In H. Pant, ed., The Rise of China: Implications for India, Cambridge University Press India Pvt. Ltd, 2011, 197-220          31

8

Sino-Indian Territorial Issues: The “Razor’s Edge”?
David Scott

Introduction

In terms of “the rise of China” and its “implications for India”, the title of this book, the Sino-Indian territorial dispute represents an immediate arena in which India is having to face the uncomfortable implications from having an increasingly stronger neighbour. For India, the ability of China to deny India’s hopes of territorial settlement on India’s terms has become ever clearer in the wake of China’s rise in military power in and around their disputed territory, which remains the biggest amount of land still in dispute in Asia. As such, “the 4,056--kilometer (2,520 miles) frontier between India and China, one of the longest inter-state borders in the world, remains … not defined, let alone demarcated, on maps or delineated on the ground”.
 Here, the judgement over a century ago of Lord Curzon, British Viceroy of India 1898-1905 still seems relevant; the most urgent work of Foreign Ministers and Ambassadors … is now the conclusion of Frontier Conventions in which sources of discord are removed by the adjustment of rival interests or ambitions at points where the territorial borders adjoin”, for “frontiers are indeed the razor’s edge on which hang suspended the modern issues of war or peace, of life or death to nations”.
 Admittedly, the territorial issue has been officially decoupled from the wider Sino-Indian relationship; as with the PRC rhetoric that “China and India have already reached consensus on the border issue. Before it is completely resolved, both countries will endeavor to maintain peace and stability in the border areas and will not let the border issue affect the general picture of China and India's cooperation”.
 However, in reality their territorial issues do affect their wider relationship, in PRC terms “the existence of immense territorial disputes between China and India”.

In dispute terms, this chapter argues that, in International Relations (IR) theory terms, the territorial disputes between India and China involve classical geopolitics entwined with critical geopolitics.  Each strand of geopolitics, in their different ways, both involve the respective “position” that India and China hold for themselves and for each other in their immediate and extended neighbourhood. Whilst each side argues from history, the chapter argues that in reality the evidence from history is rather ambiguous and inconclusive for both sides’ territorial claims. Indeed, history is a sterile area to argue from, as one Indian commentator put it, “can we go beyond history to look at solutions which do not hark back to the past?”
 The chapter argues that, from the outside, resolution of the issue seems feasible enough in terms of simple seeming territorial trade offs involving Arunachal Pradesh and Aksai Chin; but is complicated by smaller geographic issues surrounding Tawang, and wider geopolitical issues surrounding Tibet and indeed the balance of power in Asia between India and China.

The two main areas of dispute along this Himalayan frontier are the Western  Sector (Aksai Chin, around 37,250 square kilometres/ 14,380 square miles); and the Eastern  Sector (Arunachal Pradesh, around 83,740 square kilometres/ 32,330 square miles). On the one hand, Arunachal Pradesh is inhabited by over a million people, Indian citizens, and includes important Buddhist centres like Tawang. On the other hand, Aksai Chin is a virtually uninhabited bleak barren plateau with no permanent settlements. It is the place “where not a blade of grass grows” as Jawaharlal Nehru once dismissively said; but where China’s National Highway 219 runs through Aksai Chin  as a key geopolitical infrastructure link for the PRC between its provinces of Tibet and Xinjiang. One further complication is China’s occupation of the Shaksgam valley; around 5,180 sq kilometres/1,930 square miles, to which Pakistan relinquished its Baltistan-related claims in 1963, but over which India maintains its own Kashmir-derived claims. Smaller pockets of disputed territory are found, the Middle Sector fringes of Himachal Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. Elsewhere along the Himalayas, lingering uncertainty over China’s recognition of Sikkim’s incorporation into India in 1975 is entwined with continuing PRC claims to the “Finger Area” in the north of Sikkim, with 71 supposed incidents reported of Chinese troop “incursions” in 2008. Nearby territorial disputes between China and Bhutan around the Chumbi Valley triangulation point with India are of further concern to New Delhi, given the Chumbi Valley’s location looking down onto the India’s sensitive Siliguri corridor which links India’s northeastern states with the rest of India. 
Wider nuances arise with India’s Foreign Secretary (2004--2006) Shyam Saran, and his comments about the logic of geography. In front of one audience, it was a question for Saran of “geopolitical reality” in which “I would like to focus particularly on Asia, where the interests of both India and China intersect. It is said that the logic of geography is unrelenting. Proximity is the most difficult and testing among diplomatic challenges a country faces”, where “to those who harbour any skepticism about this fact, it would suffice to remind that we share one of the longest [and disputed] land borders in the world with China.
 In front of another audience, it was again a question that “it is said that the logic of geography is unrelenting and proximity is the most difficult and testing among diplomatic challenges a country faces”; with the following gloss that “frontiers with neighbours are where domestic concerns intersect with external relationships. This is where domestic and foreign policies become inextricable and demand sensitive handling”, and in which “it is important for us to look at the [disputed] boundary question from the long-term and strategic perspective of India-China relations, rather than as a mere territorial issue.

The territorial issues between India and China form one of the biggest land disputes in Asia, and are of significance not only for the size of area under dispute, but also because the two disputants are the big countries most evidently on the rise in Asia. Alongside this logic of geography, there is then what Neville Maxwell called “the logic of power”; a logic of power whereby powerful states “in their expansive phases push out their frontiers until they meet the resistance of a strong neighbour or reach a physical barrier which makes a natural point of rest”.
 In geopolitical terms, the current point of rest is along the Himalayas/Karakoram range, but in the long term where exactly is the “natural” point of rest between them? Amidst talk of mutual IR security dilemma dynamics, China’s strengthening of military forces and related infrastructure in Aksai Chin and Arunachal Pradesh zones is now a spur to India’s own more halting augmentation of military forces and related infrastructure. Meanwhile, both countries are seeking to expand their wider strategic space at a time when their immediate mountain borders remain unresolved.

Respective claims

Both sides evoke but also dispute the historical record.
 “Perceptual” differences, the stamping ground of IR constructivism, remain very different between India and China towards their own and each others’ claims on the disputed territories.
 The role of Tibet presents further related ambiguity in Sino--Indian relations.
 Indian figures like K. Gopalachari, an advisor to the Indian team in the 1960 discussions with China, emphasised in 1963, in the bitter aftermath of India’s 1962 military defeats at the hands of China, that “the India-China boundary is not a complicated question left over from history, but one definitely settled by history”; in which “the Indian alignment of the 2,4000 mile boundary, one of the longest in the world, has been determined by geography, confirmed by tradition and custom, sanctified by treaties and reinforced by continuous exercise through the centuries of administrative jurisdiction appropriate to the areas concerned.
 Ironically, the PRC uses the same criteria and lines of argument, complete with its repeated phrase of the issue as being “a question left over by history”.
 History does not really settle the issue, as witnessed in the voluminous but inconclusive exchange of maps and documents in the 1960 negotiations. In reality, the picture has been a confused vague picture in the past, in which ethnic-tribal lines and power vacuums have generated blurred and unclear Tibetan borders.

China’s territorial claims on Arunachal Pradesh stem from China’s wider claims to Tibet, hence the PRC’s styling of Arunachal Pradesh as Zang Nan “Southern Tibet”. In terms of implications for India of China’s rise, as Brahma Chellaney trenchantly put it, China “covets Arunachal as a cultural patio to Tibet — a classic attempt at incremental annexation”.
 Despite the worried concerns of Vallabhai Patel over the implications of Chinese move into Tibet in 1950, Nehru moved ahead with the 1954 Agreement on Trade and Intercourse between the Tibet Region of China and India. This indicated Indian acceptance of PRC control over Tibet, with repeated use in the 1954 Agreement, eight times, of the phrase “Tibet region of China”. It also included India's renunciation of forward military and economic rights enjoyed in Tibet by British India. More recently in their 2003 Joint Declaration, the formulation was that “the Indian side recognizes that the Tibet Autonomous Region [TAR] is part of the territory of the People’s Republic of China”.
 In retrospect, some Indian figures have argued that this showed a recurring tendency for India to hand over “unilateral concessions” to China. However, there was some comment on the implications and sub-text of the 2003 Joint Declaration seeming to recognize the claims of the People’s Republic of China rather than China per se; a qualified recognition whereby if the PRC collapses as a regime, then so could Indian recognition of Chinese claims to Tibet? There was also comment that China’s favoured term “inalienable” was not applied to Tibet in the 2003 Joint Declaration. Of course, there are ambiguities in China’s very claim on Tibet.
 China claims that political links with Tibet go back centuries. In reality, Chinese control was first seen in the intervention of a Qing army in 1720 and arrival of a Chinese resident commissioner (amban). Since then, some degree of Chinese control was able to be enforced in Tibet when China was strong, but effectively lapsed (for most of the period) when China was weak.

As to the periphery around Tibet, it would seem that the Western Sector, Aksai Chin, was pretty well ignored by most settled surrounding powers in India and China. Admittedly, in 1865, a British surveyor W H Johnson employed by the Maharaja of Kashmir, had drawn up the so-called “Johnson Line” which had placed the Aksai Chin plateau in Kashmir, but the Chinese government rejected this demarcation, which remained nominal rather than implemented. A later British proposal was submitted in 1899 by Claude MacDonald the British Minister to China, with Aksai Chin allocated to China, but then was not followed through by either government.

With regard to the Eastern  Sector, Arunachel Pradesh has varied defensive and offensive strategic importance for India, as it (1) provides strategic depth to India’s vulnerable Brahmaputra Valley and India’s other North Eastern states; (2) provides security to Bhutan on its entire Eastern flank by geographical contiguity; and (3) in any future conflict with China and if India singly (or in coalition with some other power) develops offensive capabilities against China, it offers the shortest cut for India to China proper and to Tibet. The problem for Indian claims is that some traditional and demographic links were present between Arunachal Pradesh and Tibet, with tax links maintained between Tawang and the Lhasa authorities well into the mid 20th century.

Thus, the Imperial Gazetteer map Political Divisions of the Indian Empire (1909) showed the British India frontier as the southern (not northern) borderline of present day Arunachal Pradesh. Admittedly more formal boundary lines between India and Tibet seemed laid down under the Simla Convention of 1914 which established the McMahon Line. The Chinese delegate from the Qing Empire, Chen I-fan, may have initially initialled the Simla Convention; but he then repudiated it, as did the central government in Beijing. The People’s Republic of China has maintained a rejection of the Simla Convention as an Unequal Treaty and manifestation of imperialism on the part of British India; “the so-called McMahon Line in the eastern sector is a line which the British imperialists attempted to force upon China by taking advantage of the powerlessness of the Chinese … It is illegal and has never been recognized by the Chinese Government”.
 British India did gradually move into the Himalayan slopes after 1914, calling it the North East Frontier Agency (NEFA); but this can be accurately enough summed by Mohan Guruswamy that India’s claim to the north-eastern frontiers “does not rest on any great historical tradition or cultural affinity. We are there because the British went there”.

However, China now faces the problem that there has been continuous occupation of the Eastern Sector area by the Republic of India since 1950, albeit interrupted briefly in 1962 before Chinese troops withdrew their forces but not their claim. One of the mysteries remains why China withdrew their forces from the NEFA in 1962, given that it was claiming it as Chinese territory. It would seem that PRC concerns over maintaining their grip over Tibet made the key infrastructure role of the Aksai China the crucial element to retain, which is exactly what they did in 1962, with the NEFA perhaps considered as less important geopolitically for China’s position in Tibet. Meanwhile, Indian re-occupation in the wake of the Chinese withdrawal in 1962 has led to the granting of full statehood in 1987 to the NEFA, now termed Arunachal Pradesh, and its subsequent participation in Indian politics. Such integration of Arunachal Pradesh within the Indian polity has not been recognised by the PRC; and it was no coincidence that in 1987 there were serious skirmishes at Sumdorong Chu in Arunachal Pradesh.
Faced with a rising India, whose closer security and defence links with the United States were signalled with their 2005 Defence Agreement, Chinese claims to Arunachal Pradesh have been re-invoked with increased vigour.
 Hence the widely publicized assertion in November 2006 by China’s Ambassador to India, Sun Yuxi, that “in our position, the whole of the state of Arunachal Pradesh is Chinese territory. And Tawang is only one of the places in it. We are claiming all of that. That is our position”.
 The clarification in 2007 by the Dalai Lama, that the 1914 Simla Agreement drawing the MacMahon Line to demarcate the Tibet-India border was signed by an independent government of Tibet, has strengthened PRC re-assertions of its own claims; as the Chinese are acutely concerned that the present Dalai Lama’s position not only negates the Chinese claim on Arunachal Pradesh, but also questions the very legality of Chinese sovereignty over Tibet, and with it the PRC’s incorporation of Tibet in 1950. Arunachal Pradesh’s participation in Indian politics continues to attract Beijing’s ire, witnessed in PRC denunciations in 2009 over the visit and campaigning in Arunachal Pradesh by national politicians like Manmohan Singh and Rahul Gandhi. Whilst Beijing expressed how it was “strongly dissatisfied” over what it considered “provocative” action by India; the Indian government merely reiterated how Arunachel Pradesh was an “integral part of India. We rest at that”.

India claims, simply enough in its eyes, that the Arunachal Pradesh border has already been agreed via the MacMahon Line drawn up and ratified in 1914 under the Simla Convention; which India sees as a sensible reflection of geography and history. Chinese administrations may have rejected the Simla Agreement, but Tibetan administrations did not. The Dalai Lama's acceptance of the MacMahon Line and of India’s claim within it to Tawang, are a continuing feature of India’s case; marshalled again following the Dalai Lama’s visit, with Indian government permission (and approval?) to Tawang in November 2009, a visit denounced in the PRC.
 China though argues that neither the Tibetan authorities nor the Dalai Lama have had, be it in 1914 or in 2009, the authority to dispose of territory and conduct foreign policy. In China’s eyes, “there has been no such a thing as ‘independent Tibet’ since the Yuan Dynasty (1271--1368) established its suzerainty over the region. It was the invasion of Tibet by British forces in the late 19th century that made Tibetan sovereignty an issue. When the British forces withdrew after waging two wars, they tried to create an ‘independent Tibet’ by convening the Simla Convention”.
 As to the Simla Convention, the PRC continues to argue that it was an imperialist facade, “UK representative Henry McMahon secretly signed the so-called ‘Simla Accord’ with the local Tibetan government manipulated by ‘Tibet independence’ forces during the ‘Simla conference’ without the knowledge of Chinese representatives. This accord even incorporated a large area of territory in China’s Tibet including the Tawang district to British India”.

Status of negotiations
In 1981, following the frozen relations prevalent after the 1962 war, border talks at the vice-ministerial level were initiated. Although Beijing had suggested sectoral swapping in 1960 and 1980, this overall package predisposition faced India’s push for separate sector-by-sector agreements.
 In 1988 more formal Joint Working Group (JWG) discussions were started; with a twin mandate of ensuring “peace and tranquillity” along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) and working on a “fair, reasonable and mutually acceptable” settlement of the boundary question. In September 1993, China and India signed the Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas, with a Sino-Indian Expert Group (EG) set up to assist the work of the JWG on the boundary question. The rhetoric was clear in its Article-1; “the India-China boundary question shall be resolved through peaceful and friendly consultations. Neither side shall use or threaten to use force against the other by any means. Pending an ultimate solution to the boundary question ...”.
 In November 1996, China and India agreed in their Agreement on Confidence Building Measures in the Military Field along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas to delimit their Line of Actual Control (LAC) and institute Confidence Building Measures (CBMs) along the frontier. The agreement included pledges on nonaggression, prior notification of large troop movements, a 10-km no-fly zone for combat aircraft, and exchange of maps to resolve disagreements about the precise location of the LAC.

In June 2003, the India--China Declaration on Principles for Relations and Comprehensive Cooperation between India and China had the two countries agreeing “to each appoint a special representative to explore from the political perspective of the overall bilateral relationship the framework of a boundary settlement”.
 Some ground rules for actual territorial negotiations seemed to have been achieved in April 2005 with the signing of the Political Parameters and Guiding Principles for the Settlement of the India-China Boundary Question.
  However, the Joint Declaration by the Republic of India and the People’s Republic of China (2006) and the Shared Vision for the 21st Century of the People’s Republic of China and the Republic of India (2008), which both expressed hopes that “such [boundary] differences are not allowed to affect the positive development of bilateral relations” in other fields, have perhaps pushed territorial differences but also territorial resolution to one side?

To conclude, varied frameworks have been seen; some eight rounds of vice-ministerial talks from 1981--1987, fourteen Joint Working Group meetings from 1988--2003, and thirteen rounds of Special Representative talks from 2003--2009. Nevertheless, there seems to have been little substantive progress on territorial issues. Specific discussions on core territorial demands and delineation of forces have given way to broader, but some would say vaguer and less useful, political discussions of bilateral relations as a whole. In terms of general confidence, if anything, the situation has deteriorated between India and China, where the last few years have seen growing numbers of incursions, alongside infrastructure and military forces build up along the Himalayas, both on the Arunachal Pradesh and Aksai Chin borderlines. Despite some of the diplomatic rhetoric of engagement and global cooperation, strategic perceptions of each other have deteriorated, whilst public as well as elite distrust of intentions and military capacity has grown.
Even initial specific steps have been minimal and indeed appear somewhat grudging. In terms of establishing the Lines of Actual Control (LAC), maps have only been established with regard to the relatively minor Middle Sector (Himachal Pradesh/Uttar Pradesh fringes) where LAC maps were exchanged in November 2000. China then committed itself to an exchange of LAC maps of the Western Sector (Aksai Chin) in 2002 and the Eastern Sector (Arunachal Pradesh) in early 2003. However, in 2003 this was effectively overturned when China argued that the two countries should instead focus on achieving an overall final political package settlement. Equally well, the 2006 Joint Declaration pledge that “it was agreed to complete the process of exchanging maps indicating their respective perceptions of the entire alignment of the LAC on the basis of already agreed parameters as soon as possible” also has shown no particular signs of being completed; with no LAC maps having emerged for those two major blocks of disputed territory, Aksai Chin and Arunachal Pradesh. This in turn makes the immediate implementation of the 1996 Agreement on Confidence Building Measures in the Military Field along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas difficult as the agreement refers to controlling military dispositions and deployments to certain distances from Lines of Actual Control, but yet those LACs have not been established.
The speed, or rather lack of speed, over negotiations is noticeable, a “glacial pace” given that current border discussions were first initiated in 1981.
 The 2005 Political Parameters and Guiding Principles for the Settlement of the India-China Boundary Question talked of “an early settlement of the boundary question” It did have its Article-7 provision that “in reaching a boundary settlement, the two sides shall safeguard due interests of their settled populations in the border areas”.
 However, China’s strong reassertion of its claims over Arunachal Pradesh, and especially Tawang, cut across such population principles. This population provision also seems undercut by the comments made to Pranab Mukherjee in June 6, 2007 by Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi, who stated that “mere presence” of settled populations would not affect China’s claims.
 Meanwhile, the 2006 Joint Declaration announced that “the Special Representatives shall complete at an early date the task of finalising an appropriate framework for a final package settlement covering all sectors of the India-China boundary”, but as of yet there are no signs of any such “early finalisation” let alone “early settlement”. Similarly, the Working Group set up at the 2007 Special Representatives meeting to prepare a “framework arrangement” has been equally barren on outcomes, so far.
Indian perceptions of Chinese motives remain highly critical. For Kapila it was the opportunity for China “to keep alive the border dispute as a strategic pressure point against India”.
  For Malik it was a case that “Beijing would not want to give up the ‘bargaining chip’ that an unsettled boundary vis-à-vis India provides it with. An unsettled border provides China the strategic leverage to keep India uncertain about its intentions, and nervous about its capabilities, while exposing India's vulnerabilities and weaknesses, and ensuring New Delhi's ‘good behavior’ on issues of vital concern to China”.

Discussions, rather than negotiations have then settled down into a regular, but desultory fashion. The press communiqué from the 2009 Special Representative talks was still noticeably bland; “in a friendly and candid atmosphere, the two Special Representatives had an in-depth exchange of views on resolving the boundary question. Both countries agreed to press ahead with the framework negotiations in accordance with the agreed political parameters and guiding principle”, so as “to seek for a fair and reasonable solution acceptable to both. Prior to that, both should work together to maintain peace and tranquillity in the border areas2.
 Candid is often diplomatic euphemism for blunt differences of opinion, whilst the call for working together to maintain peace and tranquillity is a virtual admission that peace and stability has not yet been established. Equally euphemistic are PRC statements that both countries “should respect history and reality, take into account the feelings of both nations, make the most of their political wisdom and come up with a reasonable and mutually acceptable solution to their border issue”.
 Such sentiments fail to give any tangible specifics on what actual solutions might be forthcoming.

Negotiating strategies

One repeated emerging criticisms of India’s negotiating strategy is that “unilateral concessions” have been made too often by India, without similar concessions being made by China.
 When PRC military forces started moving into Tibet in 1950, the Republic of India quickly moved to (a) give up the Forward Rights inherited from the days of British India, which stemmed from the Simla Convention and Anglo-Tibetan Agreement of 1904; and (b) instead recognise Chinese control over Tibet in stronger terms than the hitherto used term “suzerainty”. In effect, a “Tibet Card” was there to be played at a time of PRC uncertainties. A robust Indian intervention might have maintained Tibet as an effective buffer between India and China, or at least enabled concessions to be won by India on the Himalayan--Karakoram borders. This is the reverse logic behind recent Indian comments that “China has failed to appreciate that if Arunachal is claimed to be the southern part of Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), India cannot accept Tibet to be within China. India’s formal position on Tibet articulated in 1954 and 2003 is therefore a tentative and unilateral diplomatic offer that can only be sustained and the circle completed once China recognizes Arunachal as part of India”.
 Reinvoking such a “Tibet Card” has been floated in some Indian circles in the past few years.

Having lost that opportunity, the next criticism of Indian negotiating strategy is that, faced with an immediate PRC military presence in Tibet and renewed Chinese claims over Aksai China and Arunachal Pradesh, Nehru ignored the chance of a trade-off seemingly offered by China in 1960; whereby Aksai China would have gone to China and Arunachal Pradesh would have gone to India.
 Instead, India refused to engage in sovereignty negotiations in the 1950s, maintained its claims to the fullest, neglected to build up its own military forces, yet still engaged in adventurist forward probing movements in the late 1950s. At the time, Nehru rejected the idea of territorial trade-off; India “will not concede one piece of territory in return for another in the same manner as a similar dispute between China and Burma was settled this year”; for “there is no question of barter in these matters … facts are facts”.
 His formal position was, in the formal Indian Note of June 16 1962; quite simply that “this boundary is well known and well recognized and has been so for centuries and cannot be the subject of any negotiations”. The trouble was the precise boundaries were not well known, were not well recognized, and had not been in shape for centuries. The irony is that the territorial agreement reached between Burma and China in 1960 involved China following the MacMahon Line alongside other mutual concessions and swapping of territory; as did the 1963 Agreement between China and Pakistan with regard to mutual concessions over claims and territory in the Karakoram reaches.
Nehru might have said “facts are facts” but the fact of the matter is that China’s military superiority and continuing occupation of Aksai Chin created a very different subsequent set of facts in the wake of India's military defeat at the hands of China in 1962. The problem for consideration of negotiated resolution of the territorial dispute is that demands and offers have shifted. From the outside, an obvious trade off would be between the Western Sector and the Eastern Sector; which is where Noorani argued that “there is no territorial dispute which has been, and still is, more susceptible to a solution than India’s boundary dispute with China. Each side has its non-negotiable vital interest securely under its control. India has the McMahon Line; China has Aksai Chin”
 In other words, China’s de facto control of Aksai Chin could be reflected in agreed de jure sovereignty for China, and India’s de facto control of Arunachal Pradesh could in turn be reflected in agreed de jure sovereignty for India. This had been Zhou Enlai’s seeming suggestion in 1960, and was the “Package Plan” floated by Deng Xiaoping during 1980. The problem is that the Indian government has never taken up such trade-off offers, with Chinese comments made about the weakness of the Indian governments in taking any compromise deal to the Indian public. The separate sector-by-sector approach advocated by India when discussions resumed in the 1980s, rather than overall package trade-off deals suggested by China, has not worked, it has merely led the PRC to maintain its particular claims in all Sectors.
Another possible example of unilateral concessions was Rajiv Gandhi’s visit to Beijing in 1988. Various concessions were made by him. He agreed that the settlement of the border dispute no longer was necessary as a precondition for improvement of bilateral relations, secondly he agreed that some members of the Tibetan community in India were engaged in anti-China activities, and thirdly he agreed that Tibet was an internal affair for China. Ganguly considered the results were “clearly asymmetric” as no support on the Kashmir issue was received from China, which “underscored the stark debility of India’s negotiating capabilities vis-à-vis China”.
 On the other hand, the earlier unequivocal support for Pakistan’s case in Kashmir was moderated by a more neutral position by the 1990s, the PRC eventually announcing it was “not taking sides on Kashmir”.

A final example of “unilateral concessions” came in the 2003 Declaration on Principles for Relations and Comprehensive Cooperation between India and China, in which India explicitly recognised the sovereignty of China over Tibet. A careful look at the text shows one-way agreement, one-way obligations, one-way concessions. On the one hand, it stated that “The Indian side recognizes that the Tibet Autonomous Region is part of the territory of the People's Republic of China and reiterates that it does not allow Tibetans to engage in anti-China political activities in India”; before going on to immediately say, on the other hand, “The Chinese side expresses its appreciation for the Indian position and reiterates that it is firmly opposed to any attempt and action aimed at splitting China and bringing about “independence of Tibet”. As can be seen, there was no recognition of Indian territory (Arunachal Pradesh?) by China; not even return recognition by China of India’s sovereignty claims over Sikkim, the Princely State reincorporated into the Republic of India in 1975, an incorporation which China had refused to recognise.
  Indian commentators may have read the accompanying Trade Memorandum designating Natu La as a border trade post as recognition by China of India’s sovereignty over Sikkim, but that was implied rather than explicit, de facto rather than de jure.

Meanwhile, New Delhi has refused to lay out its formal position, other than the reiteration of its full claims of the Indian Parliament in November 1962, a unanimous vote to get China to vacate all Indian-claimed territories that China occupied. Specific territorial negotiations involving sensitive political climb downs or concessions might well be conducted in private out of the public gaze, yet there seems no indications of this either. India could then indicate some sort of territorial trade-off, short of this maximalist reiteration of its full claims which China is unlikely to accept. Of course, India indicating a territorial trade-off would not necessarily meet with Chinese acceptance, given Indian suspicions that China is happy enough to avoid definitive frontier settlement; but at least it would clarify the issue, and in such an eventuality enable India to more straightforwardly strengthen her own presence and power towards China along the border. In IR terms, if engagement proved unsuccessful in leading to territorial settlement, then India could go for a degree of internal balancing through building up its military presence and power in Arunachal Pradesh and Ladakh. Some Indian commentators have suggested that “when the Agni-III is finally ready for deployment, it is likely that the Chinese will come down to the table for negotiations and there is likely to be further progress on the border dispute”.
 It could also go for a degree of external balancing with others vis-à-vis China but that is a much wider issue. It could try adjusting its bigger policy on Tibet, in effect playing a “Tibet Card” to engineer geopolitical shifts in the future; though would be a much more high risk strategy immediately bringing it up against China’s perceived “core interest” of averting internal fragmentation.

If India’s strategy over the disputed territories has been hesitant, this has been exacerbated by the very opaqueness, the “Chinese whispers” coming from Beijing.  What exactly does China really want, what is its bottom line? For example, are PRC reiterations of claims over the whole of Arunachal Pradesh, re-invoked with greater vigour since the 1990s, just a maximalist initial tactic to end up with the Tawang pocket, thereby strengthening its control over Tibet, a line of argument by Chinese commentators like Ma Jiali and others.
 Are some suggestions in PRC circles of a different trade-off, Aksai Chin to India and Arunachal Pradesh to China, serious?  Did China’s acceptance in 2003 of Nathu La as an official border trade post between India and China represent full and definitive acceptance by China of Sikkim’s incorporation into India; and what is the significance of rising “incursion” incidents into Sikkim during 2008 by Chinese troops; uncertainties that undermine Wen Jiabao’s assertions in 2005 that “Sikkim is no longer the problem between China and India?”
 Is talk in the PRC that “China won’t make any compromises in its border disputes with India” a tactical ploy by China to get India to make compromises?
 If it is, then a trade-off deal is likely at some point. If it is not, then indefinite deadline/stand off is likely, unless one or the other disputant state attempts to decide it on the military battlefield. 
One emerging line from the PRC, with implications for India, is PRC emphasis and definition of a “core interests” diplomacy, reflecting the rise of China; “as the country becomes stronger, China is now on the trajectory to develop its own doctrine of diplomacy”.
 This has been a development in the last couple of years, overlapping with rising friction along the disputed Himalayan reaches; generally what the PRC calls “the recalibration of its strategic focus in diplomacy to ‘core interests’”, over which it is taking a more obstructive/assertive line.
 This sense of “core interest” can be primarily seen at stake for the PRC in Taiwan and also Xinjiang. It can also be seen with PRC statements with regard to Tibet, whereby “Tibet related issues remain a core interest of China that refers to state sovereignty and territorial integrity. This is neither a religious issue nor a human right issue”.
  The question is how far China’s “core interest” framework may be “expanding”.
 If such a “core interest” linkage is also invoked for Arunachal Pradesh (or in PRC eyes Zang Nan  “Southern Tibet”) as “Tibet-related issues”, then one would have less expectations of territorial agreements being reached between India and China, and more likelihood of armed resolution in the future. Such trends were the spur for Barat Verma at the India Defence Review to warn that for the PRC  “the most attractive option is to attack a soft target like India and forcibly occupy its territory in the Northeast…Beijing’s cleverly raising the hackles on its fabricated dispute in Arunachal Pradesh to an alarming level, is the preparatory groundwork for imposing such a conflict on India”; a scenario dismissed in China as a “provocative and inflammatory illusion”.
 Nevertheless, IR security dilemma dynamics may indeed lead to increasing military tension as both sides reinforce their military positions, and  “war talk” about the disputed territories increases.

Concerned voices are easy to find as “tensions over a boundary dispute between the two sides are escalating”.
 One reason for Indian concerns is the increasing number of “incursion” incidents along the border, though denied by China.
 The official India leadership downplays such trends, India’s Foreign Secretary Niripuma Rao thus asserting in September 2009 that “there has been no significant increase in intrusions across all  Sectors of the Line of Actual Control (LAC)”, but that such India-perceived incursions were “because there is no mutually agreed or delineated border”.
 This ignores the earlier increase the previous year, whereby the number of India-perceived “incursions” by the PRC has increased from 140 in 2007 to 280 in 2008, with a similar number in 2009.
 Such incursion incidents involved not just the Eastern Sector around Arunachal Pradesh but now also the Western Sector around Aksai Chin/Ladakh; a particular widening development that Indian commentators like Bhaskar Roy have found “sinister” and which Kanwal sees as “aggressive tactical posturing” on the part of China.
 Admittedly, such border incursions, reflecting different perceptions of where the LAC actually is, have often been trivial in themselves; for example Chinese troops painting rocks in red paint or cross-LAC sheep grazing. Chinese troop movements near and around the narrow Siliguri corridor “chicken’s neck” linking north-east India to the rest of India do though cause immediate geopolitical concerns to India.
Certainly, a substantive military build up along the Aksai Chin and Arunachal Pradesh borderlines has also been evident. Partly this has been an infrastructure race, in which India has been belatedly trying to catch up and match China’s better established road, and now railway, infrastructure in these disputed borderlands.
 It has also involved increasing military deployment, again by India to match China’s already established forces in places like Linzi airbase. This is reflected in India increasing its ground forces in the border regions facing China.
 In the Eastern Sector, this has also involved the Indian Air Force (IAF) deploying advanced long range Sukhoi Su-30 warplanes to Tezpur for potential cross-LAC operation; complemented by six surface-to-air Akash missile squadrons.
 In the Western Sector, this has also involved the Indian Air Force reactivating disused high altitude airstrips like Daulat Beg Oldi and Fukche.
 Such reinforcements have been picked up in the PRC, and denounced as “unwise military moves”.

Meanwhile, Brahma Chellaney asked the question in 2006 “will India--China border talks ever end”?
 He argued that “after a quarter century of unrewarding negotiations with Beijing, India ought to face up to the reality that it is being taken round and round the mulberry bush by an adversarial state that has little stake in an early border resolution”; in which “the more the talks have dragged on, the less Beijing has appeared interested in resolving the border disputes other than on its terms”. His prognosis was simple, “it is time for it to draw the line, at least in the negotiations” and “to re-evaluate the very utility of staying absorbed in a never-ending process”. Three years later, in the wake of the 2009 talks, his sense was the same, “the latest round of the unending and fruitless India--China talks on territorial disputes was a fresh reminder of the eroding utility of this process”.
 The PRC may indeed wish to keep the issue open as a way of distracting and threatening India; but other dynamics may be leading the PRC to postpone decisive border negotiations. The PRC may well consider tightening its hold on Tibet itself as a greater priority, shaken during the disturbances that swept across Tibet and Tibetan areas in the spring of 2008? The PRC may also want to delay decisive border territorial resolution with India until it has resolved the Taiwan issue first? Garver also has wondered how far Beijing’s apparent slowdown and readiness to avoid territorial resolution with India, is because of “understanding between Pakistan and China that neither will settle their territorial disputes with India independently of the other”.
 Such a consideration point to the wider Pakistan--China--India triangle interplay around the disputed territories that stretch along the Himalayas from Arunachal Pradesh in the east to Aksai Chin and Kashmir in the west, which overlap with basic power balancing by the China--Pakistan “nexus” against India.
 The overlaps between the varied territorial disputes was shown in 2009 when China gave visas for the entry of Kashmiri separatists to visit China, in the wake of India giving permission to the Dalai Lama to visit Arunachal Pradesh.
What is certain is that any quick decisive territorial resolution between India and China is unlikely. Following rising border frictions, the PRC media reported “China--India border dispute turns sour”, with hard hitting nationalist blogs being noticeable in the Chinese  official and state controlled media in the autumn of 2009.
 Admittedly, the Indian and Chinese leadership did again reaffirm dialogue in autumn 2009. However, this reaffirmation was in cautious terms “to gradually narrow differences on border issues between the two countries … to continue talks, with the aim of incrementally removing the barriers to a solution that was fair and acceptable to both sides”.
 Despite the euphemistic headline from the official Chinese media that the two countries had reached “concensus on narrowing border differences”; in reality this merely indicated the existence of a gap without showing how and when it would be resolved. Talk of “gradually” and “incrementally removing” barriers to a solution flags up the slowness of any likely process, whilst offering nothing on what solutions could then emerge once such barriers have been, incrementally, removed.
What of solutions? Could outside arbitration be one way forward? Nehru himself had offered such a route in the immediate aftermath of war in the shape of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) at The Hague. However this was badly received in Parliament and Nehru then backed away immediately from this. In reality the ICJ seems ill equipped to deal with direct large scale territorial disputes between major powers, whilst China’s reluctance to have outside bodies disposing of sovereignty issues is higher even than India’s.
One bilateral solution which we can return to, involves a logic of geography, the “watershed/crestline” line along the Himalayas/Karakoram. It has a degree of clearness, “the advantage of having a border on such a prominent line as the high watershed of the Himalaya is that it is easily identifiable, historically traditional and politically neutral”.
 It may also be sellable to both parties. Thus, “as far as the Indian public is concerned, they have been brought up to believe that the Himalaya is the traditional boundary and they will be willing to concede any territory that lies beyond it without demur”; whilst “such a boundary should also be acceptable to China as it is based on the same watershed principle which they have accepted in defining their boundaries with Myanmar, Sikkim and Nepal.
 This watershed principle was an angle suggested by Zhou Enlai in the abortive 1960 discussions. In effect, applying the watershed principle would leave Aksai Chin to China and almost all Arunachal Pradesh with India.
Admittedly, Tawang remains problematic. The Tawang District’s 2,085 square kilometres is around 2.5% of Arunachal Pradesh’s entire 82,743 area, and its population of 38,924 is around 3.6% of Arunachal Pradesh’s 1,091,120 inhabitants (2001 figures), relatively small shares on paper. Neutralization of the entire Tawang subdivision pocket might be an option. Within the Tawang District, given that the Tawang Subdistrict and the District capital Tawang (27°34'47"N) itself lies north of the Se la Pass and the Ka crest line (27°32'26"N), whereas the Lumla and Jang Subdistricts lie on the southerly India-facing slopes of that crest line; could a division of Tawang District be carried out, with the Tawang Subdistrict allocated to China and the Lumla and Jang Subdistricts allocated to India? However, local opinion at the District capital Tawang, population c. 20,000, would probably vote in favour of staying in ‘India’ rather than going into the ‘PRC’, though an independent ‘Tibet’ option would provide an interesting third option. Having Tawang subdivision inhabitants relocate further south if they wished might be another solution, though ugly in political and human terms. Meanwhile, if the Dalai Lama’s death was followed by any proclaimed rebirth at Tawang, a not impossible scenario, the situation would be still more complicated with the PRC.
Failing dramatic regime change scenarios of regime collapse/democratization in the PRC, and re-establishment of a genuinely autonomous or independent Tibet, and Tawang notwithstanding; some sort of trade off involving Aksai Chin and Arunachal Pradesh seems the most likely way forward. In using relatively clear cut neutral geographic principles, the deadlocked politics and unclear history could perhaps be sidelined? Such a trade off would give neither side too much geopolitical advantage, but also ensure a degree of security for each? A logic of geography for the future for the national leaderships that would enable these two neighbours to get past the inconclusive divisive logic of history between them, and would provide a mutually satisfactory logic of power in terms of geopolitical equilibrium outcomes. Failing resolution of their territorial issues, the grinding tectonic plates along the Himalayas will continue to have their geopolitical counterpart as the two Asian giants look at each other across these disputed areas.
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