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PREFACE 
 

Our remembrance of past experiences greatly influence our understanding of the present and 

our vision of the future. This knowledge base, primarily referred to as memory, constitutes an 

important aspect of India-China relations. Generations of policymakers, politicians and other 

policy elites remember the 1962 war as a defining moment in India’s history that changed the 

course of Indian foreign and defence policy. Sixty years after the war, as deadlock over 

border negotiations, competing geopolitical aspirations, conflicting regional interests and 

increasing power asymmetries persist, China is seen as a security threat by the Indian policy 

elites. Observers assert that India’s psychological trauma from the 1962 war remains 

unresolved.  The war memory of betrayal and humiliation embedded deep in the Indian 

policy elites’ psyche works as a significant roadblock for re-shaping the interaction between 

the two rising Asian powers. This project explores the construction, dissemination, and 

impact of the memory narratives on India’s political elites’ beliefs and attitudes towards 

China. The project argues that the war memory is not value neutral and involves considerable 

socio-political engineering. Further, its dissemination and internalisation as part of strategic 

thinking significantly shape perceptions of trust and distrust in bilateral ties.   
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ABSTRACT 

The thesis titled ‘Remembering 1962 War: Trust Deficit and War Memory in Sino-Indian 

Relations’ investigates the influence of the war memory and remembrance of the 1962 Sino-

Indian war on Indian policy elites’ distrust towards China. It focuses on Indian policy 

establishment’s intense distrust of Chinese intentions and examines how construction, 

dissemination and prominence of the war memory narratives of betrayal and humiliation 

within the Indian strategic community, perpetuates negative perceptions and suspicion 

towards China The project employs a historical and analytical approach and covers the period 

from 1949 to 2022. The study advances in three phases. The first phase of the study 

extending from 1949 to 1962 delves into the foundational basis and construction of the 

memory narratives of  betrayal and humiliation. The second phase of the study explores the 

state and the larger Indian strategic community’s role in popularising a simplistic account of 

the war through information control and selective dissemination. Using case studies, this 

phase also identifies the memory narrative that dominates Indian strategic community’s 

remembrance of the war. The final phase examines the long process of reconciliation and 

confidence building between the two countries and evaluates how Indian policy elites’ 

selective remembrance hinders attempts of reconciliation and often fuels distrust towards 

China.  The project contributes to the field of International Relations by exploring the impact 

of the psychological dimension on inter-state relations. It highlights how along with material 

and structural factors, selective reconstruction and remembrance of events can perpetuate 

distrust and hinder cooperation between nations. The thesis also underscores the need for re-

evaluating the memory narratives entrenched in Indian policy elites’ psyche and revising the 

remembrance of the war to foster positive ties with China.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The deepening trust deficit in bilateral ties, entrenched by the 1962 war, remains one of 

the foremost challenges in Sino-Indian relations. Mutual suspicion and lack of strategic 

and political confidence not only inhibit the prospect of robust Sino-Indian engagement 

but also provoke conflicts that threaten to upend the stability of bilateral ties. The 

process of normalisation initiated in 1976 was marked by a number of reverses, yet 

regular high-level official visits, government personnel exchanges, cultural exchanges, 

signing of confidence-building measures, and agreements relating to border, defence, 

and trade were continued to boost „mutual trust and understanding‟.
1
 However, all such 

well-meaning gestures and actions amounted to a formal rapprochement on the surface 

as distrust and perceptual bias continue to influence mutual judgement.
2
  Policy experts 

and scholars point towards a wide range of issues like continuing border disputes, 

aspirations for Asian leadership, conflicting political systems, third-party alliances and 

threat perception as factors permeating trust deficit in bilateral ties .
3
 Another aspect 

that is relatively less discussed but nonetheless widely acknowledged within the 

academia is the psychological cause of the trust deficit, that is, the memory of the 1962 

war embedded in the Indian and Chinese national psyche, which acts as a major 

constraint in bridging the trust gap between the two countries. The existing literature on 

Sino-Indian relations does not elaborate on this aspect further or delve into questions 

like how India and China remember the 1962 war? how these memory narratives were 

shaped in the respective countries? what are the dominant narratives of remembrance 

and how the memory and remembrance of 1962 war permeate the trust deficit in 

bilateral ties.  

                                                 
1
 Sidhu, Waheguru Pal Singh, and Jing Dong Yuan. “Imprisoned by History.” In China and India: 

Cooperation Or Conflict?, 9–44. New Delhi: India Research Press, 2003. 
2
 Smith, Jeff M. Cold Peace: China–India Rivalry in the Twenty-First Century. Lexington Books, 2013. Yun, 

Sun. “China’s Strategic Assessment of India.” War on the Rocks, March 25, 2020. Accessed on March 26, 
2020. http://warontherocks.com/2020/03/chinas-strategic-assessment-of-india/.  
3
 Astarita, Claudia. “China and India: Rivals or Partners? An Analysis of the Background of the 

Interactions between the Two Major Emerging Asian Powers.” Transition Studies Review 14, no. 3 
(December 2007): 545–61. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11300-007-0158-8. Wang, Vincent Wei-cheng. 
“‘Chindia’ or Rivalry? Rising China, Rising India, and Contending Perspectives on India-China 
Relations.” Asian Perspective 35, no. 3 (2011): 437–69. https://www.jstor.org/stable/42704764. 
 
 
 
 
 

http://warontherocks.com/2020/03/chinas-strategic-assessment-of-india/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11300-007-0158-8
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42704764


 2 

This project aims to investigate these questions from the Indian perspective, with a 

particular focus on how India‟s policy elites‟ war memory shapes their distrust towards 

China. The cause of emphasis on India‟s policy elites‟ war memory is twofold. First, 

the existing scholarship on India-China ties highlights that the 1962 war memory is 

vivid within the Indian policy elites‟ psyche, compared to a relative absence of such 

vivid memory in Chinese elites‟ psyche.  There is a general lack of widespread 

knowledge about the war within China. Conversely, the 1962 war remains deeply 

embedded in the consciousness of the Indian elite. Even six decades later, the causes 

and consequences of the conflict continue to be vigorously debated in New Delhi's 

policy circles, and it is argued that this persistent memory shapes India's security and 

strategic perceptions vis-à-vis China, potentially hindering efforts towards sustained 

cooperation between the two nations. The second reason the project delves into these 

questions is because mere knowledge about the presence of the 1962 war memory and 

its stated impact on bilateral ties does not advance in totality our understanding of the 

causal relation between war memory and India‟s distrust towards China. The 

psychological dimension of the trust deficit requires greater academic attention. A 

systematic enquiry into the psychological frames will help understand better the role of 

ideas and beliefs in shaping Sino-Indian relations.   India‟s war memory narratives of 

betrayal and humiliation have persisted and transcended generations. Further, they have 

been accorded national prominence through monuments, days of commemoration or 

reiterations at public forums. Therefore, there exists a general assumption about their 

impact on constraining bilateral ties. However, there is lack of comprehensive analysis 

explaining the underlying dynamics that make war memory an influential variable in 

determining questions of trust and distrust in India. Therefore, it is imperative that 

questions pertaining to the source, content and relevance of war memory to India‟s 

distrust are  explored in greater detail.   

 

The project takes into consideration the national policy elites‟ memories of betrayal and 

humiliation. Since interactions and exchanges between the two countries continue to be 

heavily mediated by their respective state apparatuses thus, memory narratives 

emanating from outside the state hardly find space within the foreign policy conduct. 

Here, it is important to note that the national policy elites‟ memories are the dominant 

narratives in any country, forged according to the political exigencies of the state and 

are reflected in official and semi-official documents, public declarations, writings and 
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speeches, or sites of commemoration like museums and memorials.  Drawing from 

various archival sources, commemorative works, policy documents, public statements, 

media reports and writings, and academic works relating to the war, along with 

interviews of concerned policy elites, the project intends to investigate the link between 

war memory and India‟s distrust towards China.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

The project identifies the persistent and intensifying trust deficit between China and 

India as the primary area of concern, which needs to be addressed holistically if the two 

countries intend to build robust diplomatic ties. A brief account of the history of the 

evolution of Sino-Indian relations from 1976 normalisation till 2020 reveals that the 

trust-deficit between the two countries has intensified quite simultaneously with the 

expansion of their bi-lateral engagement than the other way round.  

Within a decade of restoration of diplomatic contacts, the deep animosity between the 

two countries was demonstrated in the Sumdurong Chu crisis of 1986, which lasted till 

1987, and although Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi‟s visit helped ease the tense 

atmosphere, political and economic relations hardly registered remarkable 

improvement. In the 1990s, instances of growing institutional links between the 

militaries and the strategic communities of both countries and the signing of 1993 and 

1996 land border agreements had renewed hopes for a Sino-Indian rapprochement, but 

the latent distrust between the two countries was revealed when barely a month after 

PLA chief of staff, General Fu Quanyou‟s visit to New Delhi in April 1998, the Indian 

defense minister George Fernandes publicly identified China as India‟s primary threat 

and post-Pokhran nuclear tests Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee in a secret letter to 

US President Clinton cited Chinese threat and the persisting atmosphere of distrust 

between India and China as the primary causes of India‟s nuclear tests. China, in 

response, cancelled a scheduled Joint Working Group meeting for border negotiations, 

which did not resume until 2001. Comments by Brijesh Mishra, India‟s Principal 

Secretary and Indian President R.K. Narayanan that India did not view China as a 

threat, failed to assuage Chinese misgivings and in 1999  Beijing tested one of its 

Dongfeng missiles that were capable of reaching every corner of India.
4
 Since neither 

country was keen to extend the political stalemate over the Pokhran tests, high-level 

reciprocal exchanges were resumed, and government officials from both countries 

                                                 
4
 Sidhu and Yuan, “China and India.” 
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publicly assured that neither country viewed each other as threat. However, the 2000-

2001 Indian defense annual report underscored Chinese incursions at the LAC and 

Chinese nuclear missiles placed in Tibet as major threats to Indian territorial integrity. 

Surprisingly, the same year, Zhu Bangzhao, then China‟s foreign ministry 

spokesperson declared that Beijing was paying close attention to the development and 

placement of India‟s medium-range Agni missiles. Moreover, even as the relationship 

appeared to gain momentum with high-level visits in 2003, 2005, 2006, and 2008, the 

signing of confidence-building measures and burgeoning trade; bi-lateral ties remained 

fraught. Both India and China moved rapidly to upgrade their border infrastructure and 

military capabilities along the disputed border on the sidelines of the Special 

Representative Talks and Joint Working Group meetings and  resorted to diplomatic 

retaliation whereby China invited Kashmiri separatist  leader Mirwaiz Umar Farooq to 

Beijing at the same time when Dalai Lama was visiting Arunachal Pradesh.
5
 Also, 

Indian hysteria over reports of the Chinese decision to build dams over the Yarlung 

Tsang Po River, New Delhi‟s moves to restrict Chinese investments over concerns of 

security and espionage and India and China‟s mutual criticism of the other‟s diplomatic 

and strategic endeavours as containment strategies
6
 demonstrated the deep-seated 

distrust that had persisted and deepened over years.  By 2010 when India and China 

were celebrating the sixtieth anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic ties, the 

two countries apart from holding economic and security dialogues, defense, cultural 

and political exchanges, had also expanded their co-operation in groupings like BRICS, 

G-20, BASIC, and SCO and considering the change of leadership in China and India in 

2012 and 2014 respectively, the 89 billion dollar trade and sixteen bi-lateral meetings 

between Xi-Jinping and Narendra Modi, caused optimism regarding a new phase of 

developmental partnership between China and India.
7
   

 

 

                                                 
5
 Bajpaee, Chietigj. “‘China-India Relations: Regional Rivalry Takes the World Stage.’” China Security 6, 

no. 2 (2010): 3–20. 
6
 Belanger, Jean Francois. “Balancing Strategies and the China-India Rivalry.” In The China-India Rivalry 

in the Globalization Era, edited by T. V. Paul and Han Zhen, 95–116. Georgetown University Press, 2018. 
7
 Panda, Jagannath P. India-China Relations: Politics of Resources, Identity and Authority in a Multipolar 

World Order. Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2017. The Hindu. “70 Years of Diplomatic Relations 
between China and India [1950-2020],” March 31, 2020. https://www.thehindu.com/brandhub/70-
years-of-diplomatic-relations-between-china-and-india-1950-2020/article31219737.ece. 



 5 

Nevertheless, these positive developments described only one side of the coin, as 

simultaneous events indicated that years of diplomatic exchanges, confidence building 

measures, economic and strategic links had amounted to a thin reconciliation as 

suspicion and distrust remained predominant in bilateral ties. For instance, amidst 

celebrating the Year of India-China Friendship and Co-operation in 2012, New Delhi 

also commemorated the 50
th

 anniversary of 1962 war where distrust and threat 

perception of Chinese intentions emerged as the dominant sentiment.
8
 This sentiment 

was matched by Chinese state media‟s Global Times‟ opinion pieces, which blamed 

India for the 1962 war and warned against misadventures in the future.
9
 Similarly, 

when China declared the initiation of the OBOR project in 2013, many within the 

Indian strategic community responded with cynicism, dubbing the project as a Chinese 

attempt to subvert Indian territorial integrity and create a Sino-centric world order, and 

India has since, then boycotted OBOR meetings.
10

 In 2014, reports of PLA‟s incursion 

during Xi Jinping‟s visit again flared the policy elites‟ suspicion of Chinese intent, 

leading Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to rhetorically warn that a little toothache 

could paralyse the entire body.
11

 Bi-lateral relations were indeed paralysed during 2017 

Doklam crisis when intense distrust brought the two countries to the brink of war.
12

 

Although efforts of recovery were made through informal summits between the two 

leaders in 2018 and 2019,
13

 China‟s criticism of India‟s abrogation of article 370,
14

 

                                                 
8
 India Today. “India Pays Homage to Martyrs of 1962 Sino-India War for First Time,” October 20, 2012. 

https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/india-china-war-defence-minister-ak-antony-indian-air-force-
119190-2012-10-19. Parthasarathy, G. “Lessons from the 1962 Debacle.” BusinessLine. The Hindu, 
October 24, 2012. https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/opinion/columns/g-parthasarathy/lessons-
from-the-1962-debacle/article64598653.ece. 
 

9
 Liu , Zhongyi. “India Still Conserves Frontier Mentality over 1962 Border War with China.” Global 

Times, December 13, 2012.  Accessed on December 14, 2012. 
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/749877.shtml. Hong, Yuan. “China Won, but Never Wanted, Sino-
Indian War.” Global Times, June 28, 2012. Accessed on June 30, 2012. 
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/717710.shtml. 
10

 Patil, Sameer. “OBOR and India’s Security Concerns: Analysis.” Gateway House (blog), May 19, 2015. 
https://www.gatewayhouse.in/obor-and-indias-security-concerns-analysis/. 
11

 The Times of India. “Chinese Incursion in Ladakh: A Little Toothache Can Paralyze Entire Body, Modi 
Tells Xi Jinping.” September 20, 2014. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/chinese-incursion-in-
ladakh-a-little-toothache-can-paralyze-entire-body-modi-tells-xi-jinping/articleshow/42940337.cms. 
12

 Paul, T. V. “Explaining Conflict and Cooperation in China-India Rivalry.” In The China-India Rivalry in 
the Globalization Era, edited by T.V. Paul, 3–26. Georgetown University Press, 2018. 
13

 Ogden , Chris. “‘Enhancing Strategic Mutual Trust’: Decoding Bilateral Relations at the Second Modi-
Xi Informal Summit” China-India Brief #149 . Centre on Asia and Globalisation, Lee Kuan Yew School of 
Public Policy, November 14, 2019.  Accessed on January 20, 2020. 
https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/cag/publications/center-publications/details/china-india-brief-149. 

https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/india-china-war-defence-minister-ak-antony-indian-air-force-119190-2012-10-19
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/india-china-war-defence-minister-ak-antony-indian-air-force-119190-2012-10-19
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/opinion/columns/g-parthasarathy/lessons-from-the-1962-debacle/article64598653.ece
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/opinion/columns/g-parthasarathy/lessons-from-the-1962-debacle/article64598653.ece
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/749877.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/717710.shtml
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New Delhi‟s criticism of China‟s handling of the Covid pandemic,
15

 and the Galwan 

Valley crisis, which led to death of Indian and Chinese soldiers, have brought to fore 

the issue of trust-deficit as a prominent factor in Sino-Indian ties.  

 

Literature Review 

The long history of Sino-Indian bilateral ties, the complexities involved and the 

multiple facets their relationship has assumed in contemporary times have produced a 

varied and  rich literature on the Sino-Indian bi-lateral ties. The existing scholarship on 

Sino-Indian trust-deficit can be divided into three schools of thought: First are those 

who see the trust-deficit as a function of conflicting security, geostrategic and 

economic interests between India and China. Scholars like John W. Garver (2001),
16

 

Sinderpal Singh and Jing Dong Yuan (2003),
17

 Chietigj Bajpaee (2007),
18

 David Scott 

(2008),
19

 Jonathan Holsag, (2009)
20

 David Malone and Rohan Mukherjee (2010),
21

 and 

Mohan Malik, (2011)
22

 belong to this school of thought. These works emphasise that 

while the 1962 war cemented mutual feelings of distrust, it was primarily the 

differences in their strategic cultures, diverse assessments of their respective security 

and geo-strategic environment and aspirations of revival of their global role that laid 

the initial foundation of distrust between the two countries. Over the years, these 

existing differences have been sharpened by the border dispute, Tibet, power 

imbalance, third party alliance, competition for resource, and geo-political influence. In 

the past one decade, more scholarly works have appeared, delving deeper to analyse the 

direct impact of these issues on Sino-Indian trustdeficit. Scholars like S. Konwer 

                                                                                                                                              
14

 Haidar, Suhasini, and Ananth Krishnan. “India’s Move on Article 370 Is ‘Illegal and Invalid’, Says 
China.” The Hindu, August 5, 2020. https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/indias-article-370-
abrogation-illegal-says-china/article32275663.ece. 
15

 Sharma, Unnati. “67% Indians Blame China for Covid-19, 50% Say Calling It ‘Chinese Virus’ Not Racist: 
Survey.” ThePrint, April 6, 2020. https://theprint.in/india/67-pc-indians-blame-china-for-covid-19-50-
pc-say-calling-it-chinese-virus-not-racist-survey/396496/. 
 

16
 Garver, John W. Protracted Contest: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Twentieth Century. University of 

Washington Press, 2001. 
17

 Sidhu, Waheguru Pal Singh, and Jing Dong Yuan. China and India: Cooperation Or Conflict? Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 2003. 
18

 Bajpaee, Chietigj. “‘The Panda and the Peacock.’” China Security 3, no. 4 (2007). 
19

 Scott, David. “Sino-Indian Security Predicaments for the Twenty-First Century.” Asian Security 4, no. 3 
(September 23, 2008): 244–70. https://doi.org/10.1080/14799850802306468. Scott, David. “The Great 
Power ‘Great Game’ between India and China: ‘The Logic of Geography.’” Geopolitics 13, no. 1 
(February 15, 2008): 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040701783243. 
20

 Holslag, Jonathan. “The Persistent Military Security Dilemma between China and India.” Journal of 
Strategic Studies 32, no. 6 (December 2009): 811–40. https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390903189592. 
21

 Malone, David M., and Rohan Mukherjee. “India and China: Conflict and Cooperation.” Survival 52, 
no. 1 (March 2010): 137–58. https://doi.org/10.1080/00396331003612513. 
22

 Malik, Mohan. China and India: Great Power Rivals. Boulder, CO: First Forum Press, 2011. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14799850802306468
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040701783243


 7 

(2011),
23

 Zhiqun Zhu (2011),
24

 B.R. Deepak (2013),
25

 Jagannath Panda (2017),
26

 

Zorawar Daulet Singh (2020),
27

 Rajiv Narayanan and Qiu Yonghui (2020)
28

  and Kanti 

Bajpai (2021),
29

 among others, provide interesting insights in this regard. For instance, 

S. Konwer, Zhiqun Zhu, B R Deepak, Rahiv Narayanan and Qiu Yonghui observe that 

the unresolved border dispute, competing interests in the Indo-Pacific and resource 

competition have been major stumbling blocks in the bilateral ties. The delay in the 

resolution of the border dispute, mutual fears of encirclement and fears of resource 

denial have generated considerable hostility in bilateral ties. The complex interplay of 

unresolved territorial claims, reciprocal security interests, and resource competition 

have created a security dilemma, thereby fuelling distrust in the relations. Jagannath 

Panda in his work contends that in the era of globalisation, India-China relations are 

multilayered an polygonal in nature due to the multipolar world order. Therefore, the 

trust deficit in bilateral ties cuts through bilateral, sub-regional, regional cross-

continental and global level. Reflecting on the nature of India-China interests and 

interactions an border disputes, military security, Asia and South Asia, Zorawar Daulet 

Singh concludes that there is mostly uncertainty and limited competition in these 

issues, which in turn sustain distrust in bilateral ties. Finally, Kanti Bajpai deliberating 

on why India and China are not friends and why bilateral ties suffers from trust deficit 

identified four Ps, that is, Perceptions (threat perception), Perimeters (border dispute), 

partnership (third-party ties) and power (military and economic power) as major 

reasons why India and China have not been able to bridge the trust gap. The major 

contribution of this school of thought is that by using notions of security dilemma, the 

balance of power, arms race and nuclear deterrence to analyse Sino-Indian relations, it 

draws attention to the fact that suspicion or distrust, which is a cognitive phenomenon, 

cannot be divorced from the material and structural realities within which India and 

                                                 
23
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24
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China operate; rather the material and structural dimensions tend to drive their 

competitive or conflictual interaction and in effect  fuel mutual suspicion.  

 

The second school of thought views the trust deficit as a product of negative perception 

cemented by the 1962 war. Studies by Steven F. Hoffman (2004),
30

 Susan L. Shirk 

(2004),
31

 Li Li (2009),
32

 Lora Salman (2011),
33

and Tienze Fang (2014)
34

 explore the 

perceptual aspects of the trust deficit. In this context, it is noteworthy that these studies 

observe that the negative perception is more intense in Indian policy elites‟ psyche than 

Chinese. The scholars depart from the trend of focusing on material and structural 

factors to analyse Sino-Indian distrust. While these elements undoubtedly play a role, 

these works demonstrate that a more nuanced picture of distrust in Sino-Indian 

relations emerges when perceptual factors are taken into consideration. Here, Steven F. 

Hoffman‟s survey of Indian perception is particularly informative as it captures a 

diverse range of perceptual narratives present within India‟s strategic thought. He 

concludes that within India‟s mainstream perspective a certain wariness and threat 

perception of Chinese intentions remains dominant. Indian policy elites‟ psyche, 

burdened with the legacy of the 1962 war, see China as long-term threat. 

Complementing Hoffman‟s survey is Shirk‟s study of Chinese perception, which 

contends that post-1962 war and the Soviet Union‟s disintegration in 1991, China no 

longer viewed India as a serious political and military threat and has pushed for many 

reconciliatory measures. Shirk argues that Sino-Indian rivalry is largely one-sided 

owing to Indian threat perception and suspicion of China emanating from the 

experience of the 1962 war. This theme of asymmetrical threat perception is also 

reflected in the studies by Lora Salmaan and Tien-sze Fang, who argue that India‟s 

high threat perception of Beijing‟s material capabilities and China‟s dismissal of Indian 

concerns as „victim mentality‟ as one of the root causes of Indian distrust vis-à-vis 

China.  Although Beijing too harbours a certain degree of suspicion of India due to its 

close alliance with US, support for Dalai Lama and India‟s increasing military and 

                                                 
30
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economic power, the distrust is much less pronounced than it is in India. The study by 

Li stands apart from the other four works in terms of its attention to security perception 

rather than threat perception. Li argues that Sino-Indian trust deficit is a consequence of 

conflicting security perceptions of the two countries shaped by their respective 

domestic and international circumstances. Sino-Indian bilateral ties suffered from 

intense trust-deficit as the Cold War and domestic conditions had exacerbated their 

sense of insecurity. Distrust and suspicion in bilateral ties were reduced with 

improvement in both international and domestic climate in the post-Cold War era. 

However, even though the two countries seek strategic partnership with each other, 

India‟s security perception vis-à-vis China on territorial and military security issues has 

remained negative, thereby sustaining an element of distrust in India‟s China policy.
35

 

Li contends that as perceptions construct relationships, the future direction of the Sino-

Indian relationship will basically depend on the evolution of their respective security 

perceptions. Notably, departing from the 1962 point of reference, Tansen Sen takes a 

more holistic approach to analyse the trustdeficit in bilateral ties. He argues that there is 

a marked deficit in mutual trust and understanding, despite growth in trade and 

commerce because India and China have failed to create an adequate mechanisms to 

foster people-to-people contact and raise awareness and knowledge about each other 

Also, lacking are institutions and qualified researchers who could contribute towards 

the formation of comprehensive and forward-looking policies towards each other.  
36

 

Third are those scholars who see the trust deficit related to the  identity narratives 

developed by India and China in the post-independence period. Drawing from the 

constructivist school of thought, works by Gitika Commuri (2010),
37

 Priya Chacko 

(2011),
38

 Manjari Miller Chatterjee (2013),
39

 and Yang Lu (2016)
40

 suggest we need 

looking into Indian and Chinese national identity narratives to understand the existing 

trust deficit. Central to their thesis is the argument that constructed narratives about 
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„Self‟ and „Other‟ have important implications for state behaviour, which, in extension, 

helps shape the perceptions about the trustworthiness of another actor. However, the 

significant point is that although each of these studies uses identity as the primary 

analytical variable, their outlook on how identity matters is considerably different. 

According to Gitika Commuri and Yang Lu, India and China‟s ideas about „Self‟ and 

„Other‟ are rooted in their national ideologies and self-images as rising powers. These 

entrenched ideas about „Self‟ and „Other‟ create perceptions of conflicting national 

interests, which in turn contributes to a general atmosphere of distrust, notwithstanding 

the cooperative measures undertaken by the two sides.  Priya Chacko suggests that 

India initially pursued a policy of cultivating friendly relations with China. However, as 

the unresolved border dispute became increasingly intertwined with discourses of 

national honour, self-respect, and humiliation, it evolved into a potent symbol of 

national identity for both countries. The intertwining of the border issue with national 

identity consequently contributed to a developing trust deficit between India and China. 

Manjari Miller Chatterjee highlights the role of Post-Imperial ideology (PII) in 

fostering distrust between the two countries. The Post-Imperial Ideology drives the 

goals of maximising territorial sovereignty and status in nation-states.  Post-

independence India and China were engaged in a competitive pursuit of territorial 

sovereignty and status, which in turn fuelled the gradual rise of suspicion between the 

two countries.  
 

To summarise, the existing literature deals with the question of distrust between India 

and China from three angles: The first is the role of structural and material factors in 

permeating distrust in Sino-Indian relations. Scholars observe that conflicting strategic 

cultures, geopolitical and geo-economic interests, and status competition have 

impinged on bilateral ties since the onset of diplomatic relations. The sense of 

estrangement flowing from these differences was reinforced by the unresolved border 

dispute in Tibet in the pre-1962 period and geopolitical competition in the region, 

power imbalance and third-party ties in the post-conflict period. Additionally, in the era 

of multipolar global order, the unresolved border dispute, power asymmetry, 

geostrategic competition, resource competition and third-party ties have acquired 

significance and momentum of their own. This, in turn, has made the distrust in 

bilateral ties layered, cutting through bilateral regional, sub-regional and global levels. 

The second angle is perception. One section of observers proffer that India‟s experience 
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of the 1962 war cemented a threat perception in India‟s psyche. China, on the other 

hand, does not consider India much of a threat. Therefore, the distrust is more manifest 

on India‟s side. It is also opined that rather than threat perception, conflicting security 

perception between the two countries is the primary factor sustaining the sense of 

hostility and suspicion. Security perceptions are shaped by systemic external factors as 

well as domestic issues. Fluctuations in these two categories can impact the intensity of 

distrust in bilateral ties. Therefore, favourable international environment and the 

domestic situation can alleviate the trust deficit between the two countries. Finally, 

scholars also opine that negative perception and the consequent distrust in bilateral ties 

is also fostered by a lack of extensive people-to-people contacts and a pool of experts to 

formulate forward-looking  policy towards each other. The third angle is the identity 

and trust deficit. Scholars contend that over the years, national ideologies and self-

images entrenched a strong sense of  „Self‟ (superior self) and „Other‟ (inferior other) in 

India and China. These perceptual lenses create an impression that the national values, 

interests and objectives are not compatible  and essentially conflicting. Therefore, the 

perception of disharmony of fundamental values, interests and objectives sustains an 

atmosphere of distrust in bilateral ties. Further, post-1962 war the notions of honour, 

humiliation and self-respect that emerged during the war have also been woven into the 

self-identities of the two nations. Accordingly, leaders have been extremely cautious in 

their engagement and accommodation of the other, in order to limit threats to national 

honour. Finally, driven by PII (developed as a result of trauma experienced during 

colonialism), the two countries at one period of time competed for the maximisation of 

territorial sovereignty and status, which in turn fuelled hostility and trust. Since, the 

trauma of colonialism persists, the competition regarding the maximisation of 

sovereignty and status also remains, fostering distrust.  

 

This dissertation intends to build on this existing work and advance the understanding 

of the trust deficit in Sino-Indian relations. The existing literature refers to the history 

of the 1962 war and its impact. However, history and memory are not the same, 

although, analytically, the two terms have been used interchangeably without making 

the necessary distinction. Studies demonstrate, that history denotes a simple past, 

containing factual information, and memory symbolises narratives about the past 

constructed through a process of remembering and forgetting. The two concepts are 

very different notions and to use them parallelly confounds more our understanding of 
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distrust in bi-lateral ties. Accordingly, the project attempts to address in a more 

systematic and focused way the impact of war memory in fuelling distrust in bilateral 

ties.  
 

Research Questions 

As mentioned earlier, this research analyses the trust deficit from India‟s perspective 

and will explore how Indian policy elites‟ war memory impact their distrust towards 

China. The project identifies the following three core questions: 

How the memory narratives of the 1962 war were constructed and disseminated in 

the public arena? Memories of betrayal and humiliation were not created in 

vacuum but were shaped by political intervention and socio-political circumstances 

in both domestic and international arena. This question will explore the 

foundational basis of the war memories of betrayal and humiliation by delving into 

the formative years of the India-China bilateral ties.   

The second question asks how the remembrance of the war has evolved in the six 

decades since the conflict and what is the dominant war memory discourse. One of 

the primary reasons memory narratives are not analysed is because of their fluid 

character. Memory narratives can be subjected to continuous transformations, 

which often makes it difficult to test assumptions based on a mnemonic framework 

of analysis. However, mapping evolution of memory narratives and the dominant 

memory discourse is not only important to understand what the policy elites intend 

to remember but also more importantly, what they choose to forget. Most of the  

times state elites choose to remember of a self-glorifying and other-vilifying 

narrative, which casts the self in a positive image but fails to acknowledge the 

cognitive biases and errors in one‟s own decision making. Such one-sided approach 

impedes trust building process. This question will explore the whitewashed and 

sanitised narratives of the war that were generated in the post-conflict period 

through selective recalling.  
 

The final question tracked here is how war memories and its remembrance impact 

India’s policy elites’ distrust towards China. This question investigates the correlation 

between war memory and trust deficit, essentially exploring the interplay between 

national perceptions of the past and state behaviour.  By examining the conjunction 

between India's war memory and its China discourse, the research delves into how the 
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persistence of a sanitized and simplistic narrative of the 1962 Sino-Indian War 

contributes to the entrenchment of a distrustful attitude towards China. 
 

Research Methodology 

The project, in general, will follow a qualitative method of research, and in accordance 

with the three questions listed above, the project will advance in three stages: 

The project uses textual and discourse analysis to map the representation of the war in 

the national psyche. For the purpose of analysis, both primary and secondary sources 

were used. Primary sources, like official documents, policy reports, speeches, and 

audio-visual recordings, were used, and secondary sources like biographies, media 

interviews, newspaper reports, commentaries, and journal articles were used. The 

project also uses select case studies to analyse the shift in the remembrance of the war 

in the collective psyche. Finally, to analyse the impact of the collective memory on 

trust deficit, it uses the process tracing method. Using this method, the collective 

memories of the 1962 war are considered intervening factors in decision-making and 

their impact on Indian attitude towards China is evaluated by tracing how memory 

narratives were evoked in decision-making. 
 

Primary and secondary materials have been sourced from the Nehru Memorial Library, 

the National Archives of India, the MP-IDSA Library, the website of the Ministry of 

External Affairs, the Ministry of Defence, the Ministry of Information and 

Broadcasting, and newspaper websites. In addition, online resources available through 

JSTOR, journal databases of Routledge, Sage and Project Muse are also used in this 

work. 

 

The study proceeds in three phases: In the first phase, the project delves into analysing 

the construction of memory narratives of betrayal and humiliation.  This phase employs 

a historical approach to analyse the evolution of India‟s memory narratives of betrayal 

and humiliation with regard to the war across two distinct time periods: First, the 

Formative Period (1949-1958) that focuses on the initial years following the 

establishment of diplomatic ties between India and China in 1949. The analysis will 

examine the early representations of the bilateral relationship in terms of „Hindi-Chini 

Bhai Bhai‟ where India and China were civilisational friends and partners in anti-

colonial struggle.   
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This is followed by the second period called Escalation and Rupture (1959-1962): This 

period looks into the deterioration of India-China relations due to escalating tensions 

over the border dispute and the Tibetan issue. The project gives a brief overview of the 

complex situation, which developed in the late 1950s due to the evasive and ambiguous 

policies of both countries, and then moves to analyse how the previously dominant 

narratives of friendship and partnership were reinterpreted in light of these emerging 

conflicts. The focus will be on how the process of reinterpretation of the narratives of 

friendship and representation of the Chinese offensive as betrayal and humiliation 

excluded the complexities of the issues and errors in decision-making. Instead, we find 

that a simplistic, self-glorifying narrative was deliberately created that served as the 

template guiding India's understanding of China. 
 

The second phase delves into the process of evolution of the memory narratives and 

remembrance of the war. It adopts a critical discourse analysis framework and a 

longitudinal research design to understand the state‟s intervention in shaping the 

remembrance of the war in its immediate aftermath, the onset of recalling of the war 

after Nehru‟s death in 1964, and finally, the dominant memory discourse that is present 

in the present century. The time frame of this phase extends from 1964 to 2022. Within 

this period, no clear distinction has been made. Instead, different timelines have been 

weaved together to demonstrate how the remembrance of the war has shifted from 

betrayal and humiliation in order to focus primarily on remembrance of the war as a 

national humiliation, political-military debacle caused by misplaced trust in China and 

lack of defence preparedness.  

 

The third phase shifts the focus to investigating the long-term impact of the war 

memory on India's distrust towards China. It employs a process-tracing methodology to 

analyse the complex interplay between the persistence of a humiliation narrative and 

India's pursuit of reconciliation efforts with China since the 1962 war. To that end, this 

phase looks into five distinct time frames, that is, 1970-1976, 1980-1988, 1990-1998 

and 2000-2013 and 2014 to 2020. These five distinct time frames represent five 

different phases of reconciliation with China, where Indian policy makers engaged in 

different confidence-building measures including expansion of trade, establishment of 

institutions and multilevel dialogues to foster confidence in bilateral ties. Looking into 

the memory discourses in each of these phases, the study analyses how the 

remembrance of the war became an intervening factor in hampering the reconciliation 
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process and entrenching a distrustful attitude towards China in India‟s strategic 

thinking.  
 

Theoretical Framework 

 What is Collective Memory?  

Collective memory is an umbrella term used to denote the remembrance of very 

selective versions of past/historical events by individuals, communities, societies, and 

nations. Widely understood as a perception of the past, collective memory shapes 

stories which people and groups tell about themselves, linking past, present, and future 

in a simplified narrative. Collective memory keeps a highly selective version of the past 

alive in the present.
41

 The concept of collective memory is intricately related to history. 

However, memory is not knowledge from history. Rather, it is knowledge about 

history, constructed through interaction amongst several actors/agents and continuous 

exclusion and inclusion of narratives.  
 

The construction of collective memory is important.  Collective memories do not 

originate on their own, but rather, they come into being through symbols, monuments, 

oral narratives, printed texts, public speeches, music, art, memorials, institutions, rituals 

and practices. These are also known as vectors, which preserve collective memories 

across generations.
42

 A prominent example of the creation of collective memory and 

making it transgenerational is the memory of 9/11.  In the US, although the number of 

victims of the 9/11 attacks was limited, the state created a collective memory of 

American victimisation whereby later generations or groups of people who do not have 

a first-hand experience of the incident feel aggrieved and victimised. The government 

erected memorials to communities which the victims belonged to and constructed a 

Flight 93 National Memorial in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, as part of the National Park 

System. The day 9/11 was declared as a Patriots Day and is commemorated every year, 

with the government encouraging citizens to remember by visiting these memorial 

sites.
43

 Films and books produced in the aftermath of the event portrayed 9/11 as a day 

of national tragedy and an attack on larger American society and values. A Pew 
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Research survey found that even twenty years, later the 9/11 is remembered as one of 

the most historic events in the nation‟s history. Also, the memory continues to shape 

American perception of issues of war, peace, security threats, citizen safety, and human 

rights.
44

 This is very similar to the creation of the 1962 war memory in India. The 1962 

conflict was a localised clash of arms between the two countries. Only three divisions 

were involved from our side and six from the Chinese side. Further, the war took place 

in a sparsely remote area and lasted for a month.
45

 In effect, neither a large section of 

the army nor civilians were involved in fighting the Chinese. The government, although 

proclaimed emergence and ordered national mobilisation, both were short-lived to have 

any profound political-economic impact on the nation. Notably, at the outbreak of the 

war and in the aftermath period, the war was framed by the Indian government and 

sections of the Indian strategic community as an event of national victimisation by 

China. Through different vectors, including official texts, public speeches, statements, 

propaganda pamphlets, posters, documentaries, films, music, monuments and other 

structures, a memory complex of Indian victimhood was created. These vectors 

continue to sustain the war memory of betrayal and humiliation and a sense of 

victimisation by the Chinese amongst the larger Indian strategic community and the 

public who were not associated with the war.  

 

There are several other examples of the construction of collective memories which 

persist through generations. The study of the anti-colonial struggles of different Asian 

countries reveals that the political elites, in a bid to reform their societies and sharpen 

the anti-colonial movement, constructed memories of the glorious past to establish their 

status vis-à-vis their colonisers and to boost national morale.  
 

The second important aspect is the actors/agents who create and disseminate the 

memory. Besides the state machinery, which plays an active role in creating and 

circulating collective memories, party and institutional leaders, intellectuals, media 

personnel and several other non-state actors are involved in the process.
46

 Avi Becker 
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contends that powerful transnational organisations help “to transcend national traditions 

and construct regional, international, or „„cosmopolitan‟‟ memory regimes.”
47

 Further, 

the actors sometimes create competing memory narratives and contest them with vested 

interests and desire for power. 

 

Here it is noteworthy, that dominance of particular memory as opposed to others 

reflects the power of the actor/s who create and disseminate the memory. Alon 

Confino, in his study on methods in memory studies, observes that the construction of 

memory through the process of invention and appropriation demonstrates the power 

dynamics within society which influences what the society will remember.
48

 For 

instance, in the case of Japan, the war memory continues to be a ground for political 

contests, and attempts to interpret and re-interpret history result in considerable 

domestic tensions.
49

 The  political elite is divided about Japan‟s imperial history and 

war-time responsibility, and especially Emperor Hirohito‟s role. On one hand the 

liberal left argues that Japan should acknowledge its imperial past and accept wartime 

responsibility, crimes committed against humanity, and pay reparations. On the other 

hand, the dominant memory appears to be the one propagated by the conservative right-

wing LDP who constitute the government. The LDP propagates the memory of 

Japanese military conquests as a glorious past of Japan‟s pushback against Western 

colonialism and tends to portray accounts of wartime atrocities as negative propaganda 

by countries like China and Korea to exact political benefits from Japan. As Franziska 

Seraphim notes that this fragmented collective memory is the result of interest politics 

in Japan, which started whereby both sides placate the interests of specific social 

groups and propagate memory narratives to expand or strengthen respective political 

bases.
50

 This applies to the international realm as well. Traditionally, powerful or 

victorious countries have been successful in imposing their version of memory 
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narratives of events. Many scholars contend that post-Second World War the victorious 

allied powers primarily perpetrated a simplistic narrative of Germany and Japan being 

absolute aggressors. 
 

With regard to the war memory of the 1962 conflict, the predominance of the state 

narratives of betrayal and humiliation reflects the hegemony the Indian state enjoyed in 

shaping the understanding of the conflict and the control the government continues to 

hold over the remembrance of the war. In the aftermath of the conflict, the state-

sanctioned narrative marginalised other perspectives, that is, the experience of the 

individuals who witnessed the first national emergency, communities then residing in 

the border regions, and more importantly, Chinese families who were interned for two 

years after the war also exhibit the state power in sustaining the state-sanctioned 

understanding. The internment and subsequent deportation of a large number of 

Chinese-origin individuals, which significantly affected generations, remains one of the 

controversial occurrences during the war. However, it remains forgotten by the Indian 

strategic community and the wider public. This selective amnesia exhibits the 

hegemonic control of the state.  
 

Collective Memory and International Relations 

Progress in research using collective memory and its various sub-themes has been slow 

primarily due to the fluidity of the concept, as it can often be redefined, reshaped and 

related to more than one branch of knowledge. Zheng Wang notes that every discipline 

has cited reasons for not attending to memory as a variable. Like in the field of history, 

the discipline‟s tradition of seeking scientific objectivity has been a major impediment 

in examining historical writing in relationship to the articulation of memory. In 

sociology and anthropology, research on memory was undermined in favour of topics 

allowing empirical research. The discipline of International Relations, too, has 

neglected the mnemonic field. Most mainstream International Relations scholars 

consider memory inconsequential to serious analysis. The dominant research 

frameworks of realism and liberalism attribute primacy to the rationality of actors and 

structures in the study of state behaviour and foreign policy analysis. As memory 

dwells in the realm of ideas and emotions, it can, at best, be applied to the study of 

domestic politics, where leaders use social narratives for political gains.
51
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Studies in collective memory in international relations emerged with the rise of the 

constructivist paradigm, that emphasised the role of identity, ideas, culture and values 

in foreign policy making and international affairs. As researchers delved into the 

constitution of these factors, it was seen that the ways states or political communities 

construct and remember the past have a great bearing on their identity, value systems, 

political cultures and decision-making, which, in turn, impacted inter-state relations, 

foreign policy, and issues of peace and conflict.
52

 This led to the development of a new 

field of study of memory politics in international relations. The researchers sought to 

understand and theorise ways collective memories or memory narratives constructed 

and disseminated through generations impact foreign policy behaviour of states, are  

politically utilised for national security gains, and act as a determinant in international 

politics.  
 

The nexus between collective memory, identity and foreign policy has been one of the 

primary focuses of research in the field of memory politics.  Some of the earliest 

projects dealt with collective memory of the Second World War and Cold War in 

relation to national identity and foreign policy making in post-war Europe.  Edited 

volumes like Memory and Power in Post-War Europe: Studies in the Presence of the 

Past, Memory,
53

 Trauma and World Politics: Reflections on the Relationship Between 

Past and Present,
54

 The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe
55

 are some of the 

notable works in this context. Using case studies, they highlight how collective 

memories of victimisation by Nazi Germany were forged across Europe (including in 

countries that collaborated with the Nazis), which became part of the national identity 

discourse of many countries like France, Czecholsolovakia, Poland, Italy, Austria, 

Norway, Russia. Further, during the Cold War, memory narratives were re-shaped 

according to the logic of communism and anti-communism, aggravating political 

divisions worldwide. More importantly, the memory of the Second World War and the 
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trauma experienced during the Cold War continue to influence foreign policy positions, 

political identities, and cultures across the globe.  
 

Collective Memory and Trust-Deficit 

The existing literature on collective memory does not explicitly deal with collective 

memory and distrust, although certain studies offer valuable insights that inform this 

project‟s dynamic exploration. First is a study by Jennier M. Lind, Sorry States: 

Apologies in International Politics, published in 2009.
56

 Lind, in her work, argues that 

how states remember and represent their past, especially atrocities inflicted on other 

states, signals their intention to other states. Using the examples of West Germany and 

France, she proffers three suggestions in this regard: first, that a country that deals with 

its history effectively sends a "costly signal." to other states. Second, interactions 

between countries are influenced by their identities. A state that repudiates its 

expansionist past indicates that its values have changed and, consequently, that it can 

be relied upon to act differently in the future. Finally, the way a country remembers its 

past can have emotional effects on observers in other countries. A failure to apologise 

can communicate a lack of respect, which triggers anger, which in turn fuels hostility 

between the countries. The major takeaway from Lind‟s study is that states‟ 

remembrance of the past or failure to acknowledge violence can trigger threat 

perception in other states. In effect, states not only assess other states‟ intent in the 

domain of military power but also the way a state addresses its past behaviour (Glaser, 

et al. 2009).
57

 The second study is by Yinan He, who demonstrates in her work The 

Search for Reconciliation Sino-Japanese and German-Polish Relations since World 

War II,
58

 that divergent remembrance of historical events in the post-conflict period can 

affect state behaviour and impede the reconciliation process. Contrasting German-

Polish relations with Sino-Japanese relations, He argues that in the first half of the 20
th

 

century, both Germany and Japan inflicted considerable injustices and trauma upon 

their neighbours. However, Germany and Poland achieved reasonably stable relations 

in the post-Cold War period. The reason is that successive German governments since 

the 1970s. They made serious efforts to confront their past and atone for the atrocities 
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committed against Poland. The Polish government, too, accepted German apologies 

which in turn helped the Germans and Poles to develop a common understanding of the 

tragic past and reconcile. Conversely, Japan never intensely recognised its violent past 

nor offered any sincere apologies to China. Beijing, on its part, promoted a highly 

nationalistic historical narrative that emphasised China's victimisation by outside 

powers during the "century of humiliation." As a result, when the Cold War ended, 

Chinese and Japanese views of history remained far apart, thus impeding the 

reconciliation process. Yinan He concludes that while Germany and Poland achieved 

full reconciliation, Chinese and Japanese reconciliation remains shallow as both 

countries succeeded in controlling nationalist passions, and the history issue continues 

to be a major irritant in China-Japan relations.
59

  
 

Chapter Summary 

This opening chapter, From Brothers to Rivals: India’s Memory Politics, delves into 

the foundational elements that shaped the Indian strategic community‟s memory of the 

1962 Sino-Indian War, as betrayal and humiliation. To that end, the chapter examines 

the formative years of India-China relations, specifically the period from 1949, when 

diplomatic ties were established, to 1958, when the border dispute emerged as a public 

issue with escalating tensions. The chapter argues that the simplistic framing of the 

conflict as a betrayal and humiliation rests upon a sanitised understanding of historical 

Sino-Indian relations. The chapter contrasts this dominant narrative with the earlier 

emphasis on a "2000-year civilisational friendship" and a "shared anti-colonial 

struggle" between the two nations and explains that at the outbreak of the war, the 

narratives of centuries of friendship and shared civilisational struggle were overturned 

to accuse China of violating trust and disrupting peaceful ties. 
 

The second chapter, India-China Border War and Narrative Building delves deeper 

into the process of memory construction. It argues that the Indian government's war 

time propaganda campaign that sought to shape both domestic and international 

understanding of the conflict and its causes, played a major role in constructing the 

memory of the war in the aftermath of the conflict. This campaign strategically framed 

the war as a clear act of betrayal and national humiliation perpetrated by China, a stark 
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betrayal of the previously emphasised "2000 years of civilisational friendship" and 

"shared anti-colonial struggle."  In doing so, the chapter argues that New Delhi elided 

in the complexities of the pre-war bilateral situation and errors in its own-decision 

making that contributed to the conflict. Consequently, the government promulgated a 

simplistic narrative that promoted a sense of national victimisation at the hands of the 

Chinese over a nuanced understanding of the event. 
 

The third chapter, Decoding India’s Memorialisation and Remembrance of 1962 War, 

shifts its focus to the post-conflict period, investigating the evolution of India's 

remembrance of the 1962 Sino-Indian War, over the past six decades. It analyses how 

the memory of the war has been constructed and reconstructed within the Indian 

political and strategic space. The chapter notes that the process of recollection that 

began after Nehru‟s death in 1964 gradually shifted the focus of remembering from 

Chinese betrayal to humiliation to humiliation and military political debacle caused by 

Indian leadership‟s misplaced trust in China and consequent lack of defence 

preparedness.  
 

The final chapter on Remembering 1962: War Memory and India’s Distrust towards 

China argues that genuine reconciliation, characterised by the absence of violence, a 

lack of preparation for conflict, and smooth economic relations underpinned by a sense 

of shared interests, is a prerequisite for establishing trust in any post-conflict bilateral 

relationship. However, despite the restoration of ambassadorial-level ties following the 

1962 war, India and China have fallen short of achieving genuine reconciliation, 

because India‟ remembrance of humiliation has remained intertwined with its efforts of 

reconciliation.  The chapter contends, that remembering humiliation which enforced an 

image as an untrustworthy partner hindered the reconciliation process significantly and 

also sustained distrust in bilateral ties.  
 

The objective of the thesis is to provide a better understanding of why India China 

bilateral ties remain mired in distrust despite decades of engagement and reconciliation 

efforts. The project demonstrates that the policy elites‟ remembrance of the war as 

national humiliation plays an important role in New Delhi‟s persistent distrust of China.  
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CHAPTER - 1 

FROM BROTHERS TO RIVALS: INDIA’S MEMORY POLITICS 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The history of interaction between the ROI and the PRC is ambiguous and punctured 

with long phases of neglect and amnesia. Recent studies suggest that in the precolonial 

period, the kingdoms in India and the dynasties in China did not establish continuous 

and significant diplomatic and economic ties
1
. Although trade occurred through Central 

Asia, Nepal, and Tibet and between peninsular India and China‘s east coast, these 

contacts were part of the larger commercial circulation that was happening in South, 

South-east and West Asia. More importantly, it overwhelmingly involved actors and 

agents residing outside the geographical space of Indian and Chinese civilisation. The 

advent of colonial powers did facilitate greater commercial contacts and knowledge 

circulation between the two countries. However, ties were largely mediated through 

colonial policies, which restricted contact and understanding about each other.
2
 Inspired 

by the ideals of Pan-Asianism, political figures and freedom fighters in both countries 

established contacts and expressed sympathy for each other‘s national struggles. Still, 

these exchanges relied largely on personal initiative and resources. It was only after 

their emergence as modern nation states that India and China established official 

diplomatic relations. However, post-independence, the narratives of ‗2000 years of 

civilisational friendship‘ and ‗shared colonial struggle‘ became extremely popular in 

the political and diplomatic discourse of the two countries.
3
 This narrative, which 

imparted a sense of deep bonding and friendship between India and China, defined the 

formative years of  bilateral ties. Also, following the outbreak of the 1962 war, these 

narratives formed the basis of projecting China as betraying two millennia of friendship 

and humiliating a fellow post-colonial state. These narratives are central to India‘s 

remembrance of the 1962 war.  
 

The chapter addresses the first question raised by this thesis, which is how the memory 

of the war as betrayal and humiliation by China was constructed by New Delhi.  

Looking into the formative years of India-China bilateral ties, the chapter delves into 
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the origin and dissemination of narratives of ‗2000 years of civilisational friendship‘ 

and ‗shared anti-colonial struggles‘ that formed the basis of war memory.  At the 

inception of Sino-Indian bilateral ties these memory frames were popularised and 

deployed primarily by the Government of India (accepted by China) as a diplomatic 

strategy to deal with the new communist government of China. New Delhi propagated 

these memory frames to project a picture of peaceful bilateral ties, which could be used 

as a model for shaping bilateral ties in the post-colonial period.  Notably, the memory 

frame of two thousand years of peaceful ties, cultural and spiritual connections 

andshared colonial struggle. It became the perceptual frame for interpreting and 

projecting Chinese attacks as betrayal and humiliation. 

The chapter looks into the period from 1949 to1958, that is, from the period of the 

emergence of the People‘ Republic of China to the emergence of the border dispute 

publicly. 
 

Debates on India’s China Policy 1949-1958 

The majority of the discussions regarding India‘s management of bilateral ties with 

China in the formative years, that is, from 1949 to1958, are critical of Jawaharlal 

Nehru‘s approach to pursuing a friendly policy towards China. It is opined that Nehru 

and his close associates undermined the Chinese threat and took a very benign view of 

Chinese foreign policy behaviour.
4
 Scholars and commentators observe that there were 

several instances of Chinese hostility, including Communist propaganda against 

Jawaharlal Nehru and the Congress government as pseudo-imperialists.  Still, the 

government of India during this period did not carefully assess the security threat 

emanating from China.  Nehru‘s early recognition of Communist China, ignoring the 

warnings of then Home Minister Shri Ballavbhai Patel, India‘s silence during China‘s 

occupation of Tibet, dismissal of China‘s open criticism of Nehru‘s   refusal to seek 

powerful allies, and failure to adequately strengthen border defence indicate that the 

government was ―unconcerned‖ about  the Chinese threat.
5
 Terming India‘s policy 
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stance vis-à-vis China as pacifist, Claude Arpi contends that one of the major reasons 

for this was Nehru and his advisors‘ (K.M. Pannikar and V.K. Krishna Menon) 

fascination with China. While K.M. Pannikar was enamoured by the Chinese 

revolution and became a medium of Chinese propaganda, Nehru, in his high regard for 

Chinese friendship, became unwilling to grasp the Chinese mind. The Prime Minister 

and other Indian leaders let themselves be fooled by proclamations of ‗Hindi-China 

Bhai-Bhai and chose to read the communist profession as the gospel of faith.
6
 Bhasin 

argues on a similar line that during the independence struggle, Nehru exhibited almost a 

fatal attraction towards China, which continued after he became the Prime Minister. He 

not only welcomed the establishment of a Communist government in China as a 

harbinger of change in Asia but also appeared determined to protect the idea of 

civilisational friendship with China at any cost. Further, a section of policy advisors 

surrounding Nehru were also Sinophiles and occasionally resorted to justifying 

Beijing‘s hostile actions.
7
 Ramachandra Guha notes in his study Jawaharlal Nehru and 

China: A Study in Failure, that post-1962 war, the analysis charging Nehru and his 

colleagues of naivety and political short-sightedness in formulating an unrealistic 

approach towards China became predominant.
8
  

 

This phase is commonly considered the idealist phase. It is alleged that New Delhi 

evinced a sentimental attitude towards China. In this context, Nehru‘s statement that 

India had been ―out of touch with reality‖ and was living in an ―artificial atmosphere of 

our own creation‖ is often quoted.
9
 Subsequently, over the decades, India has been seen 

to have moved towards a relatively pragmatic and realist policy towards China.  
 

The counter-literature on this issue dismisses the proposition of sentimental approach 

and argues that Nehru‘s approach to maintaining friendly ties with China was driven a 

by number of considerations like Cold War politics, India‘s geopolitical setting and her 
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internal socio-economic and political conditions. Andrea Benvenuti, for instance claims 

that Nehru believed that aligning with bloc politics of the Cold War and alienating 

China would not bring the regional stability required for India‘s development and 

prosperity. Also, he was painfully aware of India‘s limited economic and military 

capabilities and the danger of internal communism. Therefore, he decided to pursue a 

policy of peaceful co-existence with China to create a sphere of peace in the region and 

in the process hoped to control the rising Communist tide in India.
10

 Similarly, scholars 

like B.R. Nanda, and K. Subrahmanyam contend that Nehru was mindful of challenges 

emanating from China as early as 1950. Although he recognised the communist 

revolution and endeavoured to have friendly ties, Nehru had discerned a long-term 

threat posed by a strong centralised government on India‘s borders.
11

 He had even 

warned K.M. Panikkar before the latter‘s travel to China about deep-seated conflicts 

underlying India-China relations.
12

 However, he was also convinced that peaceful 

relations between India and China were  required to balance Cold War politics. 

Therefore, he strongly resisted India becoming a bastion of anti-communism led by the 

US and also attempted to disarm Chinese suspicion about India‘s intent and decrease 

China‘s dependence on the Soviet Union. Further, India‘s geopolitical situation was 

sensitive. Post-independence India faced Pakistan as a hostile neighbour on its West, 

the Communists in power in China also appeared hostile to Nehru, the Soviet Union 

was indifferent, and the US was supporting Pakistan. In retrospect, Nehru worked to 

buy time from China while striving to bring economic development as a major bulwark 

against Chinese threat (Nanda, 1976, Subrahmanyam, 1976).
13

 According to Nehru, the 

five years Plans were also Defence Plans to help India prepare against potential 

aggression from Pakistan and China.
14

 In effect Nehru‘s friendly approach towards 

China was informed by a deep appreciation of India‘s national interests and the 

geopolitical trends of that time.  
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The debate about India‘s approach towards China in the formative years has continued 

for decades. The basic contention has been whether Indian policy makers were idealists 

or realists in dealing with China. Both sides cite statements, actions, and events to 

support their argument. In one instance, the high-sounding public proclamations of 

civilisational friendship and Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai and New Delhi lobbying for UN 

recognition of China, despite Chinese aggression in Tibet and criticism of Nehru‘s 

policies exhibit a lack of practicality and grounding in reality. However, on the other 

hand Nehru‘s expression of apprehension and suspicion in private, occupation of 

Tawang following China‘s entry into Tibet, signing of treaties with the Himalayan 

states of Nepal and Bhutan, surveillance of socio-political events relating to China 

indicate an awareness and conscious effort to manage security threats from China.
15

  
 

The common factor in the idealist and realist debate is that these discussions do not 

consider the role of narratives like ‗two thousand years of civilisational ties‘ or 

‗spiritual or moral connect‘, ‗shared colonial struggle‘ in shaping India‘s engagement 

with China. However, a purely idealist/realist perspective is unable to account for the 

nuances and the complexities that  characterised the bilateral ties. Delving into these 

narratives and the way they shaped bilateral ties helps explain both the perceived 

idealist and realist components in India‘s China policy.  
 

Further, the importance of the memory frames of civilisational friendship in India-

China bilatreral engagement arise for two reasons. First, due to their prominence in 

India‘s diplomatic discourse towards China. Post-independence the stories of 2000 

years of civilisational exchange, moral and spiritual connect, shared colonial struggle 

were evoked quite frequently in India‘s diplomatic and political discourse to convey the 
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sameness and solidarity between the two countries. In 1951 Jawaharlal Nehru in a 

broadcast from London stated that:  
 

― We, in India, have had 2,000 years of friendship with China. We have differences of 

opinion and even small conflicts,but when we hark back to that long past, something of 

the wisdom of that past also helps us to understand each other.‖
16

  

 

The same year, when Sunderlal visited China as leader of the Indian Goodwill Mission, 

in a press statement in Canton he highlighted the intimate ties between the two 

countries that extended over twenty centuries and urged the two countries to revive the 

relations on cultural, social, economic and political plane.
17

  
 

Tansen Sen notes the prevalence of these ideas in 1950 India. He contends that the 

series of publications in India on the People‘s Republic of China that appeared in  early 

1950 frequently emphasised historical connections and shared struggle against 

imperialism and advocated the establishment of the world of brotherhood.
18

 This trend 

of referring to civilisational bonds and shared imperial struggle is also noted in 

Bondurant and Fischer‘s study of Indian news media‘s writings on China.
19

  
 

The second reason is that a close look at   Indian diplomacy in the 1950s demonstrate 

that  memory narratives of past civilisational greatness were used to achieve New 

Delhi‘s foreign policy objective of asserting India‘s leadership in  international affairs. 

For instance, in  the wake of India‘s independence in March 1947, Jawaharlal Nehru 

asserted in the Asian Relations Conference organised in New Delhi that India following 

its emergence as an independent nation shall play an important part in Asian affairs not 

only due to its geographical centrality but also due to India‘s unique civilisational role 

as melting pot of various cultures.
20

 Likewise in 1949, Sir Benegal N. Rao, Head of the 

Indian Delegation at the UN claimed in a speech at the UNGA that the gathering of 20 

Asian heads of state in New Delhi to decide on the question of Indonesia‘s 
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independence symbolised Indian centrality in Asian affairs. He emphasised that India 

plays an important part in forging Asian unity owing to India‘s rich civilisational 

heritage characterised by religio-cultural diversity.
21

 Studies by Kate Sullivan and 

Manjari Miller Chatterjee detail how memory narratives of civilisational uniqueness 

and colonial victimisation were simultaneously incorporated into India‘s diplomatic 

discourse to assert leadership or justify their foreign policy positions respectively. 

Sullivan for instance notes that post-independence when India‘s diplomatic institutions 

were taking shape, Indian diplomats routinely invoked memories of civilisational and 

moral superiority to stake India‘s claim to seats at global high tables.
22

 Similarly, 

Chatterjee notes that the memory of colonial victimisation was used by India to claim 

international status and validate territorial gains vis-à-vis the other. The Indian leaders 

emphasised  their past suffering and anti-imperialist credentials in a bid to forge 

solidarily and claim leadership of the newly-independent decolonised states. This 

resulted in significant competition and resentment between India and China. Further, 

the same historical memories were called on  by both states during territorial 

negotiations to lay claim to the mantle of victimhood and emphasise that instead of 

making revisionist claims they were demanding territories that have been historically 

integral to their pre-colonial nation.
23

 
 

Against this backdrop of the prominence of the slogans of civilisational friendship and 

Hindi-Chini Bhai and India‘s own diplomatic strategy of using memory narratives in 

diplomatic discourse, a deeper analysis is required to assess how these memory 

narratives later formed the basis of remembering the war.  
 

India’s Foreign Policy Objectives and China 

Before delving into India‘s memory it is important to discuss what were India‘s foreign 

policy objectives and how New Delhi perceived China‘s importance in relation to these 

objectives.  
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Post-independence Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru enjoyed a high-degree of autonomy in the 

realm of foreign policy and profoundly shaped the countours of Indian foreign policy. 

Therefore, the chapter will primarily focus on Nehru‘s beliefs and strategies for 

management of India-China relations. 
 

As manifested in Nehru‘s foreign policy thinking, three very important India‘s foreign 

policy objectives were: First maintaining an independent foreign policy, Second, 

shaping a peaceful external environment that is conducive to India‘s development and 

finally, elevating India‘s international status as a major power in international affairs.
24

 

The importance of decisional autonomy in foreign policy makingas a foreign policy 

objective was highlighted by India‘s active resistance to involvement in Cold War bloc 

politics or binding military or political pacts. In his speech as the Head of the Interim 

National Government, Nehru informed about India‘s intent to guard against external 

influence on its policy making. He  declared that India‘s foreign policy dictated ―as far 

as possible, to keep away from the power politics of groups, aligned against one 

another.
25

  
 

Then, in 1947, during a Constituent Assembly debate on the Objective Resolutions, he 

reiterated that ―India, in so far as it has a foreign policy, has declared that it wants to 

remain independent and free of all these blocs and that it wants to co-operate on equal 

terms with all countries.‖.
26

 Echoing Nehru‘s sentiments, other Indian leaders too in 

that period emphasised the value of decisional autonomy. In 1953, India‘s then Vice-

President S. Radhakhrishan, citing the US‘ previous stance of avoiding binding 

entanglements to preserve national interests  declared in his United Nations Day Speech 

that ―India does not believe that every nation should choose one side or the other…‖ 

and that the US should should sympathise with the attitude as it herself had a long 

record of neutrality and non-involvement.
27

 Again, in 1955, on the subject of India‘s 

participation in the Commonwealth, he conveyed that India prioritises decisional 

                                                 
24

 Appadorai, Angadipuram, and Mannaraswamighala Sreeranga Rajan. India’s Foreign Policy and 

Relations. South Asian Publishers, 1985. 
25

 Nehru, Jawaharlal. ―An Independent Sovereign Republic.‖ In India’s Foreign Policy: Selected 

Speeches, September 1946-April 1961, 4–10. India: The Publications Division: Ministry of Information 

and Broadcasting, Government of India, 1961. 
26

 Nehru, Jawaharlal. ―We Wish for Peacce.‖ In textsIndia’s Foreign Policy: Selected Speeches, 

September 1946-April 1961, 10–12. India: The Publications Division: The Ministry of Information and 

Broadcasting, Government of India, 1961. 
27

 Radhakrishnan, S. ―The United Nations Day, 24 October, 1953.‖ In Occasional Speeches and Writings 

October 1952-January1956, 3–11. India: The Publication Division: Ministry of Information and 

Broadcasting, Government of India, 1956. 



 31 

autonomy and will not countenance any limitation in its decision-making flowing from 

participation in the Commonwealth.
28

 The then-Indian leadership viewed the idea of 

foreign policy independence as a manifestation of India‘s political and territorial 

independence and a sustainable means to secure international support for economic 

development.
 29

  It was believed that any sacrifice of the capability to make one‘s own 

choices by aligning with a particular country or interests was  not only inviting colonial 

domination through the back door but also losing the benefit of strategic flexibility to 

operate according to India‘s needs.
30

  
 

The emphasis on framing a peaceful external security environment that is conducive to 

India‘s  development was apparent in Nehru‘s approach towards security and great 

power politics. He considered that intense international tensions, especially in Asia, 

leading to large-scale conflict, would impinge on India‘s growth and development.
31

 In 

a letter to Nobel Literature Laureate Pearl S. Buck on increasing international tension, 

Nehru expressed that a world disaster would  be a disaster for India.
32

 Further, he 

repeatedly underscored in his public statements that a global war would be detrimental 

not only to global progress and development but also to India‘s economic and political 

well-being. Delivering a speech at the ICWA, he declared that India atleast needs 

fifteen years of peace to develop its resources.
33

 Therefore, rejecting the traditional 

balance of power model, Nehru directed India‘s foreign policy towards taking measures 

not only to prevent war but also limit geopolitical manoeuvering of the great powers in 

Asia by promoting the region as zone of peace.
34

 Referring to Nehru‘s active 
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diplomatic intervention in the Indo-China and Formosa crisis to reduce inter-bloc 

tensions Zorawer Daulet Singh notes that Nehru‘s proactive diplomacy or ―peacemaker 

role‖ in Asian affairs was largely driven by his attempt to geopolitically stabilise Asia 

and counter Cold-war spillover in India‘s extended neighbourhood.
35

  
 

The endeavours to elevate India‘s status as a major power were  rooted in Nehru‘s 

conception of India as a civilisational state.
36

 He considered that India, owing to its 

geographical location, natural resources, and trade, and cultural ties enjoyed great 

prominence before the advent of colonialism.
37

 In his book The Discovery of India, 

Nehru expressing this thought states that: 
 

―Thus, slowly, the long panorama of India's history unfolded itself before me, with its 

ups and downs, its triumphs and defeats. There seemed to me something unique about 

the continuity of a cultural tradition through five thousand years of history, of invasion 

and upheaval, a tradition which was widespread among the masses and powerfully 

influenced them….And this panorama of the past gradually merged into the unhappy 

present, when India, for all her past greatness and stability, was a slave country, an 

appendage of Britain….‖
38

 

 

Accordingly, he envisioned that India‘s foreign policy should be aimed at restoring the 

prominence she enjoyed before her colonisation by the Western powers. Here, it is 

noteworthy that Nehru was keenly aware of India‘s lack  of  economic and military 

strength, two crucial capabilities required to command international status. To remedy 

this lack of capabilities, Nehru first projected India as a major moral power and second 

strongly defended India‘s decisional autonomy.
39

  
 

With regard to being  a major moral power he introduced a strong moral tone in India‘s 

foreign policy conduct, projecting India as possessing indestructible moral power 

different from the economic or military powers at that point in  time. He perceived that 

advocacy for world peace, decolonisation, and non-interference by appealing to the 

moral sense of the international players would  help India command a leadership 

position, despite limited military and economic power. Scholars have termed this 
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conduct as ―moralpolitik.‖
40

 Besides promoting India as a moral force, Nehru also 

stringently defended maintaining an independent foreign policy In this context, it is 

notable that the goal of attaining major power status was intricately related to  the goal 

of maintaining independence in foreign policy decision-making. The endeavour to 

maintain decsional autonomy was also to tacitly create a major power status for India. 

It was considered that there was no independent foreign policy and no major power 

status.
41

 
 

Owing to China‘s geographical proximity to India, its vast size and population, and a 

huge reservoir of potential power, Nehru was convinced that an independent and 

friendly China had an important role to play in the realisation of India‘s foreign policy 

objectives.
42

 First, China‘s foreign policy position with regard to Cold War politics 

would impact India‘s strategic environment, and by extension, constrain New Delhi‘s 

capability to implement a flexible foreign policy. It was perceived that a China 

relatively independent of Soviet influence would  be a major bulwark against super-

power intervention in Asian matters, which in turn would render New Delhi greater 

space to exercise policy options.
43

 Second, China would also be a crucial stabilising 

factor in Asian security environment. A belligerent attitude of the new Chinese 

government towards its neighbours will not only disrupt the Asian security structure, 

but also without Chinese cooperation, it would be difficult to resolve the various 

geopolitical tensions and challenges in Asia.
44

 Finally, friendly diplomatic ties with 

China would also enhance India‘s status as a mature diplomatic actor capable of 

balancing between both communist and liberal democratic powers. Further, it would 

also allow India to assume a major role in acting as a bridge between the two camps.
45
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Nehru perceived that maintaining a friendly approach towards China was necessary to 

enable New Delhi to exert a degree of influence on China‘s external foreign policy 

behaviour and thus safeguard India‘s foreign policy aims.
46

 In the wake of the 

establishment of a communist government, he instructed the Foreign Secretary that the 

Indian ambassador should behave in a cooperative way with the new government and 

observed that ―even from a narrow opportunist point of view, we cannot afford to be 

hostile in any way to new China‖.
47

 Later, he argued that a hostile approach of the 

neighbouring countries towards China would be harmful to the neighbouring countries 

themselves and world peace. 
48

 
 

Dealing with China: Memory Diplomacy 

Considering India‘s strategic objectives Nehru adopted a policy of friendship vis-à-vis 

China. The approach remained the cornerstone of India‘s China policy from 1950-

1958/59. The broad objectives of this policy were to project to the Chinese leadership a 

model of bilateral ties that could be followed in the contemporary period and shape 

India‘s impression as a friendly country in Chinese mind. In this context, the use of a 

selective version of bilateral history became an important diplomatic strategy. In the 

1950s, Prime Minister Nehru  promoted the memory of civilisational friendship, and 

anti-imperial struggle between the two countries and encouraged establishment of 

institutions and networkswhich could advance the memory frames of civilisational 

friendship. It is important to note that through the memory frame of civilisational 

friendship an informal alliance was promoted without Nehru and India‘s top leadership 

ardently subscribing to the same. With emergence of a strong centralised government in 

China, the Indian leadership developed considerable security concerns  and deep 

suspicion of Chinese intentions. These apprehensions were repeatedly expressed to the 

Prime Minister in private correspondences and public debates on the Parliament floor.
49

 

Some of the major worries were  whether the Communist government would aid 
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communist insurgency in India or threaten the country‘s territorial integrity.
50

 Nehru 

himself believed that China was an expansive power and deep-rooted conflicts of 

interest had persisted in bilateral ties since historical times. According to G.D. 

Deshingkar, who himself quotes India‘s first intelligence chief BN Mullick,  Nehru had 

told Mullick in 1952 that China had ―always been an aggressive country.‖ He added 

that the ―war between the two cultures was not over… and would go on for a long 

time.
51

 However, the fact that diplomacy with memory narrative was continued is 

indicative that it was a diplomatic strategy rather than indicating real friendshiptowards 

China. 
 

Civilisational Friendship and Building Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai 

The origin of the narrative of ‗civilisational friendship‘ can be traced to the doctrine of  

Pan-Asianism that emerged in the early 1900s to resist Western hegemonism and 

colonialism. Pan-Asianism, as a collection of various ideas, and cultural, political and 

social movements, propagated a notion of natural unity between different Asian nations 

by virtue of historical contacts, cultural commonalities and shared values of peace and 

harmony.
52

 The Pan-Asianists, overlooking the historical hierarchies, power contests 

and identity clashes imagined Asia as a homogenous space.
 53

 This all-encompassing 

idea of unity and fraternity  not only tried to build a broad Asian identity mirroring the 

West but also mobilised anti-colonial solidarity amongst Asian countries.  

 

Japan, China, and India emerged as important pillars in the Pan-Asian movement. 

During the anti-imperialist struggle period prominent thinkers in these countries 

preferred that a civilisational connection between China, India, and Japan existed 

before the arrival of the European colonial powers and efforts should be made to revive 
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those contacts.
54

 Whitewashing religious, cultural and racial differences an image of the 

Asian Brotherhood was projected.
55

 Phrases like ‗Asia is One,‘ (propagated by Okakura 

Tenshin), ‗fuche chunchi‘ (relationship as close as that between lips and teeth), ‗Same 

Race Same Culture,‘ ‗Greater Asianism‘ emphasising affinity between India, China, 

and Japan and other Asian countries gained considerable traction. Also, organisations 

and secret socities like the Asiatic Humanitarian Brotherhood, Ajia Gikai, Oriental 

People‘s Oppressed Association, and Organisation of Asian Harmony were established 

by political leaders from India, China and Japan to facilitate more exchanges and to 

boost the image of Asian Brotherhood.
56

 Chinese and Indian revolutionaries living in 

exile met in Japan. Indian revolutionaries living in exile in Paris also called for the 

establishment of a Pan-Asian Parliament in Paris.
57

 Until the time Japan invaded China 

in 1930, the three countries formed a trilateral network of Pan-Asian movement. 

Revolutionaries and political leaders from India, China, and Japan corresponded with 

each other to enlist political, financial and logistical support from each other. In 1906, 

Zhang Taiyan and Sun Yat Sen met several Indian nationalists in Japan, like 

Bakratullah, Rash Behari Bose, Satindranath Sen, Vishnu Pingle, Lala Lajpat Rai, and 

M.N. Roy.
58

  

 

The rhetoric of friendship and civilisational bond between China and India in the 

context of Pan-Asianism is important to note.
59

 These narratives were often employed 

in public forums and bilateral exchanges. For instance, in 1921,  Liang Qichao a 
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Chinese politician in an article titled ―Zhongguo Yindu zhi jiaotong‖ noted that ―in the 

East, civilisation originated in China and India‖ and that India and China were like 

―older and younger brothers‖.
60

 While welcoming the Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore 

in 1924, he declared that ―Both in character and geography India and China are like 

twin brothers‖. Tagore in his response marveled at the interaction between Indian and 

Chinese Buddhist scholars and contended that India and China should come nearer ―for 

no political or commercial purpose, but the disinterested human love and for nothing 

else‖.
61

 Furthermore, the joint statement issued in 1927 by the Indian and Chinese 

delegation at the World Congress of Oppressed Peoples stated that: 
 

―For more than three thousand years the people of India and China were united by the 

most intimate cultural ties. From the days of Buddha [sic] to the end of the Mughal 

period and the beginning of British domination in India this friendly intercourse 

continued uninterrupted.‖ Later, the declaration emphasised that India and China ―must 

now resume the ancient personal, cultural and political relations between the two 

peoples.‖
62

 

 

Later, in 1939, as China fought against Japan‘s invasion, Jawaharlal Nehru, justifying 

his visit to China, wrote in the National Herald newspaper that:  
 

―I chose to go because, while I hesitated, loving and comradely hands beckoned to me 

from China, and distant memories of ages past urged me to go. The long perspective of 

history rose up before me, the agonies and triumphs of India and China, and the 

troubles of today "folded their tents like the Arabs and as silently stole away…. The 

present will pass and merge into the future, and India will remain, and China will 

remain and the two will work together for their own good and the good of the world.‖
63

 

 

Similarly, Soong Mei-ling, the First Lady of the ROC, wrote to Nehru while returning 

from her visit to India in 1942 that: 

 

―We shall leave nothing undone in assisting you to gain freedom and independence. 

Our hearts are drawn to you, and… the bond of affection between you and us has been 
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strengthened by our visit.… When you are discouraged and weary… remember that 

you are not alone in your struggle, for at all times we are with you in spirit .‖
64

   

 

The Cheena-Bhavana established in Viswa Bharati shortly before the Japanese invasion 

of Manchuria came to represent the institutional embodiment of India-China and intra-

Asian friendship and fraternity.
65

  
 

At the wake of Communist victory and establishment of PRC, India incorporated these 

sanitised narratives of civilisational friendship, Asian Brotherhood in its diplomatic 

discourse vis-à-vis China and moved to institutionalise them with the view to induce 

the new Communist leadership not to be hostile to India.
66

 

 

Nehru and other Indian political elites tried to project an image of civilisational 

friendship and fraternity, without necessarily feeling that emotional attachment towards 

China and the new Communist regime.  
 

Forming Memory Alliance: India-China Relations 1950-1958 

As the basis of serious engagement with the PRC historical reconstruction became the 

priamary task. Drawing largely from the Pan-Asian solidarity discourse, Jawaharlal 

Nehru and a section of Indian leaders in 1950 incorporated a  very mythologised and 

sanitised version of bilateral history in their public and diplomatic discourse vis-a-vis 

PRC. A memory narrative was widely propagated that not only did India and China 

share deep civilisational linkages extending for 2000 years, but the peaceful and 

intimate ties between the two civilisations were disrupted with the advent of 

colonialism. Further, both countries victimised by colonialism shared a history of anti-

imperial struggle. Here, it is noteworthy that the Chinese Communist Party, who 

avowed to have made a complete break from the feudal past responded warmly to the 

proposal of 2000 years of deep civlisational linkages and shared anti-imperial 

struggle.
67

The two states by outwardly accepting the same interpretation of the past 

moved to form a ―memory alliance‖
68

 The memory alliance captured in the phrase 
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‗Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‘  was expected to act as the foundational basis of bi-lateral ties 

in the contemporary period.  

 

In October 18, 1949, a few days after the proclamation of PRC, Nehru speaking at the 

Overseas Press Club, New York about the developments in Asia, stated that:  
 

―With China, our contacts were not so intimate in recent centuries, but previously they 

were very intimate as you know, the principal religion in China originated in India.‖ 

Emphasising on the civilisational links, he stated that  ―vast numbers of Indians went to 

China and in one town alone, about ten thousand Indians had gone. They would have 

gone from India in connection probably with some missionary enterprise of 

Buddhism.‖ He went on to suggest that these peaceful civilisational ties were disrupted 

with the coming of the Britishers and will be revived in the post-independence period 

as ―Old memories revive, and inevitably we think of each other‘s problems, and there is 

the tendency to cooperate.‖
69

  
 

Thereafter, the same year, in an interview with the editor of an US newspaper David 

Lawrence regarding India‘s interest in international recognition of Communist China, 

Nehru referring to civilisational ties as the basis of Sino-Indian bilateral relations, 

contended that ―We have historical and almost immemorial ties of culture and 

friendship with China. For us, situated as we are and where we are, the friendship with 

China is desirable and natural.‖ 
70

 

 

Source: Twitter (X) 
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The image of fraternity was more forcefully conveyed when amidst speculations 

regarding Chinese intervention in the Korean War, Nehru, in a broadcast from London 

highlighting  the ‗2000 years of friendship‘ as the basis of mutual understanding 

between the two countries,  sought to explain China‘s approach towards the Korea War 

as a fellow colonial victim state. He stated that while assessing China‘s actions ―we 

have to remember the background of China – as of other Asian countries – the long 

period of struggle and frustration, the insolent treatment that they received from 

imperialist powers and the latter's refusal to deal with them on terms of equality.
71

 
 

The Chinese acceptance of and keenness towards promoting the memory narrative of 

civilisational linkages and shared anti-imperial struggle was demonstrated when in 

1950, Mao Zedong, while accepting the credentials of the Indian Ambassador K.M. 

Pannikar (who was also the Indian Ambassador to the Republic of China) referred to 

―common traditions‖ and ―common struggles‖ for independence.
72

 Further, in early 

1951, China proposed to send a cultural mission to India with leading  non-political 

personalities.
73

 Chinese Premier Zhou En Lai personally scrutinised the list of delegates 

to include names who had some knowledge of Indian culture, and the participants were 

provided a short course so that they could communicate appropriately with their Indian 

hosts.
74

 
 

The 1951 exchange of unofficial cultural delegations by both countries  was an 

important step towards advancing the memory alliance. Endorsing the same 

representation of bilateral history, the exchange of delegation was held as a revival of 

the ancient ties and strengthening of anti-imperial cooperation. The Chinese 

government, as hosts and guests stressed 2000 years of warm and friendly relations and 

expressed hope of India and China jointly maintaining world peace (imperialism being 

seen as the root cause of violence across the globe).
75

 The Indian unofficial cultural 

delegation visiting China in its statement emphasised that the delegation visit woukd  
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―renew and strengthen the silken bonds of friendship that have existed before our 

countries well nigh for 2000 years‖ and assured India‘s support to China‘s anti-imperial 

struggle.
76

  

 

Simultaneously, the establishment of Friendship Associations in both countries was 

another symbolic step towards formation of memory alliance. In India, India-China 

Friendship Association was set up in 1951 in Calcutta. Although not officially affiliated 

with  the Government of India, it was encouraged by the state.
77

 In 1955, India‘s former  

ambassador to China, K M Panikkar, was elected Chairman of the National Executive 

of the India-China Friendship Association.
78

 

 

The shared interpretation of  the past was used, or in many ways, became a solid 

historical context, validating the development of close ties between the two socio-

political and economically different systems. From 1951 to 1958, a series of exchanges 

and interactions were conducted between the two countries, and the memory frames of 

2000 years of civilisational friendship and common struggle against imperialism 

featured prominently in these exchanges as well.
79

 For instance, in 1955, the 

introduction of a published report by an Indian delegation on Agricultural planning in 

China stated that the picturesque countryside resembled the East coast of India and the 

Buddhist pagodas reminded of the great cultural bond that (has) existed between the 

two countries since very ancient times.  
 

―The road lay through a picturesque countryside somewhat –  like the east coast of 

India with large stretches of to a green paddy and jute fields interspersed with water-

logged fens and chains of low hills. Brightly painted houses built in the traditional 

Chinese style nestled in ubiquitous bamboo groves and lent a local colour to the natural 

surroundings. A slight drizzle followed by a bright sun gave a silky texture to the 

landscape which reminded us of the beautiful Chinese paintings on silk that we had 

seen at exhibitions in Delhi. The Buddhist pagodas occasionally seen in the distance 
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added to the picturesqueness of the scene and also reminded us of the great cultural 

bond that has existed between our two countries since very ancient times.‖
80

 
 

Likewise, in 1955 the All China Federation of Trade Union, in a congratulatory 

message for India-China Friendship Association Conference in Uttar Pradesh stated 

that the joint statements by Prime Ministers of both countries  relating to peaceful co-

existance and mutual visits would strengthen the friendly connections which have 

existed throughout history.
81

 

 

Zhou Enlai‘s visit to India in 1955 to meet Jawaharlal Nehru led to a series of 

comments and editorials which emphasised the aspect of traditional friendship, which 

went back to 2000 years. The Indian news media noted that historical contacts between 

India and China have been devoid of any conflict. Painting a positive image of both 

countries, the Indian news media noted that ―traditional friendship‖ between India and 

China had grown out of the ―community of ideals‖….Both had always worked for 

spiritual ends, honoured the saint and the scholar and held acquisition of of wealth and 

territorial aggarandizement as unworthy of pursuit‖. 
82

 
 

The memory alliance helped advance a political discourse that India and China are 

natural allies. Not only the two countries faced common developmental problems in the 

modern era but also are linked together through civilisational and cultural relations, 

shared experience of colonial victimisation and anti-colonial struggle. However, the 

memory alliance did not denote any real connection between the two countries and had 

a huge performative aspect to it. 

 

First, the claim of 2000 years of peaceful civilisational ties was an exaggerated account 

sourced from the Pan-Asian movement. Historical records indicate that cultural, 

political or economic contacts between ancient India and China were not direct and 

mediated by actors from other geographies and ethnic origins.
83

 Also, the two countries 

peripherally existed in each other‘s political and social consciousness, far from the 
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projected nature of deeply intertwined bilateral ties.
84

Further, the limited contact 

between these two geographies dried up with the spread of Islam in India and the 

decline of Buddhism in China, rather than being disrupted by the British.
85

 Renowed 

historian Tan Chung notes that for a prolonged time India and China remained 

oblivious to each other‘s presence. The Chinese accounts of India from the 15
th

 century 

demonstrate that Chinese information about India was in a state of ignorance and 

misinformation. Also, by the 17
th

 century, the concept of India being the Western 

Heaven had disappeared from Chinese vocabulary, Rather India, was identified as a 

country by the small Western Ocean to distingush it from Atlantic and European states 

by the great Western Ocean.
86

 More importantly, the notion of Buddhism being the 

culturally binding factor between the two countries is also debatable. Professor K.P. 

Gupta argues that the history of Buddhist interchange was extremely santised to portray 

an image of ever constructive and harmonious co-existance between two great nations. 

In actual practice, Buddhism in China took shape largely according to the prevalent 

socio-political system of the Chinese society and continuously competed for influence 

with Daoism and Confucianism. Buddhism, during its early phase of entry to China, 

was favoured primarily by Chinese elites, and later, as it percolated to the lower stratas, 

it drew heavily from local beliefs and systems to draw followers. At one point, 

Buddhism came under intense intellectual attack from Confucianists about being a 

religion of the barbarians, and Buddhist monasteries were destroyed and monks 

persecuted over corruption concerns. These negative details were left out of the 

narrative of cultural brotherhood.
87

Giri Deshingkar argues that ―there were glaring 

asymmetries in the way India and China looked at each other, Perhaps as a result of 

Western scholarship…. westernised consciousness in India took such contacts to be 

between nations. Hence, the myth of India and China being Asian sister-countries a 

myth given currency not only by Nehru but many others….Until the early fifties, 

Chinese scholars had not produced a single work on India as a country. ―India‖ entered 
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Chinese consciousness as the land from which soldiers of the British Indian Army came 

to loot and kill; it was from where opium came‖.
88

 
 

Second, the memory alliance also glossed over the impressions that the Chinese had 

formed when Indian and Chinese connections were revived as part of the colonial 

trading network. To the Chinese mind India had come to symbolise a failure, a negative 

example from which China should learn. This sentiment was apparent in the writings of 

Ma Jianzhong, Wu Guangpei and Kang Youwei, which  appeared when China herself 

was coming under colonial subjugation. India‘s internal discord, its enslavement to the 

Britishers, and its feudal and conservative society featured prominently in their works  

to highlight the lessons the Chinese should draw to avoid India‘s tragic fate.
89

 Later, as 

the British expanded their opium trade and transported Indian soldiers to suppress 

rebellions and impose colonial governance, India was perceived as accomplice of the 

imperialists. India as the source of opium trade and Chinese physical encounters with 

Indian policemen formed such a negative perception. The Indian traders related to the 

opium trade were seen as agents of the East India Company and the Indian policement 

as ‗imperialism‘s obedient dog‘.
90

 These impressions informed the Chinese view of 

India in the modern period and were visible in the Communist denunciation of 

Jawaharlal Nehru as ―imperialism‘s running dog‖ and ―imperialist‘s lackey.‖
91

 

Finally, the memory alliance did not create any genuine friendship between the two 

countries and did not allay the fears the suspicion both sides had for each other.  
 

During the height of the sentiment of the India-China brotherhood in 1953-1954, 

Ambassador N Raghavan reported to Nehru that that the senior Chinese leadership did 

not consider India a friend but useful due to her independent stance. Accordingly, the 

Chinese approach to India was ‗correct and friendly without being warm and cordial, 

and even references to the civilisational linkages and shared anti-imperial struggle were 

avoided except in unreported speeches at banquets to visiting dignitaries.
92

 As a matter 
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of fact, the Government of India too was not emotionally invested in the rhetoric of 

2000 years of civilisational friendship. With the formation of the PRC, India‘s decision 

to recognise China was not influenced by the sentiment of brotherhood, but rather by 

cold diplomatic calculations. As highlighted by Nehru, the  decision to recognise the 

PRC symbolised acknowledgment of a geopolitical reality and was not dependent on 

liking or disliking the government. Also, New Delhi became quite concerned about the 

adverse security and political consequences resulting from the emergence of a 

centralised communist government in China, especially after the declaration of its goal 

to ‗liberate‘ Tibet from foreign influences in 1950.
93

 Nehru denied Chinese request for 

movement of troops and supplies to Tibet through India, citing security concerns and 

instructed Panikkar that any concession in this regard should be retained as a 

―bargaining counter for overall settlements between China and us.‖
94

 The impact on the 

status of the un-demarcated border and disputed territories was widely debated within 

government circles. In his private correspondences with Foreign Secretary, Chief 

Ministers and Home Minsiter Sardar Vallabbhai Patel, Nehru expressed that India 

without being irrationally anxious should be vigilant of the security, military and 

political implications arising from the emergence of the Communist regime and their 

actions in Tibet.
95

 Further, Nehru also sanctioned providing military and material aid to 

Tibet through the Indian mission in Lhasa and India moved quickly to take control of 

the strategic location of Tawang and signed treaties of friendship with Nepal and 

Sikkim.
96

 Moreover, relations between the two countries became extremely strained 

over the Chinese moving into Tibet in 1950 and the Korean crisis. China saw India‘s 

policy approach as influenced by the US and the UK and aimed towards interfering in 

China‘s internal affairs while posing as the voice of Asia.
97

 On the other hand Beijing‘s 
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annexation of Tibet and rejection of Indian ceasefire proposals as the ‗parent of all evil‘ 

at the UN was lamented by Indian policy makers. India felt that the Chinese dealt with 

India ―unfairly‖ on both these issues, and in future dealings with China, India has to be 

careful.
98

 In a cable to Indian Ambassador N. Raghavan in December 1952, Nehru 

instructed that while maintaining a friendly policy towards China, there should be no 

element of apology, and India should remain firm. He observed that ―if we show 

weakness, advantange will be taken immediately….This applies to any development 

that might take place in reference to our frontier problems between Tibet and Nepal, 

Bhutan, Sikkim, Ladakh and the rest of India. In this regard, the entire frontier we have 

to maintain an attitute of firmness.‖
99

 
 

Official correspondences between India and China indicate that  the status of Tibet and 

the undemarcated border continued to be a simmering issue. Especially in India, 

speculations remained deep on whether India faced military threats from China. 

Following the signing of the Panchsheel Agreement in 1954, Nehru acknowledged in 

the Parliament that the Panchsheel Agreement was not a bulwark against aggression 

and that India cannot be fully certain of China‘s continued goodwill.
100

 Also, the phase 

of negotiation of the Panchsheel Agreement and the approaches of the Indian and 

Chinese governments also demonstrated the performative aspect of the memory 

alliance. Due to considerable uncertainty about each other‘s attitude on the disputed 

border, both New Delhi and Beijing moved to consolidate their positions in the eastern 

and western sectors.  
 

In the mutlilateral space, the two countries could be seen vying for diplomatic influence 

and leadership position. The Bandung Conference is considered one such instance. 

Both sides highlighted their anti-imperial suffering and struggle in a bid to build 

solidarity and gain prestige with the post-colonial states. According to Manajri Miller 

Chatterjee this led to building up of competition and resentment in the post-Bandung 

years which contributed to the hostile backdrop of 1960.
101
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Conclusion 

As the divergences between the two countries over Tibet and the undemarcated 

boundary deepened, the memory alliance became difficult to sustain. In India, the 

organisations, networks, and circuits that  forged the memory alliance and advanced the 

rhetoric of brotherhood lost public support and eventually dissolved. The India-China 

Friendship Association, which tried to isolate itself from the turmoils of the bilateral 

ties, faced considerable criticism, and in 1958, India‘s Home Ministry instructed its 

officials to suspend all ties with the India-China Friendship Association. The 

Association was dissolved at the outbreak of the 1962 war, and thereafter, for over a 

decade relations between the two countries froze.   
 

The chapter deals with the formative years of India-China relations to understand the 

foundations of the war memory narratives of betrayal and humiliation. To that end, the 

chapter examines the construction and dissemination of narratives centering 

civilisational amity and shared anti-colonial struggle. The chapter argues that New 

Delhi, in an attempt to manage bilateral ties with the PRC, engaged in memory 

diplomacy and promoted a sanitised version of bilateral history largely drawn from the 

Pan-Asian movement. This sanitised version projected two countries as peacefully 

coexisting in a symbiotic relationship for centuries,  which was disrupted by the advent 

of colonialism. However, the two countries came together again in a shared anti-

colonial struggle. The sanitised narrative of the bilateral history further suggested that 

post-independence, it is only natural that the two countries would revive the 

harmonious friendly ties which existed for 2000 years. However, the narrative of 

civilisational friendship and shared anti-colonial struggle obscured the peripherality of 

bilateral ties in the pre-colonial period, the negative perception and lack of knowledge 

that existed on both sides vis-à-vis the other and the very different trajectories of their 

national independence struggle. Further, the enthusiasm around ‗Hindi-Chini Bhai 

Bhai‘ (memory alliance) that encompassed the narratives of civilisational friendship 

and anti-colonial struggle did not translate into deep bond or friendship as both 

countries continued to harbour suspicion and distrust of each other over Tibet and the 

border issue. More importantly, at the outbreak of the 1962 war, these narratives 

became the perceptual lenses for assessing China‘s actions as betrayal and humiliation.  
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CHAPTER - 2 

NARRATIVE BUILDING AND INDIA-CHINA BORDER WAR 

INTRODUCTION 

In the early 1950s, India attempted to forge a memory alliance with China using 

memory frames of civilisational brotherhood and anti-imperial struggle drawn from the 

Pan-Asian discourse. This policy came under extreme strain by 1958, as diplomatic and 

military tensions over events in Tibet and across the disputed border intensified and 

became prominent in bilateral ties. In India, Chinese actions with regard to Tibet, and 

rejection of the McMahon Line, and challenging India‘s border claims were branded as 

violation of the principles of Panchsheel and disregard for India‘s friendship. Nehru‘s 

China policy came under extreme criticism and the government was urged to maintain 

a firm approach towards China.  The memory frames of civilisational brotherhood and 

shared anti-imperial struggle were sidelined, and the memory alliance was discarded.  

 

From 1958 to 1962, India‘s relations with China suffered a steep descent, finally 

leading to war in October 1962. For India, the conflict of 1962 was an event of reset.  

Bilateral ties became openly hostile, suspicion and threat perception heightened, and 

diplomatic relations froze for a decade.   

 

The chapter focuses on the emergence of the narratives of ―Chinese betrayal‖ and 

―India‘s humiliation‖ in the aftermath of the 1962 war. These narratives were 

constructed to adapt to the new political and strategic needs of the Government of 

India, that is, to counter both national and international criticism of failure of India‘s 

balancing strategy vis-à-vis the Communist China and to justify a muscular turn of 

India‘s defence and security policy.  
 

The chapter intends to provide a backdrop to the subsequent discussion on India‘s 

memory of the 1962 war. It first delves into elaborating on the difficult bilateral 

situation which developed in the latter half of the 1950s with regard to Tibet and the 

border dispute. Assessment of India‘s memory narratives of betrayal and humiliation 

against the complex backdrop of the 1962 war exhibits how simplified were the 

representation and memorialisation of the war and the related events. Second, the 

chapter discusses the propaganda campaign in India after the outbreak of the war 

representing the conflict as betrayal and humiliation. The narratives and representation 
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of the war promoted during 1962 tensions and in the immediate aftermath shaped 

Indian memorialisation in the later years.  
 

India, Tibet, China, and Border 

Tibet and the border became irritants in India-China ties since the onset of diplomatic 

relations in 1947
1
. Central to the problem was ambiguity regarding Tibet‘s political 

status and acceptance of the McMahon Line.
2
 During the Asian Relations Conference 

in India, a diplomatic controversy over Tibet erupted as the representatives of the 

Republic of China vigorously protested against the depiction of Tibet as a separate 

country on the world map and threatened to withdraw from the conference. Same year, 

the Nationalist government again protested against an Indian documentary showing 

Tibet to be a neighbouring territory and demanded its rectification. While during the 

conference the Chinese were placated by redrawing the map, the Government of India 

rejected demands for changes in the documentary.  Diplomatic tensions sustained as the 

two governments diverged over relations with Tibet and the effectiveness of treaties 

signed during the colonial period. The Kuomintang government, anxious to assert its 

claim over Tibet, asked for revision of the old treaties signed with British India, 

conveyed its non-acceptance of the 1914 Simla Convention (by extension, the 

McMahon Line), and objected to the nature of India-Tibet relations. India, on its part, 

seeing itself as the successor state of British India, insisted on maintaining its special 

ties with Tibet and the validity of the Simla Treaty and its clauses.
3
  

 

Both these issues became more contentious in the 1950s when the Communist 

government came to power and asserted itself militarily in Tibet. Although outwardly, 

India maintained a cordial approach, New Delhi became extremely apprehensive 

regarding Chinese military intervention in Tibet and the erosion of Tibetan autonomy. 

Further, the new geopolitical realities created by China‘s military occupation and the 

likely impact on the un-demarcated border created considerable discomfort in New 

Delhi. China, on the other hand, expressed deep suspicion of Indian sympathy for Dalai 

Lama and Tibetan autonomy and resented India‘s claims over Aksai China and 
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insistence on the McMahon Line being the formal border between India and China in 

NEFA. 
4
 

 

The Colonial Context: Tibet and Border 

Ambiguity regarding Tibet‘s political status and differences over border demarcation 

can be traced to the colonial period.  Questions over Tibet‘s political status, the extent 

of Chinese control over Tibet, and the limits of territorial sovereignty repeatedly 

figured in the interactions between India, Tibet, and China over trade and security 

matters.  
 

British faced the vexed case of Tibet‘s political status for the first time in the late 1770s 

when the East India Company attempted to establish trade ties with Lhasa. Feigning 

Chinese strict control on Tibetan affairs, the missions of George Bogle and Samuel 

Turner in 1774 and 1783, respectively, were returned by Tibetan officials and the 

Chinese Amban (an imperial agent installed by the Qings) on the pretext of a Manchu 

ban on entry of Moghuls, Indians, Pathans, and Britishers into Tibet.
 5

 However, 

George Bogle and Samuel Turner. in their accounts about Sino-Tibet relations, hinted 

towards a vague Chinese authority bordering on Tibetan autonomy. Bogle wrote in a 

letter in September 30, 1775 that "The Emperor of China is acknowledged [as] the 

sovereign of the country ... but the internal government of the country is committed 

entirely to natives ... the people of Thibet except at Lahasa, hardly feel the weight of a 

foreign yoke‖. Similarly, Samuel Turner in his accounts published in the 1800s pointed 

out that even when there is perceptible Chinese influence in Tibetan political 

proceedings, the Tibetans do not bend under the immediate authority of the Chinese 

court and the yoke of Manchu rule rests lightly on them. As such, the British could not 

make any conclusive decision could be made regarding Tibet‘s political status. 
6
 

 

More events followed, which underscored the problem of Tibet‘s political status and 

the question of Chinese control. For instance, in 1885, Lhasa turned to China for 

military and political intervention when Tibet got embroiled in a military conflict with 
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Great Britain over control of trans-Himalayan states of Sikkim and Bhutan. While 

China refrained from military assistance, the Chinese Amban was directed to negotiate 

on behalf of the Tibetans.
7
 Interestingly, the Tibetans resisted Chinese Amban‘s 

instruction to withdraw from Sikkim and Bhutan until they were chased out by the 

British troops. Further, Lhasa refused to recognise the 1890 Anglo-Chinese convention 

(demarcating the Tibet-Sikkim border) that China negotiated and signed on its behalf.
8
 

Despite the Chinese failure to get Tibet to accept the Anglo-Chinese Convention on 

Sikkim, China continued to be the spokesperson for Tibet and negotiated the 1893 and 

1908 Tibet Trade Regulations and the 1906 Beijing Convention on Tibet while the 

Dalai Lama was still in exile. In this context it is not clear to what extent the Tibetans 

cooperated with the Chinese and the British in fulfilling these treaty obligations. It is 

noteworthy that none of the treaties defined Tibet‘s political status and Tibet later 

refused to recognise both the treaties. Further, in 1912, Dalai Lama‘s position was 

reinstated who declared that Tibet-China relations were that of a patron and priest 

rather than subordination by the other.
9
  

 

Here, it is also noteworthy that the British Government did not expressly make any 

efforts to determine Tibet‘s political status or define its relations with China. Instead, 

the ambiguity of Chinese suzerainty and Tibetan autonomy was maintained to suit 

British geopolitical interests in the Great Game with Russia. Both Tibet and China were 

seen as strategic buffers against Russia.
10

 Therefore, the provisions of autonomy and 

suzerainty were used to contain Russian advances. During the negotiation of Lhasa 

Convention in 1904, the British asserting Tibetan autonomy addressed the Tibetan 

government as a separate entity and demanded that no Tibetan territory be ceded, 

leased, or made accessible to any other foreign power without British consent. Further, 

no representatives or agents of any foreign power shall be admitted to Tibet. When the 

Chinese objected to these clauses, the British government while upholding Tibet‘s 

autonomy, signed a separate Beijing convention in 1906 recognising China‘s special 

rights in Tibet as a concession for Chinese assurance of denying Russian access to 
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Tibet.
11

As an additional safeguard against Russian expansion, the British also signed an 

Anglo-Russian convention in 1907 whereby both countries agreed to respect Tibet‘s 

territorial integrity, abstain from interference in internal administration and recognise 

Chinese suzerainty over Tibet. The term ‗suzerainty‘ was not defined and the ambiguity 

regarding Tibet‘s political status persisted.
12

  

 

However, later, China‘s increased influence in Tibet (especially Chinese military 

expeditions 1907-1911) worried the British administration in India that it would 

threaten India‘s North-East Frontier. In a note to the foreign office in London, the 

British administration in India conveyed to the London Office that ―Tibet while 

nominally retaining her position as an Autonomous State under the suzerainty of China, 

should in reality be placed in a position of absolute dependence on the Indian 

Government and there should be set up an effective machinery for keeping out the 

Chinese on the one hand and the Russians on the other.‖
13

 The Simla Convention, 

organised in 1914, was driven by this idea of securing the British India‘s position and 

limiting the Chinese role in Tibet.
14

 However, the Simla Convention which brought 

into being the McMahon line to restrict Chinese control of  Tibetan affairs, further 

complicated the questions of Tibet‘s political status. These were largely political 

arrangements made to suit their  strategic needs and the ambiguity and uncertainty were  

maintained on purpose. Such arrangements turned out to be disastrous post-

independence.  
 

The Chinese attitude too towards Tibet and its control of  Lhasa was  inconsistent and 

bordering on opportunism. The Chinese court on most occasions remained satisfied 

with the recognition of its nominal authority and exerted influence on Tibetan affairs 

according to the politico-military capability of the reigning monarch and the power 

vacuum in Tibet.  
 

Scholars suggest, that unlike Vietnam, Korea, and Champa, Tibet was not classified as 

a tributary state. Political, cultural and economic relations existed between Tibet and 

China; however, historical records don‘t indicate Dalai Lama performing kowtow 

ceremony as was the practice of representatives from tributary states. Further, China 
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also did not integrate Tibet as a province.
15

 Chinese established a politico-

administrative foothold in Tibet with the advent of the Qing dynasty in the 17
th

 century. 

China began militarily intervening in Tibetan affairs, and for the first time, appointed 

an Amban after suppressing a civil strife in Tibet. Following the second Nepalese 

invasion of Tibet in 1791, Qing emperor Qianlong exerted more control and conducted 

many administrative reforms in Tibet. However, by the turn of the 19
th

 century China‘s 

control over Tibet had drastically declined as the Qing dynasty was weakened by 

external aggressions and internal rebellions.
16

 At this time, China was regarded as a 

nominal authority in Tibet. British officers in India continuously conveyed their doubts 

to the Home Government in London whether China was a proper authority to negotiate 

treaties with regard to Tibet as China was unable to secure Tibetan acceptance. The 

British Government, however, continued with recognition of the nominal authority to 

keep out the Russians.
17

 An opportunity for China to re-assert its control arose  with a 

power vacuum that was created in Tibet due to Younghusband‘s invasion in 1904. The 

Dalai Lama had fled to Mongolia. Also, the British and the Russians did not move to 

challenge Chinese ‗suzerainty‘ over Tibet. Therefore, from 1904-1911, the Chinese 

implemented a number of measures to exhibit its absolute authority in Tibet. For 

instance, in 1907, during the negotiation of the Anglo-Chinese agreement, Chinese 

officials represented Tibet as subservient to China and denoted Britain as the foreign 

power in Tibet. Further, a Board of Mines was established in order to exploit Tibetan 

mines, and gold and a military school was established in Lhasa. Under the leadership of 

Zhao Erfeng, China militarily subjugated Tibet in 1910 and began to probe the Assam 

Hills. However, China‘s territorial consolidation in Tibet was frustrated by British 

attempts to prevent China from incorporating Tibet. More importantly, the 1911 Xinhai 

Revolution that led to the downfall of the Manchu dynasty also resulted in the 

expulsion of Chinese officials and troops from Tibet and th edeclaration of Tibetan 

independence.
18

 The point of note is that despite the vanishing of Chinese authority in 

Tibet, the British or other powers did not recognise Tibet as an independent country.  
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Crucial to determining Tibet‘s political status vis-à-vis India and China was 

demarcation of boundaries. Once again, the British initiatives to demarcate the 

Himalayan frontiers were guided primarily by her strategic competition with Russia. 

The urgency to delineate the boundary of the empire arose only when the Great Game 

intensified between them. Till then, the British administrators held no clear view of 

India‘s territorial limits along the massive Indo-Tibetan boundary. In 1846, the first 

attempt to fix a boundary line was launched due to threat perception from Russian 

explorers in Tibet. A Boundary Commission was established entrusted with the 

responsibility of determining the boundary between Ladakh and Tibet. Chinese 

authorities, too, were invited for joint demarcation. According to British accounts the 

Chinese never arrived, and the Boundary Commission unilaterally drew a line from the 

northern fringes of Pangong Lake to Spiti River, showing Khurnak Fort inside Tibet. 

China neither ratified the line nor repudiated it.  The matter ended there.
19

  
 

From the 1860s to the 1880s when Russia advanced into Central Asia most 

aggressively.
20

 Great Britain again felt the need for demarcation of the northern borders 

to resist Russian advances. A survey officer, W. H. Johnson, was deputed. The young 

officer, in a bid to impress the Dogra ruler, produced expansive boundary claims 

stretching the Dogra state border to the Kunlun Mountains and including all of Aksai 

Chin within the Dogra state.
21

 Since other British officials were sceptical about 

Johnson‘s claims, the boundary proposition died a natural death until it was revived in 

1897 by the Director of the British military intelligence John Ardagh, who believed that 

implementation of the forward positions in Johnson‘s line would secure strategic 

leverage against Russia in an event Anglo-Russian confrontation. This boundary came 

to be known as the Ardagh-Johnson line, which later became the basis of India‘s claims 

to Aksai Chin. Here, it is noteworthy that between 1865 to 1897, the colonial 

administrators depicted different versions of the northern and north-eastern boundary of 

Kashmir, the line fluctuating according to the degree of perceived threat from Russia.
22

 

Also, China never acquiesced to or rejected explicitly any of the boundary propositions 
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made during this period. Even the 1899 McCartney McDonald Line,which was the only 

formal boundary proposition ever presented to China, was never officially 

acknowledged by the Manchu dynasty.
23

  
 

The British urgency to secure India‘s northern boundaries was lost with the removal of 

the threat of invasion due to the fall of the Tsarist Russia in 1914. Post-1945, a map 

published by Survey of India did imply claims to the Aksai China region, but the 

British military remained non-committal to that boundary.  In effect, the British 

administration exercised such benign neglect that sometimes the McCartney-McDonald 

or the Ardagh-Johnson Line were treated as informal boundaries according to the 

administration‘s inclination. Therefore, when the British left in 1947, there was hardly 

any clear indication of the northern boundaries.
24

 Major General D.K. Palit, who was 

Brigade Commander during the 1962 war, thus lamentingly wrote, that had the British 

suggested the newly formed Indian government follow the 1899 boundary proposition 

that left out the north-eastern Aksai Chin (through which the Chinese strategic road 

runs), the Nehru government would have certainly accepted the suggestion and 

consequently the whole confrontation with could have been avoided.
25

  
 

A similar reticence was displayed by the colonial administrators in the eastern sector as 

well. For long, the British were content with occupying the Brahmaputra plains and did 

not extend their jurisdiction to the mountains, for these mountains were perceived to be 

of neither commercial nor strategic value. However, in order to delineate the limit of 

British responsibility, the foothills were divided into the Outer Line, representing the 

external territorial frontier of the British empire and the Inner Line, which was 

forbidden from entering without a permit. In the absence of any perceived threat from 

Russia or China, the vague demarcation continued. 
26

 

 

The British began consolidating India‘s eastern boundaries with Tibet in the 1900s, as 

the administration became alarmed about China‘s presence in Tibet and the 

vulnerability of India‘s North East Frontier. A military expedition under Francis 

Younghusband was sent to Lhasa to secure British India‘s diplomatic and economic 
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rights, which in turn triggered Chinese threat perception and led China to send her own 

Military General Zhou Erh-feng to assert control over Lhasa. Britain, sensing potential 

threats from China‘s counter-moves, for the first time, ordered a series of exploration to 

determine the extent of tribal areas and to bring the area of Assam Himalaya (later 

called NEFA) under British jurisdiction. Although, the sudden collapse of the Manchu 

dynasty in 1911 eased some pressure, the new republican government appeared equally 

assertive towards Tibet. This was when the British government began to contemplate a 

tripartite conference to determine issues of the eastern borders of Inner and Outer Tibet, 

Chinese degree of control in Inner Tibet, and the alignment of the Indo-Tibetan border. 

The tripartite conference which ultimately convened at Simla in October 1913, was 

fraught with controversies from the very beginning. For instance, the Chinese objected 

to Tibet‘s equal representation and were adamant about  pushing Tibet‘s Inner Line as 

the Outer Boundary. After dragging negotiations, eventually, in March 1914, the 

Chinese representative reluctantly agreed to a line drawn by McMahon on the map that 

ran along the highest crest of the Assam Himalayas and included Tawang within British 

Indian territory.
27

  

 

It remains to be stated that the Simla Conference in 1914 failed to resolve the issue of 

alignment of the Indo-Tibetan border, as the Chinese government never ratified the 

McMahon line, and also, since the Assam government was never informed about the 

Simla Conference proceedings, areas of Dhirang and Tawang claimed by the McMahon 

Line remained under Tibetan control. Later, in 1938, the Assam government attempted 

to occupy Tawang; however, it back-pedalled due to vehement protests from Lhasa and 

even during the Second World War in 1945, the British government, to repel Japanese 

invasion, sent out posts only to Walong and Dhirang, mysteriously excluding Tawang. 

China, too mired in her violent freedom struggle against Japan and civil war between 

Kuomintang and Communist forces, paid scant attention to the Indo-Tibetan border 

alignment.
28

   

 

Both British India and China saw Tibet as an international frontier zone where their 

interests, and activities converged, overlapped, or clashed with each other. The British 

positioned Tibet as an extended frontier of defence of its vast empire, and China saw 

Tibet as the strategic backdoor that could be used to threaten the Chinese heartland 
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Driven by frontier defence policy, both powers sought to exercise political and military 

control of Tibet. However, they succeeded in implementing varied levels of control due 

to the changing balance of power, geopolitical considerations, and internal capabilities. 

This in turn led to continued uncertainty in the political status of Tibet, which also 

spilled over into the border demarcation.  

The uncertainty of status and the un-demarcated border in itself were problematic 

issues. Post-independence, the complexity deepened due to policy decisions on both 

sides with regard to Tibet and the border dispute. 
 

Ambiguous  Approach Towards Tibet and Border Dispute 

The failure of both the Republic of India and the PRC to judiciously address the 

complex history of Tibet and the border did significant damage to the bilateral ties. 

Here, it is noteworthy that both sides were aware of the colonial legacy and policy 

position of the other. For instance, Nehru and his close associates managing India‘s 

China policy were aware of  imperial and the ROC‘s claims on Tibet and non-

acceptance of the 1914 Simla Convention and the McMahon Line. The secret 

correspondences within the Government as early as 1950 record concerns over the PLA 

militarily asserting its position in Tibet and de-stabilising the Indo-Tibet border.
29

 

Similarly, China too was aware of the cultural, linguistic, economic, religious, and 

political links between India and Tibet and India‘s sensitivities in Tibet. Further, the 

CCP had also noted India‘s declaration of the McMahon Line as an Indian frontier long 

before they disputed Indian claims.
30

  

Notwithstanding this consciousness, none of the parties opted to openly discuss and 

address the entanglements and unresolved issues left by imperial policies. Instead, the 

uncertainty and the ambiguity were  seen as an opportunity to fortify their own 

positions in Tibet and along the border. 

New Delhi, although it did not openly challenge China‘s claims in Tibet, it chose not to 

discuss Tibet‘s political status with China to avoid lending credence to China‘s claims 

in Tibet and opening discussions on the Indo-Tibetan border. Indicating India‘s 

intention, the Indian Foreign Secretary KPS Menon informed the US that the 

Government of India did not intend to raise the question of Tibet‘s political status with 
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China.
31

 Later, on the eve of the Communist takeover of Tibet, India, in order to limit 

Chinese presence in Tibet, decided to promote Tibet‘s autonomy within the vague 

framework of Chinese suzerainty. The Government  of India, in 1950, conveyed to the 

Indian Embassy in Nanking that India adhered to the policy of Tibetan independence 

subject to the suzerainty of China. New Delhi also clarified that the ―Government of 

India‘s willingness to recognise Chinese suzerainty is dependent on Chinese 

government‘s willingness to give formal recognition to Tibetan autonomy.‖
32

 Later a 

note titled ― Prime Minister on the policy towards Tibet‖ instructed that the Indian 

Mission in Lhasa ―should maintain and continue friendly relations with the Tibetan 

Government and give them such aid as we have been giving them….We should be very 

careful in taking any measure which might be considered a challenge to Chinese 

Communist Government.‖
33

 

 

Simultaneously, the government remained strongly averse to any negotiation on the 

border and decided to strengthen military and administrative presence along the 

border.
34

 Although there were doubts and debates within the Government about the 

merits of raising the border question, especially before the commencement of 

negotiation of the Panchsheel Treaty with China, it was ultimately decided that India 

would not directly raise the border question since the Prime Minister had already 

declared India‘s position in the Parliament. Further, if the issue is raised from the 

Chinese side, New Delhi would simply tell that there is nothing to discuss except for 

minor modifications, which can be considered after the boundary has been recognised 

by the Chinese.
35

 As a matter of fact, up until 1960 India did not recognise that the 

border was disputed and insisted that the issue was non-negotiable. Correspondingly, 

Nehru issued orders to strengthen Indian defence and administrative position on the 

border.
36
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China, on its part, utilising the situation that Tibet‘s independence was never 

internationally recognised sought to ignore Indian sensitivities and coerced Tibet into 

the Chinese fold. No sooner than Tibet had started reaching out to various countries, 

including India, for support of its independence, the PLA entered Lhasa as part of its 

liberation campaign. The CCP explained the military campaign as the liberation of 

Tibet from imperial and reactionary influences dispatched the PLA to Lhasa, and 

forced the Tibetan delegation to sign a 17-Point Agreement whereby Tibet was denoted 

as an  integral part of the Chinese motherland.
37

 
 

With regard to the disputed border, the Chinese in the early 1950s remained silent to 

Indian declarations about the McMahon Line and consolidation of its position in the 

Western sector. Party officials were instructed not to raise boundary questions with the 

Indian officials as China‘s military and administrative position in Tibet was considered 

weak.
38

 Before  1954, the Chinese leadership insisted that it intended to settle only 

those matters related to Tibet which were ripe for settlement. The border issue will be 

raised only when China is well prepared. At the same time, China also resisted India‘s 

request for revision of the official maps and moved rapidly to build the Aksai Chin 

Road, which would facilitate easy access to Tibet.
39

  It was only after India officially 

objected to Chinese construction of the Tibet-Xinjiang Highway in the Aksai Chin 

region that Zhou Enlai, in 1958, informed Nehru that there was no mutually recognised 

border between the two countries and that China did not accept the McMahon Line. 

Although he added that the two countries could reach a friendly settlement regarding 

the same.
40

  

 

Rift in Sino-Indian Ties and the 1962 War 

The major drawback of the ambiguous and the evasive policies of the two countries 

with regard to Tibet and the boundary issue was that they deepened the atmosphere of 

distrust and suspicion and immensely strained bilateral ties when the differences came 

to the fore.  
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News of China‘s coercive policies and military action in Tibet in 1950, contrary to 

assurances of peaceful settlement, greatly perturbed India. A large section of the Indian 

public and the political leadership, expressing shock and regret, voiced negative views 

about China. It was argued that China had deceived India by professions of friendship 

and peaceful intent.
41

 Further, Chinese actions signalled to India that China harboured 

an  expansionist mindset and posed a potential threat to India‘s borders. Within the 

Indian parliament, members urged the government to resist the Chinese invasion of 

Tibet with full force, revise its China policy and undertake strengthening of India‘s 

defence forces.
42

 Then Home Minister Sardar Vallabbhai Patel wrote to Nehru, 

informing the latter about his views of ‗Chinese irredentism and imperialism‖ and 

apprehensions about Chinese designs regarding the McMahon Line.
43

 Nehru, who 

avoided any kind of fear-mongering vis-à-vis China, expressed that China‘s military 

operations hurt India and that it was an act of discourtesey.
44

 He observed that Chinese 

aggression in Tibet ― raises new frontier problems for us. We cannot be happy to have a 

strong centralised and communist Government in control of Tibetan border in India…‖. 

Referring to press reports about implication of China‘s occupation of Tibet on India‘s 

borders, he added that China‘s ―wrong and foolish‖ invasion of Tibet necessiated that 

India become more frontier conscious and ―guard the mountain passes, which lead to 

the country‖ without getting hysterical about it.
45

 Despite expressing concerns about 

the Chinese threat from certain sections of Congress and non-Congress opposition, the 

Government refrained from proactive intervention in the Chinese occupation of Tibet. 

New Delhi continued promoting the memory frames of civilisational brotherhood and 

shared anti-imperial struggle through various cultural political networks.
46
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Distrust and suspicion of the Chinese were  prominent. New Delhi quickly moved to 

establish a Border Defence Committee in 1951 under the chairmanship of Major 

General Himmatsinghji. The committee was assigned the responsibility to make 

recommendations regarding strengthening of border defence and external intelligence 

by the IB.
47

 India also signed a protectorate treaty with Sikkim in December 1950 and 

occupied Tawang in 1951.
48

 Scholars suggest that China‘s occupation of Tibet 

heightened India‘s concern with frontier security.
49

 A consensus emerged within the 

Indian politico-military leadership that China had to be dealt with in a friendly but firm 

manner and that the McMahon Line needed to be vindicated.
50

  

 

China, too, did not take India‘s response to the Tibet crisis kindly. The CCP resented 

India‘s involvement and saw its concerns and interests as unwarranted interference in 

China‘s domestic affairs and exercise of sovereign rights. Internal reports citing India‘s 

actions like increasing import tariffs from Tibet and banning rice exports from Sikkim 

to Tibet, emphasised that India had inherited the British legacy and held similar 

imperial designs in Tibet The occupation of Tawang in 1951 and India‘s declaration of 

the McMahon Line as India‘s border were  also reported to the Central leadership with 

comments that India intended to impose its boundary claims on China.
51

 The Chinese 

government deeply suspicious of India‘s intent moved to consolidate its hold on Tibet.  
 

The episode caused great distress between the two governments. New Delhi termed 

China‘s actions as deplorable, aggressive and disrupting world peace
52

 and Beijing 
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accused New Delhi of being influenced by foreign elements hostile to China and 

obstructing the peaceful unification of Tibet with the motherland.
53

  
 

Although eventually, the two countries normalised relations owing to respective 

political and strategic imperatives, China‘s actions in Tibet and India‘s interest 

continued to be a thorn in bilateral ties. The two countries anxiously followed each 

others‘ movements in Tibet. Several issues like the functioning of the Dalai Lama‘s 

close associates in Kalimpong, India‘s continued cultural association with Tibet and 

large-scale public sympathy for the Tibetan cause annoyed the Chinese and suspected 

New Delhi of malevolence.
54

 The Indian Government on the other hand became 

extremely aggreived by the news of the harrassment of Indian personnel at the hands of 

the PLA and Chinese atrocities and violation of the 17-Point Agreement.
55

 The 1954 

Panchsheel Treaty which was meant to  be a non-aggression pact, failed to contain the 

tensions regarding Tibet, later compounded by the differences over the boundary issue. 
 

During the negotiation of the Panchsheel Treaty, both countries declined to include 

boundary talks in the agenda. It is noteworthy, that almost immediately after its signing 

of the treaty, stirrings began at the border. Indian and Chinese patrols encountered each 

other in different spots like Bara Hoti, Niti Pass, Nilang, and Tunjun La, and the two 

countries started making diplomatic protests against  each other. Soon the encounters 

devolved into clashes.
56

  
 

The Indian administration was aware of how successive Chinese governments never 

accepted the McMahon Line.
57

 Yet, instances like Chinese silence, Zhou Enlai‘s 

assurance to Nehru and Panikkar about there being no disputes between India and 

China, China‘s acceptance of the McMahon Line in Myanmar and its own internal 

troubles had  led New Delhi to consider that Beijing was unlikely to contest India‘s 

claims. In this context, the appearance of Chinese patrols in the middle and the eastern 

sector and continued representation of India‘s claimed territories inside China, were 

seen as opportunistic manoeuvering by the Chinese and annoyed Indian policy 
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makers.
58

 At the same time, China, too, had noted Indian assertions about the 

McMahon Line, withdrawal of old maps, strengthening of border posts, and continued 

cultural and political association with Tibet. A view had crystalised in Beijing that the 

Indian Government  despite proclaiming to uphold anti-imperialism, wanted to 

continue British India‘s imperial and expansionist policies regarding Tibet and the 

boundary. 
59

 
 

For four years that is from 1954-1958, these perceptions continued to induce tensions 

in bilateral ties, even when friendly proclamations of ‗Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‘ and 

civilisational friendship were  made. For instance, barely six-weeks after conclusion of 

the Panchsheel Agreement (April 29, 1954) in July 1954, the Chinese Embassy in New 

Delhi delivered a note to the Indian Ministry of External Affairs accusing that Indian 

troops had crossed the Niti Pass and intruded into the Bara Hoti area of the Tibet 

Region of China.
60

 On another occasion, Indian PM Jawaharlal Nehru during his visit 

to China in 1956, raised the issue of the boundary with Zhou Enlai, contending that the 

boundary drawn in the maps was not correct. Zhou responded by stating that the ―Sino-

Indian boundary problem is an issue left over by history….Once the conditions are ripe, 

we would produce new maps in accordance with the outcomes of the negotiations‖.
61

 

Similarly, during Zhou En Lai‘s visit to India the same year and in 1957, the issue of 

the McMahon Line was also discussed between Zhou and the Indian leadership in a 

vague manner, with both parties agreeing to resolve the issues on the basis of Five 

Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence. However, contrary to New Delhi‘s position, Zhou 

suggested that a new boundary will have to be demarcated and contended that it was 

necessary to maintain peace and tranquillity before the demarcation. The border dispute 

came to the fore in public view in 1958, when China published the news of completion 

of the road, just one year after Zhou‘s visit to India.
62
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A coolness in bilateral ties had set in by 1958. In 1958, Jawaharlal Nehru warned his 

foreign officials that ‗China was arrogant, devious, hypocritical and thoroughly 

unreliable.‖
63

 The publication of Chinese maps showing large parts of NEFA as 

Chinese territories evoked public sentiment, with the press and the Parliament urging 

the Government to take a firmer stand on the border.
64

 The public discovery of the 

Aksai Chin road in 1958, news of Tibet uprising, Chinese probes of  border and 

exchange of fire between Indian and Chinese troops enraged Indian public opinion. 

Chinese actions were deemed  humiliating for they were seen as challenging India‘s 

traditional borders, and thus, its statehood. Further, it was also feared that Chinese 

movements and incidents were precursors to a major attack on India.
65

 Certain 

ministers from the Congress Party and the Opposition expressed doubts about the 

wisdom of recognising China‘s sovereignty over Tibet and urged the government to 

take stringent measures to resist Chinese aggression at the border and called for 

military action by the Indian Government to evict occupying Chinese forces. Dr. Ram 

Subhag Singh from Congress benches demanded, that ―If we are not suceeding in 

ousting that force…in sending our troops or reinforcements by road, it is our inherent 

right to bombard that territory.‖
66

  The misgivings had intensified in China, too, 

especially due to reports that Tibetan rebels were working in conjunction with the CIA 

and Kuomintang agents in Kalimpong. India‘s non-negotiatory stance on the McMahon 

Line, despite Zhou Enlai‘s proposal for negotiation, antagonised the Chinese more.
67

 

 

The downward spiral in the situation in India continued from 1959 to 1962. The 

outbreak of the Tibetan revolt, reports of Chinese rejection of the McMahon Line, 

control of the disputed territories, and violent skirmishes with Indian soldiers generated 

bitter reactions in India. China was termed as a totalitarian and expansionist power that  

betrayed Indian friendship and posed an intense security threat to India‘s territorial 

integrity. Reflecting this opinion, Indian newspapers contended that China‘s entire 

claim on Tibet is based on ―past conquests‖ and maps drawn by ―Kuomintang 
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imperialists.‖
68

 Further, in disregard of Indian friendship the Chinese had ―stabbed 

India while smiling.‖ Indian President Rajendra Prasad, in a public speech, called 

Chinese actions a ―breach of faith‖ after the support India provided to its cause.
69

 In the 

course of Parliament debates, many members like Braj Raj Singh, P.K. Deo, Barua and 

Vajpayee referred to China‘s encroachments on the Indian border as a grave threat to 

India‘s security and challenge to India‘s territorial integrity.
70

  
 

During this period a strong anti-negotiation stance on the border dispute developed in 

the public arena. In 1960, Jana Sangh launched a campaign to mobilise public opinion 

against Zhou-Nehru talks. It argued that ―we cannot allow Mr. Nehru to meet Zhou and 

sign a treaty of surrender.‖
71

 Any talks of negotiation without Chinese evacuation from 

India claimed territories were  interpreted as appeasement and submission to Chinese 

agression.
72

 

 

A threat perception consolidated even within the Government that the Chinese could be 

attempting to coerce  were India into accepting Chinese claims through military and 

political manipulation. The threat perception was so entrenched that in 1960, the 

governent moved to destroy old maps showing India‘s borders as undefined as these 

maps were perceived could be used as adverse evidence against India.
73

 The Home 

Ministry too at the same time issued a prohibitory order on buying or selling books 

from China dealing with the boundary question or expressing remotest doubts about 

India‘s borders.
74

 
 

Further, demands heightened for the use of force to deal with the Chinese. Pandit Deen 

Dayal Upadhyay, an influential leader of the Jana Sangh in the 1960s, declared that 

China should be given a deadline to vacate Indian territory, and then the Government 

must resort to military measures to forcibly push back the Chinese.
75

 Similarly, 

P.K.Deo of the Swatantra Party suggesting that the government adopt military 
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measures declaring  that ―I think it is high time that the entire job should be entrusted to 

our gallant jawans and they should be asked to push out the Chinese intruders from the 

Indian soil and give them a destructive blow‖.
76

 During Zhou En Lai‘s visit to India in 

1960  even when Nehru and some of his colleagues were inclined to reach a settled 

negotiation with China, he refrained from the same for the fear of public and  political 

reaction. 
77

 
 

Amidst rising resentment against China, certain sections of the Indian strategic 

community, while agreeing with the general sentiment of resisting Chinese coercion, 

warned against fear psychosis and war-mongering. The CPI in 1959, issued a press 

statement stating that: 
 

―Under the Panch Shila India and China are under mutual obligations to respect each 

other‘s territorial integrity. Unfortunately, however, a greater part of the northern 

border of our country has not been clearly demarcated. Moreover,  the absence of any 

formal agreement between free India and People‘s Republic of China in this matter is 

liable to give rise to confusion and misunderstanding. The recent incidents involving 

the border patrols of India and China have taken place in this background. The 

Secretariat of the National Council of the Communist Party of India fervently hopes 

that immediate steps will be taken by both the governments concerned to settle all 

controversies with regard to the border issue by mutual discussion. It further believes 

that there is no outstanding between our two countries which cannot be settled through 

friendly negotiations. Enemies of freedom and peace are exploiting these unfortunate 

occurances to embitter the friendly relations between our two great countries‖
78

. The 

CPI also  contended that members of non-communist Opposition like the Swatantra 

Party and the Praja Socialist Party were advancing American interests and trying to use 

the border dispute for their own political gains.
79

   Whereas, Nehru‘s proposal of 

negotiation was reasonable and aimed at avoidance of war.  Later, The Prime Minister 

himself argued that ―We cannot take adventurist action which may land use in greater 

military or other difficulties‖
80
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However, the majoritarian sentiment remained adverse to any reconciliatory stance on 

the border, especially with more news of Chinese incursion and death  of Indian 

soldiers. It was opined that Chinese use of force on the border should be met by force, 

especially when the honour of the motherland was in question. Therefore, both to 

appease public opinion and to stem the advance of the Chinese claim line, the ‗forward 

policy‘ was conceived in 1961. 
81

 Later, China claimed India‘s ‗forward policy as one 

of the major reasons for the 1962 attack.  

In China, India‘s objection to the Aksai Chin road, the outbreak of the Tibetan rebellion 

in 1959, and India granting political asylum to the Dalai Lama, hardened China‘s 

attitude towards the boundary issue. The Tibetan revolt was seen to have been 

instigated by Tibetan revisionists with the help of a section of Indian national 

bourgeoise, encouraged by Nehru‘s government.
82

 The Indian Government was also 

seen as provoking the border problem with China. The talks of using military force, 

sending more military deployments, and demanding withdrawal from Aksai-Chin to 

gain  an upperhand, especially when Beijing was embroiled in Tibet. India‘s 

implementation of the Forward Policy in 1961 evoked a forceful reaction in China. 

Beijing considered that by using the Tibet conundrum, India intended  to realise its 

territorial claims by force. In 1962, as India‘s manueveres along the border increased, 

Mao directed the PLA a more stricter presence across the border and prepared for a 

long-term armed coexistance.
83

 
 

The period 1959-1962 could be termed as the phase of  unravelling in the bilateral ties. 

The external impression of cordial and friendly ties waned away and was completely 

demolished with the Longju and Kongka Pass incidents in 1959. Diplomatic exchanges 

became antagonistic.Distrust and threat perception, on the other hand, became acute.
84

 

Against this backdrop the two meetings between the Indian and Chinese Prime 

Ministers and the meeting of the officials of the GoI and PRC in 1960 proved to be 

futile. The discussions where both sides accused the other of violation of the 

Panchsheel Agreement and of being expansionist and imperialistic revealed the wide 

difference in position of the two sides. New Delhi insisted that India‘s borders in the 

Aksai Chin region were defined by usages and customs  while the frontier in the NEFA 
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region followed the watershed principle, which is the standard international principle 

for demarcating borders. Further, past Chinese governments knew about the existence 

of the McMahon Line and never questioned it, amounting to tacit acquiescence.
85

 China 

on its part rejected India‘s claims and argued that, 

 

―[As] for the alignment claimed by the Indian side, it does not at all present any so 

called traditional customary line; it has neither been confirmed by history nor 

sanctioned by any treaty or agreement but is a line planned out by the British 

imperialists for the purpose of implementing its policy of aggression and expansion 

against China‘s Sinkiang and Tibet and which only appeared for the first time in 1954 

on official Indian maps as its territorial claim‖.
86

 

 

The Chinese,  for their part, argue that the border between the two countries has never 

been formally demarcated and that the McMahon line was an imperial imposition on 

weak China. Hence, India‘s proposal was unacceptable.
87

  
 

The bilateral talks broke down at  the end of 1960, with two powers rapidly militarising 

the border in the following two years. In 1961, India implemented the Forward Policy, 

which involved setting up of military posts, near its claim line and forward patrolling. 

China reciprocated India‘s moves by bringing in tanks and armoured vehicles, setting 

up military posts and conducting intense patrolling. Apparently, both powers aimed to 

halt the perceived encroachment by the other. India, on its part, believed that a strong 

and firm military  positioning at the border would deter the Chineseb from advancing 

and subsequently lead them to withdraw.
88

 China, on the other hand, strategised that the 

best anti-encroachment policy was to strengthen China‘s front line of defence and 

launch a limited struggle to push back the Indian troops.
89

 Correspondingly, sharp 

protest notes containing warnings and hostile media campaigns continued which 

dampened the political climate for negotiation or accommodation in both countries.  
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Finally, the Chinese launched a massive attack on 20
th

 October 1962. The conflict 

continued till 21
st
 November 1962, when China unilaterally declared a ceasefire. At the 

end of the war, the Indian Army was completely routed, the political leadership 

appeared to be shattered, and India‘s strategic vulnerability vis-à-vis China lay 

exposed.  
 

The bilateral context from 1950 to 1962  points towards a gradual shift from moderate 

uncertainty and suspicion to intense distrust and threat perception. The web of domestic 

politics, post-colonial nationalism, ideological moorings, and conflicting interpretation 

of history created a complex scenario whereby both countries remained constrained to 

accommodate each other‘s perspective. Compounding this factor was the repeated 

failure of the two countries to come together and address the colonial legacy that  

surrounded Tibet and the border.  

 

Reactions Abroad and Home 

With the onset of the border conflict with China, the Indian leadership faced extreme 

distress on  political, diplomatic and military front. The Chinese offensive and India‘s 

military defeat triggered massive criticism of the Government of India‘s China policy 

and the wider approach of Panchsheel and non-alignment. At the same time, India 

continued to face military pressure from China. In the immediate aftermath of the 

declaration of a Chinese ceasefire, the Indian leaders seriously considered another 

attack by China possible.
90

  
 

Sections of international and national audiences, who had been doubtful about the 

Chinese intention and the success of Nehru‘s policy approach, opined that this 

eventuality was caused by Nehru‘s policy of neutrality and failure to recognise the 

Chinese threat. Observers and commentators in the West exhibited the view that 

Chinese aggression was a vindication of Western fears against the communist bloc, and 

India‘s suffering was caused by her naïve approach to communism and refusal to 

understand the realities of power politics.
91

 The American Magazine Time  in an article 

opined, that: 
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―India is still a long way from giving up its passion for neutrality. But the country is 

now angrily fighting off the kind of attack that, when suffered by others in the past, 

Indians always tried to talk away with smug moral platitudes. At least some of the 

country's illusions about peace, war and Communism are beginning to fade‖.
92

  

 

Nehru‘s non-alignment policy was described as impractical and dangerous, especiallty 

in the context of the Cold War.
93

  

 

English dailies in America and Western Europe accused Nehru of lacking realism and 

strategic foresight. For instance, The Christian Science Monitor opined, that 

 

―If Mr. Nehru had been a realist, if he had accepted the offer of Pakistan President 

Ayub two years ago to form a common defence of the area against Peking, if some 

adjustment of the mutual conflict over Kashmir had been found and the troops of both 

sides released from their common frontier, the present Chinese attackmight not have 

occurred.‖
94

   

 

Similarly, the  German newspaper Welt am Sonntag remarked that that the West before 

supporting India, should draw lessons from the conflict about how freedom can be lost  

due to the naiveté of statesmen. Some expressed doubts over the future of India‘s role 

in international politics as India‘s military defeat had led to India losing in the game of 

power to China with its weaknesses and vulnerabilities exposed.
95

 
 

At home, members of the Parliament expressed regret over India‘s ―indiscriminate and 

excessive reliance on the professions of peace by the People's Republic of China during 

the last decade‖ and deplored ―the utter inadequacy‖ of ―arrangements and preparations 

for the defence and safety of our northern frontiers.‖
96

 Then President of India, Dr. S. 

Radhakrsihnan, charged the government with  ―creduility and negligence‖. The 

leadership was declared to be dreaming for years over the ―terrific crisis.‖
97

 Further, it 

                                                 
92

 Time. ―India: Fading Illusions.‖ November 9, 1962. 

https://content.time.com/time/subscriber/article/0,33009,829317,00.html. 
93

 Mookerjee, Girija K. ―Chinese Invasion: The West European View.‖ International Studies 5, no. 1–2 

(January 1963): 90–95. https://doi.org/10.1177/002088176300500112. 
94

 Gupta, ―The United States‘ Reaction,‖ 58. 
95

 Mookerjee, ―Chinese Invasion,‖ 94. 
96

 Jetly, Nancy. ―Invasion and Ceasefire.‖ In India China Relations, 1947-1977: A Study of Parliament’s 

Role in the Making of Foreign Policy, 172–86. New Delhi: Radiant Publishers, 1979. 
97

 Parthasarathy, G. ―Lessons from the 1962 Debacle.‖ BusinessLine. The Hindu, October 24, 2012. 

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/opinion/columns/g-parthasarathy/lessons-from-the-1962-

debacle/article64598653.ece. ―Lok Sabha Debates, Third  Session‖ Lok Sabha Secretariat, November 8, 

1962. 

https://content.time.com/time/subscriber/article/0,33009,829317,00.html


 71 

was proposed that the government apologise to the nation for the defence 

unpreparedness, publicly acknowledge the mistakes made and reorient its foreign 

policy with greater vigilance against China.
98

 Critiquing the government‘s initial 

reluctance towards war mobilisation, the leader of the Swatantra Party, Prof. N.C. 

Ranga, sarcastically commented at the government that ―I am glad that although wise 

counsels on our side have failed, the Chinese have brought these things home to our 

Prime Minister, and he has been obliged to agree with the President in declaring this 

national emergency and taking the necessary steps in that direction.‖ He also urged 

whether India should constitute a separate wartime leadership as is the practice in 

Britain.
99

 Demands were also made to appoint a new Defence Minister as V.K. Menon 

was reproached for his role in India‘s lack of defence preparedness. It was opined that 

the Minister had purposefully rendered the military weak by hampering defence 

modernisation.
100

 The Indian media linking the Indian military‘s defeat with India‘s 

Tibet policy, argued that the British policy of dealing with China was more realistic and 

that New Delhi ―vitually conniving‖ to the Chinese occupation in Tibet lost India both 

political and military advantages.
101

 Further, criticising the Government‘s  policy line 

of Panchsheel and non-alignment, the media argued that that Panchsheel belonged to 

the dunghill of history and questioned whether neutrality could be maintained in the 

face of Chinese aggression.
102

 Subsequently, in 1963, the opposition also issues a call 

for a no-confidence motion against the government.
103

  

 

Implicit in these criticisms and censure was the loss of India‘s status at the international 

level and Nehru‘s loss of prestige both nationally and internationally. With the end of  

war in 1962 and the Indian Army‘s military defeat, New Delhi was seen to have lost its 

claim to leadership of the Third World/Global South. The military reverses lowered the 

prestige India had accumulated through its forceful diplomacy and Jawaharlal Nehru, 
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who had been building his image as an advocate of peace and coexistance was 

humiliated diplomatically.
104

  
 

On the ground, as the PLA demolished India‘s forward posts and forced the Indian 

army to retreat in NEFA and Ladakh, the military leadership collapsed. The higher 

authority issuing orders from Army Headquarters had little idea of the ground realities, 

and many hasty and rash orders were issued on the basis of assumptions.
105

 Soon, a 

shortage of advanced and proper ammunition appeared. Consequently, confusion and 

panic spread. In the Western sector, the Indian posts were rapidly overrun by the 

Chinese,  and the army suffered huge loss of lives due to a lack of ammunition and 

logistic support.
106

 Reportedly, in the Western sector, the IV Indian Division posted at 

NEFA near the Sela- Bomdila, dissolved without a fight due to a lack of planning and 

leadership at the divisional and corps level.
107

 There was severe disconnect  in the 

military chain of command that cast B.M. Kaul, P.N. Thapar and L.P. Sen in very poor 

light. The government, alarmed by Chinese advances and anticipating a full-scale 

invasion established voluntary centres to enlist and recruit young men to fight and 

established a National Defence Fund, urging Indian citizens to donate to the country‘s 

war efforts. Further exposing weakness in the Indian defence preparedness in the face 

of Chinese onslaught, Nehru not only appealed to the US for an urgent supply of 

military equipment but also for the participation of American personnel for defence of 

the Indian heartland.
108

 According to a very conservative official account published in 

1996, the Indian Army faced 2616 casualties and out of these only 875 were  attributed 

to enemy action. However, a more distressing fact was that the Chinese refused to 
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return the bodies of the Indian soldiers who died in service beyond the Chinese 1960 

claim line. 
109

 
 

As has been mentioned earlier, during the period 1958-1962, the memory alliance of 

civilisational friendship was discarded. Instead, China was accused of destroying the 

2000 years of friendship by attacking India.
110

 In the months leading to the war 

members of Parliament and the Press advocated that Chinese actions in Tibet and 

claims on the border exhibited their disregard for Indian friendship and goodwill.  
 

The War: Narratives, Representation and Propaganda 

With the outbreak of the war in 1962, both India and China engaged in extensive 

propaganda that  intended to create a controlled understanding of the conflict at home 

and export the same perspective abroad.
111

 
 

In India, Government citing Chinese propaganda activities about the war within China 

and abroad instructed the Ministers and officials of the State Information Bureau to 

apply similar techniques and publicise India‘s account of the war to the domestic and 

international audience in a way that  cast India in a positive light.
112

 Also, Government 

officials were instructed to mobilise the press and bring them in ―tune‖ with the 

government. Additionally, Government bodies requested prominent writers to 

contribute articles on Chinese aggression in the print media.
113

   
 

The Indian political leadership projected the conflict as unprovoked aggression by 

China against India
114

 and an event of great betrayal and humiliation. This narrative 

was publicised across the country through parliamentary debates, public 
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demonstrations, resolutions, press commentaries, media reports, officially sanctioned 

publications, and more.  

 

Nehru, in a national address on 22 October 1962, delivered hours after the first Chinese 

attack, declared that India‘s efforts for peaceful resolution had  been in vain as China 

endeavoured on unabashed aggression against India. He stated that: 

 

―perhaps there are not many instances in the history where one country, that is India, 

has gone out of her way yo be friendly and cooperative with the Chinese Government 

and people and plead their cause in the Councils of the world, and then for the Chinese 

Government to return evil for good and even to the extent of committing aggression 

and invade our sacred land‖
115

.   
 

Nehru‘s speech portraying India as the victim of Chinese aggression and deceit was 

reported widely. Major newspapers like the Indian Express, The Hindu, The Times of 

India published the whole or excerpts of the speech.  
 

As the clash between the two armies continued,the narratives of betrayal, unprovoked 

aggression and humiliation were propagated more forcefully. In the Parliamentary 

deliberations, although the Opposition and members of the ruling party criticised the 

Government for lack of defence preparedness, the widespread consensus was forged 

through a resolution called ―Proclamation of Emergency and Aggression by China that  

―inspite of uniform gestures of friendship and goodwill by Indians,‖ the People‘s 

Government of China ―betrayed‖ the goodwill and friendship and the principles of 

Panchsheel. It was repeatedly argued that Chinese ―invasion‖ was ―shocking‖ and that 

while India championed the cause of peace and freedom everywhere, she herself 

became the victim of Chinese aggressio.
116

Members of the Parliament claimed that 

while the Indians were saying Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai, the Chinese stabbed India in the 

back.‖ Nobody, has ever tried to invade us in this manner coming across the Himalayas 

from where nobody ever dared to come and unprovoked at that‖. Further, China should 

be branded as an aggressor in the UN and UN aid should be taken to repulse Chinese 

aggression.
117
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Discussing Chinese motivation in launching the offensive, it was asserted that the 

attack was pre-mediated and intended to humiliate India to surrender and diminish her 

position amongst the neighbouring countries. The PLA‘s development of border 

infrastructure,setting up of military posts, transportation and training of troops in high 

altitudes were held as evidence of Chinese planning. Here, Indians were the helpless 

victim of Chinese aggression as India was neither accustomed to such ―invasion‖ from 

the North nor did it expect such action from China.
118

 The use of large-scale force 

against a small number of Indian troops was assessed to have been intended to 

humiliate India in front of the whole world and particularly Asia . As a counter to the 

Chinese ―humiliation‖ of India, a section of Indian leaders demanded strengthening of 

defence alliance with countries who were opposed to Chinese expansionism.
119

 

 

The narrative of humiliation gained further traction when the Chinese declared a 

ceasefire and offered to negotiate. Sections within Indian political community who 

urged the government to reject China‘s offer for talks opined that the Chinese 

declaration of ceasefire and terms of negotiation were humiliations imposed on a self-

respecting nation. It was observed that China having proved its military superiority 

sought to humiliate India more by offering a unilateral ceasefire and resumption of 

diplomatic talks.
120

 
 

In the wider public arena too the narratives of Chinese unprovoked aggression, 

betrayal, and humiliation were circulated. China was branded as an invader/aggressor 

and treacherous neighbour (who betrayed India‘s trust) bent on expansionism and 

compelling India to surrender to Chinese demands. Several protest rallies and public 

meetings were held across the country carrying slogans of ―down with agression‖ and 

―Hindi-Chini Hai Hai.‖  

                                                 
118

 ―Third Session Lok Sabha Debates (Third  Series, No.1),‖ 211. 
119

 ―Third Session Lok Sabha Debates (Third  Series, No.1).‖ 
120

 Varma, Shanti Prasad. ―Ceasefire and After.‖ In Struggle for the Himalayas: A Study in Sino-Indian 

Relations, 174. Julunder: Sterling Publishers, 1965. 

 



 76 

 

 

Protest Rally during Chinese Aggression, Photograph by Kulwant Roy: 

Source: Indian Culture, Government of India 
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Marching on: Students in Madurai protest the Chinese aggression in 1962 | Photo 

Credit: APPAR 
 

Various organisations ranging from school bodies to professional, commercial, 

culturalm and religious associations to larger organisations passed resolutions 

denouncing China as an aggressor and treacherous. For instance, Goa Shetkari Parishad 

passed a resolution expressing deep regret over ―brutal aggression committed by the 

Chinese forces….It is a flagrant betrayal of trust and confidence reposed by our 

government and the Prime Minister Shri Jawaharlal Nehru…in the Chinese 

Government. Likewise, Assam Sahitya Sabha, making donation to the National 

Defence Fund, termed China‘s attack as a ―great act of treachery‖ perpetrated against 

peaceful Indians. Another association, the Indian Association for Afro-Asian Solidarity 

passed a resolution (circulated to Asian and African countries) blaming China for 

engaging in pre-mediated aggression vis-à-vis India‘s peaceful stance and termed the 

offer of negotiation as humiliating. Here it is noteworthy that Chinese Overseas 

Associations in Kolkata and Bombay also passed resolutions in November 1962 

pledging unqualified support for the Government of India, condemning  Chinese 

actions as unprovoked aggression by Chinese communists.
121

  
 

Prominent members of Indian civil society noted that China wilfully misled India 

through its professions of friendship and evading questions on the border until it was 

militarily prepared to stake its claim. Further,China is a ―ruthless enemy, armed to the 

teeth, whom, in our infatuation, we wooed and courted ceaselessly these last many 

years, has now unbared its fangs and has launched a full-scale offensive against our 

                                                 
121

 ―File No. 4(1)/62: Miscellaneous-Message from Different Bodies, Individuals Etc. on Chinese 

Aggression.‖ Ministry Of External Affairs, National Archives of India, 1962. 



 78 

motherland‖ to militarily achieve its border claims.
122

 The legendary editor of Times of 

India N J Nanporia suggesting Chinese duplicity remarked that the 1962 war for the 

Chinese was ―yet a border skirmish in which the purpose of Chinese military activity is 

to " chastise " the Indian forces and compel them to behave in the spirit of Sino-Indian 

friendship.‖ He claimed that Beijing‘s offer to negotiate  is another form of aggression 

and part of China‘s overall manoeuvre to pressurise India into accepting Chinese 

claims.
123

 Concurrently, Indian national newspapers like The Times of India, Hindu, 

Indian Express and Statesman held China responsible for the border conflict and 

condemned China as the aggressor. Emphasising Chinese imperialistic motives to settle 

the border dispute by force, the newspapers projected China as a truculent and 

expansionist neighbour. China‘s declaration of ceasefire and offer for negotiation were 

termed as insincere, since China had already violated the promises made under the 

Panchsheel Agreement.
124

   
 

The Publication Division of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting and External 

Publicity Division of the Ministry of External Affairs also published a number of 

pamphlets like ―Chinese Betrayal of India,‖
125

 ―Prime Minister on Chinese 

Aggression,‖
126

 ―India-China Border Problem,‖
127

 ―Leading Events in India-China 

Relations,‖
128

 ‖World Press on Chinese Aggression‖
129

 to disseminate India‘s version 

of the bilateral conflict at home and abroad. Posters depicting Chinese aggression, 

Indian victimisation, and patrioitism were also commissioned.  
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With regard to the external audience, Nehru wrote to the Heads of State and eminent 

international personalities across the world, arguing that India had consistently adhered 

to tolerance and peaceful measures in the face of Chinese aggression. The Chinese, on 

the other hand, ―have paid back evil for good,‖ as friendship with China had been 

India‘s basic policy since her independence. He highlighted that India‘s military 

measures were a response to years of Chinese aggressions as no self-respecting 

country, including India, could sacrifice her freedom and submit to aggression 

―whatever may be the consequence‖ .
130

  Indian officials and diplomats communicating 

with external observers were sent similar briefings to convey that China committed 

unprovoked aggression in return for India‘s constant friendship. Therefore, India was 

committed to resisting Chinese aggression on its own soil. Furthermore, Indian 

embassies in Western countries published and disseminated the Indian account of the 

1962 conflict in the local language to give wider coverage to Indian version of events. 

131
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Source: Invisible Histories “Coping with Defeat” 

These images are copies from the Arunachal Department of Information and 

Public Relations (photograph collections for 1962, M 2625-2628). 
 

Conclusion 

The period leading to the 1962 war that is from 1958-1962, saw a rapid deterioration of 

bilateral relations. The political and diplomatic atmosphere between the two countries 

became extremely tense. The underlying tensions regarding the status of Tibet and the 

border dispute came to the fore and intensified distrust and misperception of each 

other.Both accused the other of expansionism and violating the principles of 

Panchsheel. The events in Tibet, skirmishes at the border and heightened domestic 

nationalism further deepened the cracks.Soon, the differences and disagreements 

magnified, turning into flashpoints. However, central to these occurences was the  

failure of both countries to seriously acknowledge and address the complexities left 
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behind by imperialism. Instead, India and China ignored their imperial records and 

histories of expansionism and moved to consolidate and maintain the privileges or 

strategic advantages derived from the  imperial policies of their predecessors.This, in 

turn, resulted in a series of silent manoeuvering against each other with China quietly 

consoliding its hold in the Western Sector and India‘s  position in the Eastern sector. 

The evasive and unilateral policies made the resolution of  Tibet and the border issue 

more complex as it induced mis-interpretations on both sides. By the time the two 

issues popped out in the open and severely strained bilateral ties, the governments on 

both sides were constrained by domestic political exigencies and ideological/historical 

perspectives. The conflicting views on Tibet and competing claims on the border drove 

the two countries into a collision course.  

 

For India, the unravelling of the bilateral ties led to significant consequences on the 

domestic and  international front. The outbreak of the war in 1962 and the Indian 

Army‘s dismal performance heightened domestic and international censure of the 

government‘s approach towards China and the lack of defence unpreparedness. Both 

India‘s international stature and Nehru‘s political reputation took a hit, political 

factionalism heightened threatening rupture of the country‘s socio-political fabric, and 

the country became extremely demoralised. Therefore, more as a mitigation strategy to 

address the multiple concerns, the Government undertook a massive propaganda 

campaign that  painted India as a victim of unprovoked Chinese agression. The war was 

portrayed as event of betrayal and humiliation, urging Indian citizens to unite against 

the treacherous enemy and resist aggression. Further, the narrative of Chinese betrayal 

and aggression fit well within the West‘s Cold War narrative of the threat of communist 

expansionism securing India‘s moral and material support from the West. In the later 

period these narratives shaped India‘s memorialisation of the war.  
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CHAPTER - 3 

DECODING INDIA’S MEMORY AND MEMORIALISATION OF 1962 WAR 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Amidst the 1962 war, The Indian state produced a rather simplistic self-glorifying and 

other-vilifying narrative of the conflict and the related events to rally domestic and 

international public support for the Government. The narrative framed the war as a case 

of unprovoked Chinese aggression against peace-loving India. The nation was 

projected as a victim of Chinese betrayal and deeply humiliated despite its heroic 

resistance.  Focusing on national innocence and Chinese perfidy, the propaganda 

narrative elided the intricate context of the war and assessment of the rationale behind 

India‘s political and military actions. Officially sanctioned narratives carried four major 

themes that is, the superiority of India‘s claims in the border dispute, Chinese 

misleading of the Indian leadership about their intention, the betrayal of 2000 years of 

friendship and India‘s goodwill and bravery and self-sacrifice of the Indian soldiers. 

The state also maintained a degree of control on alternative views. For instance, 

publications from China were banned, especially ones discussing Tibet and the border 

issue. The government also moved to scrutinise publications and views expressed by 

Indian and foreign authors which questioned Indian arguments and claims. Further, 

news of reverses was downplayed to prevent large scale panic.  In the post-war period 

the Government limited the range and focus of investigation into causes of Indian 

Army‘s defeat and access of documents relating to the conflict, thus giving greater 

prominence to the state authorised account of the war. 

 

The official narrative building exercise was important in shaping collective 

remembrance as well. This chapter first dives into India's collective memory of the 

1962 war. Drawing from variety of official and non-official, political and cultural 

resources related to the war it explores the memory narratives which emerged after 

1962. The chapter then focuses on four events that occurred in the second and the third 

decade of the 21
st
 century to underscore the memory regime which persists in the 

national psyche. 

 

Official Initiatives: Shaping India’s Memory of 1962 conflict 

Ideas like China launching unprovoked aggression on India, Chinese actions as a 

betrayal of India‘s friendship and trust, and the war as a testament to the  bravery of 
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Indian soldiers, which were narrated during the war, were integrated into the memory 

regime. The narratives became institutionalised in public recollection through official 

writings, speeches, government reports, statements, commemorative structures, films 

and other mediums. The government undertook many initiatives in shaping public 

recollection of the 1962 war along these lines.  

 

As noted previously, Indian political and military planners were severely criticised for 

their failure to foresee the attack and the Indian Army‘s defeat. Questions were also 

raised about the credibility of the armed forces, following news of soldiers‘ retreat in 

NEFA without putting up a fight.
1
 The sense of demoralisation, disillusionment with 

Chinese actions, and lack of confidence in the Government, which could jeopardise the 

electoral prospects were pervasive.
2
 In view of these factors, the Government of India, 

immediately after the conflict, intervened hugely to shape the collective memory of the 

1962 war. The aim was to reduce the scope of responsibility of the government, 

alleviate the sense of humiliation from defeat, induce a sense of moral superiority and 

cast the nation and the government in a positive light. 

 

The government, in order to shape popular understanding, restricted public access to 

classified information which could trigger a larger debate about the war. Documents 

related to policy-making during that period and investigative reports on the conflict 

were classified on the pretext of national security. Majority of the documents continue 

to remain so except a fraction of them, which were made available in the early 2000s. 

Therefore, for long, official pronouncements and selective range of documents/ 

publications by the MEA and Ministry of I&B, which offered a white-washed and self-

glorifying account of the 1962 war, were the primary materials available for public 

reference. For instance, a few months after the cessation of hostilities the Ministry of 

External Affairs funded ICWA journal included official pamphlets like ―China‘s 

Betrayal of India‖, ―Chinese Aggression in maps- Nine maps with an introduction and 

explanatory notes‖ and ―World Press on Chinese Aggression‖, used during the 

propaganda campaign, as academic sources on India-China relations.
3
 Notably, more 
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than a decade after the 1962 war, these official pamphlets continued to be marked as 

scholarly materials for research in India-China relations.
4
 

 

Concurrently, the state narrative was publicised by policy elites. Government leaders in 

public writings and pronouncements continued to emphasise Chinese aggression and 

perfidy. The Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, writing in Foreign Affairs in April 

1963, claimed that the Chinese attack across the Himalayas felt like a ―wanton betrayal 

of India‘s friendship‖.
5
 Same year the Defence Minister V.K. Krishna Menon who was 

publicly censured for Indian Army‘s defeat published a book ―India and the Chinese 

Invasion‖, reiterating the official narrative: 

 

 ―In spite of all the goodwill and services, both in friendship and international 

solidarity, that China received from our country and our people and in spite of our good 

neighbourly policy, this neighbour of ours has betrayed us. China has not only betrayed 

us, but she has also betrayed the cause of world peace and the progress of the peoples 

of Asia and of mankind‖.
6
 

 

Further, in a public speech to the nation on the Republic Day 1963, President S. 

Radhakrishnan highlighted China‘s unprovoked and sudden aggression against India as 

a cause of the Indian Army‘s defeat declared that: 
 

 ―In pursuance of this policy we did our best to establish cordial relations with our 

neighbour, China. Even as we were attempting to resolve our border differences 

through peaceful negotiations and proposing a conference for that purpose, China, in 

violation of the principles to which both our countries have subscribed, decided to 

change the boundary by resort to arms. The large-scale attack on our frontiers took us 

by surprise. On account of our traditional adherence to the methods of peace and the 

habits engendered by it, we were psychologically unprepared for meeting this sudden 

aggression. Owing to the difficult terrain and numerical superiority of the Chinese, we 

suffered military reverses.‖
7
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The government‘s annual reports about defence and external affairs also carried the 

official sanctioned record of events. In government reports of the MEA and MOD, the 

chronicling of events leading to the 1962 war conveyed an impression of continuous 

Chinese aggression in the face of Indian attempts for negotiation and peaceful 

resolution.
8
 The 1962-63 MEA Annual Report, excluding references to Indian forward 

patrols and military posts in the eastern and the western sectors of the border, stated 

that since early 1962, the Chinese had started aggressive probing along the India-China 

border and rejected India‘s offers of withdrawal and joint use of the Aksai-Chin road to 

avoid military clashes. Blaming China for destroying all hopes for peacefully resolving 

the border dispute, the report claimed that while notes were being exchanged for 

discussions, the Chinese suddenly launched an offensive against Indian territory.
9
 

Similarly, the 1962-63 Ministry of Defence report stated that the Chinese conducted 

unprovoked aggression against India across the Himalayas, which was hitherto 

considered peaceful and devoid of danger.
10

 

 

The government also facilitated the publication of a compiled edition containing re-

prints of official speeches, statements and articles by the Prime Minister, President, 

politicians and other government officials. The compiled edition was dedicated to ―the 

Indian soldiers who laid their lives heroically for the defence and glory of our 

motherland‖ on the Sino-Indian and was based on themes of ―Chinese invasion‖ 

―treachery‖, ―expansionism‖ ―India‘s heroic resistance‖.
11

 Claiming that the 

expansionist trait was not only limited to the Communist government but also extended 

to the common Chinese people, the editorial chapter claimed that China was out for a 

holocaust in Asia and that ―China found Chiang Kai-shek too sluggard and unfit for her 

imperial designs and kicked him and his henchmen out of China. China wanted a real 

master who could satisfy her traditional hunger. This she found in Mao Tse-tung and 

his communist regalia‖.
12

 

 

                                                 
8
 ―Annual Report of The Ministry of External Affairs for  1962-63 .‖ New Delhi: Ministry of External 

Affairs, January 1, 1962. 
9
 ―Annual Report of The Ministry of External Affairs for 1962-63,‖ 27. 

10
 ―Annual Report 1962-1963.‖ New Delhi: Ministry of Defence, Government of India, 1963. 

11
 Rana, Satya Paul, ed. Our Northern Borders: India-China Border Dispute. Book Times Company, 

1963. 
12

 Rana, Satya Paul. ―Winds of Chinese Expansionism.‖ In Our Northern Borders: India-China Border 

Dispute, edited by Satya Paul Rana, 1–18. New Delhi: Book Times Company, 1963. 



 86 

Besides literary documentation, the Government also encouraged audio visual and 

cultural documentation showcasing Chinese betrayal and India‘s heroic resistance. In 

1963, the Government organised an exhibition A Nation Prepares marking one-year of 

Chinese attack.
13

 The theme of the exhibition was Chinese ‗treacherous attack on 

India‘. Further, at the outbreak of the war, the government, to advance its propaganda 

campaign had instructed the Films Division to produce two films a week covering the 

themes of Chinese betrayal, duplicity and the nation‘s heroic resistance.
14

 Post-1962 

conflict, similar films like The Chinese Threat, It Happened on a Saturday, The Great 

Betrayal, Shadow Across the East among others continued to be produced till 1968.
15

 

Moreover, two movies Rattha Thilakam and Haqeeqat were released in 1963 and 1964 

respectively. Notably, the movies focused on the battles in the Ladakh sector, where the 

Indian Army divisions reportedly inflicted significant losses on the Chinese side, rather 

than the North-East Frontier Agency (NEFA) where Indian military losses were 

considered disgraceful. 
16

The movies produced captivating stories of battle hardships 

endured by Indian soldiers and fight-till-death spirits showcased in the face of tragic 

defeat. Highlighting their teamwork, comradeship and unwavering resolve to defend 

India‘s territorial integrity, the Indian soldiers were portrayed as valiant freedom 

fighters embracing martyrdom. Whereas the Chinese army was shown as the 

treacherous enemy engaging in brutality, mental games and deception by chanting 

―Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‖ while attacking with superior force.
17

 The films became 

widely popular and the Hindi language film Haqeeqat won the Film Award for the Best 

Feature Film in 1965.
18

 Further, patriotic songs like Ae Mere Watan Ke Logon and Ab 

Tumhare Hawale Watan Sathiyon and poem collections like Parshuram ki Pratiksha 
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were composed by eminent authors and aired on then Akashvani to convey India‘s 

victimhood and heroism of Indian Army. Along with cultural memorialisation, the 

Government erected commemorative structures. Here, too, the focus was on the Ladakh 

sector, rather than NEFA. In 1963, the Government erected a war memorial in the 

Ladakh, Chusul.
19

   
 

Meanwhile, in 1963, when the State was shaping public memory of the war, the 

investigative commission constituting  of Lt. General T.B. Henderson and Brigadier 

P.S. Bhagat also submitted its report about the Indian Army‘s operation during the 

conflict by July 1963. The report was speculated to be an objective analysis of events in 

NEFA and Ladakh and was critical of the political-military leadership. However, the 

Government classified the report, citing public interest and security concerns. Former 

Governor of Arunachal Pradesh, who was also Private Secretary to Y.B. Chavan, 

claimed in his book Debacle to Revival: Y B Chavan as Defence Minister 1962-1965 

that the Henderson Brooks-Bhagat report was a ―hot potato‖ and the government 

remained extremely careful in preventing any possible leak. So much so that the report 

was shown only to five individuals including the Prime Minister, Defence Minister and 

the President.
20

 

 

Given the huge anti-China sentiment across the country, the notion of Chinese perfidy 

and unprovoked aggression was not challenged, however, debates intensified in the 

press critiques and the Parliamentary opposition about the role of the civilian and 

military leadership in India‘s defeat. Questions were raised regarding the planning and 

execution of the ‗forward policy‘, identifying the ‗Guilty Men‘ responsible for military 

reverses and acceptability of the Colombo Proposals. The Government‘s decision to not 

publicise the Henderson Brooks-Bhagat report were seen as attempts to shield the 

guilty.
21

 The charges of, ‗betrayal‘ by the Government, of weak China policy and 

negligence of defence were reiterated by Opposition members. This criticism came 
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largely from members of Swatantra, Jana Sangh, Socialist Party, PSP. For instance, 

H.V.Kamath, member of PSP accused Nehru of kowtowing to the Chinese and almost 

handing the country over from ―white imperialism to yellow imperialism‖. 
22

 H M Patel 

who had been India‘s defence secretary in 1952-53 and was a member of the Jana 

Sangh during the conflict remarked in a public address in 1963 that India remaining 

silent on China‘s occupation of Tibet ―exchanged a friendly, peaceful and peace-loving 

Tibet for an expansionist, powerful and unscrupulous China as its neighbour. Further, 

Nehru‘s hopes for a peaceful settlement with China kept the military unprepared for a 

conflict.
23

 Similarly, Ram Manohar Lohia a member of the Socialist Party, claimed that 

India followed a ―foolish‖ policy towards China primarily because of Nehru‘s beliefs 

and actions contrary to the lessons derived from history. He accused that by unhedged 

acceptance of Communist China, the Indian Government was guilty of crime.
24

 

Members of the Parliament renewed charges of Krishna Menon and Jawaharlal Nehru‘s 

political interference in military decisions leading to defence weakness and military 

defeat.
25

 The opinion which perceived the government‘s handling of China and India‘s 

defence also became part of the collective remembrance.  

 

Retrospection and Remembrance 

Nehru‘s death in 1964, the primary architect of India‘s China policy and the country‘s 

resuscitation from the sense of humiliation following the Indian Army‘s decisive 

victory in  the Indo-Pakistan war in 1965 created a politically relaxed atmosphere to 

enable more extensive discussion on the 1962 war in a retrospective manner. Accounts 

and explanations of events and policies leading to the war and India‘s defeat were 

published by individuals directly related to the policy making or were informed 

observers. While none of the works challenged the thesis of Chinese treachery and 

aggression against India, they blamed either the government or the higher military 

leadership in different degrees for the 1962 war and the cause of India‘s military defeat. 

B.M. Kaul, in his memoir The Untold Story published in 1967, recalled that since 

Independence, the country‘s defence needs and border infrastructure was widely 

ignored owing to the political beliefs of the leadership and inter-ministerial 
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disagreement over defence expenditure.
26

 While China treacherously attacked India, the 

political leadership swayed by the Opposition issued militarily untenable instructions, 

including the implementation of Forward Policy, often ignoring the warnings of the 

military officials (which was supported by Intelligence Bureau). This, in turn, led the 

poorly armed Indian soldiers with poor intelligence information from IB on a path of 

humiliation against China.
27

 Given Kaul‘s previous political links and contribution in 

the decision-making the book was considered an authoritative resource and became a 

best-seller that year. Contrary to Kaul‘s versions were the books published by Cabinet 

Secretary S.S. Khera ―India‘s Defence Problem‖(1968) and Cabinet Secretary P.V.R. 

Rao‘s ―Defence without a Drift‖ (1970). Both these books, while defending the civilian 

leadership, were critical of the army and held the military establishment responsible for 

failing to asses military intelligence and undertake requisite action.
28

 Representing the 

views of observers outside the government, D R Mankekar, a veteran journalist in 1962 

argued in his book, ―The Guilty Men of 1962 War‖ (1968) that from Independence till 

1962 was an era of ‗Great Illusion‘. The political leadership was guilty of 

misjudgement and complacency and misleading the nation to war. However, the 

military leadership was equally guilty for failing to provide frank counsel to the civilian 

leadership and undertaking swift action. Therefore, when the war came India was 

neither psychologically nor militarily prepared for the war.
29

 Providing a more specific 

account of the battle at the NEFA, Brig. J.P. Dalvi, then Commander of the 7
th

 Brigade 

in NEFA in 1962 and a PoW, wrote in his book ‗The Himalayan Blunder‘ (1969) that 

the political leadership‘s decision to involve the Indian Army in border defence without 

additional resources made the bad situation worse. Further, the government overlooked 

signs of  the possibility of armed retaliation by the Chinese to Indian manoeuvres and 

ignored the military‘s forewarning against the Chinese threats . He opined that political 

and military high command led the country to ―ignominy‘‘ through political indecision, 

faulty military planning and imposing war on an unprepared and under-resourced 

Army.
30

 Corroborating some of Dalvi‘s contentions, Kuldip Nayar who was Press 
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Officer in India‘s Home Ministry in 1962, opined in his book Between The Lines that 

the political leader‘s instruction to the military to aggressively confront the Chinese 

across the disputed border without adequate resources and military preparation set them 

on a course destined for adverse outcome. Nayar also hinted that large scale dissonance 

in the Government regarding dealing with the Chinese on the border dispute and mis-

assessment about Chinese seriousness to attack while implementing the Forward Policy 

were responsible for India‘s plight.
31

 Probably, as a counter to these narratives blaming 

the Government‘s handling of the border dispute with China, B.N. Mullik published 

―The Chinese Betrayal: My Years with Nehru‖ which reasserted the official narrative
32

. 

Citing instances of friendly gesture, Mullick claimed that despite India‘s friendly policy 

towards China, ―China conveniently forgot all that India had done for her and did not 

shrink from stabbing Pandit Nehru in the back, and tried her best to denigrate his 

position internationally‖.  
 

In the subsequent years, more bureaucrats, military officials who had been associated 

with policy-making and the conflict or were close observers published their accounts, 

which highlighted the errors in political and military decision-making that led to 

national humiliation. Some of the notable works which came to be regarded as 

important for their insider perspective were Foreign Secretary Subimal Dutt‘s ―With 

Nehru in Foreign Office‖ (1977),
33

 Division Commander in NEFA during the 1962 

conflict, Maj. Gen. Niranjan Prasad‘s ―Fall of Towang‖ (1981),
34

 Indian Charge de 

Affairs, P.K. Banerjee‘s My Peking Memoirs of Chinese Invasion of India (1990),
35

 

Director of Military Operations during 1962 war, D.K. Palit‘s War in High Himalaya: 

The Indian Army in Crisis (1991).
36

  
 

These accounts, while making important revelations
 
provided rich insights into the 

slants in political-military decision making, the beliefs of the leaders, domestic political 

imperatives and the complex bilateral environment that developed in the period pre-
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dating the outbreak of the war. This, in turn, raises serious questions about whether the 

understanding and memory of the war could be confined to simplistic narratives 

propagated by the state.  

 

By the end of the 20
th

 century, two memory narratives had become entrenched in public 

psyche; the war as Chinese betrayal and the war as a debacle caused by political and 

military leadership failure. The official history published in 1992 by the Indian Defence 

Ministry recognised these two perceptual lenses. The official historical record on the 

one hand enumerated on the supposed political and military failures like 

underestimation of the Chinese threat, neglect of national defence requirements, 

civilian interference in military affairs and the army‘s failure to forcefully convey the 

ground reality to the civilian leadership, on the other it reaffirmed the notion that the 

‗origin of the Sino-Indian conflict lay in Chinese expansionism‘ which was advanced 

‗under cover‘ of friendly proclamation.
37

  
 

It is noteworthy in this context that in order to boost the morale of the soldiers and 

mobilise support of the border population who had felt abandoned by the Army, 

especially in NEFA, the narrative of valour and self-sacrifice of the Indian soldiers 

began to be recalled at the beginning of the 21
st
 century. The commemoration of 

military bravery was localised in the NEFA and the Ladakh sector.  In 1999, a Tawang 

memorial was inaugurated by the then Eastern Army Commander Lt. Gen. HRS 

Kalkat.
38

 Subsequently, more war memorials were constructed in the early 2000s. 

Amongst these, the Jaswantgarh memorial, commemorating rifleman Jaswant Singh 

Rawat, is especially famous as the memorial has attained the status of a holy site and 

‗Jaswant baba‘ is considered to be still protecting Arunachal Pradesh from the 

Chinese
39
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Two Anniversaries and Two Border Crises: Memory of the 1962 War 

Four particular events are important in this regard which underscore the complex 

memory regime which has evolved with regard to the 1962 war. The events are two 

anniversaries, which were commemorated in 2012 and 2022 respectively and the two 

border stand-offs in 2017 and 2022 when the 1962 war was recalled.   

 

Two Anniversaries 

The 1962 war was commemorated at a national scale for the first time at its 50
th

 

anniversary in 2012. Then Defence Minister A K Antony and the Defence Chiefs from 

the  Army, Navy and Air visited the Amar Jyoti Jawan, memorial to pay homage to the 

soldiers who died in the 1962 conflict. The defence minister in his press briefing, 

refuting the possibility of military reverses claimed that:  

―I would like to assure the nation that India of today is not the India of 1962. Over the 

years, successive governments learning lessons from the past strengthened our 

capabilities and modernised our armed forces... we are confident armed forces will be 

able to protect the border in event of any threat.‖ 
40

 
 

The official commemoration was accompanied by collective recollection of the 

conflict, its causes, reasons for Indian Army‘s failure and the lessons drawn. Majority 

of the discussions while maintaining the narrative of Indian victimisation by China, 

recalled the political and military failures, the national humiliation suffered and the 

sacrifice of Indian soldiers.  

 

An eminent Indian policy expert writing in India Today recalled the ―humiliating 

defeat‖ of the 1962 war and observed that the conflict led to the end of the Nehru 

period. Elaborating on the causes of the war, he opined that ―1962 war was a 

consequence of Mao's need to reassert his control over the party after the disaster of the 

Great Leap Forward and to score off the Soviet Union.‖ Further, while there is the 

possibility of another 1962-like conflict due to Chinese assertiveness, given India‘s 

present intelligence capabilities the element of surprise will not be there.
41

 English 
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news daily Times of India noted that ‗India needs to revisit the humiliation and admit to 

major blunders committed at every level, not least at the very top‘.
42

  

 

Certain eminent personalities also shared their memories Recalling, Sardar Vallabhbhai 

Patel‘s warning to Nehru in 1950 about threat from China, B.G. Verghese, a veteran 

journalist who had reported from NEFA during 1962 recounted that lack of proper 

understanding of China, military unpreparedness and faulty strategic planning and 

finally political mis-handing of the border dispute characterised the pre-conflict 

period.
43

 A former ambassador to China, K.S.Bajpai, argued that China made a fool of 

India as there was a lack of careful judgement and appropriate action on the part of the 

Indian political and military leadership.
44

 Some of the commentators also opined 

India‘s failure to use the Air Force to bomb Chinese supply lines as one of the major 

reasons for the worst defeat.
45

 
 

Interestingly contradicting the blame of deliberate neglect, Indian journalist and retired 

Colonel Ajay Shukla contended that India‘s ―restraint and sensitivity and reluctance to 

use military force in establishing administration across the North East Frontier Agency 

-- as Arunachal was then called -- certainly won over locals to the idea of India, but it 

also contained within it the seeds of the 1962 defeat‖.
46

 Reaffirming this perspective 

and hailing Hindi language as a uniting factor in Arunachal Pradesh, a commentator 

opined that ―Writers and historians say India lost the 1962 Sino-Indian war to the 

invading Chinese People‘s Liberation Army in the erstwhile NEFA, now Arunachal 

Pradesh, but not many people are aware that despite the defeat, Indian nationalism in 

the form of Hindi won a long-drawn war of language crisis in the state‖.
47
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However, lamenting that defeats leave a deeper imprint than victories, another 

commentator noted that Indians are so overwhelmed by defeat and debacle that the 

military feats demonstrated in the Rezang la battle by Charlie Company of 13 Kumaon 

regiment.
48

 Writing on similar lines scholars and commentators urged that the country 

should not forget the battle of Rezang la.
49

 Mohan Guruswamy, an eminent policy 

analyst observed that ‗in those dark days of 1962, Chusul became a matter of national 

honour‘.
50

 Reaffirming this perspective then Times of India bureau chief remarked that 

the war is remembered in Bomdila as an instance where the soldiers and the locals 

fought together against the Chinese invasion.
51

 
 

During the 50
th

 anniversary, the focus remained primarily on recalling the failure in 

decision-making and national humiliation. A small section of the public opinion drifted 

towards recalling the betrayal and even a smaller section challenged the state narrative.  

 

The next anniversary that is the  60
th

 anniversary of the 1962 conflict came when India 

and China were embroiled in a border standoff following armed skirmishes and death 

of 20 Indian soldiers in Ladakh 2020.
52

 Political sensitivities remained high in India 

due to both bloodshed and because Galwan had been a point of confrontation during the 

1962 war.  A huge contingent of Indian soldiers remained deployed at forward 

positions and India‘s external affairs‘ minister S. Jaishankar claimed in press briefing 

that relations with China would not be normal without disengagement.
53

 Here it is 

noteworthy, that unlike 2012, the collective commemoration centred around the 
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narrative of soldier‘s bravery Indian soldiers and Army‘s resistance to Chinese attack in 

1962 war.  The official remembrance emphasised  the heroism and valour of the Indian 

soldiers in fighting the Chinese rather than the Chinese victimisation of India. The 

Indian Army, instead of marking 20
 
October (which was commemorated in 2012), that 

is the day of the launch of the Chinese attack, commemorated the Battle of Walong in 

Arunachal Pradesh on 16 November and Battle of Rezang la in Ladakh on 18 

November.
54

 Similarly, a wreath-laying ceremony was conducted at the memorial of a 

declared war-hero, Major Shaitan Singh, involving General Commanding Officers from 

Southern Command and Konark Corps and high-level state officials.
55

 The Indian 

government television channel, The Sansad TV, produced a television programme 

arguing that it was the Indian Army who taught China many ‗lessons‘ and inflicted 

unforgettable scars on the PLA.
56

 The MOD in a revamped Gallantry Awards website, 

published an account of the Rezang la war narrating the Indian Army‘s struggle against 

PLA under Maj. Shaitan Singh‘s leadership. The official claimed that the ―The valour 

of the Charlie Company not only successfully stopped China‘s advance, but it also 

resulted in the Chushul airport being saved, thereby preventing a possible Chinese 

occupation of the entire Ladakh region in 1962‖.
57

 In a symbolic gesture, Indian Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi also visited Arunachal Pradesh in November, two days after 

the commemoration of the Battle of Walong and inaugurated a hydroelectric project in 

Kameng which was overrun by the Chinese in 1962.
58
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Source: Twitter https://twitter.com/sansad_tv/status/1547445788833464321 

 

The other discussions in the public domain followed similar line, that is, focussing on 

stories of resistance by the Indian Army. In the news media, the Times of India 

published a story on Havildar Shere Thapa of Indian Army who was claimed to have 

single-handedly delayed waves of assault of Chinese Army during the 1962 war.
59

 The 

regional news daily Arunachal Times launched a series titled ‗Unsung Heroes of the 

1962 war‘ by a retired Group Captain of the Armed Forces accounting stories of foot 

soldiers fighting against the PLA to educate the readers about the ‗fierce battles‘ fought 

by Indian soldiers to defend Indian territory.
60

 The Print produced a short documentary 

featuring the memorial site of the Walong Battle. The documentary describing the 

battle as one of the ‗fiercest counter-attacks‘ by the Indian soldiers, sought to project to 

the viewers a superior military acumen of the Indian army who were defeated due to 

greater man and fire-power of the Chinese.
61

 In this context, a digital news platform 

Wion, highlighting India‘s increased military prowess than the 1962 war, commented 
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that although the war left a deep scar in India‘s military and political class, it is ―no 

more an easy cakewalk now, and China knows this well‖.
62

  

 

 The 60
th

 anniversary also saw increased demands for official commemoration. 

Lamenting the lack of larger ceremonial commemoration by the government of the 

1962 war in the national capital, one commentator argued that ‗defeat in the war cannot 

obliterate the valour and sacrifices of Indian soldiers in the face of heavy odds‘. It was 

opined that in memory of the soldiers died fighting in the 1962 war, the government 

should organise a ‗remembrance day‘.
63

 Another commentator noted that it is a myth 

that IAF was not used at all. Pointing towards supply and evacuation efforts of the IAF 

between two conflict zones, the commentator argued that the IAF had become the 

lifeline for supporting the posts which had been established under Forward Policy. 

Accordingly, the contribution of the IAF should be duly recognised.
64

  

 

There were also calls for declassification of the archives, especially the Henderson 

Brooks-Bhagat report. C Uday Bhaskar, Director of Society for Policy Studies and a 

retired military officer, argued that a total recall amounting to more public access to 

Henderson Brooks and Bhagat report is required to avoid old mistakes.
65

  

However, contradicting the spirit of military heroism, some recalled the leadership 

failure and military defeat in 1962 war and urged the government to learn ‗right 

lessons‘ from the 1962 war in terms of strengthening its defence preparedness and 

politico-military decision-making to manage Chinese aggression on the border.
66
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Two Border Crises 

Two intense border stand-offs occurred in the second and the third decade of the 21
st
 

century which witnessed large-scale recalling of the 1962 war.  

The first border standoff occurred in 2017 when Indian troops crossed over into Bhutan 

and obstructed Chinese construction of the road at Doklam Valley situated at the India-

Bhutan-China trijunction. The origin of the dispute lay in conflicting interpretation of 

the alignment of the Doklam Valley. China claimed sovereignty over Doklam Valley 

which, as per Indian media reports, is legally disputed between China and Bhutan. 

India, on the other hand, citing a 2012 agreement signed about the determination of the 

alignment of the trijunction contented that the road building as unilateral change of 

status-quo. Thus ensued a 70-day long border stand-off between the Indian and Chinese 

armies.
67

   
 

The recall in India was triggered by the Chinese alluding to the 1962 war. The Chinese 

state media, Global Times, published an editorial titled ―India will suffer worse losses 

than in 1962 if it incites border clash‖ and asserted that New Delhi needed to be taught 

―a bitter lesson‖ for trespassing into Chinese territory.
68

 Further, then Chinese defence 

ministry spokesperson Col. Wu Qian implicitly referring to the 1962 war stated that the 

Indian Army should learn historical lessons and stop clamouring for war with China.
69

 

Responding to the Chinese comments, then Defence Minister Arun Jaitley asserted that 

India was capable of giving a befitting reply as ―the situation in 1962 was different, the 

India of today is different‖ and then army-chief Bipin Rawat affirmed that Indian 

military was capable of fighting two-front war with China and Pakistan.
70
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A significant aspect of the Doklam standoff was drawing  analogies between the 1962 

war and the Doklam crisis in 2017. This, in turn, sets the context of remembrance. An 

eminent policy expert contended that repeated threats and reminder of the 1962 war 

implied that China intended to wage war against India. Arguing that in the backdrop of 

similar international setting (Cuban missile crisis in October 1962 and North Korea in 

2017) New Delhi should be vigilant as ―China‘s bullet-less aggression can rapidly turn 

into a full-fledged, 1962-style invasion‖.
71

 Additionally, a section of scholars opined 

that ―that the crisis comes at a time when China is facing economic hardships at home 

similar to what it faced in 1962 and international insecurity  (Chinese insecurity in the 

current scenario given Donald Trump‘s ascendance to power, South China Sea dispute 

and hostile neighbourhood) similar to insecurities in faced in 1962 like increasing 

international isolation by both Russia and the US. Thus, another attack by China cannot 

be completely ruled out.
72

 In another instance, referring to the Chinese claim and 

building of infrastructure in Aksai Chin in the 1950s, it was argued that it has always 

been China‘s strategy to target a territory, start building heavy infrastructure, project 

historical claims and then issue threats of withdrawal‖.
73

 The Chinese were argued to 

have opted for ―suitable timing‖ for publicizing the conflict, drawing analogy with 

Chinese timing of attack in 1962.  One commentator contended that Chinese timing of 

publicizing the impasse could not have been coincidental since China in 1962 had 

attacked when Nehru was in Colombo for the Commonwealth Prime Minister‘s 

Conference. Likewise, China publicized the deadlock in Doklam when Modi was in the 

US. Another commentator sought to identify Chinese intentions of 1962 with 2017, 

contending that China through Doklam, intends humiliate India for not participating in 

OBOR as it had had done when India was actively promoting non-alignment and 

hosting Dalai Lama. 
 

The collective remembrance in India drifted towards recalling the humiliation India 

faced during the 1962 war in different ways. Certain sections of public opinion 

demanded that India avenge the defeat and humiliation of the 1962 war. A former 

diplomat argued that if an eventuality of India-China war arises then India should be 
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prepared to avenge the defeat and ―reclaim some of the prestige and credibility that it 

lost on that occasion‖.
74

 Similarly, in a letter to a news medium, some of the readers 

demanded that India should think beyond action on the borders and strategize in 

economic and military terms ―keeping in mind that this could be our chance to make up 

for the humiliation of 1962‖.
75

 Urging the government to stand firm on Doklam some 

commentators argued that the ―myth of Chinese invincibility is a tale that belongs to an 

era gone by…India need not be overtly nervous about China‘s jingoistic sabre rattling‖. 

Further, ―a military clash between two nuclear Asian giants will not be a replay of 

1962.
76

 

 

However, a section of press and public warned against escalation in view of the 

uncertain outcome. An Indian Express editorial argued that while territorial problems 

are mainly of Chinese making, New Delhi should tread carefully as there is little to gain 

from escalation and much to lose .
77

 Further, commentators pointed out that India while 

preparing for a war should avoid one as average Indians have been living with 

humiliated hearts since 1962 a possible repetition of this defeat would be 

unpardonable.
78

 

 

Suggesting that the memory of humiliation could be a psychological vulnerability, it 

was also opined that China‘s reminder of the 1962 war was a classic case of China 

employing psychological warfare against India to compel New Delhi to back down.
79

 

Clearly, China through its aggressive posturing, is seeking to take advantage of India‘s 
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psychological vulnerability.
80

 A former military personnel elaborated that the 

psychological warfare of playing upon Indian sensitivities of ‗1962 debacle‘ is 

conducted to instil doubts in the public sphere and dilute India‘s muscular approach.
81

 

Notably, the disengagement between the armies was hailed as a victory of India‘s 

forceful diplomacy and resuscitation from the memory of 1962 war. One observer 

noted that ―In many ways, 1962 remains a sore point in India's collective memory… 

India had, so far, found it impossible to break out of the redolent prison…It is here that 

Doka La may initiate a tectonic change in India's collective psyche. That we stared 

down a nation much stronger than ourselves adds to confidence, that we did it against 

China even more so‖.
82

 Similarly, another observer opined that under Modi‘s 

leadership in handling of the Doklam crisis, the ghost of 1962 was ‗exorcised‘ which 

had been repeatedly used by China to intimidate India.
83

 
 

Three years later, India and China were again embroiled in an intense military stand-off 

at the Galwan Valley in May-June 2020. According to media reports scuffles had been 

taking place between the two armies in the months preceding the clash over patrolling 

points and setting of infrastructure. The fighting in June was triggered by a 

disagreement between Indian and Chinese soldiers over the establishment of tents and 

observation towers. There are different versions of who attacked first and the official 

sources in India and China accused each other of breaching the LAC. Following the 

clashes, which led to the death of soldiers on both sides, the diplomatic and military 

posturing between the two countries became more intense. Thousands of troops, 

armoured vehicles and military equipment were deployed by India and China in 
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forward positions. Three years have passed, the two countries have not disengaged 

fully.
84

  

 

One of the major factors that appeared to trigger the recalling of the conflict was the 

fact that Galwan Valley was a flashpoint too during the 1962 war. Various news media 

outlets and policy commentators recounted the skirmishes which had occurred in the 

Galwan Valley in 1959 and that the Galwan Valley post was one of the first posts to be 

outrun by the Chinese troops. The Indian Express re-published its archives from 1962 

to exhibit the tensions which unfolded in the Galwan Valley region before the outbreak 

of the war.
85

   

 
 

The recalling of the war was accompanied by drawing of analogies between the pre-

conflict period of 1962 and the Galwan valley clash. Certain observers noted that the 

pattern of Chinese incursion into Galwan and the Modi leadership‘s statements about 

resisting China are similar to that of 1962.
86

 Also, the Chinese can be expected to return 

with bigger forces to attack Indian positions as had happened during the 1962 war.
87

 

Another commentator noted that the rhetoric and exchanges between India and China in 
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the months before the 1962 war were almost identical to the exchanges between India 

and China in 2020.
88

 These discussions also led to speculations whether the tensions 

would lead to 1962 like conflict. 
 

During the tense stand-off and negotiations, the memory of betrayal and humiliation 

was both recalled. The Chief Minister of Uttarakhand expressed to the media that the 

way China attacked Indian soldiers in Galwan was a repeat of the 1962 war and China 

again betrayed us by attacking when peace dialogues were in process.
89

 Similarly, a 

former Commander of the Indian Army‘s Northern Command argued that the clash was 

not a skirmish  ―but a premeditated, treacherous and deceitful assault by the PLA on an 

unsuspecting Patrol of 16 Bihar, monitoring the staging back of the PLA to their side of 

the LAC‖.
90

 Another army personnel warned that while China has stabbed India in the 

back again (first time was in 1962) it might persist in the near future.
91

 Alluding to 

Chinese betrayal of Nehru in 1962, few commentators observed that India has always 

errored in analysis of Chinese intent and that Modi also learnt the same lesson as Nehru 

learned in 1962 that ―There can be no appeasement of China in service of the naïve 

belief that China would not put its strategic interests first‖.
92

 Referring to the death of 

Colonel Santosh Babu, a retired veteran claimed that a commanding officer being 

clubbed to death was deeply humiliating for the Indian Army.
93

 Accordingly, the 

government was urged by a section of the public opinion to give a ―befitting reply‖ 

―hold ground‖ to ―Chinese bullying‖ meant to humiliate India. A retired colonel argued 
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that ―China has been a bully in the region. It is time that India takes a bold stand and 

hold its ground. They cannot browbeat us and we need to show them that‖.
94

 
 

Conclusion: Remembering and forgetting the 1962 war 

This chapter finds several key aspects to India‘s collective memories centred on the 

traumatic experience of the humiliating defeat in the 1962 War. First, the fabled 

narrative of civilisation friendship and ‗Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‘ was used to emphasise 

Chinese unethical behaviour.  In this context, it needs to be noted that hardly any 

significant friendship existed between the two countries. The contacts between Indian 

and Chinese empires were not extensive and the phase of interaction between Indian 

and Tibetan/Chinese Buddhist scholars was brief and did not pervade into significant 

people to people and cultural contacts. The economic contacts too did not originate in 

India or China, but were part of large economic connections between South, South 

East, East Asia and European Powers. Therefore, for a prolonged period of time both 

India and China were not aware of each other to form a deep understanding. The 

concept of ‗civilisation friendship‘ was a memory frame and ‗Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‘ 

was a political line evoked for political ends. While the Indian policy elites were aware 

of the fabrication as they discussed in private about the conflict and competition 

underlying the bilateral ties and the expansionist nature of the Chinese empires, in 

public, this narrative was used to convey more forcefully Chinese transgression.  
 

Second, the memory building highlighted Chinese duplicity regarding raising the 

border dispute and rejection of the McMahon Line at a later stage and silently building 

the road through Aksai Chin. It is true that the Chinese while being aware of India‘s 

position on the border and McMahon Line went for consolidating their hold on Tibet 

before objecting to India‘s stance. The Chinese leadership either remained evasive or 

postponed discussion on these issues in both formal and informal meetings. However, 

the fact also remains that during this period Chinese actions were mirrored by New 

Delhi. India had always been aware of the Tibetan and Chinese rejection of McMahon 

Line and the lack of a ‗defined‘ boundary between the two countries. The Tibetans in 

1938 had expressed ignorance of the 1914 Simla Convention and immediately after 

India‘s independence had demanded return of the territories along the McMahon Line 
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and beyond.
95

 The Republic of China too towards the end of its regime had sought a 

treaty with India to regulate commercial relations between India and China that would 

contain the provision of redefinition of the boundaries between the two countries. This 

demand was then rejected by New Delhi.
96

 Further, India herself was reluctant to open 

the border and the McMahon issue for discussion with the Chinese fearing demand for 

revision. Before commencement of the 1954 negotiations, it was decided that if the 

Chinese raised the border issue, Indian envoys would immediately break off the talks 

and if the Chinese remained silent that would be taken as their acceptance of the 

existing border alignment.
97

 Some of the other important aspects were also 

conveniently sidelined. First, that the McMahon Line was not discussed between 

British India, Tibet and China during the 1914 Simla Convention but was decided 

separately between British India and Tibet without Chinese knowledge. There are 

conflicting accounts on whether the Qing government knew about the McMahon Line 

and the outcome of the Simla Conference, however, it is documented that the Chinese 

did not agree to the Article 9 of the Simla Convention stating the boundaries between 

Tibet-China and India-Tibet and due to Chinese refusal to sign the Agreement the 

British Foreign Office considered the conference abortive.
98

 Second, India‘s maps since 

independence till 1955 showed the western sector (Aksai Chin) as ‗Undefined‘ and 

northern border was shown as McMahon Line. Later, when new maps were issued to 

show absolute demarcation of the Indian territory, New Delhi without waiting for 

survey results endorsed the line most favourable to India.
99

 Finally, the building of road 

should not have come as a surprise as the IB since 1952 was reporting that the Chinese 

were building a jeep track from Yarkand to Tibet via Aksai Chin and in 1955 an Indian 

Trade Agent in Gartok, Laxman Singh Jangpangi had sent a detailed report to the 

Ministry of External Affairs about the same.
100

   

Third, the bandaging over past and obsession over humiliation also induced nation-

wide amnesia regarding the bitter and anti-negotiatory stance which had developed 

within and outside the government along with calls for military action against China. In 
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the early 1959, Indian public opinion was inflamed with the events in Tibet. 

Demonstrations were staged outside the Chinese embassy in New Delhi and protest 

marches and processions were held in many cities across major cities. The Opposition 

pressured the government to hold discussion sessions to condemn Chinese actions and 

urge the government to reconsider India-China friendship. Prominent Indian leaders 

like J.P. Narayan, Acharya Kriplani, Hem Barua made demands to the Government to 

sponsor Tibet‘s case in the United Nations. Former Prime Minister of India, Atal 

Behari Vajpayee then a young leader in Jana Sangh urged the government to militarily 

intervene on behalf of Tibet. Similarly on the publication of the news of Tibetan 

highway, the Government was urged to take ―immediate and effective steps to make the 

Chinese withdraw‖. Evoking the notion of national honour certain section argued that 

although the Government is wedded to the peaceful methods, however, it ought to 

defend every inch of territory even if it involved use of force. However, some of the 

suggestions to the government were more blunt calling for involving the army in 

defence of the borders and bombardment of areas to ―throw the Chinese out‖. The news 

of the clashes and death of Indian soldiers increased clamours for revenge and military 

action against China. Any conciliatory approach by the Government was termed as 

―appeasement‖. Some of Nehru‘s close political advisors in the Cabinet and the 

military remained strongly disposed against talks with the Chinese. Reportedly, during 

the Nehru-Zhou talks in 1960, the former was under tremendous pressure from his 

Cabinet members to not concede to any Chinese demands.
101

  A CIA report on India-

China border dispute noted that in the period between 1961-1962, Nehru was 

pressurised by the Opposition, Press and by the members of his own party to take steps 

to ―recover‖ territory from China. Indian Army leaders, discounting possibility of 

major Chinese retaliation pressed Nehru for an unbending attitude and authority to push 

back the Chinese.
102
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CHAPTER - 4 

REMEMBERING 1962: WAR MEMORY AND INDIA’S TRUST DEFICIT 

WITH CHINA 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the past seven decades since the 1962 conflict the memory of national humiliation 

has emerged dominant in the collective psyche of the Indian strategic community. 

Although China is occasionally accused of violating the Panchsheel and two millennia 

of friendship, references to the Indian Army‘s defeat, the political leadership‘s 

powerlessness, the debacle in NEFA and national humiliation dominate the 

remembrance discourse on the war within the Indian strategic community.  This trend 

has figured prominently in memoirs and observer accounts, scholarly and political 

debates and Indian news media discussions associated with the war. The Indian 

strategic community rather than reflecting deeply on Chinese betrayal, has more 

intensely recalled the politico-military humiliation faced by the country. Elaborating on 

how Indian political and defence structures failed to resist Chinese aggression against 

India, the remembrance has focused on military reverses faced in NEFA and Ladakh 

and the consequent national embarrassment.
1
  

 

Comparatively, recalling of betrayal has been occasional and associated largely with 

Nehru. The official propaganda about the war and Nehru‘s own statements though 

projected the war as a Chinese betrayal later Indian accounts and scholarly works on 

the war that emerged across five decades since 1962 challenged this narrative as they 

highlighted sufficient availability of information and awareness about Chinese threat 

within the Indian policy-making. Therefore, instead of the entire political and military 

leadership, only Nehru is understood or said to have been betrayed by China
2
.  
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Recalling Nehru‘s legacy during his 40
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 death anniversary, Brahma Chellaney recounted that Nehru felt 

so betrayed by the Chinese attack that he admitted ―living in a fool‘s paradise‖. Further, the shock Nehru 

received due to the attack hastened his death. Senior diplomat Kishan S Rana, writing during the 50
th
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Given the prominence of the humiliation narrative in Indian memorialisation, the 

chapter analyses what is the impact of remembering humiliation on India‘s trust-deficit 

vis-à-vis China. The attempt to analyse India‘s mistrust towards China through the 

mnemonic lens does not discredit the more material and tangible sources of mistrust in 

bilateral ties. On the contrary, this analysis strives to understand how ideas amplify or 

complement the effect of material and tangible sources.  

 

The chapter addresses the question of why, despite years of engagement and confidence 

building measures in the post-1962 period, India continues to harbour distrust towards 

China and what is the role of memory in this regard.  The chapter is divided into three 

sections: it first provides an overview of India‘s distrust of China. The section discusses 

various instances where Indian policymakers and leaders have expressed their distrust 

of China and have demonstrated it through policies and actions. The second section 

delves into the sources or the material factors considered to be the cause of India‘s 

distrust towards China. This section elaborates on how the unresolved border dispute, 

growing geopolitical ambitions between the two countries, military-economic power 

asymmetry and third-party ties induce India‘s suspicion towards China. Finally, the 

chapter looks into what is the role of remembering humiliation in sustaining India‘s 

distrust towards China. 

 

India’s Distrust towards China 

As has been discussed in the previous chapters, India‘s leadership had begun expressing 

distrust towards China since the 1950s. As discussed in the previous chapters, many 

instances like Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel‘s famous letter to Nehru in 1949 warning about 

Chinese expansionism, Nehru‘s discussions with Congress Chief Ministers, senior 

diplomats and military officers regarding need of maintaining a firm attitude with the 

Chinese, India‘s signing of treaty of friendship with Nepal in 1950 on the eve of 

Chinese occupation of Tibet and annexation of Tawang in 1951 reflected the 

considerable distrust of the Chinese. India‘s mistrust heightened and became more 

explicit and public in 1958 when the border dispute came to the fore. In the press and 

Parliament, China was argued to have stabbed India in the back by raising the border 
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issue after the signing of the Panchsheel Agreement. New Delhi constituted the Border 

Roads Organisation in 1960 to secure India‘s borders and build infrastructure in remote 

areas for military use, Nehru instructed his diplomats to China to not trust the Chinese 

leadership and undertook a more assertive stance towards border patrolling, eventually 

leading to the implementation of Forward Policy. After the 1962 war, India publicly 

declared that trust towards China had been completely eroded. PM Nehru, in an article 

published in Foreign Affairs, four months after the war, stated that ―China's behaviour 

toward us has shown such utter disregard of the ordinary canons of international 

behaviour that it has shaken severely our confidence in her good faith. We cannot, on 

the available evidence, look upon her as other than a country with profoundly inimical 

intentions toward our independence and institutions‖.
3
  

 

Over the years, as the two countries moved towards normalisation of bilateral ties, New 

Delhi‘s deep distrust of China remained a constant factor. Here, it is noteworthy that 

distrust and suspicion are mutual. China, too, harbours considerable suspicion about 

New Delhi‘s motives and intentions and managing distrust in bilateral ties is counted as 

one of the significant challenges. However, the chapter will focus primarily on India‘s 

trust-deficit towards China.  

 

In the immediate aftermath of the cessation of 1962 hostilities, the threat perception of 

another Chinese attack was widespread. As R.D. Pradhan, then Personal Secretary to 

Defence Minister Y.B. Chavan records that it was widely suspected that China would 

launch another attack and that the truce was temporary.
4
 Besides discussions in the 

Parliament and at the Press, then Defence Minister Chavan himself assumed that the 

Chinese offer to withdraw was a tactical move and Beijing would resume hostilities 

once snows melted and the mountain pass reopened.
5
 The government accelerated the 

pace of defence modernisation, procurement of modern weapons, the size of the army 

was expanded from 5,50,000 to 8,25,000, a special frontier force was created in 1963 to 

carry out covert operations across the border, the defence budget was expanded from 2 

percent to 4.5 percent between 1963-1964.
6
 China‘s test of the nuclear bomb in 1963 
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triggered widespread debate within the country about increased threat and the 

government was urged to develop nuclear weapons capability for China could resort to 

nuclear blackmail against India.
7
 New Delhi, accordingly, in 1967, refused to sign the 

NPT, treaty citing ―security threat‖ from China.
8
 India moved closer to the SU to 

counter-balance the threat perceived from China. In October 1970, then Prime Minister 

Indira Gandhi reportedly expressed to her British counterpart Edward Heath about 

India‘s perception of China‘s threat
9
 and in 1971, India and Soviet Union signed the 

Treaty of Peace and Friendship agreeing to ―consult each other‖ if either came under 

attack. 
10

 

 

Post-1976 restoration of diplomatic ties, New Delhi endeavoured to improve bilateral 

relations with China for strategic and economic reasons, however, element of suspicion 

remained. In 1976, as ambassadorial level diplomatic ties were being restored, the 

Government of India charged Beijing with a raging propaganda war against India.
11

  

Further, in 1978, the All-India Dr. Kotnis Memorial Committee invited the Head of the 

Chinese People‘s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries, Wang Ping-nan. 

Wang Ping-nan, accompanied by then Chinese Ambassador to India Chen Zhaoyuan, 

were given access to meet India‘s then Prime Minister Morarji Desai and then Foreign 

Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee. While the two Indian leaders held discussions regarding 

India‘s desire to develop bilateral ties, the Chinese visitors were also informed about 

enduring scepticism in India regarding friendly ties with China.
12
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Also, in the 1980‘s when India-China ties were considered advancing towards 

rapprochement with Chinese Foreign Minister Huang Hua‘s visit in 1981 and the 

launch of India-China official level talks on the border, Defence Minister K C Pant and 

Foreign Minister N D Tiwari‘s visit to China in 1985  and finally Rajiv Gandhi‘s visit 

to China in 1988,
13

 New Delhi was closely monitoring Chinese patrols and intrusions 

into Ladakh, Chinese assistance to Indian insurgents in the North East, undertook 

military exercise ―Chequerboard‖ to respond to Chinese intrusions and continued 

India‘s development of nuclear power capability.
14

  

 

Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi‘s visit in 1988 was although undertaken to ease the 

tense atmosphere political and economic relations hardly registered remarkable 

improvement  In the 1990s instances of growing institutional links between the 

militaries and the strategic communities of both countries, and signing of the 1993 

BPTA and 1996 CBMs in the Military Field Along the Line of Actual Control in the 

India-China Border Areas were seen as signs of trust-building with China, but the latent 

distrust within India‘s leadership was revealed when barely a month after PLA chief of 

staff, General Fu Quanyou‘s visit to New Delhi in  April 1998, Indian defence minister 

George Fernandes  publicly identified China as India‘s primary threat and post-Pokhran 

nuclear tests Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee in a secret letter to US President 

Clinton cited Chinese threat and the persisting atmosphere of distrust between India 

and China as the primary causes of India‘s nuclear tests. China, in response, cancelled a 

scheduled JWG meeting for border negotiations, which did not resume until 2001.
15

 
 

Since neither country was keen to extend the political stalemate over the Pokhran tests, 

high-level reciprocal exchanges were resumed and government officials from both 

countries publicly assured that neither country viewed each other as a threat. The 

relationship appeared to gain momentum with high-level visits in 2003, 2005, 2006, 

2008, signing of confidence building measures and burgeoning trade
16

. However, 
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reflecting long-standing suspicion India‘s defence annual reports continued to 

underscore  Chinese threat to India‘s security in terms of incursions across the LAC, 

Chinese nuclear missiles in Tibet, Chinese military modernisation, increase in the 

defence budget, infrastructure building near India-China border and China-Pakistan ties 

(MOD Annual Report 2002-2003, MOD Annual Report 2003-2004, MOD Annual 

Report 2004-2005, MOD Annual Report 2005-2006, MOD Annual Report 2006-2007, 

MoD Annual Report 2007-2008).
17

 Further, the China discourse within India also 

reflected India‘s distrust. Despite being inclined towards diplomatic and economic 

engagement with China, Indian policy makers remained wary of Chinese engagement 

in India‘s periphery. In 2003, then Defence Minister George Fernandes noted that: 

―there is a perception here in India and among other informed external interlocutors 

that some actions ascribed to China are not in conformity with the degree of 

responsibility and rectitude that is associated with a major power. China has perhaps 

encouraged or endorsed a revisionist agenda on the Indian periphery and this causes 

deep anxiety — more so when this heightens state-sponsored terrorism‖.
18

 Similarly, 

then Foreign Minister Yashwant Sinha, in a speech in 2003, called on China to show 

greater sensitivity to India‘s security concerns
19

 and in 2004, then Foreign Secretary 

recommended to the Government to urgently build infrastructure in Arunachal Pradesh 

to counter China‘s increasing presence across the LAC.
20

 Few years later, in 2007, 

India‘s NSA, in a media briefing, expressed discontent at China supplying arms to Sri 

Lanka, suggesting security implications for India.
21

 Next year, in 2008, Pranab 

Mukherjee, in a public speech mentioned China as India‘s most pressing and immediate 
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security concern and claimed that India is faced with a new China which seeks to 

further her interests more aggressively than in the past.
22

 Thereafter, in 2009, even 

when Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh met Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao on the 

sidelines of the India-ASEAN Summit, Singh expressed concerns that China for 

reasons unknown was getting increasingly assertive in India‘s neighbourhood.
23

 

Responding to Chinese moves, India deployed additional troops and sophisticated SU-

30 combat fighters along the LAC in the Ladakh sector.
24

  
 

 In this context, it is noteworthy that a study of the Indian strategic community‘s 

perception of China by Dr. Steven Hoffman indicated that a large section of the 

mainstream Indian view perceived China as a strategic threat and only differed in time-

scale, that is, short term or long-term.
25

 It is noteworthy that a decade  later, a survey of 

the Indian strategic community conducted by Dhruva Jaishankar in 2019 indicated that 

more than half of India‘s strategic elites considered  China as India‘s most significant 

external challenge and only a minority considered China to be an important partner in 

global issues.
26

  
 

Around this period, it was also advocated by a section of the Indian strategic 

community that China was trying to contain India‘s rise by aiding Pakistan‘s military 

and maintaining military pressure at the border and encircling  India by forging deep 

economic and military ties with India‘s neighbouring countries like Bangladesh, 

Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Maldives.
27

 This was opined to be a deceptive strategy as it 

not only allows China to contain India‘s rise as a peer competitor by compelling New 

Delhi to allocate more resources (which could have been used elsewhere) to its defence 
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and maintenance of its predominance in the region but also strategically encircle India 

with pro-Beijing regimes.
28

 

 

Moving into the second decade of the 21
st
 century, the hope that an increase in bilateral 

trade, undertaking confidence building measures and de-linking of the border dispute 

with other aspects of the bilateral relations will improve mutual understanding and 

confidence did not materialise.
29

 On New Delhi‘s part, India moved to rapidly upgrade 

its border infrastructure and military capabilities along the disputed border on the 

sidelines of the Special Representative Talks and Joint Working Group meetings.
30

 The 

2010 Defence Ministry annual report noted an  increase in border infrastructure 

building in the TAR informed about India‘s alertness to the security implications of 

India‘s modernisation.
31

 Further, in 2010, even when both countries celebrated the 60
th

 

anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic ties, bilateral ties remained strained over 

China‘s support to Pakistan on Kashmir and sell of nuclear plants to Islamabad, the 

question of sovereignty over Arunachal Pradesh and the perception of containment and 

insensitivity to India‘s concerns.
32

 New Delhi also voiced concerns about the increasing 

imbalance in trade.
33

 Outside the government, the RSS, an influential pressure group, at 

its annual meeting in 2011, passed two resolutions calling for expanding Indian military 

and diplomatic clout to counter Chinese influence in the neighbourhood, reclaim the 

territory lost during the 1962 war and boycott Chinese goods to stop their influx into 

Indian markets.
34

 Although the resolution did not have wide policy implications, but it 

demonstrated intense acrimony in the Indian strategic community at both governmental 

and non-governmental levels.  
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In the 2010s India and China also expanded their cooperation  to platforms like BRICS, 

G-20, BASIC, and SCO and considering the change of leadership in China and India in 

2012 and 2014 respectively, the 89 billion dollar trade and sixteen bi-lateral meetings 

between Xi-Jinping and Narendra Modi, there had emerged an optimism regarding a 

new phase of developmental partnership between China and India.
35

Nevertheless these 

positive developments described only one side of the coin, as simultaneous events 

indicated that years of diplomatic exchanges, confidence building measures, economic 

and strategic links had amounted to a thin reconciliation and suspicion and distrust 

remained predominant in bilateral  ties. For instance, amidst celebrating the Year of 

India-China Friendship and Co-operation in 2012, New Delhi also commemorated the 

50
th

 anniversary of the 1962 war where distrust and threat perception of Chinese 

intentions emerged as the dominant sentiment.
36

 Then Defence Minister A K Antony, 

responding to the possibility of a threat from China, claimed that the defeat of the 1962 

war would  not be repeated as successive countries learnt their lesson and that India 

was  vigorously strengthening its capabilities to meet any armed challenge.
37

 

Simultaneously, then primary national Opposition party BJP claimed in a public 

gathering that India‘s borders were still open and insecure and while New Delhi and 

Beijing can work for peace at the global level, China continues to pose a security threat 

along the disputed border.
38

 Similarly, when China declared the initiation of the OBOR 

later changed to BRI project in 2013, many within the Indian strategic community 

responded with cynicism, dubbing the project as a Chinese attempt to subvert Indian 

territorial integrity with CPEC (passing through Pakistan occupied Kashmir) and create 
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a Sino-centric world order and India has since then boycotted OBOR meetings.
39

 

Studies on the Indian response to BRI contended that the Chinese infrastructure and 

connectivity projects with Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Myanmar and Pakistan 

heightened  suspicions about China‘s strategic encirclement of India within Indian 

strategic community .
40

 The Chinese capital and technology driven land and maritime 

projects were argued as strategy to increase Chinese military presence around India and 

gain a foothold in the Indian Ocean.
41

 
 

The reports of PLA incursion in 2013 and 2014 before Chinese Prime Minister Li 

Keqiang‘s visit and during Xi Jinping‘s visit to India, respectively, again flared Indian 

distrust. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in 2014 conveyed to Xi that a small 

toothache could paralyze the whole body.
42

 Later, in 2016 and 2017, China‘s 

opposition to India‘s NSG membership and designation of JeM as a terrorist 

organisation was perceived within India as evidence of Beijing‘s denial to accept India 

as a nuclear power and contain its rise.
43

 Combined with the Doklam crisis in the same 

year, India‘s perception of Chinese intentions became more negative.
44

 Although 

efforts of recovery were made through informal summits between the two leaders in 

2018 and 2019, however, China‘s criticism of India‘s abrogation of Article 370 and  

Galwan Valley crisis in 2020, bilateral ties received a serious setback.
45

 In India, the 

death of 20 Indian soldiers due to the Chinese attack was perceived as a violation of the 
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BDCA signed in 2013 and again evidence  that China cannot be trusted.
46

 External 

Affairs Minister Jaishankar claimed that the violence at the border had left India-China  

ties ―profoundly disturbed‖
47

 while Defence Minister Rajnath Singh and NSA Chief 

Ajit Doval observed that the Galwan incident eroded India‘s strategic trust towards 

China .
48

  
 

Causes of India’s Distrust towards China: Post-1962 war normalisation of 

diplomatic ties 

The existing scholarship on India-China relations identifies  four primary reasons for 

India‘s Distrust towards China. 

Un-resolved Border Dispute 

The unresolved border dispute is considered one of the major causes for the persisting 

distrust within India‘s policy elites.
49

 Pre-1962 war, the border was a considerable 

source of insecurity for Indian policy-makers as China was perceived as prone to large 

revisionist claims. In the period leading to the conflict, China‘s non-recognition of the 

McMahon line, multiple claim lines
50

 and the Chinese offensive entrenched in Indian 

leaderships‘ psyche suspicions that China was bent on revising the entire border 

according to its own claims and was likely to use force to settle the border dispute in its 

favour. Post-1962 war, the border skirmishes of 1967 and 1987 reinforced these beliefs. 

While New Delhi began to engage with Beijing on the border dispute since 1989/90, 

leading to the establishment of a JWG mechanism for negotiations and signing of 

CBMs in 1993, 1996, 2003 and 2005, trust and confidence with regard to the border 
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dispute has been elusive.
51

 On India‘s part two of the primary issues in this regard have 

been regular Chinese intrusions (sometimes leading to stand-off) over the years and 

rapid infrastructure building. The Times of India reported in 2014, quoting the Union 

Minister of State for Home Affairs, that between 2010 and 2014, there had been a total 

of 1,612 intrusions from the Chinese side due to differences in perception of the LAC.
52

 

Due to the undemarcated border, it is difficult to ascertain the extent of intrusion every 

time, however, sometimes these incidents escalate to military stand-offs requiring 

diplomatic intervention, like in 2012, 2013, 2014 and then recently in 2020. Combined 

with these intrusions, China also rapidly modernised dual-use infrastructure in Tibet, 

extending till the Indian borders and continues to do so. According to certain reports, 

the total road network in Tibet constituted 1,20,000 km in 2022. Reportedly, under its 

current 14
th

 Five Year Plan (2021-2025), China intends to invest another USD 29.3 

billion in transportation infrastructure projects and one of these projects involves laying 

down railway lines to operate bullet trains in Tibet connected to the Chinese mainland 

and close to Arunachal Pradesh.
53

 Further, China has been planning to build a second 

national highway, G695,  in the Aksai Chin region, which will bring it closer to a 

number of disputed spots (the first one being the G219, built in the 1950s)  by 2035.
54

 

Furthermore, over five years, China has been constructing ―well-off‖ villages, settling 

populations along the LAC, including Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh.
55

  
 

New Delhi remains wary of Chinese intrusions and infrastructural development 

activities. These activities are viewed as ‗salami slicing‘ strategy to buttress its 

cartographical claims.
56

 India‘s policy observers contend that these actions are part of 

Beijing‘s design of territorial aggrandizement as they aim to cut off the Indian 
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military‘s access to the disputed areas and present New Delhi with a fait accompli.
57

 

Reflecting this perspective, Adhir Ranjan Chowdhury, Congress leader in Lok Sabha, 

opined in a newspaper op-ed, published post the death of twenty Indian soldiers, that 

through incursions and infrastructure building, China wants to settle the border dispute 

in its own terms as it had done with other powers.
58

 Expressing a similar view, an 

Indian Press media, Deccan Herald, published a report on a study of Chinese 

incursions into the Indian territory, arguing that these incursions were  strategic 

movements to gain permanent control of disputed areas.
59

 On another occasion, in a 

public briefing, then COAS  Bipin Rawat alluding to Chinese intent of changing the 

status quo, observed that through small stealth military operations against neighbouring 

countries, China intends to make massive territorial gains over time.
60

 In view of these 

actions, India‘s policy establishment also believes that Chinese actions near the 

disputed border are aimed at keeping  India off its balance by provoking disturbances in 

the border sectors.
61

 Sections of the Indian strategic community further opine that 

China is not seriously interested in settling the border dispute (as it had rejected India‘s 

suggestion of exchange of maps for every sector) and the border infrastructure in Tibet 

is primarily aimed at India to maintain a psychological and strategic pressure on New 

Delhi to prevent India‘s rise as a peer competitor in Asia.
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China’s rise and widening power asymmetry between India and China 

In the 1950s, when India and China had emerged as new republics, India‘s military and 

economic capabilities were better than China. In the 1950s India‘s per capita income 

was 40 percent higher than China and India‘s GNP was 49.5 percent higher than the 

latter.
63

 Further, the Indian military was also qualitatively better than the Chinese PLA, 

as the former inherited a disciplined fighting force with vast combat experience, having 

fought in the  Second Boer War (1899-1902) and First and Second World Wars (1914-

1919, 1939-1945), compared to the Chinese PLA which was a peasant army trained 

primarily in guerilla tactics.
64

 Seven decades later, the situation is reversed. According 

to current GDP levels, India is a lower-middle income country ($1,136-4,465 range) 

and China is an upper-middle income country (4,466-13,845).
65

Also, China‘s GDP is 

currently six times that of India; China‘s 18.3 trillion USD to India‘s 3.39 trillion 

USD.
66

 Similarly, Beijing at present commands the largest standing army in the world 

and, since 2015, has implemented military modernisation at an accelerated pace, 

achieving high-levels of integration among its land, air and naval forces, nuclear force 

modernisation and technological upgrade in military operations.
67

  Comparatively,  

India is considered to be lagging behind both in military capabilities and military 

modernisation vis-à-vis China. While New Delhi has been pursuing policies for 

defence modernisation, jointness, theaterisation and technological integration, it will 

take some time for India to achieve relative parity in military balance with China.
68

 

Scholars opine that there is significant power disparity in terms of military and 
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economic capacity between the two countries and these asymmetries are in favour of 

China. Moreover, increasing power disparity in terms of GDP and military 

expenditures indicates that China is ahead of India in terms of building a more 

sophisticated military.
69

 

 

The increase in China‘s economic and military power, along with the expansion of its 

diplomatic clout, has been noted by observation the West as China‘s rise, who have 

also questioned whether this rise will be peaceful.
70

 India being one of China‘s 

immediate neighbours and also sharing an un-demarcated and disputed border, have 

viewed the latter‘s rise with caution. While India‘s policy establishment acknowledges 

China‘s economic and military rise, it is essentially seen as a challenge that could 

adversely impact India‘s political and security interests. Indian policy elites perceive 

that with the widening of the power gap between India and China due to China‘s 

increasing military, economic and diplomatic clout, Beijing will be more assertive and 

coercive towards New Delhi on issues like border disputes , regional and international 

geopolitics and less sensitive to India‘s concerns on Kashmir, north-east and relations 

with Pakistan.
71

  In this context, Jasjit Singh, one of India‘s foremost military 

strategists, who was also awarded one of India‘s highest civilian awards Padma 

Bhushan, observed in a commentary in 2005 that :  

 

―With it is the rise of China's military power which would provide it with expanding 

options to apply force, discriminately or massively, in pursuit of its political and 

strategic goals‖. Alluding to the border dispute with India he comments that ―Here it 

may be useful to note that if China uses military power in accordance with its 20-year 

doctrine of fighting (and winning) local border wars, it is much more likely to pursue a 

limited war for goals like "teaching lessons", etc.
72
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Similarly, another prominent military strategist Brahma Chellaney commented in 2008, 

citing instances of PLA‘s demolition of unmanned Indian forward posts at the Tibet-

Bhutan-Sikkim- Tri junction, showcasing nuclear capable submarine and strategic 

moves around India, that challenges for Indian diplomacy are likely to increase in the 

future as China had already begun muscle-flexing around India in its early stages of its 

rise as a major power.
73

  
 

Over the years the perspective that China‘s rise and the consequent power asymmetry 

between the two will have adverse implication for India has been reiterated by the 

higher leadership on different occasions, demonstrating its prominence in Indian mind. 

For instance, in 2012 Deepak Kapoor, a former Chief of Army Staff of the Indian 

Army, referring to instances like Beijing‘s increasing assertiveness in  dealing with 

nations in its periphery, growing presence in POK and providing aid to anti- Indian 

insurgents, cyber-attacks against India‘s sensitive information infrastructure and finally 

increased presence in the IOR, warned that such actions would  intensify with increase 

in Chinese capabilities.
74

 Same year, the Indian Express reported that then Defence 

Minister A.K. Antony referring to China‘s economic and military rise as challenge had 

cautioned the top commanders of the three armed forces to be watchful against 

Beijing‘s coercive policies in the region.
75

 Expressing similar views, Former National 

Security Advisor Shivshankar Menon opined in 2016 that China‘s rise would  make 

India‘s external geopolitical environment complex and lead to an extended period of 

political and security instability in Asia and the Pacific. He further noted that ―An 

assertive China is unlikely to seek an early settlement of the boundary issue no matter 

how reasonable India may be….On the other hand, China‘s other priorities have made 

Pakistan even more crucial to China‘s purposes – religious extremism and terrorism in 

Xinjiang, overland access to the Indian Ocean, keeping India in check, a window on 

Western arms technology, the Chinese commitment and presence in POK, etc‖.
76
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Following the Doklam crisis in 2017 and the Galwan Valley crisis in 2020, 

deliberations have intensified within the Indian strategic community on China‘s ascent 

and the power asymmetry in Beijing‘s favour. Indian policy observers note that New 

Delhi had severely undermined the implications of China‘s rise and the power 

imbalance.
77

 It is being opined that a surge in Chinese capabilities will not only pose a 

military threat to India‘s borders, especially in view of India‘s military inadequacies but 

also to New Delhi‘s political centrality in South Asia and geopolitical space beyond the 

region as Beijing will draw smaller countries deeper into its sphere of influence. In this 

context, it is noteworthy that besides concerns about sharpening tensions at the border 

and India‘s shrinking geopolitical space, Indian policy elites  are  also wary that China 

could use its newly developed capabilities to reshape the global order and attempt to 

bring about a ―Chinese Century‖.
78

 
 

China’s forays into South Asia 

During the Nehru‘s period, India did not pronounce a clear policy towards South Asia, 

however, in New Delhi‘s worldview, the security of the South Asian region was seen 

central to India‘s security.
79

 Further, by virtue of its size, economic potential and 

political, cultural and economic linkages with the smaller countries of South Asia, India 

saw itself as the primary manager of the political and security affairs of South Asia.
80

 

However, in order to avoid triggering the threat perception of the neighbours, India 

maintained a low-profile humanitarian approach, devoid of forceful interference. 

India‘s policy towards South Asia became pronounced during Indira Gandhi‘s period.
81

 

Emboldened by Pakistan‘s dismemberment, India formulated the Indira Doctrine 

whereby New Delhi declared itself to be the primary arbitrator in regional conflicts 

rather than outside powers (China, US, Russia, or other Western powers) and 
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international organisations 
82

 This doctrine paved the way for  India‘s military 

intervention in Sri Lanka (1971 and 1987) and Maldives (1988). Devin T. Hagerty 

notes in this context that from 1983-1990, India‘s policy towards South Asia was 

driven by attempts to deny external influence in the region, primarily from the US and 

China (even at the cost of regional stability). This resulted in widespread discontent 

amongst India‘s smaller neighbours who perceived India as the hegemon 
83

 In order to 

make India‘s  pre-eminence more acceptable in the region and limit counter-balancing 

against India, then, Prime Minister I.K. Gujral formulated the Gujral Doctrine in 1997. 

The doctrine highlighted that India would deal with its neighbours on the basis of non-

reciprocity, whereas New Delhi would undertake more responsibility and expect less 

from its neighbours. The UPA government led by Manmohan Singh that came to power 

in 2004 applied the Gujral Doctrine to reorient India‘s foreign policy to increase 

economic relations and diplomatic partnerships with neighbouring countries, including 

Pakistan.
84

 A decade later, when BJP led NDA came to power, Narendra Modi 

articulated the ―Neighbourhood First Policy‖ to alleviate regional threats about India‘s 

hegemony. The government declared itself committed to developing ―mutually 

beneficial, people-oriented, regional frameworks for stability and prosperity‖.  New 

Delhi‘s engagement with the neighbouring countries was declared would be based on a 

―consultative, non-reciprocal and outcome-oriented approach, which focuses on 

delivering benefits like greater connectivity, improved infrastructure, stronger 

development cooperation in various sectors area, security and broader people-to-people 

contacts‖.
85

 Over the years, India‘s policies towards South Asia have  demonstrated 

that New Delhi views the region both as a sphere of insecurity and opportunity.
86

 Due 

to factors like cultural similarities, economic linkages and porous land borders that 

facilitate rapid spillover of instability, South Asia remains one of the primary sources 
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of threat for New Delhi. At the same time, Indian policy makers also see the region as a 

springboard for India to play a larger role in a multipolar international system. 

Accordingly, there is a dominant consciousness in New Delhi that India needs to 

maintain a strong political and military foothold in the smaller neighbouring countries 

to quell threats to India‘s national security emanating from these countries as well as 

project itself as a responsible major power by being the primary responder to regional 

security and stability issues.
87

 Since South Asia is one of the most important regions for 

India‘s foreign policy objectives, New Delhi remains wary of external interference  by 

major powers, including China.  
 

China‘s forays into South Asia have been a point of concern for Indian policymakers 

since the pre-1962 period. As the CCP came to power in China in 1949, Nehru moved 

to sign treaties of friendship with the smaller Himalayan kingdoms of Bhutan (1949) 

and Nepal (1950) with a view to limiting diplomatic ties between these countries and 

China. Also, Nehru began to closely guide Myanmar on its China policy. Post-1962 

conflict, New Delhi as it retreated from its international outlook, focused more on 

consolidating its position in South Asia and excluding Chinese influence. However, 

India‘s pivot to South Asia triggered the big power versus small power syndrome, and 

China‘s interference  became more welcoming.
88

 China too on its part considered South 

Asia as its strategic backyard and post 1962 saw its status as a stronger military power 

as an opportunity to intensify its engagement with South Asian countries. Therefore, 

since 1963, beginning with Pakistan, China developed close politico-military relations 

with South Asian governments neighbouring India on the principles of peaceful 

coexistence.
89

 By the beginning of the 21
st
 century, 90 percent of China‘s military 

exports were coming to South Asia and all of India‘s neighbours received their military 

arsenal from China.
90

 At about the same period China also initiated bilateral trade and 

extended developmental aid to Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bangladesh and Myanmar 

through economic investments and strategic infrastructure building. Over the years 

China has increased its military and strategic footprint  in South Asia with frequent  
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high-profile visits to South Asian countries, launching of economic corridors and 

crucial infrastructure building projects like ports, highways, power plants as part of 

BRI and continuing transfer of submarines, fighter jets, frigates and other conventional 

arms.
91

  
 

For the Indian strategic community, China‘s inroads into South Asia are motivated 

largely by an anti-India agenda. A common perception is that Beijing‘s engagement 

with South Asia is intended to contain India‘s rise as a peer competitor to challenge 

China‘s status in the Asia-Pacific. To that end, China has been arming India‘s 

neighbours including Pakistan and is deepening its presence in South Asia to 

complicate India‘s strategic environment and hamper its rise.
92

 Another perspective is 

that China sees South Asia as integral to reviving  its status as the Middle Kingdom. 

Therefore, the commercial penetration is largely aimed at transforming the small South 

Asian countries as strategic bases through chequebook diplomacy. It is opined that 

China is extending a system of economic patronage to South Asia, where Pakistan, 

Maldives Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka are increasingly becoming 

client states and in turn will serve China‘s continental ambitions as well as expanding 

its influence over the key geostrategic maritime space of Arabian Sea and Bay of 

Bengal.
93

 Finally, there is also fear within Indian strategic community is that due to 

India‘s lesser economic and defence capabilities than China and its poor record in 

delivering, China will gradually replace India as a dominant power altogether. Smaller 

neighbours will not only use the China card to resist India‘s influence also the 

governments could be more amenable to Chinese policies and abide by Chinese 

decisions.
94
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China-Pakistan ties 

China‘s ―all-weather‖ friendship with Pakistan is considered the most important factor 

in inducing India‘s distrust towards China. Beijing and Islamabad advanced bilateral 

ties in the post-1962 period at a remarkable pace. In 1963, China and Pakistan signed a 

boundary agreement whereby Islamabad surrendered thousands of square miles of 

territory. Further, during the India-Pakistan war in 1965, Beijing threatened to open a 

second front and during the 1971 Bangladesh war, China extended diplomatic support 

to Pakistan and vehemently criticised India at the UN for its intervention in the war.
95

 

As the outcome of the 1971 war shifted the balance of power in Asia in favour of India, 

China increased military and financial aid to Islamabad and also transferred nuclear 

weapons technology to strengthen Pakistan against future Indian onslaught. During that 

period, Beijing, cancelled Pakistan‘s debt of 110 million dollars and deferred 

repayment of 1970 interest-free loans by 20 years. Mid-1970s, Beijing helped Pakistan 

set up tank and fighter aircraft factories and also provided various levels of nuclear and 

missile related assistance, including centrifuge equipment, warhead designs, HEU, 

components of various missile systems and technical expertise.
96

 Notwithstanding, 

improved relations with India in the 1980s, China continued to render robust 

diplomatic, military and financial support to Pakistan. With regard to Kashmir, Beijing 

ensured Pakistan of its continued support for the settlement of the Kashmir dispute 

according to the UN resolutions.
97

 Further, top military commanders from both 

countries held regular dialogue to enhance military cooperation and the Chinese 

weapons systems became the backbone of Pakistan‘s military.
98

 One of the most 

noteworthy developments of this period was that, in,1986, China  and Pakistan signed 

an agreement to exchange civil nuclear technology.
99

 Beijing also provided financial 

and technical assistance to Islamabad to achieve defence self-sufficiency and monetary 

support to set up heavy machinery industry, fertiliser plants,  thermal power plants and 

                                                 
95

 Choudhury, Ishfaq Ilahi. ―Liberation War 1971: Geo-Political Fallout.‖ Daily Star, December 16, 

2009. https://archive.thedailystar.net/suppliments/2009/december/victorydayspecial/page09.htm. 
96

 Fazal-ur-Rahman. ―Pakistan‘s Relations with China.‖ Strategic Studies 19/20 (1998): 55–89. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/45182307. NTI. ―Pakistan Nuclear Overview,‖ November 5, 2019. 

https://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/pakistan-nuclear/. 
97

 Garver, John W. ―Sino-Indian Rapproachement and the Sino-Pakistan Entente.‖ Political Science 

Quarterly 111, no. 2 (June 1, 1996): 323–47. https://doi.org/10.2307/2152324. 
98

 Sherwani, Latif Ahmed. ―Review of Sino-Pakistan Relations (1981-85).‖ Pakistan Horizon 39, no. 1 

(1986): 92–106. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41393754. 
99

 Khalid, Asma. ―China-Pakistan Nuclear Energy Cooperation: History and Key Debates.‖ South Asian 

Voices, February 12, 2020. https://southasianvoices.org/china-pakistan-nuclear-energy-cooperation/. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/45182307
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41393754


 128 

develop road and railway infrastructure.
100

  The momentum of bilateral ties sustained 

through the 1990s as Sino-Pakistan relations burgeoned in areas of economic, trade, 

defence cooperation.
101

 Beijing also encouraged Islamabad to conduct nuclear tests 

following India‘s nuclear tests in 1998. Moving to the 21
st
 century, both  countries 

deepened their bilateral ties through regular presidential and prime ministerial visits to 

each other, signing of FTAs, joint military exercises, more people to people and 

business contacts. One of the major milestones in bilateral ties was the inauguration of 

the CPEC project in July 2013, signed to connect China‘s Xinjiang region with the 

Gwadar port of Pakistan.
102

 
 

On the international level too, China and Pakistan exhibited diplomatic solidarity by 

supporting each other for membership in international organisations like SCO and 

SAARC, respectively, in 2006.
103

 Beijing also provided unwavering support to Pakistan 

at the UN on the issue of terrorism.
104

 China repeatedly resisted, at times through 

vetoes, New Delhi‘s attempts to hold Islamabad accountable for attacks by Pakistan-

based terrorists. For instance, Beijing blocked India‘s bid to get JuD, the political arm 

of LeT designated as a terrorist organisation until the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks and 

also placed a technical hold to block UNSC sanctions on LeT in 2010. In 2015, again 

China blocked India‘s request to question Pakistan over releasing one of the main 

planners of the 2008 Mumbai attacks.
105

 Very recently, China in both 2022 and 2023, 

blocked India‘s attempts to get certain individuals from LeT designated as terrorists 

and sanctioned.  
 

In view of Indian policy elites, China-Pakistan ties are based on an anti-India agenda 

and commonality of interest to hamper India‘s rise because as India-China relations 

deteriorated in the early 1960s, Sino-Pakistan relations improved dramatically. Further, 
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the primary elements of the relationship have been close military and economic 

cooperation, which the strategic community believes aimed to prop Pakistan as a 

counter to India‘s dominant position in South Asia or worse, jointly pose a threat to 

India‘s security and territorial integrity. It is also believed that China intends to use its 

influence with Pakistan to keep India tied down to South Asia so that it is unable to 

play a larger role in the region and beyond.
106

 

 

Memory and Remembrance of 1962 War and India’s Distrust 

According to the existing literature by Indian scholars, the politico, military, and 

economic confidence building measures which India and China undertook following 

the restoration of diplomatic ties in 1976 failed to bridge India‘s trust-gap towards 

China.  Distrust of Chinese intentions remain entrenched in Indian policy elites‘ psyche 

despite years of high-level bilateral talks on the border dispute, signing of confidence 

building measures and border agreements on the management of the disputed 

boundary, cooperation on several multilateral platforms like BRICS, SCO, G20 among 

others and more importantly thriving economic relations. Indian scholars contend that 

largely developments with regard to the unresolved border dispute, widening power 

asymmetry, China‘s increasing presence in South Asia and deepening ties with 

Pakistan are responsible.  
 

The element of distrust was present in Indian policy elites‘ psyche even before the 1962 

conflict and similar issues like the unresolved border dispute, China‘s military presence 

near the disputed border, blooming diplomatic ties between China and Pakistan and 

expanding Chinese presence in South Asia evoked India‘s suspicion. Although the 

border conflict was triggered by a different set of events, the point of note is that the 

issues inducing distrust were not addressed. It was only after the 1976 normalisation of 

bilateral ties and especially after Rajiv Gandhi‘s visit, that India and China took steps to 

manage the trust deficit. Fifteen rounds of JWG Meetings were held to resolve the 

border dispute, and in 2003 Special Representatives were appointed who met twenty-

three times to negotiate a framework for the settlement of the border dispute and 

maintenance of peace and tranquillity at the border.
107

 Two years later, in 2005, Track-

II level informal dialogues were launched where representatives from the Indian side 
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conveyed New Delhi‘s apprehensions about increasing infrastructure building near the 

disputed border, Chinese military modernisation, CPEC and China‘s  politico-military 

presence in South Asia.
108

 In the first two decades of the 21
st
 century more channels of 

communication were opened, leading to the formation of fifty dialogue mechanisms at 

various levels to discuss issues relating to bilateral political, economic, cultural, people-

to- people, consular matters as well as dialogues on regional and global issues.
109

 The 

CCP and major political parties of India, including the Congress and BJP exchanged 

friendly delegation visits to promote trust and mutual understanding. Indian and 

Chinese leaders met each other numerous times on the sidelines of BRICS, SCO and 

G20 summits. Reportedly, PM Narendra Modi met Xi Jinping sixteen times between 

2014-2020 and held two-informal in-person summits for the exchange of in-depth 

views on issues of mutual concern.
110

  
 

In effect, India and China post normalisation of their bilateral ties became more 

interlinked through various political, economic and diplomatic channels. The fact that 

the Indian policy establishment still harbours a distrust of China needs to be assessed 

going beyond the tangible factors to see how psychological factors like memory affect 

the interpretation of India‘s intent of China.  

 

Reconciliation and Remembering Humiliation 

India‘s distrust towards China in the post-1962 period can also be characterised as a 

state of shallow reconciliation with the latter, whereby instead of absolute lack of trust 

(which would denote non-reconciliation and non-existence of diplomatic ties), New 

Delhi‘s trust level is low (denoting shallow reconciliation) as demonstrated by remote 

preparations for war, cautious cooperation, occasional politicisation of the border 

dispute limited economic engagement and  estrangement and suspicion even as New 

Delhi engages with China on multiple issues on a regular basis.
111
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In this context, remembering the war as a humiliation and debacle has played an 

important role. India and China began the process of diplomatic normalisation and 

reconciliation since the late 1960s. The two countries did not achieve deep 

reconciliation due to various internal and external factors. On India‘s part, one of the 

major reasons was that Indian policy elites‘ memorialisation of the war as a 

humiliation, blaming the civilian leadership and the military for credulity and failure to 

perceive and prepare for the China threat, coincided with the normalisation and 

reconciliation efforts that began in the late 1960s.  Ever since, New Delhi, on the one 

hand, has tried to advance bilateral ties and reconciliate with China, on the other, back 

at home, Indian policy elites have simultaneously recalled Chinese aggression, 

humiliation India faced in 1962, cautioning that China should not be allowed to 

humiliate India again.  
 

During the first phase of reconciliation, which began in the late 1960s and ended with 

restoration of ambassadorial level ties in 1976, diplomatic and political overtures for 

reviving bilateral ties were shadowed by extensive remembering of the war as 

humiliation. For instance, in 1969, as PM Indira Gandhi called for resolving the 

political stalemate with China and sent Brajesh Mishra to Beijing as Indian Charge de 

Affairs,
112

 J.P. Dalvi took  a POW during the 1962 war, recalled in his book The 

Himalayan Blunder(The Curtain-Raiser to the Sino-Indian War of 1962  published at 

the same, that the nation and the Army found themselves in the predicament due to the 

political leadership‘s failure to anticipate the war with China. He noted that the biggest 

lesson of the 1962 war was that military power determined the status of a nation rather 

than ―flimsy notion of fellowship with ex-colonial countries‖ and called on the leaders 

never to be credulous and negligent.
113

 PVR Rao, who was Defence Secretary back in 

1962 in his work Defence Without Drift, published in 1970, described Chinese actions 

during the war as aggressive and expansionist and recalled that India‘s 1962 defeat was 

a ‗debacle‘ that may have been avoided with realistic China policy and defence 

preparedness.
114

 Reflecting on the lessons of the 1962 war, he noted that events leading 

to the debacle emphasised the need for a carefully considered defence policy to ensure 
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that the independence of the country was  not jeopardised.
115

 At the same time within 

the state apparatus in Lok Sabha, in the course of the debate on the Ministry of 

Defence‘s request for grants, Indian leaders like George Fernandes (who later became 

the defence minister in 1998) and Nath Pai, recalling the military defeat faced in 1962 

and suggesting the possibility of future conflict, urged the government to prepare for 

war with China and adopt a realistic foreign policy to assess  Chinese threat.
116

  Further, 

again on the year of restoration of ambassadorial ties in 1976, sections of leaders in the 

Parliament on the issue of the development of bilateral ties with Beijing, referring to 

Chinese aggression and India‘s humiliation in 1962, demanded that the government 

take back possession of the occupied territories and restore Indian ―dignity‖ (indicating 

India‘s humiliation during the 1962 war).
117

  
 

In the second phase of reconciliation, which began in the 1980s and concluded with the 

historic visit of PM Rajiv Gandhi in 1988, a similar trend continued. In December 

1981, as India and China renewed the talks on border, then Foreign Minister Narasimha 

Rao rejected China‘s proposal of ‗package deal‘ as it reinforced India‘s humiliation.
118

 

Then again in the late mid-1980s, when two countries were negotiating the meeting of 

PM Rajiv Gandhi and Chinese premier Zhao Zhiyang, triggered by the India-China 

military stand-off Sumdurong Chu in 1986, the spectre of another humiliation was 

raised in Parliament debates. Referring to the 1962 war, certain Indian Parliamentarians 

proposed that ―we need to be much vigilant so that China may repeat the history of 

1962, for this purpose, it is necessary that we must have strong military power‖.
119

  
 

The third phase of reconciliation was launched in the early 1990s with Li Peng 

reciprocating Indian PM Rajiv Gandhi‘s 1988 visit in 1991 and closed with India‘s 

nuclear tests in 1998.
120

 New Delhi moved to fast-track bilateral ties with China, 

signing two important confidence building agreements; Agreement on the Maintenance 

of Peace and Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control (1993) and Agreement of 
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Confidence Building Measures in the Military field along the LAC with China 

(1996).
121

 However, it is noteworthy that as negotiations on the 1993 Agreement were 

going on in 1991-1992, the MOD published the Official History of the 1962 war.  

Arguing Chinese expansionism as the root cause, the authors of the report observed that 

the defeat was a ―big blow to India‘s prestige‖, caused primarily by the failure of the 

policy leaders to timely perceive the threat from China and prepare India‘s defences 

accordingly.
122

  It is noteworthy, that the report suggested that India had adopted a 

realistic policy and has been preparing for future conflict to avoid another debacle.
123

 

Incidentally, during the same period, the memoir of Maj. Gen. D.K. Palit (who was also 

interviewed for the Brooks Bhagat report and the official history) War in High 

Himalaya: Indian Army in Crisis also released, reflecting that owing to the political 

leadership‘s conviction about the unlikelihood of war between India and China and the 

consequent defence unpreparedness, Indian Army faced a debacle in 1962.  He called 

for better civil-military integration in strategic decision-making for avoiding future 

disasters.
124

 The year India and China signed the Border Peace and Tranquillity 

Agreement in 1993, intense debates ensued in the Parliament over India‘s national 

security vis-à-vis China, the government was urged to appreciate the threat from China 

and prepare the Indian Army in order to avoid another military defeat like  1962.
125

 

Three years later, in 1996, when India signed the Agreement on Military Confidence 

Building Measures, the Indian strategic community continued recalling Chinese 

aggression in 1962 and India‘s military defeat to argue about the threat China posed to 

India‘s security and the necessity of defence preparedness.
126

 In 1998, as debates 

ensued following the Pokhran tests,  a section of Indian pro-nuclear power politicians 

in the Parliament, recalling India‘s military defeat and referring to the war as 
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―ignominy‖ suggested that New Delhi should develop nuclear power as India cannot 

afford to be vulnerable to another 1962 like situation.
127

  
 

At the beginning of the 21
st
 century, the fourth phase of reconciliation began in 2000 

after bilateral ties were strained following India‘s 1998 nuclear tests and continued till 

2013 when the first border stand-off in 27 years occurred at Despang plains.
128

 From 

2000-2013, India and China signed three-confidence building measures; 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 (2005); 

Agreement on the Establishment of a Working Mechanism for Consultation and 

Coordination on India-China Border Affairs (2012) and Border Defence Cooperation 

Agreement (2013) and also launched Special Representative Talks for political 

resolution of the border dispute in 2003.
129

 Further, bilateral trade increased at an 

exponential rate during this period; the volume of bilateral trade stood at USD 13.6 

billion reached USD 61.7 billion by 2010 and reached USD 73.9 billion in 2011.
130

  

The two countries also exchanged high-level visits like Indian President K R 

Narayanan visit to China in 2000 on the occasion of the 50
th

 anniversary of India-China 

ties and Zhu Rongji‘s visit in 2002. Then PM Atal Behari Vajpayee‘s visit in 2003 led 

to the signing of The Declaration on the Principles and Comprehensive Cooperation in 

China-India Relations. More high-level official visits followed in the second-half of the 

decade with PM Manmohan Singh‘s and the President Prathibha Patil‘s visit to China in 

2008 and 2010 respectively. In 2012, the two countries also celebrated ―Year of India-

China Friendship and Cooperation‖ and in 2013, PM Manmohan Singh met Chinese 

President Xi Jinping on the sidelines of the 5
th

 BRICS Summit in Durban.
131
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However, parallel to New Delhi‘s efforts at reconciliation and confidence building 

exercises the policy establishment continued recalling and referring to the 1962 

humiliation in the domestic discourse on China.  For instance, in 2002, following Zhu 

Rongji‘s meeting with PM Atal Behari Vajpayee and Indian Foreign Ministers‘ 5-day 

trip to China, an Indian news media outlet, Rediffmail commemorating the 40th 

anniversary of the war published a series of articles by retired Indian diplomats, 

military officers and policy observers.
132

 Most of the opinion pieces, besides discussing 

the factors that led China to attack, recalled Chinese aggression against India, India‘s 

―crushing defeat‖,
133

 reversals in NEFA civilians fleeing Tezpur,
134

 lack of defence 

preparedness
135

 and neglect of the country‘s defence needs by the civilian leadership,
136

 

advised caution on part of the government vis-à-vis China. Further, in 2012, the 

government besides celebrating the Year of India-China Friendship and Cooperation, 

commemorated the 50
th

 anniversary of the 1962 war, claiming that the humiliation of 

1962 will not be repeated.
137

 Also, during the period 2000-2013, as India and China 

were signing CBMs and advancing economic ties, further commemorative and insider 

accounts of the 1962 war were published like The Diplomat’s Diary (T.N. Kaul, 2000), 

A Clash of Political Cultures (Amb. Sudarshan Bhutani, 2004), Negotiating for India 

(M J Desai 2006), My China Diary (K. Natwar Singh 2009), I was Prisoner of War in 

China (Lt. Col. K.N. Bakshi 2011), Unknown and Unsung: Indian Air Force in Sino-

Indian War (2013), Recollection of Se la and Bomdi la Debacle in 1962 (Maj. Gen. 

Jaidev Singh Dutta 2013). These accounts proffering their version of lack of defence 

planning and resources and Indian political and military leadership‘s failure to 

anticipate the attack reiterated suggestions of a more realistic China policy.  

Additionally, contrary to Indian President A.P. J. Abdul Kalam‘s statement in 2006 that 

the wound of 1962 had healed and that India and China aimed to come together
138

, the 
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larger Indian strategic community, policy experts and former practitioners speculated 

whether there would  be another attack by China in the near future. Accordingly, the 

government was urged to modernise India‘s defences and deal strongly with China 

because 1962 national humiliation was suffered due to the absence of a hard-nosed 

approach vis-à-vis China..
139

 During the 2013 stand-off at Despang, even as the 

government tried to downplay the event, the Opposition claimed that China‘s incursion 

into Indian territory in 2013 was as humiliating as the Chinese attack and occupation of 

land in 1962 and called on the government to ―immediately drive out the Chinese‖.
140

 

The last and  final phase of reconciliation began in 2014, however , ended with the 

Galwan Valley crisis in 2020,  which led to the death of twenty Indian soldiers. 

Bilateral ties remained quite tense in this phase of reconciliation due to three border 

stand-offs in 2014, 2017 and 2020 and humiliation remained a constant theme in the 

discussions regarding India-China relations.  Although the two countries sought to 

build trust and confidence with Chinese President Xi Jinping‘s visit to India, informal 

summits between Xi and Modi in 2018 and 2019 to hold candid, in-depth discussions, 

sections of Indian policy elites suggesting that China could be trying to humiliate India 

again, urged the government to respond strongly.
141

 For instance, in 2016, both the 

Indian President and Prime Minister visited China in May and September, respectively, 

to hold talks with Xi. Notably, on the 70
th

 Anniversary of Indian independence, the 

Film Directorate of India, in collaboration with the Ministry of Defence re-screened the 
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war movie Haqeeqat.
142

 Thereafter, in 2017, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

during the Doklam crisis, a section of Indian commentators called on the government to 

avenge the defeat of the 1962 war. Further, in 2020, when negotiations for military 

disengagement were  going on at the political, military and diplomatic levels, the Indian 

strategic community equated the Galwan clash and the death of twenty Indian soldiers 

as betrayal and humiliation faced during the 1962 war.  

In the post-1962 period, the phenomenon of remembering humiliation while trying to 

reconciliate, normalised the culture of harbouring  a certain degree of distrust and 

suspicion in Indian policy elites‘ attitude towards China.  The memory of humiliation 

with emphasis on the lack of pragmatic policy and negligence of defence needs as the 

cause of the debacle also suggests that China cannot be trusted as any political and 

military vulnerability can tempt Beijing to humiliate India again or reduce her status 

through calculated aggression, therefore, India cannot let its guard down vis-à-vis 

China even when cooperating on various issues. As discussed in the previous chapter 4 

these notions are integral to Indian policy elites remembering of the war.  On that 

account, while Indian leaders due to changing geostrategic and geoeconomic 

circumstances realised the unsustainability of adversarial relations with China and 

moved to generate trust and confidence in various phases to conduct bilateral ties, the 

simultaneous recalling of Chinese aggression, sustained fears about Chinese intentions 

and fuelled concerns that perceived loss of status vis-à-vis China could impact electoral 

fortunes. Thus, the state of shallow reconciliation or distrust, where we see a puzzling 

mix of partnership and distrust at the same time.  Thereby, we see New Delhi engaging 

with Beijing across cultural, political, economic, and institutional issues, leading to 

many instances of meaningful cooperation, like a joint revival of Nalanda University in 

India in 2013
143

; IGNCA and CNAA signing MOU to jointly preserve and safeguard 

intangible cultural heritage in 2019;
144

 exchange of political delegations in 2003, 2014, 

2019 to enhance understanding of each other‘s political systems; Chinese investments 

in Indian startup, building institutions like BRICS, SCO, AIIB as alternative to west-led 
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multilateral institutions.
145

 On the other side we also witness, MEA and the MOD 

carefully observing Chinese activities in  South Asia and at the border; the government 

building infrastructure, increasing defence imports and undertaking defence 

modernisation to be able to conduct two-pronged conflict in view of China‘s increasing 

military capabilities,  New Delhi rejecting 5G technology and restricting Chinese 

investments in critical and sensitive sectors and repeatedly assuring the public of the 

government‘s  resolve to fend-off Chinese attack on occasions of border skirmishes.
146

  

 

Conclusion 

The chapter addresses the final question raised by the thesis, that is why India‘s distrust 

towards China prevails and what is the role of memory and remembrance of the war in 

perpetrating the distrust.  The chapter highlights that over the years New Delhi while 

deepening and diversifying its engagement with China have expressed its distrust of 

Chinese intentions and motives through public statements, writings and has  

demonstrated the same through defence modernisation, development of infrastructure 

near India-China border, undertaking measures to limit Chinese influence in the region 

and forging closer partnerships with other major powers like the US and Russia. The 

existing literature suggests four major reasons that the unresolved border dispute, 

increasing power asymmetry, Chinese influence in South Asia and Pakistan-China 

friendship as four major reasons for India‘s persistent distrust. However, the puzzle 

remains that India and China are now more connected than in the pre-1962 period 

through trade, institutional and organisational links, dialogue mechanisms, people to 

people exchanges. This, in turn, has opened channels of frequent and regular 

communication of concerns and modes of resolution of differences at various levels of 

government, military, business and civil society. However, India‘s distrust of China is 

far from removed. While the complexity of the geostrategic, economic and power 

asymmetries is too intense to be resolved through dialogue and discussions, it is also 

imperative to look into psychological factors of memory and remembrance that shape 

perceptions and attitudes which determine how the more tangible and perceptible 

factors evoking distrust will be managed.  
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Delving into the memory and remembrance of Indian policy elites, the chapter notes 

that the remembrance of humiliation has been concurrent with India‘s attempts of 

reconciliation with China. Looking into different phases of reconciliation, that is from 

1969-1976, 1980s to 1988, 1990 to 1998, 2000 to 2013 and 2014-2020, the chapter 

demonstrates that while New Delhi , on one hand, has strived to restore friendly 

relations with China at different times, the policy establishment back home has  

simultaneously recalled the war, Chinese aggression and evoked the memory of 

humiliation, cautioning the government to be vigilant against China and prepare for 

potential conflict to avoid repetition of 1962 like situation. In the long-run this, in turn, 

has normalised in the Indian political psyche the trend of harbouring distrust and 

suspicion of China as a pragmatic and realistic approach, seeing it as a departure from 

the idealism and romanticisation of China in the Nehru era, considered the primary 

cause of national weakness and debacle in 1962. 
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CONCLUSION 

India-China ties in the immediate aftermath of the clashes at Galwan Valley in June 

2020, became extremely tense and confrontational. On the Indian side, the IAF airlifted 

over 68000 soldiers, 330 infantry combat vehicles, 90 tanks, several artillery guns and 

radar systems to Eastern Ladakh. Further, Su-30MKI and Jaguar jets were deployed for 

round-the-clock surveillance and intelligence gathering and several squadrons of 

combat aircraft were put in offensive posture.
1
 According to media reports, China also 

ramped up its military presence along the border, increased training exercises and 

combat drills for commanders, officers and soldiers and mobilised more weapons to 

forward positions.
2
 Reportedly, tensions between India and China extended through 

2021 and 2022, even as diplomatic, political and military talks continued. Indian Army 

Chief General Manoj Pande informed in early January 2024 that the situation along the 

border with China in the Ladakh sector is stable but sensitive.
3
 Members of the Indian 

strategic community contend that the incident of bloodshed and the rapid military 

mobilisation at the border is a watershed moment in India-China relations as it reset 

bilateral ties to function within a framework of antagonistic co-existence for the near 

future.
4
 

 

At the official level, Indian leaders have expressed their concern about the future of the 

bilateral ties by repeatedly stating that the Galwan Valley crisis eroded India‟s trust on 

China. One year after the clashes, India‟s EAM S. Jaishankar declared in an 

international conference that “After 45 years, you‟ve actually had bloodshed on the 
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border…. And that‟s had a huge impact on public opinion and on political opinion… 

really the impact of trust and confidence in India where China and their relationship is 

concerned...because that has been profoundly disturbed”.
5
 Similarly, during Indian 

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh‟s meeting with his Chinese counterpart Li Shangfu in 

April 2023, he conveyed to the Chinese leadership the Indian perspective that 

violations at the LAC “eroded the entire basis of bilateral relations”.
6
 Same year, 

India‟s NSA Ajit Doval, in a meeting with Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi on the 

sidelines of the BRICS Summit in Johannesburg, informed that the Galwan Valley 

crisis “eroded strategic trust and public and political basis of the relationship”.
7
  

 

Lack of sufficient trust or trust-deficit has been a long-standing issue in Sino-Indian 

relations. During the formative years of the bilateral ties, that is, in the 1950s, the two 

countries exhibited distrust towards each other even when they publicly sloganeered 

Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai and talked about civilisational friendship. India‟s first Prime 

Minister Nehru, remained apprehensive about China‟s motives with regard to Tibet, the 

un-demarcated border and the CCP supporting communist movements in India and the 

neighbouring countries of Nepal and Myanmar. Accordingly, New Delhi intervened to 

limit China‟s control on Tibet, moved to occupy Tawang in 1950, signed a treaty of 

friendship with Nepal and Bhutan, coordinated with Myanmar on its China policy, kept 

a close watch on the activities of the  Indian communists and Chinese embassy in India 

and more importantly adopted a policy of friendship to abate threats from China.
8
 

Beijing, on its part, saw Nehru and other Indian political leaders as lackies of the US 

imperialism and suspected that India intended to follow imperialist policies of turning 

Tibet into a buffer zone between India and China and impose the McMahon Line. 

Thereby, China while maintaining cordial ties with India, proceeded to consolidate its 

position in Tibet and study the boundary question without raising it with New Delhi.
9
 It 

is noteworthy that during this period, none of the countries talked about the trust-deficit 
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in bilateral ties instead, they strived to maintain an image of mutual understanding and 

Asian brotherhood to the international audience. 

 

Following the 1962 conflict, the distrust in Sino-Indian relations became pronounced 

and overtly expressed by the two sides. Leaders on both sides time and again 

acknowledged the lack of strategic and political trust and called for building mutual 

trust and confidence to sustain bilateral ties. Over the years, various measures including 

de-linking of the border dispute from other aspects of the bilateral ties, establishment of 

a JWG, signing of Agreements on maintenance of peace and tranquillity in the border 

regions and cooperation in border defence, appointment of Special Representatives, 

organisation of multi-level dialogues, establishment of a hotline between ground 

commanders along the LAC,  among others have been undertaken to develop mutual 

trust and understanding between the two parties. However, the trust-deficit has 

widened, rendering bilateral ties fragile.  

 

Scholars and policy commentators highlight certain factors like the unresolved border 

dispute, geopolitical competition in South and South-east Asia, third party ties and 

threat perceptions that work on both sides to evoke mutual distrust and suspicion. For 

instance, Beijing views New Delhi‟s insistence on sector-by-sector negotiation and 

settlement of disputes according to demographic settlement as intended to exact 

concessions from Beijing without making reciprocal meaningful concessions in the 

western sector. Further, China also perceives that India‟s suggestions of demarcating 

the LAC across the border are  aimed to expand the area of dispute.
10

 On the Indian 

side, New Delhi perceives that China is not interested in resolving the border dispute in 

order to maintain strategic pressure on India. Furthermore, with aggressive 

infrastructure building, Beijing intends to enforce a status quo on India.
11

 Similarly, on 

the other issues of geopolitical competition in South and South-east Asia and third-

party ties (China-Pakistan and India-US), both sides attribute policy of containment as 

the driving force for engagement. New Delhi believes China‟s engagement with South 

Asian countries  especially Pakistan is aimed towards encircling India and containing 
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its rise while China contends that India‟s Look East/Act East Policy, cooperation with 

the US on QUAD and IPEF is focused on propagating „China threat theory‟ and 

containing China‟s rise.
12

 Additionally, while New Delhi harbours apprehension that 

the increasing power gap will make China more coercive towards India, Beijing fears 

that with the rapid expansion of the Indian Navy, New Delhi will dominate the Indian 

Ocean and pose a threat to the SLOCs crucial for China.
13

 
 

In New Delhi‟s case, the legacy or the memories of the 1962 war are considered as an 

additional factor in enduring India‟s distrust towards China. Observers contend that 

while Beijing downplays the conflict, in India, memories of the 1962 war are vivid. In 

this context, Tien-sze Fang notes that the memory of the 1962 war remains a factor 

solely in India‟s perception and its evocation within the Indian strategic intellectual 

space contributes to shaping India‟s distrust towards China.
14

 Amit R. Dasgupta and 

Lorenz Luthi too contend that most Chinese do not know about the „Self-

Defence/Couter-Attack war‟ and there is almost a complete lack of the war‟s influence 

on China‟s domestic and foreign policy compared to India where the conflict remains a 

sensitive issue and shapes India‟s attitude towards China. 
15

Emphasising the 

prominence of the memory of the war in the domestic political setting, Indian scholars 

argue that the 1962 war left a “deep scar” on the national psyche, which India continues 

to carry.
16

 The border war, although it lasted for 42 days, permanently scarred the 

psyche of Indian bureaucratic, military and political leadership and the national 
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humiliation continues to haunt India‟s national consciousness.
17

 It is opined that the 

“scar of the 1962 war runs through India‟s heart…. and injured national psyche is not 

easy to repair”.
18

 Further, this „scar‟ has injected pessimism and has reduced confidence 

in bilateral relationship.
19

  
 

Despite widespread recognition of the prominence of the 1962 war memory in the 

Indian national elite psyche and its influence in perpetrating New Delhi‟s distrust 

towards China, very few research publications have appeared on this aspect. Studies on 

India‟s memory of the 1962 war have been cursory, limited to analysing what India 

remembers in terms of betrayal and humiliation. In 2012, Dibyesh Anand argued in an 

article that in India, the war is recalled primarily as a betrayal; one blaming the Chinese 

expansionism and the other PM Nehru for his naïve idealism and trusting the Chinese.  

He observes that these  betrayal narratives are based on the assumption of the 

legitimacy of Indian claims, the unexpected Chinese aggression and lastly, the failure 

of Indian political leadership .
20

 Contradicting Anand‟s view, in 2017, Jabin T. Jacob, 

in a survey of remembrance of the war on its 50
th

 anniversary in 2012 argued that 

India‟s remembrance of the war is layered and consists of several themes like lessons of 

the 1962 war, reasons for political and military failure and understanding of China .
21

 

Same year, Devesh Kapur, commenting on the use of memories by Asian countries to 

advance their respective regional agenda, observes that India, rankled by the memory of 

the humiliation of the 1962 war, had itself inflicted humiliation on Pakistan in 1971, 

which is celebrated in India as „Vijay Diwas‟.  As a hierarchy of humiliation persist in 

Asia, the humiliation inflicted on one‟s own country is considered vitally important 

than that inflicted on the other country.
22
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The point of note is that these writings provide a generalised understanding of the war 

memory and do not delve in-depth into very important questions like; how the war 

memories of betrayal and humiliation were constructed? how the war memories were 

propagated across generations and, most importantly, how the 1962 war memory and 

its remembrance sustain India‟s policy elites‟ distrust towards China. The thesis 

addresses this research gap and undertakes a rigorous study of the war memory and its 

role in sustaining Indian policy elites‟ distrust towards China. Here, a point of note is 

that the study focuses on war memories of Indian policy elites or the Indian strategic 

community consisting of political leaders from ruling/opposition parties, bureaucrats, 

career diplomats, military personnel, public intellectuals, commentators in the media, 

scholars at the universities and think-tanks. The project identifies three core questions; 

first, how the memory narratives of the 1962 war were constructed and disseminated in 

the public arena? Second, how the remembrance of the war has evolved in the six 

decades since the war and what is the dominant war memory discourse and finally how 

war memories impact India‟s policy elites‟ distrust towards China?  

 

In order to answer these questions, the study proceeds in three phases. The first phase 

delves into exploring and analysing the construction of the 1962 war memory. The first 

two chapters that is, From Brothers to Rivals: India’s Memory Politics and India-China 

Border War and Narrative Building are part of the first phase of the study. Memories 

represent a sanitised and selective version of history or historical events. The process 

by which these selective versions are formed and embedded in the national psyche is 

influenced by several factors like political context, interest of policy elites, distribution 

of power within society and deliberate acts of inclusion and exclusion of events. 

Similarly, India‟s policy elites‟ war memories of betrayal and humiliation too 

crystallised within a particular political context and were influenced by the goals and 

objectives of the political leadership, the power dynamics in the 1960s and selective 

exclusion and narrative building. The first two chapters of this thesis deals with these 

issues.  

 

The first chapter, From Brothers to Rivals: India’s Memory Politics traces the basis of 

the formation of the war memories of betrayal and humiliation. To that end, the chapter 

looks into the formative years of the bilateral ties, that is, from 1949 (establishment of 

diplomatic ties between India and China) to 1958 (emergence of the border dispute and 

tensions along the border publicly). The narratives of betrayal and humiliation project 
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the 1962 war as a time of Indian victimisation. According to this portrayal, India was 

wronged by China and suffered military humiliation due to misplaced trust in the 

Chinese leadership and neglect of the country‟s defence and security needs, thinking 

that the Chinese would not initiate an attack. This chapter notes that this simplistic 

representation of the conflict as betrayal and humiliation was itself based on sanitised 

memory narratives of history of Sino-Indian bilateral ties, that is, „2000 years of 

civilisational friendship‟ and „shared anti-colonial struggle‟. At the time of India‟s 

independence in 1947, the international system was fractured owing to Cold War 

tensions between the US and the SU. The international system was divided into two 

camps, that is, liberal democracies and communists, the two powers vigorously 

competed in different geographical spaces, especially in Asia and Africa (where newly 

independent countries were emerging) to carve out spheres of influence. Then Indian 

PM Jawaharlal Nehru saw this as inimical to India‟s core national priorities of 

maintaining foreign policy independence, achieving economic development and 

elevating India‟s position as a leading actor at the global stage. In order to achieve these 

policy objectives, New Delhi rejected  Cold War   alliance systems; Indian policy 

leaders like Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Rajendra Prasad, along with PM Nehru, 

repeatedly emphasised India‟s commitment to independent decision-making in 

domestic and foreign policy issues. Second, New Delhi strove to shape a peaceful 

external environment conducive to India‟s economic development. To this end, India 

attempted to geopolitically stabilise Asia and limit the spill-over of Cold War tensions 

by diplomatically intervening in the Indo-China and Formosa crisis.  Finally, India 

moved to play a proactive role in international diplomacy to mitigate Cold War 

tensions. As Nehru was keenly aware of India‟s lack of military and economic 

capabilities, two important prerequisites to command a major power role, he 

emphasised India‟s civilisational heritage, anti-colonial credentials and non-violent 

independence movement to project moral superiority as the basis of India‟s demand for 

leadership position.  

 

Owing to China‟s geographical proximity to India, size and potential to play a crucial 

role in international politics, Nehru perceived China to be an important player vis-à-vis 

India‟s strategic interests. First, China‟s foreign policy position with regard to Cold 

War politics was thought would impact India‟s external strategic environment. Second, 

China was seen as a stabilising factor in the Asian security environment and finally, 
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friendly diplomatic ties with China were  expected to enable India to play a greater role 

at the international level as a bridge between communist and liberal democratic camps. 

Therefore, maintaining cordial diplomatic ties with China became a cornerstone of 

India‟s foreign policy. 

 

In this regard, New Delhi, besides, extending friendly gestures like early recognition of 

the PRC, supporting China‟s membership in the UN or extending diplomatic support to 

the Chinese leadership during the Korean crisis, also propagated memory frames of 

„2000 years of civilisational friendship‟ and „shared anti-colonial struggle‟ in its 

diplomatic discourse vis-à-vis China. This was done to shape India‟s image as a 

friendly country in the Chinese mind and present to the Chinese leadership a model of 

peaceful and friendly ties that could be replicated in the post-independence period.  

Indian policy elites, in their public pronouncements called for „Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‟, 

referring to 2000 years of peaceful ties between the two countries through cultural and 

economic linkages and shared colonial victimisation and anti-colonial struggle. It is 

noteworthy, that the advent of colonialism was alleged to be the cause of disruption of 

the peaceful ties.  

 

The government also expended considerable political capital to institutionalise this 

narrative of the history of bilateral ties through repeated public proclamations, 

facilitating friendly exchanges and setting up “India-China Friendship Associations”. In 

effect, these memory  narratives were drawn from the Pan-Asian movement that 

promoted an idea of unity and fraternity between Asian powers against the colonial 

powers by virtue of historical contacts, cultural commonalities and shared cultural 

values. The Pan-Asian movement had glossed over dissimilarities, hierarchies and 

instances of violent exchanges between Asian countries to project an image of Asian 

brotherhood. Likewise, the narratives of civilisational friendship and shared anti-

colonial struggle eluded the uneasy details of the marginal nature of economic and 

cultural contact between Indian and Chinese kingdoms much before the arrival of 

colonial powers, persecution of Buddhists in China during the Tang and Song dynasties 

, perception of the common Chinese of Indian opium traders and Sikh soldiers as 

collaborators of the British which continued even after independence and the starkly 

different trajectories of their independence struggles. More importantly, the 

exaggerated accounts of friendship and the networks to reinforce the same did not lead 

to any real emotional involvement in the bilateral ties. In the 1950s, notwithstanding 
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the slogans of „Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‟ tensions between the two countries were 

brewing over Tibet, the border dispute and for the leadership of the third-world 

countries. Also, Indian leaders, including Nehru, expressed in private their 

apprehensions about Chinese expansionism, PLA‟s presence in Tibet and its 

implication on the un dermarcated border and the possibility of conflict between the 

two countries.  Further, Nehru himself cautioned Indian diplomats to deal with China 

firmly as any show of weakness would lead to exploitation by Beijing.  
 

The key takeaways of the chapter are that India in order to advance friendly ties with 

China propagated a sanitised version of bi-lateral history in the form of „2000 years of 

civilisational friendship‟ and „shared anti-colonial struggle‟. However, neither the 

historical ties were deep, nor relations became close and friendly during the formative 

years. Second, trust-deficit was latent in bilateral ties since the onset of diplomatic 

relations. The memory narratives merely fostered a superficial sense of understanding 

of China (primarily in India). In effect, the lack of real understanding of China in the 

Indian policy elites left issues of concern like Tibet and the border dispute unattended, 

despite New Delhi being aware of the divergences in views.   

 

Moving to the second chapter, India-China Border War and Narrative Building, the 

project delves deeper into the memory building process. It argues that the propaganda 

campaign that was launched by the Indian government in the wake of the 1962 war to 

shape the nations and the external audience‟s understanding of the conflict and its 

causes, strategically placed the war as betrayal and humiliation perpetrated by China in 

disregard of 2000 years of civilisational friendship and shared anti-colonial struggle. In 

the process, New Delhi elided the complex bilateral situation that led to the war and 

promulgated a simplistic self-glorifying narrative.  

 

During the early 1950s, notwithstanding the calls for „Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai‟, the 

establishment of India-China Friendship Associations and exchange of friendly visits, 

signs of diplomatic strain appeared in bilateral ties over Tibet and the disputed border. 

New Delhi, although outwardly remained dismissive of any threat being posed to India 

due to the Chinese occupation of Tibet, did not take PLA‟s military intervention lightly. 

In 1950, the Indian government, in a protest note to Beijing, termed the Chinese 

invasion of Tibet „deplorable‟ and privately extended limited diplomatic and military 

assistance to the Tibetans to resist the PLA. Post-1950 occupation, Nehru also tried to 
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leverage Indo-Tibetan trade to reduce the PLA‟s presence in Tibet and continued to 

provide diplomatic assistance to the Dalai Lama to limit Chinese dominance. With 

regard to the disputed border, New Delhi remained displeased with Chinese maps‟ 

representation of Indian territories on the Chinese side and ordered the strengthening of 

Indian civil and military presence along the border. Beijing, too on, its part, resented 

India‟s sympathy for Dalai Lama and Tibetan autonomy and alleged that India‟s 

perceptions were being influenced by foreign elements hostile to China. On the border 

issue, the CCP leadership concluded that India‟s position on the border dispute and 

McMahon Line was a continuance of the British policy of expansionism.  

 

One of the primary reasons for the tensions was that both India and China failed to 

timely address the complexities introduced into these issues by their colonial and 

imperial predecessors respectively. The two countries, despite being aware of each 

other‟s position on Tibet and the border dispute, adopted an evasive approach that 

increased the complexity and ambiguity. Archival records reveal that New Delhi was 

aware of the subsequent Chinese government‟s claim over Tibet and rejection of the 

McMahon Line. Beijing, too, had noted India‟s occupation of Tawang and 

proclamations about the McMahon Line. However, for a prolonged period, India and 

China avoided direct talks on the political status of Tibet and the McMahon Line until 

the border dispute surfaced openly. Furthermore, during the negotiation of the 

Panchsheel Treaty in 1955, both countries expressly instructed their respective 

negotiators not to discuss the border dispute or the McMahon Line.  

 

The year 1958 marked a turning point in bilateral ties. Tensions deepened over 

differing interpretations of the border‟s location leading to perceived intrusions. 

Chinese concerns regarding the activities of the Dalai Lama‟s supporters in Kalimpong 

and India‟s objection to Chinese maps added to the friction. The unravelling of bilateral 

ties continued from 1959-1962. Reports of Chinese excesses in Tibet, Chinese 

construction of highway in Aksai Chin and border clashes inflamed public opinion in 

India, pressurising New Delhi to adopt a hard-line stance towards China. Similarly, 

criticism of CCP‟s policies in Tibet and calls for military action against China by a 

section of Indian political leaders and public intellectuals, outbreak of armed resistance 

in Tibet in 1959, India‟s granting of asylum to Dalai Lama in 1960 deeply angered 

Beijing. Subsequently, the sense of animosity between both countries heightened, 

diplomatic protest notes became sharper against each other with accusations of 
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transgression and expansionism, talks between Zhou Enlai and Nehru and the political 

officers in 1960 failed owing to intense distrust between the two countries, forward 

patrolling by the PLA and the Indian Army caused frequent clashes.  

 

The outbreak of conflict in October 1962 and the Indian army‟s military reverses 

resulted in severe criticism of Nehru‟s China policy at both the national and 

international level. In Parliament and the press, the government was accused of 

credulity and neglect of India‟s security needs. Serious doubts were expressed 

regarding the Indian Army‟s capability to protect India‟s territorial integrity and 

security and the government faced a no-confidence motion in 1963. Suggestions were 

also floated about constituting a separate wartime leadership as then government led by 

Nehru was perceived as incapable of conducting wartime operations. International 

observers held the conflict as vindication of the West‟s fear against communism and 

described Nehru‟s non-alignment approach as impractical and dangerous.   

 

In an attempt to manage public discourse surrounding the conflict and to cultivate a 

favourable perception of the government and the army, New Delhi launched a massive 

propaganda campaign, whereby the Chinese attack was projected as betrayal and 

humiliation and the Indian Army as brave soldiers defending India‟s territorial 

integrity. Immediately following China‟s attack in 1962, the State Information Bureau 

was instructed to publicise India‟s account and mobilise the press to align it with the 

government‟s position. Thereafter, Nehru‟s national speech of 22 October denouncing 

China for unabashed aggression against India and appreciating the Army‟s courage was 

reprinted by national dailies like the Indian Express, The Hindu, and The Times of 

India to disseminate the government's viewpoint. In order to further solidify this 

perspective in the national psyche, the narrative of betrayal and humiliation by China 

and the sacrifice of the Indian Army was disseminated across the country through 

public speeches, demonstrations, resolutions, posters, commentaries in the press and 

official documentaries. Official publications like „China's Betrayal of India: 

Background to the Invasion‟ and official documentaries like The Chinese Threat and 

United We Stand emphasising Chinese duplicity and Indian resilience were also 

circulated. Indian officials and diplomats in foreign missions were asked to convey to 

the international audience that China had committed unprovoked aggression in return 

for India‟s constant friendship and India intended to resist it with full force.   
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The chapter yields two key insights regarding the construction of the war memory 

surrounding the 1962 war. First, the pre-existing narratives of a 2,000-year 

civilizational friendship and shared anti-colonial struggle formed the foundation for 

portraying the Chinese offensive as a betrayal and humiliation. The narratives of 

civilisational friendship and shared anti-colonial struggle were given a sense of 

historical footing and it was opined that the Chinese, in disregard of these factors 

wrongfully launched military action against India, disrupting centuries of peaceful ties. 

Second,  while constructing the narrative of unprovoked Chinese aggression and 

duplicity juxtaposed against Indian innocence, the state also excluded several intricate 

details like the lack of clear policy of the British predecessors regarding the status of 

Tibet and rejection of the McMahon line by both Lhasa and Beijing, India‟s knowledge 

about the Aksai Chin road since 1952, and suggestions by certain parliamentarians and 

army officials to initiate military action against China. Consequently, the national 

psyche internalised a simplistic victim-glorifying and other-vilifying narrative 

overlooking the spatial, temporal and perceptual complexities which led to the outbreak 

of the war.  

 

The second phase of the thesis, in the form of the third chapter, Decoding India’s 

Memorialisation and Remembrance of 1962 War, shifts its focus to the post-conflict 

period, investigating the evolution of the war's remembrance over the past six decades. 

This phase also analyses the dominant memory discourse surrounding the Sino-Indian 

War within the Indian strategic community.  

 

It is noteworthy that the state intervened hugely to shape public remembrance of the 

1962 war immediately after the cessation of hostilities in November 1962. For instance, 

public records and the Henderson Brooks Bhagat Report, potentially contradicting the 

government narrative, were classified.  However, selective information contained in 

government pamphlets about the war was disseminated as scholarly references. Further, 

the policy elites, including PM Nehru, used political messaging to maintain a certain 

understanding of the war by reiterating narratives of betrayal and humiliation by China 

through public speeches, writings and other official documents. Further, literature from 

China, especially dealing with Tibet and the border dispute was banned. Also, the 

government sanctioned cultural productions for mass circulation like war films, 

documentaries, music and other literary works, showcasing Indian military bravery at 

the face of Chinese perfidy and ruthlessness.  
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However, parallel to the government‟s efforts of memorialising the war as an event of 

betrayal and humiliation, calls intensified within sections of the Indian strategic 

community to identify internal actors responsible for military reverses. A counter-

discourse emerged, which, although it did not challenge the narrative of Chinese 

perfidy, but saw the war as a debacle caused by political and military leadership‟s 

naivete, failure to assess military threat from China and prepare India‟s defences 

accordingly.  

 

Recalling and retrospection about the war began a few years after Nehru‟s death. The 

demise of the primary architect of India‟s foreign policy and the Indian Army‟s 

resuscitation in 1965 created the space for revisiting the past. Beginning from the 1967 

publication of B M Kaul‟s (considered one of the architect‟s India‟s military response) 

The Untold  Story, till the start of the 21
st
 century, several political, military and civilian 

leaders who were closely associated with the war or had an insider perspective 

published their accounts.
23

  

 

Besides these retrospective analyses, the Sino-Indian War also remained a persistent 

topic of public discourse. References to the conflict were woven into public 

discussions, parliamentary debates, and writings on India-China relations. Notably, 

certain recurring themes in these retrospective works, writings and discussions were 

military reverses, mistakes in tactical and strategic decision-making and an 

accompanying sense of humiliation. Inadequate defence preparedness was seen as the 

cause of military reverses and related consequences and this failure was attributed by 

some to Indian leadership‟s misplaced trust in Chinese pronouncements and uncritical 

acceptance of Beijing‟s assurances. However, some analysts argued that the military 

and the intelligence had failed to prepare as well as strongly convey the threat from 

China to the political leadership. In this regard, some of these works, highlighting 

                                                 
23

 Some of the major works were, Cabinet Secretary S.S. Khera India’s Defence Problem (1968) and 

Defence Secretary P.V.R. Rao‟s Defence without a Drift (1970), veteran journalist, D R Mankekar‟s The 

Guilty Men of 1962 War (1968), Commander of the 7th Brigade in NEFA in 1962 and a PoW, J.P. 

Dalvi‟s The Himalayan Blunder (1969), Press Officer to Home Minister in 1962, Kuldip Nayar‟s 

Between the Lines (1969), Intelligence Bureau Director, B N Mullik‟s My Years With Nehru: The 

Chinese Betrayal (1970), Foreign Secretary Subimal Dutt‟s With Nehru in Foreign Office, (1977), 

Division Commander in NEFA during 1962 conflict, Maj. Gen. Niranjan Prasad’s Fall of Towang 

(1981), Indian Charge de Affairs to China after the outbreak of the 1962 war, P.K. Banerjee‟s My Peking 

Memoirs of Chinese Invasion of India (1990), Director of Military Operations during 1962 war, D.K. 

Palit‟s War in High Himalaya: The Indian Army in Crisis (1991), former Prime Minister P .V. 

Narasimha Rao‟s The Insider (1997), personal secretary to Defence Minister in 1962,  R D Pradhan‟s, 

Debacle to Revival: Y.B. Chavan as Defence Minister, 1962-65 (1999) a close confidante of Nehru T.N. 

Kaul‟s, A Diplomat’s Diary (2000). 
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instances like China‟s rejection of the McMahon Line after signing of the Panchsheel 

Treaty in 1955, gradual infrastructure building and mobilisation of troops in Tibet and 

the launch of a two-pronged attack in 1962, opined that Indian leaders were unable to 

match the clever and hard-headed approach that China took with regard to India-China 

relations. It is noteworthy, that while this body of literature held the government and 

military accountable for their actions, it did not fundamentally challenge the narratives 

of Chinese duplicity.  Instead, it attributed the national humiliation to political naiveté, 

specifically a misplaced trust in China and a failure to adopt a more realistic foreign 

policy approach towards that nation.  

 

In the 21
st
 century, the Indian strategic community‟s recollection of the war has 

persistently centred around the theme of national humiliation and debacle, perceived to 

have been caused due to Indian political-military leadership‟s failure to appreciate and 

timely respond to the security threat posed by China. During the commemoration of the 

50
th

 and the 60
th

 anniversary of the 1962 war in 2012 and 2022 respectively and the 

2017 Doklam and the 2020 Galwan Valley crisis, when recalling the 1962 war surged 

surrounding these events, a large section of Indian commentators recalled India‟s lack 

of understanding of Chinese intent, Indian Army‟s military weakness vis-à-vis the 

PLA, the national humiliation suffered due to military reverses in NEFA, India‟s loss of 

prestige amongst third world countries and opportunity for New Delhi to avenge the 

1962 defeat. The government, too, without explicitly referencing the humiliation, 

asserted that successive Indian governments had learnt lessons from the 1962 war, and 

a similar outcome would  not be repeated. While certain observers reflected on the 

Chinese betrayal of Nehru‟s friendship, its continued tendency to do so and the Indian 

Army‟s valour despite lacking logistical support, the national elite psyche remained 

preoccupied with the narratives of the 1962 war as humiliation and debacle.  

 

The chapter demonstrates that by the end of the 20
th

 century, the memory frames of 

civilizational friendship and anti-colonial struggle are replaced by memory narratives of 

betrayal and humiliation. This transformation occurred largely due to state propaganda 

campaigns and the government‟s attempts to shape remembrance of the war. These 

state-sanctioned representations are entrenched in the elite psyche and have not been 

challenged even sixty years after the war. Second, it is also noteworthy that while 

memories of betrayal and humiliation co-exist, the memory of the war as an event of 

debacle and national humiliation has been more dominant in the elite psyche, probably 
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due to the power gap between the two countries. This dominant narrative of 

humiliation, while blames the Indian leadership for misplaced trust and faulty 

assessment of Chinese intentions, it also implicitly enforces that the Chinese are not 

trustworthy and New Delhi needs to be constantly vigilant against Beijing.  

The final part of the thesis addresses the question of how memory and remembrance of 

the war as humiliation and debacle impacts India‟s distrust towards China.  

 

The fourth chapter, Remembering 1962: War Memory and India’s Distrust towards 

China notes that in order to build trust in bilateral ties in post-conflict situation the two 

countries have to genuinely reconciliate, where there is no expectation of violence and 

preparation for conflict and economic relations are smooth with shared feeling of 

harmony in interests.  

 

In that context, post 1962 conflict, despite the restoration of ambassadorial level ties, 

India and China fell short of achieving genuine reconciliation, thus hindering the 

establishment of trust. For instance, the Indian policy establishment continues to 

harbour concern about another 1962-like or larger armed conflict with China in the 

long-term.
24

 Accordingly, India‟s defence modernisation has been geared primarily to 

meet the eventuality of a Chinese attack or two-front war with Pakistan and China.  

New Delhi raised special divisions like SSF and Brahmastra (XVII) for mountain 

warfare and created SSB to conduct guerilla warfare against PLA in the event of 

another Chinese attack across the border. Further, India also advanced its missile 

defence capabilities, adding a nuclear component to it to reduce military vulnerability 

vis-à-vis China.  With regard to smooth economic relations, while trade volume 

between the two countries have increased significantly to cross 130 billion, it remains a 

contentious political issue. Indian commentators and policy observers time and again 

call for import curbs or ban on Chinese goods, citing increasing trade-deficit between 

the countries. The government, too,  is  extremely wary of Chinese technology like 5G 

and investments in sensitive sectors like banking, IT, infrastructure building among 

others. Furthermore, New Delhi remains suspicious and wary of Chinese presence in 

India‟s neighbourhood and sees China‟s diplomatic-military support to Pakistan as 

aimed to counter India‟s rise.  

                                                 
24

 Very recently, following the Galwan Valley clashes in 2024, India‟s Chief of Army Staff expressed 

that transgressions along the border can escalate to conflict. 
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Despite years of efforts towards reconciliation, factors like the unresolved border 

dispute, geostrategic competition, threat perception and third-party ties have impeded 

the process and intensified distrust in the Indian elite psyche. However, an additional 

and often overlooked challenge has been that India‟s attempts at reconciliation have 

always been shadowed by its memory and remembrance of the war as a humiliation. 

Meaning, New Delhi on one hand has tried to advance bilateral ties and reconciliate 

with China, on the other, back at home, Indian policy elites have simultaneously 

recalled Chinese aggression, humiliation India faced in 1962, cautioning that India 

should not let its guard down vis-à-vis China despite talks of cooperation. For instance, 

during the first phase of reconciliation from 1969-1976, a number of first-hand 

accounts of the 1962 war were published, which termed China as an expansionist 

power and recalling the humiliation, urged the government to ensure that India‟s 

security and defence is not compromised again. At the same time, the Indian political 

opposition, too, speculating the possibility of future conflict, urged the government to 

prepare for war in order to avoid 1962-like humiliation. Similarly, in the 1980s, despite 

the Rajiv Gandhi government intensifying the reconciliation efforts, then Foreign 

Minister P V Narasimha Rao rejected China‟s package deal, citing that the arrangement 

did not address Indian humiliation. Further, evoking the spectre of humiliation during 

the Sumdurong Chu crisis in 1986, Indian policy elites urged the government to remain 

vigilant. In the 1990s when negotiations for Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace 

and Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control were ongoing, India‟s Ministry of 

Defence published the official history of the 1962 conflict, stating that the war was 

caused due to Chinese expansionism and assured that India was making necessary 

preparations to avoid another debacle in future conflict. Notably, in 1998, two years 

after signing of the Agreement on Confidence Building Measures in Military, the 

Indian policy establishment justified India‟s nuclear states citing the 1962 war and the 

prevailing atmosphere of distrust between the two countries. 

 

Moving on to the 21
st
 century, from 2000-2013, amidst high-level delegation 

exchanges, increasing bilateral trade, signing agreements on confidence building 

measures and border defence and celebration of the India-China Year of Friendship, a 

number of commemorative works by former government officials and military 

personnel appeared lamenting New Delhi‟s lack of understanding of the Chinese 

leadership and failure to anticipate the attack. The Indian strategic community also 
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commemorated the 40
th

 and 50
th

 anniversary of the 1962 war in 2002 and 2012, 

reiterating suggestions of military preparedness and vigilance against China to avoid 

national humiliation. Furthermore, in 2013, as India signed BDCA with China, the 

government also established the XVII Brahmastra Corps as a quick-reaction and 

counter-offensive force against China across LAC. Finally, from 2014-2020, even as 

the two countries held informal summits in 2018 and 2019, established hotline between 

military commanders, New Delhi sanctioned several projects to modernise 

infrastructure in the ecologically fragile border regions, citing military defeat during the 

1962 war. Further, India‟s Foreign Ministry directed its foreign missions to carefully 

watch Chinese activities while improving ties and imposed multiple restrictions on 

Chinese business and investment in India, citing national security threats. 

 

The phenomenon of remembering humiliation that makes China untrustworthy while 

trying to reconcile has normalised the culture of distrust as a pragmatic policy approach 

as opposed to the perceived romanticisation of the Nehru period. The Indian strategic 

community accepts that while complete estrangement between the two countries is not 

practical and both countries will have to take measures to manage differences, 

humiliation seems entrenched in the Indian psyche, primarily due to the cycle of 

remembrance that India cannot let its guard down vis-à-vis China as political military 

vulnerability could tempt Beijing to humiliate India again.  

 

This thesis has looked into the trust-deficit in India-China bilateral ties from India‟s 

perspective and has attempted to analyse the role of memory and remembrance of the 

1962 war in sustaining New Delhi‟s distrust towards China. However, it is noteworthy 

that the distrust is mutual. Beijing, too, remains wary of India‟s military modernisation, 

engagement with South east and East Asia and deepening of political and military ties 

with the US. It acknowledges the need to undertake research to explore how Chinese 

memories of the 1962 war affect Beijing‟s distrust towards Indian leadership.  
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