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Sino-Indian War: Fifty Years On 

 
Chietigj Bajpaee 

 

Fifty years ago this month China and India went to war.  Historically, the conflict that 

began on October 20 was a blip, lasting only a month with hostilities confined to their disputed 

border and even limited to the use of both countries’ armies with a minimal role for their air 

force and navies. On the world stage the conflict was overshadowed by a superpower stand-off 

between the United States and Soviet Union during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  

 

However, India’s humiliating defeat is etched in its national psyche as the greatest 

foreign policy disaster suffered by the country since it became an independent nation-state in 

1947. Moreover, despite being confined to their disputed border it was a strategically significant 

conflict as it symbolised the end of a short-lived campaign to forge an Asian brotherhood of 

nations, which had begun with India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru hosting the Asian 

Relations Conference in April 1947. China and India played a pivotal role in laying the 

groundwork for defining the rules of regional interaction in post-colonial Asia when they forged 

the ‘Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence’ or ‘Panchsheel’, which became the antecedent to 

subsequent norms of Asian interaction, such as ASEAN’s ‘Treaty of Amity and Cooperation.’
1
  

However, this phase of Asian solidarity perished following the 1962 war, after which Cold War 

rivalries superseded regional identities and super power-led security treaties such as the SEATO 

(Southeast Asian Treaty Organisation) became the core of the regional security architecture 

during the Cold War.  

 

International Cooperation 

 

The fact that there has been no renewed outbreak of conflict between China and India in 

the half century since the war is a positive achievement. Aside from a few brief conflagrations, 

notably in the Sumdorong Chu Valley in 1987, bilateral tensions have been confined to rhetoric 

and symbolic posturing. Both countries have a shared interest in maintaining a stable regional 
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and international environment in order to maintain their growth and development trajectories and 

consolidate their ‘comprehensive national power’.
2
  

 

Both countries’ nuclear weapons capabilities have also served to deter the outbreak of an 

all-out war. While lagging behind China, India’s fast developing nuclear capabilities, including 

the expanding range of its ballistic missiles (as illustrated by the test of the Agni V inter-

continental ballistic missile in April 2012) and development of a nuclear triad (confirmed by the 

launch of India’s first indigenous nuclear submarine, the INS Arihant in 2009) has ensured the 

presence of a credible nuclear deterrent in the Sino-Indian rivalry.
3
  

 

Furthermore, conflict has been constrained by the fact that their bilateral frictions have 

been largely strategic rather than ideological, unlike the US-Soviet rivalry during the Cold War.  

The bilateral relationship lacks the historical animosity seen in the Sino-Japanese or Sino-

Vietnamese relationship, with the only recorded conflict between both countries before the 1962 

war occurring in 649CE when the Chinese carried out a limited incursion into the Gangetic 

plains.
4
  

 

At the international level, both countries have cooperated on issues ranging from climate 

change to opposing agricultural subsidies in industrialised countries, adopting a joint position on 

the Arab Spring and relations with pariah regimes such as Iran, Sudan and until recently, 

Myanmar (Burma). Several forums have emerged to capture this cordial international 

relationship, including the Russia-China-India strategic dialogue and Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation where both states have called for the emergence of a “multi-polar world”. 

Meanwhile, the G20 and BRICS (Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa) forum have emerged 

as platforms where both states have deepened economic integration, such as an agreement for 

settling intra-BRICS trade in their local currencies.
5
  

 

The year 2005 was a pinnacle for the bilateral relationship as both countries declared 

themselves to be “strategic and cooperative partners for peace and prosperity,” which has been 

reaffirmed by confidence-building initiatives, including joint military exercises and diplomatic 
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exchanges. These include the Annual Defense Dialogue, codenamed "Hand-to-Hand", which 

began in 2008; the establishment of direct hotlines between the premiers of both countries in 

2010; the Joint Economic Group; and the establishment of a new bilateral boundary coordination 

mechanism earlier this year. This complements other forums of interaction at the political, 

economic and military levels, including flag meetings, border personnel meetings and normal 

diplomatic channels.
6
 

 

Territorial Troubles 

 

However, at the regional level, their relationship has been far more precarious. Notably, 

the fact that both states have been unable to resolve their long-standing territorial dispute is a 

cause for concern.
7
 While China has resolved some 17 of 23 territorial disputes since 1949, 

limited progress has been made in the dispute with India under the special representatives’ 

framework, which has been in place since 2003.
8
 Aside from a few symbolic gestures, such as 

opening up border trade along the Nathu La and Jelepla passes, recent events appear to indicate 

backtracking in the limited progress that has been achieved
9
. This includes the 2005 “Political 

Parameters and Guiding Principles” that recognised the interests of settled populations.
10

  

 

The relatively simple solution of recognizing the de facto borders—with India retaining 

control of Arunachal Pradesh and China of Aksai Chin – has been hijacked by the expanded 

tools and platforms available to both countries as a result of their rise as major powers.
11

 This 

was made evident in 2009, when China attempted to block an Asian Development Bank loan to 

India as it included a package for the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh, which China claims as 

‘Southern Tibet’.
12

 Similarly, Chinese investment in infrastructure projects in Gilgit-Baltistan (in 

Pakistan-occupied Kashmir), adds an economic facet to the territorial dispute.
13

 This has been 

exasperated by claims that some 4,000 Chinese troops are based in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir to 

support these infrastructure projects.
14

 

 

Added to this has been the changing strategic significance of the territorial dispute for 

both countries. For China, this refers to instability in ethnically Tibetan areas following the 2008 
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riots. This has been fuelled by concerns that the passing of the aging Dalai Lama may pave the 

way for the rise of a new generation of more radical Tibetan leaders who are likely to adopt less 

conciliatory positions toward the Chinese government. This has prompted Beijing to reaffirm its 

sovereignty over the Tibet Autonomous Region while adopting a more stringent position over its 

claim to all of Arunachal Pradesh, including the symbolically important town of Tawang, which 

is home to the largest Tibetan monastery outside Lhasa and birthplace of the sixth Dalai Lama. 

Other provocative actions, such as denying visas to residents of Arunachal Pradesh and issuing 

stapled visas to residents of the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir provide further evidence of 

China’s increasingly hard-line position on the territorial dispute.
15

 This runs contrary to its earlier 

position of adopting an increasingly neutral position on the Kashmir dispute (which was 

demonstrated during the Kargil conflict between India and Pakistan in 1999).
16

 

 

An additional dimension to the territorial dispute is the issue of water flows. Most of 

India’s river systems originate in China and the lack of trust stemming from the border dispute 

has deterred transparency and cooperation between both countries on sharing information on 

hydrology, dam construction plans and water diversion projects.
17

 Given both countries’ growing 

water shortages and their still significant agrarian economies, the water-sharing issue threatens to 

enflame border tensions.  

 

On the military front, China’s development of the Qinghai-Tibet railway, its proposed 

extension to prefectures bordering India, and the deployment of additional border defense 

regiments and mountain brigades have strengthened the Chinese military’s tactical position.
18

  

While lagging behind China, India has also increased infrastructure projects along the boundary, 

which will enhance the Indian military’s response time to hostilities.
19

 Both countries have also 

deployed increasingly sophisticated and destructive military platforms along their disputed 

border. For instance, India’s placement of the BrahMos cruise missile along the eastern border 

region in 2011 parallels China’s deployment of CSS-3 intermediate range and CSS-5 medium-

range ballistic missiles along its border with India in 2010.
20
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Both countries’ strengthened military positions along their disputed border have contributed to a 

growing number of border transgressions. Indian authorities have reported 550 such 

“transgressions” by Chinese troops along three sectors — western (Ladakh), middle (Uttrakhand, 

Himachal Pradesh) and eastern (Sikkim, Arunachal Pradesh) – since 2010.
 21

 However, this 

alludes to the fact that the Line of Actual Control (LAC) distinguishing the Indian and Chinese 

sides of the border remains undemarcated with no mutual agreement on the exact alignments of 

the border.
22

 

 

Economic Imbalances 

 

Adding to their longstanding territorial dispute is the emergence of new theatres of 

competition between both countries, which include the disparity in their economic relationship, 

their growing maritime interests and relations with ‘third parties’. On the economic front, rather 

than rhetorical claims of Indian services complementing Chinese manufacturing and Chinese 

hardware complementing Indian software a climate of mistrust persists. This has been fuelled by 

a trade imbalance in China’s favour and three-quarters of Indian exports to China comprising 

commodities and raw materials with little value added in contrast to China’s export of 

manufactured goods to India.
23

 While bilateral trade has grown rapidly, crossing US$70 billion 

in 2011 with a target of US$100 billion by 2015, it still remains relatively low with India 

accounting for a mere 3.8 per cent of China’s total global trade as the country’s tenth-largest 

trade partner although China is now India’s third-largest trading partner in goods, and the biggest 

if Hong Kong is included.
24

 One-fifth of India’s total trade deficit emanates from China (rising to 

half of India’s total trade imbalance when excluding India’s oil imports). 
25

 

 

Mistrust in their economic relationship has also been fuelled by the persistence of non-

tariff barriers, such as stringent Indian guidelines for investment in strategically important 

sectors such as telecoms and ports and in sensitive areas such as the Mannar Basin off the coast 

of Sri Lanka, and the Andaman and Nicobar Islands at the mouth of the Strait of Malacca.
26

 

China has also been slow to admit access to sectors where India retains a comparative advantage, 

such as information technology and pharmaceuticals.
27

 India remains one of the leading initiators 
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of anti-dumping investigations against China, with some 35 complaints and 22 duties against 

Chinese firms in the last three years.
28

 This has prompted India’s reluctance to grant China 

“market economy” status.
29

 

 

Maritime Rivalry 

 

The rise of both countries as major trading and resource-consuming powers has in turn 

elevated the strategic importance of the maritime domain and led both countries to pursue 

increasingly aggressive military modernisation initiatives supported by growing defence budgets. 

More than 95 per cent of India’s exports are seaborne compared to 60 per cent of China’s exports 

while 70 per cent of Indian hydrocarbons emanate from offshore blocks and 80 per cent of 

China’s oil imports transit the sea lanes of the South China Sea and Indian Ocean.
30

 This in turn 

has transformed the nature of their bilateral relationship from a land-based rivalry toward a 

competition increasingly taking place in the maritime domain.  

 

China’s navy currently has three times more combat vessels and five times more 

personnel than the Indian navy. Nonetheless, the Indian Navy – the world’s fifth-largest – has 

ambitious plans to establish a 160-vessel fleet including three aircraft carrier groups by 2025.
31

 

The fact that China and India are two of only six countries with a nuclear submarine capability 

and two of only ten countries with aircraft carriers points toward both countries’ growing power 

projection capabilities beyond their littoral regions.  

 

China’s pursuit of “new historic missions” that entail increasing overseas deployments 

coincide with the India’s Navy’s ambitions to transform itself into “a brand new multi-

dimensional navy” with “reach and sustainability”.
32

 This will ensure that both countries’ 

militaries cross paths more frequently. This was demonstrated in July 2011 when an Indian Navy 

vessel, the INS Airavat received alleged radio contact from the Chinese Navy demanding that the 

vessel depart disputed waters in the South China Sea after completing a port call in Vietnam.
33

 

Similarly, the 2009 deployment of a People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) naval taskforce to 

the Indian Ocean, coupled with the country’s first “turn-around” naval facility in the Seychelles 



Sino-Indian War: Fifty Years On                                                                                                                                                9 of 23 

 

has brought China’s military into closer contact with India’s strategic backyard and turned the 

hypothetical debate over China’s blue water naval ambitions into a reality.
34

    

 

Third-Party Complications 

 

Finally, several structural factors are facilitating the persistence of mutual mistrust 

between both nations. At the inter-state level, limited people-to-people contact rooted in cultural 

barriers and infrastructure deficiencies, such as the absence of direct flights between Shanghai 

and Mumbai, the commercial centres of both countries, has fuelled a climate of mistrust and 

misunderstanding. This is reflected in the jingoistic media reporting of both countries, which is 

illustrated by sensationalist headlines claiming that ‘China seeks to breakup India’ and ‘China 

will launch a war in a decade’, the construction of an “astronomical observatory in Aksai Chin” 

and proposals by China to “divide Indian and Pacific Oceans between China and US”.
35

 

Exasperating this strategic mistrust and misunderstanding is rising levels of nationalism that 

accompany the growing international clout of both countries.  

 

At the international level, China and India’s relations with ‘third parties’ have served to 

inflame their long-standing bilateral tensions. Notably, China’s “all-weather” relationship with 

Pakistan has been complemented by deepening relations with other states around India’s 

periphery, including Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Nepal and Afghanistan.
36

 These deepening relations 

have been evidenced in China emerging as a leading trade partner, source of diplomatic support 

and foreign investment and provider of military hardware to several countries in the region. 

These include China’s conclusion of a ‘strategic and cooperative partnership’ with Afghanistan 

in June 2012, less than a year after India concluded a similar agreement with Kabul in October 

2011and Chinese investment in the Hambantota port project in Sri Lanka, a deep-sea project at 

Sonadia Island in Bangladesh, constructing a railway link between China and Nepal and an oil 

and gas pipeline from the port of Kyaukryu in Myanmar to Kunming in China’s Yunnan 

Province.
37

 New Delhi fears, with some justification, which these partnerships and projects could 

emerge as catalysts for “creeping” or “strategic encirclement” over time.
38
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Case in point is Pakistan, where despite growing levels of political, economic and 

security instability facing the country, China has remained a committed partner as noted by the 

presence of more than 60 Chinese companies and 10,000 Chinese nationals in the country 

working on 122 major development projects.
39

 Notably, China has recently renewed its 

commitment to the Gwadar port project in Baluchistan in south-west Pakistan after the Port 

Authority of Singapore decided to pull out of the port management and development contract.
40

 

Despite problems facing the project over land acquisition and security concerns, China has re-

assumed responsibility for the infrastructure project after earlier financing the construction of the 

strategically important port. China is now Pakistan’s second-largest trading partner and 

economic integration has continued to gain momentum facilitated by their free trade agreement, 

the establishment of the Pakistan and China Joint Investment Company (JIC) and an agreement 

to settle trade across the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region border using the Chinese Yuan as 

the base currency (replacing the US dollar), which is a precursor for a currency swap agreement 

between both countries.
41

 China’s on-going support for Pakistan’s civilian and military nuclear 

power program is in clear violation of its commitments as a member of the Nuclear Suppliers’ 

Group, especially where Chashma 3 and 4 are concerned.
42

  

 

In Afghanistan, a nascent competition for transhipment corridors is underway with India 

having constructed the Delaram-Zeranj highway connecting Afghanistan with the Iranian port of 

Chahbahar, which provides an alternative to the Chinese-funded Pakistani port at Gwadar to 

access the resources and markets of Central, West and South Asia.
43

 Myanmar’s on-going 

democratic transition also makes the country a key “battleground” state in the Sino-Indian 

competition for resources and strategic influence. While India has so far played “second-fiddle" 

to China in Myanmar, New Delhi’s middle-path approach of engaging both the former military 

junta regime and pro-democratic forces is likely to yield dividends as the country comes in from 

the cold and re-engages the international community. The democratic and economic 

liberalisation process itself appears to have been driven in part by the desire of the military-

backed Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP)-led government to reduce the country's 

overwhelming reliance on trade, aid and investment from China. This was most visibly 
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illustrated by the suspension of the $3.6 billion Myitsone dam and hydroelectric power project in 

Kachin state in September 2011 over social and environmental concerns.  

 

Indian infrastructure projects in Myanmar, such as the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit 

Transport Project, which entails a road and inland waterway link from Myanmar's Sittwe port to 

India's Mizoram state, have yet to yield results in the form of direct overland access to the 

resources and markets of East Asia. While Beijing has a significant presence in the hydropower, 

mining, oil and gas and construction industries in the country, India can offer assistance to 

Myanmar in sectors where it retains a comparative advantage, including information technology, 

pharmaceuticals, education and agriculture. Further room exists for New Delhi to push for 

capacity building on the economic front while strengthening democratic institutions and the rule 

of law in Myanmar. This will ensure that the country's on-going reform process is substantive 

and sustainable.   

 

Another potential “battleground” state is Sri Lanka, where the state’s internal 

transformation is also emerging as a catalyst for China and India to reorient their relations. 

However, unlike Myanmar where the democratic transition offers opportunities to India to 

expand its influence, in Sri Lanka the consolidation of the civilian dictatorship of President 

Mahinda Rajapaksa has offered China the opportunity to strengthen its presence. Amid criticism 

of Sri Lanka’s human rights record in the conduct of its military campaign against the Liberation 

Tigers of the Tamil Eelam (LTTE) that culminated in victory over the separatist insurgency in 

2009, Colombo has increasingly turned to “non-traditional” sources of diplomatic and financial 

assistance. Notably, China has emerged as Sri Lanka’s leading aid donor, provided preferential 

loans at subsidized rates in addition to investment in strategically and symbolically important 

infrastructure projects, such as the Hambantota port project and the Colombo South Harbor 

Development Project.
44

 Beijing was also more forthcoming in providing offensive armaments to 

the Sri Lankan military in its campaign against the Tamil Tigers and provided crucial diplomatic 

support to Sri Lanka that New Delhi was unable or unwilling to provide due to domestic political 

considerations.
45

 This has strengthened goodwill between Colombo and Beijing while souring 

relations with New Delhi. 
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Bangladesh and Nepal are not far behind as a potential stage of Sino-Indian rivalry. 

China has concluded the second-biggest investment in Bangladesh earlier this year by 

contributing two-thirds of the cost of a fertilizer factory in Sylhet.
46

 This has been accompanied 

by infrastructure projects aimed at helping Bangladesh emerge as a regional trade and 

transhipment hub, including constructing bridges and upgrading road and rail infrastructure in 

the country as well as strengthening the country’s commercial shipping fleet.
47

 In 2011 China 

also signed an agreement with Bangladesh for the sale of defence-related items, including fighter 

aircraft, helicopters and radar systems.
48

 Meanwhile, the transition of the Nepali Maoists from an 

insurgent group to a mainstream political party (in the form of the Unified Communist Party of 

Nepal (Maoist)), has facilitated closer relations between Nepal and China. The Sino-Nepali 

rapprochement has in turn allowed Nepal to reduce India’s traditionally dominant influence over 

the country, such as through putting pressure on India to renegotiate the terms of the perceived 

unequal friendship treaty between the two states. Meanwhile, the Nepali government has 

reciprocated China’s advances by becoming increasingly aggressive in its crackdown on Tibetan 

activists in Nepal, which hosts the largest population of Tibetan exiles after India.
49

 

 

Meanwhile, India has pursued a deepening relationship with China’s traditional 

adversaries, including Japan, Vietnam and the United States. The concerted US effort to help 

India emerge as a “world power” amid both countries’ deepening economic interdependence and 

military-to-military cooperation while drawing India into the East Asia region has been 

perceived by Beijing as a means of balancing China’s rising regional and global influence.
 50

  

Calls by US officials for India to go beyond its ‘Look East’ policy and ‘Be East’ while shifting 

its characterisation of the region from the ‘Asia-Pacific’ to the ‘Indo-Pacific’ allude to attempts 

by Washington to further embed India into the region.
51

 Furthermore, the on-going 

transformation of the US-led hub-and-spoke bilateral alliance system into a multilateral alliance 

model in Asia signals that elements of the “arc of democracies” rhetoric that emerged under the 

George W. Bush administration remains alive. Evidence of this includes the launch of the US-

Japan-India trilateral dialogue in 2011 and Japan’s participation in the US-India Malabar joint 

naval exercises.
52
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Meanwhile, India’s relations with China’s key Southeast Asian rival, Vietnam continue 

to deepen. India has been conducting joint naval exercises with Vietnam since 2000 and Vietnam 

has granted Indian Navy vessels permanent berthing rights at Na Thrang port, which has 

extended New Delhi’s “sustainable maritime presence” in the South China Sea.
53

 India has also 

offered Vietnam its indigenously developed Brahmos supersonic cruise missile and training in 

underwater warfare.
54

 India is also emerging as an increasingly prominent player in Vietnam’s 

energy sector with Indian state-owned company ONGC Videsh exploring for offshore energy 

resources under a contract with Vietnam while India and Vietnam have signed a Memorandum 

of Understanding (MOU) on civil nuclear cooperation, which could become the catalyst for the 

sale of Indian pressurised heavy water reactor technology to Vietnam.
55

 The fact that India’s 

deepening cooperation with Vietnam coincides with renewed tensions between China and 

Vietnam over their maritime territorial dispute in the South China Sea signals the potential for 

the Sino-Indian relationship to “spill over” into the Southeast Asia region. 

 

Finally, the rapprochement in India-Japan relations has coincided with deterioration in 

the Sino-Japanese relationship. Economic interactions remain weak with $14 billion in India-

Japan trade in 2011 and a target of US$25 billion by 2014.
56

 This pales in comparison to Japan’s 

trade with China that was close to US$345 billion in 2011.
57

 Nonetheless, Indo-Japan relations 

have continued to move from strength to strength. India has been the leading recipient of 

Japanese overseas development assistance (ODA) since 2003 while both countries forged a 

‘strategic and global partnership’ in 2006, which has been complemented by a bilateral strategic 

dialogue since 2007, a security cooperation agreement forged in 2008, the implementation of a 

free trade agreement (Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement) in 2011, and bilateral 

naval exercises in June 2012.
58

 Japan is involved in several high-profile infrastructure projects in 

India, including the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Corridor and construction of metro-rail services in 

several major Indian cities while Japanese and Indian companies have forged partnerships in 

several industries, particularly the automotive and pharmaceutical sectors.
59
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Return of “Chindia”? 

 

Competition between China and India is by no means a certainty nor necessarily and a 

cause for concern. Both countries face shared interests spanning their growth and development 

needs, tackling energy and maritime security concerns, and ensuring a more equitable 

distribution of power in the international system.  The September 2011 decision to permit Indian 

companies to access loans in Chinese reminbi demonstrates that their economic relationship is 

likely to continue to deepen.
60

 The state of Maharashtra is home to one of the first Chinese 

factories in India, run by Sany, while some ten Chinese firms are estimated to maintain or are in 

the process of constructing factories in India with about 100 Chinese firms having a presence in 

country.
61

  

 

China and India are projected to emerge as the world’s leading trading partners by 

2030.
62

 India with its huge market, demographic dividend and high growth rates also offers an 

ideal destination for China’s surplus foreign exchange reserves with the potential to offer a better 

and safer return on investment than US and European government bonds or infrastructure 

projects in unstable regions of Africa and the Middle East. In return, Chinese capital and 

expertise also offers a boon for India’s manufacturing and infrastructure sectors. Even the 

countries that are the target of Sino-Indian competition are likely to gain from improved 

infrastructure and greater access to aid and investment from both countries. However, as this 

competition grows fiercer it may come at the cost of governance as domestic elites face less 

pressure to pursue reform amid financial and diplomatic aid with fewer “strings attached”.  

 

Both countries’ expanding military capabilities also do not necessarily preclude the 

possibility of cooperation. Given both countries’ mutual dependence on trade and imported 

resources to fuel their economies they share an interest in protecting sea-lines of communication 

(SLOCs) and maintaining freedom of navigation. India’s military has generally outpaced China 

in the sphere of protecting the ‘global commons’, including maintaining the free flow of 

maritime trade and transport, addressing humanitarian disasters, and combatting the scourge of 

maritime piracy, illicit trafficking, and the latent threat of maritime terrorism.
63

 This was 
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demonstrated by its assistance following the Asian tsunami in 2004 and the cyclone that struck 

Myanmar (Burma) in 2008 and the evacuation of Indian, Sri Lankan and Nepalese civilians from 

the conflict in Lebanon in 2006.
64

  

 

However, China is fast catching up in its humanitarian response capabilities, as 

demonstrated by the PLA Navy escorting non-Chinese vessels, including UN World Food 

Program convoys, through the Gulf of Aden; the Chinese navy inducting of one of the world’s 

largest hospital ships, the Peace Ark in 2008; as well as the deployment of a Chinese missile 

frigate to the Mediterranean Sea in early 2011 to support the evacuation of Chinese nationals 

from Libya.
65

 China’s rhetoric of maintaining “Harmonious Seas” and pursuing “new historic 

missions” through engaging in military operations other than war (MOOTW) suggest that 

Beijing’s potential for cooperation in the maritime domain could grow as its maritime security 

interests move further from its coastline.
66

  In this context, reports that China, India and Japan 

have coordinated their anti-piracy patrols in the Indian Ocean within the framework of the 

Shared Awareness and Deconfliction (SHADE) mechanism demonstrates the potential for 

military-to-military cooperation to grow, especially as their interests move further from their 

coastline where sovereignty concerns are less pertinent.
67

  

 

China-India Moving Centre-Stage 

 

China and India face an increasingly complex and multi-layered relationship as their 

growing economic and military capabilities and political clout on the world stage provides both 

states with more resources to interact with each other while projecting their bilateral relationship 

to the regional and international level. The Sino-Indian relationship is more nuanced than the 

US-Soviet rivalry of the Cold War with a more complex relationship interspersed with 

cooperation, competition and a latent rivalry, which has been characterized as a policy of 

“congagement”.
68

 

 

On the one hand, a climate of mistrust permeates the bilateral relationship rooted in their 

unresolved territorial dispute, economic disparities, limited people-to-people contacts, deficient 
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institutional mechanisms of interaction, and both countries’ growing overseas interests. 

However, this coexists with an emerging ‘Himalayan Consensus’ amid both countries seeing 

eye-to-eye on a number of global issues ranging from climate change, to poverty reduction, 

relations with pariah regimes and calls a multi-polar world order.  

 

In this context, over the short-term cooperation at the global level and latent rivalry at the 

regional level is likely to be the norm. The weakening of the US-led hub-and-spoke bilateral 

alliance model and deficiencies in regional forums led by mid-ranking powers such as the states 

of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is likely to create a void for major 

regional powers such as India and China to play an increasingly prominent role in shaping the 

regional architecture.
69

 However, over the longer term as both states acquire the capabilities and 

ambitions to mould the international system, the relationship is likely to increasingly play out on 

the world stage. There have already been a few instances of this, such as India’s push for a 

stronger voice in the international system, including a permanent seat at the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC), which has brought it into conflict with China’s traditional resistance 

to an expanded role for India. Another instance of this was China’s veiled opposition to the 

Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) granting a waiver to conduct trade with India in civilian nuclear 

technology in 2008.
70

    

 

Contrary to the rhetoric of an emerging Sino-US rivalry amid the United States’ so-called 

“pivot” or “strategic rebalancing” toward East Asia, the reality is that this competition is likely to 

lose momentum given the fiscal pressure on the US to reduce its defence budget.
71

 Despite recent 

claims that the US will devote 60 per cent of its global forces to the Asia Pacific by 2020, the 

United States appears to be experiencing an ‘East of Suez’ moment in its foreign policy as it 

gradually disengages itself from messy regional conflicts while calling on its allies fill the void. 

Similarly, Japan’s aging population, “lost decades” of economic stagnation, and current era of 

short-lived, coalition governments makes it an unlikely candidate of a prolonged strategic 

competition with China. Rather, it is the Sino-Indian relationship, with both countries’ growing 

overseas interests and capabilities, fuelled by a demographic dividend that is likely to be the 

most potent source of rivalry between major powers in the 21
st
 century.   
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What is clear is that the next time a conflict breaks out between both countries, it is no 

longer going to be a footnote of history; it is unlikely to be confined to their disputed land 

border; it will involve both countries’ air force and navies and will likely spill over beyond the 

confines of their bilateral relationship with greater repercussions for the regional and global 

security architecture. Furthermore, renewed Sino-Indian hostilities will no longer be relegated to 

secondary importance as it did in 1962 when it came amid the tensions of the Cuban Missile 

Crisis. Instead, given the rising stature of both countries another Sino-Indian war is likely to be 

centre-stage among global developments. This is not an attempt at fear mongering. It is a call for 

both countries to realise the significance of their bilateral relationship and devote more resources 
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