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Can the elephant

It has been a love-hate relationship all
along. From the days of ‘Hindi Chini bhai
bhai’ to skirmishes at Doklam, India and
China the two giants of the Asian subcon-
tinent have had a strained relations.
Ironically as the two countries may be at
loggerheads in their bilateral relations
their trade relations have flourished all
along.India and China, two of the world’s
oldest civilisations and most populous
nations, mark 75 years of diplomatic ties
in 2025. The journey has been fraught
with both cooperation and conflict —
ranging from the 1962 war and border
disputes to robust economic engagement
and shared global interests. Despite ten-
sions, the two Asian giants have consis-
tently found ways to engage, recognising
that their bilateral relationship holds
immense geopolitical and economic sig-
nificance.As Chinese President Xi Jinping
articulated in his message to Indian
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President Droupadi Murmu, the relation-
ship should evolve into a “Dragon-
Elephant tango.” This metaphor under-
scores the potential for harmony despite
fundamental differences in political and
economic models. Their ability to find
synergy will be crucial in the wake of a
rapidly evolving global landscape — one
increasingly shaped by protectionist ten-
dencies from the United States under
Donald Trump’s administration.Donald
Trump’s return to the White House has
heightened tariffs, and a reconfiguration
of global alliances. Both India and China
have faced the brunt of Trump’s aggres-
sive economic policies before —China
through the US-China trade war and India
through tariff hikes and restrictions on
visa programs.Trump’s presidency is forc-
ing both nations to rethink their economic
strategies. While, India has strategically
aligned itself with the US on issues like

20 SATURSDAY DECEMBER 2025

the Indo-Pacific and Defence cooperation,
it also values its autonomy in global
affairs.Similarly, China sees India as a
critical regional player whose participa-
tion in initiatives like BRICS and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
(SCO) bolsters Beijing’s vision of a mul-
tipolar world. In this context, India and
China have the potential to deepen their
engagement in areas where their interests
converge, rather than allowing past dis-
putes to dictate the future of their rela-
tionship.With Washington adopting more
stringent trade policies, India and China
can enhance bilateral trade by reducing
dependence on Western markets. India’s
burgeoning digital economy, manufactur-
ing sector and push for self-reliance
(Atmanirbhar Bharat) could align with
China’s expertise in technology, infra-
structure and supply chain
management.Strategic agreements in sec-
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and dragon tango7

tors like renewable energy, pharmaceuti-
cals and artificial intelligence could be
mutually beneficial. The 2020 Galwan
Valley clash remains a sore point, but
recent efforts at de-escalation highlight a
growing realisation that prolonged border
tensions serve neither country.If both
nations can establish more structured dia-
logues and confidence-building measures,
it would prevent military conflicts from
derailing broader diplomatic progress.
India and China share a common interest
in reforming global institutions like the
United Nations, IMF and WTO to reflect
the realities of the 21st century. As two
major voices from the Global South, they
can jointly push for a rebalanced global
order that is less dominated by Western
hegemony. The next phase of India-China
ties will require a pragmatic approach that
prioritises long-term gains over short-
term rivalries.

Slliquri corridor: |

The Siliguri corridor is not just a pas-
sage but a strategic artery vital to
India’s national integrity. As power
dynamics evolve in the region, India
must remain vigilant, continuously
adapting its policies to secure this frag-
ile yet indispensable lifeline A nation’s
lifeline can sometimes be as slender as
a thread, for India, the Siliguri corridor
iIs that vital strand connecting the heart
to its northeastern limbs. The Siliguri
corridor, often dubbed the “Chicken’s
Neck,” is a narrow stretch of land in
West Bengal that serves as the sole ter-
restrial link between India’s northeast-
ern States and the rest of the country.
Flanked by Nepal to the west, Bhutan
to the north, and Bangladesh to the
south, this corridor’s strategic impor-
tance cannot be overstated.The corri-
dor is only about 22 kilometres wide at
its narrowest point and approximately
200 kilometres long, making it one of
the most sensitive chokepoints in the
world. Its vulnerability has become a
focal point in the complex geopolitical
dynamics of South Asia, especially in
light of recent developments involving
Bangladesh and China. Bangladesh’s
deepening ties with China have raised
eyebrows in New Delhi.The burgeon-
ing relationship between Dhaka and
Beijing encompasses extensive infra-
structure projects, military cooperation
and significant investments under
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
This growing camaraderie has led to
concerns about China’s expanding
influence in India’s immediate neigh-
bourhood and the potential implica-
tions for the security of the Siliguri
corridor.Adding to India’s concerns is
the recent statement by Nobel laureate
Muhammad Yunus in China: “We are
the only guardian of the ocean for all
this region. So, this opens up a huge
possibility. So this could be an exten-
sion of the Chinese economy. Build
things, produce things, market things,
bring things to China, bring it out to
the whole rest of the world.” Such
remarks align with China’s strategic
vision and highlight the potential shift
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in Bangladesh’s foreign policy, which
could challenge India’s dominance in
the Bay of Bengal and its connectivity

dia’s fragile lifeline

five fingers, all purportedly awaiting
“liberation.”This doctrine reflects
Beijing’s broader ambitions in South

™\ Asia and highlights the geopoliti-

Z%‘F cal chessboard on which the

Siliguri corridor sits. Moreover,
China’s economic engagements
often lead to debt dependencies, a
phenomenon termed the “debt
trap.” Countries ensnared in this
{trap may find themselves com-
/[pelled to align with Beijing’s

i Ll K]strategic interests, sometimes at

#the expense of their
overeignty.Sri Lanka’s handover
of the Hambantota Port to China

to the northeast.The corridor’s signifi-
cance is multifaceted. Economically, it
Is the main artery for trade and transit
between mainland India and its north-
eastern States. Militarily, it is crucial
for the movement of Defence forces to
and from the northeastern frontier, par-
ticularly in the context of India’s bor-
der tensions with China.The 2017
Doklam standoff, where Indian and
Chinese troops faced off near the tri-
junction of India, Bhutan, and China,
underscored the corridor’s strategic
sensitivity.Any disruption here could
effectively sever India’s access to its
northeastern territories, posing a severe
threat to national integrity. If the
Siliguri corridor is “cut” or blocked,
India’s entire North East — compris-
ing seven States — would be physical-
ly isolated from the rest of the country.
This scenario could lead to economic
paralysis, logistical nightmares, and
security risks, making it a nightmare
for India’s defence
establishment.Given the presence of
active insurgent groups and China’s
influence in the region, the possibility
of a blockade in times of conflict poses
a major national security
challenge.China’s strategic manoeuvres
in the region are not limited to its rela-
tionship with Bangladesh. The “Five
Fingers” strategy, attributed to Mao
Zedong, envisions Tibet as China’s
palm with Bhutan, Nepal, Arunachal
Pradesh, Sikkim, and Ladakh as its

on a 99-year lease after struggling to
repay Chinese loans is a cautionary
tale that resonates in the region.India
fears a similar scenario could unfold in
Bangladesh, potentially compromising
the security dynamics of the Siliguri
corridor. The “Thucydides Trap’, a
concept describing the tendency
towards conflict when a rising power
challenges an established one, is
increasingly relevant in the Indo-China
context.As China asserts itself more
aggressively in South Asia, the strate-
gic importance of the Siliguri corridor
becomes even more pronounced.
Ensuring its security is paramount for
India to maintain regional stability and
counterbalance China’s expanding
influence. India has undertaken several
measures to bolster the corridor’s secu-
rity and infrastructure. Enhancements
in road and rail connectivity aim to
facilitate rapid military and civilian
movement. The Government is active-
ly developing alternative connectivity
routes, such as the Bogibeel Bridge in
Assam, the Kaladan Multi-Modal
Transit Transport Project through
Myanmar, and the Agartala-Akhaura
rail link with Bangladesh, to reduce
dependency on the Siliguri
corridor.Additionally, military fortifica-
tion in the region has been intensified.
The presence of the Indian Army’s 33
Corps, the deployment of additional
Border Security Force (BSF) and Indo-
Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) person-

nel and infrastructure upgrades along
the Bhutanese and Nepalese frontiers
aim to safeguard the corridor from
potential incursions or blockades.
However, the challenges remain formi-
dable, requiring constant vigilance and
proactive strategies.The need for a
robust Defence strategy, diplomatic
engagement with neighbouring coun-
tries, and infrastructure diversification
Is more urgent than ever. The Siliguri
corridor is not merely a geographical
passage but a linchpin in India’s
national security and regional strategy.
As geopolitical currents shift, safe-
guarding this slender lifeline is impera-
tive to ensure the unity and integrity of
the nation.The Siliguri corridor
remains a critical lifeline for India,
linking its northeastern States to the
rest of the country amid growing
geopolitical tensions. As Bangladesh
strengthens its ties with China, India’s
strategic concerns over the corridor’s
security have intensified. China’s
expanding influence in South Asia,
coupled with historical territorial ambi-
tions, underscores the corridor’s vul-
nerability.Any disruption to this nar-
row stretch of land could have severe
economic, logistical, and security con-
sequences, potentially isolating India’s
northeastern States. India has taken
proactive measures, strengthening
infrastructure, fortifying military pres-
ence, and diversifying connectivity
routes to mitigate risks. However,
ensuring the corridor’s security
requires a multidimensional approach
— combining military preparedness,
strategic diplomacy and regional part-
nerships.By reinforcing alliances with
Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Nepal, India
can counterbalance China’s growing
footprint and safeguard its
interests. The Siliguri corridor is not
just a passage but a strategic artery
vital to India’s national integrity.As
power dynamics evolve in the region,
India must remain vigilant, continuous-
ly adapting its policies to secure this
fragile yet indispensable lifeline.
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From Nobel Laureate to National Liability

Muhammad Yunus, once hailed as a visionary economist and social
reformer, now accused of steering Bangladesh into deeper division
and decay through a caretaker regime defined more by personal ret-
ribution than national stewardship This week’s attack on
Rabindranath Tagore’s ancestral home in Sirajganj is no mere inci-
dent but a stark symptom of Bangladesh’s deterioration. Once a cul-
tural sanctuary, it now lies desecrated by mob violence over a triv-
ial dispute — reflecting a nation fraying under extremism, institu-
tional decay, and political chaos.The state’s feeble response expos-
es its waning control, while the turmoil mirrors the catastrophic
misjudgements of Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus’s fractured
stewardship. Once revered worldwide as the architect of microfi-
nance and a Nobel laureate whose work redefined social entrepre-
neurship, Muhammad Yunus’s trajectory into Bangladesh’s politi-
cal arena has proved paradoxically corrosive. His appointment as
the head of the caretaker Government, intended to ensure impartial-
ity and a smooth transition, has instead become synonymous with
deepening partisan rancour and administrative shortsightedness.
Yunus’s virulent antipathy towards the Awami League, and particu-
larly its leader Sheikh Hasina — scion of the revered Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman — has become the defining characteristic
of his Governance. It is widely known that Sheikh Hasina once
sought to imprison Yunus on charges of financial irregularities,
charges that Yunus has deftly manipulated to foment public dissent
against her and to galvanise efforts not merely to dislodge her from
power but to systematically excise her family’s enduring imprint on
Bangladesh’s national consciousness. This vendetta is no more vis-
ible than in the excision of Bangabandhu’s visage from the nation’s
currency notes.Since 1971, the Father of the Nation’s image has
been etched onto the Taka, an emblematic tribute to the liberation
struggle and a unifying symbol of identity. The Yunus administra-
tion’s replacement of this enduring iconography with cultural land-
marks, framed under the pretext of “depoliticising” currency,
reveals itself as an act less of sober governance than of emotional
retribution. To excise the very face that personifies Bangladesh’s
birth is to leave the country from its roots, a symbolic mutilation
that threatens to fracture collective memory.Yunus’s rhetoric has
further inflamed divisions. In a contentious address at London’s
Chatham House, he openly questioned the legitimacy of the Awami

League. His inflammatory statements do not merely delegitimise a
political party; they alienate millions of citizens who have invested
their faith in the Awami League over decades. This polarising dis-
course deepens the fissures within an already fragile polity, foster-
ing discord where unity is desperately needed. Compounding these
political fissures is the dire economic reality confronting
Bangladesh under Yunus’s leadership. At the same Chatham House
forum, Yunus lamented that the economy had not simply stalled but
regressed beneath zero, burdened by “immense debt pressure” and
foreign reserves “at the bottom — because they’re empty.” The
banking sector, he revealed, has “completely collapsed,” the victim
of “rampant corruption, bribery and money laundering” allegedly
perpetrated during the previous Government’s tenure.The revela-
tion that billions — estimated at $234 billion — have been
siphoned off via illicit channels paints a grim picture of systemic
plunder, one that threatens to choke any prospects of recovery.
However, the indictment of the past also illuminates the present
conundrum:; the interim Government itself inherited and perpetuat-
ed systemic rot. The wholesale replacement of bank boards with
cronies issuing loans as “gifts” compounds institutional dysfunc-
tion. The challenge of rehabilitating a banking sector crippled by
nepotism, impunity, and political interference looms large, a task
made all the more formidable by ongoing factional infighting and a
deteriorating governance framework.Globally, Yunus’s stature has
suffered a perceptible decline. Despite proclamations of “enormous
support” from the IMF and foreign Governments, reality paints a
more sobering tableau. Notably, the UK Prime Minister reportedly
declined to meet Yunus during a recent diplomatic mission, a point-
ed gesture of diplomatic coolness that exposes his precarious stand-
ing on the world stage. This tacit rebuff marks a sharp contrast to
his previous global acclaim, highlighting how domestic political
entanglements and perceived instability have diminished his credi-
bility. The interim Government’s revisionist approach to history
and national symbolism has only served to alienate broad swathes
of the population. The rewriting of textbooks, removal of Sheikh
Mujib’s statues from public spaces, and suspension of Awami
League activities are widely perceived not as reforms but as puni-
tive purges. This behaviour reeks of sectarianism disguised as
statesmanship — a profound breach of the mature leadership

Bangladesh urgently needs. Responses from emergent political
entities, such as the National Citizen Party, articulate the wide-
spread scepticism gripping the political milieu. While tentatively
welcoming the prospect of elections in the first half of next year, the
NCP conditions its support on the implementation of the July
Charter and Declaration, alongside comprehensive institutional
reforms. Their insistence on restructuring the Election Commission
and prioritising local elections signals a demand for foundational
renewal before any credible national vote can transpire. This cau-
tious posture encapsulates the broader anxieties of a civil society
wary of being entrapped in another cycle of compromised democ-
racy. The quest to recover stolen assets in countries riddled with
entrenched patronage systems is widely acknowledged as
Sisyphean. Extensive research by governance watchdogs like
Transparency International and the World Bank elucidates that such
endeavours demand not only domestic resolve but also robust inter-
national cooperation, forensic accounting expertise, and a judiciary
capable of withstanding political pressure. Bangladesh’s current fis-
sures and institutional weaknesses severely constrain such ambi-
tions, casting doubt on the feasibility of Yunus’s promises to repa-
triate illicit capital without a concerted, unified national effort.
Yunus’s tenure illustrates the peril inherent when a fragile democ-
racy is entrusted to a leadership that substitutes vindictiveness for
statesmanship — rewriting history not to enlighten but to erase. The
rise and precipitous fall of Muhammad Yunus as Bangladesh’s
political architect serve as a sobering admonition of the conse-
guences wrought when personal animus supplants public duty.His
relentless pursuit of political objectives, seemingly intertwined with
an abiding enmity towards the Awami League and its storied lega-
cy, has not only imperilled his standing but threatens to thrust the
nation further into fragmentation and despair. The symbolic purg-
ing of Bangabandhu from the currency and public memory is more
than mere iconoclasm; it is an affront to the nation’s very soul.
Consequently, the future of a ‘New Bangladesh’ hangs precarious-
ly in the balance, burdened by economic stagnation, vindictive pol-
itics, and a rising tide of extremism. Without a fundamental shift
towards inclusive governance, respect for historical legacy, and
robust institutional reform, Bangladesh risks becoming a cautionary
case study in the devastating aftermath of regime-change projects

Aung San Suu Ky! at 80; Forgo en Behina Bars

Once a global icon of democracy, her
plight now draws diminishing internation-
al outrage. Yet even as the West looks
away, resistance forces in Myanmar are
gaining ground. The junta’s grip is slip-
ping, but Suu Kyi’s life remains in peril as
the battle for Myanmar’s future
intensifiesOn June 19, 2025, Aung San
Suu Kyi, will complete 80 years of her life
and step into the 81st year. She remains in
prison. The last one of her sham trials —
all widely condemned the world over —
which ended on December 30, 2022, sen-
tenced her to seven years in prison. With
this, the total number of years to which she
was sentenced came to 33, which was sub-
sequently reduced to 27 years. This sug-
gests that Myanmar’s ruling junta, which
calls itself State Administration Council,
wants her to die in prison.What is striking
in this context is the waning interest of the
Western democracies in her incarceration
and the struggle for democracy in
Myanmar. They, doubtless, continue treat
the junta as an outcast and retain the sanc-
tions imposed on it and its leaders. Yet
expressions of outrage over her continued
imprisonment and the junta’s savage mili-
tary action against civilian populations in
the areas controlled by the People’s
Defence Force (PDF), the armed force of
the opposition National Unity Government
(NUG), and the ethnic armed organisations
(EAOs), which are waging war against it
in cooperation with one another, are now
fewer and less strident.This, of course, is a
result of the emergence of new issues like
the Ukraine war and Israel’s action in Gaza
which now occupy centre stage in the gen-
eral global discourse. Nevertheless, this
diversion of global attention helps to
reduce the pressure on the junta to restore
democracy in the country and conduces to
making sure that it will be ousted only if,
and when, it is defeated in the civil war
now raging in Myanmar.The opposition
forces include, besides the PDF, the Three
Brotherhood Alliance (henceforth the
Alliance) comprising the Myanmar
National Democratic Alliance Army
(MNDAA), active in the Kokang Special

Region of northern Shan State, the Ta’ang
National Liberation Army (TNLA), also
active in the Shan State and the Arakan
Army (AA), based in the Rakhine State in
the country’s western part, acting in close
cooperation with the PDF and other ethnic

armies. They are increasingly gaining the [+
upper hand.The Sit-Tat (as Myanmar’s |
army is called), has suffered a series of |

reverses since the Alliance launched its
offensive, codenamed Operation 1027, on
October 27, 2023. The AA had brought
almost the entire Rakhine State under its
control by April, 2024. The MNDAA
claimed on July 31, 2024, that it had cap-
tured Sit-Tat’s military base in Lashio, a
city in Shan State close to the border with
China, and its airport. This was a major
loss for the junta. As Vivek Shankar has
pointed out in a piece in The New York
Times datelined August 5, 2024, the “city
of Lashio and its airport lie on a crucial
trade corridor to Yunnan Province in
China, which is spending hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars on a high-speed rail link
and other infrastructure projects on both
sides of the border.”The opposition forces
now control large swathes of territory
along Myanmar’s borders and mountain-
ous regions; the military retains control
over the major cities and lowlands in the
central Irrawaddy Valley.lIt is losing even
the cities and towns. A report (datelined
August 13, 2024) by-lined The Irrawaddy,
in the website The Irrawaddy, and carried
under the headline “Junta Controls Fewer
Than 100 of Myanmar’s 350 Towns:
NUG,” cited the latter’s defence minister,
U Yee Mon, as saying that only 98 of
Myanmar’s 350 townships remained under
the junta’s control. According to the report,
the NUG’s Defence Ministry divided
Myanmar’s towns into four categories —
75 completely captured by anti-regime
groups, 105 surrounded by anti-regime
groups; 75 being fought over, and 98
towns remaining under the regime’s con-
trol.According to an article (datelined June
4, 2025) by Banyar Aung, carried in The
Irrawaddy, the ethnic Arakan Army (AA)
has notched up major gains since launch-

- tions. They doubtless have to battle numer-
| ous odds. The junta, for example, recap-

tured most of Loikaw Township in 2024
after Karenni resistance forces withdrew,

A | apparently because of ammunition short-

|ng its Rakhlne offenswe in November
2023, seizing control of 14 out of 17 town-
ships in the western state. Of the three
townships still under junta control, battles
are raging in Sittwe and Kyaukphyu, while
Manaung is the only township from where
clashes have not been reported. The AA has
also secured the entire stretch bordering
India and Bangladesh following its capture
of territory along the Naf River including
Maungdaw, Buthidaung, and Chin State’s
Paletwa Township. This has led to
Bangladesh establishing direct contact
with it and India maintaining ties through
the Government of Mizoram.The junta,
doubtless, has sought to hit back. In an
article (datelined March 19, 2025), appear-
ing under the headline “Mapping the
Myanmar Junta’s Gains, Losses and
Stalemates Since 10277, in The Irrawaddy,
Moe Sett Nyen Chan, a military analyst,
writes that in 2024, the Sit-Tat, as the
junta’s army is called, switched to a more
dynamic strategy, employing mobile and
pro-active defensive tactics and launching
counter-offensives across the country,
relying heavily on war planes and drones.
These tactics, however, have yet to pro-
duce meaningful or decisive victories. As
stated in the article, the areas reclaimed by
the junta collectively account for less than
one per cent of the territory, towns, and
camps previously seized by resistance
forces. Besides, the regained areas remain
under constant threat, encircled by resist-
ance forces.The article further states that
the opposition forces have responded by
intensifying guerrilla-style operations
involving ambushes, the laying of mines,
and repeated attacks on the Sit-Tat’s posi-

| morale is very low.

- | age.The Sit-Tat, however, is facing serious
| problems of its own, and is staring at

almost certain defeat in the long run. Its
Internal discord is
growing. Several three-star generals have
been removed. Many younger officers are
unhappy as they recognise that almost the
entire country is against them. According
to a piece by Ye Myo Hein (datelined May
4, 2023) featured by the United States
Institute of Peace, it was found that the Sit-
Tat, whose “headcount,” showed a
“strength of a total 300,000-400,000
before the coup,” currently “had a strength
of about 150,000 personnel.”Roughly
70,000 are combat soldiers. At least
21,000 service members have been lost
through casualties, desertion and defection
since the coup. The advantage the Sit-Tat
has in its possessions of tanks and
armoured vehicles, is, to a great extent,
neutralised by the fact that these are very
difficult to deploy in the densely-forested
mountainous areas, marked by deep gorges
and steep climbs, which are the strong-
holds of the opposition.It has artillery and
air-support. These, however, do not win
wars even when supported by heavily-
armed trained troops. Otherwise, the
United States would have romped to a vic-
tory in Vietnam.It is a matter of time
before the junta is ousted. When that hap-
pens, it will be a great vindication of the
prolonged struggle Aung San Suu Kyi has
waged, at great cost to herself, for freedom
and democracy in Myanmar. There is,
however, a very serous danger that needs
to be talked about. It is of the junta getting
her murdered in prison and trying to pass it
of as death caused by old age-related natu-
ral causes.If this happens, one of the caus-
es will be the junta’s belief that the West
has lost interest in Myanmar and will do
no more than expressing routine condem-
nation before passing on to subjects con-
sidered more pressing.
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