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Q. Could you kindly explain how your interest in China arose ?

A. I cannot explain why there was an interest in China. In fact my interest began in my teenage years due to interest in Chinese Poetry as well as Sympathy for China  which was inspired by some books I had read. The physical contract with China had to do with Chinamen selling embroideries by visiting houses. I was fascinated by two things, first the Embroidery itself, and secondly the perfect, orderly and very precise way in which the embroidery was done.  It seemed that it was so well organized, arranged and pre-planned that I wondered what that meant? I was also fascinated by the exactitude with which the linen material was tied and the way in which the every item was packed. The first image of China was the disciplined image of the Chinaman; who also seemed as a gentle person.

I had a casual interest in politics and my vision of independence was a romantic image.  Nehru spoke of a certain union with China.  Although, I did not read much on China at that time, my sympathies for China did arise as a poor country, whose people were adversely affected and the difficulties with which it was fighting the Japanese Military might.  At that time, I did not read anything about Indians going to China.  I had some contact with Shantiniketan as my uncle taught there. However that was an impressionistic view of in Shantiniketan and not something very much.

From here on I will speak about how I got my education despite all the hurdles and restrictions. That was my Phase of rebellion. In my family women would usually get married at an early age. However, I resisted all attempts of my mother and other family members to get me married and insisted that I go to Collage.  I attended class as a private student and did my graduation from East Punjab University, I managed to sit for the examinations and cleared them too; I was very keen to pursue higher studies and not be confined to the routine domestic life.

Later I went abroad by taking some money from my mother and went to the London School of Economics where I did a Post Graduate Course in International Relations. I wanted always to travel and also to build a career. This led me to come back to India where I sat for the Union Public Service Commission exams and was selected for the Indian Foreign Service.  I was selected in the 1954 IFS batch.  I opted to learn the Chinese language, because China had stayed with me as my area of interest. Yet there was no special thought or reason for opting for the Chinese language.  I was then sent to the British Foreign Office for the training, as was the usual custom in those days for foreign service officers. Although, it was my desire to go for further language training to the Hague in Netherlands but new trainees were required to go to either Oxford or Cambridge.  That is where I began to study the Chinese language.  Prof. Dubbs taught me.  After returning we were supposed to familiarize ourselves with the countryside so I traveled within India. I began also looking at papers that went from Nehru to Pillai and learned about the visit of the Laddakhi traders and road built by China etc.  After Dalai Lama came to India there was some tension.  

Q. 
What happened after your language training was completed ?

A. 
It was around that time that the government decided to post me to China.  I was asked to meet Mr. Jawaharlal Nehru before I left.  I was eagerly looking forward to that meeting, however, contrary to my expectations Nehru did not give me any guidance with regard to India’s Foreign Policy towards China or a background of our historic relationship with the Chinese. He neither spoke of the historical or cultural links, to my disappointment. Instead, he told me that educated women like me should have children and that such jobs could be taken up by men more proficiently.

Q. That is really amazing, and unbelievable ?

A. Of Nehru’s obvious disposition towards the well-to-do there are other memories of my interaction with him.  I was earlier in Lady Irwin Collage and I had gone with a group of students to invite him for the convocation. I remember that he asked me what he could do for me.  It seemed to me that he ignored the other students with me who were from middle class families.  In other ways, of course, Nehru had a vision for India and his vision was that the young educated people of India should take care of the process of modernization. Of course, as with regard to China, in my opinion he should have given more importance to our relations with China and given it a serious perspective.  Even if he had any vision of China India Friendship, he did not share it with me when I went to see him before my departure.  The time when I was posted in China in the mid 1950s as I was there for two and half years, India-China Friendship was its height. However, by the time I left our relations dipped and became rather sour, particularly because of the Tibet issue.  It was decided that Chou En-Lai would come to India to meet Nehru.  Those were the times of economic problems in China; in particular, there was a food problem.  However, I saw the way they managed things even in the most difficult of times - huge amounts of cabbage were being distributed in some areas, as cabbage production was high.  My major impression of China was that of a Gandhian Society where the focus was on making available basic necessities to the people.  The Chinese were very simple, very human, caring and warm people.  The cradles they made for their children were very colourful and I was very impressed the way they cared for their children.  Whatever they had they were investing in their children and future generations. That was something which was very striking and in my opinion very forward thinking too.

After the 1962 war the Government of India was interested in China studies.  The Ford Foundation also sponsored a delegation of six people in which, I was also a member.  I had been teaching for some time in Columbia University. I had resigned from the Indian Foreign Service.  There was a demand for teaching Chinese in Delhi University where Prof. V.P. Dutt was the head of the Department.  In 1958, the Department of Buddhist Studies was set up where courses on Chinese language were introduced. I also started teaching and I taught the paper on Foreign Policy to a group of six students at the Master’s level.  A senior professor asked me why I wanted to teach in the Chinese Studies programme as that was the time when anti-China feelings were very high.  Posters were even put up in the University, calling us CIA agents or America’s Agent.  We did not take a pro or anti China approach, we just balanced the picture.  A feeling of camaraderie emerged and grew amongst us in the Department.  Whatever information we had about China came from the United States Embassy and all our text books on China were also from the United States. We, in the Department felt we needed our own perspective on China and we started having discussions among ourselves. 

Q. What about your published work in that area ?

A. It was difficult to get anything published in those days and we were often trailed and monitored because of our activities.  I wrote on Sino-India confrontation; a re-interpretation, that was published in China Report.  I also wrote another article on Nepal and China, Mr. Subramanian used it in Institute of Defence Studies and Analysis, New Delhi.  Mr. Subramanian was very helpful to our China study group and we got a cabin in Sapru House; he also made accessible to us information on China.   Each one of us in the group would read aspects which interested us.  Thus our China Study group was like a Non-Governmental Organization.  We called ourselves the Wednesday Group as we met every Wednesday in Sapru House, either in the lawns or in the cabin if it was available.  At that time there was no co-operation between JNU and Delhi University in the area of China Studies.  The Ministry had no interest as they felt they had enough scholars from the United States.  In 1972, I was asked by the Mainstream to write an article.  That was done merely so that it could be countered effectively.  In 1971, J.P. Narayan organized a discussion in Sapru House, my analysis was that China would not intervene in the 1971 situation, during the war of the independence of Bangladesh. 

Chinese study as a part of an ideological debate stayed with us and coloured all that happened later.  It affected all our promotions etc.  That is why we interacted informally among ourselves rather then in organized academic discussions.  The time we were teaching the anti China feeling were high, both my colleague Giri and I would go to the extent of telling our students that they could take our opinion but should not repeat them in their answers.  My principal objective was to start the process of unlearning and I felt that a value view point had to begin.  When the questioning first started there was no alternative, there was no Indian scholarship and very limited access to information; we were not exposed to British or German Scholarship and one had to rely on information from the United States.

By 1991, more people had started writing on China, however the Institute of Chinese Studies could not grow very much because it had no full time staff, or proper facilties. Besides, the writing that people did was also not paid for. Despite all that it was the strong commitment of the group that kept the Institute of Chinese Studies alive.

In the early eighties I went to Nigeria and my interest in teaching declined.  There had been no promotions in our areas.  My interest in China thereafter had been on India-China relations, their negotiating strategies and I worked on a book.

Q. What is your opinion about India’ foreign policy towards China ?

A. Regarding Foreign Policy I feel that we are more ad-hoc in our policies. China has a more global perspective , they want to match their development in earlier times with the Soviet Union and the United States.  The Chinese evolved a system of dealing with asymmetry by taking a posture of focusing on rich countries.  They also wanted to avoid confrontation wherever possible.

I have always argued that India and China cannot be taken as ordinary countries, it is important that we have a thinking that is not West oriented. We must continue to look at things differently and stress that the other needs to be studied as the other and yourself with a high degree of objectivity.  I got side-tracked to writing on Mao and Gandhi.  Take the Gandhi precepts and the Mao practice. There is a lot in common.

Q. How does one tackle the problem of holistic thinking?

A. We do not have the tradition of sharing knowledge between Departments.  We also do not have the institutions to help us build on in this area.  I feel we need two things. 

First, we need to recognize that we do not have any scholarship on China, no record of Indian travelers to China and no substantive body of literature. No doubt,  some writings are there but these are by people who do not know China well enough. 

 Second, we have to see ourselves as successor of the British Empire..  

In 1947, we were so different.  We had two agendas , that we had to complete. a) We had to define ourselves territorially and we needed to have a dividing line, the territorial issue has been a major issue in the twentieth century.  It is important that we ourselves recognize ourselves as what we are – multi-religious and multi-ethnic.  This brings in the agenda of citizenship.  I admired Nehru for building the country on the principle of secularism, as this was the most appropriate for integration. This principle was good but unfortunately Nehru did not know how to amplify it.

We did not emerge into the modern world politically.  We do not see China as one that emerged in the modern way.  After the 1962 humiliation, we continued to see ourselves as the focus of China’s designs.  We do not see ourselves as a geo-political entity and we are no longer a country that we should have been.

When it comes to Chinese studies I am ambivalent.  There is lack of interest, and a lack of experience and we do not produce a sinologist in 10 or 20 years.  We need to begin with some degree of humility regarding China studies. In the first place, we need to build on the factual and descriptive aspect of China studies. In the second stage we should relate that to the policy and then study, if there is a gap or a resonance and then we need to link our knowledge with institutions that have been built. Such, studies can also be linked to comparative situations.  Our research programme must focus on narrow subjects and we need to learn a lot before we go on to examine large issues.  

China has made efforts to reach economic status of USA.  In the Maoist era, it was not GNP that China wanted to increase - what they wanted to increase and what they strived for was  to raise the per capita income of their countrymen. This objective they wished to realise through their own model and not through the route taken by the Russians.  

Question : In terms of agriculture, how do you assess China.

Answer: Now, China has gone beyond us and we look at China to understand how they had developed not only their farm sector but also their industries.  In 1950s, India was the model and the Chinese were keen to learn from us.  They admired our technical capacity and wanted the technology but not our economic policy.  They wanted practical know-how and since the blockage was complete they would buy air-conditioners, furniture and other electronic items from Indian Diplomats when they were returning to India. They did this in order to develop their own technological capabilities.  The Chinese also came to learn about our multi-party system so as to understand its negative aspects.  China’s interest in us has been more political and strategic rather then economic. They want to learn from other countries experiences and build their own model which is free from the problems of other models.

Question: Your views on Chinese study in the present and research focus.

Answer: When I went in for teaching I gave up IFS.  I also worked on China’s population policy, but I was a laughing stock, basically as there was a lack of interest in China. The cultural revolution in China made it get noticed, in fact that set the world on fire.  It provided a moralistic view on human society.  Mao has today become the Naxalite . Today the interest is because China is doing economically well. In my opinion, China is doing so well because it suffered from the time of downfall of the empire.

Question: How often have you visited China in recent years?

Answer: I went in 1982, and have been visiting China till 2001 and before 1982 I went when I was posted there, in the fifties and sixties I went with the delegation sent by the Ford Foundation.

Question: Your views on the Tibet issue.

Answer: I feel the Tibet issue is a mix of fact and fiction, we are ignoring geo-political issues and are not analyzing carefully why the flare up has taken place.  We need to redefine our position, there is the issue self determination and in my opinion there are too many issues involved.  As far as our thinking goes I believe we have not moved to the twenty first century.  Politics dominates everything, even if people suffer it is the state concerns that always dominates.  There is asymmetry between USA policies on China. If USA had wanted that Tibet secure its independence from China, it could have made sure by now. In fact, in my opinion, both Taiwan and Tibet could have became independent.   However, the United States did not want to take any risk.  China, I feel will come up harder on Tibetans.  My fear is that there will be a greater militarisation of the Tibet issue.  The motto should be never to forget politics but to work for human rights in your own immediate neighborhood.  This can have a phenomenal impact.  We are more inclined to look at the big picture, we did not think that the village would be as affected by globalisation as it has.  This is because the large system determines, the parameters within which you can make decisions.  

Second Interview with Prof. Mira

Time: 00: 57: 38

Interviewer: can we just take off from where you had said that your initial image of the China man was one that was very very gentle.

Prof. Mira: Not necessarily gentle.

Interviewer: Very orderly, disciplined.

Prof. Mira: Orderly, disciplined, tidy.

Interviewer:So when you went there, when you met the people, or you visited various places.

Prof. Mira: I think I mentioned last that the China Beijing, I have not travelled outside, much outside Beijing, was very much Gandhian society, I think I said that.

Interviewer:Yes, you said that the linkage between Gandhi and Mao.

Prof. Mira: Not linkage at that time but very much later. But looking back I would say that it was very much Gandhian society because it was very human oriented. They had neither money nor material resources nor technology, so what they lacked they just made up for by this human effect and human warmth and cooperation. That is one. Secondly, gulf between the leaders, such as Mao and that first generation of the revolutionaries, and the people did not seem very large because they all wore the same kind of clothing and as far as one heard, they had no personal bank-balances, no amenities, no luxuries. They just had their official residences, but like all those we were told, went out to represent China, they were sartorially equipped to represent China in a very dignified fashion. But they came back to their own little modest rooms. The third was that there was very little, I suppose at that time one was also quite innocent about what socialism and so on meant, but there did not seem to be any overt signs of what they today call socialism. The story-teller at the street corner was still there, the little woman who would repair a torn garment was still there, or make something for you. So the little little private enterprises was still there. And the few places that I visited, like went to a children’s crèche, I was struck by the absolute love and affection that was being given to the children, over-clothed, everyone wore those cotton-padded uniform. When the winter was quite terrible the Chinese would get into bed in the cotton-padded uniforms and perhaps they possessed only one set. They may not be able to have bath everyday. There was no fuel, no water, there was no hot water. And they are great garlic eaters, so the smell of garlic is over-powering in a crowded hall. But then garlic was good for health so they all ate garlic. So these children in the crèche, looked after by these women, who obviously had no training, they had come fresh from the village, they just like aayas, in that they were not professionally trained nursery-keepers or whatever you would call them. As I told you I think, they were given these thick cotton-filled quilts that was quite all right and the interesting thing was that a lot of efforts were being put into the care and educational upbringing of children, so that the children looked very healthy. Mao said, “our future lies with the children”, so very little was denied the child. They were not spoilt, but whatever was required for their upbringing and their nourishment.

Interviewer: So the children were there for a long time, in these crèches?

Prof. Mira: Wherever they were, in the crèches or in the schools, children were the future of china in which a great deal of investment was made. There was a very small diplomatic community, they had very little contact with the Chinese per say. It was very official. If they wanted to invite Mr. X to dinner, and this Mr. X was equivalent to the Deputy Secretary or the Joint Secretary of a particular Ministry, Mr. Y will take charge because Mr. Y was now dealing with that desk. So there was not question of inviting the individuals, you invited them in their official capacity. One admires their hard-work, their discipline. Poverty was extreme. When I first went, there were certainly no taxies, very few buses, so one kept travelling in private cars. The typical old China man you read about in the books or seen in movies, bigger teeth and the cap would be very thin. But the roads that they were building for the future, roadways, highways, keeping trees by the side so that by the time city grew, the roads were ready to receive them and the trees have grown. So that was the thinking ahead and planning.

Interviewer: Futuristic always, visionary.

Prof. Mira: Not visionary, very practical, like what is the point for waiting to have cars five years later.

Interviewer: Later when you went, then what changes did you see?
Prof. Mira: Oh, fantastic changes.

Interviewer: After the 50s, when you stayed for two and half years and came back?

Prof. Mira: I stayed for two and half years. I went back to China 54 years later. Lots had changed.

Interviewer: That was when you had started teaching and the Ford Foundation sent a delegation?

Prof. Mira: That was not as the Ford Foundation delegation, I went on my own, I went to attend a conference. But the shock was to see women in red tights and to have someone changing money to piles of loose change and corruption coming in, they were already there. Of course when you go for conference you are there for 3-4 days, you do not see much but you could see that the food shops were better, book shops were fully packed.

Interviewer: More awareness, more literacy?

Prof. Mira: Interesting is that every time there is an issue, I do not remember what it was in 82 when I went, but later again when I went it was the whole question of whether China would join the WTO, then the book stores were full, explaining WTO, explaining globalisation, explaining it to university students. City had grown enormously and little anxiety concerning in the coming months which direction China is going to take, how it will overcome this, it was post-cultural revolution and gang of four.

Interviewer: And their wanting to know about India at that time, curiosity about India?

Prof. Mira: During my first trip in the 50s there was a lot of curiosity about India. As early as those years, the youngsters were trained to learn Indian languages, there was a girl near us who was learning Hindi, in those days. Much effort was being made to learn about India to connect the countries. Indian food was beginning to gain more popularity. By the 80s of course, because of the 62 war, one never met with hostility when anyone who ever went to China or travel anywhere, there was no public opinion, public antipathy to India as there has been in this country toward China. That is the advantaged of having a government with highly centralised controlled society, media coverage and comments were very restricted to factual or constructive and not opinionated as here, which has created, I think, for us a big problem in India. To change the mindset of ordinary people, and the ordinary academic is very difficult. This is the point that I want to make and stress about Chinese studies specially, is that for China, India was never unknown. Bindi is worn by a lot of children and on festive occasions they always make children wear bindi. So India, Buddhism, Gandhi are very much part of their cultural, historical and mythological background. So in China, India has been prevalent as a civilisation in their everyday life. Whereas in India there is an absolute blank regarding China. They neither have mythological interest in China, not historical, nor institutional and national memories and archives. I think, I have not done any survey, I do not think there is a single book on Chinese history by an Indian after so many years of exchange and contacts. I do not know when we started teaching Chinese history in colleges. Certainly Shantiniketan, but stress was much earlier on Buddhism. But contemporary China, because of Nehru and his views on China, which is somewhat known, China did not mean anything to anybody in this country. I think that is out biggest problem in developing China studies, we had no base to build upon. The Chinese have, they have their historical records, they have historical and analytical work done in China, they have lots of studies that they have done after the 50s. So everybody reacts saying that ok they have all that but how do they understand us. Now understanding is a next stage, the first is trying to know. They have in that sense, and then they encourage it officially, so the number of think-tanks or individuals who are working on India are more numerous than here. After the 62 war of course it declined a little because there was no formal contact or no exchange. But for us conducting course in Chinese studies, I think he problems are threefold. One is that we have no institutional memories at all, no national memory of China. Secondly, there has been no encouragement, either at the academic or the official level, for the introduction of Chinese history, Chinese philosophy. Whereas our sinologists, you can find them germane, in the ??? [inaudible] who got the awards and has written on vaccine, several volumes on it. The only individual who approximated as a sinologist was our colleague ??? [inaudible] He had an historical understanding of why they originated and the language. We have neither language nor academic background on any discipline connected with China, nor public knowledge exists, there was not much writing in the newspaper until we started writing. I still meet people who say ??? [inaudible] was the only source of information on China. So this is one major problem, such a compound problem, historical, cultural as well as contemporary. The second is, because we could not have a tradition of respecting knowledge or acquiring knowledge, we have not acquired nationally or not realised nationally the importance of knowing another country. I am not talking just about China, where are our experts on Pakistan, where are our experts on United States or the Soviet Union? Area studies, country studies, just knowing about the outside world. We don’t know, we do not learn, we do not acquire academic resources. When we started, there was no academic encouragement, there was no political encouragement.

Interviewer: In fact it was the opposite, there was discouragement.

Prof. Mira: And there were no avenues for children to opt for China, Japan or anything and think that they could build a career out of it. In the end you have to think about your stomach and think about supporting your family, cannot become idealistic.

Interviewer: You mentioned that you had 6 students in the beginning when you just started teaching.

Prof. Mira: Just 6 students, but that was the height of the naxalite era so there was also great deal of interest growing in Maoism. So the public interest response to the lectures that we held, were quite phenomenal. There were students out of the window, on to the lawn, because one student told me that we were tired of learning about the British Constitution as the mother of all constitution. We want to know what is happening elsewhere. This leads me to my third point and it will go back to Fairback and his autobiography, I remember I had read it long time ago. I think the Country or the Area Studies, I do not know what it the difference today between Area Studies and China Studies, had started as a handmaiden of government need; It was not an academic exercise. In America because of their long association with China, their very special relationship with China, something like ours with Britain, there has been a number of people who had exposure to China, there have been Missionaries, they have set up foundations, they have set up research institutes, they have lectured, written. So most families in the urban intellectual world have some knowledge about and some connection with China. They also had trade. So they had sinologists, they had people like Natamor and others who have travelled through Central Asia. They have had people who dealt militarily with China, they had diplomatic representations, they have archives, they have memories, they have academic resources.

Interviewer: Something to build upon, which we never had.

Prof. Mira: They built upon that very assiduously, but during the Second World War, I think that’s when really the notion of the importance of China was recognised in the State Department. And that is when its study was encouraged. So Area Studies, China Studies grew up as I see it as the handmaiden of the National Security Policy. So when you look back at the way China studies have evolved, whatever there is, I do not think there was any China Studies. We were at the beginning of a huge difficult process. But look back, it is the national movement and for this I will give Nehru a lot of credit, for certainly, I have written about this saying that when we began to oppose British in our own interest, then we looked to other supporters and we overarched the British colonial era by going back to our ancient cultural linkages. But that was the only thing that could help us to overcome colonial era. Because in the colonial era, the British were the aggressors for China and Indian soldiers, Indian policemen, Indian bureaucrats, were well-known to be servitors of the British. So their image in China was not very good. In fact mothers in Shanghai, for instance, would frighten their children by saying that bearded Sikhs would come, certainly we were there fighting on the behalf of British. So Nehru’s very voice ??? [inaudible] and so on and so forth. Then there was the political phase again, when Chang Kai Sheik can and there was a follow up on that. Our opposition to the ??? [inaudible] was all part of this. So there was again a deeply political motivation as it were for opening up with China for the problem was very deeply rooted. Then I would say form the Civil War there was a little romantic element, how it affected our ‘quick India’ decision and so on and so forth. Nehru would not agree to that resolution, until Gandhiji assured him that it would not affect China’s struggle against the Japanese. So Gandhi had to write a special letter to Chang Kai Sheik assuring that although we would oppose the British, we would not interfere with their national struggle. So the interlinks at various points were political. Then of course, in the Civil War again, the Indian soldiers were fighting with the British and the American, not as liberators, except in Burma or elsewhere. Chinese troops were trained here, Stillwell comes and goes, there is that official military connections but nothing beyond that. Then with the take-over of the Chinese Communists, in between there was the Copdice mission, there is a sudden blankness, there is no background on the Communists, no knowledge, Nehru never got to hear the ??? [inaudible]. So suddenly there is this totally new animal for us. We do not now who their leaders are, we do not know what they want, we have nothing to fall back on. In my view, we could have treated this like what Mao said about society being your pie ??? [inaudible], I think for us history should have been that. That we had no history and we were a new State, we could shape it the way we wanted to. But I think our lack of knowledge on China, background on China and the Cold War era of anti-communism, Nehru also forgetting his socialist leanings and having to deal with communists as an opposition force at home, I think that changed the whole picture so that there was no great initiative to understand China, we sent a few cultural delegation and so on. But every decision we took, whether it was on Tibet, whether it was on other things, on the one hand we did the good thing like sending grain and whatever, and then it just meandered into nothing. No studies, just impressionistic views on China, their cultural delegations came, ours went, strong left-wing influence here which looked on China sympathetically as they did on Russia. Nehru’s greatest, I think one of his greatest act was in 54, but again was not considered an act because it did not lead to any, he said in Parliament and wrote to Chief Ministers that people must learn Chinese language, but nothing was talked about it. Again I would say that it is politics and our intellectuals and intelligentsia which are very much a part of this whole strata tend to follow the mainstream view again because we do have no backdrop. If we had our own studies in China and all of us came out with history or philosophy of China or the culture of China, we may have a different view. And there was so much hero-worship of Nehru, people just took the mainstream view. ??? [inaudible] 59-60 and by 62 you were saying ??? [inaudible] actually went from one extreme to the other extreme. And the second fairly major phase was after the 62 war.

Interviewer: That was quite long.

Prof. Mira: Very long and that is why today, and this is the point I make over and over again, that those who talk about the border issues, firstly do not realise how complicated the whole thing is. Secondly, they begin by taking the notes that were exchanged in 58-59, the position that India took then, as the truth. So there is nothing before that, the whole decade after we became independent, things happened.

Interviewer: That is missed out.

Prof. Mira: That is why it is so difficult. Then in 62, the atmosphere was so sour that is was difficult for people to question the statements of government or to say anything good about the Chinese or look at them in a positive angle or a constructive angle, they were immediate neighbour. So in 62, however, the government began to realise that whether is was their initiative or the American initiative I cannot say, but certainly the need to develop knowledge on China became accepted. So through the Ford Foundation, the government arranged to send group of scholars to China. Now what happened in America, and I say this in a very objective way of looking, is that I take all the background of the mainstream view and the Americans were very political in their writings. But for some of us, questioning the American stand began to come in, not only the American writings, what was happening in Vietnam, the American policy towards China and what was happening in China. But we had nothing to fall back upon, there was no Indian point of view, there was no Indian scholarship. So we tended to look at China from within its ideological framework, which I think was a good thing because that is what determined their policy. So that is the unfortunate side of this, you either followed the mainstream or looked at things from the Chinese point of view. So thereafter, again politics intruded and it either acted as the dynamics for the development of China studies or retarded the forces. And there was no official, the government started something and did not know ho to carry it through. I do not think there is any independent growth of China studies anywhere actually. I do not think you can remove Area studies from the political arena but I think you can always remove sinology from the political realm. So there has to be in the long-run development in this country of sinological studies and no one can become a sinologist in less than 20 years.

Interviewer: Absolutely, a continuous engagement.

Prof. Mira: And I do feel that in the meantime, there has to be studies in contemporary China from the policy perspective and secondly, we should have think-tanks like ??? [inaudible], attached to the government. They work on government policy, but they also give objective views that are based on understanding, analysis, accumulation of data and that kind of thing. For India, I think, the future lies in doing work only on contemporary China from a political perspective in order to evolve an Indian view-point on China. So that you need to do both pro-government and critical of government policy studies. Or at least there must be 3-4 options available to government. Take this whole Tibet thing, there has not been one recent serious article on it. Or those who write on the border issues, what are they really taking about? Or in Arunachal Pradesh? This is creating, as I said an idea and public opinion that will be difficult to handle later on, manage later on.

Interviewer: New issues seem to keep emerging, like the submarine issue and everything is negative.

Prof. Mira: Defence and military from the perspective of China sinks to encirculate India, contain India, there is a threat in whatever China does. The threat perception is very high. Like our recent Agni-III tests, if you say that its range is 50,000 or whatever kms, you know that it will reach Beijing, but it will also reach Moscow, it will also reach other parts of Europe. But why make it China specific? So that it can reach the heart of China that does not make any sense. I think, unless you have more think-tanks, more information available to you, look at us we are still looking around for information, we are going to have to continue being drumbeater for government policy, right or wrong.

Interviewer: But ultimately this is going to create a lot of complications.

Prof. Mira: Far too many and the good that Nehru did is forgotten. For the Congress at least, everything seems to start now from Rajiv Gandhi’s visit. The role of China studies is to establish that China is an important and a rising power, it will help shape the future of the world, so will we, although the asymmetry between China and us is considerable, and so will our relations with China, because we are going right back to Nehru to recognise that what you do with China, China does with you. It is going to shape the future, not only for Asia, for the whole world, so that China policy and what Chinese studies is to do is to point out that China policy needs to have a higher dimension, where you are looking at the trends of the time and the needs of the future, for our own need of course.

Interviewer: And not always looking at China, Pakistan and both of them becoming our enemies.

Prof. Mira: Absolutely. That and broad-basing China studies on materials available from sources other than the Americans. British writings on China are not available easily here. We are so swamped by what the Americans say about China that we cannot thin outside that anymore.

Interviewer: Therefore, there is no real independent and in-depth thinking.

Prof. Mira: Not only independent, there is no alternate source of information. We do not look at the British, we do not look at the French and the Germans or the Scandinavians, who are doing a lot of work. What about the Russians, long tradition of working on China, South East Asia. We are blank; we are equally blank about our neighbours immediate and distant. We have a long way to go academically and the biggest tragedy of China studies is to continue imitatively, following on the American lines and within the framework of Western Social Science, not looking at it from our perspective. What is our perspective, we do not know. Lot of digging to be done.

Interviewer: And when you went later, what did you feel, what kind of change did you find amongst the people towards India or was it as the way it was?

Prof. Mira: The biggest change I found is that, see earlier they would say, Oh! How beautiful, silks and the bindi and the dress, the glamour, no longer excite them. Of course now I do not know with Bollywood what is going to happen.

Interviewer: But that fascination is not there.

Prof. Mira: And something about this tradition does not fascinate them anymore, not like this, but tradition in a philosophical or a cultural sense, yes. I keep saying that now I think the Chinese are looking past India. They have gone way past us in their modernity of thought and thinking, in the way they study issues, their interests, their concerns, we do not have very much to give them now. They are interested in what we do because we affect them in some way. But what are the areas in which they can learn from us or find that we are more advanced than they are? There was IT at one time, now even that does not exist; they are catching up very fast. English, listen to their newsreaders, you read what they write, much better than most of us are writing today. The average Chinese scholar who, 8 years ago lets say, could not speak English at all, today reviews English when comes to have interaction with us in India and will write; whether you write well or you do not write well does not matter because that is how you will learn.

Interviewer: I am going to Shanghai on the 23rd for the Shanghai Forum at Fudan University. 

Prof. Mira: Even over the Tibet thing, we feel slighter because China said thanked us for the way we handled it. But that is their whole approach, they do not take on confrontation, they can look at the positive side and they did. I think their approach to the world is to protect themselves from confrontation.

Interviewer: So you feel its more defensive than offensive?

Prof. Mira: It is neither. They are building their capabilities but they realise that any confrontation would set them back economically, politically, socially, in every possible way. What I find that the Chinese academic is now doing is patterning himself on American studies ??? [inaudible] and some of them, of course, are completely American in their approach, but a lot of them still have a strong China focus. That is one. The second is the growth of think-tanks in China.

Interviewer: But do they have independent views now?

Prof. Mira: See it is like, I think where they differ from the Russians and us, also I gather from my Chinese friends from China, they were never stopped from expressing their views. What the constraint on them was that is their views did not agree with government policy, then those views were not to be published. But they were taken and considered by the government. Which is I think what is healthy, which is why even in Russia, when the Soviet Union collapsed, you would have people who had been critical of Soviet policies suddenly publishing their works. There were phases of course, then the Cultural Revolution. I also remember, going back to the 50s, when they had absolutely nothing, no contacts with the outside world and neither we nor the Russians could have supplied them the literature or the medicines they required. As far as literature was concerned, they made every effort to get hold of whatever was being published abroad on China and critical articles were put together in a publication called the Shangaoshioshi, only distributed at the political level up to a certain point, in order to let the Chinese, those involved with decision-making, be aware of how China was being looked up on outside, what are the criticisms and how could those be met. That was being circulated.

Interviewer: That means they were not really averse to knowing the negative aspects also?

Prof. Mira: They have always wanted that because they were so proud of their image also and they realised that successful policy and image go together. So they were always anxious to know what is it that others think of us, what in their point of view that we are doing wrong, and if it is so can we rectify. It sounds very idealistic, but this is Chinese tradition and not something that just they have started.

Interviewer: But that way we feel that there is so much writing, criticising our policies etc, but still we are not able to move forward. Diverse opinion about out own, if there is anything to be done.

Prof. Mira: I think sometimes that this kind of freedom is wasteful. If there is that expertise, harness it. Let us give a concrete scenario, this is what we should do. Why does not the government share information with us? Even archives going back to the McMahon line and the Shimla Conference are not open, of course after 49 nothing is open and what happens today, this is the other thing. What is the government’s stand on Tawang or Arunachal, we do not know. It is better known to the Chinese. So we write blissfully.

Interviewer: In fact any more suggestions you have on who would be the right people to interview?

Prof. Mira: I think Krishna wrote a piece on China. You looked at the back issues of China Report?

Interviewer: A few that we have got. In fact I am going to see Dr. Patricia tomorrow, I will also request her for some more

Prof. Mira: Subramaniam, who encouraged this new group to begin with, then of course view points began to differ, he is very much a government person.

Interviewer: Initially he helped?

Prof. Mira: He advised me to the route to China. I was not afraid to interact with someone who was critical in his stands. Today you can see that happening. If you do not follow the government line of Arunachal or Tawang or 1-2-3 or whatever, you are immediately labelled as left and their comrade Chinese, it certainly stifles debates and discussions. That is very strong today, I am not going back to the earlier period. I would say Subramaniam.

Interviewer: And amongst our diplomats, contemporary?

Prof. Mira: Vinod Khanna, Ranganathan, Paranjpee, all those who have dealt with China form the foreign angle, Shankar Vajpayee, Umrao, Head of the National Security Advisory Board. He is very instrumental in the take-over of Sikkim. K. P. S. Menon Jr. who is in Chennai, has retired there. Someone like C. V. Muthappa, who once put in his resignation because he disagreed with the China policy. But that is only on the policy level, I do not think he has ever been in China. S. K. Singh, Vekateshwaran. Actually it would be a great service if you could pressurise the government to open up archives. You have got V. P. Dutt, his wife also, Ranvir Vorha, Consense Father. On the military side, those who were in Korea during the armistice, who had to deal with the Chinese there and also had to go to China. Then I. K. Gujral, Natwar Singh.

Interviewer: Our knowledge is so limited 


Prof. Mira: That is if you are writing for the Taiwanese or whoever, I think this is something that you must stress, is that we are absolutely blank regarding out past relation with China, what I called in an article “the ordinary familiarity of neighbours” and there is no archival material except that which is British. So it is for our young people to take it forward.

Interviewer: Thank you so much.

_____________________
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