
Engaging China: historical perspectives 

 

When President Hu Jintao landed in Delhi last November, India and China 

forgot to celebrate a memorable event.  

Fifty years earlier the Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai paid three state visits 

to India in less than two months. It was the zenith of the brotherhood 

relationship. Premier Zhou was in India from November 28 to December 

10, 1956, December 30 to January 3 and again from January 24 to 26, 

1957.  

Worth an entry in the Guinness Book of Records, isn’t it? 

The reason of these frequents jaunts was simply the nervousness of the 

Chinese government: the Dalai Lama was in India and Beijing did not 

trust Delhi. Zhou was concerned: could Nehru come to an agreement with 

the young Lama on the status of Tibet? 

At that time already, and despite the pompous declaration of 

‘brotherhood’, there was a total lack of trust between the two Asian 

giants and Tibet was at the center of the mutual suspicious. 

But let us go back two years earlier. In April 1954, India and China had 

signed the 'Agreement on Trade and Intercourse between the Tibet region 

of China and India,' known as the 'Panchsheel Agreement.' In June, less 

than three months later, a Chinese intrusion occurred on the Tibet-UP 

border (in a place called Barahoti). It was the first of hundreds of such 

intrusions.  

Two years later, in September 1956, 20 Chinese crossed over the Shipki-

la pass into India's territory. A 27-member Border Security Force party 

met the Chinese the same day. The BSF were told by a Chinese officer 

that he was instructed to patrol right up to Hupsang Khad (4 miles within 

Indian territory), though Shipki La was the recognised border pass under 



the Panchsheel Agreement. The BSF were however advised "to avoid an 

armed clash but not yield to the Chinese troops."  

Delhi did not know how to react. A few days later, Nehru wrote to the 

foreign secretary: "I agree with [your] suggestion …it would not be 

desirable for this question to be raised in the Lok Sabha at the present 

stage."  

The policy of the Indian government was to keep the matter quiet and 

eventually mention it 'informally' to the Chinese officials.  

Strangely Nehru stated: "I think that if this question is raised in our 

Parliament at this stage, this might prove embarrassing from the point of 

view of the negotiations between Burma and China." What was the 

connection between the Chinese intrusions and Beijing's negotiations with 

Burma, nobody knows! 

Finally, the MEA informed Beijing "The government of India are pained 

and surprised at this conduct of the Chinese commanding officer."  

This note was one of the first of hundreds of notes, memoranda and 

letters exchanged by the two governments. But this copious 

correspondence did not stop the Chinese from maintaining their claims. 

The Chinese probably knew that Delhi would not go further than 'regret 

notes'. The notes and memoranda war continued till the fateful day of 

October 1962.  

The UP incursion had come a few months before Zhou's three visits to 

India. The Indian prime minister had then the occasion to have long talks 

with his Chinese counterpart on diverse topics such the policies of the 

Roosevelt administration or the happenings in Hungary.  

However, it was Zhou who took the initiative to bring up the situation in 

Tibet. He gave a long briefing to the Indian PM on the historical status of 

the Land of Snows. 



Nehru kept quiet about the intrusions, but made a rather strange remark 

to the Chinese Premier: "Historical knowledge is not important but is 

useful as background information. History is gone." Unfortunately for 

India, history is not gone and fifty years later the border row is still not 

solved. 

Later in the conversation, Zhou admitted: "When I said that India knew 

more about Tibet, I meant about the past history. For example, I knew 

nothing about McMahon Line until recently when we came to study the 

border problem after [the] liberation of China."  

Fifty years before the Chinese Ambassador claimed Arunachal Pradesh as 

part of China (prior to Hu Jintao arrival India), Zhou Enlai did not know 

about the McMahon line. Is it not strange?  

The exchange with Nehru, also means that in the '50s, Zhou had no 

problem in granting a real autonomy to the Tibetan people, while in 2006, 

Hu drags his feet to open serious negotiations with the Dalai Lama on the 

same subject.  

Regarding the McMahon Line, the Chinese Premier explained: "although 

this Line was never recognised by us, still apparently there was a secret 

pact between Britain and Tibet and it was announced at the time of the 

Simla Conference. And now that it is an accomplished fact, we should 

accept it. But we have not consulted Tibet so far."  

Zhou had probably forgotten that in 1914 at the Simla Conference the 

Chinese Plenipotentiary participated for several months in the discussions 

on the so-called 'secret pact'. He even initialed the convention (though it 

was not ratified by the Nationalist government).  

Regarding the recognition of the McMahon Line, Zhou Enlai conveniently 

put it on the Tibetans who: "wanted us to reject this Line; but we told 

them that the question should be temporarily put aside. I believe 

immediately after India's Independence, the Tibetan government had also 



written to the government of India about this matter. But now we think 

that we should try to persuade and convince Tibetans to accept it..."  

Tragically Nehru did not take this golden opportunity to forcefully 

denounce the Chinese intrusions across the Indian border and get an 

agreement on India’s Northern borders. Instead, he preferred to remain 

rather vague: "The border is a high mountain border and sparsely 

populated. Apart from the major question, there are also small questions 

about two miles here and two miles there. But if we agree on some 

principle, namely, the principle of previous normal practice or the 

principle of watershed, we can also settle these other small points."  

Once again these important points were considered 'small' or 'petty' 

issues. The real tragedy is the present Government in Delhi has a 

tendency to follow the same ostrich policy as Nehru's and pretend that 

there is no problem between friends?  

Today, we are told that India and China are finally true friends. During 

the last G8 meeting in Germany, the Indian Prime Minister stated that 

China was India’s greatest neighbour. Since Vajpayee’s visit to China in 

2003, South Block's new motto is 'let us engage Beijing, let us do 

business'.  

Nobody can deny that engagement is good, but one should not forget 

what is 'not ripe for settlement', to use Zhou Enlai's words at the time of 

the Panchsheel Agreement in April 1954.  

First let us take Tibet, the century-old buffer zone between India and 

China. During his November 1956 visit, Zhou had advocated autonomy 

for the region. Where are we at today?  

Five rounds of 'dialogue' between the Dalai Lama's representatives and 

Beijing's officials have led nowhere except perhaps to an 

acknowledgement of a larger than expected gap between the two sides. 



For Beijing today, there is no question of giving any autonomy to the 

people of Tibet, though it was promised 50 years ago.  

For India, it is a misfortune to have lost the buffer which could have 

assured a true friendship.  

Despite, the ‘engagement’ policy, the trust has not really increased after 

the 50’s. The scar of 1962 still looms over the Sino-India relations. Take 

the stunningly beautiful district of Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh. Though 

Zhou seemed to have no problem 50 years back, it has been constantly in 

the news in recent times.  

Analysts believe that it is because India and China are engaged in 

protracted discussions to solve the vexed boundary question. In January 

and April, the Special Representatives of India and China held their ninth 

and tenth rounds of talks "to arrive at a fair, reasonable and mutually 

acceptable solution". But is it a reason for the Chinese to be so 

aggressive? 

The stir created by the Chinese Ambassador in Delhi on the eve of 

President Hu Jintao's visit to India had hardly settled down, when in 

March 2007, Prof Ma Jiali of China Institute of Contemporary International 

Relations, a leading Chinese Government think-tank, asked India to 

return Tawang.  

In a Press conference, Ma declared: "Tawang is central to the resolution 

of the Sino-Indian border issue. If India returns Tawang, a sacred place 

for Tibetan Buddhists, the Chinese side could be magnanimous in settling 

the border in the western and middle sectors. If the border issue is not 

dealt (with) well, the Chinese Central Government could face problems 

from local Tibetan people, who consider Tawang to be part of Tibet." 

This claim was obviously a move by Beijing to put pressure on Delhi to 

accept a border settlement favourable to China. Otherwise, why should 

Prof Ma have said, "The Chinese Government cannot afford to ignore 



popular feelings. Some Tibetans could use this issue to foment trouble in 

Tibet if Tawang is not returned to China." 

As the Dalai Lama has reiterated time and again that he recognises the 

McMahon Line as the border between India and Tibet, the Chinese have 

other hidden motives. 

In May 2007 Tawang was again in the news when Independent MLA 

Lokam Tassar and BJP MP Kiren Rijiju from Arunachal Pradesh alleged 

that the Chinese have intruded up to 20 km in Tawang sector. This was 

denied by the Arunachal Pradesh Chief Minister who described the claim 

as "false and misleading". He added that "Kiren Rijiju has based his 

statement on the 1986 intrusion across the LAC by the Chinese in which 

they had taken a large chunk of our land in Tawang area". 

Home Minister Shivraj Patil also denied the Chinese incursion. The Army 

went a step further: Addressing mediapersons, Brigadier Sanjay Kulkarni 

said no such move by the Chinese had been reported since 1986 and that 

"perfect harmony exists between the two nations". 

The statement about the last incursions having occurred in 1986 is rather 

strange. One still remembers the news of Chinese intrusions on Indian 

soil being flashed in the media even while the Prime Minister was 

returning from China in June 2003. It was a huge embarrassment for the 

Ministry of External Affairs whose babus had worked for months to draft a 

Panchsheel type of declaration. 

At that time, the Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman had not denied the 

intrusions; he had only stated: "China does not recognise the so-called 

Arunachal Pradesh mentioned by the Indian newspaper reports."  

More recently, in January 2007 when similar intrusions were reported, 

then Home Secretary VK Duggal told CNN-IBN, "There are some 

inadvertent incursions. Are we going to make them a national issue and 



make them come in the way of talks that are heading positively towards a 

resolution? No!" 

What about the Chinese plans to divert water from the Brahmaputra River 

to the Yellow river in northwest China?  

Of course it was denied by Beijing's foreign ministry spokesperson: 'China 

has no plans to build a dam and divert water from Yarlung Zangbo to the 

Yellow river.' He said he had no information. Will Delhi be satisfied with 

such a denial?  

Another distressing fact is that while China took five years to complete 

the 1,142 km Tibet Railway, India is still struggling since several years to 

complete the 292 km Udhampur-Srinagar-Baramulla rail link. These 

demographic and strategic changes in Tibet do not seem to alarm Delhi; 

friends are friends!  

For Delhi, obviously, the Nehruvian policy of not hurting Chinese 

susceptibilities remains sacrosanct, regardless of Beijing's tactics.  

A seemingly harmony in talks seems more important than the final 

outcome of the negotiations. In these conditions, Beijing will continue to 

divert India’s attention towards Tawang to be able to squeeze out a 

compromise on Aksai Chin, strategically far more important than 

Arunachal Pradesh. 

But even if the Government of India was willing to 'settle' the border 

issue, they would find themselves in a fix. Prime Minister Manmohan 

Singh has repeatedly declared: 'no redrawing of borders' with Pakistan. 

How could the government agree to change the border in Aksai Chin or in 

Arunachal? Further, it would certainly require an amendment to the 

Constitution in order to give away some portions of Indian territory to 

Beijing.  

Engagement and talks are certainly part of a constructive process, but to 

call a spade a spade can not hurt India’s interests. 


