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Abstract
South Asia is at the brink of a crisis. Relations between India and China, and India and Pakistan are at
an all-time low. The current border standoff between the Indian and Chinese troops along the Line of
Actual Control that began in May and resulted in the death of twenty Indian soldiers – the first combat
fatalities in 45 years - has eroded any trust that remained between the two countries and upended any
progress made over the past few decades. Through its growing economic expansion and influence,
China appears to have achieved a unique position where it can shape the regional dynamics in South
Asia. On the other hand, Beijing’s rising antagonism towards India, the competition between the two, is
making the region highly unstable and the future – uncertain. The article attempts to explore the reasons
behind the Chinese hostilities towards India and its impact on regional stability.
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An

international crisis is “a set of rapidly

unfolding events which raises the impact of
destabilising forces in the general system or
any of its systems substantially above normal
levels

(i.e.,

average)

and

increases

the

likelihood of violence occurring in the system’
(Young, 1967: 10). It is also a ‘breakpoint of
relations along the peace/war continuum’
between two actors (Brecher and Wilkenfeld,
1987). It may be apposite to consider South
Asia today as being on the brink of multiple
crises. Relations between India and China, and
India and Pakistan are at an all-time low. The
current border standoff between the Indian and
Chinese troops along the Line of Actual
Control that began in May and resulted in the
death of twenty Indian soldiers – the first
combat fatalities in 45 years - has eroded any
trust that remained between the two countries
and upended any progress made over the past
few decades. Similarly, the relations between
India and Pakistan are also frozen since the
BJP-led

government’s

decision

to

erode

Jammu & Kashmir’s semi-autonomous status
and integrate it into the country by splitting it
into two Union territories, Jammu & Kashmir,
and Ladakh.

Given its close partnership with Pakistan, the
expansion of its economic and strategic
influence within that country and more widely
in South Asia, China appears to have achieved
a unique position where it can shape the
regional

dynamics.

On

the

other

hand,

Beijing’s rising antagonism towards India, the
competition between the two makes the region
highly unstable and its future uncertain. The
article attempts to explore the reasons behind
the Chinese hostilities towards India and its
impact on regional stability. The article is
divided into three sections: first, it maps how
two significant moves by Narendra Modi-led
government has changed regional dynamics,
and what impact it might have had on China’s
strategy vis-à-vis India; second, it looks at
China’s growing influence in the region and
how it has resulted in degradation of trust
between India and China; and thirdly, it looks
at

the

strategic

calculations

of

China’s

aggressive posturing against India and its
impact on their relations and beyond.
Escalations, miscalculations, and continued
hostility
In 2019, two significant moves were taken by
the BJP government that affected its relations

Beijing’s rising antagonism towards

with Pakistan and China. First, for the first

India, the competition between the two

time since 1971 – the Indian Air Force crossed

makes the region highly unstable and its

the Line of Control (LoC) and targeted Jaish-e-

future uncertain.

Mohammad’s camps deep inside the Pakistani
territory causing Indian and Pakistani forces to
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engage in direct air combat. The Modi

diplomatically on the international stage. Even

government’s decision to respond through

after the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attack that led

force to the Pulwama attack in order to deter

to the deaths of 170 people, Delhi chose not to

any future attacks originating from Pakistani

use the kinetic option at its disposal (Lalwani

territory led to a shift in the India – Pakistan

and Haegeland, 2018) and decided that much

deterrence dynamic. For decades, India has

was to be gained by not resorting to force

looked for ways to contain the threats

(Menon 2017). The BJP government under

emanating from Pakistani territory including

Narendra Modi’s leadership came to power by

the incursions across the LoC as well as its

promising to deal with cross-border terrorism

unabated support to Islamic militant groups.

with a firm hand (BJP Election Manifesto,

With the nuclearisation of the subcontinent,

2014). In an already hostile relationship, the

Pakistan used its nuclear weapons as a way to

Balakot attack has added one more chapter on

deter conventional attack by India in response

the escalation ladder between the long-time

to such attacks by its proxies (Narang, 2010).

rivals. The attack by the Indian Air Force deep
inside Pakistan’s territory targeting the Jaish-e-

Even after the 2008 Mumbai terrorist
attack that led to the deaths of 170
people, Delhi chose not to use the
kinetic option at its disposal

Mohammed (JeM) camps does not signify a
textbook response to a future attack. However,
it has provided Delhi options to deter the statesponsored cross-border terrorism. The move to
respond to Pakistan’s continued use of subconventional warfare – the advantages of

After the attack on the Indian Parliament in

which both Islamabad and Beijing have

2001 and the slow mobilisation of forces along

enjoyed for many years (Small, 2015), could

the LoC in the reaction of the attack, the Indian

have also been interpreted by Beijing as a show

Army in 2004 had even come up with a new

of strength, where India will no longer

limited war doctrine, Cold Start – which would

anxiously look to threats emanating from

allow India to mobilise its troops quickly and

Rawalpindi.

facilitate its taking of retaliatory measures in

government’s decision to scrap Article 370 of

case of an attack or an incursion by Pakistani

the Indian Constitution that granted special

forces (Ladwig III, 2008). The Indian policy

status to the state of Jammu & Kashmir and

towards Pakistan has been one of studied

splitting it into two Union territories of Jammu

caution and restraint on the military front so as

& Kashmir and Ladakh was widely seen

not to reach the nuclear threshold or risk

domestically as a decisive break from past

escalating the conflict and of trying to isolate it

policies. The unilateral action was criticised
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Second,

Narendra

Modi-led

3

widely by both Pakistan and China. In a

426 from 2016, which only had a total of 273

statement, China declared its opposition to the

transgressions, again falling to 327 in 2018

move as “unacceptable”, and the “inclusion of

(Naik, 2019) “indicating PLA’s assertiveness

Chinese territory in the western sector of the

and sensitivity to its claims on the Northern

China-India boundary” as having “undermined

borders” (Ministry of Defense Annual Report,

Chinese territorial sovereignty by unilaterally

2018).

changing the domestic laws” (Chunying,
2019). Since then, on behalf of Pakistan,

The Ladakh region that also includes Aksai

Beijing tried to bring the issue for discussion in

Chin and Shaksgam Tract - currently under

the UN Security Council.

Chinese control is strategically vital for China.
Aksai Chin serves as the only road connection
linking China’s landlocked regions of Xinjiang

The recent standoff has resulted in the

and Tibet with the National Highway G219,

deployment of thousands of troops and

also known as the Yela Highway. The area is

heavy equipment on both sides of the de

also crucial as it neighbours Gilgit-Baltistan - a

facto border.

part of the disputed Jammu & Kashmir region
administered by Pakistan, through which the

China, which controls Aksai Chin - a 15,000

strategically important Karakoram Highway

square miles stretch of territory acquired

passes and where China is actively involved in

during the 1962 Sino-Indian war, part of the

developing various infrastructure and energy

disputed territory in the western sector, is

projects under its Belt and Road Initiative. The

currently locked in a standoff with India in the

highway connects Kashgar of Xinjiang to

eastern region of Ladakh. The tensions and the

Karachi and Gwadar in the Arabian sea via the

killing of more than a dozen soldiers on the

Khunjerab Pass – where it has built a deep-sea

Indian side has derailed the considerable

water port as part of the CPEC, and which

progress made over the past few decades on

could be a way of overcoming the “Malacca

India-China relations. The recent standoff has

Straits dilemma” by looking for an alternate

resulted in the deployment of thousands of

shipping route for its oil and natural gas

troops and heavy equipment on both sides of

supplies coming from the Middle Eastern

the

of

region. The recent Chinese moves to acquire

transgressions by the Chinese side has also

territory in the Ladakh region in May have also

increased in recent years – with standoffs also

been argued by many as a result of last year’s

lasting much longer (Rossow et. al. 2020). The

decision by the Indian government to repeal

de

facto

border.

The

number

number of transgressions increased in 2017 to
4
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Article 370, which China claims as part of its

enemies (Tarapore, 2020). In such a toxic

territory.

environment, the risks of miscalculations and
misinterpretations are higher which can further

Even if abrogation of Article 370 is just a

lead to the escalation of the crisis or a conflict.

pretext and not the actual reason for Chinese
transgression

on

the

border

areas,

the

aggression on the border is Beijing’s way to

Do

greater

stakes

mean

greater

responsibility?

retaliate against several moves taken by New
Delhi in the past few years, from its challenge

China’s rise in influence and status in the

to PLA troops in Doklam in 2017, to its

recent decades presented it with a unique

developing closer proximity with the US,

opportunity to play a more significant role on

deepening defense engagement and support for

issues concerning peace and stability regionally

Washington’s “Indo-Pacific strategy”, while

as well as globally. Its outreach to the Taliban

keeping its own overall strategic designs

and continued support to the Iran nuclear deal

ambiguous. The recent tensions reflect an

indicates that it is not opposed to being a part

extensive challenge for India on the domestic

of the conflict-resolution process or conflict-

as well as the international front, as it is likely

averting process, even where admittedly this

that the LAC will remain heavily militarized,

ties

forcing Delhi to invest troops and resources

Expansion of Beijing’s economic interests

along with the border areas, meanwhile also

provides more so the reason for it to be a part

dealing with an economic slowdown and a

of resolving the crisis that threatens its

raging pandemic (Singh, 2020).

interests. Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative,

closely

with

its

national

interests.

declared in 2013, a policy strategy to enhance
China’s outreach to the Taliban and

its role in the world by developing trade routes

continued support to the Iran nuclear

and infrastructure spanning across Asia and

deal indicates that it is not opposed to

Europe and aiming to boost trade and capital,

being a part of the conflict-resolution

makes it an important stakeholder in the

process or conflict-averting process

stability of both the continents.
Beijing has made inroads in South Asia with its

The current crisis-like scenario also puts the
stability of the region at risk where the powers
involved are more willing to raise the stakes by

vast developments through the BRI and its
growing

naval

presence

in

the

Indian

Ocean. Under the Xi Jinping’s policy for the

choosing to escalate as a way to deter its
INSTITUTE OF CHINESE STUDIES, DELHI ● OCT 2020
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‘New Era’ (Doyon et. al. 2017), South Asia

unequal distribution of wealth in the country

acquired a renewed strategic significance in its

(Kumar, 2019). To counter this, the Chinese

foreign policy. It views the region as a part of

government came up with the Western

its periphery, a key area of its core interests.

Development Strategy in 1999 – aimed at

The

most

gradually eliminating regional disparities in the

includes

western region and ensuring border, and social

Xinjiang and Tibet, therefore, maintaining

stability. Any instability in the neighbouring

security and stability in and around South Asia

country of Pakistan and Afghanistan or

is essential for China, so that it does not spill

escalation of a crisis can have implications for

over to Xinjiang and Tibet that houses twenty

China’s national security and can foil the

out of fifty-five minorities in the country.

progress made so far in the landlocked region

subcontinent

vulnerable

western

borders
region

China’s
that

of Xinjiang and Tibet.
Any instability in the neighbouring

Chinese investments in the region under the

country of Pakistan and Afghanistan or

Belt and Road initiative have also grown

escalation of a crisis can have

substantially.

Beijing

has

invested

or

implications for China’s national

committed more than $150 billion in and

security

around India’s neighbourhood (Bhandari and
Jindal, 2018). It is also investing in the

The rise in fundamentalism in the western

financial systems of these countries by taking

region of China and the bordering nations is

stakes in the stock exchanges and cultivating

already a challenge for the party. During the

trade dominated by the Yuan (ibid). It is

era of ‘reform and opening up’, mostly the

currently

coastal areas of China saw growth and

highways, and rail networks in almost all the

development, which is the primary reason for

South Asian countries except India and Bhutan.

today’s increasing rural-urban divide and

The

1

An essential aspect of the so-called ‘Xi Jinping
Thought’, also known as ‘Xi Jinping Thought on
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era’.
According to this, every era can be distinguished by its
principal contradiction, and by correctly identifying this
contradiction, the party can adapt itself to the changing
reality and work towards the socialist cause. The central
contradiction in Xi’s ‘new era’ as identified by him can
be found “between unbalanced and inadequate
development and the people’s ever-growing needs for a
better life”. Another aspect of this era’s principal
contradiction is defining a “new type of great power
relations” which will be different from the likes of
relations between great powers during the Cold War.
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involved

China-Pakistan

in

developing

Economic

ports,

Corridor

(CPEC), a US$62 billion project, which is the
largest of BRI initiative, plans to link China’s
landlocked Xinjiang autonomous region to the
Arabian Sea through overland routes and to
develop a deep-sea port in Gwadar as the
endpoint through Karakoram highway.
Beijing, also signed a deal with Sri Lanka
leasing the Hambantota Port for 99 years, after
INSTITUTE OF CHINESE STUDIES, DELHI ● OCT 2020

the Sri Lankan government struggled to pay the

waterway, has been previously used to dock

debt it had taken on from China to build the

Chinese naval submarines as well (Abi-Habib,

port. It is also involved in a range of projects

2018).

from

upgrading

the

Chittagong

port

to

constructing coal-powered plants in Chittagong

China’s increasing investments in the

and Payra in Bangladesh, to developing a

regions do not translate into a reduced

China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC)

sphere of influence for India

– which involves a plan to connect China’s
southern province of Yunnan with Mandalay –
Myanmar’s second-largest city. The corridor

These

will further expand to include Yangon and

behaviour, have fed into the insecurities of

Kyaukpyu in Rakhine state, where China is

reports

and

the

overall

Chinese

Indian policymakers. For long, India has

building a deep-sea port as part of its BRI

prepared itself that it will likely have to fight a

initiative (Anadolu Agency, 2020).

two-front war with China and Pakistan, and
recent tensions have only made that possibility

Reports have suggested the possibility of dual-

a little too “realistic”. With China’s expanding

use of the ports for civilians as well as military

economic outreach, it could have been well

purposes by the Chinese to defend its interests

suited to play an essential role in managing the

in the Indian Ocean (Singh, 2020). The CPEC

crises in the region. On the other hand, with the

that cuts through Gilgit-Baltistan, the northern

ongoing

part of the disputed Kashmir region has always

diplomacy,

been opposed by New Delhi, due to the

interference in the political spheres of foreign

violation

sovereignty.

nations such as in the case of Sri Lanka, and its

According to unconfirmed reports in 2010,

current military standoff along the LAC with

some 7,000 to 10,000 People’s Liberation

India, all Beijing seems to have done is to have

Army (PLA) soldiers were deployed in the

undermined

Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir (PoK) (Harrison,

unreliability, aggressive posturing and the

2010). Later reports have suggested the

creation of a sense of ambiguity and suspicion

presence of 7,000 non-combat soldiers in the

about

region which comprised of construction,

investments in the regions do not translate into

communications and engineering units of the

a reduced sphere of influence for India.

PLA (Harrison, 2010, cited in Rajghatta,

Nevertheless, it has significantly increased

2010). The Hambantota seaport, just a few

competition in the region between the two

hundred miles off the shore of India, which sits

powers despite the massive gap in their

along a critical commercial and military

respective capabilities, where the two are

of

its

territorial
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pandemic

its

-

debt-trap

its

its

wolf

warrior

diplomacy,

alleged

position

actions.

through

China’s

its

increasing

7

fighting for the attention of the smaller nations.

Complexity), but the overall tenor of relations

As China is expanding its foothold around

have seen a downward trend with deep-seated

India’s neighbourhood, India has looked to

mistrust, especially after the Doklam crisis and

develop closer ties with China’s neighbouring

the recent Galwan clash. India has taken a

countries in the South East and East Asia, to

significant lead in banning more than a

balance Beijing’s influence.

hundred Chinese apps including TikTok, and
also

A quest for dominance?

tightened

restrictions

on

Chinese

companies looking to bid for contracts in the
country (Hayakawa, 2020) - part of economic

In 1962, Jawaharlal Nehru stated,

retaliation over the border conflict. For long,

“It is a little naive to think that the
trouble with China was essentially
due to a dispute over some
territories. It had deeper reasons.
Two of the largest countries in Asia
confronted

each

other.

They

differed in many ways. And the test
was whether any one of them
would have a more dominating
position than the other on the
border and in Asia itself.” (Nehru,
1962, cited in Small, 2014: 73)

the power differential between India and China
was seen as the defining factor in their
relations – China is a US $13.6 trillion
economy, more than five times that of India –
which had a GDP of US $2.72 trillion.
However, as argued by Srikanth Konadappalli,
New Delhi’s response to the clash in Galwan
valley

may

have

overcome

this

power

differential (Roche, 2020). The recent clash
and competition demonstrate differences in
perception over their role in the region and on
the world stage. According to Amb. Shyam
Saran, the former foreign secretary of India,

The competition between India and China has

Beijing has always dismissed India’s role in

intensified, extending from the peaks of the

international affairs as that of a “pretender too

Himalayas to the deeper parts of the Indian

big for its boots”, whereas the superpower

Ocean. As India has grown closer to the US,

status of China is a “manifest destiny” (Saran,

this has made Beijing uncomfortable – which

2013, cited in Small, 2014: 72). Despite this

perceives the growing proximity as a policy of

perceived difference in power, China pursued

containment against its rising power and

the policy of balancing in South Asia, where it

influence. The economic relations between

has used Pakistan as a constant check against

India and China has seen an upward trajectory,

India’s rising power.

with the total trade amounting to the US $92.1
billion in 2018 (Observer of Economic
8
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Beijing

cultivated

a

relationship

with

supported by Rawalpindi, attacking India and

Islamabad since the 1950s based on their

the forces that might target China. Its support

shared concern of balancing against India.

and refusal to blacklist Masood Azhar, the

Pakistan received support through continued

founder-in-chief of Jaish-e-Mohammad group,

sales of arms and nuclear technology as China

in the UN Sanctions List that targeted India on

looked to balance India. Its main goal remains

several occasions shows that Beijing has

to tie down India to the South Asian region.

significantly enjoyed the fruits of proxy

Pakistan is the biggest importer of arms and

terrorism that had led to diverting Indian

technology from China.

attention and resources towards Islamabad.

In 2018 – 2019,

China was the largest exporter of arms to
Pakistan with a total of $866 million worth of
arms sold (SIPRI Arms Trade Data).

India and China are also vying for influence in
the Indian Ocean. China’s ambitions coupled
with its rise in economic and military power is

Beijing has stepped up its naval activity
in the Indian Ocean littoral by
developing ports and pipelines and
setting up its first overseas military base
in Djibouti in 2017.

making it look for ways to satisfy its needs and
continue on the path of development – which is
resulting in China voyaging far from its eastern
shores and expand its presence in the Indian
Ocean. The ocean sits along the most vital sea
lanes in the world. Almost 80 per cent of
seaborne trade in oil passes through the choke

China’s strategy vis-a-vis both India and

points in the region – with 45 per cent from

Pakistan had been to perpetuate the mistrust

Strait of Hormuz, 35 per cent through the

between the two, in order to maintain the

Straits of Malacca and 8 per cent through Bab

balance of power in the South Asian region. It

el-Mandeb

(DeSilva-Ranasinghe,

2011).

provided support to Pakistan during the 1965

Beijing has stepped up its naval activity in the

and gave strategic reassurance in the 1971 war,

Indian Ocean littoral by developing ports and

as well as supported it in its pursuit of

pipelines and setting up its first overseas

plebiscite in Kashmir. It has sought to contain
India within South Asia, keeping it off-balance,

military base in Djibouti in 2017. Due to its
expanding expeditionary activities, China is

so it does not become a challenger to China.

also modernizing its naval forces, that began in

With rising investments, China has come to

2015. As part of the modernization program,

bear the brunt of terrorist forces in Pakistan –
where the Chinese are increasingly being

the

PLA

Navy

is

developing

surface

combatants. It includes guided-missile cruisers

targeted and killed, Beijing has, for a long time

(Type 055), destroyers (Type 052C/D), and

differentiated between the terrorist forces -

frigates (Type 054A), which might be deployed

INSTITUTE OF CHINESE STUDIES, DELHI ● OCT 2020
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in the Indian Ocean region (White, 2020). As

impact of destabilising forces above usual and

China seeks to gain an economic and strategic

increase the possibility of a conflict. The

advantage in the IOR, India is seen as a

standoff that began in June and has been going

challenger to China – which will ensure

on now for the past six months will likely go

freedom of navigation and maintain peace in

on for some time as both sides have refused to

the region. The Indian Navy also conducts

withdraw their troops. The tensions in the

regular exercises in the region with the US,

border areas, its assertive campaign in South

Japan and now Australia – which are also part

China Sea and the Taiwan Straits, indicate that

of the so-called grouping, Quad. China views

Beijing is more than willing to draw itself into

the informal grouping and the overall concept

crisis-like situations in order to gain tactical

of the “Indo-Pacific” as part of an encirclement

advantages and to teach a ‘lesson’ to any power

strategy headed and directed by its arch-rival

that takes a harder stance against its policies.

US. New Delhi, in its response to China’s

Currently, India and China are engaged in

maritime ambitions in the IOR, is also taking

commander-level

several

power’s

ministers of the two countries also came up

dominance in its backyard. It is currently

with a five-point action plan (Haidar and

involved in developing a port in Chabahar in

Krishnan, 2020) to de-escalate and maintain

Iran’s Sistan-Baluchistan province, a maiden

‘peace and tranquillity’ over the border.

deep-sea port in Indonesia’s Sabang, and in

However, the two sides have not been able to

securing military access to the port of Duqm in

come up with any tangible solutions so far.

Oman (Mishra, 2019).

Delhi

steps

to

dissuade

one

banned

talks,

several

and

the

Chinese

foreign

apps

in

retaliation – a move that is now being followed
Currently, India and China are engaged
in commander-level talks, and the
foreign ministers of the two countries
also came up with a five-point action
plan to de-escalate and maintain ‘peace
and tranquillity’ over the border

by others, however an economic decoupling
between the two countries remains unlikely for
now. Growing economic prowess has provided
China with a heightened sense of confidence
and self-image, and where it is trying to shape
the Asian age as China’s age.
The gap between China and India’s capabilities

Conclusion
A crisis is a breakpoint of relations along the
peace/war continuum, which can raise the
10

is massive – China’s GDP is almost five times
of India, so is Beijing’s defense budget
reaching $261 billion in 2019 compared to
India’s defense expenditure of $71.1 billion in
INSTITUTE OF CHINESE STUDIES, DELHI ● OCT 2020

2019 (SIPRI Press Release 2019). It also

India’s growing tilt towards the US – which it

possesses a quantitative and technological

sees as a challenge to China’s dominance.

advantage over the Indian armed forces from

However, does Beijing truly believes that when

fourth- and fifth- generation aircrafts, diesel

push comes to shove India will accept China’s

electric submarines and multiple rocket launch

regional dominance and buckle down to avoid

systems (Kilman et. al. 2019). The PLA has

an economically disastrous and debilitating

also made improvements to enhance troop

armed conflict?

mobilization in the border areas by developing
infrastructure and bringing the Indian border
into a single unified theatre command. Indian
Army, on the other hand, is also building roads
and infrastructure that will provide it with
greater mobility and operational awareness –
one of the reasons provided by China for
frictions along the LAC. Even with gaps in
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