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At the end of the 6-day conclave attended by more than 500 Tibetan 

leaders gathered in Dharamsala to decide the future course of action in 

the Tibetan struggle, the Dalai Lama addressed the delegates. 

One of his remarks was that India has been too ‘over-cautious’ on the 

Tibet issue; he sought New Delhi's help to resolve the soon 50-year 

old issue. The Tibetan leader told his countrymen: “In 1959-60, Pandit 

Jawaharlal Nehru took personal interest in Tibet… of late New Delhi's 

view about Tibetan issue has been over-cautious.” 

A day earlier, at a private function in the hill station of Himachal 

Pradesh, the Dalai Lama had explained his views: “India and Tibet 

have the relationship of a 'guru’ and ‘chela' and when the chela is in 

trouble, the guru must look after him." 

The Times of India wrote: “The statement assumes more significance 

as it has come in the middle of the week-long conclave of Tibetan 

community leaders.” It added: “The statement may put New Delhi in a 

fix as it has repeatedly said that Tibet was not a part of the border 

dispute. India also has said many times that it won't allow the Tibetans 

in exile to carry on ‘anti-China political activities’ from its soil.” 

Very few in South Block can assert that Tibet is not linked with the 

Sino-Indian border issue. Since the mid-fifties, New Delhi’s position 

has been clear on the subject: the border in the Eastern Sector (the 

McMahon Line) is born out an exchange of letters and maps between 

Tibet and British India in April 1914 on the sidelines of the tripartite 



Simla Conference in which China, British India and Tibet participated. 

The 15 volumes of Notes, Memoranda and Letters Exchanged and 

Agreements signed by the Governments of India and China, (known as 

White Papers) published by the Publication Division of the Ministry of 

External Affairs between 1954 and 1965, bear witness of the 

consistency of the Indian position. The Chinese Government may not 

accept this position, but that is another matter. 

About not allowing ‘anti-China political activities from its soil’, it is true 

that the spokesperson of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs has 

been hammering is the fact that this has been included from time to 

time in different Joint Communiqués since Rajiv Gandhi visited China 

in December 1988. But the mere fact that Tibetan refugees discussed 

their future in a democratic way can not be construed as ‘anti-China 

activities’, especially when the majority is still in favour of a greater 

autonomy within the People’s Republic of China. 

India and Tibet share many things, one being that both have been 

negotiating for decades with the Chinese without obtaining anything 

from Beijing. An American scholar, who studied the border dispute 

between India and China, explained the problem thus: “[it is] like a 

thief stealing a man’s coat and wallet and then offering to return the 

coat, if he is allowed to keep the wallet.” He referred to the Zhou 

Enlai’s proposal to swap the Chinese claims in the Eastern Sector 

(NEFA, today Arunachal) against the Indian claims in the Western 

Sector (Aksai Chin). In 1960, this was refused by Nehru. The situation 

was further complicated by New Delhi having forgoten to file a FIR for 

the ‘stealing of the wallet’ for several years; the official complaint was 

filed only in 1958 while the Aksai Chin which was occupied by China in 

1954-55. 



In the case of Tibet, China stole everything when it ‘liberated’ the Roof 

of the World in October 1950; Beijing however agreed to ‘negotiate’ in 

1978-79. In the meantime, Mao’s regime had divided its prey into 

several parts: in 1965, the traditional provinces of Amdo and Kham 

became part of the Chinese provinces of Yunnan, Qinghai, Gansu or 

Sichuan. 

In both the Indian and Tibetan cases, the negotiators are in front of a 

fait accompli, the road across the Askai Chin or ‘liberation’ of the 

Tibetan plateau makes it impossible to conduct serious negotiations as 

for the Chinese there is no question of returning to a situation ante.  

The so-called ‘negotiations’ between the Dalai Lama and the Chinese 

leadership in Beijing began in 1979 when Gyalo Thondup, the Dalai 

Lama’s elder brother met Deng Xiaoping who told him that "except 

independence all other issues can be settled through discussions". 

Today, Zhu Weiqun, the Chinese vice minister of the United Front 

Works Department and counterpart of the Tibetan Envoys even denies 

that the paramount leader ever said that.  

In the early 80’s, the Chinese added some conditions to Deng’s: no 

‘greater Tibet’ under one administration; talks to be only about the 

status of the Dalai Lama and this with his ‘private’ representatives 

only; no recognition of the Tibetan Administration in Dharamsala and 

of course no question of introducing a democratic system in Tibet.  

The Dalai Lama’s ‘Middle Path’ was officialized in June 1988 in front of 

the European Parliament in Strasbourg when the Dalai Lama 

renounced independence and stated: “The whole of Tibet should 

become a self-governing democratic political entity founded on law by 

agreement of the people for common good and the protection of 

themselves and their environment, in association with the People's 

Republic of China.” 



This was (and is) considered as ‘semi-independence’ or ‘independence 

in disguise’ by Beijing for whom a self-governing democratic political 

entity within China is unthinkable.  

Thirty years after the encounter between Deng and Thondup, no 

progress has been made during different rounds of talks. Why should 

China return the coat and the wallet when they can with impunity keep 

everything (though they loose the face in front of the international 

opinion).  

As for India, the first round of talks on the border issue was held in 

December 1981, soon after the visit of Foreign Minister Huang Hua to 

Delhi in June of the same year. During the first rounds, the Chinese 

were probably ready to return the ‘coat’ against the ‘wallet’, though 

Foreign Minister Narasimha Rao had stated in Parliament a few months 

earlier: “The government of India has never accepted the premise on 

which [the swap] is based, namely, that the Chinese side is making a 

concession in the eastern sector by giving up of territory which they 

allege is illegally incorporated to India [Arunachal].” 

When the Chinese saw that the negotiations were not progressing as 

they wanted (swap not being acceptable to Delhi), they resorted to 

their usual tactic of increasing their demands and intruded into some 

parts of Arunachal (Sumdorong Chu near the tri-junction Tibet-India 

Bhutan). This resulted in a quasi-war situation at the end of the 80’s, 

with the Indian government and Army reacting for once in the 

strongest possible way. Many saw at that time, the possibility of a new 

armed conflict between the two Asian giants. When Rajiv Gandhi 

visited Beijing in 1988, the border talks were upgraded with the 

creation of a Joint Working Group though resultwise it remained as 

sterile as the previous Secretary-level talks. In addition, Beijing 



extracted a great concession from Delhi: the activities of the exiled 

Tibetans would be reined in. 

Deng Xiaoping had told two Indian journalists in June 1980: “If we 

take an attitude of understanding and accommodation [the border 

issue] can be easily solved”. Again it means ‘give and take’: we keep 

your wallet and return the coat. 

The Dalai Lama has now acknowledged that the thirty-year conatcts 

(which never were ‘negotiations’) have failed. Could it be otherwise, 

with one player having all the cards (except the sympathy of the 

world) in his hands. Whether the Tibetans today ask for ‘independence 

or autonomy’ will not drastically change the scenario. The Dalai Lama 

and his people can not accept that: 

- Tibet has been part of China since the 13th century. 

- Tibet only refers to the Tibetan Autonomous Region and all other 

regions continue to be under the administration of remote 

Chinese provinces. 

- Democracy remains an unknown concept on the Tibetan plateau 

- Only the status of the Dalai Lama can be discussed.  

For Delhi like for Dharamsala, an early solution to their ‘negotiations’ 

with Beijing seem to be a far away future. But instead of denying any 

connection between the two problems, it is time for South Block to 

openly admit that both issues are intimately linked (not only 

historically, but also culturally and humanly). 

One giant step could be if Delhi decided to facilitate a meeting 

between the Dalai Lama and a senior Chinese figure like the President 

or the PM. For the Tibetans, there is a great urgency: they will be soon 

a small minority in their native land. 



Will India assume her role and take give a hand to a ‘chela’ in such a 

critical situation? Delhi has only to gain, because the border issue will 

never be solved unless the Tibetan question is settled. 

 


