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1. fork in the road (phrase) – (figuratively) a deciding moment; some decision/choice to be made. 
2. account (noun) – narrative, interpretation, description. 
3. objective (noun) – aim, intention, purpose. 
4. steer (verb) – guide, conduct, direct/take. 
5. stormy (adjective) – turbulent, volatile, intense/tumultuous. 
6. seldom (adverb) – hardly, rarely, almost never. 
7. on the sidelines (phrase) – it refers to a meeting/ forum occurs at the same time as the 

scheduled meeting/forum, but is not itself an item on the agenda. 
8. bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or countries. 
9. trilateral (adjective) – involving three nations/parties/groups. 
10. dash (noun) – period of time identified by urgency. 
11. have one’s work cut out (phrase) – be dealt with a difficult task. 
12. prong (noun) – point, tip, projection. 
13. tussle (noun) – scuffle, fight, struggle. 
14. trade war (noun) – a condition in which a country increase tariffs on foreign goods and impose 

quota restrictions to restrict other countries’ trade. 
15. train one’s gun (phrase) – to give close, possibly hostile, attention to something. 
16. give something a try (phrase) – to try/attempt something. 
17. unilateralism (noun) – a method of taking decisions (on international relations) by a state 

(country) individually without considering other states (countries). 
18. centre stage (noun) – the most important position. 
19. walk out (phrasal verb) – desert, abandon, leave. 
20. intractable (adjective) – unmanageable, uncontrollable, ungovernable. 
21. bloc (noun) – group, association, partnership. 
22. pull out (phrasal verb) – withdraw, leave, get out. 
23. waiver (noun) – renunciation, abandonment, rejection/deferral. 
24. confrontation (noun) – conflict/fight, tussle, face-off. 
25. sanctions (noun) – action taken, or an order given to force a country to obey international laws 

by limiting or stopping trade with that country, by not allowing economic aid for that country, etc 
(Courtesy: VOA Learning English). 

26. muddle through (phrasal verb) – cope/deal with/handle something acceptably in spite of having 
less expertise/planning. 

27. intake (noun) – supply. 
28. dip (verb) – fall, decline, drop. 
29. turn out (phrasal verb) – transpire, emerge; happen/occur. 
30. red herring (noun) – fabrication, falsification, deception/lie. 
31. rung (noun) – level, rank, position/grade. 
32. meekly (adverb) – gently, softly/humbly, submissively. 
33. submit (verb) – yield/surrender, give in, capitulate. 
34. abjure (verb) – renounce, relinquish, reject. 
35. in the event of something (phrase) – if something happens. 
36. willy-nilly (adverb) – whether one likes it or not; randomly, without planning. 
37. withhold (verb) – stop, desist/abstain, hold back. 
38. intelligence (noun) – (military &political) information, data, details. 
39. unbiased (adjective) – impartial, unprejudiced, non-partisan. 
40. cut out (phrasal verb) – exclude, leave out/omit, eliminate. 
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41. black-or-white (adjective) – straight forward, categorical/unequivocal, 
absolute/uncompromising. 

42. invoke (verb) – cite, refer to, adduce. 
43. close the door to (phrase) – to no longer thinking about/dealing something. 
44. contestation (noun) – fight, confrontation, conflict. 
45. maritime (adjective) – of or related to the sea. 
46. sphere (noun) – field, area, domain. 
47. pit against (phrasal verb) – compete against, compete with, vie with, grapple with. 
48. spill over (phrasal verb) – (something like an emotion/bad condition) reaching to an 

uncontrolled level. 
49. encroachment (noun) – infiltration of, appropriation of, infringement of. 
50. seek (verb) – try, attempt, aspire. 
51. put off (verb) – postpone, defer, delay. 
52. at the last minute (phrase) – the lastest possible time before something (event). 
53. strenuously (adverb) – determinedly, resolutely, keenly. 
54. complacent (adjective) – smug, self-satisfied, self-admiring. 
55. build-up (noun) – growth, expansion, spread. 
56. hold (verb) – remain valid, remain in force, hold good/apply. 
57. nimble (adjective) – quick, active/fast, quick-thinking/skilful. 
58. to begin with (phrase) – at first, at the outset, at the beginning. 
59. cement (verb) – secure, join, connect. 
60. crystallise (verb) – become clear/definite, emerge, materialise. 
61. revisionist (adjective) – advocating a revision of some accepted theory, doctrine & etc. 
62. rivet (verb) – fix, root, freeze. 
63. rhetoric (noun) – bombast, loftiness, hyperbole/extravagant language. 
64. interoperability (noun) – operability of (military) equipment together by a group. 
65. à la carte (adjective) – a French phrase meaning “according to the menu”;  (food & drink) 

allowing selection from a fixed list of individually priced options shown on the menu instead of 
going for a complete meal at a fixed price. 

66. pivot (noun) – focus/focal point, foundation, cornerstone. 
67. unsustainable (adjective) – undefendable, unjustified/insupportable, irrational. 
68. root in (verb) – have as an origin, have something as a cause. 
69. moorings (noun) – stabilizing influence/power. 
70. formidable (adjective) – impressive, strong/powerful, tremendous. 
71. mire in (verb) – embroil, involve, entangle. 
72. persistence (noun) – perseverance, determination/resolution, patience. 
73. quiet diplomacy (noun) – it is a way of conduct of international relations (through the interaction 

of official representatives of governments or groups) to create conditions in which parties feel 
comfortable to act, in particular allowing parties calmly to evaluate positions and interests, to 
weigh options and consider independent and impartial advice. 

74. pay off (phrasal verb) – be successful, succeed, be effective, get results. 
75. punitive (adjective) – disciplinary, corrective, retributive. 
76. envision (verb) – imagine, visualize, envisage. 
77. disarray (noun) – disorder, confusion, disorganization. 
78. plaything (noun) – toy, game, amusement. 
79. transactionalism (noun) – a philosophical method of social exchange. 
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80. misfortune (noun) – problem, difficulty, trouble/setback. 
81. trap in (verb) – confine/catch, get caught, get stuck. 
82. zero-sum game (phrase) – zero-sum game is one in which no wealth is created or destroyed. 

So, in a two-player zero-sum game, whatever one player wins, the other loses. 

Negotiating the forks in the road of diplomacy 

India needs a substantive and defined account of its own objectives to steer 

its strategic course in these stormy times 

Seldom in the recent past has the impact of one month meant more in Indian foreign 

policy than the present one. And rarely have meetings on the sidelines around one summit 

carried as much import on India‟s future policies as the G-20 summit in Osaka (June 28-

29), where Prime Minister Narendra Modi will hold bilateral meetings with at least eight 

world leaders (most notably U.S. President Donald Trump and Russian President Vladimir 

Putin), and participate in two parallel trilaterals, the Russia-India-China (RIC) and Japan-

U.S.-India (JAI). Two weeks ago, in June, he also held a bilateral meeting with Chinese 

President Xi Jinping on the sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) 

summit in Bishkek. 

In a few months, he will meet the three world leaders again for more substantive meetings: 

with a visit to Vladivostok (the Eastern Economic Forum in September), a possible dash to 

Washington during the UN General Assembly, again in September, and the Wuhan return-

visit by Mr. Xi to India in October. Between these two sets of meetings, Mr. Modi has his 

work cut out on a number of issues, each of which represents a fork in the road, depending 

on India‟s decision on them: a fork where the U.S. holds one prong and the Russia-

China axis holds the other. 

Trade concerns 

On trade, the tussle is evident. Many in India had rejoiced when the U.S. first declared a 

trade war on China, given India‟s long-standing concerns about China‟s unfair trade 

practices. However, as Mr. Trump trained his guns on India next, the joy evaporated, and 

choices for the Modi government changed. At Osaka, Mr. Modi will meet Mr. Trump in an 

effort to give trade issues another try, but he also plans to attend the RIC trilateral as well 

as a meeting with leaders of BRICS (Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa), both of 

which will focus on countering the U.S.‟s “unilateralism” on trade. In the months ahead, 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/misfortune
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/trap
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/zero-sum
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/foreign-policy-challenges-five-years-later/article27766639.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/foreign-policy-challenges-five-years-later/article27766639.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/foreign-policy-challenges-five-years-later/article27766639.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/business/Economy/g20-finance-ministers-call-for-creation-of-digital-tax/article27695016.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/tag/281-244/china/?utm=bodytag
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New Delhi must make another choice, on whether to sign up for the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), a trade grouping that has taken centrestage 

after the U.S. walked out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership. If trade issues with the U.S., 

India‟s largest trading partner, remain intractable, it is not hard to see that the RCEP bloc, 

with China in it, will become more prominent in India‟s trade book. 

Energy and communications 

The choice on energy, and in particular on Iran, comes next. When the Trump 

administration pulled out of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) nuclear 

agreement in May 2018, but granted India and a few other countries a waiver to continue 

oil imports (as well as one for Chabahar trade), the government had assumed it could 

muddle through the Iran-U.S. confrontation. Instead, it has lost on both principle and profit. 

After accepting U.S. sanctions on oil imports, India‟s intake of cheaper, better Iranian 

crude will dip from about 23.5 million tonnes in 2018-19 to zero in 2019-20. The waiver 

for Chabahar turned out to be a red herring as banks, shipping and insurance companies 

have declined to support India-Afghan trade through the Iranian port for fear of sanctions 

affecting their other businesses. What follows now will be more difficult for New Delhi, as 

the U.S. has sanctioned the top rungs of Iran‟s government and the Islamic Revolutionary 

Guard Corps. Having meekly submitted to U.S. sanctions, will India now also abjure 

contact with the Iranian leadership or reject the U.S.‟s demand? And where will India‟s 

investments and its dreams of larger connectivity via Chabahar and the Russian-led 

International North-South Transport Corridor go, in the event of a full-scale confrontation 

between the U.S. and Iran? Willy-nilly, the forks in the road are presenting themselves and 

choices must be made. 

Another choice New Delhi will be forced to make in the next few months is on 

telecommunications and building its 5G network, for which trials are due to begin in 

September. The U.S. has made it clear that it expects the Modi government to exclude the 

Chinese telecom company, Huawei, over security concerns, and threatens to withhold 

intelligence and security cooperation if India allows this company to control its 5G 

networks. China has made it equally clear that India must make an “unbiased” choice and 

will oppose any move to cut Huawei out of the trials. On the Russian S-400 missile system 

deal too, its a black-or-white decision for the government to make as the U.S. makes it 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/the-hindu-explains-the-iran-deal/article23813994.ece
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clear that going ahead with the deal won‟t just invoke sanctions but will close the door to 

American high-tech and advanced aircraft deals. 

The next contestations will come from the maritime sphere. The U.S. and China are pitted 

against each other in the South China Sea, which is now spilling over into South Asia 

through the Indo-Pacific. While India has focussed on China‟s encroachment in 

subcontinental waters, it is clear that the U.S. too is seeking a role here. The signing of an 

updated Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) which was put off, along with a cancellation 

of U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo‟s visit to Colombo at the last minute this week, 

will be one of many such military and security upgradation plans for the U.S. in the region. 

Having strenuously objected to one, will India continue to be complacent about the other‟s 

military build-up in South Asia? 

Transformed alignments 

The tussle between the U.S. and Russia-China is not new and India has negotiated these in 

the past few decades with considerable success. However, there are several reasons why 

this does not hold in the present, and why New Delhi will need more than nimble footwork 

to navigate the choices that their contestations present. To begin with, the Russia-China 

bond today is firmer than it has been at any point since the 1950s, cemented by the Xi-

Putin friendship. The Trump administration has crystallised that bond by marking out 

“revisionist” Russia and China as the U.S.‟s “central challenge” in its National Defense 

Strategy published in 2018. As a result, both sides are imposing an “either/or” choice on 

countries that are not already strategically or economically riveted to one side or the other. 

In a world where the rhetoric is increasingly about interoperability and there is a „buffet‟ of 

options, a la carte choices that New Delhi had hoped it could make may no longer be on 

the menu. India‟s pivot within this period, away from “non-alignment” to “multi-

alignment” or “issue-based alignment”, therefore, is unsustainable. 

India needs a substantive, more clearly defined account of its own objectives to steer its 

strategic course in these stormy times. 

It is necessary to stay rooted in India‟s own geographical moorings within Asia and within 

South Asia in particular. An India that carries its neighbourhood is a formidable force at 

any international forum, compared to one mired in sub-regional conflicts. Second, India 

https://www.thehindu.com/tag/1979-244/russia/?utm=bodytag
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needs its own list of “asks” from its relationships with big powers. The recent success with 

listing Masood Azhar as a globally designated terrorist is an example of how focussed 

persistence and quiet diplomacy pays off. However, India needs to move beyond asking 

for punitive measures against Pakistan or its constant demand for more visas for Indians to 

live and work abroad and think in terms of long-term strategic needs instead. Third, India 

needs to re-embrace non-alignment as it was envisioned, not as the Non-Aligned 

Movement grouping, which is now in disarray. Former Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha 

Rao wrote in 1989 that “Standing on our own feet and not being a plaything of others was 

the essence of the policy of non-alignment… a means of safeguarding India‟s own national 

self-interests, that also constituted an earnest attempt to democratise international 

relations.” 

In order to do this, it is necessary to reject the “tactical transactionalism” that has currency 

today for a more idealistic view of the world that India wishes to shape in the future. It 

would be a mistake, as Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison said recently, if we 

become “nothing more than the sum of our deals”. It would be a greater misfortune, 

however, to be trapped in the „zero sum‟ of our deals. 

 

 

https://www.thehindu.com/tag/1364-1349/diplomacy/?utm=bodytag

