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Abstract 

Since the outbreak of the Coronavirus pandemic in China and the attempts by the country’s 

leadership to whitewash the course of the spread, the world is facing an extraordinarily 

high degree of turbulence and an additional, multi-facetted cluster of crises. South Asia too 

is confronted with unusual obstacles. Arguably, the region is witnessing the most serious 

confrontation between India and China since their border war in 1962. Considering both 

the domestic factors and the international dimension, the current standoff following a 

multiple transgression by China into Indian territory in May 2020 is even more severe than 

the two-months-long Doklam crisis in 2017 (Deepak, 2017, August 5; Wolf, 2017, 

September 1). This SADF Research Report brings forward the following rationale: (1) It 

is stated that China’s action in the ongoing tensions marks a clear departure from its 

behaviour in earlier disputes, known as ‘salami slicing tactics’ (Sarkar, 2020, June 6). (2) 

It is conveyed that Beijing’s behaviour in both diplomatic and military terms match its 

actual positioning in other ‘hot’ conflict zones and disputes such as the one in the South 

China Sea. Concretely, it is argued here that China’s latest actions in its frontier region 

with India must be seen as another example of how Beijing tries to substantiate its new 

assertive and aggressive diplomatic postures world-wide, also described as the ‘wolf 

warrior’ or ‘shot gun’ diplomacy (Wolf, 2020, April 28, The Economist, 2020, February 

20). (3) It is stated that the ongoing border standoff - resulting from the latest border 

intrusion by China - also serves as an example of the ways in which Beijing 

instrumentalizes the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in strategic and geopolitical terms so 

as to maximise pressure on countries whose actions are perceived to counter Chinese 

national interests. Against this backdrop, the actual border tension between New Delhi and 

Beijing also needs to be seen in the light of Pakistan’s seizure of Indian territory to be used 

for the construction of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and related Chinese  
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development projects in areas under Pakistani control - namely Gilgit-Baltistan and ‘Azad 

Kashmir’ (Casaca, 2019, August 12; Wolf, 2019). Beijing seeks protection for 

development projects standing on shaky legal grounds (ANI, 2019, July 18) as well as 

support to the repressive, authoritarian administration of its quasi ally Pakistan in the 

respective areas. (4) It is defended that Chinese violations of India’s territorial integrity 

and sovereignty are persistent, revealing Beijing’s ambiguity in its interpretation and 

respect for bilateral and other international agreements. China’s activities at its border with 

India not only mark the end of a functional status quo - also mentioned here as ‘convenient 

consensus’ (Wolf, 2017, September 1; Nag, 2018, October 28) - but also appear as part of 

a grand strategy of much larger dimension and scope than ever before. Beijing started to 

overcome its ‘salami slicing tactics’ in achieving national interests in its neighbourhood, 

and this calls for a comprehensive clarification and contextualisation. 
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Abbreviations 

ANI  Asian News Service 

AJK  Azad Jammu and Kashmir 

BDCA  Border Defence Cooperation Agreement 

BRI  Belt and Road Initiative 

BPTA  Border Peace and Tranquillity Agreement 

CBMs  Confidence Building Measures 

CCP  Chinese Communist Party/Communist Party of China 

COAS  Chief of Army Staff 

CPEC  China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 

DSDBO Darbuk-Shayok-Daulat Beg Oldie (Road) 

ISPR  the Inter Services Public Relations (Pakistan) 

J&K  Jammu & Kashmir 

LAC  Line of Actual Control 

NAM  Non-alignment movement 

NEFA  North East Frontiers Agency 

NSA  National Security Adviser 

ORF  Observer Research Foundation 

PLA  People’s Liberation Army (of China) 

PM  Prime Minister 

PoK  Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir 

PP  Patrolling Point 

PRC  People’s Republic of China 

PTI  Press Trust of India 

SADF  South Asia Democratic Forum 

UTs  Union Territories  

WMCC Working Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination (on India–China 
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1. Introduction - Outlining the context and puzzles 

The two largest countries in Asia - both major economic, political, and nuclear-armed 

powers - share several thousand kilometres of common border, of which major parts are 

contested. The relations between India and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) are of 

critical importance for the whole international community. This was already anticipated 

and appreciated by India’s first Prime Minister (PM) Jawaharlal Nehru, and efforts were 

made to engage in peaceful interactions with the communist PRC. India was one of the 

first states to establish diplomatic ties with the PRC in 1950. A high-point of the so-called 

Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai (literally ‘Indians and Chinese are brothers’)1 spirit was the 1954 

Panchasheela2 agreement, which committed the two countries to ‘peaceful coexistence’. 

As an Indian gesture of goodwill, India recognized China’s suzerainty over Tibet, 

voluntarily giving up its military, communicational and other rights which New Delhi had 

inherited from the British colonial ruler. This area, traditionally a buffer zone between the 

two neighbours, gained particular significance following the discovery of a completed 

Chinese road running through the Aksai Chin region of the Ladakh District of Jammu and 

Kashmir, recognized by New Delhi as its own territory.  

 

Following border clashes, on 10 October 1962 Chinese forces attacked India, defeating the 

then unprepared and poorly equipped Indian forces and occupied strategic points in both 

Ladakh and the former North East Frontiers Agency (NEFA), today known as Arunachal 

Pradesh3. China declared a unilateral cease-fire on 21 November and withdrew 20 km 

behind the so-called Line of Actual Control (LAC), a then Chinese proposal for the border4.  

 

 
1 A term coined by the Nehru administration during the first euphoria following India’s independence. Hindi-Chini Bhai 

Bhai expressed the hope invested in a new post-colonial Asia as an independent force in world politics. However, after 

the 1950s’ border conflicts and a war in 1962 between India and China, together with unresolved border issues such as 

the McMahon Line and the Chinese occupation of Aksai Chin, the slogan began to lose its lustre. 
2 A term which has its origin in Buddhism, panchasheela was utilized by the administration of PM Nehru to describe a 

concept of five principles of peaceful coexistence, which came to be known as the panchasheela doctrine and which was 

to constitute the foundation for the relationship between China and India. A 1954 treaty signed between the two countries 

encapsulated the five principles as: (1) mutual respect for each other’s sovereignty and territorial integrity; (2) mutual 

non-aggression; (3) mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs; (4) equality of standing and equal benefits; 

and (5) peaceful co-existence (Mitra, Wolf, & Schoettli, 2006:326-327). 
3 During the time of the British Raj (rule) the North East Frontiers Agency (NEFA) was kept deliberately isolated from 

the rest of India, with the objective of creating a buffer zone between China, Central Asia, Russia and British India. 

Following independence in 1947, the NEFA was administered by the Ministry of External Affairs - with the Governor of 

Assam acting as agent to the President of India. In 1972, under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, the NEFA became a Union 

Territory with the name of Arunachal Pradesh, and in 1987 statehood was conferred (Mitra, Wolf, & Schoettli, 2006:281).  
4 The LAC was first suggested in a letter by the Chinese Prime Minister Zhou Enlai to the Indian Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru in 1959. However, it is reported that Zhou Enlai envisioned the LAC in 1956 (Singh, 2020, June 6). 
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Over time, the LAC become a notional line to which both sides agreed, thus the de facto 

border between India and the PRC (Joshi, 2018, June 26). However, it is essential to be 

aware that the LAC is not yet an international border. Rather it is perceived by both sides 

as a kind of ‘working border’ (Singh, 2020, June 6). The LAC is divided roughly into three 

sectors. The eastern sector - along the colonial border demarcation known as the McMahon 

Line5 - spans Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim. The middle sector borders Uttarakhand and 

Himachal Pradesh, and the western sector borders Ladakh (Mitra, Wolf, & Schoettli, 

2006:281). However, it is crucial to mention that according to New Delhi’s understanding 

the LAC is 3,488 km long, while Beijing considers the line to be only around 2,000 km 

long (Singh, 2020, June 6). Subsequently, there are around 20 locations where claims 

overlap6. There is a general understanding that the middle sector of the LAC is the least 

contested one. The eastern sector presents several minor disputes. However, in the western 

sector major diverging perceptions and disagreements persist (Krishnan, 2020, May 24). 

The Indian-claimed line in the western sector includes Aksai Chin (an area of around 

38,000 sq. km seized by China; Krishnan, 2020, May 24) and Gilgit-Baltistan (seized by 

Pakistan and partly by China - after it was handed over by Islamabad to Beijing). For 

Beijing, after taking over Aksai Chin, the main crux of the matter as regards the border 

delineation lies in the eastern sector. Here, China’s claimed line includes the whole of 

Arunachal Pradesh (covering an area of 90,000 sq. km; Krishnan, 2020, May 24) as ‘South 

Tibet’ (Singh, 2020, June 6). As such, Beijing rejects the McMahon Line which it describes 

as ‘traditional customary line’ (Hyer, 2015:76). 

 

It does not come by surprise that Sino-Indian relations remained sour - ambassadorial links 

were suspended until 1976, and border discussions remained stalled until the late 1980s. 

Since then a series of high-profile visits between the Chinese and Indian leadership helped  

 
5 The McMahon Line is located in the eastern Himalayas and constitutes a border between India and China, extending 

from east Bhutan to Burma (Myanmar). Historically, the Line is based on a British colonial claim, drawn as the frontier 

between British India and Tibet at the Shimla Conference in 1914. In 1949, however, the newly formed PRC renounced 

unilaterally to all agreements concluded between previous Chinese governments and foreign powers, thus nullifying the 

McMahon Line. India, on the other hand, regarded it as a permanent international border, an issue which became a major 

cause of tension with China in the 1950s and one of the reasons for the Sino–Indian war of 1962. Heavy fighting occurred 

along the Line at Tawang. Tawang is one of the unresolved border issues between India and China. The district of Tawang 

covers about 2,085 sq. km and is located in the north west of Arunachal Pradesh. To the north it borders Tibet and to the 

south west it lies next to Bhutan (Mitra, Wolf, & Schoettli, 2006:240; 390). 
6 According to Joshi (2018, June 26), these disputed placed are: Samar Lungpa, Trig Heights, Depsang bulge, Kongka 

La, Pangong Tso, Spanggur Gap, Mount Sajun, Dumchele, Demchok, Chumur in eastern Ladakh, and Namka Chu, 

Sumdrong Chu, Yangste, Asaphilla, Long Ju, Dichu in Arunachal Pradesh, and Kaurik, Shipki La, Barahoti and Pulan 

Sunda in the central sector. 
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normalize relations, leading to an increase of bilateral economic activities. A landmark deal 

was achieved in September 1993, when then Indian Prime Minister Narasimha Rao visited 

Beijing and signed the ‘Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and Tranquillity along the 

Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas’ (or ‘Border Peace and Tranquillity 

Agreement/BPTA). Basically, the BPTA was based on New Delhi’s willingness to broaden 

its relations with China uncoupled from unresolved border issues, a longstanding request 

from Beijing. However, the BPTA was also perceived as a first move to transform the LAC 

into a ‘normal’, permanent international border. Here, it is interesting to point out that New 

Delhi accepted for the first time the concept of the LAC with the 1993 agreement, which 

the Nehru administration saw as a Chinese way to change borders in their favour (Singh, 

2020, June 6). Therefore, the agreement ‘sought to promote peace through specific modes 

of conduct of the two-armed forces’. Additionally, the BPTA called for a reduction—on 

both sides—of the forces and deployments to a ‘minimum level’, based on the principle of 

‘mutual and equal security’ (Joshi, 2018, June 26). 

 

In November 1996, during a state visit to India by then Chinese President Jiang Zemin, the 

two countries agreed to engage in Confidence Building Measures (CBMs) along the LAC7. 

The latter agreement can be seen as a document associated to the BPTA, intended to outline 

the CBMs in the military area along the disputed border.  

 

The next major step to further improve the handling of border incidents by extending 

confidence building measures and introducing (additional) ‘political parameters guiding 

boundary negotiations’ (Ganguly & Pardesi, 2020, May 23; Krishnan, 2020, May 19) 

happened around 10 years later. In April 2005, New Delhi and Beijing agreed on the 

‘Protocol 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’, which 

essentially built on the 1996 agreement. It is interesting to point out that Article IV of the 

agreement states that ‘throughout the face-to-face situation, neither side shall use force or 

threaten to use force against the other’ and that ‘both sides shall treat each other with 

courtesy and refrain from any provocative actions’. 

 

 

 

 
7 The signed document was titled ‘Agreement on Confidence Building Measures in the Military Field along the Line of 

Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas’ (Rajagopalan, 2020, May 27). 

https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/CN%20IN_930907_Agreement%20on%20India-China%20Border%20Areas.pdf
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/CN%20IN_930907_Agreement%20on%20India-China%20Border%20Areas.pdf
https://www.mea.gov.in/incoming-visit-detail.htm?6539/Protocol+between+the+Government+of+the+Republic+of+India+and+the+Government+of+the+Peoples+Republic+of+China+on+Modalities+for+the+Implementation+of+Confidence+Building+Measures+in+the+Military+Field+Along+the+Line+of+Actual+Control+in+the+IndiaChina+Border+Areas
https://www.mea.gov.in/incoming-visit-detail.htm?6539/Protocol+between+the+Government+of+the+Republic+of+India+and+the+Government+of+the+Peoples+Republic+of+China+on+Modalities+for+the+Implementation+of+Confidence+Building+Measures+in+the+Military+Field+Along+the+Line+of+Actual+Control+in+the+IndiaChina+Border+Areas
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/CN%20IN_961129_Agreement%20between%20China%20and%20India.pdf
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/CN%20IN_961129_Agreement%20between%20China%20and%20India.pdf
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Following these constructive steps, several setbacks in the bilateral relation occurred, 

namely the Indian 1998 nuclear test. The then Indian Defence Minister George Fernandes 

cited China as India’s ‘potential threat number one’ and stated that the ‘decision to 

recognise Tibet as a part of China’ was not only a ‘mistake’ but an ‘error’ (PTI, 2008, March 

30). Despite these critical issues, another important arrangement was made when Beijing 

and New Delhi signed the ‘Border Defence Cooperation Agreement’ (BDCA) in 2013, 

which called for both sides to ‘exercise maximum self-restraint, refrain from any 

provocative actions, not use force or threaten to use force against the other side’ in face-

offs (Krishnan, 2020, May 19). The wording made clear that the BDCA ‘reiterated the  

previous agreements and enhanced the interactions of the military operations departments 

and the defence ministries’ (Joshi, 2018, June 26). 

 

However, despite all these agreements, and despite the additional establishment of a 

‘Working Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination on India–China border affairs’ 

(WMCC) 8  as well as border personnel meeting, flag meetings, and temporary 

improvements in the New Delhi-Beijing ties - especially in the economic sphere -, the 

border remained a severe source of friction. Even high-profile (informal) summits between 

the two countries’ top leaders in the Chinese city of Wuhan (April 2018) and later in the 

ancient Indian town of Mamallapuram9 (October 2019), which played an important role in 

managing the overall relationship (Ganguly & Pardesi, 2020, May 23) and helped de-

escalate appearing border tensions, were not able to avoid persistent border standoffs and 

clashes. In sum, one can identify the following causal factors. 

 

Firstly, both sides basically agreed on the LAC as a concept to clarify their common border. 

However, the LAC is not yet agreed on common maps (actually, besides as regards the 

middle sector, maps were not formally exchanged) with a clear, formal delineation (Singh, 

2020, June 6). In consequence, the demarcation of the LAC is open for interpretation. New 

Delhi and Beijing have obviously different readings of the LAC, particularly in the western 

and eastern sectors. Since 2002 the process of clarifying the LAC has effectively stalled.  

 
8 The ‘Working Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination on India-China Border Affairs (WMCC)’ was established 

in January 2012 after border talks between then National Security Adviser (NSA) Shivshankar Menon and his Chinese 

counterpart Dai Bingguo. It is headed by joint secretary-level officials from both sides. These officials had 14 meetings 

since 2012 - the last one occurring in July 2019 - which helped to ensure the maintenance of peace and tranquillity in the 

India-China border areas as well as exchange views on strengthening communication and cooperation, including between 

border security personnel. 
9 Also known as Mahabalipuram. 
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Nevertheless, the LAC constitutes a ‘working border’ between both countries, separating 

different jurisdictions and control. But as long as the LAC is neither delineated nor 

demarcated in a mutually agreed manner, it is vulnerable to attempts to change the concrete  

course through coercive force, for example transgressions by military forces (intrusion and 

occupation) and constructions of infrastructure projects. 

 

Secondly, by analysing the border disputes since the early 1950s, it becomes clear that 

Beijing’s approach to border negotiations is characterised by repeated and quick changes 

of intentions regarding its territorial claims (Pant & Bommakanti, 2020, May 27). It 

appears that China is switching its demands for border delineations and demarcations 

according to its national interests. The situation on the ground is always based on an 

assessment of China’s available military capabilities and economic resources (in 

comparison to the contesting party) as well as the overall outlook for the country.  

 

Concretely, if Beijing feels confident enough that a seized territory is under firm control, 

such as in the case of Aksai Chin along the western sector of the LAC, it does not feel any 

further need to negotiate the borders of areas it already occupies. Being in a strong position 

in disputed areas, Beijing prefers to keep the envisaged border delineation vague in order 

to keep an open opportunity for further intrusions, a scenario which is unfolding once more.  

 

2. The May 2020 intrusions by China 

 

In early May 2020, China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) launched a series of 

intrusions into Indian territory (Krishnan, 2020, May 19). During the time of writing, the 

situation in the Sino-India border region remains blurry. The lack of clarity is mainly due 

to contradictory reporting, Beijing’s assertive disinformation campaigns and influence 

operations (Wolf, 2020, May 19; April, 22; April 28), and/or initial restrictions on the flow 

of information (particularly regarding Indian losses and the number of casualties; BBC, 

2020, June 16), and the ‘relativizing’ of the Chinese aggression by Indian officials10 

seeking ‘to keep space for de-escalation’ (Krishnan, 2020, May 26; May 19). Nevertheless,  

 
10 For example, on May 14, after witnessing the Chinese intrusions at the Pangong Tso lake and at Naku La, the Indian 

Chief of Army Staff (COAS) General Manoj Mukund Naravane stated that the two incidents were not related and there 

had been ‘aggressive behaviour and minor injuries on both sides’ (Krishnan, 2020, May 19). Also regarding the concrete 

numbers of Chinese intruders, initial statements by Indian officials remained cautious and vague. Only on June 2 did 

Indian defence minister Rajnath Singh acknowledge for the first time that China had moved troops in “significant 

numbers” in the ongoing standoff at the LAC (The Hindu, 2020, June 3).  
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it is clear that several transgressions - at least four - of different scales by Chinese PLA 

forces appeared along a stretch of over 1,000 km, affecting more or less all sectors of the 

LAC. The most reported incidents happened at the Pangong Tso Lake in Eastern Ladakh  

(western sector) on May 511 and the Naku La pass in Sikkim on May 912 (eastern sector). 

Two other border intrusions occurred in the Galwan River valley (at the junction of the 

Shyok and Galwan rivers) and near Demchok, both in Ladakh along the western sector 

(Krishnan, 2020, May 19; Rajagopalan, 2020, May 27). It is also reported that Chinese 

troops were deployed in increased numbers in the Guldong area at the middle sector (Indian 

Express, 2020, May 27) which is usually described as ‘relatively tranquil’ (The Week, 

2020, May 24). The Indian army responded here as well as in other affected sectors with 

the deployment of additional troops. 

 

Until now, no armed clashes are reported; however, severe fisticuffs between Indian and 

Chinese troops are, resulting in numerous injured soldiers on both sides (The Economist, 

2020, May 16). Compared to former incidents, the clashes between the Chinese and Indian 

troops are characterised by an increase in violence13.  

 

Moreover, it is interesting to note that several Chinese intrusions occurred at places neither 

known for transgressions nor disputed (even recognized as ‘settled disputes’). For example, 

the Naku La pass ‘does not figure in the disputed and sensitive areas that witness frequent 

transgressions and face-offs between both troops’ (Sagar, 2020, May 23). Another case in 

this context is the Chinese intrusion at Hot Springs; one of three places14 were the PLA 

moved into the Galwan area, well inside Indian territory (Singh, 2020, May 24). Since the 

latest intrusions occurred, both sides are busy with detaching additional troops and 

equipment to the respective hotspots - which not only hardens the standoff but also 

increases the likelihood of an armed confrontation. The fact that at least 20 Indian troops 

were killed underlines the possibility of such a worst-case scenario. 

 

 
11 According to reports, around 250 Indian and Chinese army personnel clashed at the Pangong Tso Lake, leaving 

numerous soldiers injured on both sides (The Week, 2020, May 24). 
12 At the Naku La pass, around 150 Indian and Chinese military personnel were engaged in a face-off. Here as well, like 

at the Pangong Tso Lake, numerous soldiers were severely injured. 
13 It is reported that the soldiers involved in the clashes restricted themselves to ‘fist and elbow fights’ in the past. Today 

it appears that the threshold to increase brutality is dissolving at a rapid pace through the use of ‘sticks and iron rods’ 

(Dasgupta, 2020, May 26), and even rock-throwing (The Economist, 2020, May 16). As such, the melees are getting more 

serious. 
14 The other two intrusions occurred at the Patrolling Points 14 (PP-14) and 15 (PP-15). It is reported that at each around 

800-1000 Chinese soldiers have crossed over to the LAC in the initial phase of the transgressions (Singh, 2020, May 24). 
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However, besides the mutual boosting of military capabilities, the above-mentioned 

protocols intended to ensure peace and tranquillity in the India-China frontier region were 

followed and subsequent de-escalations mechanisms were activated. In consequence, 

despite the high number of Indian casualties, the (large-scale) use of guns - at least as far 

as is officially known - could until now be avoided. Until very recently, the perspectives 

looked grim regarding immediate solutions to the ongoing standoff - and particularly 

regarding long-term political consequences. Here, a matter of concern was related to the 

fact that the usual channels used to appease tensions, for example the ‘deliberations 

between military commanders’ and other communication channels, seemed to have failed 

(Krishnan, 2020, May 26) or at least were not producing the usual de-escalating results. 

For example, it is reported that the latest talks on June 2 on the ‘Major General level 

appeared to be inconclusive’ (Krishnan, 2020). 

 

However, on Friday the 5th of June, New Delhi and Beijing were able to hold their first 

formal diplomatic meeting since border tensions resumed. The involved senior diplomats 

agreed that both sides ‘should handle their differences through peaceful discussion, bearing  

in mind the importance of respecting each other’s sensitivities, concerns and aspirations 

and not allow them to become disputes’ (Laskar, 2020, June 5). 

 

This positive spirit was reflected one day later, on Saturday, the 6th of June, when India and 

China held a military commander meeting15 (lieutenant general level). Here, following the 

‘guidance’ of their political leaderships, the army’s top echelons agreed in a ‘cordial and 

positive atmosphere’ to resolve current tensions peacefully via an incremental steps 

approach ‘in accordance with various bilateral agreements’ (Gupta, 2020, June 7). 

 

As indicated above, standoffs along the border as well as cross-border incidents are not 

unknown along the LAC. Instead they appear regularly, especially during the summer 

months when both sides are able to more frequently patrol up to their respective portions 

of the LAC. The fact that the LAC is not well-demarcated, combined with the 

intensification of border patrols (leading to the shrinking of available open space; Krishnan,  

 

 
15 The respective delegations were led by Lt General Harinder Singh, the Leh-based 14 Corps Commander (Indian) and 

Major General Liu Lin South Xinjiang Military District Commander. The June 7 top commander meeting will be followed 

by a new round of discussions among teams led by Brigadier and Colonel-rank officers [Brigade-Battalion level] (Gupta, 

2020, June 7). 
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2020, May 19) on both sides increases the likelihood of unfriendly incidents. Nevertheless, 

there are several indications that the latest encroachment of the PLA into Indian territory 

was unexpected and has a different quality when compared to earlier transgressions. The 

coordinated nature of intrusions at several places and the large-scale deployment of PLA 

troops clearly indicates that the current intrusion is not one of the usual temporary forays  

of Chinese boots on Indian soil. It took not only New Delhi but the whole internationally 

community by surprise. At a time in which states around the globe are engaging with each 

other so as to combat the Coronavirus pandemic, Beijing is exploiting both the distraction 

and preoccupation of observers and the weak situation of states incapable of rigorously 

ensuring their national interests via military means and other instruments. According to 

former Indian Ambassador H.E. Ashok Kantha to China (2014-2016), ‘there is a larger 

pattern that the Chinese are becoming more assertive in pursuing their territorial claims in 

contested areas, that is happening both in the South China Sea and along the India China 

border’ (Krishnan, 2020, May 19). Otherwise, it is informative to point out that just a day 

after agreeing with India on June 6th to resolve border tensions, Beijing announced that it 

conducted a major military drill in the extended region. This was the second officially 

confirmed action by Beijing since the outbreak of the current border tensions (Xuanzun, 

2020, June 7). The large-scale ‘manoeuvre operation’ involved thousands of paratroopers 

of a PLA Air Force airborne brigade, several hundred pieces of military equipment – 

including armoured vehicles and huge batches of supplies -, and civilian staff (Xuanzun, 

2020, June 7). The aim of the exercise was to check preparedness in transporting soldiers 

(by using civilian transportation facilities16) over a long distance17 from the central Chinese 

province of Hubei to border areas in the northwest of the country (Kulkarni, 2020, June 8). 

This drill highlights China’s willingness to use coercive force, marking a clear departure 

from Beijing’s behaviour in earlier disputes. This constitutes a clear message towards India 

(Patranobis, 2020, June 8). An increasing number of observers wonder as concerns the 

reasons lying behind China’s latest engagement in border tensions with India. 

 

3. Outlining China’s motivations  

As indicated above, the reasons behind current tensions remain unclear to many observers 

(Livemint, 2020, June 6). Basically, it is argued here that the latest tensions in the China-

India frontier regions far surpasses the usual territorial disputes between New Delhi and  

 
16 Civilian airlines, logistical transportation channels and railways. 
17 It is also interesting to mention that the 76th Group Army under the PLA Western Theater Command who was involved 

in the latest drill also conducted a long-distance manoeuvre on May 14 (Patranobis, 2020, June 8). 
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Beijing. More concretely, the following, multi-layered rationale by the Communist Party 

of China (CPC) needs to be considered: 

 

3. 1 Beijing’s new assertive and aggressive foreign policy approach 

The current border tension is an indicator for the growingly assertive approach of China in 

territorial disputes (Pant, 2020, May 27).  Showing ‘military prowess’ (Pant, 2020, May 

27) is part of a Chinese attempt to substantiate its new aggressive public diplomacy (also 

described as ‘shot gun’ or ‘wolf warriors’ diplomacy) with additional ‘muscle power’. In 

other words, China ‘walks the talk’ by demonstrating its willingness to use coercive force 

against its neighbours - especially when they are perceived by Beijing as weaker (Pant, 

2020, May 27). The fact that China is increasing its defence expenditure by 6.6% amid the 

ongoing covid-19 pandemic (Pant & Bommakanti, 2020, May 27) – a growth rate which 

might be lesser than in the past but still is remarkable considering that the world is 

struggling with one of the most severe health-cum-economic crisis since decades - is 

evidence that Beijing sees the creation of threat perceptions as a crucial part of its strategic 

rationale. As such, despite China’s official rhetoric of having no imperialistic or hegemonic 

ambitions, the ongoing, massive build-up of its defence capabilities clearly indicates 

Beijing’s willingness to ‘press its claims against its immediate neighbours’ (Pant & 

Bommakanti, 2020, May 27). 

 

3.2 Border transgressions as part of a larger, inter-regional strategy 

It is important to understand that the latest series of intrusions by the PLA into Indian 

territory is not just an ad hoc, responsive (understood as a singular and isolated) measure 

towards Indian moves perceived as hostile by Beijing. Instead, we are observing an 

increase of transgressions 18  by Chinese security forces into Indian territory in both 

quantitative and qualitative terms - clearly a part of a larger, persistent and comprehensive 

strategy (Pant, 2020, May 27; U.S. Department of State, 2020, May 21).  

 

Commenting on the latest violation of India’s sovereignty and territorial integrity by the 

PLA, Senior U.S. Diplomat Alice Wells highlights the need to contextualise this 

international incident within Chinese activities in other world regions (concretely by  

 
18 It is reported that the PLA transgressed into Indian territory 1025 times between 2016 and 2018. The number of 

transgressions by Chinese Army in 2016 was 273, which rose to 426 in 2017 (The Week, 2020, May 24). During the first 

four months of 2020, official statistics point out that 170 Chinese transgressions occurred, including 130 in Ladakh; there 

were only 110 such transgressions in Ladakh during the same period in 2019 (Singh, 2020, May 24). 
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referring the example of the South China Sea). It is pointed out that ‘there’s a method here 

to Chinese operations’ which she describes as a ‘constant aggression, the constant attempt 

to shift the norms, to shift what is the status quo’ (U.S. Department of State, 2020, May  

21). Wells reflects the view of The White House, who outlined the current U.S. National 

Security Strategy with respect to the PRC in a report titled ‘United States Strategic 

Approach to the People’s Republic of China’. The reports states: 

“As China has grown in strength, so has the willingness and capacity of the CCP [Chinese 

Communist Party] to employ intimidation and coercion in its attempts to eliminate 

perceived threats to its interests and advance its strategic objectives globally. Beijing’s 

actions belie Chinese leaders’ proclamations that they oppose the threat or use of force, 

do not intervene in other countries’ internal affairs, or are committed to resolving disputes 

through peaceful dialogue. Beijing contradicts its rhetoric and flouts its commitments to 

its neighbors by engaging in provocative and coercive military and paramilitary activities 

in the Yellow Sea, the East and South China Seas, the Taiwan Strait, and Sino-Indian 

border areas.” (White House, 2020, May 20, p. 6). 

 

After observing other Chinese activities on the extended Indian subcontinent, as well as in 

the South and South East Asian maritime domains, the US identification of a larger Chinese 

strategy seems obviously confirmed. Here, it is interesting to point at Chinese plans to build 

a naval base in the Maldives, the recently reported activities to build-up several high 

security compounds in the port city of Gwadar (Sutton, 2020, June 2) - strengthening the  

notion of a second Chinese oversea base (besides Djibouti19) in Pakistan (Brewster, 2018, 

January 30) -, the allegation that Beijing is stirring up tensions between Nepal and India 

(Ethirajan, 2020, June 10), the sinking of a Vietnamese fishing vessel (Vu, 2020, April 4), 

and the designation of an Island as a Chinese ‘administrative centre’ claimed by the 

Philippines (AP, 2020, April 30). It is crucial to highlight that all these activities were either 

newly emerged or gathered significant steal since the outbreak of the Corona pandemic. 

 

3.3 A warning statement: Chinese attempts to set geopolitical limitations 

for India 

China’s current aggression towards India must be interpreted as a blatant message to stop  

 
19 The Chinese naval base in Djibouti, which is not only perceived as an economic part of the BRI but also as a military 

base, is an indication of the attached strategic and geopolitical dimensions of Chinese development projects. It is 

interesting to note that China’s first overseas military base lies just a few miles from Camp Lemonnier, one of 

Washington’s largest and most important foreign determinations in its naval power expansion. (Wolf, 2019). 
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activities perceived as undermining Chinese national interests - within a larger context 

uncoupled from bilateral border tensions. Such activities include not respecting its ‘One  

China Policy’20 (Taiwan is perceived by Beijing as Chinese territory), new Indian foreign 

investment laws (New Delhi had recently changed foreign investment rules affecting 

Chinese direct investments in India, Rajagopalan, 2020, May 2721; Krishnan, 2020, May 

19), or pushing the demand for an independent enquiry into the origins of the coronavirus 

(Pant, 2020, May 27). 

 

Closely linked with the before-mentioned Chinese warning is the apparent expression of 

Beijing’s displeasure of the Washington-New Delhi rapprochement in general and the 

growing US-India strategic partnership in particular, which gained additional momentum 

since the coronavirus pandemic (Haidar, 2020, May 24) and rising US-China tensions. 

Doubtless, India’s categorical refusal to cooperate in the BRI and the emerging US-India-

Japan cooperation are sensitive issues, beady-eyed recognized within China’s security 

circles (Wolf, 2017, September 1). As such, the Chinese aggression along the LAC and 

other border sections must also be interpreted as a statement towards both New Delhi and 

Washington that Beijing will continue to ensure its interests in the regional spheres - 

continental and maritime - despite any intensification of US-India strategic ties. Moreover,  

the Chinese wish to convey that the government of Indian Prime Minister Modi should not 

get too close to the administration of US President Trump (Gettleman & Myers, 2020, May 

30).  

 

3.4 The Chinese domestic rationale 

According to several observers, China’s ongoing military build-up and ‘policy of border 

infringements’ has a domestic rationale as well (Pant & Bommakanti, 2020, May 27). 

Facing the most severe economic decline since decades, harsh criticisms by the 

international community due to its apparent causal role in the worldwide outbreak of the 

coronavirus pandemic and subsequent a global political backslash, Beijing’s new peak in  

aggressions towards its neighbours can be interpreted as an attempt to capitalise on a 

military imperative and ‘nationalist narratives’ (The Economist, 2020, May 16).  

 
20 The Chinese leadership is apparently extraordinarily disgruntled over the fact that New Delhi assigned Members of its 

National Parliament ‘to attend Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen’s virtual swearing-in ceremony’ (Pant & Bommakanti, 

2020, May 27). Additionally, Beijing was piqué that India is in favour of reinstating Taiwan as an observer into the World 

Health Organisation (Pant, 2020, May 27). 
21 Rajagopalan refers here to a statement made by a former Indian Foreign Secretary, Shyam Saran, in order to 

explain China’s behaviour.  
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Apparently, the Chinese leadership sees current international trajectories as a challenge  

towards its own ‘ambitions and rise as a great power’ but also as a peril for its ‘domestic 

grip on authority’ (Pant & Bommakanti, 2020, May 27). 

 

3.5 The tactical-strategic dimension 

According to some observers, the border infringements by PLA forces is part of a tactical 

and strategic game intended to create territorial facts and neutralize security achievements 

by Indian forces deployed in the Sino-India frontier. In this context, it is stated that China 

took India partly by surprise and it appears that Beijing aims at the creation of a ‘fait 

accompli’ (Rajagopalan, 2020, May 27) which New Delhi must accept so as not to held 

accountable for a further escalation of the conflict. According to Ashok Kantha, it seems 

that ‘they [Chinese intruders] seem to be physically changing the ground situation’ (Kantha 

quoted in Haidar, 2020, May 24). The fact that PLA forces moved even into territory not 

known as disputed - at least from the Indian side - is a particular matter of concern (Haidar, 

2020, May 24). In this context, it is also interesting to note that Chinese troops are showing 

more aggression and determination to get engaged in physical skirmishes in order to 

prevent Indian troops from patrolling (Haidar, 2020, May 24; Krishnan, 2020, May 19). 

Here it is important to note that in recent years, New Delhi significantly improved its border 

management and security capabilities in border regions shared with China. Concretely, it 

conducts road and other infrastructure projects, improved air connectivity, and an increase 

in troop levels and border patrol activities. It is reported that India envisaged the completion  

of 61 strategic roads22 along the border by December 2022 adding up to 3,417 km of the 

existing network in length and spreading across the Indian states of Arunachal Pradesh, 

Jammu and Kashmir, Sikkim, Uttarakhand and Himachal Pradesh. These measures allow 

Indian forces to patrol with greater depth and frequency as well as reduce Chinese 

advantages in the terrain and logistics in the region (Krishnan, 2020, May 19). In this 

context, some experts point out that part of Chinese motivations behind the latest border 

infringements involves a ‘tactical push back’ of Indian forces (Haidar, 2020, May 24) as 

well as stopping New Delhi efforts to improve its tactical-logistic access to the border 

region through upgraded civilian and military infrastructure (Chan, 2020, June 4). As such,  

an important goal involves undermining New Delhi’s efforts to secure its border region, 

which is seen by China with suspicion since it would improve India’s tactical and strategic  

 
22 For example, the DSDBO route — the 255-km Darbuk-Shayok-Daulat Beg Oldie (DSDBO) section of the road 

between the Leh and Karakoram Pass — to Demchok (Haidar, 2020, May 24). Other sources mention that India nearly 

completed 74 strategic roads along the LAC and plans to finish 20 more by next year (livemint, 2020, June 6). 
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position there. The latter is gaining significance since the geographical terrain on the Indian  

side is in general perceived as more difficult for the mobilisation and deployment of troops 

(Chan, 2020, June 4). It is interesting to note here that Beijing started diplomatic efforts 

already in 200823 intended to stop ‘Indian actions in strengthening their border defences’ 

arguing that the arranged CBMs would make border constructions by New Delhi 

unnecessary (Joshi, 2018, June 26). However, India ignored China’s initial suggestion. 

Today it clearly appears that China not only wants to stop India activities but also started 

it owns border fortifications measures in the areas where they pushed pack India. It is 

reported that PLA troops, which crossed the LAC in extraordinarily large numbers (around 

to 4000 to 5000 only in areas along the Galwan river and the Pangong Tso lake), also 

brought equipment for the construction of bunkers, as well as over 1000 heavy vehicles, 

numerous tents (Sagar, 2020, May 13). Trenches were dug (Haidar, 2020, May 24). It can 

all constitute evidence that China is interested in seizing new land. 

 

3.6 Following the ‘Pakistani playbook’ 

Last but not least, Beijing’s strategy is clear: claiming foreign territory as its own. Indian 

border management activities thus appear from the Chinese point of view as illegal and 

calling for a coercive response as well as serving as justification for intruding into 

neighbouring countries. A strategy that Pant and Bommakanti (2020, May 27) describe as  

the ‘Pakistani playbook’ - ‘level a baseless charge against India, that it is trying to make 

territorial gains, in order to justify its own aggression’. 

 

4. The Pakistani dimension and the Kashmir factor 

Border tensions can be also read as a Chinese drawing of a red line in the India-Pakistan 

bilateral dimension of the territorial dispute over the territories of the former Princely State 

of Jammu & Kashmir (J&K), commonly known as Kashmir. The latter, which is also 

described as ‘the unfinished business of Partition’ (Haqqani, 2005), not only constitutes a 

flashpoint in Sino-India relations but especially acts as the major source of contestation 

between New Delhi and Islamabad (Mitra, Wolf & Schoettli, 2006). Since the end of  

British colonial rule over the Indian subcontinent in 1947 and the subsequent restructuring  

 

 
23 Since 2008, alarmed at Indian actions in strengthening their border fortifications, security-related infrastructure and 

management systems, China suggested that the two sides sign a Border Defence Cooperation Agreement (BDCA). In the 

bilateral talks, China wanted India to freeze border construction, arguing that it was not necessary in light of the other 

CBMs. 
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of the political map of the region, the former principle state of Jammu & Kashmir (J&K)  

became the major flashpoint in South Asia24. Despite the fact that the then ruler of J&K 

declared its accession to India, Pakistan not only illegally holds large parts of the territory 

but also questions India’s legitimate claims over said territory - and tries to systematically 

destabilise Kashmir, the region under New Delhi’s administration (Wolf, 2019, October 

3). Against this backdrop, India clearly re-emphasized its claim over all parts of Kashmir: 

Aksai Chin (administered by China), the entities of Pakistan-administered Kashmir (an 

area described by Islamabad as Azad Jammu25  & Kashmir/AJK) and Gilgit-Baltistan. 

Indian Home Minister Amit Shah unambiguously stated that ‘Kashmir is an integral part 

of India, there is no doubt over it. When I talk about Jammu and Kashmir, Pakistan-

occupied Kashmir and Aksai Chin are included in it’ (Aneja, 2020, May 26). Islamabad 

did realise that the dispute over Kashmir lies in a political stalemate. Furthermore, Pakistan 

was not only defeated in all conventional armed confrontations with India but was also 

forced to realise that a military ‘solution’ is impossible due to the tremendous asymmetries 

in available economic and financial resources. In consequence, Pakistan started a five-fold 

strategy in its Kashmir approach: (1) To support destabilising activities in the Indian state 

of Jammu and Kashmir (Casaca, 2019, August 12; Wolf, 2017); (2) To undermine efforts 

to increase the efficiency and effectivity of Delhi’s administration over the area, especially 

so as to avoid elections and constitutional measures leading to a further integration of 

Kashmir into India’s political and administrative systems (Casaca, 2019, August 12); (3) 

To portray India on the international level as a repressive force in Kashmir forced to 

conduct extraordinary security measures so as to maintain law and order; and (4) To portray 

itself as a ‘protector’ of the Kashmiri people (Wolf, 2019, October 3); and (5) To win over 

China’s support (Purohit, 2019, August 8) in pressuring India so as to weaken New Delhi’s 

stand in and on Kashmir, in both diplomatic and military terms. 

 

 
24 Actually, one must state that most border conflicts and territorial disputes in the region can be traced back to the colonial 

era and originated from confused and/or contradictory boundary agreements (Wolf, 2017, September 1). 
25 The term Azad means ‘free’. As such, from a Pakistani perspective ‘Azad Kashmir’ refers to the territories liberated 

from New Delhi’s (potential) rule. From India’s point of view, it refers to parts of Kashmir which belong to India but 

were occupied by Pakistan (subsequently the area is called Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir/PoK). In my article (Wolf, 2019, 

October 3) ‘The myth of Pakistan acting as ‘protector’ of the Kashmiri people’ I come to the conclusion that, based on 

the elaboration on Pakistan’s massive violation of human and political rights combined with a large scale, systematic 

socio-economic marginalisation of the Kashmiri people under their administration, one must state that Islamabad’s 

attempt to portray itself as ‘protector’ and ‘champion of self-determination’ of all the people living in Indian Kashmir 

must be described as hypocrisy at best. As such, it is deeply ironic from Pakistani leadership to name some parts of 

Kashmir under its control as Azad – which means free – since local communities are far from being free. In sum, instead 

of protecting, Pakistan is turning the Kashmiri into victims. 
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Having this Pakistani rationale in mind, it is pointed out here that there is a clear 

discrepancy between the Pakistani government’s claims and its true ambitions when it 

comes to the well-being of the Kashmiri people. The Pakistani leadership claims to be the 

champion of the right to self-determination and other political freedoms as well as human 

rights of the Kashmiri people. Yet Islamabad denies these same rights to the citizenry living 

within its own administration – in Kashmir and elsewhere. It also systematically suppresses 

local communities. It seems clear that Pakistan’s Kashmir agenda only aims to destabilise 

India, challenge its territorial integrity, and target the basis of India’s statehood, governance 

and political identity as a democracy. Furthermore, Pakistan is not interested in the 

improvement of the social and economic conditions among Kashmir’s citizenry but in the 

region’s resources administration (Wolf, 2019, October 3). However, the decades-old 

conflict gathered particular steam again in August 2019 as New Delhi abrogated the Article 

370 which granted the Indian-administered State of Jammu and Kashmir a special, 

autonomous constitutional status. The state was transformed26 into two Union Territories 

(UTs) on 31 October 2019, now called the ‘Union Territories of Jammu and Kashmir and 

Ladakh’ (Iwanek, 2020, April 15). 

 

Since then, New Delhi is conducting a series of measures to operationalize the 

administrative aspects of the territory’s reconstitution, for example the ‘Kashmir domicile 

law’ (Hindustan Times, 2020, April 1). Here, it is interesting to note that Beijing obviously 

changed its stand in the ongoing dispute from being rather indirectly, passively (partly 

concealed) supportive27 towards being more directly proactive (open) in defending  

Pakistan’s seizure of parts of India’s Kashmir (Bhatt, 2019, November 26). The process 

started a few years ago (Chansoria, 2016, August 13) and increasingly constitutes a heavy 

burden for India-China relations (Wolf, 2017, September 1). This re-positioning goes 

beyond the usual diplomatic support for Pakistan’s cross-border terrorist activities against 

India (Wolf, 2017) or Beijing’s attempts to prove that it stands with its partners. Instead, it 

appears that Beijing started to conduct activities so as to undercut New Delhi’s attempts to 

pursue its territorial claims over the whole Kashmir region and hinder the implementation 

of Indian governance structures. As such, it largely follows the Pakistani line. Beijing’s  

 
26 Via the Jammu and Kashmir Reorganisation Act, 2019. 
27 One of the most remarkable example of China’s traditional indirect support is the diplomatic backing of Pakistan in 

international institutions regarding critical issues, foremost the country’s state-sponsorship of cross-border terrorism and 

Pakistan-based international terrorists, including their groupings. This diplomatic patronage includes (among other 

things) informal ‘lobbying work’ intended to prevent that Pakistan from being listed by individual governments as state-

sponsor of terrorism, especially in the US or Europe (Shams, 2017, February 8; Wolf, 2017, January 6).  
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motivation here is clear: it supports Pakistan’s seizure of Gilgit-Baltistan (and partly AJK) 

since their respective territories constitute an essential part of the China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC). In other words, without these areas, Pakistan and China would possess 

no land connection and consequently the CPEC would be impossible (Wolf, 2019; 2016, 

November 24). Moreover, possessing a route through Gilgit-Baltistan provides Beijing 

with land access to Pakistani ports, especially Gwadar, and reduces its dependencies on the 

sea-based route through the Malacca strait which can be blocked by the US in time of 

tensions (Aneja, 2020, May 26; Wolf, 2019). As such, Beijing’s support to Islamabad is 

driven by geopolitical considerations - to gain legal cover for the CPEC in general and 

major development projects in the area like the Diamer Bhasha dam project in Gilgit-

Baltistan (Aamir, 2020, May 24). Having this in mind, one must expect that current 

developments at the India-China border are part of a coordinated initiative by Islamabad 

and Beijing against New Delhi. The fact that ‘Pakistan has initiated troop movements28 in 

the neighbouring Gilgit-Baltistan region in support of its iron brother’ (Gupta, 2020, May 

27) is an indication that Pakistan and China are currently coordinating activities intended 

to disadvantage India’s position in Kashmir. This is further substantiated when one takes 

into account the fact that the activities by the Pakistani media are also obviously in line 

with the reporting by its Chinese counterparts. Concretely, in the past, the Pakistani media 

usually tended towards enthusiastic accounts of any confrontation between New Delhi and 

Beijing, particularly when they worked to India’s disadvantage. However, this time, the 

Pakistani media remained surprisingly (largely) silent on the issue when it comes to 

reporting China’s violations of India’s borders (Sareen, 2020, May 25). Beijing is not 

currently interested in reports hinting at Chinese aggression. The fact that the Inter Services 

Public Relations Pakistan (ISPR) - the media wing of the Pakistani Armed Forces - is not 

vocal regarding the India-China border standoff (Sareen, 2020, May 25) is another hint for 

the collaboration between Pakistani and Chinese state and non-state actors in public 

opinion making and diplomacy efforts. 

 

5. Conclusion – the end of the ‘convenient consensus’ in the India-China 

relations 

Despite having remarkably divergent views on several issues, especially regarding the 

demarcation of their frontiers, Beijing and New Delhi were until recently able to maintain  

 
28 According to Pakistan’s official rhetoric, the deployment of troops in sensitive border areas were conducted in order 

to support Islamabad’s efforts to tackle the spread of the coronavirus outbreak. 
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a kind of mutually agreed status quo which could be described as a state of guided 

neglecting or intentional ignorance - effectively forming a ‘convenient consensus’ (Wolf, 

2017, September 1; Nag, 2018, October 28). This very simple but effective approach to 

avoid an escalation of conflicts involved leaving tenuous issues for future disquisitions and 

considerations. Such approach was not the key to unlock complex border disputes, yet it 

did function as a successful mechanism enabling both countries to promote economic 

cooperation and conduct some CBMs necessary in order for their bilateral relations to 

work. However, this approach was severely challenged in recent history, most significantly 

during the 2017 Doklam crisis, which already stands in stark contrast to the traditional 

‘convenient consensus’ regarding the necessity of avoiding any form of armed escalations 

(Wolf, 2017, September 1). As such, Doklam not only constituted a military standoff at the 

trijunction of Bhutan, India, and China but also presented a political-diplomatic stalemate 

marking the first significant departure from the former consensual approach between New 

Delhi and Beijing (Wolf, 2017, September 1). However, for the time being, especially due 

to the 2018 Wuhan Summit (Joshi, 2018, June 18), both countries were able to restore 

and/or maintain the outer appearance of a functioning status quo in their bilateral relations. 

Subsequently, tensions between the two major Asian powers have been limited to 

immediate boundary disputes in the eastern sector (Arunachal Pradesh) and western sector 

(Aksai China and Ladakh) - both managed by de-escalation mechanisms put in place over 

the last years. Nevertheless, one needs to keep in mind that neither in Wuhan nor in 

Mamallapuram was a substantial move made in order to achieve a solution (understood as 

at least delivering promising, sustainable results) regarding outstanding critical issues. 

Therefore, it does not come by surprise that observers questioned the resilience of the 

’Wuhan Spirit’ (The Economist, 2020, May 16), which was more or less reconfirmed in 

October last year during the Modi-Xi Summit in Mamallapuram. These concerns were 

obviously confirmed after the latest crossing of PLA forces at the LAC, which appeared to 

be fundamentally different in its nature than former happenings. Unlike earlier occasions  

of Chinese intrusions into Indian territory, it seems that this time Beijing is preparing to 

maintain its foothold within intruded areas. The PLA’s Tibet Military Command - the  

district dedicated to border disputes with India - recently sent troops  to a high-altitude  

region so as to conduct night-time, high-altitude ‘infiltration exercises behind enemy lines’  

so as to test ‘their combat capability under a harsh environment’ (Xuanzun, 2020, June 2). 

Moreover, according to the Chinese media, Beijing moved multiple, advanced weapon 

systems (such as the Type 15 tank, Z-20 helicopter, GJ-2 attack drone, PCL-181 advanced 

vehicle-mounted howitzer) and refitted fighter jets for operations in mountainous areas to  
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the Tibetan plateau (Chan, 2020, June 4). That the PLA troops involved in the exercise 

were not only trained with ‘newly commissioned equipment’ but particularly aimed at 

improving their skills in ‘launching an attack at a hostile command centre at night’ 

(Xuanzun, 2020, June 2) shows the military-aggressive intentions of Beijing. As such, the 

exercise is a further provocation and underlines ‘disturbing behaviour by China’ (Joshi, 

2020, May 26) in time of a devastating global crisis. Here, it is informative to point at 

reports highlighting that China after its transgression diverted the flow of the Galwan river 

(Iyer-Mitra, 2020, June 2). Beijing’s measure to control the Galwan’s water serves not only 

as additional evidence for its willingness to break with existing agreements but also as 

indicator of a larger strategic-tactical shift in China’s approach in ensuring its interests in 

its neighbourhood. 

 

Moreover, with the May 2020 intrusions, China violated existing protocols29 for handling 

border incidents (Haider, 2020, May 24), such as the ‘The 2013 Border Defence 

Cooperation Agreement,30 as well as the ‘Wuhan spirit’ (The Economist, 2020, May 16). 

Beijing once again showed that it does not respect traditional patterns of behaviour in 

international relations - especially that it does not respect agreements that fail to serve its 

interests (such as achieving territorial advancements). As indicated above, despite the fact 

that there was no fixed agreement between India and China to solve their border tensions 

in the aftermath of the ‘Doklam crisis’ (Deepak, 2017, August 5; Wolf, 2017, September 

1), it was clear from the 2018 Wuhan Summit that there was a mutual understanding. 

Concretely, both sides - New Delhi and Beijing - expressed their desire to depart from 

tensions and transform their bilateral relations into a ‘more stable, cooperative framework’  

(Krishnan, 2020, May 25). Moreover, border violations show Beijing’s willingness to 

question even settled border disputes such as the Hot Springs in the western sector of the 

boundary in Ladakh (Pant & Bommakanti, 2020, May 27). 

 

Against this backdrop, it appears that the acceptance of the functional status quo as modus 

operandi for running bilateral affairs is apparently no longer an option for Chinese policy 

makers. In other words, the initial mantra of ‘Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai’ was replaced first by  

 
29 Such as the 2005 protocol on modalities for implementing confidence-building measures. According to this protocol, 

neither side ‘shall use force or threaten to use force’ and ‘both sides shall treat each other with courtesy and refrain from 

any provocative actions’ (Krishnan, 2020, May 19). 
30 This agreement states that patrols ‘shall not follow or tail patrols of the other side in areas where there is no common 

understanding’ on the LAC and calls for ‘exercise maximum self-restraint, refrain from any provocative actions, not use 

force or threaten to use force against the other side’ (Krishnan, 2020, May 19). 

https://d.docs.live.net/a944f6cc1c419368/Desktop/20200610.India.China.Border.Standoff/The%202013%20Border%20Defence%20Cooperation%20Agreement
https://d.docs.live.net/a944f6cc1c419368/Desktop/20200610.India.China.Border.Standoff/The%202013%20Border%20Defence%20Cooperation%20Agreement
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the bon mot of ‘Hindi-Chini Bye Bye” and then later by ‘Hindi-Chini Buy Buy’ – and thus 

is expressed the nature of the India-China relations (Bhatia, 2015, May 15; Radchenko, 

2014, September 18). Even when both New Delhi and Beijing are able to calm down border 

tensions, such a situation will be only temporary. Here, it appears that addressing the social 

and economic impacts of the Coronavirus pandemic is not a top priority for the Chinese 

leadership. Instead it is clear that it will exploit the situation so as to push its national - 

especially territorial - interests against its neighbours and continue building up its 

international posture. The current standoff, despite the ‘cordial and friendly’ atmosphere 

of meetings, possesses a high potential for dangerous armed confrontation. Beijing already 

extended the geographical framework in South Asia and is now challenging New Delhi 

dramatically and on various fronts. During the last years, China opened several new 

flashpoints vis-à-vis India which reach far beyond their tensions along the LAC. Today, 

Beijing is questioning India in all its neighbouring countries, in both continental and 

maritime spheres. As such, it remains to be seen whether this conflict is to be resolved 

peacefully in the long-term perspective. However, falling back into traditional foreign 

policy patterns of non-alignment (non-alignment movement/NAM)31 will send the wrong 

signal to Beijing – it would constitute exactly the move China wants from New Delhi to 

do. It would help Beijing’s efforts to isolate India from emerging new (quasi) alliance 

systems critical of China. It would also undermine emerging relations with the US, and 

complicate ties (understood as narrowing down windows of opportunities) with Australia 

and other Washington-friendly nations. As such, any knee-jerk reaction or flip-flop in its 

foreign policy towards Beijing cannot constitute an option for New Delhi. According to 

Pant, ‘India will have no option but to continue to build up its deterrence capabilities by  

enhancing its internal strength and by developing more robust external partnerships’ (Pant, 

2020, May 27).  

 

In sum, in order to keep Beijing’ aggressions and assertiveness at bay, it will be not enough 

for New Delhi to focus on the build-up of military deterrence capabilities (Singh, 2020, 

May 12), especially on its frontiers. Instead, it needs to surpass the bilateral matrix in 

responding to the Chinese challenge by looking towards Japan, Australia, the US, and the 

European Union. 

 
31 As a policy of avoiding ideological affiliations with either of the major power blocs during the Cold War, non-alignment 

came to officially characterise Indian foreign policy. It was not meant to be a position of neutrality in a strict categorical 

sense. Traditionally New Delhi interpreted nonalignment rather as an instrument of foreign policy to enhance India’s 

manoeuvrability, particularly in securing foreign aid (Mitra, Wolf & Schoettli, 2006:145). However, it also led to 

limitations in working out a larger geopolitical vision for India. 
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