SINO INDIAN BORDER DISPUTE: AN ANALYSIS OF THE
TERRITORIAL DISPUTE IN THE HIMALAYAS

Tanwir Arshed

I. Introduction

China and India have been growing out of a relation based on
animosity and lack of confidence, into a relation of mutual understanding
and benefit. The changing modalities, relationship structure, regional and
international perspectives have forced both China and India to rethink their
positions, and make attempts of normalising relations between the two. The
paper tries to identify the history behind the conflict, the post conflict
situation and the present relation between the two Asian giants.

With the fast growing Asian economy, the largest two nations in the
continent, China and India, has been witness to a chequered history, marred
by mutual suspicion, rivalry and mis-trust. At the geo-political level, China
and India have much in common. Both are ancient civilisations that carry the
scars of past imperial conquests. Both are rapidly modernising and regaining
their status as global trading and economic powerhouses. And they are the
two most populated nations—collectively home to over one-third of the
world’s populatiorf:

China and India have a long history of trade and cultural exchange
dating back to at least the early part of the first millennium A.D., when
contact along the emerging Silk Road led to an exchange of items and ideas
between South Asia and China. India introduced Buddhism to China, while
China exported silk, porcelain, bamboo products, and other commodities to
India. The exchange of pilgrims, explorers, and traders accelerated during
China’s Tang dynasty (618-907 A.D.) and continued until the onset of the
Mughal Empire in India in the sixteenth century, when India redirected its
focus toward the Middle East.
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Yet despite these commonalities, China and Indigetbeen unable
to resolve their shared boundary. The simmeringioen which continues to
exist along the Himalayas, has been described #s ‘pozzling” and ‘a
paradox”

Il. History of the Dispute

Since 1949, it has also had border disputes wighyeone of its 20
neighbours.Yet China has also resolved its border disputeb wiany of
them, including Myanmar (1960), Nepal (1961), Noilorea (1962),
Mongolia (1962), Pakistan (1963) and Laos (1991 has even managed to
reach territorial settlements with former enemiestably Vietnam (1999)
and Russia (1991-94)n some cases, these disputes were settled asgordi
to international norms through ‘peaceful and cosicgmry diplomatic
approaches based on mutual understandilgothers, such as with Russia
and Vietnam, resolution only occurred following adnconflict. Moreover,
in reaching its settlements, China has usuallyivedeless than 50 per cent
of the land in disput&

Neville Maxwell notes that: “[T]he border dispubetween India
and China stands exactly where it did when it fasterged half a century
ago. There have been no negotiations, just numemmwsds of ‘fruitless
talks’. Each side maintains claims of large tratthe other’s territory*

The origins of the Himalayan border dispute steromf a
combination of difficult terrain, historical map:d survey technology
which is based more or tradition than on moderhrietogy, the absence of
a functioning Tibetan state and the craft of Bhitisiperial map-making writ
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large. In 1914, at the Anglo-Tibetan Simla Confeeerthe British colonial
authorities drew the McMahon Line (named after ¢heef negotiator Sir
Henry McMahon), which established the boundary ketwBritish India
and Tibet:? Although Chinese representatives were preseninaaSthey

refused to sign or recognise the accords ‘on tleiskthat Tibet was under
Chinese jurisdiction and therefore did not have pmsver to conclude

treaties™

After independence in 1947, India made the McMahore its
official border with Tibet. However, following thE950 Chinese invasion of
Tibet, India and China came to share a borderihdtnever been ‘delimited
by treaty, let alone between the post-colonial magi of the Republic of
India and the People’s Republic of ChindConsequently, China viewed
the McMahon Line as an illegal, colonial and cusioynborderline, while
India considered the Line to be its internatiormiddary®

The relationship between India and China souretienearly 1950s
under the respective leaderships of Prime Ministehru and Chairman
Mao. On signing the ‘1954 India-China Agreemenfloade and Intercourse
between Tibet Region of China and India’, Nehru drid associates
‘thought that the boundary was no longer an issu@ that the Chinese
accepted the historical status quo’; effectivelghii imagined a ‘trade-off
between Tibet and the bordé¥However, from a Chinese perspective, there
was no trade-off, real or imagined, and the Chirmsstion has steadfastly
remained that India’s recognition of China’s soigmgy over Tibet, and
China’s acceptance of the former colonial McMahoimel. were not
connected issuééThe five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence (Pahebl)
and the Bandung Conference were highlights of &wgan cooperation.
However, the cooperation was not to last. By |&80%, serious differences
between the two states had begun to surface, parlic over the un-
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demarcated border. The unresolved border issuedwlmad to war by
1962'°

Zhou En Lai refused categorically to accept thevidbon line as
the final line of the border demarcation betweatidrand PRC. To counter
the Indian claim that Beijing had, in the past, eresontested the legality of
McMahan line, China argued that local Tibetan arities "had no legality
with the McMahon line, China argued that local T#reauthorities had no
legal rights to conclude any border treaty with Brigtish. Moreover, China
regarded the disputed Aksai China area as patteoChinese province of
Sinkiang and not Tibet. To the contrary, India ested that—Chinese
maps had never shown Sinkiang to extend south efkientun range,
which separated it from Tibét.

While border talks began in 1954, the territodédpute simmered
throughout the 1950s due to provocations by batbssiChina’s annexation
of Tibet in 1950; India’s alleged support for thedfnpa rebels in Tibet after
1956 and provision of sanctuary to the Dalai Lanmal dis Tibetan
government-in-exile in Dharamsala after 1959; lirdidiscovery of a
completed Chinese road running through the Aksai @vygion in 1958; and
India’s extension of its defense perimeter andwlnd policy” of placing
military outposts in disputed areas in 1959. Sksims throughout 1962
erupted into full-scale war on October 20, 1862.

Armed conflict erupted between the two nation§962. During the
month-long war, Chinese forces advanced deep intah territory in
Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh, before withdrawinzk lha their previous
positions along the so-called Line of Actual Cohffarhe sense of betrayal
and humiliation remains bitterly embedded in thenmeges of India’s
policymakers today, especially among the older gam. With the 1962
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war, Jawaharlal Nehru's pan-Asian dream and notiohsthird-world
solidarity were shattered.

I1l. Sino Indian Relations — Post 1962

India's crushing defeat at the hands of the Clinehkattered
Nehru‘s image at home and abrGadetween 1962 and 1969, Sino-Indian
relations remained in a deep freeze. Emboldenedsbgasy victory over
India, China initiated a vitriolic and vituperatiygopaganda against India,
which deepened India‘'s suspicion of China evenhtirrtIndia‘’s mistrust
about China was further confirmed when China beflesl Pakistan and
started to extend military and political supportittoChina on the contrary
essentially saw Indo-Soviet friendship as an ahiR& ploy. In the wake of
humiliating defeat, when India accorded high ptiotb its armed forces,
China accused India efmilitarism?2*

Today, China alleges that the McMahon Line effedti sees India
occupying some 90,000 square kilometres of itstoeyrin the Indian state
of Arunachal Pradesh. On the other hand, Chindilisoscupying 38,000
square kilometres of land in Aksai Chin in the MoEastern corner of
Jammu and Kashmff’ and a further ‘5180 square kilometres of land in
Kashmir ceded to it by Pakistan in 196%.

China’s nuclear test in 1964 further strainedtretes and became
one of the catalysts for India to conduct its owglaar test in 1974. India’s
incorporation of Sikkim into the Indian Union in 2% drew condemnation
from Beijing, which regarded the territory as addpendent state. Changes
in Cold War strategic conditions, particularly theath of Mao Zhe Dong in
China and the rise of an Indian government thaglsbto distance itself
from the Soviet Union, led to a relative thaw ifat®ns: the two countries
exchanged ambassadors in 1976, India’s foreign steini Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, visited China in 1979, and eight rountisficial talks on the
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boundary issue took place between 1981 and 1987etNeless, interaction
remained tense as a result of accusations by batintces of military
encroachment along the disputed border, which dedkirmishes in 1986
and 1987. Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s visit toijBey in 1988, however,
served as a turning point in the bilateral relatop, as the two countries
sought to stabilize their strategic relations witle end of the Cold War
approaching. The subsequent loss of India’'s Soait, coupled with
India’s economic liberalization beginning in 199further fuelled the
nascent Chinese Indian rapprochenfént.

With a steady growth and change of governancedralin the late
1990s, there was a brief setback in relations batwedia and China. The
Indian government focused on China’s growing ecdnoand military
power, continued assistance to Pakistan, and ecturent into Burma to
promote a more openly competitive relationship wikijing. India’s
nuclear test in 1998 was justified not only asspomse to Pakistan, but also
to a prospective “China threat,” which startled i@t

China’s intervention in the India-Pakistan Kargdrder conflict in
1999 served as another turning point in China-Indlations, however, as
Beijing sought to adopt an even-handed approadnttng the hostilities.
China’s unwillingness to support Pakistan's action&argil, coupled with
pressure from Washington, led to Pakistan’s decitiowithdraw its forces
from the area. In 2003, China and India signed iat jDeclaration on
Principles for Relations and Comprehensive Coojmratvhich laid down
guiding principles and goals for bilateral relagpincluding economic ties
and a pledge that neither country would use oratereto use force against
the other. In January 2005, China and India toak ipatheir first bilateral
strategic dialogue, which was followed by the Agrdl signing of the India-
China Strategic and Cooperative Partnership foc@ead Prosperity. The
two countries declared 2006 to be a “FriendshiprYeaarked by numerous
political, economic, military, scientific, educatial, and cultural
exchange$’ The present dialogue that has ensued with theafndind

27 Derek J. Mitchell and Chietigj Bajpaee, “Chinadamdia”, in The China
Balance Sheet in 2007 and Beyo(@enter for Strategic and International
Studies and the Peterson Institute for InternatiBisanomics: Washington D.C.,
May 2007), p. 153

% Derek J. Mitchell and Chietigj Bajpaee, “Chinadamdia”, in The China
Balance Sheet in 2007 and Beyo(@enter for Strategic and International
Studies and the Peterson Institute for InternatiBeanomics: Washington D.C.,
May 2007), p. 153

2 Derek J. Mitchell and Chietigj Bajpaee, “Chinadamdia”, in The China
Balance Sheet in 2007 and Beyo(@enter for Strategic and International
Studies and the Peterson Institute for InternatiBisanomics: Washington D.C.,
May 2007), p. 154

121



Chinese government, hinges on bilateral investnagt enhancement of
trade. The Chinese though have went ahead withgitrening its sphere of
influence by adapting policies like the “One BehéRoad” and re-drawing
the world strategic and political equation by rélding the old silk and
maritime routes.

IV. Territorial Disputes Today

The border conflict is rooted in the disputedigtatf the McMohan
Line, which defines the border between India anbefiaccording to the
1914 Simla Convention between British India andeTidndia uses this
agreement as the basis for its territorial clairhin@ challenges the validity
of the colonial-era boundary agreement involvingetj which it considers a
local government without treaty-making authorithi@’s construction of a
military post and helicopter pad in the area in@,98nd India’s grant of
statehood in February 1987 to Arunachal Pradesimédy the North-East
Frontier Agency), of which China claims 11 of the districts, caused both
sides to deploy additional troops to the areajmgifears of a new border
war. Since the 1990s, both sides have agreed foweeking on the border
issue but not to let the disagreement interferé Witilding constructive and
stable relations. Rumours persist of a territosiap that would involve
India giving up its claim to Aksai Chin in exchanfge China renouncing its
claim over Arunachal Pradesh. China recognizedaladsuzerainty over
Sikkim as a quid pro quo for India’s reiterationTobet as part of China. It
should be noted that although the Indian governrhastrecognized Tibet as
part of China, at a popular level there remaingiiant sympathy for the
Tibetan cause within India, fuelled by the preseotenore than 100,000
Tibetan refugees in India. New Delhi's continuedlingness to provide
sanctuary to the Dalai Lama’s government-in-exiléharamsala, which is
only 200 miles from the Chinese border, is a camthsource of friction in
China-India relation&

In recent years, there have been increasing megits from both
sides of incursion along the border. Both counthiase been beefing up
their military presence along the border. On the drand, China has
deployed 13 Border Defense Regiments totaling ato800,000 troops.
Furthermore, six divisions of China's Reaction Eerare stationed at the
south-western Chinese city of Chengdu, with 24-taperational readiness
and support by airlift capability to transport ttreops to the border area
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within 48 hours! India on the other hand has also upgraded itstamyili
presence near the eastern border. A five-year exparplan to induct
90,000 more troops and deploy four more divisionghe eastern sector is
underway. There are 120,000 Indian troops stationdtie eastern sector,
supported by two Sukhoi-30 MKI squadrons from TezpuAssant?More
Sukhoi-30 MKI squadrons are in the process of b&wgcted into the air
force structure in the eastern sector. In May 2048ia decided to press
ahead with the creation of a mountain strike calpsg the China border.
Indian Ministry of Finance has approved the propasignalling that India
will not hold back on its military expansion effdrt

V. Assessment

Where spheres of influence overlap there is commpet as in the
cases of Nepal and Myanmar. Standard realist atsocamgue China is
unwilling to permit the emergence of India as a poweyond South Asia.
In the past China has built alliances and partmessiith countries in the
Indian periphery, most notably Pakistan, but alspaiMmar, Nepal, Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh and, more recently, Afghani&t@ombined with the
Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean region, #ssleated some concern
among Indian policymakers of strategic encircleffiesiill, India has been
cautious and, in all but naval strategy, circumspdout countering China’s
moves. New Delhi continues to follow a one-Chinadigyo favouring
Beijing, despite growing military exchanges withiWwan. India’s Look
East policy which has now been transformed into Bast policy, a serious
attempt to correct the conceptual drift in Indiajgproach to Asia beyond
China, has resulted in substantially growing ecdonomelations with
Singapore, Vietnam and Indone3i@erhaps the biggest challenge to Sino-
Indian rapprochement, and a source of impetushdsrapidly improving
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US-Indian relationship. While a much-improved rielaship with
Washington has helped India counter the traditigmatPakistan tilt in US
foreign policy, it has also made Sino-Indian rajgpement a greater priority
for Beijing

There has been a significant shift of China’s ifgme policy
regarding its neighbours. In less than a decad@aGhrelations with its
neighbours have undergone deep changes, wheres€hinenmentators no
longer emphasise the need to maintain a favouragienal environment, a
core policy of the Deng Xiaoping era after 1989,ewhChina feared
encirclement by the West. Instead, Chinese poliomsAsia range from
projecting assertiveness on maritime issues, tdlectging the post-war
order in the Pacific, to spinning a web of win-vdoonomic ties built from
trade strength, which could make China the nuctéuggional integration.
Beijing believes that it can afford to conduct tlisputes and the courtship
side by side, since economic interest provides &ingn factor that
discourages neighbours from ganging up on Cfiina.

India and China find themselves on the cusp abhisChina’s rise,
reinforced by a very difficult decade for the Unit8tates, is obvious to all.
Beijing has played its cards prudently while cagviout a larger role for
itself in the management of the global economymiilgary investments and
might continue to grow, but appear aimed mainlparall deterrence and
the containment of Taiwan. Its designs in the Indixcean, while fuelling
Indian anxieties, do not yet seem central to Bgigirwider objectives. The
two rising Asian powers are helping shape a newribligion of global
power, as demonstrated not just by their growingnpnence within the
machinery of multilateral economic and security lalpacy (both, for
example, are members of the G20) but by the ardailr which they are
courted by other international actors. A new woddler seems to be
emerging in which China, the United States, a dewi or at least static
Russia, and India, with Brazil not far behind, ggleak internationally with
autho:(i)ty on many issues, while EU members struggléind a common
voice.
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