-
ularly in dealings with other parts of the world.*

It was clear, however, that Bush’s statement on Taiwan would
not be enough for Beijing. Chinese leaders wanted Bush to use U.S.
influence to actively restrain President Chen and convince him not
to hold the referendum. In March 2005, China’s National People’s
Congress passed an anti-secession law. The People’s Republic of
China thereby locked itself into confrontation with Taiwan—and
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implicitly the United States—if Chen or any of his successors tried
to declare full, legal independence.

“Taiwan,” writes the Cato Institute’s Ted Galen Carpenter, “is
unlikely to declare independence formally.” But its leaders, he con-
tinues, “are taking a variety of actions that stop just short of that
ultimate provocation.” The danger was therefore real, he concludes,
that “at some point a Taiwanese government may miscalculate and
provoke Beijing beyond endurance.””

Carpenter’s concern about the explosive potential in the Taiwan-
China conflict was not at first widely shared in Washington. But
Bush’s unprecedented tough talk to the Taiwanese in December 2004
suggested that the White House was beginning to appreciate some
of the dangers. Those dangers have only grown more acute in the
intervening five years.

At first glance, the 2008 elections of President Ma Ying-jeou in
Taiwan and President Barack Obama in the United States would
appear to greatly reduce the risk of Sino-American conflict over
Taiwan. However, there was no indication in 2008 that the People’s
Liberation Army was reducing the rate of its military deployments
against Taiwan. And the longer-term danger remains of a major,
unexpected swing to aggressive nationalism by new leaders in China
in the future. This book has documented many such swings that
were unanticipated by the West over the past century and more.
And it certainly remains the case that the reintegration of Taiwan
into united China is a cherished goal of the Chinese leadership
and people.

However, for the Chinese to succeed in convincing Obama admin-
istration policymakers and congressional figures that they were seri-
ous about Taiwan, they would have to overcome the engrained
habits of thought and all the experience of U.S. policymakers in
dealing with Beijing over Taiwan built up over the previous three
plus decades since President Richard Nixon and Chairman Mao
Zedong signed the first Shanghai Communiqué on the status of
Taiwan in 1972. China in the 21st century is a very different country
from the nation that Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaopeng had led.

The Sino-Russian Axis

U.S. policymakers, both Republicans and Democrats, have been
slow to recognize the importance of China’s joint leadership role
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with Russia in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. This book
has discussed the formation and early activities of the SCO at some
length precisely because of its importance to Chinese grand strategy
and policymaking, and also because the SCO is so often ignored.

For years, U.S. policymakers dismissed the SCO as sentiment
without substance. They noted that, unlike the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization and the Warsaw Pact, the SCO did not have a perma-
nent planning and coordinating military staff of its own. Far from
driving back U.S. influence in Central Asia, at first the SCO was
forced to accept an unprecedented expansion of U.S. military power
in the region after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Putin,
China’s SCO partner, worked with the United States when it negoti-
ated the use of the Karshi-Khanabad air base in Uzbekistan as a
forward center to supply U.S. and allied forces in Afghanistan. From
this base, U.S. forces toppled the Taliban regime that had protected
Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda terrorist organization when they
plotted the 9/11 outrages.

But by August 2005, Russian-Chinese military cooperation had
quietly advanced to the point where the two countries conducted
the most ambitious joint military exercises in their history. Held on
the Shandong Peninsula of northeastern China, the maneuvers were
announced as anti-terrorist exercises. If so, they were a preparation
to fight terrorists on steroids. More than 10,000 troops, including
amphibious assault forces, were involved. So were major naval and
air units from both nations. The exercises tested the interoperability
of the Chinese and Russian armed forces, involving naval, air, and
ground units. Even when China and the Soviet Union were allies
against the United States at the height of the cold war from 1949 to
1958, they never carried out such joint maneuvers.

The joint exercises practiced landing large numbers of forces from
the sea against a hostile, defended shore. Some of the paratroops
practiced reaching an “assault position and the launching of an
attack on enemy positions.” China and Russia insisted that the
exercises were not directed against any specific third country. But
aside from the Taiwan case already noted, the United States and its
closest Asian ally, Japan, feared that other nations were in the plan-
ners’ minds. After all, the exercises also involved practicing the
deployment of submarines and long-range bombers to strike back
against the fleet of any other power, and only the United States
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and Japan have forces that could qualify as comparable targets or
potential foes.

The exercises were also “a good opportunity for Russia, the largest
arms supplier to the People’s Republic, to showcase new weapon
systems,” according to Sergei Blagov of the Washington-based
Jamestown Foundation. Blagov noted that the exercises were full-
scale war games. Ships from the Russian Pacific Fleet sailed to Chi-
na’s coasts, and forces from the Pskov 76th Airborne Division were
also deployed.” In short, the exercises involved maneuvers that
would be unprecedented against ordinary terrorists.

China’s official Xinhua News Agency defended the reassuring
counterterrorism cover story by saying the exercises were meant to
practice “dealing with crises and organizing coordinated actions in
the backdrop of the fight against terrorism, separatism, and extrem-
ism.” But the use of the term “separatism” suggested another possi-
ble purpose, at least for the Chinese. For if China were ever to
consider projecting its overwhelming military power against the
offshore island of Taiwan, then it would have to employ exactly the
kind of maneuvers undertaken in the exercise. And if Russian forces
at some point in the future were ever to be deployed in support of
any Chinese military operation to deter U.S. intervention in defense
of Taiwan, then the two armed forces would require joint experience
in full-scale operational cooperation, just as they had done in the
Shandong exercises.

The idea that Russia would actively participate in any Chinese
military operation against Taiwan remains very unlikely. However,
the fact remains that the Russians have continued to participate with
the Chinese in these exercises. Also, while Moscow has shown a
marked reluctance over the past decade to sell China advanced land
warfare weapon systems that could eventually challenge Russian
military superiority in Eurasia, the Kremlin has shown no such
restraint in selling China warships, submarines, and, most of all,
anti-ship cruise missiles, that could be used against U.S. naval vessels
in a conventional war.

Some American observers were critical of the Shandong exercises.
“The anti-American axis is beginning to work,” commented analyst
Ariel Cohen of the conservative Heritage Foundation.”

Some Russian analysts came to similar conclusions: “The exercises
are the logical continuation of the first signs of cooperation between
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Russia and China in the struggle against ‘orange revolutions,’ sepa-
ratism, and the dominant influence of the United States in the Euro-
Asiatic sphere,” said an article on the Russian newspaper website
Gazeta.ru.>

For the most part, however, U.S. leaders and analysts were com-
placent, just as they had been in July 2005, when the SCO issued a
call to roll back U.S. influence in Central Asia.® These warnings
elicited no significant response from the U.S. government.

But the Shandong exercises provided the military substance
behind those earlier diplomatic statements. As the Bush administra-
tion pushed energetically toward ever-deeper technical cooperation
with India, Russia and China were reacting by integrating their
practical war-making capabilities on a hitherto unprecedented scale.

For all the novelty of the war games, they were in many respects
the inevitable outcome of a slow process going back well over a
decade. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov told a press confer-
ence in Beijing on March 22, 2006, that the strategic partnership
between the two giant nations was “irreversible.” The creation of
the SCO provided a natural environment to foster the growth of
these ties. The Sino-Russian hothouse is now bearing fruit.

Russian President Putin signed 22 cooperation agreements with
China during his two-day state visit in March 2006. Moscow and
Beijing both emphasized that the success of Putin’s visit and the far-
reaching agreements concluded during it would propel their global
strategic partnership to higher levels than ever before. Yet the state
visit did not make the front page of the New York Times or the
Washington Post.>

Among the agreements, Russia’s gigantic utilities corporation,
Unified Energy Systems, signed a contract to export electrical power
to China’s State Grid Corporation. Rosneft and Gazprom, the Krem-
lin’s favored main oil- and natural gas—producing corporations,
signed agreements to supply energy and carry out joint ventures
with the Chinese National Petroleum Corporation, providing favor-
able access to China’s energy-hungry economy.”” The Shanghai
Industrial Investment Corporation signed off on a giant develop-
ment project in St. Petersburg, Russia’s second-largest city.®® Other
agreements covered cooperation in outer space, civil aviation, agri-
culture, labor services, and anti-terrorism. Even the telecom giants
Kosmicheskaya Svyaz and China Netcom Group closed a deal on
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providing international satellite television coverage from the 2008
Olympic Games in Beijing.

“Strategic cooperation between the two countries globally, region-
ally and bilaterally enjoys still wider prospects,” explained the offi-
cial English-language China Daily, which characterized the growing
“exchanges in defense technology and coordination of military acts”
as matters of “great significance.”

The growth in strategic ties was not a smooth process. In the
period 2005-8, tensions grew over Russia’s continued refusal to sell
its most advanced weapons to China. The weapons that Beijing
wanted to buy, and Moscow refused to sell, included sophisticated
systems such as the Shmei—or Bumblebee—rocket infantry flame-
thrower, 120mm Nona-SVK and Vena self-propelled guns, 152mm
Msta-S self-propelled artillery systems, and 300mm Smerch (Tor-
nado) multiple-launch rocket systems. Nor would Russia sell China
its T-90S main battle tanks, BMP-3 infantry fighting vehicles, BTR-
80 armored personnel carriers, Mi-28 Havoc attack helicopters, or
Kamov Ka-50 Hokum “Black Shark” attack helicopters.®

Nevertheless, there were other aspects to China’s enthusiasm for
the SCO and its new partnership with Russia. Through the 1990s,
China did not appear to have taken the growth of U.S. military
power in Central Asia and the spread of democratic sentiments in
the region too seriously. But that changed in the early 21st century.

First came the U.S. agreement with Uzbekistan to operate the
Karshi-Khanabad (K-2) air base in order to prosecute the 2001 war
against the Taliban in Afghanistan. Then in 2005, the wave of demo-
cratic revolutions that had already swept Ukraine and Georgia
among the former Soviet republics in Europe spread to Central Asia.
What became known as the Tulip Revolution toppled President
Askar Akayev of Kyrgyzstan in 2005. Then major demonstrations
against Uzbekistan’s President Islam Karimov rocked the provincial
city of Andijan. Government forces crushed the demonstrations at
the cost of several hundred dead. An alarmed Karimov blamed the
United States for encouraging grass-roots democratic movements in
his country and expelled the U.S. Air Force from K-2.

For China, the Tulip Revolution and the unrest in Uzbekistan
carried an equally alarming message. Beijing found that the conta-
gion of popular democratic revolution—a phenomenon that in Chi-
nese history had repeatedly led to appalling chaos and dangerous
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national weakness—could leapfrog eastward from Ukraine and
Georgia to the Central Asian republics. What was to stop it spreading
from Central Asia into China?

China has never had reason to seriously fear Islam. But in the
modern period, its leaders have had plenty of reasons to fear the
uncontrolled spread of democracy within their own country. The
SCO provided a framework to work with the existing governments
of Central Asia to prevent that eventuality. Just as China needed
North Korea as a buffer against democratic contamination from
South Korea and Japan to its northeast, it was using the former
Soviet republics of Central Asia, through the SCO, as a buffer to its
west. The SCO also allowed China to quietly increase its influence
in those regions without risking tension with Moscow.

In fact, Chinese expansion into Central Asia and Southeast Asia
may be a historical inevitability. China has economic momentum
on her side. By spring 2005, her population had plateaued at 1.3
billion, with further growth stifled by the one-child policy. Mean-
while, economic growth rates were again exceptionally high. These
figures were not based on some Ponzi scheme or a phantom financial
bubble: they reflected an awesome industrial reality. China’s insatia-
ble hunger for oil and natural gas was propelling it to seek a domi-
nant role in Central Asia’s Caspian basin, and it willingly exerted
influence over the affairs of nations like Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan
because of the importance of their energy resources.

In the face of these inexorable economic and strategic realities,
the long-term prospects for the United States to maintain its influence
in Central Asia and propagate democracy there was akin to King
Canute ordering the tide to stand still.

Even worse from the viewpoint of vital U.S. national interests, an
obsession with propagating democracy throughout Central Asia not
only looks sure to drive Russia and China ever closer together against
the United States but also is bound to distract U.S. strategic planners
from the very real inroads the Chinese are making in the Western
Hemisphere, from Brazil and Venezuela to Canada’s oil shale fields.

Such a clash of civilizations between the continental superpowers
is far from inevitable. China in the coming decades may be more
likely to come into fundamental conflict with Russia. There are only
around 30 million ethnic Russians living in the area east of the Ural
Mountains all the way across to the Pacific Ocean and only 7 million
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inhabitants of Russia’s Far East province. There are 138 million Chi-
nese in the three PRC provinces next to the Far East province. Rus-
sia’s total population is only around 145 million, and the Russian
government itself acknowledges that the figure may fall by more
than 25 million over the next three decades. Russia’s population
today is therefore less than the estimated population of Pakistan or
the single Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. Given these demographic
trends, the task of maintaining control over the vast territory and
resources of Siberia and the Far East region will become ever more
difficult for Moscow.

However, foreign ministry officials, senior military officers, and
strategists in Russia today overwhelmingly believe that it is the
United States and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization that pose
the greatest long-term strategic threat to Russia, and that Russia
needs to retain the strategic depth and strength afforded by its
continuing close relationships with China and India to repel this
challenge from the West.

Meanwhile, the problems posed by China’s burgeoning popula-
tion and the hunger for energy resources driven by her rapid indus-
trial expansion are bound to become ever more acute. This policy
also impels China to greater involvement in Central Asia and under-
scores its need to manage its relations with Russia in the region
harmoniously and carefully. China’s massive investment in Kazakh-
stan, especially in Kazakh oil fields, is a practical expression of these
concerns Therefore, U.S. policies that alienate and alarm both Russia
and China may be strategically shortsighted.

The Case for Improved Sino-American Relations

Chinese statesmanship, even under the mercurial Mao, has consis-
tently been adaptive, flexible, and pragmatic. In 1972, the hostile
China of the previous 23 years changed in a second, or so it seemed,
to the warm and welcoming China that greeted President Nixon,
and Mao was still its Great Helmsman at the time. This teaches that
it may be unwise to assume China will remain locked into an attitude
of increasing hostility toward the United States for years or decades
to come. If the dangers of collision over the Taiwan issue can be
defused, then even the current leadership in Beijing may prove
surprisingly open to improved relations. That could be the case
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whether the government of China at the time is democratic or repres-
sively authoritarian, as Mao’s certainly was at the time of the 1972
Nixon visit. But the corollary of this argument also applies. An
increasingly democratic China may experience an intensification of
nationalist passions, rather than a reduction of them. If the political
process in China were to allow for greater popular representation,
or if the Beijing leadership grew more sensitive to popular impulses,
this evolution could make China more hostile and dangerous to the
United States rather than less so.

U.S. policymakers in the Clinton and the second Bush administra-
tions assumed that China would prefer not to have to risk a poten-
tially ruinous war with the United States over Taiwan. Up to now,
that has been the case. It may also be the case that, should the Taiwan
issue be defused, the United States might rapidly regain its old
attraction in Beijing’s eyes as a stabilizing buffer against Japan.

Despite the growing strains between Washington and Beijing over
Taiwan, the Sino-U.S. relationship remains a classic case of codepen-
dency. China has benefited enormously from its vast exports and
hugely favorable annual trade surplus with the United States, while
the United States has grown increasingly dependent on the willing-
ness of the Chinese State Bank to hold U.S. Treasury bonds. Until
the U.S. government’s soaring annual budget deficits can be elimi-
nated or significantly reduced, the United States will need to culti-
vate China, not to mention many other foreign investors. Nor does
China present the United States with some kind of global ideological
challenge comparable to those posed in the past by Nazism, Commu-
nism, or, as has been so widely argued, extreme Islamist fundamen-
talism. Mao’s communism is no longer a living ideology in China.

Provided the United States does not stumble into a war with
China, the PRC may mature and gradually evolve though a period
of free-market consolidation economically, and “benign” authoritari-
anism politically, so that it could expand its middle class sufficiently
to make the eventual transition into real democracy, much as its
neighbors Taiwan and South Korea successfully did. But this transi-
tion could take decades or even generations. After entertaining such
high hopes for China for so long, it will be very difficult for American
policymakers to avoid going to the other extreme and turning China
into an object of fear and hatred. They made that mistake after the
communist takeover at the end of 1948. It will be difficult for U.S.
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opinion shapers and policymakers to resist the temptation to demon-
ize a China that is suddenly confident and self-assertive, and Ameri-
ca’s creditor rather than her debtor. But the effort must be made.

It is as premature to assume China’s undying enmity in the future
as it will be to assume India’s undying friendship and loyalty. Both
of these great nations need to be respected and understood on their
own vast and complex terms.
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6. India and China Today

Part I: India

On May 13, 2004, Indian politics turned upside down and, though
they did not seem to realize it at the time, the geopolitical calculations
of the Bush administration turned with them. That was the day it
became clear that enormous rural voting had swept Prime Minister
Atal Behari Vajpayee and his Bharatiya Janata Party from power.
The opposition Congress Party, led by Sonia Gandhi and Manmohan
Singh, was the chief beneficiary of the democratic wave. The Con-
gress Party and its allies won 219 seats in a house of 543 members.
With the assured support of an additional 63 members from the
communist parties, Congress was guaranteed the right to form the
next government.

The BJP’s stunning electoral loss also dealt a body blow to the
neoconservatives in the Bush administration who saw Vajpayee’s
BJP as a natural ally in creating a strategic relationship to contain
China and even project joint power into the Middle East.! The 2004
election proved that India was, indeed, a real democracy; real democ-
racies decide elections for themselves, and the outcome is not invari-
ably the one that outside allies want or expect.

This was the central flaw behind the belief that holding free and
fair elections would bring friendly leaders and policies to power:
there was absolutely no empirical evidence to support it and a very
great deal to disprove it. The two years following neoconservatism’s
emergence as a political force saw elections in Iran, Iraq, Egypt,
Kuwait, and the Palestinian Authority either reelect strongly anti-
American parties to parliamentary majorities or significantly
strengthen their standing. The results in India were milder than that
in their effect on U.S.-Indian relations. But they certainly demon-
strated the limited capacity of U.S. policymakers to predict political
developments, even in friendly, English-speaking democracies.

Continuity and Balance

The new government led by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
started out with continuity. He continued Vajpayee’s free-market
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policies. This should have come as no surprise, as Singh had initiated
many of them as a highly successful finance minister in previous
Congress-led governments. Strategic engagement with the United
States also continued smoothly.

Indeed, in July 2005, Bush and Singh signed a potentially far-
reaching agreement on nuclear cooperation, which was overwhelm-
ingly approved by the U.S. Congress the next year. Bush and Singh
also reached an agreement on joint ballistic missile defense develop-
ment. This was the highest priority for India because of the interme-
diate-range missile threat it faced from neighboring Pakistan. How-
ever, as of May 2009, this agreement still had not been approved in
India, and there also remained considerable opposition to the deal
within the United States and international nuclear nonproliferation
community, even though the U.S. Congress did pass the agreement
by a wide margin.

Significantly, India sought to develop its own intermediate-range
ballistic missile capability—independent of U.S. aid—even while
these agreements were being negotiated and pushed through the
U.S. Congress. But Delhi’s efforts were unsuccessful in the short
term. In July 2006, after years of delays attributable to both technical
snags and a desire to avoid the danger of stirring up more U.S.
congressional opposition to the nuclear cooperation agreement,
India finally test-launched its Agni IIl intermediate-range ballistic
missile with a projected range of 2,100 miles—far enough to reach
almost all of China. But that test failed when the missile malfuncti-
oned in flight. It was not until April and May 2007 that India finally
succeeded in carrying out two successful test firings of the Agni III.?

The implication of the early troubles of the Agni IIl following
earlier development failures was that India would urgently require
as much advanced military technology as it could get from the
United States, Russia, and other sources for the foreseeable future.
This augured well for the future of the Indian-U.S. relationship but,
again, only on the cautious, compartmentalized terms that the Singh
government was already following. In 2007 and 2008, the Indian
government continued to buy much more of the advanced technol-
ogy it needed from Russia than from the United States.

Singh’s policy of compartmentalization in foreign affairs allowed
his government to have the best of both worlds. The Singh govern-
ment reaped the benefits of the relationship with the United States
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that Vajpayee had pioneered, while taking steps to revive the good
relations previous Congress-led governments had enjoyed with
China, Russia, and the Muslim world.

Congress was the party of India’s founding and, historically, the
party of religious reconciliation and secular values. Its sympathetic
foreign policy toward the Muslim world had been the natural com-
plement to a strategy of defusing national tensions between the
Hindu majority and the Muslim minority.

Congress Party leaders feared that the Bush administration’s
efforts to reshape Central Asia and the Middle East might backfire,
unleashing an Islamist backlash that could topple or destabilize
India’s major Muslim neighbors—from Pakistan and Bangladesh to
oil-supplying Iran. Finally, as the party steeped in an anti-colonialist
tradition, many of the Congress Party’s prominent figures found the
quasi-imperial implications of U.S. policies in Iraq and elsewhere
both repugnant and alarming.

This was not evident to Bush administration policymakers at the
time. Singh—a very reassuring figure to American conservatives—
became prime minister. Sonia Gandhi remained party leader, and
although she declined the opportunity to formally lead the new
government, she continued to wield significant influence on policy-
making behind the scenes.

Like her late husband, Rajiv, Sonia Gandhi had not looked for a
prominent political career. Rajiv Gandhi had been propelled to the
leadership of his nation by the assassination of his mother, Indira.
Similarly, Rajiv’s assassination had propelled the Italian-born Sonia
to the leadership of Congress. The couple had been close, and she
remained loyal to his memory as well as to his policies. Prominent
party figures who had been loyal to Indira and Rajiv extended
their loyalty to Sonia as well. She exerted her influence quietly,
emphasizing that Congress should keep faith with its traditional
values in domestic and foreign policy, and did not publicly criti-
cize Singh.?

In foreign policy, the Sonia wing of the party promoted maintaining
close ties with Russia and improving ties with China. This wing did
not dominate the Singh government, however. Indeed, Mani Shankar
Aiyar was removed from the sensitive post of petroleum minister in
part because his efforts to woo Iran angered U.S. diplomats. On the
whole, however, the anti-American Sonia Gandhi loyalists offset the
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ardent champions of Indian-American partnership within the Con-
gress—United Progressive Alliance ruling coalition.

The military procurement policies of the new government
reflected this tension between engagement with the United States
and developing closer ties with Russia and China. Russia remained
India’s main supplier of warships. When India needed to buy new
frigates, it did not look to the United States or to any major European
nation to build them. In 2006, India signed a $1.6 billion agreement
with Russia to build three new frigates in Russian shipyards. And
India’s ambitious plans to develop a three-aircraft carrier fleet were
also based on Russian construction and upgrading of existing ships.

The traditional alliance with Russia remained popular in India.
Even Vajpayee had taken care to maintain and strengthen it. The
Manmohan Singh government did so as well. Improving relations
with China likewise enjoyed broad public support. In 2005, India
applied for, and was granted, observer status in the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization. Iran, Mongolia, and Pakistan now also enjoy
SCO observer status. As discussed in chapter 2, the SCO consists of
four of the five former Soviet republics of Central Asia: Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and oil-rich Kazakhstan, along with Russia
and China. Engagement with the SCO was an important area where
the Manmohan Singh government deviated from the more cautious
behavior of the Vajpayee government. Building ties to the SCO was
an assertion of the traditional orientation of Congress governments
led by the Nehru-Gandhi family. It reflected the quiet influence of
Sonia Gandhi and her loyalists in the Manmohan Singh government.
Obama administration policymakers engaging India will need to
keep in mind that Gandhi loyalists still hold many levers of power
in the Congress Party. Washington will also need to remember that
a strong association with the SCO continues to enjoy broad support
across the Indian political spectrum.

Indian policymakers were also concerned about the volatility of
domestic U.S. politics. As the Bush administration’s economic and
strategic problems grew in 2005-6, the U.S. president’s popularity
fell sharply. There was no guarantee that Bush would be succeeded
by a like-minded Republican in the 2008 U.S. presidential election.
And even with Republican majorities in both houses of Congress,
the Bush administration found Republican as well as Democratic
senators attaching amendments to its legislation that sought to
launch a new era of U.S.-Indian nuclear cooperation.
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By mid-2006, Indian policymakers therefore had ample reason to
worry that domestic U.S. politics might upend their hopes for closer
strategic ties with the United States. This uncertainty motivated New
Delhi to avoid becoming too dependent on Washington; Singh’s
India was not prepared to risk conflict with Iran, China, or Russia
if that was the price for partnership with the United States. Indian
leaders were sincere in their desire for closer strategic relations with
the United States, and it was certainly in Washington’s interest to
cultivate closer strategic and economic ties with India. But such
sentiments could only carry so far.

The drive to create and maintain a strategic relationship with the
United States has real support among major strategic thinkers in
Delhi. For example, retired Rear Admiral Raja Menon argues that
India needs to maintain “a strategic partnership with the strongest
power on earth.” Menon disputes the prophets of decline both in
the United States and around the world who believe U.S. economic
and consequent global power decline is inevitable. He forecasts a
new wave of U.S. global technological leadership that is about to
burst out based on “knowledge in IT [information technology], in
nano-technology, biotechnology, space and new electronics. With
the outstanding performance of Indians in all these knowledge
industries in the USA, the blow-back effect for India will be huge.”

Kanakasabapathi Subrahmanyam, widely described as the dean
of India’s strategic thinkers and a prominent proponent of realpolitik,
also threw his formidable influence behind the U.S.-Indian nuclear
deal. Like Menon, he visualized it as a springboard to a far more
comprehensive and long-term strategic association between Delhi
and Washington. Indeed, Subrahmanyam, for all his realist creden-
tials, clearly visualized the relationship in ways very similar to those
expressed by neoconservatives and pro-democracy advocates in the
United States. He envisaged a world of six major global powers: the
United States, Russia, China, India, Japan, and the European Union.
In such a world, the United States would recognize the need for
major partners, and it would especially value India’s role in helping
to counterbalance China. However, despite his prestige, Subrahma-
nyam could not carry a consensus of major Indian strategic thinkers
with him on the nuclear deal or the wider issue of close strategic
association with the United States.

Indian strategists are perfectly clear and open in seeing India’s
future relationship with the United States as being one of equals
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and independent actors, but they differ on how to put this into
practice. For example, Brahma Chellaney, professor of strategic stud-
ies at the Center for Policy Research in Delhi, defines the desired
relationship between India and the United States (from the Indian
point of view) as one of “strategic partners.” But Bharat Karnad, a
colleague of Chellaney at the Center for Policy Analysis, has been
fiercely critical of the U.S.-Indian nuclear deal and of Subrahmany-
am’s support for it. Karnad blasted the agreement for, he alleged,
“negotiating away (India’s) military-cum-political independence and
leverage—its nuclear force frozen in its present small size and featur-
ing weapons that are untested, unproven, unsafe and unreliable.”

“If the Manmohan Singh government were serious about making
India a great power,” Karnad explains, “it would articulate an Asia-
girdling vision, an ‘Indian Monroe Doctrine’ ... to encompass the
entire Indian Ocean basin on the seaward side and the landmass
stretching from the Caspian, Central Asia to the Vietnamese littoral
on the South China Sea and to provide the geopolitical justification
for sizable Indian nuclear and conventional military forces.”

India is not dependent on the United States, as Japan and Germany
were after their defeat in World War II, Chellaney points out. “In
the 21st century ... any new friend America makes ... is going to
seek a semblance of equality in the relationship. It is important for
U.S. policymakers to understand a different mindset in a country
like India and respect it.”

The lesson for U.S. policymakers is clear: India is a valuable friend
and trading partner. There are clear areas where India would wel-
come long-term strategic partnership with the United States, such
as intelligence sharing against Islamist extremists and attempts to
acquire nuclear weapons, or in developing ballistic missile defense
systems. But India is not going to risk getting caught up in any
armed conflict with China or with significant parts of the Muslim
world on behalf of the United States. There is only one thing that
U.S. policymakers can do about this: they have to accept it as the
way the world is.

The Asian Dimension

Shortly after taking power, the new Indian Congress-UPA govern-
ment signaled to both China and Pakistan its very real desire to

160



India and China Today

improve relations. On January 24, 2005, Chinese Vice Foreign Minis-
ter Wu Dawei visited New Delhi for two days of strategic talks with
Indian Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran. The agenda was ambitious
and wide-ranging. China’s official People’s Daily reported, “Among
the topics discussed were the issues of globalization, energy security,
democratization of international relations, reform of the United
Nations, non-proliferation and anti-terrorism and the situation in
Iraq and on the Korean peninsula.”™

The two sides also briefed each other on their respective foreign
and security policies and reached common ground on a wide range
of issues. China’s statement even hinted at a mutual desire to work at
further improving the relationship “to look beyond bilateral disputes
and develop and upgrade ties in a global perspective.”

Most significantly, from a U.S. perspective, India and China
repeated “their unequivocal stance that they advocate democratiza-
tion of international relations and multi-polarity.”?® “Multi-polarity”
is a favorite Russian and Chinese diplomatic code word for a world
with several independent centers of power; in other words, a world
that is not dominated by the United States.

Given the Congress Party’s traditional suspicion of Anglo-Ameri-
can military operations in the Middle East and Southeast Asia, its
compartmentalization policy—maintaining good relations with Rus-
sia and China even as it reached out to the United States—should
have come as no surprise in Washington.

Manmohan Singh’s government was equally consistent when it
carried compartmentalization into its energy policy as well. Here
too, developing closer ties with Washington was not a significant
impediment to improving relations with Central Asian, Middle East-
ern, and other nations at the same time. However, there was one
exception to this rule: Iran under President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
proved to be a dubious and difficult energy partner. Singh’s govern-
ment moved energetically to obtain equal access to blocks of Iranian
oil and gas and to build a series of oil and gas pipelines." This
strategy was driven by necessity. But it also reflected the experience
and vision of Singh’s first petroleum minister, Mani Shankar Aiyar,
a prominent figure in the Sonia Gandhi wing of the Congress Party
and a former adviser to her late husband Rajiv.

Aiyar’s strategy foundered at first. The problems of negotiating a
secure pipeline route to India from Iran across increasingly unstable
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parts of southwestern Pakistan proved to be difficult. The proposed
pipeline would have to be more than 1,600 miles long, crossing
rugged terrain through the heavily militarized Iran-Pakistan and
Pakistan-India frontiers. It would be exposed to security threats from
forces hostile to the Iranian, Pakistani, and Indian governments.
Guarding the pipeline posed a daunting security challenge.

The pipeline initiative with Iran infuriated the Bush administra-
tion. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice expressed U.S. concern over
the deal when she visited New Delhi and gave a press conference on
March 16, 2005, at which she communicated her displeasure directly
to Indian Foreign Minister Natwar Singh.”? Aiyar was eased out as
petroleum minister and by mid-2006 had been demoted to youth
and sports minister.

It was revealing that the main disagreement between Iran and
India in the 2006 negotiations over the project revolved around the
pricing of the gas. Iran wanted the price linked to the international
market. It offered gas to India at $7.2 per million British thermal
units, with a 3 percent annual increase. However, India said it was
ready to pay only up to $4.25 per million BTUs for the desperately
needed gas."”

The $8 billion project, which would supply around 60 million
cubic meters of gas a day to India and up to 30 million cubic meters
a day to Pakistan, would help meet New Delhi’s growing energy
needs, provide Islamabad with hundreds of millions of dollars
(euros) in transit fees, and give Iran a larger slice of an important
market. In 2006, Indian and Iranian officials hoped the pipeline could
be operating within five years.

Those hopes have not been matched by reality. The Iran-Pakistan-
India pipeline still remains a pipe dream. Deadlines for agreements
have come and gone. As of early 2009, the project looked increasingly
unlikely because of the deepening instability in Pakistan and because
of the increasingly strained relations between India and Pakistan
following the Mumbai terrorist attacks in November 2008. If the
pipeline were ever to be built, it could only operate successfully if
India and Pakistan reduced tensions and resolved their ongoing
conflicts. President Barack Obama and U.S. policymakers made clear
that reducing such tensions would be one of their diplomatic goals,
but that seems increasingly unlikely.

Beyond the obvious economic benefits, India and Iran both have
reasons to want to see the pipeline built. India also has the potential
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to be a valuable long-term customer for Iranian natural gas. Iran
wants good relations with India and certainly does not want India
to make common cause with the United States in trying to halt the
Iranian nuclear project. Tehran also has a clear strategic interest in
maintaining warm ties with Russia and China.

From a U.S. perspective, the building of the pipeline would give
India a serious strategic stake in maintaining the independence and
stability of the Islamic Republic. Therefore India’s interest in building
the pipeline demonstrates its continuing commitment to achieving
its own strategic goals, even when they are clearly very different
from those of the United States.

The strategic implications of the pipeline project go far beyond
the three countries directly involved. Iran also signed an enormous
$70 billion oil and natural gas deal with China in October 2004 that
locked both countries into a 30-year relationship. Under that deal,
Iran was committed to supplying 150,000 barrels of crude oil a
day to China at market prices for the next 25 years from its giant
Yadavaran field."

Following the China gas deal, Iran’s deal with India served notice
that Iran was eager to seek lucrative energy arrangements with both
of the emerging superpowers of mainland Asia. And having the
friendship of China and India was clearly an attractive prospect to
an Iran still facing the threat of U.S. military action.

The Indian deal with Iran was not concluded behind China’s back.
New Delhi and Beijing made some effort to harmonize their thirst
for oil and gas from the Middle East (and other regions) to avoid a
potentially dangerous energy rivalry getting out of control. The
indefatigable Aiyar was at the center of this too. On January 6, 2005,
he played host to an “energy summit” of petroleum ministers from
China, South Korea, and Japan, as well as from eight nations in the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries to try to create a
new “Organization for Oil Importing Countries.””

It remained to be seen if such an organization could be created,
and if it could, whether it would be able to defuse and harmonize
the insatiable energy needs of India and China, let alone Japan.
Aiyar was seriously committed to the idea. He had long been a
proponent of reviving and transforming the ideals of the old Non-
Aligned Movement to bring together India and China in a new
partnership to lead Asia in the 21st century. Despite the efforts of
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the Bush administration to separate the two giants of Asia, despite
the White House’s determination to pursue strategic engagement
with India, and despite the collapse of communism, those NAM
dreams stubbornly refused to die. In the end, however, the Chinese
did not respond to Aiyar’s overtures. India lost lucrative energy
contracts in Kazakhstan and Nigeria to state-owned Chinese oil
companies. According to one Indian commentator, Aiyar “cried foul
when Beijing won the Kazak deal.”*

However mind numbing the details of this internal Indian policy
debate appeared to nonspecialists, understanding them is essential
to appreciating how and why Indian policymakers will make deci-
sions on key energy and other strategic issues. U.S. policymakers
have consistently been ignorant of this important dimension. They
cannot afford to be as they move forward.

Relying on Russia

Obama administration policymakers need to understand that the
pattern of New Delhi’s dealings with Russia, China, and Iran in the
first years of the Singh government clearly showed India’s crucial
energy needs. And it demonstrated the constraints that these energy
issues imposed on Indian-U.S. strategic relations.

The Singh government’s energy negotiations with Russia pro-
ceeded more smoothly than those with China. Boosting oil and
gas imports from Russia fitted well into Manmohan Singh’s grand
strategy. Russia, India’s most important strategic ally for some four
decades, had proved to be far more stable under President Vladimir
Putin than it had been under his predecessor Boris Yeltsin. Even
while the pro-American Vajpayee government eagerly sought to
develop closer strategic ties with the Bush administration, it took
care never to endanger its ties with Moscow. The only constraint
on India’s imports of natural gas from Russia would be building
and securing the necessary infrastructure.

Putin’s state visit to India in early December 2004 seemed to
validate Aiyar’s vision of putting India at the center of a web of
energy relationships uniting Asia. India pursued new energy deals
with Moscow that could amount to as much as $20 billion in value.
Putin gratefully accepted an Indian investment of $3 billion in the
Sakhalin-3 oil field in the Russian Far East and in the joint Rus-
sian-Kazakh Kurmangazy oil field in the Caspian Sea that held up

164



India and China Today

to 1 billion tons of oil. India already owned a 20 percent stake in
Russia’s energy-rich Sakhalin-1 block. Sakhalin-3 consists of three
blocks—Ayashsky, Kirinsky, and Odoptinsky—with combined esti-
mated reserves of 4.6 billion barrels of oil and 770 billion cubic
meters of gas.

Russia has been pushing vigorously to prevent Western oil compa-
nies from maintaining too much of a share in the Sakhalin fields.”
By contrast, Russia expressed interest in getting India’s national Oil
and Natural Gas Company to invest in gas fields in the Far East,
eastern Siberia, the Barents Sea, and the Timan-Pechora regions.”
The plan, which included pipeline projects of gas supply as well,
would also involve Gazprom, Russia’s state-owned gas-producing
giant; Rosneft, the Russian state oil company; and Transneft, the
Russian oil transportation corporation.”

Following the December 2004 meeting, Indian Prime Minister
Singh explained that he and Putin had “laid out several new mile-
stones” that included a strategic agreement for cooperation in the
oil sector. They reached a formal agreement to boost joint efforts to
deliver crude oil from Russia and Central Asian countries to India
besides picking up equity in oil and natural gas fields in Russia.?’

Over the next two years, the Russian-Indian natural gas relation-
ship prospered. In July 2006, Gazprom signed an agreement with
the Gujarat State Petroleum Corporation for joint exploration and
development of onshore and offshore hydrocarbons. The agreement
called for establishing a joint working group to study opportunities
for Gazprom’s involvement in the growing oil and gas industry in
India’s Gujarat State.”'

In courting Russia, India had its own powerful cards to play. The
growing dynamism of the Indian high-tech economy gave Indian
companies the financial clout to provide the investment Russia des-
perately needed to develop and recapitalize its own oil industry
infrastructure. And Russia still trailed in exactly the IT areas that
had so boosted India’s fortunes.

Indeed, during his December 2004 state visit to India, Putin sought
to cash in on India’s success in creating a rival to Silicon Valley. The
Russian leader called for a bilateral effort to develop information
technology and tap new markets, telling business leaders and gov-
ernment officials during a tour of India’s high-tech hub of Bangalore,
“I see the foundations of a strategic partnership in high-technology

165



SHIFTING SUPERPOWERS

projects.” By 2005, India was the world’s leading IT outsourcer,
commanding more than 20 percent of the global market, compared
with less than 1 percent for Russia. At the time of Putin’s visit, the
Moscow Times quoted market watchers as saying that Russia’s share
of the market would shrink even more unless the government subsi-
dized the industry soon.”

There were limits to how far the strategic ties between Russia
and India would go. For example, although Russia offered India a
strategic defense partnership to jointly develop high-tech weapon
systems, there were strings attached. In late 2004, Russian Defense
Minister Sergei Ivanov confirmed that Russia was ready to sell India
submarines—essential weapons to control the oil sea-lanes into the
Indian Ocean coming from the Persian Gulf—but he drew the line at
the Indians’ request to buy outright or lease a Project 941 (Typhoon)
ballistic missile submarine.*

On the whole, however, Ivanov and Putin’s visits to New Delhi
confirmed that the growing military ties between Russia and India
were more substantive than those between India and the United
States.” In October 2008, a report by the South Asia Analysis Group
concluded that 70 percent of India’s armed forces were outfitted
with Russian equipment. India in 2008 accounted for 40 percent of
all Russian arms exports.” India remained dependent on Russia for
its main air superiority interceptors, the Sukhoi-30MKI fighters; its
main battle tanks, the T-90s; and its main naval surface superiority
vessels, the Talwar-class stealth frigates. However, delivery of all
three systems was dogged by serious delays. In response, Indian
officials were still pressuring Russia in late 2004 and early 2005 to
include stiff penalty clauses in all such weapon procurement con-
tracts in the future. However, India continued to look to Russia and
not to other major suppliers. In late 2007, India ordered additional
T-90S main battle tanks from Russia to augment the 347 it had
bought several years before.

In 2007, Putin authorized the biggest restructuring of the Russian
defense industry since the collapse of communism with its primary
purpose being the ending of bottlenecks in supplying spare parts
and maintenance service for export orders.” Meanwhile, Ivanov
dangled new carrots in front of the Indians. He suggested that the
time had come to move defense cooperation beyond that of a buyer-
seller relationship.®

166



India and China Today

Ivanov’s suggestion materialized in a series of joint military exer-
cises in October 2005. Russian and Indian warships, five from each
country, carried out maneuvers off India’s Visakhapatnam port on
its eastern coast. Over a seven-day period, the Indian contingent
from Eastern Naval Command operated with the Russian vessels
from Moscow’s Pacific Fleet. The naval ministries of both countries
called the exercises the most productive operation since they began
joint training on the high seas in 2003.%

The pace of joint military cooperation between Russia and India
continued in 2006. The two countries invested $300 million in Brah-
Mos Aerospace, established to design, develop, produce, and market
the missile. In July, the two countries publicly announced plans
make 1,000 BrahMos supersonic cruise missiles over the next 10
years through their joint-venture company, and they have set their
sights on much more. “We already have a capacity to produce 100
missiles a year,” one Indian official told the Press Trust of India.
“One thousand missiles in ten years is a reasonable target. Nearly
50 percent will go to exports.” According to Sivathanu Pillai, a chief
controller of research and development in the Defence Research
and Development Organization, Indian policymakers hoped to start
supplying the new home-produced cruise missiles to the Indian
Army before the end of 2007. They also planned to install them
on the Russian-supplied Sukhoi-30MKI combat jets of the Indian
Air Force.®

But cooperation did not stop there. In April 2007, similar joint
Russian-Indian naval exercises called INDRA-2007 were held in the
Sea of Japan. The Russians described it as a “live fire exercise” that
also involved “air defense and anti-submarine maneuvers” to test
the interoperability of warships from both navies.”

These exercises underscored the crucial fact that despite the Bush
administration’s determined effort to forge a far-reaching strategic
alliance with India, Russia remained the dominant arms supplier to
New Delhi, far outstripping both the United States and Israel.

The same pattern can be seen in India’s aircraft carrier develop-
ment program. India looked to Russia, not the United States, to
provide the ships for its ambitious program. As of 2005, the Indian
Navy had only one carrier, the aging Viraat, scheduled to leave
service in 2010. But the former Soviet/Russian aircraft carrier, the
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44,570-metric-ton Admiral Gorshkov, was being slowly refitted in Rus-
sia to reemerge in 2008 as the INS Vikramaditya, complete with a
complement of 16 Russian-built MiG-29K jet fighters.*

Meanwhile, India’s own domestic shipbuilding industry received
a boost on April 11, 2005, when the Cochin Shipyard started steel
cutting on a second 37,500-ton air defense ship. This vessel is
designed to carry 12 MiG-29Ks, 8 light combat aircraft (Tejas), and
10 helicopters and is capable of a maximum speed of 28 knots. It is
expected to be deployed in 2012 and will be operationally deployed
for 45 days at a stretch.®

The fact that, for the first time, India was attempting to build an
aircraft carrier of its own carried enormous implications for the
future. As Vice Admiral Yahswant Prasad explained to the Times of
India, the manufacture of the air defense ship enabled India to “join
a very elite group of nations (the United States, the United Kingdom,
Russia, and France) capable of designing and building an aircraft
carrier.” Pointedly, neither the admiral nor the newspaper included
either Japan or China in that “elite group.”*

And Prasad made clear that further expansion was planned. “After
2012, with both Vikramaditya and ADS [air defense ships] operating
on the high seas,” he said, the Indian Navy “will explore the option
for a ‘follow-on’ carrier to be built indigenously.”®

In other words, Indian naval and strategic planners were planning
to operate a permanent fleet of at least two and possibly three of
their own aircraft carriers in the Indian Ocean by the second decade
of the 21st century. Such a fleet would be capable of patrolling the
major oil export routes out of the Persian Gulf. Only the U.S. Navy
boasts a similar capacity. Since Japan, South Korea, and China were
all expected to remain to a significant degree dependent on Middle
Eastern crude imports for the foreseeable future, this carrier fleet
will give India strategic leverage that may induce Japan and other
nations to eventually enter into a closer strategic relationship.

China’s strategy for projecting power in the Indian Ocean has
been labeled the “chain of pearls” by some strategists.*® China has
been energetically investing and buying influence in Pakistan,
Myanmar, and Sri Lanka. One of the most striking examples is the
massive Chinese investment in constructing a new port on Pakistan’s
Indian Ocean coast at Gwadar. Indian analysts fear that China will
convert that influence into naval and air bases in the coming decade.
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The Indians fear that China will eventually surround them with
bases that will contest control of the Indian Ocean. India’s carrier
fleet may give it the capability to threaten those bases in the event
of a conflict. Alternatively, India might offer to cooperate with China
in maintaining security in the sea-lanes to and from the oil-producing
regions. In other words, India’s new carrier fleet will give it impor-
tant new options in the event that relations with China either deterio-
rate or improve.

Furthermore, the fact that the two new carriers were to be
equipped with Russian rather than American aircraft suggested that
India’s planners remained more comfortable depending on Russia
rather than the United States for their essential hardware.

India’s continued dependence on Russian military hardware has
a downside. The Russians have been unable to provide India with
sufficient spare parts for these weapon systems. In particular, India’s
aging fleet of MiG fighter jets has been dogged by a series of fatal
accidents, often attributed to the poor quality of the spare parts
provided for the planes.’” Nevertheless, the growing warmth
between Putin and his Indian counterparts contrasted strikingly with
the growing unease in both Moscow and New Delhi toward U.S.
policies. At a time of growing tensions and even distrust between
the United States and Russia, the Congress-UPA government’s strat-
egy of wooing both Russia and Iran demonstrates the limits of how
far it would go to satisfy Washington.

Tensions with Washington

And yet the Bush administration at times seemed wholly ignorant
of the degree to which its policies were distrusted and resented in
New Delhi. On March 25, 2005, State Department officials announced
that the United States would sell state-of-the-art F-16 jet fighters
to Pakistan. India, despite its supposed strategic honeymoon with
Washington, and its warming relations with Pakistan itself, was
livid.®

Washington contended that the sale of the planes was essential
to shore up Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf and was a reward
for his cooperation in hunting al Qaeda and shutting down the
huge, extended web of nuclear proliferation sales run for decades
by Pakistan’s top nuclear scientist, Prof. Abdul Qadeer Khan.
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But New Delhi worried that the sale would tilt the Indian-Pakistani
power balance in Pakistan’s favor. The F-16 could be used as an
attack bomber and was even capable of carrying nuclear weapons.
It has a range of more than 2,000 miles. Small, fast, and agile, it had
been designed as a pilot’s plane and its electronic equipment gave
it a decisive edge over the Russian-built fighter bombers that still
made up India’s frontline air arsenal.

Supporters of the Bush administration argued that the sale would
not affect the balance of power between India and Pakistan. “The
argument that Pakistan wants the F-16 to deliver nuclear weapons
to India, ignores the fact that it can already do that in other ways,”
the Wall Street Journal editorialized.”

But this argument was disingenuous. So long as Pakistan could
only launch nuclear weapons against India from a handful of launch-
ing sites with conventional missiles—and it clearly lacked the
resources to build many more of them—Indian satellites could moni-
tor those few sites and give at least some warning of a preemptive
nuclear strike. But it would be nearly impossible to keep track of
70 F-16s capable of delivering nuclear attacks on any of the teeming
cities of northern and central India. The plane was just too small,
too maneuverable, and too fast. Further, there would be no way to
differentiate between routine training and defensive flights over
Pakistan’s own airspace and strategic nuclear attack missions that
could cross into Indian airspace on a moment’s notice. The Pakistanis
would simply have too many F-16s in the air at any one time.

Although U.S. leaders correctly surmised that India would be
unhappy about the sale, they seemed completely befuddled as to
the extent of the damage. White House officials told the New York
Times that on the morning of March 25, President Bush personally
phoned Prime Minister Manmohan Singh to inform him of the deci-
sion to sell the planes.” Singh responded, predictably, by expressing
his “great disappointment” at the arms sale and warned that it would
undermine regional security."!

The F-16 arms deal elicited concern from Americans as well. Critics
noted that the F-16s are almost completely irrelevant for any opera-
tions against al Qaeda. “I know we want to be friends with Pakistan
because of the terrorism thing, but you don'’t fight terrorists with
F-16s,” Larry Pressler, the former Republican senator from South
Dakota, told the New York Times. Pressler, who had given his name
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to the amendment that halted F-16 sales to Pakistan in the 1990s,
was convinced that the F-16s would decisively change the nuclear
balance between India and Pakistan, a consideration that, if true,
was bound to make a mockery of whatever remained of strategic
partnership between Washington and New Delhi.*

“F-16s are capable of nuclear delivery. That’s about the only reason
Pakistan wants them,” Pressler said. “The only people they are in a
fight with are in India. India will now have to get the same thing
somehow. So it raises tensions and stakes without meeting any of
our objectives.”®

As it happened, the F-16 controversy did not impede negotiations
and eventual agreement on U.S.-Indian civilian nuclear cooperation.
The U.S. media quickly forgot about it. But when the first 36 F-16s
were due to be provided to Pakistan under the deal in mid-2006,
Indian officials privately restated their displeasure to American
colleagues.*

It did not help that the F-16 row followed quickly after another
highly publicized controversy over the dramatic escape of an alleged
U.S. spy who had been operating inside India’s own intelligence
agency in 2004. In early May 2004, Rabinder Singh, an agent of
India’s external security agency, fled to the United States, just two
weeks before Congress’s election victory. In the ensuing investiga-
tion, the chief of India’s Research and Analysis agency and the head
of its counterintelligence wing were both forced to retire after being
blamed for allowing Singh to escape.” Protestations to the contrary,
friends do spy on friends in the real world, but the timing of Rabinder
Singh’s flight to the United States right before the Indian elections
and the publicizing of his defection so soon before the F-16 sale to
Pakistan, were particularly unfortunate.

By the middle of President George W. Bush’s second term of office,
his administration could look back on a mixed record of achievement
in cultivating close strategic ties with India. On the positive side, it
had established close cooperation on a wide range of issues, includ-
ing ballistic missile defense. The solid bipartisan support within
India for strategic engagement with the United States had been
demonstrated after the surprise Congress-UPA victory of 2004.
Despite the domestic political upheaval, New Delhi’s relationship
with Washington did not skip a beat.

But India had not abandoned its old friends for new ones. Rela-
tions with Russia and Iran improved significantly at the very same
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time ties were growing with the United States. And far from making
any common cause with Washington to contain China, successive
Indian governments worked hard to reduce tensions, resolve border
disputes, boost trade, and initiate strategic negotiations with Beijing.

The lessons for U.S. policymakers were clear: close ties with India
were valuable, and India was eager to have them. But sweeping
dreams about long-lasting and exclusive intimate alliances based on
shared values and democratic institutions were no match for the
imperatives of realpolitik.

In the Bush administration, policymakers focused on South Asia
were inclined to greatly exaggerate the degree to which India was
prepared to become a close U.S. strategic ally. In the Obama adminis-
tration, however, there is the danger that policymakers will go too
far to the other extreme and underestimate the degree to which they
are angering and alienating India.

Obama administration officials need to understand that India is
not diplomatically and strategically isolated in Asia: it retains its
historic alliance with Russia, it has moved greatly in recent years
to improve relations with China, and it retains very good relations
with Iran. U.S. officials, therefore, should avoid lecturing India on
a wide range of issues, such as civilian nuclear policies, compliance
with the Kyoto Protocol, and human rights. Above all, they need to
avoid becoming involved in any negotiations that might alter the
status of Kashmir.

India will remain eager to gain access to U.S. advanced military
technology. It should be made clear to India that the U.S. government
is ready to consider such concessions, but only in return for more
open access to the Indian market for advanced weapon systems than
it has yet received.

The Mumbai terrorist attacks of November 2008 demonstrated
that India’s elite special forces are still in a woeful state to carry out
complex counterterror operations, such as the rescue of hostages.
The Obama administration should offer the Indian government a
program to bring India’s special forces up to world-class caliber.
This would be especially valuable, because Russian special forces
have shown themselves tragically inept in these areas in recent years,
as the September 2004 massacre of civilians and schoolchildren by
Chechen terrorists in Beslan showed.

Also, the Indian immigrant community in the United States is
highly integrated, wealthy, and successful, and this provides a very
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strong connection that successive U.S. governments can use to build
up their influence in Delhi. Russia and China do not have expatriate
Indian communities in their countries that can exercise influence in
any comparable way.

Part II: China

When President Hu Jintao came to power in September 2004, he
was widely expected to be a reforming, liberalizing leader. Some
reforms did come. Democracy did not.

Hu quickly signaled that democracy would have to wait in China.
He made clear he was determined to crack down on critics of the
government.* Fearing that the funeral of a prominent former Com-
munist Party leader would trigger widespread popular demonstra-
tions against the government, Hu warned Chinese dissidents to stay
home. The party leader in question was Zhao Ziyang, who fell from
power on June 24, 1989, after expressing his sympathies with the
pro-democracy protests in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square. He died on
January 17, 2005, at the age of 85, after spending the last 15 years
of his life under house arrest.

The massive precautions that Hu authorized to prevent any rekin-
dling of the popular democratic flame on the occasion of Zhao’s
death were a sign of the times. Far from liberalizing China’s politics,
Hu at first even experimented with reviving doctrinaire Marxist-
Leninism in line with Mao’s thought. For example, a year before,
he had approved a lavish celebration of the 110th anniversary of
Mao’s birth.¥

Chinese leaders had been alarmed by the “Orange Revolution” in
Ukraine, when pro-Western President Viktor Yushchenko eventu-
ally prevailed over a pro-Russian candidate, Viktor Yanukovych, by
riding a wave of widespread popular protests. According to veteran
China watcher Willy Wo-Lap Lam, “The Hu leadership agreed with
Moscow’s assessment that Yushchenko’s victory the second time
around was due to heavy support from the Western alliance led by
Washington.”*

As a result, Lam continued, Hu’s advisers feared a domino effect
could develop across Eurasia, starting in the former Soviet Central
Asian republics. Similar popular uprisings in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
and Kyrgyzstan could threaten the cohesion of the Russian- and
Chinese-led Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Eventually, the
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destabilizing contagion of democracy, as Beijing leaders saw it, could
reinfect China itself. The rapid toppling of the 15-year regime of
President Askar Akayev in Kyrgyzstan in late March 2005 appeared
to confirm the Chinese leadership’s darkest fears.

Lam also cited a widely quoted editorial in the official People’s
Daily in early January 2005 that had warned, “Hostile forces have
not abandoned their conspiracy and tactics to Westernize China
and to divide up the country.” Now, Lam continued, the Chinese
Communist Party’s “fears about ‘subversion’ allegedly spearheaded
by the U.S. have been translated into tough tactics against the nation’s
liberal academics, writers and journalists.”

During Hu’s first years in office, the People’s Republic moved
further down the path of assertive nationalism that it had embarked
on under Jiang Zemin. The Jiang era displayed parallels to Germa-
ny’s later Weimar era from 1924 to 1931, when the dark memories
of World War I were partially buried in a brief period of economic
growth and good times. But in Germany and Japan, the succeeding
decade of the 1930s saw the rise of fascism. China’s evolution toward
nationalist authoritarianism in the first decade of the 21st century,
and its steadily worsening relations with the United States, sug-
gested China might follow a similar course.

It appears quite feasible that Hu or his successor could eventually
use extreme, aggressive nationalism to discredit their domestic ene-
mies, just as Mao used the Cultural Revolution to regain his full
power. By early 2009, China still appeared a considerable distance
from a wave of intensely violent reaction like Mao’s Cultural Revolu-
tion, but the danger of a reversion to a period of rigid, doctrinaire
intellectual repression could not be ruled out.

In 2007, James Mann, one of the foremost experts on China in
American journalism, tackled the conventional wisdom that contin-
ued economic growth would inevitably bring democracy to China.
Mann argued that China was not mellowing toward democracy. He
maintained that its authoritarian system could survive for decades
to come and would only grow more powerful as its economy grew.

In his popular book, The China Fantasy, Mann suggested that China
did not face a stark choice between democracy, the so-called Sooth-
ing Scenario, or a dramatic collapse of Beijing’s political system, the
Upheaval Scenario, which would also destroy the authoritarian state.
Instead, he predicted a third, more likely way: the survival of the
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authoritarian state and its growth in power. Mann also predicted
that the Beijing government would increasingly turn to nationalist
propaganda and policies to distract its population from the growing
divisions between rich and poor.®

Optimists in the United States tended to assume that this kind of
thing was inconceivable a quarter of a century after Deng Xiaoping
had unleashed the energies of free-market capitalism in the world’s
oldest and most populous nation. Since Deng’s reforms, it had been
widely assumed by many U.S. policymakers, both Democratic and
Republican, that the application of liberal economic free-market prin-
ciples in China had made any revival of Marxist-Leninist and Maoist
thought impossible.

But Hu and his colleagues did not believe that political liberalism
was either inevitable or irresistible. The long view of history, includ-
ing the wildly unstable oscillations of Chinese politics over the past
160 years documented in chapter 2, suggests that a reversion to
repression, or a strengthening of the current authoritarian system,
remains a serious possibility.

Problems of Interdependence

A possible dramatic tilt toward repression was not the only storm
cloud hanging over China’s future. As U.S.-Chinese relations have
slowly but steadily deteriorated over the last decade, questions have
arisen over foreign direct investment in the People’s Republic.”
Given its dependence on foreign capital, there are two possible
scenarios that could send the Shanghai banking network into shock:
The first would be a catastrophic fall in the value of the U.S. dollar,
triggering the collapse of China’s main export market—the United
States. The deep and persistent U.S. federal budget deficits incurred
every year by the Bush administration made this a very real pos-
sibility.

In September 2008, this foreboding scenario came true. The U.S.
housing bubble burst, and the two U.S. mortgage giants Fannie Mae
and Freddie Mac collapsed. Venerable Wall Street institutions melted
down. This in turn led to a collapse of U.S. consumer spending,
which had an almost immediate negative effect on China’s export-
driven economy. It remains to be seen how far the U.S. and Chinese
economies will fall. As of September 2008, the month the Wall Street
crisis erupted, the Chinese government held $585 billion in U.S.
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Treasury bonds, a larger sum than any other nation.” To preserve
the value of these assets, the Chinese government hopes that the
Obama administration will be more responsible and successful than
its predecessor in restoring confidence in Wall Street, the U.S. econ-
omy, and the U.S. government.

The ongoing financial crisis is the most profound event to chal-
lenge Sino-American relations since the Taiwan Strait confrontations
of the mid-1990s. U.S. and Chinese leaders both recognize the dan-
gers, but that does not mean that they will be able to avert them.
The Obama administration needs to resist excessive protectionist
tendencies from the Democratic Party and Congress, and it also
needs to be prepared, as the Bush administration was not, to take
whatever measures are necessary to retain international investor
confidence in the dollar and in the value of U.S. Treasury bonds.
At the same time, Chinese leaders will need to recognize that the
recent dramatic fall in U.S. consumer spending is unlikely to be fully
reversed for several years to come, even assuming that Obama’s
economic policies are successful.

An even more ominous scenario would be if the current economic
crisis leads to a xenophobic anti-Western and specifically anti-Ameri-
can reaction in China that could cause a serious confrontation
between the United States and China. Such a clash could certainly
induce the State Bank of China to dump its enormous dollar hold-
ings, triggering a precipitous fall in the dollar. That would very
likely set off rampant inflation in the United States and a greater
economic crisis than any America had experienced since the Great
Depression.

But such a crisis would have grave consequences for China, too.
It would, as in scenario one, destroy the U.S. export market for
Chinese goods. Bereft of its $200 billion annual balance-of-trade
surplus with the United States, all the systemic problems piled up
in China’s own financial system would explode. Any war with the
United States would ignite the passions of popular nationalism,
perhaps even violently anti-American demonstrations throughout
China on a scale comparable to those of May 4, 1919, or the mass
meetings of 1965 that launched Mao’s Cultural Revolution. It would
be Tiananmen Square in reverse, the opposite of the great pro-
democracy demonstrations in Beijing in June 1989.

At the time of this writing, such scenarios still appear alarmist
and far-fetched to almost everyone in the United States and China.

176



India and China Today

The long-term fall in the value of the dollar was clearly under way,
and the U.S. budget deficit, far from lessening, was getting worse.
The Shanghai banking network, meanwhile, appeared to be weather-
ing these changes well, and the election of President Ma Ying-jeou
in Taiwan offered better hopes of averting a collision between China
and the United States over the island’s future status.

Even if the leaders in both Beijing and Washington recognize the
need to reduce tensions and manage their bilateral relations care-
fully, however, the wild shifts in Chinese history, and especially in
its interaction with the West documented in this book, should give
one cause for concern. If the United States fails to resolve its differ-
ences with China over the Taiwan issue, an extreme nationalist
reaction could push future leaders in Beijing to throw caution to the
wind and nationalize American investments in their country. This
phenomenon has occurred in other nations over the past century.
Such nationalization waves occurred in Mexico in the 1930s and in
Venezuela in the 1970s.”® China is hardly immune to such events.

American Parallels

In certain respects, the China that has emerged in the first decade
of the 21st century bears some resemblance to 20th-century America.
This comparison can be taken too far and is not meant to imply
any political, ideological, or moral equivalence. The differences are
obvious. Notwithstanding the stain of racial segregation across the
South, the United States of the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
was an established, stable democracy. It was on excellent terms with
its northern neighbor Canada and, until the Mexican Revolution of
1910-17, the United States enjoyed good and stable relations with
its southern one as well. Freedom of speech, sanctity of private
property, and the rule of law were all deeply engrained, and multi-
party national elections had been securely established since 1828. In
1900, the United States’ financial and economic stability, in fact, was
far stronger than China’s in the early 21st century. Far from being
a nation dominated by only one ethnic group, it was absorbing the
largest peaceful migration in the world.

Nevertheless, in geopolitical terms, and in terms of the popular
nationalism rising in it, China is emerging as the world’s next indus-
trial colossus in the early 21st century. The America of William
McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt emerged from an exceptionally
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peaceful period of unparalleled industrial and free-market economic
growth in the three decades following the Civil War. China has just
had a similar period of peaceful, inward-focused industrial expan-
sion and wealth creation.

Gilded Age America took care to avoid foreign entanglements,
traumatized as it was by the massive slaughter of its own Civil War.
The China of Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin was equally cautious
as the country slowly recovered from 28 years of Mao Zedong'’s
bloodstained rule. Postbellum America was happy to shelter behind
the Pax Britannica of the British Royal Navy. Post-Mao China was
eager to have the United States to restrain and deter the Soviet
Union, not to mention neighboring Japan.

But eventually, both giant nations outgrew their protectors. The
expansionist, nationalist fervor of a new generation of Americans
focused on Spain and its continued occupation of Cuba. In 1898, the
United States astonished the world, not merely by invading Cuba
but also by projecting power halfway around the world, sending a
naval squadron to the Philippines where it easily bested Spain’s
aging Far Eastern fleet.

It would be much easier for Chinese public opinion in the first
decades of the 21st century to support a limited war with the United
States to reintegrate Taiwan with the mainland than it was for the
American public to rally behind a war to liberate Cuba and eventu-
ally take control of the Philippines half a world away in 1898. Susan
Shirk, former deputy assistant secretary of state in charge of U.S.
relations with China in the Clinton administration, warned: “In
China, leaders are under increasing domestic pressure to use force
as the military becomes stronger and the Party’s control over infor-
mation reaching the public becomes weaker. Growing economic
interdependence does not make war unthinkable.”*

The weak and ailing Spain of 1898, a troubled, impoverished
country that hadn’t been a major European power since the 18th
century, is in no way comparable to the United States of the early
21st century, still the world’s superpower nearly 20 years after the
collapse of the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, precisely because the
United States is so dominant, it runs the risk of strategic overexten-
sion. The United States’ continued difficulties in Iraq and Afghani-
stan reveal the limits of American power.

Should the United States at some point become preoccupied with
a widening conflict in the Middle East, one that could draw in Iran
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and other nations, China might use the opportunity to pressure
Taiwan into surrender, in defiance of U.S. pledges to defend the
island. Alternately, nationalist forces in a China suffering an eco-
nomic/financial crisis and looking for scapegoats, might stumble
into a risky and costly war with the United States.®

Miscalculations happen in history. Popular emotions convulse
nations, be they democracies like the United States in 1898 or authori-
tarian, centralized systems like imperial Germany and czarist Russia
in 1914. Since the end of the cold war, the United States has allowed
relations with China to deteriorate so far that many in China’s ruling
circles, and even among her general population, now regard the
United States as their enemy, a barrier to their greatness in the new
century. This is an extremely dangerous state of affairs for U.S.
national interests, and it is one that could have been easily avoided,;
it still can and should be reversed.

In the first decade of the 21st century, U.S. policies toward the
rising superpowers of Asia remain distorted by overly simplistic
assumptions and wishful thinking. Policymakers demonized China
despite the fact that the United States should have no permanent
conflict of interest with China. Washington believed that it could
create an alliance with India to confront and contain China, even as
New Delhi was clearly expanding its ties to Beijing and Moscow.
The idea that India will accept a subordinate role to the United
States in confronting China is an idle fancy.

These myths continue to seriously distort U.S. perceptions of Asia.
The principles that should guide U.S. policies toward both India
and China in the coming years will be discussed in the next and
final chapter.
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7. Conclusion: The Unknowable Future

By 2009, the combined population of India and China was more
than 2.5 billion—more than one-third of the entire human race. The
rise of both nations to great-power status was assured. The United
States retained a dominant position in the world, but the rise of new
centers of power, especially at New Delhi and Beijing, guaranteed
that the 21st century would be multipolar. The best prospects for
maintaining U.S. global leadership and general prosperity lie in
recognizing the reality that America’s unipolar moment has
already passed.

It is also essential for U.S. policymakers to acquaint themselves
with the long and complex histories of China and India. As this
book has documented, ignorance of the long-term influences and
(often traumatic) experiences of civil war and Western colonialism
that shaped the creation of modern India and China have repeatedly
led Washington policymakers of both parties into serious miscalcula-
tions and errors of judgment in dealing with both the Asian giants.

That is why this book begins with surveys of Indian and Chinese
history, with particular emphasis on the past century and a half.
Those surveys were not made for specialists in these areas but for
21st-century American policymakers who do not read detailed his-
torical studies. Presidents hailing from the Democratic Party, and
the human rights, religious, and environmental activists seeking to
influence them, have not noted the traumatic results that anarchy,
civil war, foreign invasion, and the era of the warlords from 1915
to 1949 have had on shaping 21st-century Chinese nationalism and
the broad national consensus on national security policy. Republi-
cans and the pundits who urge a close strategic partnership between
the United States and India do not realize how deeply the experience
of 190 years of British domination over all or most of the subcontinent
has etched suspicion of Western (and especially English-speaking)
imperialism and influence into Indian leaders, parliamentarians, and
policymakers.
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The loss of Hong Kong to Britain in 1842 started the most humiliat-
ing and horrific century in China’s modern history. In terms of
human suffering and degradation, not to mention the number of
violent deaths recorded during it, nothing comparable had been
seen in the 600 years since the Mongol conquest by Genghis Khan
and his successors. That is why the total reunification of China, a
process that is universally agreed in the People’s Republic to include
the reintegration of Taiwan, is of such central concern to Chinese
policymakers.

As the first chapters of this book documented, coastal China and
northern India, especially Bengal, were among the most prosperous
economic zones on the planet for most of the past 2,000 years. In
both countries, the poverty and degradation that they collapsed into
over the last 150 years were blamed on, and were indeed largely
attributable to, the rapacious effects of extremely unfavorable eco-
nomic policies imposed by the major Western European powers (and
in China’s case, Japan) at the point of many cannons. The drive of
China and India to build formidable military forces to command
their immediate environments and ensure the security of vital
resource routes from Africa, Indonesia, and the Middle East can also
be properly understood only within this historical context.

This book has argued that a major U.S. conflict with China, while
unfortunately all too possible, is not inevitable. The United States
and China have both benefited greatly from their growing interde-
pendence over the past generation. Any conflict would have devasta-
ting negative effects on both countries. In the event of war, China’s
internal stability and its essentially peaceful economic and industrial
growth would be capsized by a wave of virulent xenophobia. The
United States, too, would suffer devastating economic consequences,
even if it emerged victorious militarily.

The wild pendulum swings of Chinese history over the past 145
years that have been documented in this book are not common
knowledge for most Americans. Their significance remains lost on
most U.S. policymakers. Thoughtful consideration of these historical
patterns is vitally necessary to temper both wide-eyed optimism
and unalloyed hostility toward Beijing. U.S. policymakers should
engage Beijing, but the engagement must be careful and clear-eyed.

The more American thinkers, reporters, politicians, and visionar-
ies obsessed over China through the 20th century, the less they
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seemed to understand it and the more problems they wrought.
Conversely, the simultaneous U.S. neglect of India proved generally
benign. India maintained its vibrant democracy and stability despite
having been largely ignored by Washington.

For Americans, Indian history and politics, like those of China,
are full of surprises. Most U.S. policymakers and media pundits
failed to anticipate China’s extraordinary economic liberalization
and its rapid industrialization launched by Deng Xiaoping. In a
similar vein, the most enthusiastic advocates in Washington of the
new U.S.-Indian strategic relationship were the people most taken
by surprise by the victory of the Congress-UPA forces in India’s
2004 general election. And they remain largely ignorant of the central
role the Soviet Union played—and that Russia continues to play—
as the centerpiece of India’s global security strategy.

In Washington, there is a comfortable consensus that India has
largely moved into the U.S. camp as a long-term strategic ally.
Republicans focus on nuclear cooperation and the war on terror.
Democrats rest their assumptions on commonly shared democratic
values. Yet India’s reliance on Russia as its main source of Sukhoi
combat aircraft, aircraft carriers, supersonic BrahMos cruise missiles,
naval frigates, and T-90S main battle tanks increased dramatically
after the Bush administration took office and launched its strategic
initiative toward New Delhi. This Russo-Indian partnership shows
no sign of abating under President Obama.

The complexity of India and China counsels caution in our deal-
ings with them. It is safer and far more advantageous for U.S.
national interest to seek peace and cooperation with Delhi and
Beijing than to seek conflict with either of them. Experts often inter-
pret the future of Asia as an impending clash of civilizations between
India and China and their respective political systems. Such an
apocalyptic outcome is certainly not imminent. Both nations have
far more pressing domestic concerns than to obsess over an Asian
cold war.

Even if a conflict between India and China were to eventually
come about, through blind chance and bad luck, or through simple
error and miscalculation, it may not occur for many decades. Any
U.S. “zero-sum” policy that seeks to embrace India while isolating
China will stumble in the face of complex realities.

Aristotle’s principle of balance, following a middle path in all
action, should serve to temper the attitudes of U.S. policymakers
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for India and China. It remains possible that a prosperous, confident,
economically expansive China may develop toward democracy in
the coming decades. But the prospects of that happening will be
vastly reduced, or extinguished entirely, if Sino-American relations
descend into a new cold war fought along the Pacific Rim.

And just as American fears of China need to be tempered, so do
America’s hopes for India. India’s democracy is real, but so are
its great power ambitions and strategic imperatives, including its
ravenous need for energy sources. Anti-American or anti-democratic
developments in Indian politics currently appear far less likely than
they do in China, but they cannot be ruled out. A thermonuclear
war with neighboring Pakistan is not inconceivable. Such a catastro-
phe could kill tens of millions of people in both countries and could
transform India’s peaceful democracy into a militaristic, expansionist
Hindu-nationalist warrior state.

India and China entered the 21st century under conditions never
before seen in either country’s history. For the first time in hundreds
of years, China was powerful, confident, and expanding. For the
first time in half a millennium, it was looking outward and exploring
new frontiers, even into outer space. But it also had to find the
resources to maintain a rising standard of living for a population
of more than 1.3 billion—the largest of any nation in the recorded
history of the world.

India’s population and the challenges it entailed were of compara-
ble complexity. The more than 900 million Hindus that compose 80
percent of the nation’s 1.2 billion people entered the new century
more politically independent and powerful than they had been in
over 1,000 years. These historic demographic changes mean the
national policies being crafted in New Delhi and Beijing will be
unprecedented too.

This book has argued that, outside of a handful of specialists,
India and China have remained unknown countries to most Ameri-
cans. Yet two nations with a combined population that constitutes
more than 35 percent of the human race are rising to assert their
power in the world. The challenges of the coming decades will force
changes in both nations. These impending surprises should temper
even the most confident policy predictions with a healthy dose of
humility. For the future, after all, is the most unknown country of
them all.
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