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Beware of the wrong lessons from Doklam

The standoff between China and India in Doklam was resolved not a day too soon. The Union
government did well both in agreeing to a sequenced withdrawal and in refusing to comment on
what, if any, understanding had been reached with China on its plans to build a road in the area.
By contrast, much of the commentary in our media has been rather bullish, presenting the
outcome as a testimony to the government’s ability to stare down the Chinese. It is further claimed
that the Chinese backed down because their verbal threats failed to work, because they were in a
weaker military position in the area and because of wider political considerations, especially the
upcoming BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) summit in China. The confident
conclusion is that a combination of resolve and tough-minded diplomacy can prevent military
standoffs with China from escalating.

This chain of reasoning is not just questionable, but also potentially problematic. For these
“lessons” might well end up making future crises more difficult to resolve. The Doklam standoff
needs to be seen for what it was: an indication of the steady deterioration in the ability of India and
China to deal with such situations.

Consider the reasons trotted out to explain China’s willingness to seek a resolution. Was it
because China’s threats failed to work? This is true inasmuch as India did not unilaterally pull its
forces out of the area. But it is also a misleading claim inasmuch as the Chinese threats did force
India to take the situation seriously and mount a sustained attempt at diplomatic resolution.

Threats are seldom held out with a view to receiving unconditional compliance. Rather they are an
attempt to shape the adversary’s preferences and inject a sense of urgency in a crisis. This is an
elementary point in the considerable body of research on crisis management.

Did India enjoy a local military advantage in this standoff? This may be true in a tactical sense.
The Doka La post held by the Indian Army dominates the area below where the actual standoff
took place. But to extrapolate from this and claim that India has stronger logistics in the area or
even a military upper hand over the Chinese in the Chumbi Valley is to betray ignorance of the
terrain and operational realities. Hopefully, the powers that be know better and the Indian Army
isn’t drinking the Kool-Aid.

The point about Chinese concerns over Indian participation in the BRICS summit is stronger. If
Prime Minister Narendra Modi had declined to attend, it would have been a serious
embarrassment for the Chinese—both as the host and as the leading player in the grouping. Just
how important a consideration this was we may never know.

Strikingly absent in Indian commentary on the denouement is any recognition of the most
fundamental consideration from the Chinese standpoint. After all, the Chinese would have
weighed the option of escalation against the interests at stake for them in building a road in
Doklam. And the fact is that this is not an area of serious strategic interest for them. Certainly not
important enough to have a military showdown with India and a consequent break with Bhutan. If
anything, the Doklam area is of greater strategic importance for India, which is why India was so
keen to forestall the Chinese move. In other words, the most salient aspect of the standoff was the
balance of interests between the two sides—and it was tilted towards India.

Innate interests apart, the Chinese had to consider the reputational consequences for them of
allowing India to interpose itself in a dispute between China and Bhutan. Could Chinese
acquiescence encourage other countries to behave similarly elsewhere, say in the South China
Sea? Evidently, the Chinese concluded that reputational interests could be managed as long as
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they got Indian troops to pull out of the area first.

Beyond these questions lies the larger one of what the Doklam standoff portends. Does it really
suggest that a combination of resoluteness and diplomacy can prevent escalation in future military
standoffs with China? On the contrary, it shows that the existing mechanisms to unwind such
situations have weakened. Compared to the standoffs in Ladakh in 2013 and 2014, the latest one
took considerably longer to resolve. The key “lesson” of this episode is the urgent need for both
sides to work towards an understanding on mutual restraint.

The assumption that we can pull off such things in future confrontations with China is deeply
problematic. For one thing, the Chinese calculus of interest could be rather different in other parts
of the disputed boundary. For another, drawing and internalizing such a conclusion could lead to
avoidable overconfidence in the future. It is worth recalling that in the long run-up to the 1962 war,
India and Chinese troops were engaged in several standoffs in which the Chinese desisted from
using force despite issuing lurid warnings. This led India to believe that it could get away with
running greater risks—an assumption that was badly belied in October 1962. Finally, there is no
reason to assume—as some commentators have—that the nuclear context places an additional lid
on escalation. After all, the Sino-Soviet boundary clashes of 1969 took place against the backdrop
of nuclear weapons.

The government hopefully has a more sober reading of the implications of Doklam. The prime
minister’s forthcoming visit to China would be a good opportunity to start putting in more stabilizers
in the bilateral relationship.
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