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Earth is the cradle of humanity, but one 
cannot live in the cradle forever. 
- Konstantin Tsiolkovsky 
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US, China are recalibrating ties. 
Five ways India must respond 

A
S THE world remains fixated the domains in which it:~. The result is a ,, 
on the Iran war, significant relationship less confrontational in tone but· 
changes in the US-China ri- nolesscompetltlveinsubstance-itsequi-
valry, and their implications librium increasingly favours Beijing. 
for India, are less in the lime- The Iran war has exposed an uncom-

light Donald Trump's presence as a disrup- fortable truth: The US is not merely recali-
tive force andXiJinping's reputation as an brating, it is becoming less predictable, 
exceptionally consequential leader ob- more militarised, and increasingly erratic 
scure a deeper truth: The global, order is in its diplomacy. Cbina's response - cal .. 
being reshaped not only by the decisions ling for a ceasefire, avoiding entangle-
of individual leaders but by structural ment, and invoking intematio11allaw -
forces that will outlast them. Trump is a , stands in sharp contrast. The result is ·a 
symptom, product and catalyst of broader subtle but iqiportaµt s11fft tn; per:ceptiol): 
shifts in American political and strategic China appears responsiQle and.restrained; 
thinking. The challenge posed by China is the US ap~ars impulsive. , 
rooted in long-term ambitions, accumu- China was we}l-pr~pared for the energy 
lated capabilities, and national narratives shocktriggered by.the war. Ithas diversifi~ 
that will persist beyond Xi's tenure. crude and~ irnpo~. builtthe world's Jar-

For India, this means the strategic cha!- geststrategic~troleum reserve, pursued the 
lenges it faces are not passing clouds that will fastest electrifi~tion p~qgranupe globally, . 
dissipate with leadership changes in Wash- and dominates solar, wind, Ev, battery, and 
ington or Beijing. green-tech supply: chains. • _ 

Formuchofthepastdecade, Washington The conflict has accelerated the global 

AsHOKK 
l<ANTHA 

_ . , ! . ,5 interest in improved rela- slicing along the LAC, and proa~tivel~ ex: 
1 • ~~tl;latll:1~ d ri fro turbulencein plore a more balanced econonuc engage 

tions~thti~ e vdinesgthatm reduces Beij- mentwith China. Given thewideningcap~-
India·US es i-- area ust be asymmetnc 

• • • tlve to offer meaningful conces· bility gap, deterrence m 
l s iilJriJ:a•s salience has declined in both and include quid :pro-quo _options. Sus· 

• a strategic vulnerability. tained investment m border infrastructure, 
~Pto~=J:thispicture, the global AI cyb~r r~ilience, ~d jointness o~the three 
iapdscape is moving toward bipolarity. For - services JS not opttonal bu~ essential . 

' • valid stra(egic and security reasons, India· Three, ~dia to build econonuc and 
· • . t align with the China stack, but ex- technological resilience through dual de-
' :ie··reuanceon us foundational models risking, vis-a-vis bo~ China ~d ~e "l!~· 

also carries-risks. • Reducing dependepcres on China m cnti-
: , ~he JJ~-Pa:1dsra,n.thaw aqds a further cal !nputs is a str~tegic imperative, is 
complicatiori. Trump is susceptible to ag- av01dmg ~e creanon of ~ew depen~encres 

• grandisement by Pakistan. The cl1ange is on the US m domains like AL India must 
• : limited and tactical, but it gives.Paki&tan • invest in its own sovereigµ AI stack and 

renewed lev.erage. The China-Pakistan green energy ecosystem. 
' nexus remains unaffected. • Four,Indiamustnotsuccumbtotheillu-

• India'sresponsetothiscomplexenviron- . sion of "middle-power coalitions". Middle 
inentmustbesteady,resllient,andanchored powers hedge, balance, and bandwagon; 
in l<;mg-teim. eapabilitybuilding. they do not set the rules. India is not a great 

The first imperative is to recalibrate ex- poweryet, but it shouldn't identify itself as a 
pectations from external balancing. India middle power either. .. 

• 

• 

• 

frameditsrelationshipwithBeijingasgreat- transition from petrostates to electrostates. 
power competition, placingthelndo-Pacific China, with its dominance of the renewable 
as the pivotal theatre. In the second Trump energy space, is well placed to benefit as the 
administration, China is being seen pri- Iran war makes fossil fuels riskier. The US, 
marily as an economic competitor rather doubling down on fossil-fuel geopolitics, 
than a systemic rival. The Western Hemi- findsitsstructuralleverageincreasinglyout-
sphere has been elevated above Asia as the dated in comparison. 

must deepen selective cooperation with Flfth., India urgentlyneeds areimagined 
the US on defence modernisation, marl- Neighbourhood First Policy and reinvigor-
time domain awareness, and critical tech- ation of the Act East Policy. The world to In-
nologies, while moderating expectations in • dia's west is rightly getting more attention, 
conflict situations. but that must not be at the expense of stra-

Two, IndiashouldengageChinainmore tegic prioritisation of its neighbourhood or , 
substantive strategic <;onversatio,ns with geography to its east 

centrepieceofUS strategy, ideological rivalry These shifts converge to squeeze India's 
has been downplayed. and transactional bar- strategic space in ways that must be 
gains with Beijing have been fotegrounded. honestly reckoned with. • 

guarded realism. Thetwo-trackapproach- India has to assess trends, anticipate 
addressing border-related issues and prepare for crises ( as China did for 

Was~gton and Beijing now share an The utility of external balancing 
interestinmaintainingadegreeofstabllity of China through the US has dim-
in their relationship-though for different ilushed. Washingtonremainscom-
reasons_. The US ~ks to manage competi- mitted to preventing Chinese he-
tion while attendmgto domestic economic gemonyinAsia, but it is a distracted 
and political priorities amid a profound great power, less willing to accom-
strategic recalibration involving alliances, modateindiaasastrategiccounter-
trade, ind~trlal pollcy, andglobalcommit- poise to China. A more transac-
ments. China seeks stability to deal with tional US-China relationship raises 
economic headwinds, complete its techno- the possibility of deals struck over 
logical self-reliance drive, and buy time in • India's head. Chinese analysts 

Reducing dependencies on 
Crunain critical inputs is a 
strategic imperative, as is 
avoiding the creation of 

new dependencies on the 
US in domains like AI. 
Indiamustinvestinits 

own sovereign AI stack and 
green energy ecosystem 

• t)nnly while pursuing calibrated Trump's tariffs of last year and the energy 
improvement in the broader rela- crisis now) and avoid strategic crutches. 
tionship-mustcontinuewithout This involves engaging when possible, de-
morphing into a search for con- terring when necessary, and building in· 
ttjved progress. China's proposal digenous military, economic, technologi-
for an "early harvest" in boundazy cal, cUld algorithmic capabilities. 
negotiations, limited to Sikkim, 
must be resisted. India must be 
firm on tj\e principle that peace 
along the line of actual control 
(LAC) is a prerequisite for broader 
nonnalisation, deny China salami-
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