
 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2021/10.09.76 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2021); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:10, ISSUE:9(4), September: 2021 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in 
Digital certificate of publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 4th September  

 Publication Date:30th September 2021 

 

 
75 

 

REFLECTIONS ON COOPERATION, COMPETITION AND CONFLICT IN INDIA-CHINA RELATIONS THROUGH 
THE LENS OF DOKLAM MILITARY STANDOFF 

 
Prerona Baruah 

CCUSLAS, SIS, JNU 
New Delhi, India 

 
Abstract 

The nature of India-China relationship is hanging between cooperation, competition and conflict. The two nuclear-armed 
rising Asian powers have some common issues on which they have to cooperate on such as climate change and change in the structure 
of the international financial institutions such as World Bank and International Monetary Fund. However, since they are the two rising 
Asian powers so there is competition over the issue of Asian future and economy. India and China have had conflicts over the border 
dispute. Border is still an issue of conflict between India and China.  

The significant event on which the two Asian nuclear-armed countries came to near war like situation is the clash over the 
Doklam plateau in the year 2017. The region also has strategic importance for India, as it is a connecting link to north eastern India. 
The conflict over the undemarcated border is more serious in nature. This could affect not only the two countries but what highlights 
the larger impact is that it will affect the whole Asian continent. This paper seeks to look at the India-China relations through this lens. 
 
Keywords: Competition, Conflict, Cooperation, Military, Standoff. 
 
Introduction  

The India-China relations began just after the independence of the two nations in the 1950s. India was among the first county 
who recognise the “People’s Republic of China” or PRC as a sovereign territorial nation. The initial relationship between the two has 
been friendly, though there are disputes over some issues such as border issue. The nature of India China relationship is hanging 
between the cooperation, competition and conflict. The two nuclear-armed Asian rising powers has some common issues on which 
they have to cooperate such as climate change and change in the structure of the international financial institutions such as World 
Bank and IMF. However, since they are the two rising Asian powers so there is competition over the issue of Asian future and 
economy. India and China had conflicted over the border dispute. Border is still an issue of conflicting between India and China.  

 
Since the early stage of relationship, Both India and China are trying to improve their relationship. The principle of 

Panchsheel (the five principles of peaceful coexistence) are about the mutual respect of each other’s sovereignty agreed on 1954 
between India and China. Sometime later in late 1950s, the two countries came to the near conflicting situation over the Tibet issue 
and fought a border war in 1962. The border dispute is one of the main issue areas of conflict between India and China. After 1962, 
the diplomatic relationship is suspended which was reinstalled later in 1970s. However, both countries are trying to improve and 
rebuilt their diplomatic and economic relationship since the 1990s. After the 1990s both countries fasting up their economic growth, 
thus there has been growing competition over the economy and over the issue of who will lead the Asia. However, the cultural and 
economic ties between the two could be trace back to the ancient times. The silk route is not only facilitating the economy and trade 
but also the spread of the Buddhism in the region. Apart from the economy and trade the two countries have engaged recently in the 
strategic and military relations. Other issues of cooperation between the two countries are climate change and the reform in the 
international financial institutions like world bank and IMF.  

 
In the era of Asian century, the two Asian giants are competing over the issue of the future of Asia, who will lead the Asia 

and the economic supremacy in the region. In spite of the cooperation, there are some other issues on which the two countries are 
conflicting. The trade is heavily imbalance in Chinese favour. There have been confrontation or dispute over the border issue. India 
has concerned regarding the China’s strategic partnership with Pakistan, while China’s concern is about the India’s growing influence 
in the South China Sea. The recent event on which the two Asian nuclear-armed countries are came to near conflicting situation is the 
clash over the Doklam plateau. The Doklam is a plateau area between the tri-junction of India, China and Bhutan. Though, the region 
is a part of Bhutan but also claimed by the China since 1961. This region is strategically important for India and China. In June 2017, 
India and China came near a conflicting situation over this issue. A military standoff occurred between India and China over the road 
construction by China in the region. India troops acted on behalf of Bhutan, which has a special relationship. The region also has 
strategic importance for India, as its a connecting link to the north eastern India. This article has two sections, the first section has a 
discussion on the nature of India China relationship. The nature of India China relations can be traced in between the cooperation, 
competition and conflicting over the different issues. The second section is about the recent military standoff between India and China 
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over the Doklam plateau. The conflict over the undemarcated border is more serious in nature. This could affect not only the two 
countries but at the larger impact, it will affect the whole Asian continent.  
 
Research Methodology 

This study will broadly use qualitative method while adding numerical data wherever required. The study will be conducted 
by following a descriptive and analytical method. It will use both primary and secondary sources. Web sources would be used 
wherever appropriate, especially research and information sites of universities. Media reports where relevant will also be used. 
 
Cooperation, competition or Conflict  

The India China relations are currently hanging in between the cooperation competition and conflict over the different issues. 
The cooperative relations between the India and China began with their independence with the Nehruvian idea of the principle of the 
Panchsheel agreed in 1954, which intended to the peaceful coexistence. The principles of Panchsheel are known for the treaty between 
India and China for the non-interference in the internal affairs, territorial integrity and mutual respect for each other’s sovereignty. The 
five principles are; mutual respect for each other's territorial integrity and sovereignty; mutual non-aggression; mutual non- 
interference in each other's internal affairs; equality and cooperation for mutual benefit and peaceful co-existence. The early Nehru era 
was characterised as the friendly relations or “the Honeymoon Phase” between China and India. This includes cooperation in the field 
of domestic, regional and global issues such as recognition of the PRC in the United Nations, the Korean crisis and Asian-African 
conference (Quanyu: 2005). This honeymoon period soon came to the end over the Tibet issue and India and China fought a war in 
1962. After that the diplomatic relations are suspended till the late 1970s (Mohan: 2006). 

 
After the suspension of the diplomatic affairs between India and China, some positive efforts made during and after the 1978. 

The diplomatic relations are being re- established in 1979. Several negotiations going to be held over the border issue. Both countries 
feel the need to improve and restore the friendly relations based on the Panchsheel. Bilateral agreements in various fields such as 
science and technology, joint military and strategic exercise, cultural exchange, ministerial dialogue, joint committee on economic and 
scientific co-operation and a joint working group on the boundary issue are being discussed over the years. Positive measures being 
done to strengthen confidence-building and boundary issue was reiterated by the two countries. For the economic and technological 
cooperation, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited Bangalore in 2005. Both countries agreed that the 21st century will be the Asian 
century. A century in which IT and technology will play a major role in shaping of the international politics. China has confirmed to 
support the India’s bid for permanent seat in the UN Security Council, while in the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC) Summit in 2005, china has granted an observer status (Rehman: 2009). Cooperation in the field of energy security both 
countries signed an agreement in 2006 to envisage ONGC Videsh Ltd (OVL) and the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) 
to placing joint bids for promising projects (Nandakumar: 2007).  

 
Cooperation on border issue is also on progress as both countries re-opened their Nathu-La pass for trading in 2006, that was 

closed since 1962 after the outbreak of the India China war. Re-opening of Nathu-La pass for trading will help ease the economic 
isolation of the region. The Nathu-La pass provided a crucial link in the ancient Silk Road through which Indo-Tibetan trade was 
conducted for centuries. The agreement to re-open the pass has initiated since 2003. “The resumption of border trade is a great historic 
event, not only for enlarging trade, but also for greater relations between the two countries” (BBC News on “India China trade link”: 
2006). Both India and China agreed to progress on Sino-Indian friendship, deepen strategic cooperation, seek common development 
and hoped to develop a peaceful and more dynamic China- India relationship in the 2012 BRICS summit in New Delhi.  

 
After all the progress in the cooperation on different issue areas, both countries have competition on some other issues. The 

competitive relations could be trace in the power competition for the future of Asian and the economic mastery over the region. There 
is a difference over the power calculation. China is considered as rising Asian power while India as emerging power. The difference 
between the rising and emerging power is based on the role playing in present or future. A rising power is “that has both capabilities 
and intentions to shape or destroy the region in present time, while the emerging power is one who can play a vital role in shaping the 
region in near future (Rajagopalan and Sahni: 2008).  

 
The India's nuclear tests in 1998 is a turning point in order to increase the tension and completion between the two rising 

Asian powers over the issue of Asian future. Both countries saw themselves as enemy. China saw India’s nuclear power as defence 
against China. At the time, China criticise India's nuclear tests (Maxwell: 2015). 

 
In spite of the cooperation and competition, there are still some issues of conflict between India China relations. The 

undemarcated border issue is most important among them. Soon after the establishment of the cooperative relationship there are 
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conflicts over the border issues between India and China (Rubin: 1960). India and China conflict began over the Tibet issue. China has 
been considered Tibet as their integral part and internal affairs of China. The Tibetan people along with the Dalai Lama, spiritual head 
of the Tibetan people, sought sanctuary in India. China saw this as the imperialist and expansionism by India. Over this issue India 
and China fought a war in 1962. Other incidents of border conflict were the “Nathu La Incident”, and the “Cho La Incident” between 
the India and China.  

 
In order to analyse the reality of the India China relations, we must look in to the published reports on the both sides. The 

question of “mutual distrust and misperception, the undemarcated border, the status of Tibet and Sikkim, trade, the tussle over various 
non-proliferation treaties, terrorism, the regional roles of the U.S. and Pakistan, and the impact of domestic public opinion” are 
important to analyse the reality of the India China relations (Sindhu and Yuan: 2003).  

 
The other side of this phase is that all big nations have myth about their foreign policy. India foreign policy principle of non-

intervention was also myth. The India and China have conformed to Panchsheel more in breach than observance. Even, in the eyes of 
small nations, India's commitment to Panchsheel was an act of Indian interventions.  
 
Doklam Standoff and India China Relations  

In a recent event in June 2017, the border conflict between the India and China became worst, when the Chinese troops with 
construction vehicles mobilise in the Doklam, a trident between India, China and Bhutan (a close ally of India). This conflicting 
situation is ever worst in the last 30 years of India China relations. The soldiers of both sides came closer to the near conflicting 
situation. On the surface, the dispute seems that the issue has little impact on India because the land belongs to China or Bhutan, but it 
is strategically very significant for the India. It is pivotal in the growing competition between China and India over Asia’s future.  

 
The region contains small landmass but from the Indian point of view, this is strategically very important as this connects the 

country’s central landmass to the north-eastern states of India. India’s claim is that China is trying to extend its control over this area. 
The agreement of the 2012 is about the understanding between India and China regarding the tri-junction boundary in Doklam. This 
instance is a change in the status quo by China, while China is accusing India for illegal intrusion of its sovereign territory. This 
infrastructural build up along border made India insecure and the situation is coming closer to the conflicting between the two nuclear-
armed rising Asian powers. India saw this as the Question of status quo and a violation of border negotiation between India and China. 
In the large sense this is the not only the question of the status quo in the region but the growing competition between China and India 
over Asia’s future. That’s why India decided to take pre-emptive move on the issue. This preventive Indian move can be seen as the 
collective security provision for Bhutan. The 1949 treaty of friendship provide privilege to the India for guiding defence and foreign 
policy of Bhutan. Indian Army personnel regularly trains the Royal Bhutanese Army.  

 
The road construction in the strategic region of Doklam raises the serious security implications for India. That’s why India 

took an unprecedented preventive action to stop the Chinese construction. The Indian Minister of External Affairs Sushma Swaraj said 
that this Chinese move is unilateral change in the status quo situation and this poses the immense threat to the security of India.  

 
On August 2, 2017, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China published a document entitled, “Indian border forces cross the 

border between China and India”. The road construction by China can cut India’s access to its north-eastern states. Chinese claim over 
the situation is that they were constructing the road within their sovereign territory. Both countries have been reached in a border 
conflicting situation and there was a month-long standoff between India and China over the Doklam plateau in the region.  

 
After a month-long military standoff, China and India have reached a consensus to put an end to the border issue. Both China 

and India agreed to withdraw troops from Doklam. The recent situation of India China relations is a tuff situation for both countries. 
The recent military standoff over the disputed border issue near Doklam increase the conflicting situation between the two Asian 
rising powers. It growing the strategic mistrust and misperception, which is perhaps the most important factors to determine the 
relations in the Asian region as a whole.  

 
The two Asian nuclear-armed countries need to rethinking over their relations, specially on the undemarcated border issue. 

This issue seriously damaged the relations between India and China over its past. The undemarcated border issue seems minor but it 
had serious strategic consequences for the Asian continent. The Chinese construction of the road in Doklam has serious strategic 
consequences for India as it is not far from a strategic point between India and China. The importance of this is because both India and 
China are competing for influence in the region, which in fact a part of the wider strategy for influence in the South Asian Region. 
China wants to improve their influence as its power is growing continuously, while India wants to protect its sphere of influence and 
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the status quo. This competition over the influence and the infrastructural build up around the de facto border could transformed in the 
conflicting situation between the two rising Asian powers. This situation of military standoff is the indication of intense security 
dilemma between India and China. Though, the issue has eventually been resolved to avoid the derailing BRICS summit in Beijing but 
it has left a deep sense of mistrust not only between India and China but in a larger sense in the Asian region. The Chinese intention is 
that it wants to build economic, infrastructure, and transportation links in Asia centred on itself. Indian fear is that it wants its own 
economic and strategic space in the region. This situation has increased mutual distrust as India’s growing closeness to US, Japan and 
Australia in a navel practice, which China see as anti-Chinese alignment of her growing power and influence in the Indo-pacific 
region. At the end, for China and India, it is much more difficult to manage the border issue and the management of the disagreements 
on tensions over the border issue posed by the Doklam situation. Both China and India see vigorously to shape the Asia’s strategic 
landscape to its advantage (Lidarev: 2018). To this both countries have to be cooperated rather competition or conflict. For both 
countries it could be more futuristic to engage in cooperative in the future course of relationship. They need to think cost benefit 
calculation to look on to the issue. Cooperation not only in the border issues but also in the trade and investment between the two 
Asian great power would improve the peace and stability for the region. To avoid the conflicting circumstances, both countries have to 
rethink their policy and reshape their relationship in more cooperative and positive direction.  
 
Conclusion  

The India China relations are hunting on three dimensions as cooperation, competition and conflict, in which the conflict 
between the two nuclear armed rising Asian powers are very important factors to determine the relationship. In order to shape the 
Asian future India and China needs to improve their relations along the line of cooperation rather competition or conflict. The next 
century will be the Asian century for international relations. For the betterment of India and China and for the whole Asian region, the 
cooperative relations are necessary to look on the Asian future. The Doklam situation and other conflicting issues could be solve 
through the diplomatic and ministerial dialogue.  

 
The given complexities of the relationship between India and China, a way forward for both strong players, this issue could 

fix through consensus and compromise. There remains no doubt that the diplomatic exchanges between the two countries played a 
significant role in bridging the perceptual gap and hence, calling for peace. This mature handling of the issue saved the face on either 
side. However, it remains indisputable that Doklam acted as a litmus test for India China relations in the future.  
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