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To my parents, Oma, and Opa,


for believing I can do anything,


to Greg,


for being my partner in everything,


and for Alia and Alexei,


because it is your new world.




O wonder!


How many godly creatures are there here!


How beauteous mankind is!


O brave new world


That has such people in it!


—William Shakespeare, The Tempest (1610–11)


He halted and, with bewildered and horrified eyes, stared round him. . . . The words mocked him derisively. “How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world . . .”


—Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (1932)





MAIN CHARACTERS


INDIA


Mohandas Karamchand (the Mahatma) Gandhi (1869–1948) was the preeminent leader of the Indian independence movement and the pioneer of nonviolent civil disobedience, sparking many other such movements around the world. He was a lifelong advocate of religious pluralism and Hindu-Muslim cooperation and for a unified India. He was assassinated in 1948 by a Hindu fanatic.


Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964) was a key leader in the Indian independence movement and the Indian National Congress Party along with Mahatma Gandhi. He served as the first prime minister of India from independence in 1947 until his death in 1964. He was a strong supporter of democracy, freedom of religion and expression, and economic assistance to the poor, and is considered a key architect of the modern Indian state.


Muhammad Ali Jinnah (1876–1948) was an Indian Muslim leader who became the founder and first governor-general of Pakistan after Indian Independence, ruling until his early death from illness in 1948. A moderate Muslim who trained as a barrister in London, Jinnah later became concerned with how Muslims would be treated in a Hindu-dominated India and became a key figure in the creation of Pakistan in 1947.


Sonia Gandhi (1946– ) is an Italian-born Indian politician who has served as president of the Indian National Congress Party since 1998. A strong advocate for India’s poor and rural voters, she is the daughter-in-law of former Prime Minister Indira GandhiI and widow of former Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi.


Manmohan Singh (1932– ) is an Indian economist who served as the prime minister of India from 2004 to 2014 as part of the Congress Party, the first Sikh to hold the office. Prior to that, as finance minister from 1991 to 1996, Singh carried out important structural reforms that liberalized India’s economy.


Montek Singh Ahluwalia (1943– ) is an Indian economist and senior civil servant who was one of former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s most trusted advisers. He served as the top economic advisor to Singh from 2004 to 2014. Ahluwalia consistently pushed for inclusive growth and a more open economy, which some in the left-leaning Congress Party opposed.


Kapil Sibal (1948–) is a senior Indian Congress Party politician. He led multiple ministries in the Indian government under Prime Minister Singh, including Science and Technology, Human Resource Development, Communications and Information Technology, and Law and Justice; at times, he led several ministries simultaneously.


Narendra Modi (1950–) has served as the prime minister of India since May 2014. Modi, a leader of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), was the chief minister of Gujarat from 2001 to 2014, where he was known for his pro-business economic growth agenda.


Arun Jaitley (1952–) is a senior member of Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and one of Prime Minister Modi’s most trusted senior leaders. He has been finance minister of India since 2014, for a time serving simultaneously as defense minister. Jaitley held multiple cabinet level positions between 1999 and 2014 and was also leader of the opposition in the Rajya Sabha from 2009 to 2014.


Kisan Baburao “Anna” Hazare (1937–) is an Indian social activist who led movements to promote rural development and increase government transparency. Most recently he led mass protests around India to establish a national ombudsman (or “Jan Lokpal”) to investigate and punish corruption in public life.


Nandan Nilekani (1955–) is an Indian entrepreneur. He is a cofounder of Infosys, one of India’s preeminent IT companies, and in 2009 led the creation of India’s biometric identification program, Aadhaar, which was created to generate a national identity number for every Indian and to make government services and subsidies more transparent. Nearly 1 billion Indians have voluntarily signed up.


CHINA


Mao Zedong (1893–1976) was an early leader of the Chinese Communist Party whose forces won the civil war against the nationalist Kuomintang Party (KMT). He became the founding father of the People’s Republic of China and led the country from 1949 until his death in 1976. Mao is still revered by many Chinese for modernizing China and improving livelihoods. At the same time, his dramatically failed policies, such as the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution, and other missteps, are thought to have cost between 40 and 70 million lives.


Chiang Kai-Shek (1887–1975) led the centrist, nationalist Kuomintang Party (KMT) in the civil war against Mao’s Communist forces and later led China’s defense against the Japanese invasion in 1937. Despite help from the United States, a drained KMT lost the civil war in 1949, and Chiang and his allies fled to Taiwan island, where his KMT Party is still a serious political force today.


Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) was a key Communist Party revolutionary and economic reformer who was China’s paramount leader from 1978 through the early 1990s. He led the opening of China’s economy, dismantling China’s immense agricultural communes and creating “Special Economic Zones,” and became the father of China’s economic miracle. He also presided over a gradual political opening, which ended abruptly with the Tiananmen Square crackdown in 1989.


Hu Jintao (1942–) was China’s president from 2003 to 2013. He worked his way up through China’s bureaucracy as a technocrat, was known for his emphasis on consensus-based rule, and is associated with the “Communist Youth League” or “populist” faction in Chinese politics.


Xi Jinping (1953– ) has been general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party since 2012 and China’s president since 2013. Xi is associated with the “princeling faction” in Chinese politics and is known as a strong, assertive leader who has implemented a tough anticorruption crackdown, as well as economic and military reforms.


Li Keqiang (1955–) has been China’s premier since 2013. An economist by training, he heads the state bureaucracy, including the State Council. He is the only Hu Jintao protégé currently on China’s powerful Politburo Standing Committee.


Liu He (1952–) is President Xi Jinping’s closest economic advisor. He leads the general office of the Leading Group for Financial and Economic Affairs and is responsible for China’s most important economic reforms.


Wang Qishan (1948–) is another of President Xi’s closest advisors, a former banker, mayor of Beijing, and one of the key organizers of the Beijing Olympics. Since late 2012 he has been leading China’s anticorruption drive as head of China’s fearsome Central Commission for Discipline Inspection.


Bo Xilai (1949–) is the former Chongqing Party Secretary. He was a prominent, charismatic, ambitious politician, but his political career came to an abrupt end in a high-profile corruption scandal also involving his wife. He has been stripped of all Party offices and is now serving a life prison sentence.


Zhou Yongkang (1942–) is China’s former security chief and a member of the elite Politburo Standing Committee. He was one of the most high-profile targets of Xi Jinping’s anticorruption campaign. He was convicted in 2015 of bribery, abuse of power, and disclosure of state secrets. He is the highest-level Party official to be expelled since immediately after the Cultural Revolution, and he is serving a life sentence.





I. Indira Gandhi was the daughter of Prime Minister Nehru. She happened to marry a man named Gandhi, but is not related to Mahatma Gandhi.
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INTRODUCTION


China Flexes Its Military Muscle—Bloomberg


China Fears Sink Markets Again—Wall Street Journal


It’s Time to Get Tough on China—Washington Post


China, a Wounded Tiger, Could Lash Out—Los Angeles Times


THE HEADLINES leading up to Chinese President Xi Jinping’s visit to the United States in September 2015 were scathing. Washington threatened to impose sanctions for Chinese computer hacking. Some presidential candidates called for President Obama to cancel the state visit.


I was among the hundreds who stood politely to applaud Xi’s speech to the American business community in Seattle during that visit. It was an impressive affair. Entrepreneurs sipped wine and made polite conversation with Chinese officials. Xi is a statesman and looked it, in a crisp dark suit and tie. He struck all the right notes: assuring us that China will create a level playing field for U.S. companies, crack down on commercial cyber-theft, and cooperate with us on issues ranging from Iran to global financial stability. He encouraged the United States and China to “work together” on our future. Yet underneath the ceremony, there was an air of formality, and even discomfort. We had waited in line for more than an hour to go through a security screening. Most of the Chinese and Americans sat at separate tables, scarcely interacting with each other. Some American CEOs fretted about the negative news coverage they would receive for being seen hobnobbing with the Chinese president.


The atmosphere at a Silicon Valley dinner for Indian prime minister Narendra Modi a few days later was entirely different. The prime minister was an hour late. Indians, Americans, and Indian-Americans mingled happily in the banquet room and, in many cases, no one quite knew who belonged to which country. There was such loud, happy chatter that the organizers repeatedly had to ask us to sit down. Most of the Americans onstage, including the CEOs of Google, Microsoft, and Adobe Systems, were born in India. Prime Minister Modi, in a beige traditional Indian Nehru jacket, gave a less formal speech than Xi. He spoke in English, told jokes, shared stories of technology connecting Indian grandmothers to their grandchildren working in San Francisco, sketched his vision for a digitally empowered India, and called the India-U.S. relationship the “defining partnership of this century.” In contrast to that of President Xi, Modi’s visit received very little news coverage.


The dinners are a snapshot of the state of our relations with Asia’s rising giants. We respect China, our commercial ties bind us, but difficult geopolitics and a slew of bilateral disagreements lurk beneath the surface. As we listen politely to Xi Jinping, we don’t always trust his words. We are “working hard” to get along with the Chinese, but it is not easy. Some would describe us as “frenemies.” Relations with India are much more affable and comfortable. It is far behind China by most economic and development metrics, but has long-term strengths such as real rule of law and democracy. India doesn’t get much attention in our press. We assume that we share values and already have a strong “partnership” in most areas. Yet we tend to underestimate India’s size and future power.
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The axial shift of power from the United States and Europe to China and India is unrelenting. By 2030, just fourteen short years from now, Asia will surpass the combined power of North America and Europe in economic might, population size, and military spending. The United States will still be the most powerful international player, but China and India will increasingly dictate the terms of global governance. Along with the United States and Europe, they will become the new indispensable powers—whether they rise peacefully or not.


The lion’s share of public attention is focused on China. We are obsessed with the Asian goliath and fear that it will replace America’s preeminent power. This insecurity misses the larger picture. Due to their size and economic might, both India and China will have veto power over most international decisions, from climate change, to the openness of global trade, to nuclear policy, to human rights and business norms. India will be the most important country outside the West to shape the rise of China. We must stop our hand-wringing about China and seek instead to forge harmonious relationships with both giants, and thus bravely create the new world.


More attention has been paid to China’s ascent because its boom started earlier and many predict it will be the world’s largest economy by 2030 (if measured by purchasing power, it already is). Our news coverage of China is filled with breathless statistics: it already has more megacities than anywhere else on earth; it has promised pensions to more retirees than the total U.S. population; its cars and smokestacks gush almost twice as much CO2 into the atmosphere as the United States; it has more Internet users than the United States and Europe combined, and 2 million censors monitoring them. The list goes on. Sometimes we describe China as an unstoppable juggernaut, ready to dominate the world. A few days later the papers are filled with stories of its impending economic doom and potential political collapse. The truth, of course, lies somewhere in between. China’s economy, might, and influence are trending up, but they will not follow a straight-line trajectory.


Many still doubt the relevance of India as a global power. They should not. India will likely be the world’s most populous country before 2030, with at least 100 million more citizens than China. India will be adding more people than China to the world’s middle class, so our companies will strive to please both Indian and Chinese consumers. By 2030, India will lead the world in energy demand. It will be the world’s second-largest emitter of carbon, third-largest source of investment in the world, and third-largest economy after China and the United States. It is true that in many areas, especially economic development, India will lag behind the United States and China. Some question whether India’s economy will grow enough for it to become a great power, and discount its international role. This misses the point. India is so large that it will impact us whether or not it lifts millions more out of poverty. If it does not grow, international concerns like climate change will only become worse. We need India’s help to solve global problems and to shape China’s rise, so we want it to succeed.


The interaction between these two Asian giants will impact the United States. Disputes between China and India could force us to take sides, possibly even militarily, since our interests will more likely align with India’s. China and India increasingly compete for oil, coal, and other natural resources around the world, and their decades-old dispute over where their Himalayan border lies could turn ugly. India’s nuclear program is primarily a hedge against China’s larger military. As China extends its sphere of influence south and India east, the two are more likely to come into conflict, and may draw us into their disagreements.


Conversely, the two countries sometimes cooperate in ways we do not like—by setting up a New Development Bank with Brazil, Russia, and South Africa to compete with the World Bank, by refusing to join American-led free trade negotiations, or by India joining China’s new Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. For years China and India argued in concert that they had less responsibility than the West to lower carbon emissions because their economies were less developed, and thus demonstrated that they have absolute veto power on this critical issue. Fortunately, both have recently begun to cooperate with the West. As Chinese and Indian companies become some of the world’s largest investors, they will influence global business practices from bribery to environmental stewardship and labor standards.


I have been lucky to have a front-row view of this colossal shift in power, and a small role in shaping it. At the U.S. State Department from 2005 to 2007, I was part of our internal deliberations to create a new strategic partnership with India, and I watched as we struggled to encourage China to become a “responsible stakeholder” in the world system. In the faded splendor of India’s foreign ministry, I helped negotiate a civil nuclear accord with Indian officials, which fostered mutual trust that unlocked cooperation in other areas. In a glorious gilded French palace I observed the “new China”—in the form of then foreign minister Li Zhaoxing—flexing its diplomatic muscle by refusing to agree to additional sanctions on Iran. For the past six years, the consultancy I cofounded and manage with former cabinet-level government officials has helped American companies expand into emerging markets. While we focus on the whole world, the two countries that matter most to our clients are China and India. With my clients, on a daily basis I live through the trials of selling to tough Indian and Chinese negotiators or managing unruly subsidiaries in cities from Beijing to Bangalore.
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To sharpen our perspective on what’s at stake for the United States as this power shift progresses, and how critical India will be in shaping China’s rise, one can paint two dramatically different portraits of the world in 2030.


First, picture the worst case, a world divided by a twenty-first-century cold war:


China’s insatiable demand for resources has caused it to ally with resource-rich countries throughout the world, corrupting their governments, propping up dictators, and exploiting the local population. China’s economic power and lavish infrastructure spending has made its Asian neighbors heavily dependent on Chinese trade and investment and effectively “purchased” their acquiescence to China’s regional hegemony. Russia has become a junior partner in a China/Russia axis that confronts American policy at every turn. In part to divert attention from their slowing economies, together they work to undermine “western” principles and to dismantle the post–World War II international order established and maintained by the United States. The Mainland has coerced Taiwan into accepting its domination and future control. The South China Sea and its oil are now Chinese territory. China launches constant, low-level cyberattacks against the United States. India and China have had several military skirmishes in the Himalayas and over control of Tibetan rivers, which China wants to divert to water its increasingly parched northern territory.


In this scenario, India’s fear of China has brought it into a close military alignment with the United States, Japan, and Australia, and into closer cooperation with Europe. As these opposing coalitions form, an arms race increases military spending. That escalation diverts much-needed funds from social services, improvements in education, and vital infrastructure projects in the United States, China, and India. While China still trades with the West, it does not open its economy further and it increasingly uses its market clout to favor allies and punish adversaries, all weakening western influence. India, despite its alignment with the West, resists open trade. These new divisions bring the influence of institutions such as World Bank and the United Nations to an all-time low.


To prevent unrest over stagnating wages, the Chinese government becomes more authoritarian and represses dissent. India fails to reform its political system, is still plagued by a byzantine bureaucracy and corruption, and economic growth stalls. Its education system remains third-rate, and millions who might have risen out of poverty are still mired in it. India’s and China’s immense carbon emissions have led to irreversible climate change.I


Alternatively, imagine an optimistic, best-case scenario:


Goods, services, and people flow fairly openly between China, India, the United States, and Europe, making all of these regions more prosperous. India and China agree to share water resources from Tibet and settle their Himalayan border dispute. China accepts the status quo with Taiwan, leaving its ultimate status for future generations. While India, China, and the United States maintain some of the largest militaries in the world, increased cooperation among them, including sharing responsibility for securing the key sea-lanes in the South China Sea and Indian Ocean, allows them to restrain military spending.


As a result, each can devote more funds to shoring up pension systems and improving health care, especially pressing needs in rapidly aging China and in the United States. India invests to improve its education system, vital to equipping its fast-growing young population with job skills. Many millions are lifted out of poverty in both India and China. This new cooperation creates space to reform the UN, World Bank, and World Trade Organization (WTO) to make each more inclusive and effective.


The Chinese government introduces some public accountability and creates institutions that uphold the rule of law. Chinese citizens win cases against the government to fight land grabs, for example, and feel generally more empowered. In India, sweeping reforms clean up graft and make government processes more efficient, leading to strong growth. The United States, India, and China—the world’s largest “carbon sinners”—sign substantive agreements to combat global warming and together keep greenhouse gas levels below the tipping point.
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No one can predict with certainty which future will emerge. The outlier scenarios above demonstrate what could happen if we mismanage—or handle perfectly—these two critical diplomatic relationships. Straight-line predictions are invariably inaccurate, and many countries and factors outside America’s control will also shape the giants’ paths. As the largest power, however, the United States has a special obligation to seek the right trajectory by getting our relations with both Asian giants exactly right. This will require subtle, patient long-term diplomacy, not something democracies such as ours are particularly good at, especially during election season.


To do this, we must understand how both societies operate on more than a superficial level. This book addresses that. The first chapter describes the history that the Chinese and Indians tell themselves: the stories that frame how they see their place in the world and how they approach relations with the West. Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate how each country’s political and economic system developed, how it works today, and how this will likely affect the pace and character of change over the coming decades.


Chapters 4 through 9 look at the key internal challenges India and China face on their way to great power status, and how each is grappling with these issues: from income disparity and corruption to massive demographic upheavals, environmental degradation, and the treatment of women, and how each copes with internal dissent. We want both giants to succeed. If China does not manage these problems well, it could fabricate a foreign crisis to placate its public and shore up the Communist Party’s legitimacy. If India fails, it would not have the internal strength to help the West shape and moderate Chinese actions on the world stage. A weak India and China would have less bandwidth to tackle global problems such as climate change and terrorism. While we cannot solve their internal problems, the U.S. government, companies, and citizens can cooperate with India and China to help us all achieve the positive vision of 2030.


Chapters 10 through 12 look at the prominent role India and China are beginning to play on the broader world scene. We are seeing this already with the military buildup in both countries; massive Chinese infrastructure investment in Africa, Latin America, and other resource-rich areas of the world; Indian lobbying for a permanent UN Security Council seat; and both countries’ negotiation of regional trade agreements that sometimes exclude the West. The United States can help guide both countries’ foray into the world into constructive channels.
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Some argue that the international system cannot shift peacefully to accommodate new large powers. I disagree.


We have the power to shape this century. To do so we must help influence China’s and India’s emergence as great powers. Instead of worrying unduly about China and largely ignoring India, we need to get busy working with both on a world order that suits everyone. We have real differences with China in particular that will make its rise complex, and we do not want China or India to replace us as world leader.


This doesn’t require us to ignore our interests, or accept without complaint actions we find unacceptable. It does require us to believe that a prosperous, confident China and India are good for the United States. It requires us to tolerate some diplomatic missteps and accommodate their legitimate concerns, while stating clearly what lines cannot be crossed. It requires us to treat goodwill as a major diplomatic priority. We must coax each giant, through patient interaction and cooperation, to accept a responsible international role. To extend a world order based on American values, we must bring China and India along rather than alienating one or both.


The phrase “brave new world” has famously been used twice. William Shakespeare coined the expression when his heroine Miranda paints a rosy picture of the future in The Tempest, a play that reacted to the discovery of the new world. Aldous Huxley later used the words ironically to describe the dystopian world in his novel Brave New World, set in the year 2540. We have the power to choose which perspective we want to pursue and promote. In this context, the word brave is crucial. Our leadership must be confident. Our strategy must be subtle. Our diplomacy must be resolute. There is reason to hope that with thoughtful, steady policies by the United States, China, and India, this time the world can peacefully accommodate the ascent of two new great powers.





I. One can imagine several variants of this worst-case scenario: An actual short, hot war between the United States and China could ensue if China forcibly seeks to take the Diaoyu islands from Japan, a U.S. treaty ally. Or suppose that Chinese growth stalls, and President Xi Jinping is overthrown in an internal coup, led by Communist Party leaders unhappy with the vast scale of his anticorruption crackdown. This leads to chaos in China, stagnation in the Chinese economy, and, because many countries like Australia, Korea, the United States, and India are dependent on exports to China, a world economic recession.





PART I
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SETTING THE SCENE






1 | LONG MEMORIES


FIFTEEN THOUSAND performers crowded onto the vast floor of Beijing’s “Bird’s Nest” stadium in July 2008. Three thousand young “disciples of Confucius,” dressed in flowing black and white robes, danced with scrolls and recited ancient proverbs. With impressive pomp and precision, the four-hour Olympic opening ceremony took spectators on a journey across China’s early history: the invention of the compass, gunpowder, paper, and movable type, the traders of the Silk Road, and Zheng He’s fourteenth-century sea voyages, which explored the world as far as Africa. There the history abruptly stopped, and the ceremony jumped to modern or cultural topics.


Olympic opening ceremonies say a lot about how a country views itself, or how it wants to be seen. Beijing’s 2008 opening was a spectacle with no match. It celebrated China’s glorious early achievements. It skipped neatly over the centuries of its domination by western powers, its brutal civil war, and the painful paroxysms of the Mao era, and declared boldly that now the Middle Kingdom is back, in the center of world affairs, where it belongs.


The Chinese have not forgotten more painful aspects of their past, but they keep them mostly private. Over a glass of rice wine in a small group, even senior officials have told me of their own suffering during the terrifying purges of the Cultural Revolution, for example, and explained that this created their whole generation’s yearning for political stability above all else. They are unlikely to share this in public.


India’s yearly Republic Day ceremony reflects a nation more comfortable with both the splendid and more difficult episodes of its history. On Republic Day, thousands of military personnel parade by to raucous marching bands or ride orange-clad camels. Their traditional regalia recalls both the Hindu Rajputs and Indian colonial-era regiments, although many suffered under colonialism. Colorful, noisy floats depict the diversity of Indian culture and religion. In contrast to the joyous pomp, the prime minister opens the day by laying a wreath for those who lost their lives in India’s long struggle for independence. Many onlookers barely hold back tears. For most of India’s current leaders, the key memory was the trauma they experienced as children in 1947, when they witnessed the country’s independence, forced division, and the mass killings that followed. The day reflects both the victories and defeats of this great nation, and an optimistic view about its future.
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History is malleable. Every country—including the United States and European nations—reinterprets its history. Many of India’s and China’s actions on the world stage are framed by what they consider their shameful recent pasts, and their glorious distant history. Both were repressed by outside powers in the nineteenth century, and their nations were born amid chaos in the twentieth. They draw very different conclusions from these similar trajectories.


Many excellent volumes have been written on Chinese and Indian history. Here I will highlight only the history that Chinese and Indians tell themselves: the key events that frame how they see their place and approach relations with the world.


The great religions and philosophies founded in India and China influence their societies and politics to this day. In broad brushstrokes, Indian empires assimilated outside cultures and religions more than their Chinese counterparts, and some Chinese emperors strictly limited their subjects’ interactions with the world beyond the Great Wall. Some of this distrust of outsiders still exists in China today. The glories of China’s imperial dynasties loom large in China’s imagination, especially in contrast to its perceived humiliation at the hands of the Europeans and Japanese in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. China has some lingering resentment toward the West and is eager to recover its great power status. India, under oppressive British colonial rule for two hundred years, seems less compelled to prove that it can compete with the West.


Both countries struggled in the early twentieth century to create their current regimes—communism under Mao in China, and democracy on the model of Gandhi and Nehru in India. These struggles have left their mark. Gandhi and Nehru’s legacy is a pluralist, gentle one, and Gandhi especially is universally revered in India. By contrast, Chinese modernizers would like to forget Mao and the atrocities he committed, yet he retains symbolic power as the man who made China great again. As an Italian journalist once memorably put it, “At the center of China lies a corpse that nobody dares remove.” China is now “communist” in name only, so the Party is struggling to find a new unifying narrative and must dust off Confucianism and other homegrown philosophies in order to find a modern way to interpret Mao’s long reign.


For China, its history creates a combination of insecurity and bravado. We will see how this plays out later in China’s nationalism, its tough stance on the South China Sea, the Himalayan border dispute with India, and countless other diplomatic issues that should be easier to resolve than they are.


India is now more at peace with its past. After independence in 1947, it initially reacted to colonialism by closing its economy to what it perceived as western exploitation. It refused to align with any major power, and instead chose to speak for other downtrodden countries as the leader of the “nonaligned movement.” Some of its older diplomats retain a latent distrust of any large power, including the United States. This pendulum is slowly swinging back to the center with a more open economy and a closer partnership with the West.


To better understand India and China as they return to their historic place as great powers, and to persuade both to help bring about the positive scenario for 2030, we must appreciate the lenses through which each sees the world.
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Once over a twelve-course banquet, an erudite Chinese diplomat told me, “Confucius is making a comeback.” It seemed an odd phrase to me at the time, but he was right. After a century of trying to purge Confucius because his legacy was seen as backward-looking and hierarchical, the Chinese Communist Party now seems eager to resurrect him. He had a starring role in the Olympic opening ceremony. Confucius is China’s way to emphasize its native philosophy and avoid western ideologies that could undermine the Party.


The life of Confucius, the philosopher and teacher who lived in the sixth century BCE, is shrouded in mystery. Stripping away the myth from his real life is nearly impossible. His sayings have been interpreted and reinterpreted over time to suit the political winds. Confucianism emerged at a time of internal divisions and war in China, and its goal is social harmony and order. Confucius taught that the way to achieve this is through ritual and ethical behavior, and by putting the greater good of the group ahead of individual desires.


Most Chinese are still deeply influenced by Confucian ethics, for example by emphasizing the importance of family and education and feeling great responsibility to care for aging relatives. On the darker side, many argue that Confucius’s philosophy emphasizes the superiority of fathers, husbands, and rulers over children, wives, and citizens, who are relegated to subordinate status.


China’s leaders have recently made a concerted effort to reintroduce Confucianism outside the family and spiritual sphere, and into politics. After China’s revolution, Mao vilified Confucius as a symbol holding China back, so the Communist Party closed or destroyed many shrines to him. This abruptly changed about a decade ago. Many shrines have reopened, and the government added a stop in Confucius’s hometown, Qufu, to the high-speed trains that run from Shanghai to Beijing. President Xi and other party leaders make pilgrimages there. Chinese professors of Confucian studies—once not much in demand—are now giving frequent lectures to senior party officials, and many government workers liberally lace their speeches with Confucian quotes.


Why this sudden interest in an ancient philosopher? Confucian emphasis on stability and social harmony helps the modern Communist Party maintain order. Scholar Michael Schuman and others also argue that “having replaced Marxism with capitalism . . . the leaders of modern China have been left scrambling for an alternative governing ideology to legitimize their rule.” In the late 1980s, too many of China’s young people were drawn to western ideals of democracy and individualism, and this resulted in the Tiananmen Square uprising—the student protests and violent government crackdown on them in 1989. For the Party, western liberal ideals are dangerous, and Confucius is a native substitute for imported ideologies that could threaten their rule.
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As with Confucianism in China, most Indians are still deeply steeped in the culture of their religion, even if they are not themselves religious. Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam came at different times to the Indian subcontinent. Each left a potent imprint and affects the current world outlook of its followers. While India’s constitution emphasizes religious pluralism and tolerance, the election of Hindu nationalist Narendra Modi as prime minister has inflamed some tensions between Hindus and Muslims and provoked a national debate on the role of religion in Indian public life.


Many scholars consider Hinduism, which developed around 3,500 years ago, the world’s oldest religion. Hinduism has many gods, and unlike Islam and Christianity, it does not have a clear founding date, founder, or basic text like the Bible or Koran. It teaches its followers that their behavior in this life has implications for the next (karma), and that the only way to escape the cycle of rebirth is to let go of the ego and merge with the universal soul.


Hinduism is present in the daily lives of 900 million Indians today. Most have shrines to some gods in their homes and make small offerings to them daily. Prime Minister Modi has called Hinduism not a religion, but a “way of life.” He, along with millions of other Hindus, performs yoga and breathing exercises every day and speaks regularly to Hindu gurus for advice.


Hindus learn from childhood the stories of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata—epic poems written more than 2,000 years ago whose moral lessons remain relevant. In the late 1980s, a seventy-eight-part Indian television series on the Ramayana drew more than 100 million viewers and essentially brought India to a standstill for an hour each week: government meetings were rescheduled and buses stopped as dozens gathered around television sets to witness the gods and demons play out their destinies.


Compared to the rushed individualism and constant striving of the western world, Hindus can seem more relaxed about their place in the universe. The Hindu acceptance of what is—whether it’s one’s caste or adverse events fate throws one’s way—can sometimes seem bizarre to Americans. An American friend doing business in India was once told by an employee that he couldn’t finish a critical assignment for the CEO because “the universe just said no.”


·  ·  ·


The founders of independent India were committed to religious tolerance. India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, himself was fairly secular and India today is a country of tremendous religious diversity. But in recent decades, Hinduism has become an increasing part of India’s public identity especially since the successful election of the openly Hindu party—the Bharatiya Janata Party, or BJP, and its current leader, Prime Minister Narendra Modi.


From a young age, Modi volunteered with the Hindu nationalist group Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), as did many other BJP leaders. Defenders of the RSS argue that it is a sort of Boy Scout organization for teens and adults that teaches discipline, good values, unity among Hindus of all castes, and Indian patriotism. Yet many secular, liberal Indians distrust Modi’s government for being too close to the RSS. To its detractors it looks more like the “Hitler Jugend,” as one liberal journalist put it to me. Some RSS members take part in military drills and exercises, and its critics argue that the RSS wants an India that is more openly Hindu and militarized.


The RSS and Modi also played a role in a symbolic issue that has bedeviled Hindu-Muslim relations in India for decades: a conflict over a small house of worship in the town of Ayodhya—a mosque to some, a Hindu temple to others. Some sources say Hindu Lord Rama was born at this site where a mosque was built centuries later. In 1990, BJP leader L. K. Advani marched on Ayodhya with an army of 75,000 Hindu volunteers to tear down the mosque and erect a temple to Lord Rama. Twenty thousand Indian police met the marchers and, after days of fighting, stopped the onslaught. Two years later, however, other hard-line Hindu activists descended on Ayodhya and within a few hours tore down the mosque with hand axes, sticks, and their bare hands, setting off interreligious riots across India.


In 2002, Modi had just been elected chief minister of the state of Gujarat when Muslims on a train in his state murdered fifty-eight Hindu pilgrims returning from Ayodhya. When Modi declared a day of mourning for the slain pilgrims, Hindu fanatics used the opportunity to butcher four thousand Muslims in revenge, while police largely stood by. Several independent inquiries have cleared Modi of all wrongdoing in the riots. Yet the U.S. State Department denied Modi a visa to travel to the United States for a decade due to this incident, which means that most U.S. diplomats don’t know him well. After this massacre, Modi kept the RSS on a tight leash in Gujarat. Yet questions about his commitment to religious tolerance remain.


Since Modi became prime minister in 2014, India has had a heated internal debate about the role of Hinduism in public life that is not yet resolved. Hindu nationalist ministers sometimes make outrageous comments that inflame interreligious tensions, such as when a BJP chief minister suggested in late 2015—after a horrid killing of a Muslim man by a Hindu mob for eating beef—that Muslims are only welcome in India if they stop eating cows. Hindu nationalists in Modi’s cabinet also advocate for a more muscular and military-focused foreign policy, and a harder line toward China.


·  ·  ·


While Hinduism is a native religion, Islam came to India peacefully by way of Muslim traders along the Sindi coasts about a thousand years ago. In the sixteenth century, Islam came again, this time through Mughal invaders from the high plains of Kabul, in what is now Afghanistan. Their empire united most of north and central India for several hundred years. Although these Sunni Muslims believed in one god, Allah, and their faith had little in common with the polytheistic Hinduism, the Mughal conquerors mostly coexisted in harmony with other religions.


Indian Islam today is on the whole more moderate than that in the Persian Gulf states or Pakistan. Many of the Muslim traders who plied the Indian coasts were Sufis who integrated with other religions and adopted some of their cultural practices. Many Indian temples and mosques feature both Hindu and Muslim symbols. Pakistan, by contrast, defined itself as a Muslim state, got much aid from conservative Wahhabist groups in Saudi Arabia, and sends many migrants to the Sunni Gulf states. It has grown increasingly conservative since the 1980s. The Indian state, with its fear of Pakistani terrorism, closely watches its own madrassas. India’s more than 130 million Muslims are also spread throughout the country, so they are a sizable minority everywhere, and a majority almost nowhere. This encourages people to make coexistence work. India’s lively democracy, secular constitution, and welfare schemes to assist poor Muslims also contribute to most Indian Muslims feeling comfortable and proud to be Indian. Violence with Hindus is still infrequent, although it has risen slightly since the Hindu BJP-led government took office.


·  ·  ·


While most Indians are Hindus or Muslims, there are more than 20 million Christians, a similar number of Sikhs, and almost 10 million Buddhists. Chinese and Indian leaders today are fond of pointing out how Buddhism in particular unites them.


Buddhism was born from the teachings of Prince Gautama Buddha, who lived in northern India in the sixth century BCE. In the centuries after its founding, monks migrated over the Himalayas to spread its influence to Tibet, China, and eventually Japan and much of Southeast Asia.


During his first visit to India in 2014, Chinese president Xi Jinping emphasized these ties: “the relationship between China and India dates back over 2,000 years. Buddhism was born in ancient India, and thrived in ancient China.” What Xi diplomatically failed to mention is that this peaceful religion is the source of an insoluble current conflict between China and India. India has sheltered the Dalai Lama, leader of Tibetan Buddhism, and hundreds of thousands of his followers, since they were attacked and driven out by the Chinese state in 1959. While both India and China avoid griping at each other over this issue in public, it is clearly a thorn in their relationship.
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Over the centuries, kingdoms in both China and India grew and shrank. For several centuries a dynasty was able to unify large parts of each country, and then a period of war and disunity followed. Both countries have been invaded many times. Kublai Khan rode across the Mongolian plains to conquer and rule central China in the thirteenth century. Muslim invaders swooped down several times from what is now Afghanistan and Pakistan to conquer the relative lowlands of Delhi and central India starting in the tenth century. The Muslim Mughals ruled their great empire from Delhi, and left India and Pakistan some of their most enduring monuments, including the Taj Mahal and the Jama Masjid, Delhi’s central mosque.


The two societies reacted differently to invaders, and this helps explain their reactions to outside influences today. Indian culture generally absorbed invaders into a colorful mosaic of religions and cultures. The Muslim leader Akbar the Great, who reigned from 1556 to 1605, studied other religions and surrounded himself with a nobility composed of Indian Rajputs, Hindus, as well as Afghans, Persians, Uzbeks, and Turks, and integrated them into his rule.


The Ming dynasty in China took a different approach. It overthrew Kublai Khan’s heirs and united China by riding a wave of public antagonism to foreign rule. It built the Great Wall and controlled any contact its citizens had with the outside world, including by forbidding them to travel. China’s leaders were not all such isolationists. The earlier Tang and Song dynasties were more cosmopolitan. Yet in general Indian kingdoms were more accepting of outside influence. When Indians tell me the stories of their civilization, they tell a story of assimilation. As one senior Indian politician explained: “Historically, India has been a fundamentally ‘open’ society. It has received and absorbed major influences from outside, like Islam and Christianity, and radiated cultural influences, outward.” The Chinese tell a different story. It is of their former dominant place at the center of world history.


·  ·  ·


As historian Jonathan Spence explains, between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Ming Empire became “the largest and most sophisticated of all the unified realms on earth.” With a population of some 120 million it was far larger than all European countries combined.


Under the Ming, China projected its power to its neighbors and beyond. This period produced another hero who is often invoked by Chinese leaders today: the maritime explorer Zheng He. Chinese leaders have recently resurrected him as a symbol of the country’s historic influence around the world and of its peaceful, benign foreign policy.


Like Confucius, Zheng He played a starring role in the 2008 Beijing Olympics opening ceremony. Hundreds of sailors dressed in bright blue gracefully maneuvered oars twice their height in a procession celebrating his legacy.


Zheng He led several expeditions by the Chinese fleet to South Asia and, eventually, all the way to East Africa, decades before Columbus reached America. He carried treasures such as porcelain, silks, and musical instruments from China to the world. The Ming emperor wanted Zheng’s voyages to dramatize China’s role as the most powerful nation on earth, to encourage Southeast Asian nations to pay tribute to the Chinese, and others to establish trade and diplomatic relations.


Centuries later, in the 1930s, both Chinese nationalists and communists proclaimed Zheng a Chinese hero to stoke national pride after a century of humiliation by western powers. In the mid-1980s, Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping began to invoke Zheng to emphasize a slightly different point: he was the flag-bearer of an educated, advanced civilization, equal to the West. Deng also used Zheng as historical proof that diplomatic opening and economic liberalization, which Deng was pursuing at the time, was a wise decision.


The Chinese have continued to glorify Zheng He. In 2005 the government organized a vast exhibition about him in Beijing, which underplayed Zheng’s mission to force countries to pay tribute to China and instead emphasized his interest in trade and peaceful relations. In 2009 a television series about his life aired to great audience acclaim. As China’s trade with South Asia and Africa has grown, Chinese diplomats in Africa regularly cite his voyages as the start of friendly ties, and as a way to differentiate themselves from the West. China’s ambassador to South Africa remarked: “Instead of establishing colonies or engaging in slave trade like western colonists of the time, Zheng He traded goods with local people and introduced the Chinese culture.”


·  ·  ·


After the glories of Zheng He, the Ming dynasty turned inward, preoccupied with defending their land from renewed northern Mongol threats. After a succession of weak Ming emperors, the Qing dynasty took over in 1644. The Qing were also largely uninterested in the outside world, which caused problems when the West showed up at China’s door.


In 1793 a British envoy arrived at the Qing court, bearing gifts and a proposal to trade. China then accounted for about a third of the global economy. Europeans and Americans bought many Chinese goods, such as silks, porcelains, and tea, which led to a serious trade deficit and a constant flow of silver to China. The emperor swatted the barbarians, in the form of the British envoy, away. The Chinese do not have “the slightest need of your country’s manufactures,” he wrote to King George III. So the British returned a few decades later with gunboats to force trade open.


Thus began the “century of humiliation,” as China calls it. It casts a long shadow on China’s interpretation of its history, and on Chinese self-confidence on the world stage. Many of China’s diplomatic actions now stem from a desire never to repeat China’s nineteenth-century helplessness at the hands of foreigners. Domination by western powers also intertwined the fates of China and India, sometimes in tragic ways.


In spite of its dominant economic position, by the early nineteenth century, China faced growing internal pressures: there were too many people with not enough agricultural land and industry to absorb their labor, which led to unrest. The Portuguese, Dutch, Spanish, British, and French had arrived to trade and proselytize, but the Chinese largely rebuffed them.


The British began planting opium in large amounts in their Indian colonies as a cash crop, starting in the mid-nineteenth century. Eventually opium accounted for almost 20 percent of British revenues from India. The British sold opium primarily to China, where addiction to the drug skyrocketed. Worried about his citizens, the Chinese emperor wisely outlawed its use. To stop this policy, British warships arrived in 1830 and a decade later conquered the struggling Chinese navy in the first Opium Wars. Under a draconian “peace” treaty, China had to pay reparations to England, five cities were opened to the British for trade, and Hong Kong was ceded to the British. Similar “unequal treaties” with France, the United States, Russia, and Japan followed. Foreigners gradually encroached deeper and deeper into what was previously Chinese territory by forcibly opening new “treaty ports” and later conquering territories, such as Vietnam, Cambodia, Burma, Korea, and Manchuria, which had all previously been part of China or paid tribute to the emperor.


As the Qing dynasty weakened and its economy stalled, there were powerful internal rebellions against the emperor. The British and French preferred to deal with the Qing emperor, rather than the rebels, so they helped to suppress some of these uprisings. Tens of millions of Chinese were killed or displaced in these wars, which lasted twenty-five years. It was a dark period in Chinese history.


The Communist Party continues to emphasize China’s ability to overcome this exploitation by foreigners. A vast exhibition at Beijing’s National Museum, called China’s “Road to Revival,” follows the struggles against imperialist oppression. President Xi used the exhibition as a symbolic backdrop for his famous “Chinese Dream” speech in 2012. A 2003 fifty-part television series portrays the Chinese diplomat who signed the treaties as a tragic hero who was forced to capitulate to foreign aggression. Civil society groups have created “Internet memorials” online with patriotic materials about the unequal treaties. The Party encourages these nationalistic reactions. They reflect China’s desire to be beholden to no one and its desire for power and respect on the global stage.


The constant reminder about their past shame, and their duty to overcome it, makes Chinese diplomats prickly when discussing topics from democracy in Hong Kong, to who owns certain islands in the South China Sea, and especially China’s conflicts with Japan over the Diaoyu islands, which the Japanese call the Senkaku. After Japan’s victory over China in a war in 1894–95, Japan forced a number of concessions and established de facto control over the uninhabited rocks of the Diaoyu. China aggressively asserts that they are Chinese in part to rectify this past defeat. One midlevel Chinese military commander told me in 2012: “We are no longer weak. We will risk war with Japan and the United States, but we will get the Diaoyu back.”
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India also suffered at the hands of the West. It has a dark view of its colonial period, yet that has not resulted in the nationalistic and anti-foreign flavor this sometimes takes on in China. Most Indians I speak to are proud of their independent, unruly democracy and its rising status in the world, without the hard-bitten determination of the Chinese to redress past humiliations.


Amitav Ghosh, one of India’s most acclaimed novelists, describes the popular view: “Before the British came, India was one of the world’s great economies. For 200 years India dwindled and dwindled into almost nothing. Fifty years after they left we have finally begun to reclaim our place in the world.” Many in the Indian elite share Ghosh’s harsh view of British influence, even those whose offices are housed in the lovely red-stone government buildings in Delhi that the British Raj built.


As in China, internal weakness and fighting between Indian princes contributed to the rise of colonialism in India. Britain initially sought trade: it imported vast amounts of textiles from India, and paid for them in silver, thus draining its own treasury. This made it attractive to conquer the source of the products, rather than paying for them. By the eighteenth century, Britain’s East India Company (and in some cases its French counterpart) was adept at playing Indian rulers and merchants off against each other to gain greater control. In the 1750s, for example, the company built fortifications in Calcutta, in Bengal state, intended to keep out the French East India Company. The young, inexperienced Bengali ruler told the British to stop. He also taxed his merchants more to build up his own army. The British allied with the disaffected merchants, who then convinced part of the Bengali army to defect, thus handing the British a major victory. Although many Indian states fought valiantly and successfully against the British, the British East India Company used variations of this divide-and-conquer tactic to great effect across India, ultimately capturing Delhi in 1803.


Initially the East India Company created its own bureaucracy to govern India, while taking a large portion of Indian tax revenue to pay for the textiles it was exporting to Europe. Rebellions against British rule were frequent. In 1857 a massive mutiny of Indian soldiers nearly succeeded in ousting the company. The British government had to intervene and crushed the revolt at great expense in men and treasure. After this debacle, the British Crown pushed the East India Company aside and ruled India directly until its independence in 1947.


The British kept the trappings of the Mughal and other Indian emperors, even though they were rulers in name only. On the positive side, they transformed the somewhat flexible legal code into written law and introduced railways, telegraphs, and the postal system. More harmful was the favoritism the Brits showed some castes and religions over others to rule a large continent. They emphasized religious differences and caste hierarchies in ways that are still felt today. Britain also deforested much of India’s jungle to start coffee and tea plantations. Many leading Indian economists maintain that this colonial system—which increasingly exported India’s raw resources and reimported manufactured goods from Britain—led to India’s failure to industrialize.


While India suffered from colonialism as much as China, it hasn’t felt the need to “prove itself” on the international stage to overcome this legacy. India has had the opposite reaction. It defines itself as a peace-loving nation, in contrast to aggressive colonialist powers. When visiting the United States in 1949, independent India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, made this point beautifully. His country, he said,


is not fettered by the past, by old enmities. . . . Even against her former rulers there is no bitterness left. . . . The main objectives of [her] policy are: the pursuit of peace, not through alignment with any major power [] but through an independent approach . . . the liberation of subject peoples [] and the elimination of want, disease and ignorance. . . . It is clear that all remaining vestiges of imperialism and colonialism will have to disappear.


India sees itself as a soft power advocate for a more just future. China sees itself as a country resuming its rightful place as the most powerful and influential of nations.


Modern Chinese and Indian leaders refer to their ability to overcome western oppression as a point they have in common, although India is friendly to the United States, while China remains somewhat skeptical. It is telling that Chinese leaders are more likely to make this point. “Historically,” said Mao Zedong, when he met Prime Minister Nehru for the first time in 1954, “we Eastern countries have been humiliated by Western countries. . . . Although we have many differences of thought and social system,” he continued, “we have one big point in common: that is, we all want to oppose imperialism.” At the first meeting between Xi and Modi sixty years later, Xi struck a more optimistic note on the same theme: “I have been especially interested in India’s colonial history. . . . Chinese and Indian people have . . . supported each other’s efforts for [] liberation. . . . India cheered for China during our anti-opium war, and China encouraged India’s independence movement.”


In the same week that Xi gave this friendly speech about Indian-Chinese unity, Chinese troops crossed the disputed Himalayan border into India, reportedly even trying to build a road there. Chinese incursions like this are becoming more common. Indians are thus increasingly skeptical about China’s proclamations of friendship and anti-western unity. Speeches notwithstanding, China’s belligerent attitude is driving India closer to the United States.
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Nearly two hundred of China’s best actors, including Chow Yun Fat and Jackie Chan, paraded across the screen in period costumes. In 2009 and 2011, China’s propagandists made two epic films—The Founding of a Republic and The Beginning of the Great Revival—to commemorate the founding of the People’s Republic of China. The films begin with the 1911 revolution that toppled the Qing dynasty and continue through the civil war and the glorious rise to power of the Chinese Communist Party. The films portray a soft-filter, idealistic version of twentieth-century Chinese history. Mao Zedong, Communist China’s founding father, is a good-looking, idealistic young revolutionary, and a romantic frolicking in the snow with his beloved wife. They feel like Chinese versions of Dr. Zhivago meets Pearl Harbor.


Government offices and schools bought tickets in bulk and organized viewing trips in the middle of the workday. At the grand conclusion of the second film, with text superimposed on a Tiananmen Square flooded with computer-generated fans of communism, the Party spells out the theme: “Under the leadership of the Communist Party, China has been on a glorious path of ethnic independence, liberation, national wealth, and strength.” Audience reaction was mixed. Some students who saw the films cried at the scenes of student and worker protests. Others reacted cynically, commenting on social media that many theaters were empty, or the audiences looked bored.


·  ·  ·


China has had a turbulent last century. Many of its current leaders were directly involved in the Communist Party’s march to power, or are the direct descendants of those who were. The glorious rise of the Communist Party is an ever-present theme in the Party’s dialogue, and the Party uses films such as the ones above to try to instill patriotism in the younger generation.


After the Qing dynasty fell in 1911, the early decades of the twentieth century in China were marked by near-constant civil war between the centrist, nationalist Kuomintang Party (KMT), led by Chiang Kai-shek, and the Chinese Communist Party, led by Mao Zedong. During the civil war that began in the 1920s and continued for two decades, the KMT and communists allied briefly but then formed two bitterly warring factions.


By late 1934, Chiang Kai-shek had Mao and his communists cornered. To avoid annihilation, the communists evacuated their tiny stronghold in Jiangxi province and fled six thousand miles, marching for more than a year over icy mountains, with limited food, and at times slept standing up. About 90 percent perished in the snow. Only about eight thousand communists survived the “Long March”—the crucible of China’s Communist Party. Chinese leaders Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping were Long Marchers. Many in today’s Chinese elite—including President Xi Jinping and the recently disgraced Bo Xilai—are direct descendants of Mao’s closest associates who supported him and survived this darkest hour.


The Long March looms large in the Chinese view of itself, especially for the older generation. President Xi has visited key sites along the route and alludes frequently to the Party’s early “glory days.” Ordinary Chinese react differently depending on their generation. When an American journalist motorbiked the entire route recently, older Chinese—reflecting the nationalist propaganda of their upbringing—lauded his patriotic spirit. Young people, preoccupied with forging their own future, seemed baffled by his desire to investigate the Long March. One asked him, “Don’t you have better things to do with your time?”


·  ·  ·


In July 1937, the Japanese invaded China, and committed mass atrocities, including the rape, burning, and killing of tens of thousands in Nanjing. Japanese soldiers killed a staggering 14 million Chinese during the war, while fewer than 500,000 Japanese soldiers died in China. The conflict became part of World War II when the United States declared war on Japan in 1941 and actively began to help the Chinese Kuomintang against Japan.


When the war ended in 1945, the Kuomintang fighters were exhausted, and their government weakened by corruption and infighting. Meanwhile the communists had developed bases behind Japanese lines and strengthened their popular support in the countryside. The civil war resumed. On October 1, 1949, despite help from the United States, a drained Chiang Kai-shek and his remaining Kuomintang loyalists fled to Taiwan Island, and Mao Zedong raised the red flag of the People’s Republic of China.


Like American stories about the revolution and Declaration of Independence, these epic battles loom large in the story line of the Chinese Communist Party today. In 1991, in an effort to inspire patriotism after the Tiananmen Square massacre, the propagandists went into overdrive. They produced another epic film depicting the civil war as a triumph of the heroic Communist Party against terrible KMT foes. More than one hundred thousand Chinese army soldiers served as extras, and the film portrayed many of China’s present leaders, not surprisingly, as dashing, courageous young men.


For decades Chinese history books have taught a biased version of these events. They describe the hardships of the Long March and the courage of the communist rebels in detail. Many books ignore the massive war effort by the United States or the Kuomintang’s valiant fight against Japan. One widely used textbook says, misleadingly, that China won Word War II because “the Chinese Communist Party became the core power that united the nation.” Most Chinese students finish high school convinced that the Communist Party defeated internal and external foes single-handedly, and that China has only ever fought in self-defense. Public figures reiterate this view. In September 2015, on the seventieth anniversary of the end of World War II, President Xi staged a twelve-thousand-troop parade through the streets of Beijing and in a speech recalled the Chinese Communist Party’s defeat of the Japanese aggressors.


·  ·  ·


Less prominent on Chinese movie screens and school books is the history of China under Mao’s leadership from 1949 to 1976. Initially the communists implemented fairly moderate social and economic policies, such as laws to make women more equal, and land reform that gave peasants more rights.


By the early 1950s, however, the Party was emulating the Soviet Union. It nationalized industry and forced peasants to merge their small farms into cooperatives. When the first Five Year Plan to accelerate growth fell short, in 1958 Mao launched an attempt to greatly increase output of farming and industry, called the “Great Leap Forward.” It was a disaster. Farm output declined drastically, and an estimated 20 million people in China died in a three-year, catastrophic famine.


As a result of these tragedies, more judicious leaders tried to move Mao aside and implement more realistic economic planning. But Mao Zedong was not easily sidelined. To stage a political comeback, in 1965 he launched a campaign to overcome “capitalist” trends in China. Together with his fearsome allies, known as the Gang of Four, he recruited students to criticize older party members for not being sufficiently communist. He forced intellectuals and educated youths into manual labor in the countryside. The orgy of political violence that followed—known as the Cultural Revolution—killed between 750,000 and 1.5 million people. It did not subside until the early 1970s. In 1976 Mao died, and after a brief power struggle, economic reformer Deng Xiaoping came to power. He would become the father of China’s economic miracle.


Burned into the early memories of many of China’s current leaders, these traumatic events have largely disappeared from China’s official history. High school history textbooks cover the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution in a few brief and vague sentences. Some students say their teachers explain that these were “mistakes” by Mao, but not serious ones. Information about these events is not hidden—Chinese can access plenty of information online if they are interested—but it is not emphasized. The books also barely mention the Chinese army crackdown on peaceful prodemocracy demonstrators in Tiananmen Square in 1989, and, as we will see later, the government has done much to wipe clean any references to this incident.


Mao remains a strange figure in China—at once a god and a discredited despot. Many well-educated Chinese see him as a deeply flawed figure who nevertheless achieved some great things. Yet he retains a loyal fan club. Lower- and middle-class Chinese in particular revere him. At the extreme are leftist/Maoists who operate scores of websites to celebrate his legacy, with names like “MaoZedongFlag” and “RedChina.” For many citizens, Mao is a symbol of days when society was more equal, and people had free, basic social services and were protected from cruel market forces.


·  ·  ·


Inching through the endless line at Mao’s grandiose, columned mausoleum in the center of Tiananmen Square, I was surrounded by Mao fans. Hundreds of thousands of Chinese and foreigners a year visit Mao’s corpse to pay their respects. A young woman supporting her grandmother’s arm explained that it was the older lady’s dying wish to see the great leader, because, as the dutiful granddaughter translated, “He is the father of China. We owe him everything.” After an hour, I caught a brief glimpse of the Chairman’s embalmed corpse, neat, ashen-faced, and frowning, as it rested uncomfortably under a draped Chinese flag. My elderly neighbor bowed her head in reverence and cried as one might in a church. Her granddaughter seemed less impressed. She quickly took a picture and then continued to WeChat with her friends on her phone.


While many Chinese modernizers would like to forget Mao and his atrocities and move on, his symbolic power remains. With the original Communist Party philosophy that he stood for dead, Mao’s symbolism as a man who navigated China back toward the center of world affairs is all that remains.
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The central character in India’s stormy recent history is easier to revere: the great Mahatma Gandhi. The last home of Gandhiji (as Indians call him out of respect) in Delhi is not grandiose. There are no lines, just a scattering of mostly silent visitors. I was blissfully alone inside the cool walls of the great Mahatma’s bedroom on a sweltering Tuesday. A white mattress on the floor, a small desk, and his spinning wheel were the only furnishings. Here he met with world leaders and tried in vain to stop the millions of mass murders that his fellow Indians were committing against each other. In this quiet garden, a Hindu fanatic assassinated him for pushing for the peaceful coexistence of all religions. I bowed my head in respect.


The stories of India’s great independence leaders, Gandhi, Nehru, and Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the Indian Muslim leader who became the father of Pakistan, are emblematic of India’s painful birth as a country. They were moderates. All three were born to middle-class or wealthy families, were very bright, and trained as lawyers in Britain. All three—and their Indian National Congress Party—initially had moderate aims. They merely wanted to reform the British colonial system and make it fair for ordinary Indians.


Calls for independence from Britain, and Jinnah’s push to establish Pakistan as a separate country for Indian Muslims, came only after the British repeatedly rebuffed ideas for legitimate political reforms and crushed all dissent. After many Indians fought on behalf of Britain in World War I, Britain failed to give these soldiers enough food and medicine, creating yet more legitimate anger.


Born in 1869, Gandhi was the eldest of the three and the most able to appeal to ordinary Indians. He practiced law for years in South Africa, where the racist apartheid regime led him to develop a strategy of nonviolent protest and boycotts. When he came back to India in 1915, he remained on the periphery of Indian politics for several years but gradually became the face of independence.


In 1919, a British general, who had banned public gatherings, opened fire on and killed four hundred unarmed Indian families, who had merely come to celebrate a fair, in what became known as the Jallianwala Bagh massacre. This and other injustices fueled the independence movement. Gandhi was also adept at mobilizing the public. In 1930 he led a satyagraha (his method of nonviolent civil disobedience) to protest a British tax on salt. Gandhi and his supporters marched 240 miles to the sea and picked up their own salt, to symbolize that salt was free and should not be taxed. Millions read the news reports of the British arresting Gandhi for the peaceful march. Nehru and other independence leaders were also in and out of jail for their political activities during these decades.


The Muslim League also formed during this time. Although Jinnah had been an early Congress Party member, he became convinced the Congress Party of mostly Hindus did not represent the interests of India’s Muslim minority. Jinnah gradually concluded that India’s Muslims should have independent states in the parts of India where they were the majority population. Gandhi strongly protested, insisting that India’s Hindus and Muslims were united by common history and ancestry.


Finally, exhausted from World War II, the British agreed in 1946 to grant India independence as quickly as possible. Despite last-ditch attempts by Gandhi to preserve a unified India (he even offered the presidency to Jinnah, which naturally made Nehru livid), the country was now in virtual civil war, with killings between Muslims and Hindus increasingly common. In April 1947, Nehru reluctantly agreed to an independent Pakistan. Sir Cyril Radcliffe, a well-meaning British bureaucrat who had never been to India, was tasked to make decisions about the two country’s borders, using only some outdated maps.


Ten million (!) Hindu and Muslim refugees rushed across the new borders to avoid being caught on the wrong side after partition. No British troops were asked to guard the borders or the refugee trains traveling across them. More than a million people died. A Punjabi journalist described the gruesome scenes he witnessed:


[A]n empty refugee special steam[ed] into Ferozepur Station. . . . The driver was incoherent with terror, the guard was lying dead. . . . all but two [carriages] were bespattered with blood inside and out; three dead bodies lay in pools of blood. . . . An armed Muslim mob had [] done this neat job of butchery in broad daylight.


There is another sight. . . . A five-mile-long caravan of [twenty thousand] Muslim refugees crawling at a snail’s pace into Pakistan. . . . Bullock-carts piled high with pitiful chattels, cattle being driven alongside. Women with babies in their arms . . . all leaving because bands of Hindus and Sikhs . . . had hacked hundreds of Muslims to death and made life impossible for the rest.


At midnight on August 14, 1947, amid terror and bloodshed, independent India and Pakistan were born.


·  ·  ·


Many films and books describe the fight for independence and horrors of partition, which is the defining trauma in the lives of many of India’s current leaders. Many of India’s and Pakistan’s leaders were born on the “other side” of the border and had to flee as children, or heard gruesome stories from their parents. Former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and opposition leader L. K. Advani were born in what is now Pakistan. Pakistani dictators Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq and Pervez Musharraf were born in what is now India. The father of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, one of Pakistan’s most revered leaders, was born into a Hindu Rajput family that later adopted Islam.


My old friend and Indian diplomat Raminder Jassal, a Sikh, had to flee from rural Punjab, now in Pakistan, as a small child. He described visiting a bazaar in his former native town decades after partition. This is still an unusual trip for an Indian diplomat because of the countries’ fraught relations. When Raminder told the Pakistani Muslim merchants in their humble shops that his family had fled from their town, they pressed their best wares into his hands and refused to be paid. Many ordinary Pakistanis and Indians, like these shopkeepers, would like to put the painful history of the two countries behind them.


Yet the tragedy of partition bedevils India’s relations with Pakistan to this day. Gandhi was assassinated in January 1948 because of his perceived sympathies toward India’s Muslims. India and Pakistan fought wars over the disputed territory in Kashmir state in 1947, 1965, and 1999. The Kashmir conflict still serves as a justification for Pakistan’s support of anti-Indian terrorist groups, as well as for both countries’ development of nuclear weapons.


China has been adept at using Pakistan as a strategic hedge against India. In 1950 Pakistan was one of the first countries to recognize Communist China. The partnership gathered momentum after 1962 when China and India fought a brief war over their disputed Himalayan border. After the war, China and Pakistan concluded a trade agreement, settled their territorial disputes, and started building the Karakoram Highway to connect the two countries. Later China also gave military aid and provided key information on nuclear weapons to Pakistani scientists to help them build a bomb. The economic and military ties between China and Pakistan are stronger than ever today, and serve as a way for Pakistan to protect against more powerful India.


In addition to creating a permanent rivalry with Pakistan, the shock of independence fundamentally shaped India’s economics and diplomacy. Nehru and his heirs crafted economic policies often in direct opposition to those imposed by the British, including trade barriers to protect its nascent industries, and the elaborate bureaucracy of the “license raj” to keep tight control of its domestic businesses. India is still relatively closed to trade with other nations. This inadvertently shackled the Indian economy for decades, until Finance Minister Manmohan Singh reversed many of them in the 1990s.


After independence, India identified itself as the protector of oppressed and colonized peoples everywhere. Nehru adamantly opposed all alliances with large powers, so India avoided taking sides between the United States and Soviet Union. Instead it became the self-declared leader of the “nonaligned movement.” To this day, some of India’s diplomats, especially the older ones, are steeped in this tradition. They generally vote against the United States and European nations at the UN and retain a latent distrust of Washington. This is only slowly changing. The younger generation is friendlier to the West due to our many cultural ties and a shared, growing distrust of China.
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