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How to Talk to a Chinese Ghost,
and Other Lessons in Power

The Needle's Eye

CHAITANYA KALBAG
I T S

In China, our difficult and, to many
of us, menacing neighbour, they say
“If youspeakalotyouaremorelike-
ly to say something wrong; if you
speak less you are less likely to say
something wrong; and if you do not
speak at all, you will not say any-
thing wrong.” In Confucian
thought, silence does not necessar-
ily mean submission. It can signify
humility and, properly projected,
even power.

It seems appropriate to think of
power during a week when the na-
vies of India, the United States and
Japan are conducting the joint ‘Ma-
labar’ exercises in the Bay of Ben-
gal. It is the largest-ever exercise of
itskind, and China is sending a sur-
veillance ship to keep tabs on what
goes on. Remember that New Delhi,
Washington and Tokyo are all con-
cerned about Beijing's territorial
push in the South China Sea.

Nothing daunted, the Chinese
have also despatched a small flotilla
led by their most advanced guided-
missile destroyer to the Baltic Sea
where they will carry out their own
exercises with the Russian navy
The ‘Joint Sea 2017' manoeuvres
will be followed by a second phase in
September in the Sea of Japan and
the Sea of Okhotsk.

Foreign secretary S Jaishankar, in
a speech on Tuesday in Singapore,
painted the India-China relation-
ship quite well.

“We are all aware by now of the
complexity inherent in the rise of
two major powers near simultane-
ously, that too in close proximity
Thatthe powers in questionare civi-

. lizational ones, with positivefar his-

tory and difficult near history, adds
tothe challenge,” he said.
Translated into Chinese, the prov-
erb says: “Two suns cannot shine in
the same sky.”
So our stand-off over China’s con-

struction of a road on the Doklam
plateau, which Beijingdescribesas
the “illegal trespassing of Indian
border troops” and which India
views as a seriously provocative
act, isnow over a month old.

I spoke to a few experts on the re-
mote and disputed tri-junction be-
tween India, Bhutanand Chinaand
hereis what I learned: the 1890 Con-
vention between Great Britain and
China (which Tibet rejected) set
the water-parting (or mountain
crest) between the Amo-chu and
Teestariversas the boundary.

Experts say this makes Doklam
Bhutanese territory, but China
now says that the Bhutanese her-
ders were paying it a ‘grass tax' to
use themeadow.

Bhutan does not have diplomatic
relations with China; an Indian ar-
my brigade is permanently sta-
tioned in the Buddhist kingdom.
The boundary was demarcated by
British political officer John
Claude White around 1907.

The Chinese controlled the
Chumbi valley, and the road they
have built represents a southward
thrust that could imperil the strate-
gically vital chicken's-neck corri-
dorthatlinksnorth-eastIndiatothe
rest of the country.

India has shooed away Chinese
troops patrolling in the Doka La ar-
ea in 2007 and 2012. “We've always
sorted it out,” an Indian expert fa-
miliar with the area told me. “But
building a road is a big step. It is a
permanent construction. Why
build a road if it is going nowhere?”
China is insisting that India should
first withdraw its seldiers, who
moved in swiftly, before any dia-
logue takes place.

The expert I spoke with compared
the confrontation with events in the
South China Sea. There, the Chi-
nese take two steps forward and one
step back, and everyone heaves a
sigh of relief. Then six months later
they again do it. Gradually, they ex-
tend their control over the area.

Why now? “You have an ultra-na-
tionalist (Chinese) government that
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reliesonnationalism and isridinga
tiger,” the expert said. It is interest-
ingthat Beijinghasbrought up Bhu-
tan's sovereignty, although Thim-
phu has officially protested the in-
cursion. The latestdrama could bea
fresh attempt to sunder the close
Bhutan-Indiarelationship.

It is interesting, if you remember
the China-Russia naval exercises,
that when the Francis Younghus-
band military expedition to Tibet in
1903-04 secured the Chumbi valley
for the British, it was ceded to Chi-

ANIRBAN BORA
SILENCE SPEAKS
@ % China'sminis-
tersgive them-
selves leeway

todeny or backaway
fromabad situation. We
plungein, headlong

na’s Qing rulers by London, who
wanted the Chinese to be a foil
against the Russian empire. More
thanacentury later, the Great Game
continues over territory and influ-
ence. There are no permanent ene-
mies.

Talking of civilizational history,
we need to keep some of ourfriends’
and neighbours’ values in mind. I
have written before about the Japa-
nese concept of ‘honne’ (true atti-
tudes) and ‘tatemae’ (what is out-
wardly visible). The Chinese call it

‘shuang huang' - a performance in
which what you see is not necessar-
ily what you get. '

We in India need to get better at
projecting our power, if indeed we
consider ourselves a growing pow-
er, which Jaishankar noted had
both Asia-Pacific and global impli-
cations.

Here, unfortunately, I believe the
Chineseareahead of usinthegame.
Iremember onmy visitstoBeijing if
I entered their leadership com-
pound, Zhongnanhai, there was an
aura of power You felt you were
near the pivot of the Middle King-
dom. If you visit our North and
South Blocks and look at the traffic
chaos outside, you have to wonder:
why can we not put on a better show
of ourown?

Consider also: the Chinese have
commented on the Doklam stand-off
only through their foreign ministry
and defence ministry spokesmen.
Besides our own external affairs
spokesman, India has already had
very senior officials like the Army
chief and the defence minister com-
menting on our readiness to take on
all comers.

One of my old China-watcher
friends told me that Chinese minis-
ters fear three things: fire, burglars
and reporters. In diplomacy, no is-
sue is too small, but their ministers
give themselves the leeway to deny
or back away from a bad situation.
Weplungein, headlong. Weseetheir
silence as arrogance; they see it as
prudence, Of course weareademoc-
racy and want open access to our
leaders, but collectively we must
learn to occasionally bite our
tongues.

There is a more complex Chinese
approach — speaking to your adver-
sary in a language he will undei-
stand. It is called ‘jian ren jiang ren
hua, jian gui jiang gui hua’ which,
roughly translated, means “When
you meet a man speak to him in his
language, when you meet a ghost
speaktoitinitslanguage.” Letusre-
member this when we meet the
ghostsof China's power.
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