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DEALING WITH THE BIGGER NEIGHBOUR, CHINA 
Unlike its ties with Russia, bellicosity seems the signature element of Beijing’s approach to India 

 “Our two countries have a basic misreading of each other’s priorities,” a Chinese scholar, generally known for his 
hard line on India, told me in Beijing in 2014. The usual broadside about India “belittling” China’s sovereignty in Tibet 
followed. How could India support the McMahon Line when Tibet had “never possessed the right” to conclude sovereign 
agreements with the outside world, he asked. China, he continued, had practised “restraint” (hinting ominously that it 
could well do otherwise) in the Eastern Sector (the sector covered by the McMahon Line) of the boundary with India. And, 
as if foreshadowing the events in Galwan in the summer of 2020, he said that in the Western Sector of the boundary 
China was “practising a forward policy because there are so many grey areas”. On the other hand, if India launched “a 
new edition of the forward policy” in this sector, problems would “re-occur”. 
  
An unravelling 
 The conversation was a grim reminder of the underlying problems in the India-China relationship even as their 
leaders practised bucolic, informal summitry. To the outside world, the two countries held up their relations as an 
example of how despite an unresolved boundary question, they had not allowed these differences to prevent the 
development of relations in other areas, including trade and economic ties as well as people-to-people interaction in 
various spheres. Peace and tranquillity in the border areas had also been maintained for over four decades. But the 
unravelling had begun. Two nationalisms were contending and the untrammelled rise of China was generating new global 
power equations and alignments. The gulf between India and China was growing. Come 2020, Galwan signalled the 
collapse of the edifice of bilateral relations built on these weak foundations over three decades. Measures to strengthen 
peace and tranquillity and confidence-building in the border areas had obviously been rendered obsolete and inadequate 
as armed confrontation replaced a flimsy structure of so-called peaceful coexistence. 
  
Peace agreements over time 
The road to hell is paved with good intentions. 
 Since 1993, India and China had arrived at a number of agreements to maintain peace and tranquillity and 
promote confidence building measures (CBMs) in the border areas. These were (https://bit.ly/3ul32lU), starting with 
1993: the Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China 
Border Areas; the Agreement Between the Government of the Republic of India and the Government of the People’s 
Republic of China on Confidence-Building Measures in the Military Field Along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China 
Border Areas (1996); Protocol between the Government of the Republic of India and the Government of the People’s 
Republic of China on Modalities for the Implementation of Confidence Building Measures in the Military Field Along the 
Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas (2005); Agreement between The Government of the Republic of 
lndia and The Government of the People’s Republic of China on the Establishment of a Working Mechanism for 
Consultation and Coordination on lndia-China Border Affairs (2012); Agreement between the Government of the Republic 
of India and the Government of the People’s Republic of China on Border Defence Cooperation (2013). 
 Some of the key features of these agreements were: the boundary question would be resolved peacefully; 
neither side would use or threaten to use force against the other “by any means”; that the two sides would respect and 
observe the Line of Actual Control (LAC); that they would jointly check and determine the segments of the LAC where they 
had different views as to its alignment and further, speed up clarification and confirmation of the LAC since a common 
understanding of the Line was necessary; that military forces (including field army, border defence forces, paramilitary 
forces) and major categories of armaments in mutually agreed geographical zones along the LAC would be kept to a 
minimum level compatible with friendly and good neighbourly relations and the “requirements of mutual and equal 
security”; military exercises would be undertaken only at specified levels with prior notification being given for such 
exercises near the LAC; prior notice would be given regarding flights of combat aircraft within 10 kilometres from the LAC; 
if border personnel of the two sides came face-to-face due to differences in alignment of the LAC they would exercise self-
restraint and avoid an escalation of the situation; channels of communication and border personnel meetings in case of 
contingencies were stipulated. 
  
The China-Russia thread 
 The inspiration for the first two of these Agreements, signed in 1993 and 1996, came from the example set by 
first the Soviet Union and then Russia in concluding such understandings on CBMs with China. As the scholar, Jingdong 
Yuan, has noted, at the heart of the normalisation of Russia-China relations was the resolution of the border dispute 
between the two and the development of CBMs in the border regions. Military confrontation — a defining feature in their 
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relations from the 1960’s (the bloody incident of 1969 on the Damansky island may be recalled) — was removed. A 
strategic partnership of equality and trust oriented towards the 21st century was developed. 
 After the coming to power of Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet Union conceded a long-standing Chinese demand to 
allow the adoption of the median line of the navigational channel of the Amur-Ussuri River as the boundary between the 
two countries. It was a major concession and quite contrary to the conventional view that the bigger country is usually 
unwilling to cede ground in negotiations. Further Soviet moves to reduce China’s sense of insecurity followed. These were 
the removal of SS-20 intermediate-range ballistic missiles including from along the border with China and agreement to 
negotiate military CBMs. Moscow also made unilateral troop reductions. 
 In April 1990, an Agreement on the Guidelines of Mutual Reduction of Forces and Confidence-building in the 
Military Field in the Area of the Soviet-Chinese Border was signed. This committed the two governments to the reduction 
of military forces to the lowest level suited to normal good neighbourly relations on “an equal basis for mutual security”. 
(The term “mutual and equal security” often used by our analysts and experts on India-China relations owes its currency 
to this reference in the 1990 Soviet-Chinese Agreement just referred to and what we learnt from the Russians when they 
briefed us about their discussions on CBMs with the Chinese in the early 1990’s). In May 1991, an Agreement on the 
Eastern Sector of National Boundaries was concluded by the two countries, resolving 98% of outstanding boundary issues. 
They also agreed that the zone of military CBMs would be 100 km on each side of the border. 
  
What made it work 
 The main characteristic of these CBMs was the willingness of the bigger power — the Soviet Union — to 
undertake unilateral concessions and asymmetric reductions in military strength vis-à-vis China. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union, far from hindering the process of normalisation only smoothened it further — Russia and China continued to 
improve relations, their strategic convergence spurred on by shared suspicion about the overwhelming preponderance of 
U.S. global power at the end of the Cold War. 
 The success of their alignment post-1989 and the Deng Xiaoping-Gorbachev Summit (held against the backdrop 
of the Tiananmen Square student demonstrations) was that they identified common interests and were committed to 
building a relationship that was “broadly based and institutionalized” (Jingdong Yuan). What this signified is that military 
CBMs and tension-reduction along the border were ‘nested’ and fostered in a vast network of cooperative alignments 
that Russia and China built up in numerous areas once they agreed to normalise their relations. 
  
Points to note 
 Where our experience with China on CBMs and tension-reduction along the border differs from the experience 
of Russia is that first, the five Agreements we signed between 1993 and 2013 were not nurtured in an environment of a 
steady enhancement of mutual trust and political commitment for building a strong infrastructure of bilateral relations 
between India and China that promoted both bilateral and regional understanding and cooperative endeavour. Second, 
unlike in the Russia-China case, no final boundary settlement accompanied these CBMs to sustain and strengthen their 
operation. Even a joint clarification of the LAC remained unattainable. Third, China as the bigger power, unlike the Soviet 
Union under Gorbachev in its dealings with Beijing, has never signalled willingness to make asymmetric or unilateral 
concessions to India or act in a manner, especially in our neighbourhood, that enhances India’s trust or confidence. The 
bellicosity underlying the remarks by my Chinese interlocutor in 2014 is the signature element of Beijing’s approach to 
India. It renders the future of our relations with China uncertain and problematic. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 neighbour (noun) – a country that is next to another 

country; (bordering) country. 

 unlike (preposition) – different from, dissimilar to, not 

like, as opposed to, in contrast to. 

 ties (noun) – bond, connection, association, 

relationship. 

 bellicosity (noun) – belligerence, belligerency, 

combativeness, contentiousness, hostility. 

 misreading (noun) – misinterpretation, 

misunderstanding, incomprehension, misapprehension. 

 hard line (noun) – strict & uncompromising policy. 

 scholar (noun) – academic, intellectual, expert/pundit, 

learned person. 

 belittle (verb) – downgrade, trivialize, treat lightly, 

undervalue, underrate. 

 McMahon line (noun) – the demarcation line between 

Tibet and the North-east region of India proposed by 

British colonial administrator Sir Henry McMahon at the 

1914 Simla Convention signed between British and 

Tibetan representatives. It is the effective boundary 

between China and India. 

 broadside (noun) – criticism, censure, denunciation. 
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 sovereignty (noun) – authority, supreme power, 

domination. 

 sovereign (adjective) – effective, efficient, powerful, 

potent, efficacious. 

 restraint (noun) – self-control, self-restraint, constraint, 

control, restriction, limitation. 

 ominously (adverb) – threateningly, menacingly, 

forbiddingly. 

 foreshadow (verb) – indicate, signal, herald/augur/ 

foretell (a future event). 

 forward policy (noun) – a set of foreign policy doctrines 

applicable to territorial ambitions and disputes in which 

emphasis is placed on securing control of targeted 

territories by invasion and annexation or by the political 

creation of compliant buffer states. 

 grey area (noun) – unclear situation/condition. 

 (the) unravelling (noun) – undoing, resolving, sorting 

out. 

 grim (adjective) – distressing, upsetting, worrying, 

unpleasant, dismal, awful. 

 underlying (adjective) – fundamental, basic, primary. 

 bucolic (noun) – rustic, rural, countryside, agricultural, 

agrarian. 

 summitry (noun) – summit meetings collectively. 

 hold up (phrasal verb) – support, prop up, bolster up, 

shore up, buttress. 

 sphere (noun) – an area of activity; a field of activity; 

domain, realm. 

 tranquillity (noun) – peacefulness, restfulness, 

calmness, quietness. 

 contend (verb) – struggle, tussle, combat, fight. 

 untrammelled (adjective) – uncontrolled, 

unconstrained, unrestricted. 

 equation (noun) – the situation. 

 gulf (noun) – gap, fissure, rift; divide, division, 

separation, difference. 

 edifice (noun) – building, structure; a (complex) 

system/structure. 

 bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or 

countries. 

 build on (phrasal verb) – develop, enhance, expand. 

 confidence-building (measures/mechanisms) (noun) – 

confidence-building measures (CBMs) are planned 

procedures to prevent hostilities, to avert escalation, to 

reduce military tension, and to build mutual trust 

between countries. 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to become. 

 obsolete (adjective) – out of date, outdated, 

outmoded, old-fashioned. 

 armed (adjective) – using firearms. 

 confrontation (noun) – clash, conflict, encounter, fight. 

 flimsy (adjective) – unconvincing, unsatisfactory, 

unsubstantial. 

 so-called (adjective) – commonly named. 

 coexistence (noun) – The state of two or more different 

things existing/living together at the same time or in 

the same place. 

 the road to hell is paved with good intentions (phrase) 

– good intentions (e.g. promises, plans, schemes, etc.) 

will become useless when they are not put into action. 

 arrive at (verb) – attain, reach, accomplish (a 

conclusion or decision). 

 republic (noun) – a group of people involved in a 

particular activity with certain equality; “The Republic” 

is a form of government in which a state (country) is 

ruled by elected representatives of the people (citizen 

body). 

 protocol (noun) – procedure, convention; habit, 

pattern, method, system. 

 modality (noun) – a particular method or procedure. 

 affairs (noun) – concerns, matters, activities. 

 by any means (phrase) – in any way; at all. 

 speed up (phrasal verb) – accelerate, step up, advance, 

expedite. 

 understanding (noun) – agreement, settlement, 

deal/treaty. 

 paramilitary (adjective) – (of semi-militarized force) 

organized like a military force. 

 armament (noun) – weapons, arms, guns. 

 geographical (adjective) – zonal, territorial. 

 undertake (verb) – begin, start; engage in, become 

involved in, take part in. 

 flight (noun) – An act of flying; air trip, journey by air, 

air journey. 

 personnel (noun) – force, staff, employees, workforce. 

 face-to-face (adjective) – personally, in person, head 

on, direct. 

 due to (phrase) – because of, owing to, on account of. 

 self-restraint (noun) – self-control, restraint, control, 

self-discipline, self-possession, will power, strength of 

will, temperance. 

 escalation (noun) – intensification; an increase in the 

intensity of something. 
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 contingency (noun) – a possible event or circumstance, 

happening, occurrence of a possible incident but not 

guaranteed/certain to happen/occur. 

 stipulate (verb) – specify, demand, state (as a 

requirement). 

 thread (noun) – subject, subject matter, train of 

thought, direction. 

 at the heart of (phrase) – at the most important part 

of. 

 normalisation (noun) – the process of bringing 

something (relationship, ties) back to a normal 

condition after a war or disagreement. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-term or 

overall (military) goals. 

 strategic partnership (noun) – it is a long-term 

interaction between two countries based on political, 

economic, social and historical factors (Courtesy: IDSA 

(Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses)). 

 concede (verb) – admit, acknowledge, accept. 

 long-standing (adjective) – long-established, deep-

rooted, fixed, persistent, continuing (for a long time). 

 concession (noun) – compromise, adjustment. 

 cede ground (phrase) – to give up territory to another 

with a treaty. 

 ballistic missile (noun) – a missile, which is shot from 

the ground, takes a long distance to travel well outside 

the atmosphere and falls to the earth to explode on its 

target (due to the gravity). 

 unilateral (adjective) – relating to a method of taking 

decisions (particularly on international relations) by a 

state (country) individually without considering other 

states (countries). In general, it is relating to the 

decision taken individually without consulting with the 

others concerned. 

 contrary to (phrase) – conflicting with, opposed to. 

 cede (verb) – give up, concede, surrender, relinquish. 

 currency (noun) – prevalence, circulation, 

dissemination, publicity, exposure. 

 asymmetric (adjective) – unequal, differing, dissimilar; 

lopsided. 

 vis-à-vis (preposition) – concerning, with regard to, in 

relation to, as/in comparison with, in connection with 

(Vis-à-vis from Latin via. French, means literally “face-

to-face). 

 far from (phrase) – not, not at all. 

 hinder (verb) – obstruct, impede, inhibit, hamper. 

 convergence (noun) – coming together, intersection, 

confluence (a process of merging). 

 spur (verb) – motivate, stimulate, encourage, galvanize. 

 overwhelming (adjective) – very great/large, huge, 

enormous. 

 preponderance (noun) – dominance, ascendancy, 

leadership, mastery, supremacy, control, sway, power. 

 backdrop (noun) – situation, scenario, context. 

 Tiananmen Square Incident/Protest (noun) – the 

famous landmark gathering and protest by a large 

number of Chinese youth, that started on April 15, 1989 

and was forcibly suppressed on June 4, 1989 at 

Tiananmen Square in Beijing, China. The popular 

national movement inspired by the Beijing protests is 

sometimes called the ’89 Democracy Movement. In this 

massive pro-democracy protest, many (in hundreds) 

were killed in a brutal clampdown by the communist 

authorities. It is commonly known as the June Fourth 

Incident. 

 broadly (adverb) – generally, usually, mainly. 

 institutionalised (adjective) – established (as an official 

act). 

 foster (verb) – encourage, promote, support. 

 normalise (verb) – to have a friendly relationship again 

after a war or disagreement. 

 nurture (verb) – encourage, advance, foster, develop. 

 enhancement (noun) – increase, improvement, 

strengthening, augmentation. 

 infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 

organisational structure or framework that a country or 

organization needs in order to function properly. For a 

whole nation, it includes all the physical systems such 

as buildings, roads & railways networks, utilities, etc. 

 endeavour (noun) – activity, pursuit, exercise, 

undertaking, mission; aim/effort. 

 accompany (verb) – occur with, co-occur with, coincide 

with, coexist with. 

 neighbourhood (noun) – (surrounding) area, region, 

district/country. 

 underlie (verb) – be fundamental, be basic, be 

essential. 

 interlocutor (noun) – a person who takes part in a 

dialogue or conversation. 

 uncertain (adjective) – unpredictable, unsettled, 

unreliable; unsure, doubtful, dubious. 

 
 


