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The ‘Dalai Lama Card’ in India-China relations

David Scott

On 4 April 2017, India's Ministry of External Affairs issued an assuring message about the visit being made by the Dalai Lama to Arunachal Pradesh:

‘The Government has clearly stated on several occasions that HHDL [His Holiness the Dalai Lama] is a revered religious leader, who is deeply respected as such by the Indian people. No additional colour should be ascribed to his religious and spiritual activities and visits to various states of India. The Government, therefore, urges that no artificial controversy should be created around his present visit to Arunachal Pradesh’.
There are two key points here: (1) Arunachal Pradesh was being considered as an Indian state by New Delhi, so that the trip was just an internal matter for India, and (2) no political connotations were to be attributed to the trip. Both points are contestable.
The Home Office minister Kiren Rijuju, from Arunachal Pradesh, argued similarly that ‘there is no political angle behind His Holiness’s visit to Arunachal Pradesh. It is completely religious’. He went on to claim that Arunachal Pradesh was ‘not a disputed territory’ and that instead ‘Arunachal Pradesh is an inseparable part of India and China should not object to his visit and interfere in India’s internal affairs’.
This though ignored the disputed nature of the state, which China claims as being ‘South Tibet’ (Zhang nan) separated from the rest of Chinese-controlled Tibet. For China, Arunachal Pradesh is actually an ‘internal affair’ of China, since it considered it to be Chinese territory illegally occupied by India. China’s claims to Arunachal Pradesh, and Indian claims to Aksai Chin, underpinned the Sino-Indian war of 1962 and remain unresolved, bereft of any negotiations, still in dispute and generating a growing military build up and infrastructure race. 

Chinese reactions were immediate and vociferous. On 5 April, Chinese Foreign Ministry officials denounced the visit:
‘In disregard of China's concerns, the Indian side insists on inviting the Dalai Lama for activities in the disputed eastern section of the China-India boundary. It severely hurts China's interests and the China-India relationship. Firmly opposed to that, the Chinese side will lodge stern representations with the Indian side […] The Chinese side will take necessary means to defend its territorial sovereignty and legitimate rights and interests. We call on the Indian side to immediately stop its erroneous move of using the Dalai Lama to undermine China's interests’.
Simultaneously, on 5 April, the Global Times ran an article by Liu Jianxi titled ‘New Delhi using Dalai as diplomatic tool harms Sino-Indian ties’. Liu argued that ‘New Delhi inviting the Dalai Lama to sensitive region gravely damages the China-India relationship’, given the Dalai Lama’s trip to Tawang and his official reception there by the Home Office minister Kiren Rijuju.
At the Global Times, warnings were given to India in an editorial on 6 April titled ‘India’s use of Dalai Lama Card tactless’.
‘With a GDP several times higher than that of India, military capabilities that can reach the Indian Ocean and having good relations with India's peripheral nations, coupled with the fact that India's turbulent northern state borders China, if China engages in a geopolitical game with India, will Beijing lose to New Delhi?’
This Chinese reassertion of its encirclement capabilities represented India’s geopolitical nightmare. The China Daily editorial on 6 April was similarly robust, titled ‘India’s use of Dalai Lama as leverage irresponsible’, and concluding, ‘if New Delhi chooses to play dirty, however, Beijing should not hesitate to answer blows with blows’.  
The Dalai Lama has visited Arunachal Pradesh seven times, in 1983, 1996, 1997, 2003 (twice), 2009, and now in 2017. China’s concerns over the Dalai Lama’s visit are threefold. Firstly, it demonstrates effective ongoing Indian administration and governance of this disputed region. Secondly, it reinforces the Dalai Lama’s leadership credibility for Tibetan Buddhists. Thirdly, the Dalai Lama’s visit within Arunachal Pradesh to the main Buddhist centre of Tawang is of further concern given that China had put particular stress of recovering Tawang; an important focus for Tibetan Buddhism outside Chinese-controlled Tibet, and where the next reincarnation of the Dalai Lama emerges. 

Beijing’s constant attempts to curtail the Dalai Lama is partly to restrict his influence on the Buddhist population of Tibet, but also because of Beijing’s unhappiness with the decision by the Dalai Lama in 2008 to support the McMahon Line (not recognised by China) which places Arunachal Pradesh within India. For the past few years Beijing has consistently sought to limit official contacts and receptions for the Dalai Lama in other countries, with considerable success. However, there now seems to be a more assertive Indian willingness to rebuff such constrictions, earlier indicated with the meeting between the India’s President Mukherjee and the Dalai Lama in December 2016.
The final wider significance is that India and China are both using Buddhism as a ‘tool of diplomacy’ (Scott); as a bridge in their bilateral relationship, but also as a soft power lever in their regional competition. This was apparent in a piece by Ai Jun carried in the Global Times on 21 March 2017. The author argued that ‘it seems that New Delhi is attempting to find a way, including intensifying its communication with the Dalai Lama, to display its strength and leverage in order to put pressure on or counterbalance Beijing’. The context was the piece by Liu Caiyu carried in the Global Times on 20 March, titled ‘Chinese experts warn India against using Dalai Lama as bargaining chip’, and Foreign Ministry denunciations that same day:

‘India ignored China’s solemn representations and strong opposition and insisted on inviting the 14th Dalai Lama to attend an international Buddhist conference [at Nalanda] organized by the Indian government. The Dalai Lama also shared the stage with Indian government officials and gave a speech. China is strongly dissatisfied and resolutely opposed to this’.
Consequently, India’s willingness to facilitate the Dalai Lama’s visit to Arunachal Pradesh was not simply a religious matter, it had political ramifications which both New Delhi and Beijing were both well aware of.
