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Re-Envisioning China, Reorienting India

Shraddha Rishi & Ajay Kumar Mishra *

China is poised to
reshape the world
order. The rising
Chinese influence and
progressive control on

many aspects of the international
economy are becoming more

apparent during the latest global
crisis. Each country with a material
level of trading with China has to
reassess its economic and political
relationship– here are some
examples: according to Chinese
customs data, bilateral trade
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between India and China in 2021
stood at $125.66 billion US, up 43.3
per cent from $ 87.6 billion US in 2020.
The trade deficit between the two
countries remained in favour of
China at US$69 billion (AIR 2022).
From 1995 to 2012, Germany,
Europe’s economic powerhouse,
enhanced its industrial value by 37
per cent, the largest chunk of which
came from the supply chains of China
(Gokhale 2020). Recent studies point
to the Australian GDP decreasing by
0.1 to 0.2 per cent in response to a 1
per cent fall in the Chinese GDP
(Laurenceson and Zhou 2019).
Furthermore, the widely discussed
‘China plus one’ narrative is also
there. Contrary to popular belief, it
does not imply that companies are
relocating their operations from
China to other locations. While the
‘China plus one’ (C+1) strategy is
likely to represent only a small
portion of China’s total production
and exports, it is nonetheless
indicative of a trend where both
Chinese and multinational
companies are today moving away
from an exclusive reliance on China-
based operations. The essence of C+1
is to seek additional options beyond
Beijing.

These examples clearly illustrate
China’s fast-evolving strategic
economic grip and viability to
position itself as the new epicentre of

the world economy. On the other
hand, China is classified as an
“authoritarian regime” in the
Democracy Index. It has a score of
0.88 for civil liberties: there is no free
print, broadcast or social media, and
no freedom of expression
(ummid.com 2022). An authoritative
China is in the race to lead the “new
world order”. It is an epistemological
issue for India to understand the
nature and philosophy of hegemonic
China and find out the way to deal
with it. However, India is not the only
country trying to understand China
better. Each nation is reframing its
terms of engagement with an ever
more powerful China. 

The objective of the article is to
investigate the nature and
philosophy of the state in China to
evolve the right choices for India to
engage China. To meet the objective,
we shall use the theory of
‘sociological determinism’ to analyse
the nature of the state by assuming
that the state is an individual entity
in a globalised world. Sociological
determinism, a Marxist method in
social sciences, believes that society
and its historical state direct and
shape an individual’s opinions and
decisions. Moreover, it emphasises
that historical development does not
produce one uniform ‘national spirit’
but rather several and sometimes
opposed ‘total ideologies’ within one
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nation, according to the class, the
social stratum, or the social habitat,
of those who hold them (Popper 1962:
238). Therefore, sociological
determinism challenges hegemonic
tendencies, which aim to undermine
alternative perspectives. The rise of
hegemonic tendencies, in
conjunction with an authoritarian
state, positions China to manage
diverse national sentiments through
the legalist approach to governance.
This approach utilises legal
frameworks that deploy rewards and
punishments to guide the behaviour
of individuals and institutions.

The article is divided into the
following sections: the first section
will study the philosophy and nature
of the State in China. The second
section will explore how China is
evolving with ‘Chinese
characteristics’. The third section will
investigate how India can evolve a
democratic response to China’s rising
hegemonic concern. The fourth
section will conclude the article with
a summary and suggestions.

The Philosophy and
Nature of the State in
China

India and China are two
civilisational states that started their
journey to become modern nation-
states almost simultaneously. This

journey has not been without friction
and acrimonious relations. As China
is poised to reshape the global world
order and has emerged as one of the
largest trading partners of India with
which India has a huge trade deficit,
understanding China is critical for
India to play its card well in the
international sphere in general and
with China in particular. It is pertinent
to examine the epistemology of
hegemonic tendencies of China’s
polity and economy to track the tack
of its foreign policy. The term
‘hegemony’ denotes the sole
dominant power within a
geographical area that pursues a
‘logical discourse’ (logia) of ‘being’
or ‘existence.’ It highlights that the
essence of being or substance should
be explored through the hegemon’s
‘predictive knowledge,’ meaning the
understanding of what is certain and
necessary. This knowledge
concentrates on aspects that are
stable, definitive, and known with
certainty, exerting desired influence
over others. It advocates the Platonic
state where truth is fixed and known
with certainty and any change or
diversion from it is evil.

This philosophy has given birth to
‘One party, one state’ or ‘Party-state’
which knows the truth and is better
suited to guide the nation. The
emergence of the ‘Party-state’ brand
of nationalism derives its inspiration
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from China’s dream of ‘Great
rejuvenation’ (Mishra and Rishi
2022). The Communist Party’s
influence on all walks of life, in
China and abroad, is pervasive.
Under China’s law, all enterprises
which have more than seven
employees — private or state-owned
companies — should establish
Communist party cells that report
directly to the central committee.
Also, by the 2015 national
intelligence law, all individuals or
institutions are required to cooperate
with the country’s agencies on all
matters of concern to the party state.
This has alerted many countries to the
pitfalls of doing business with China
(Kondapalli 2022).

Moreover, the revisionist China is
bent upon restructuring a Chinese
world order being shaped by the
tributary system. It started from the
Han Dynasty (202 BC–220 AD) and
seems to have been rejuvenated with
the ‘debt trap diplomacy’ of the Belt
and Road Initiative. It is a
hierarchical system with China at the
centre that reflects suzerainty rather
than a sovereignty system. In the
tributary system, tributary states
acknowledged China’s superiority
and received the right to trade with
China and access to the large and
lucrative Chinese market. It is
China’s model of hegemony, for
instance, Chinese colonization of

Vietnam in the 1st millennium AD
and its conquest of kingdoms and
peoples to the southwest (Acharya
2023: 278). Moreover, it fosters
clientelism1 within China’s
negotiation tactics.

Han Fei, an ancient Chinese
political philosopher, offers
theoretical underpinning to analyse
the epistemology of emerging
hegemonic tendencies in the ‘Great
Show’ of ‘Great Leaders’ to make
China a Great and assertive nation.
“When the law changes with the
times, it is governed well, and when
the law and the world are
appropriate, there is merit,” Xi
Jinping cited Han Fei on the need for
legislation to keep up with time
(Mengyuan 2021). “What Han Fei
meant by ‘force and strength’ was
power,” Mao said about Han Fei’s
work, concluding, “A smart emperor
must control power” (Zha 2020). He
takes a materialist and a realist view
of politics, which he supports with a
maximalist legalistic action to shore
up a sovereign’s authority. Unlike
Confucius, whose philosophy
prescribes a patriarchal morality at a
more personal level, Han Fei is more
concerned with macro legalism that
he forwards as the basis of the State’s
authority. 

Han Fei promoted a system of
carrot and stick by the State to govern
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the people. “Therefore, an
enlightened ruler will make use of
men’s strength but  will not heed their
words, will reward their
accomplishments but will prohibit
useless activities. Then the people
will be willing to exert themselves to
the point of death in the service of
their sovereign,” (Rand 2018: 24-25).
The legalist school of philosophy has
been used to justify a more
hierarchical control of the Chinese
Communist Party. The ‘Gilded Age’
of wealth accumulation under Jiang
Zemin and Hu Jintao (1989 to 2013)
witnessed the rise of a new
entrepreneurial class that considered
itself above the law. Xi Jinping views
his rise as part of a course correction
by re-enforcing the State’s authority
through the legalist school of
governance – and in the process,
justifying his policies. The tension
between a people-centric approach
to governance and legalistic control
flows through Chinese history (Brar
2022).

China’s social action in the
domestic sphere that influences its
foreign policy is motivated by
traditional social action in contrast to
efficiency and utility-seeking
instrumental rational social actions.
Arthur Lewis and T. W. Schultz, Nobel
Prize winners for development
economics, emphasised the
accumulation of physical capital and

human capital for economic
transformation in the developing
world. An educated workforce
enhances productivity while
entrepreneurship ability is increased
through education and training.
China has followed and applied the
model of Lewis and Schultz
effectively. As the saying goes, (are
you quoting somebody??) Japan and
Korea create technology, while China
is a technology: a vast social factory
whose commodity is a population
driven by a core set of values, yet
spread out across a continent and self-
reliant. Today, as China attempts to
build an economic autarky, free from
sanctions and foreign interference, it
is trying to catalyse another decade
or two of growth from the still
undeveloped rural interior. When a
venture capitalist in China recently
commented that “the next China is
China,” he was referring to this
inward turn — a literal turn inward,
from cities to villages (Ma 2021). A
readiness to shift towards exploring
demand management of the rural
economy from the investment model
decouples China from the global
economic crisis. As a result of this, its
foreign economic policy has
autonomy even in a globalised
world. 

Moreover, in a great power game,
it is customary for a dominating and
hegemonic power to preserve and
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maintain its position and
prerogatives to remain at the top of
the echelon, the very fact that a rising
power threatens to match or even
overtake it makes it uncomfortable.
China will imitate the US and try to
dominate Asia the way the US
dominates the Western Hemisphere.
Almost all of China’s neighbours are
likely to ally with the US to form a
balancing coalition against China.
All of this will lead to intense security
competition in Asia that has the
potential to erupt into war
(Mearsheimer 2020). At first glance,
India must assess an assertive and
economically robust China that is
pursuing its ‘Great Rejuvenation’
within a competitive great power
landscape, marked by unique
Chinese characteristics that shape the
state’s philosophy and nature.

China with ‘Chinese
Characteristics’

The Chinese development model
rests on construction and production
compared to the Western model,
which relies on finance. China
protects its assets and limits with
capital controls. A large economy is
capable of utilising technologies from
the West as well as creating its own,
and meeting the standards of
Western markets, thus solving the
quality-control problem (pertaining

to consumer goods) advanced by
historical socialism. China has
experimented with state capitalism
successfully whereupon it has
guided foreign capital adroitly
toward its development projects.
There is a view that China has gained
an unfair advantage by bending “the
rules” – for instance by appropriating
“intellectual property,” manipulating
their currency, or running a low-wage
industrial system. But this claim
merely exposes the rules for what
they are: they merely legitimise and
preserve the monopolies and
privileges of the already rich. Such
rules have been broken in different
phases of history by every rising
power dating back to the 17th century
at least; in the 19th century the
practice of systematic violation of
“the rules” even had a name: “The
American System”. This “System”
consisted of three mutually
reinforcing parts: a tariff to protect
and promote American industry; a
national bank to foster commerce;
and federal subsidies for roads,
canals, and other “internal
improvements” to develop profitable
markets for agriculture. Clay argued
that a vigorously maintained system
of sectional economic inter-
dependence would eliminate the
chance of renewed subservience to
the free-trade, laissez-faire “British
System” (Clay 1832). 
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China sees the fallacy of rational
individuals, absolute rights and
democratic procedures. All relevant
scientific studies have proven that
rationality is a circumstantial and
subjective phenomenon. The
Chinese argument is that human
action cannot be explained with
absolute objectivity. It believes that
human action can be better
interpreted through the incorporation
of mutuality and empathy. So,
humans can be both rational and
irrational and even ultra-irrational.
The growing role of money and
market power in deciding individual
choices drives one towards
irrationality. China believes in the
traditional social model that human
action is determined by forces of
socio-cultural and economic norms
that regulate human actions
(Sociological determinism).
Additionally, the principle that rights
are absolute is a problem. It supports
the inflated concept of individual
rights with little or no individual
responsibilities. As per the Chinese
belief, western democracy has been
bogged down by procedural
importance. Procedural correctness
has been given a pre-eminent place.
Western democracy has, thus,
evolved into a procedural democracy,
and once the procedure is deemed
right, it does not matter who comes to
power (Weiwei 2018).

To present an alternative to the
Western model, China has proposed
the ‘Beijing Consensus’ to play a
game of liberal world order using
Chinese cards. Beijing Consensus
refers to managed globalisation,
industrial policy, and state capitalism.
This was developed to characterize
the Chinese development model and
the term was coined by Joshua
Cooper Ramo, while referring to the
Chinese economic miracle. Such
consensus does not claim the existence
of any values and principles which it
promotes as universal. It is reminiscent
of Washington Consensus, a term
coined by economist John Williamson
in 1989, which has become the
champion of a free-market-based
liberal world order with a limited role
for the state. It relies upon economic
interdependence, democratic peace,
and international institutions.
Washington Consensus prescribes
globalisation, democracy, and
smaller government for establishing
a liberal world order. It focuses on
removing supply-side constraints.

China’s masculine hegemony, as it
is recognised today, refers to the
attainment of a preconceived truth
that is universal and fixed. With the
dream of great rejuvenation and
shaping the world order with
Chinese characteristics, China seems
to have abandoned its ‘peaceful rise’
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in its foreign policy. The constitution
of China has been amended to
remove the principle of collective
leadership and to allow a personality
cult to lead the party and the state. It
permits the President to serve beyond
10 years, which was the case earlier.
The first concerted effort by the
Communist Party of China (CPC) to
shape Chinese nationalism came
with the launch of the ‘Patriotic
Education Campaign’ in the 1990s. It
aims to correct “three belief crises”
(sanxin weiji): the crisis of faith in
socialism (xinxin weiji), the crisis of
belief in Marxism (xinyang weiji),
and the crisis of trust in the party
(xinren weiji) (Duo 2013). It created
and etched a narrative of a ‘century
of humiliation’ in public memory as
a historical fact. As such, the very
legitimacy of the CPC within Chinese
politics is based on an imaginary
enemy or a threat perception
(Aggarwal 2020). Thus, it is the
domestic politics shaping public
opinion that in turn directs China’s
foreign policy behaviour.

India’s Strategies and
methods for engaging
with China

India has consistently recognised
that throughout history, different
forms of governance like monarchies,
theocracies, dictatorships, and

totalitarian regimes have threatened
people’s lives, freedom, and pursuit
of happiness.  The country’s
democratic and diverse value system
influences its negotiation approach
to safeguard and advance its interests
concerning its relationship with
China. Both integrative and
distributive bargaining strategies are
explicit in India’s dealing with
countries of the world. In the book
“Bargaining with a Rising India:
Lessons from Mahabharata” (2014),
Narlikar and Narlikar have explored
India’s negotiation strategy that
varies across a spectrum from
distributive to integrative.
‘Distributive strategies include tactics
such as refusing to make any
concessions, threatening to hold
others’ issues hostage, issuing threats
and penalties, and worsening the
other party’s ‘best alternative to a
negotiated agreement’ (BATNA).
Integrative strategies comprise
attempts to widen the issue space and
explore common solutions. It posits a
holistic, aesthetic and genealogical
understanding of differences in
which there is no final beginning or
end, contrary to hegemonic thinking,
and no privileged single order. It
believes that emphasis on essence,
spirit and Great Nation and Great
Leader hinders the growth of
knowledge and encourages
enshrining tradition and authority.
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These conflicting and diverging
philosophical value systems
characterise the differences between
India and China regarding
Perception, Parameters, Partnerships
and Power over which because of
their diverging interests. On both
sides, neither public sentiment nor
awareness of civilizational links is
strong. They perceive each other
disdainfully and border disputes
have set the parameters of either
cooperation or conflict. Both countries
in their modern nation-state form
have never been in any reciprocal
good-faith partnership.

India has to employ democratic
‘Indian characteristics’ in its
negotiation strategy to deal with
China with dominating and
hegemonic ‘Chinese characteristics.
India needs to differentiate the
areas/issues whereby it can easily
and effectively engage China from
the disputant areas/issues where it
is relatively hard to negotiate. There
are three areas/issues where both
countries are directly in
confrontation, border dispute,
Pakistan and trade deficit. The former
two issues are related to geopolitics
and are not in the absolute control of
India. Pakistan regards China as
essential to address a power
imbalance with India in South Asia.
China regards Pakistan as useful for

its transition from a regional power
to a global one. It not only helps keep
India within the South Asian box but
also provides a pathway to the Islamic
world (Jaishankar 2020: 140). In this
way, China and Pakistan have
become all-weather friends.

The non-negotiable and
pessimistic position between India
and China is visible in the case of the
border disputes between them.
Territoriality has been the defining
characteristic of modern nation-states.
Territorial nationalism serves as an
obstacle to hegemonic aspirations. It
is a ‘positional’ point that can be
differentiated from ‘interest-based’
considerations. A ‘positional’
mentality is rigid and restrictive.
‘Position’ stands in conformity with
the territorial integrity of the
sovereign state. The compulsion of
the modern state to preserve
‘territorial integrity’ makes war a
legitimate option. When there are
differing and overlapping positions
taken by states with regard to their
shared borders, war becomes a
possibility because territory remains
a non-negotiable option. On the
contrary, ‘interest’ opens up
possibilities to negotiate. It is
changeable, unlike the ‘positional’
attitude. It focuses on an integrative
negotiation strategy with accommodation
of competitive concerns. 
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In contrast to territorial integrity,
there is a trade deficit where interest
and not position matters. Ancient
India was dependent on Chinese
imports for its material needs. Indian
traders were engaged in importing
goods from China for re-export to
Central Asia more than two thousand
years ago. Zhang Qian, an early Han
emissary to Bactriana in the second
century BCE, was surprised to find,
in the local markets, Chinese goods
from Yunnan (mainly cotton and
bamboo products), and on enquiry,
he learned that they had been
brought there by Indian caravans
through India and Afghanistan.
Indian intermediation in trade
between China and western Asia
continued over the centuries, though
the commodity pattern went on
changing. Silk was very important
initially, but ‘by the 11th century…
porcelain had….replaced silk as the
leading Chinese commodity
transhipped through India’ (Sen
2005: 166). It shows that ancient India
was integrated into China’s trade
network. 

 
The material dependency of India

on China has continued in the
changing circumstances even today.
India’s major import from China has
been electrical and electronic goods,
machinery and fertilizers and Active
Pharmaceutical Ingredient (API).
China supplies more than 90 per cent

of India’s API. India’s trade deficit
with China has moved up to US$77
billion out of total bilateral trade of
$130 billion US in 2021-22. According
to Biswajit Dhar, there are certain
reasons behind India’s widening
trade deficit with China. First, the
viability and mobility of the Chinese
economy to shift either towards the
international market or its domestic
market at will. Second, China imports
a lot of raw materials in the form of
iron ores and metals from India and
exports a lot of finished or value-
added products to India
(Krishnakutty 2022). 

However, it is India’s
characteristics and, in its interest, to
integrate itself into China’s trade
network and explore competitive
export opportunities. For example,
India-made Bluetooth audio devices
outshine China-made sets. The
growth was driven by the strong
value position offered by local
brands. Indian brands focused more
on targeting the low-price segment
of less than INR 2000 and forming
partnerships to market their devices.
Also, the growing emphasis on
domestic manufacturing led to a
decline in average selling prices
(Chatterjee 2022). Performing better
on the economic front, will provide
India with substantial leeway to
engage China on the foreign policy
front. Successful economic diplomacy
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requires India to increase its trade
competitiveness; it requires cutting
down the logistics cost to less than 10
per cent of GDP to enable cargo
movement smoothly at the ports;
India can create an Ocean Freight
Index (OFI) to reduce freight
fluctuations; India should develop
the capacity to build ship containers
(as of today, almost all the shipping
containers are imported from China);
India needs to have the state-tailored
infrastructure to gain state- specific
export targets.

India’s successful experience with
democracy also offers a lesson on
how to engage authoritative and
hegemonic China. It allows India to
take advantage of rising China and
not waste its energy in futile efforts
to destroy it. Conflicting philosophy
and the nature of the state are now
being cast in binaries  a battle
between tyranny and freedom,
between autocracy and democracy,
and a choice between rule-based
order and brute force. There is a need
to look beyond such binaries and
seek avenues of cooperation and
positive-sum-game. India should
believe in the possibilities lying
ahead and attempt to widen the space
of engagement and explore common
solutions. Furthermore, as Indian
minister for external affairs would
put it: ‘Leading Abroad will require
delivering at home’ (Jaishankar 2020:

17). Delivering at home requires
delivering things that India can do
easily to reduce import dependency
on China and enhance its export
competitiveness.

The State can combine dynamic
industrialisation and trade
competitiveness with effective
investments in public health and
education that have translated into
better social and economic outcomes.
Interventions, therefore, must seek to
spur manufacturing along with the
democratisation of access to
education and skills. Moreover,
domestic demand management is
based on the principle of over-
lapping demand theory where a
large and active domestic demand
decides the nature, pattern and
volume of exports. It is only when
production for the domestic market
is large that firms can achieve
economies of scale and reduce costs
of production. It will help India
minimise disparity, eradicate
discrimination, and avoid alienation.
Policies that address the factors
behind the inability of firms to move
labour-intensive manufacturing
sectors to lower-cost locations within
the State are critical to ensuring
spatial and social balance in the
process of transformation
(Vijayabaskar 2022).  Furthermore,
India must navigate its relationship
with China by aligning with the US
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and other Western powers. India’s
strategy in the global political
economy has adapted to shifting
geopolitical power dynamics. With
the dissolution of the Soviet Union
and the rise of China as a major
power, India has adopted a selective
multilateral stance and a pragmatic
view of multipolarity. However, if
leveraging others is central to success,
it is imperative that a contemporary
and informed assessment of
capabilities is made (Jaishankar 2020:
53). As a result, India has formed
competitive strategic alliances in an
attempt to balance against the
dominant powers. To manage its
relationship with China, India has
skilfully joined China-led strategic
alliances like BRICS, SCO, and AIIB,
as well as the US-led QUAD and
partnerships with other powers.

Conclusion

The increasing economic
prominence of China has made it
necessary on the part of nations to
evaluate and understand the
character of the Chinese state and the
principles underlying the statecraft
in China. The emergence of China,
defined by its unique characteristics,
leads to an understanding of its
hegemonic tendencies, and its
emphasis on  immutable and
established truths. Any deviation is
considered malevolent, reflecting the

One Party’s claim to truth, inspired
by the vision of China’s ‘Great
Rejuvenation.’ The Chinese state
operates under Han Fei’s philosophy,
advocating for absolute legalistic
action to ensure centralised power
control. China’s approach,
embodying its characteristics, rejects
rationality, absolute rights, and
democratic processes. In contrast to
the liberal principles of the
Washington Consensus, China offers
the Beijing Consensus, advocating
shrewd globalisation, state-centric
industrial policy, and state  capitalism.

In response, India must employ its
democratic traditions to engage
effectively with China, employing
an integrative negotiation strategy
within a liberal democratic context.
While maintaining its position on
border disputes and relations with
Pakistan, India should focus on
interest-based approaches to
minimise its trade deficit.
Strengthening democracy is
essential for broader participation
and inclusive development at home,
potentially preventing the possibility
of war and reducing conflict.
Democratising foreign policy
involves integrating developmental
concerns  employment, education,
health, and population survival  with
international discourse, fostering
peace among nations. To address the
trade deficit with China, India could
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employ domestic demand
management strategies informed by
the overlapping demand theory,
aiming to enhance living standards.

India, with its unique ‘Indian
characteristics,’ is characterised by a,
effective government based on
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Endnote

1. Initially, clientelism was defined as the long-term exchange of votes for
favours and support among actors with unequal power, where the clients
possess minimal power.
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