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For over a month, Chinese and Indian troops have been in a renewed standoff along their
disputed border. Although the conflict seemed to be subsiding following June 6 talks
between military leaders, it appears to have heated up after twenty Indian soldiers were
killed in clashes on the border – the first casualties since 1975. Amidst foggy
information, South Asia watchers have debated the origins of the conflict from New
Delhi’s construction of roads in disputed territories in its north to China’s growing

aggression in the region. Many Pakistani analysts and policymakers have traced the
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conflict to India’s “illegal constructions” on its border with China—some may even be
expecting China’s recent clash with India to act as a check on Indian expansionism.

As the border dispute continues, however, India remains an increasingly important
Chinese trading partner—a partnership that seems to have been shielded from tensions on
the border in the past decades. But even as the Sino-Indian relationship has evolved,
Islamabad has maintained confidence in its historically strategic partnership with China
against India, with little concerns that the Sino-Indian economic relationship would cause
China to re-evaluate its support on Pakistan’s core concerns vis-à-vis India.

Pakistan’s Outlook on the Sino-Indian Border Conflict

The foundation of the China-Pakistan friendship was laid by the rupture in Sino-Indian
ties after the 1962 war. Then Pakistan President Ayub Khan’s assessment that the border
war would be limited and temporary with a longer “cold war” to follow has largely held
true. Recently, Pakistani analysts have argued that New Delhi lacks the capability and

will to fight against Beijing and instead maintains conventional superiority vis-à-vis
Islamabad.

While the outstanding border disputes reinforce the basis of the China-
Pakistan strategic bond, Pakistan also worries that New Delhi will use
threats from China as a pretext for its military modernization through the
foreign state-of-the-art arms acquisition—stirring up instability between
India and Pakistan.

While the outstanding border disputes reinforce the basis of the China-Pakistan strategic
bond, Pakistan also worries that New Delhi will use threats from China as a pretext for its
military modernization through the foreign state-of-the-art arms acquisition—stirring
up instability between India and Pakistan. Further, due to New Delhi’s growing strategic
significance as a counterweight to China, the United States at most encourages, and at
least disregards India’s more aggressive military posture and “hegemonic ambitions”.

Another way to look at Pakistan’s thinking on the Sino-Indian military relationship is by
assessing the nature of Chinese involvement in Indo-Pakistani armed clashes. Two
historical periods—before and after Pakistan’s nuclear tests in 1998—define China’s role in

https://www.dawn.com/news/1559683/china-cant-remain-oblivious-to-indias-illegal-constructions-in-ladakh-fm-qureshi
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2241323/1-china-given-message-india-renounce-expansionist-agenda/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1559683/china-cant-remain-oblivious-to-indias-illegal-constructions-in-ladakh-fm-qureshi
https://southasianvoices.org/india-china-70-years-economic-engagement/
https://go.gale.com/ps/anonymous?id=GALE%7CA99233026&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&it=r&linkaccess=abs&issn=00311723&p=AONE&sw=w
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3023562?read-now=1&seq=5#page_scan_tab_contents
https://ciss.org.pk/ciss-webinar-report-dynamics-of-nuclear-south-asia-22-years-of-nuclearization/
https://thesvi.org/bi-monthly-seminar-report-indias-military-modernization-and-counter-force-temptations-impact-on-regional-security-13th-february-2020/
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2019-05/features/pulwama-crisis-flirting-war-nuclear-environment
https://www.npr.org/2019/08/07/748957876/pakistan-warns-indias-move-to-end-kashmir-s-special-status-could-lead-to-war
https://www.dawn.com/news/1511442


India-Pakistan military confrontations. Before 1998, Beijing supported Pakistan

morally, diplomatically, and even at times militarily during the India-Pakistan wars in
1965, and 1971. In 1965, China mobilized its forces in Ladakh and on the Sikkim-Tibet
border with India; and in 1990, a Chinese Defense Minister-led ten-member delegation
visited Islamabad and expressed military backing of Pakistan as tensions were
growing in Jammu & Kashmir (J&K).

After Pakistan’s nuclear tests in 1998, however, the nature of Chinese involvement
changed. In subsequent India-Pakistan crises, including the Kargil War of 1999, the Twin
Peaks crisis in 2001-2002, the Mumbai attacks in 2008, and the 2019 Balakot crisis,
China’s role demonstrated a notable pattern: it had a shared interest with the United
States in defusing the crisis situation and emphasizing restraint on both sides. The 2019
Balakot crisis, however, revealed a prominent shift in Pakistan’s view of China and the
United States as crisis managers. Pakistan appreciated Washington’s and Beijing’s role
in de-escalation, but lamented the United States’ discernible diplomatic tilt towards
India before the escalation began. This pattern may continue in the future, as India may
continue to have bipartisan U.S. support no matter who sits in the Oval Office.

Pakistan’s Stand on the Sino-Indian Economic Relationship
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The Sino-Indian economic relationship factors into Pakistan’s strategic calculus insofar as
it can alter the bases of the Sino-Pakistani relationship. The backbone of the enduring
entente cordiale between China and Pakistan lies in Beijing’s uninterrupted arms

transfers, assistance in domestic defense manufacturing as well as the civil nuclear

program, and diplomatic support on the Kashmir issue. Massive Chinese investment
through the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor is the latest link. If the Sino-Indian
economic relationship causes a significant change in any of these elements of the strategic
bond, the relationship may become unsteady. Remarkably, a “significant change” has not
occurred in the past—nor is it likely to happen in the future.

Since the start of the strategic relationship with Pakistan in the early 1960s, China has
publicly stated or signaled diplomatic support for Pakistan on the Kashmir issue.
Beijing’s main policy shift on Kashmir was in 1980s to the early-2000s period. After
Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms in 1978 and Sino-Indian rapprochement in 1988,
China shifted its position from invoking the United Nations Security Council Resolutions
(UNSCRs) to stressing bilateral agreements (a more neutral stance on the issue).
However, by the early-2000s, as India began to seem more closely aligned with the
United States, Beijing signaled a shift away from the more neutral stance—denying a visa
to a J&K-based General in 2010 and maintaining that the area he controlled was
disputed. Lately, India’s unilateral moves since August 2019 have arguably forced

Beijing’s hand in the contested territories. China’s recent quarrel with India may in part
be to its own claim to the Ladakh territory—thus, a self-interest in internationalizing
the issue—and in part to alert New Delhi against provoking China in league with the
“anti-China” group of states.

China’s recent quarrel, including the border clashes, with India may in part
be to its own claim to the Ladakh territory—thus, a self-interest in
internationalizing the issue—and in part to alert New Delhi against
provoking China in league with the “anti-China” group of states.

Furthermore, whatever the nature of Chinese involvement in Indo-Pakistani conflict,
China has steadily supplied arms to Pakistan and assisted in its domestic defense industry
and the civil nuclear program. Military-to-military ties lie at the heart of the China-
Pakistan strategic relationship. Beijing has been Islamabad’s top historical arms

supplier and has stayed so for over a decade now. Sino-Pakistan civil nuclear
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cooperation symbolizes a “balance of prestige” for Islamabad vis-à-vis New Delhi’s civil

nuclear deal with Washington and the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) waiver in
2008 that granted India the ability to trade civil nuclear technology—a privilege that
Islamabad lacked. Pakistan has also reveled in China’s advocacy of not admitting
countries, particularly India, that are outside the NPT to the NSG,  as it parallels
Pakistan’s stance on the NSG membership.

Unless Sino-Indian economic ties make a dent in these building blocks of the China-
Pakistan relationship, Islamabad is unlikely to have a problem with the Sino-Indian
multi-billion dollar trade. In fact, by some official accounts, Pakistan hopes that the
importance of China’s economic relationship with India may help Beijing play the role of
a moderator on New Delhi’s “belligerent” behavior vis-à-vis Islamabad.

The Future Strategic Trajectory of the Triangular Relationship

If the global wave of right-wing populism was one factor, the COVID-19 pandemic is
another major driver of putting the nation-state back at the center of geopolitics.
China’s bullish diplomatic and military posture to push back against the allegedly
global anti-China efforts and India’s more assertive diplomacy with its neighbors,
unilateral demarcations, and renewed territorial disputes are the prototypes of the role
of rising nationalism in interstate relations. As a resolution of the latest border scuffle
between China and India, it seems unlikely that India will succumb to the Chinese
pressure and reverse the legal and military infrastructural developments in the disputed
territories, not least after the deaths of at least 20 Indian soldiers.

What seems more likely is that India will not compromise on anything below the Chinese
troops’ withdrawal and the status quo ante; and, China will not back down until India
agrees to jettison the idea of an overt anti-China discursive and military containment
strategy. However, as both India and China seem to have an interest in de-escalation, as
a medium- to long-term strategy, India may feel better served by espousing a kind of
France’s China strategy—deepening engagement with Beijing as an essential partner to
sustain the rules based order in the Indo-Pacific and pressure China when it does not
respect it. India’s strategic partnership with the United States, Japan, Australia, and
France, at times the hesitant participation in the QUAD and its embrace of the
Wuhan Spirit lend credence to this approach.

As for Pakistan’s perception of these developments and the future of the strategic triangle,
its concerns that India can use competition and a threat from China to advance its
military capabilities will only crystallize. Pakistan appears confident nonetheless that
Beijing will continue to invest in its strategic and military capabilities, remain

1

https://books.google.com.pk/books?id=Z8CHCwAAQBAJ&pg=PA64&dq=andrew+small+china+Pakistan+axis+balance+of+prestige&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi44bXH4_zpAhVLRBoKHTV4BUAQ6AEIJTAA#v=onepage&q=andrew%20small%20china%20Pakistan%20axis%20balance%20of%20prestige&f=false
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/us-india-nuclear-deal
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2008-10/nsg-congress-approve-nuclear-trade-india
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/china-rules-out-indias-entry-into-nsg-without-consensus-on-allowing-non-npt-countries/articleshow/69893448.cms?from=mdr
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-36620949
https://ciss.org.pk/ciss-round-table-with-experts-on-pakistan-and-the-nuclear-suppliers-group/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/15/how-the-economy-will-look-after-the-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/17/world/asia/coronavirus-china-xi-jinping.html
https://m.economictimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/chinas-aggression-at-border-nepals-new-maps-are-not-coincidental/articleshow/75922989.cms
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-china-sentiment-ex/exclusive-internal-chinese-report-warns-beijing-faces-tiananmen-like-global-backlash-over-virus-idUSKBN22G19C
https://thediplomat.com/2019/12/the-one-speech-that-explains-indias-new-strategic-thinking/
https://thediplomat.com/2019/12/the-one-speech-that-explains-indias-new-strategic-thinking/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/31/india-strips-kashmir-of-special-status-and-divides-it-in-two
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/nepal-parliament-approves-map-row-india-escalates-200613145121232.html
https://twitter.com/shashj/status/1273244795096399873
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/country-files/asia-and-oceania/the-indo-pacific-region-a-priority-for-france/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/india-still-wary-of-the-quad-amid-its-own-china-reset/
https://jamestown.org/program/india-china-relations-from-the-wuhan-spirit-to-the-chennai-connect/
https://www.nbr.org/publication/the-china-pakistan-axis-asias-new-geopolitics/


committed to the CPEC, and support it on the Kashmir issue and the nuclear
developments vis-à-vis New Delhi. China may also see these investments as a guarantee

against India’s potential choice to espouse the anti-China strategy. For now, the future of
the strategic triangle appears increasingly unstable, as competition deepens in the region.

Editors Note: As India and China mark 70 years of diplomatic ties, SAV contributors look back at

Sino-Indian economic, political, and strategic relations since 1950 and analyze trends to watch for

in the years ahead. The full series can be viewed here. 
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