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\Wuhan’s promise

Missed opportunities and false starts have been the hallmarks of the India-China story. In the
1950s, the “brotherly friendship” between the two countries led by strong leaders — Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru and Chairman of the Communist Party of China Mao Zedong — promised to
redefine Asia. Dreamers even entertained the idea of India and China piloting a post-colonial
Renaissance in the developing world. But the trust-shattering 1962 war annulled all such hopes.

The overhang of the border row has marred a full-scale rapprochement between the two countries
ever since. Chinese President Xi Jinping’s ambitious visit in 2014 was sullied by the military face-
off in Chumar in Ladakh. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s journey to China in 2015 was trailed two
years later by a near-war situation in Doklam.

But the late-April meeting of the two leaders in Wuhan may yield a more bountiful harvest,
notwithstanding the fact that U.S. President Donald Trump has crashed into the India-China
equation. Geo-economics is weighing in heavily in shaping the course of New Delhi-Beijing ties.
China worries that the so-called trade war that is brewing with the Trump administration is the
beginning of Washington’s long campaign to impede China’s rise. The Chinese have made no
bones about the urgency of seeking India’s backing to counter these headwinds blowing across
the Pacific.

China perhaps views India as part of a larger pan-Asian riposte to Mr. Trump’s America First
doctrine. Beijing is also re-engaging with Japan, South Korea and ASEAN to make Asia the pivot
of a new wave of globalisation. After the Wuhan summit, Chinese Prime Minister Li Kegiang
visited Tokyo for a trilateral summit. Japan, South Korea, and China batted for Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership, a free trade bloc which not only covers the three countries
but also knits the ASEAN with other major economies of the region including India, Australia and
New Zealand.

There are other compulsions — domestic as well as international — that may drive Mr. Xi to keep
alive the spirit of Wuhan. At the Chinese Communist Party’s 19th Congress, Mr. Xi aired his “new
era” doctrine of a “community with shared future for mankind”. If a large country such as India is
on board, it would be a big advertisement for Mr. Xi's blueprint for a post-American international
order, anchored in Eurasia. In Mr. Modi, Mr. Xi is likely to find a willing partner to seal big dreams.
With the 2019 polls ahead, Mr. Modi is under pressure to show that his ‘Make in India’
campaign is as saleable at home as is his soft-power push for yoga and Bollywood abroad.

China’s late entry with billions of dollars of investments in India, and a decision to open its own
market to Indian pharma and IT products, if it happens, could once again refurbish Mr. Modi’s
flickering appeal as the helmsman of a “new India”. After Wuhan, there are compelling reasons for
the two leaders to stay the course.

The writer is The Hindu’s China correspondent
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When a child faces brutality, in or outside the family, society’s contract with its own spirit is violated
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