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Abstract 
 
Foreign Policy Decision Making (FPDM) is a micro-level discipline.  It is a field of 
enquiry that absorbs determinants and variables from a macro-level perspective.  Since 
reforms in 1978 and the initiation of the Open Door policy, China has transformed its 
FPDM markedly.   
 
Studying China’s FPDM involves identifying various processes—formal and informal—
that constitute the central dynamic of decision making in the Chinese political system. 
The primary determinants and variables exerting significant and competing influences in 
China’s FPDM include the political structure, organizational actors, national interests, 
foreign-policy goals, individual actors, and the role of perceived and articulated norms 
and values. 
 
This study explores the changing dynamics of China’s decision-making process in terms 
of the structures, mechanisms, and levels involved in foreign-policy formulation.  A 
secondary objective is the ‘domestic component’ inherent in influencing China’s foreign 
policy outcomes.  The ‘domestic’ involves a careful scrutiny of the role of internal 
political trends and opinions on important issues. 
 
Introduction 
 
Foreign policy decision making is a specialized field of academic enquiry that explores 
processes governing the ‘decision’ through a range of different approaches. Among the 
nation states of the world, China is no exception when it comes to the ‘decision making 
context.’ Questions such as – ‘Which individuals, groups and institutions play key roles 
in decision making in China?’; ‘What are the mechanisms that exist to coordinate foreign 
policy decisions?’; ‘Where do information and counsel come from?’; and, ‘What is the 
influence of experts and through which channels do they voice their opinions?’ – keep 
scholars, specialists and policy makers constantly on the lookout for fresh insights, clues 
and approaches to interpret the decision making process in Beijing.  
 
Divided into two sections - ‘Theory’ and ‘Praxis’ - this paper firstly, attempts to identify 
the key approaches to the study of China’s foreign policy decision making and secondly, 
illustrates by a case study, how decision-making influences foreign policy outcomes. 
There are two hypotheses motivating this study. First, the process of foreign policy 
decision-making in China is varied and reflective of the influences spawned over the last 
three decades since the reform process was initiated; and second, these variations in 
decision making have exercised their influence over the dynamic nature of Sino-Indian 
relations, especially in the last decade.    
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Methodology  
 
The foreign policy decision making process comes to bear when a state decides to 
respond to a set of stimuli, in either a pre-determined manner, or in a manner influenced 
heavily by the circumstances surrounding a crisis. This paper adopts the methodological 
framework of a ‘multi-causal approach’1 that willfully avoids futile attempts to explain 
the complex phenomenon of foreign policy decision making by a single ‘causal variable.’ 
A ‘multi-causal approach’ highlights several salient features that illuminate the external 
behaviour of a state – China in this case. Under this approach these salient features also 
hint at the existence of broader relationships amongst themselves. 
 
 

Diagram 1 
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- ‘Historical Legacy’2 assumes that events of the past do have a bearing on the decision 
making process as the past experience gets transmitted to the present and are reflected in 
the attitude, behaviour, perceptions and decisions taken by policy makers and leaders.  
- ‘Ideological Principles’3 assume that the actors subscribe to a set of beliefs that frame 
overall approaches in the conduct of foreign policy. From a ‘Marxist-Leninist-Maoist’ 
ideological framework in the past, China today espouses a ‘Dengist’ ideology of ‘peace 
and development.’ 
- ‘Military Doctrines’4 assume the importance of the ‘use of force’ to defend ‘core 
national interests’ and the role of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in the decision 
making process. 
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- ‘Security and Economic Interests’5 assume the existence of ‘objectives’ that are listed 
before any significant decision is taken. These ‘objectives’ could also morph into ‘goals’ 
or ‘outcomes’ that have a dynamic of their own once a decision is taken. 
- The ‘Domestic Political Process’6 is a feature that cannot be ignored while computing 
foreign policy decision making. Political processes bring to bear on the decision makers a 
set of assumptions, values, interests and options. 
- ‘Actors and Interest Groups’7 assume that in every system, leading up to the ‘decision’ 
are individuals and groups with their own agenda’s and interests involved. Bureaucratic 
clusters are also powerful groups that may influence a decision owing to their sectoral 
interests.       
 
 

SECTION ONE 
 

‘THEORY’ 
 
I) Decision Making and Foreign Policy - China 
 
“Chinese foreign policy today is complex, variegated, flexible and refractory, defying any 
neat characterization or confident prognostication”8 
 
Decision makers comprehend a complex world of uncertainty. Each decision maker has a 
particular image of the world, shaped by his/her interpretation of whole range of factors – 
history, events, cultural stereotypes etc. The political capabilities of a state are in many 
ways constricted by the nature of its political culture.9 As regards decision making/policy 
making in China there are several competing models such as ‘fragmented 
authoritarianism’, ‘new authoritarianism’, ‘bureaucratic institutionalism’10 etc. In states 
where political culture is defined and regulated by a dominant ‘Party,’ agenda setting as 
regards policy assumes immense importance.  
 
In the past four decades theoretical approaches to the study of foreign policy have 
generated a wealth of literature on the specific aspect of decision-making. A few 
questions - Who decides? What is the process that leads to the decision? How is the 
process of decision arrived at? What are the approaches constructing a framework of 
decision making? - have led to a generic debate on foreign policy decision-making. 
   
Of abiding interest to scholars and practitioners focusing on China’s policy making 
behaviour (domestic and external) is ‘how’ the very process is organised and 
implemented. At its nucleus, elite decision making in China is a political process 
involving the leadership, advisors, and numerous policy alternatives. “Elite” in China 
refers to a small group of top leaders, namely those in the Politburo and the Standing 
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). This ‘exclusive’ group of leaders 
represents the interests of the different sections of the Chinese political system. A 
‘decision’ is political by nature and initiates a process of ‘cause’ and ‘effect. For Fei-ling 
Wang the making of foreign policy in China is “deeply politicized.”11 In the words of 
Deborah Stone:  
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“…the very categories of thought underlying rational analysis are themselves a 
kind of paradox, defined in political struggle. They do not exist before or without 
politics, and because they are necessarily abstract, they can have multiple 
meanings. Thus analysis, is itself a creature of politics; it is strategically crafted 
argument, designed to create ambiguities and paradoxes and to revolve them in a 
particular direction.”12   

 
Foreign policy decisions in China were, and are always made, at the central level. 
Decision-making for the Chinese leadership involves considering different policies and 
their related variables as also the process of minimizing doubt. It is a matter of scholarly 
debate whether a consensus is arrived at before a decision is taken in China.  
 
National role conception plays a very important role in foreign policy behaviour. In most 
analyses of China’s foreign policy decision making, the emphasis on national interest, 
cultural tradition and ideology as ‘imperatives’ predominate.13  For prominent Chinese 
foreign policy analyst Chih –Yu Shih several variables go into the creation of a ‘national 
role conception’ for China. These are: “a description of national mission in the world; 
analyses of current inter-state relationships; specific notion of world justice; and, stability 
over time.” 14 
 
The variables and determinants that go into the making of a nations’ foreign policy find 
expression in its policy statements as enunciated from time to time by its leadership. 
These statements abide by an established set of principles that guide ‘national behaviour’ 
on the ‘international stage.’ China is no different in these aspects and articulates its 
leadership articulates policy statements within a framework that encompasses national 
identity, interests, expectations, values and goals. The generic temperament of foreign 
policy decision making is such that it is a sphere of competitive approaches guided by the 
maximizing of national self-interest. 
    
IIa) Why do policies change and how? 
 
To most analysts, the field of foreign policy decision making became an important aspect 
of overall foreign policy since the early 1960s primarily through the work of Richard 
Snyder, H.W. Bruck and Burton Sapin. To quote Richard Snyder: 
 

“…it is difficult to see how we can account for specific actions and for 
continuities of policies without trying to discover how their operating 
environments are perceived by those responsible for choices, how particular 
situations are structured, what values and norms are applied to certain kinds of 
problems, what matters are selected for attention, and how their past experience 
conditions present responses.”15  

 
There are two significant features or ‘decision lines’ that come to bear when a change in 
policy is contemplated and later (after winning acceptance) is implemented. The first 
feature is the ‘expansion of the sphere’ wherein ‘policy entrepreneurs’ are willing and 
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able to initiate efforts to change long- standing policies that have run their course. John 
Kingdon argues that there is a ‘variability’ to this sphere with ‘policy entrepreneurs’ 
always actively promoting their new ideas and waiting for ‘windows of opportunity’ 
when different streams of problems, politics and policies do converge.16 An ‘expansion 
of the sphere’ encourages the coming together of effective policy coalitions. These 
coalitions include bureaucrats, politicians, interest groups, journalists, researchers and 
other actors at the policy making levels. 
 
The second feature exercising a significant bearing on ‘policy change’ is the ‘scope of 
conflict.’ Policy outcomes can be changed by altering the scope of conflict over the issue 
in question. According to Elmer E. Schattschneider, “the outcome of every conflict is 
determined by the extent to which the audience becomes involved in it.”17 In 
contemporary times the ‘scope of conflict’ over an issue could be expanded when the 
proponents involved engage the media. Media attention expands the sphere influencing 
even policy outcomes. For Baumgartner and Jones, ‘punctuated equilibrium’ is the term 
that describes a static policy until an issue is redefined and made more salient.18 Decision 
makers represent the country’s interests and serve as the mechanics of a nation’s 
adaptation. Once the decision makers realize that a ‘course correction’ is required, they 
will introduce a process of ‘adaptive restructuring’ to ameliorate the vulnerability and 
pressures arising out of the shift in policy course. This leads to the next question of ‘who 
decides.’      
 
IIb) Who decides? 
 
Although it is still difficult to discern precise decision-making mechanisms in Beijing, it 
may be cautiously said that there has been reasonable continuity in the composition of 
‘actors’ involved in the process of decision-making. The central leadership as represented 
institutionally by the CCP Politburo Standing Committee is considered to be at the apex 
of decision-making on strategic affairs. The role of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MoFA) is to provide the requisite information for policy formulation and implement 
‘strategic decisions’ taken by the central leadership.19 For Samuel S. Kim, a strictly 
analytical approach would necessitate the conceptualization of China’s foreign policy 
decision making process as a “pyramid – shaped structure with the most visible and 
flexible domains at the top and the most invisible and invariant ones at the base.” 20 The 
four levels to the pyramid are: 
 

Table 1 
 

The Decision Making Process “Pyramid” 
 

Policies Representing policy 
content and 
behaviour 

Principles General and Morally 
oriented 

Basic Strategies and Lines Substantial policy orientation 
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Identify threats / alliances etc. 
 

World view and National identity Conceptual foundation of foreign 
policy 

 
At the apex are ‘policies’ that are most variable and are followed by principles which 
provide the most vocal element to an adopted policy line. The third level adheres to the 
‘basic line’ (eg. China’s foreign policy of peace and development) and is re-affirmed and 
revised at the Party Congress every five years. The fourth level comprises the 
weltanschauung and national identity and as such are the foundational constructs of 
China’s foreign policy decision making.  
 
Within the decision-making process a function of ‘differential access’ operates prior to 
the final decision. The ‘differential access’ operates at several levels and reflects the 
vertical and horizontal processes of many sub-systems within a larger system. First, in a 
decision making context, from among the participants/actors, some groups have more 
resources than others and are better able to mobilize. Second, some groups are located 
strategically in the social and economic structure of society and their interests cannot be 
ignored. Third, some groups inspire an higher social esteem and consequently have 
greater access to decision-makers. Fourth, decision makers themselves might be either 
ideologically inclined towards a particular group or identify themselves as representing 
the interests of that group.       
 
IIc) Why is foreign policy decision making important?  
 
A limited comprehension of others’ foreign policy decision making processes makes for a 
tenuous foundation for foreign policy choice and interpretation.21 In order to understand 
decision processes there is the need to identify historically established categories, 
decision codes/rules and behaviour. Decision making (including on foreign policy) are 
not observed directly; rather they are inferred from speeches by official personages or the 
publication of official documents by any one of the ‘actors’ involved in the decision 
making process. For this reason, ‘there is an unavoidable element of uncertainty in any 
assertion that a decision has been made’22 and the field of enquiry, of immense value.   
 
Foreign policy decision making in China is a privilege to those on top of the power 
pyramid. During the Maoist period, the entire process was tightly controlled by a few top 
leaders, and this ‘monopolistic control’ was a process hidden from those within 
administrative structures and beyond the realm of discussion by common people. In 
recent years however, there has been a ‘professionalizing’ of the system and 
diversification of interests, priorities and issues, necessitating the creation of ‘pools of 
expertise’ channelized primarily through the bureaucracy. 
 
Briefly, the significance of decision-making arises when a process is well underway. The 
socialization of nation states on the international stage requires that they understand, 
interpret, assess, qualify and categorize each other on the basis of knowledge that they 
have generated through experience and interaction. The constant nature of demands on 
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the international arena for a nation state makes it that much more imperative for it to have 
a domestic process of feedback and debate. These provide for arriving at a ‘decision’ 
after several hypotheses have been tested and validated and make for a rational approach. 
 

SECTION TWO 
 

‘Praxis’ 
 
Flowing from the earlier section detailing concepts and approaches applicable to China’s 
foreign policy decision making, the paper in its second section examines Sino-Indian 
relations as a case study. To lend relevance to the study, the author has focused on the 
decade since the Indian nuclear tests of 1998 in examining the contours and substance of 
Sino-Indian relations and attempted to highlight the commonalities, divergences, 
institutions, actors and other aspects of a constantly evolving dynamic relationship.       
 
Introduction 
 
A bilateral relationship needing deeper scrutiny from scholars and commentators is 
undoubtedly the growing ‘engagement’ between India and China. For close to five 
decades India and China have predicated their relations on the Panchsheel principles.23 
Representing more than a third of humanity, the two countries apart from impressive 
economic growth symbolise different political cultures – in India’s case, a federal, 
democratic experiment in its sixth decade in contrast to a Chinese version of socialism 
with its innate characteristics. As neighbours with a disputed boundary, the two countries 
have bitter memories of the 1962 war24 and maintained a frosty relationship until the late 
1980s. For long the Sino-Indian relationship was determined by the rather exclusive 
nature of critical enquiries related to the events leading to, and the aftermath of the brief 
border war of 1962.25 Being on the defeated side, the outcome of this conflict to date 
inhibits and influences the decision-making process towards China in New Delhi. From a 
Chinese perspective, the decision making process towards New Delhi is representative of 
a mix of ‘cautious engagement’ tinged with ‘historical grievances’ regarding the 
boundary dispute.    
 
The primary argument put forward by the author is that the decade since India’s nuclear 
tests in May 1998 have witnessed the emergence of ‘closer’ relations between India and 
China. The ‘political’ and ‘economic’ content of the growing relationship reflects a 
maturity not witnessed before while their bilateral perspectives towards each other 
influence the strategic landscape. The secondary argument put forward by the author is 
that there are three determining features of Sino-Indian relations - first, a ‘political 
connective’ that is reflected in the regularity and importance of high-level visits on both 
sides; second, an ‘economic incentive’ that has witnessed trade emerge as a significant 
‘driver’ influencing relations between the two sides; and third, a ‘strategic imperative’ 
that guides, and informs each other of their perceptions and apprehensions regarding each 
other. Apart from these powerful ‘commonalities’ there are outstanding issues of 
‘divergences’ as well – the unresolved boundary dispute and Tibet that remain potent 
challenges to a constantly deepening relationship.     
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I) The Nuclear Tests of 1998: Impact on Sino-Indian Relations 
  
India’s nuclear tests of May 1998 transformed its foreign and security policy objectives, 
the effects of which are being felt a decade later. The National Democratic Alliance 
(NDA) coalition led by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) that took office in March 1998 
was perhaps the first Indian political party that prior to assuming office had promised in 
its election manifesto26 to deal more assertively with what it claimed was India’s 
deteriorating security environment. 
 
The first pointed statement made by an Indian cabinet minister against China was by the 
defence minister, George Fernandes, who during the course of a lecture described China 
as India’s “potential threat number one.”27 Reflecting the oscillating temperament of the 
bilateral relationship, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) in China responded by 
stating that the Indian defence minister’s statement was “ridiculous and not worth 
refuting.” The MFA statement added that Fernandes’ remarks had “seriously destroyed 
the good atmosphere of improved relations between the two countries” and that “[T]he 
Chinese side has to express extreme regret and indignation over this.”28 
  
The week after Fernandes’ remarks, India conducted three underground nuclear tests on 
May 11 which drew a rather subdued statement from Beijing to the effect that the tests 
were “detrimental to peace and stability in the South Asian region.”29 On May 13, India 
conducted two more nuclear tests and these coincided with the publication of a letter by 
the New York Times, written by the Indian Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee to the U.S. 
President Bill Clinton justifying the nuclear tests by naming China as the proximate cause 
for India going nuclear.30 The contents of Vajpayee’s letter had the effect of mobilizing 
opinion in China against the Indian nuclear tests. China’s decision-makers arrived at a 
twin strategy of internationally highlighting the dangers posed to the non-proliferation 
regime by the nuclear tests and bilaterally by asking India to take “practical action” to 
“untie the knot” and not “jeopardize the future of Sino-Indian relations.”31 From China’s 
perspective, India was the regional ‘hegemon’ in South Asia and was actively 
modernizing its armed forces as also entering into defence cooperation agreements with 
countries like the United States and Japan – that some Chinese analysts point out is 
representative of a ‘new containment’ strategy against China.32  
 
Displaying remarkable flexibility and sobriety, India took the initiative with the then 
Principal Secretary to the Indian Prime Minister and later National Security Adviser, 
Brajesh Mishra articulating the Indian governments position on China stating that the 
Indian government did not regard China as its “enemy” and would like to resolve all 
“substantive problems” through dialogue.33 India’s initiatives aimed at ‘untying the knot’ 
continued with the President K.R. Narayanan taking personal interest in restoring 
bilateral ties to normalcy.34 Two instances of these were – President K.R. Narayanan 
meeting Ambassador Zhou Gang and former Chinese ambassador Cheng Ruisheng in 
January 1999 and undertaking a state visit to China in May-June 2000 to commemorate 
the 50th anniversary of the establishment of bilateral relations. China on its part quietly 
resumed the Joint Working Group (JWG) mechanism (suspended since the nuclear tests).  
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The Kargil conflict between India and Pakistan in the summer of 199935 surprisingly 
brought forth a moderate tone to Chinese statements, when Premier Li Peng and Foreign 
Minister Tang Jiaxuan called for both countries “to maintain peace and stability in South 
Asia” and to resolve the “Kashmir issue politically…through negotiations and 
consultations.”36 The Chinese position on Kashmir went down well with Indian policy 
makers who were anticipating China’s backing of Pakistan’s position on the issue. In 
maintaining a neutral stance, the Chinese leadership was articulating a continuation of 
President Jiang Zemin’s position on the Kashmir issue.37  
 
After the five year term of the NDA government came to a close, the general elections of 
2004 produced another coalition government in India. The Indian National Congress 
(INC) led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) formed a coalition government in May 
2004 and released the Common Minimum Program (CMP) that would serve as template 
for governance for the period 2004-09. In the section on ‘Foreign Policy’ the CMP stated, 

“[T]he UPA government will give the highest priority to building closer political, 
economic and other ties with its neighbors in South Asia…Trade and investment 
with China will be expanded further and talks on the border issue pursued 
seriously.”38  

 
In large measure a ‘spirit of continuity’ in India’s foreign policy towards China is the 
logical consequence of coalition governments becoming the norm in New Delhi since the 
commencement of India’s economic reforms. It is to be added here that since the nuclear 
tests of 1998, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led National Democratic Alliance (NDA) 
and the INC led UPA have provided “coalitional stability” in completing their terms.39  
 
This phase has also witnessed a maturing of Indian foreign policy with ‘economics’ and 
‘active multilateralism’ becoming the preferred policy decision outcome from New Delhi 
in its interactions with neighboring countries and beyond. Prima facie it could be argued 
that first, since the turn of the century Indian foreign policy has exhibited a strong 
‘positive value’ in economic diplomacy, and second, closer engagement with China is 
evidence of the success of India’s ‘Look East’ policy40 adopted in 1992. To quote India’s 
former foreign secretary Shyam Saran:  
 

“More than an external economic policy or a political slogan, the “Look East” 
policy was a strategic shift in India’s vision of the world and her place in the 
evolving global economy. It was also a manifestation of our belief that 
developments in East Asia are of direct consequence to India’s security and 
development.”41         

 
II) The Political Connective:  High level visits   
 
The first argument laid out by the author in this paper is the emergence of a political 
connective as highlighted by regular high level visits by the leadership of both the 
countries in the period since 1998. During the NDA government’s tenure, the Chinese 
Premier Zhu Rongji undertook a very successful visit to India from 13 -18 June 2002. His 
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visit was considered a landmark as it encouraged the growth of bilateral trade that today 
has emerged as the most dynamic vector of Sino-Indian relations. 
 
Former Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee’s visit to China from 22-27 June 2003 was 
noteworthy for several reasons. First, the visit was advertised as the culmination of 
several years’ effort since the nuclear tests of May 1998 to bring about a sense of 
direction and ballast to the bilateral relationship between the two countries. Second, the 
visit aimed at expediting the process of settling the boundary dispute between the two 
countries by creating new mechanisms with the political brief to finalize an eventual 
settlement. Third, increasing trade between the two countries was sought to be heralded 
as a new vector that would benefit both the sides. Fourth, the Indian side was hoping to 
secure recognition of Sikkim’s accession to India. 42 Fifth, linked to Sikkim was the 
question of opening new transit points for trade on the Himalayas that would be of 
immense benefit to settled populations on both the sides of the border.43   
 
The Vajpayee visit culminated in the signing of a total of ten agreements and a 
“Declaration on Principles for Relations and Comprehensive Cooperation between India 
and China.”44 The ‘Joint Declaration’ of 2003 created “Special Representatives” with the 
express political brief of arriving at a ‘mutually agreeable settlement to the boundary 
dispute.’ The importance of such a mechanism as the ‘Special Representative’ is to create 
institutional leverages within the bilateral framework that would address core security 
issues that dominate the bilateral ties between the two countries. For the Chinese, the 
highlight of Vajpayee’s visit was the declaration on Tibet. To quote from the Declaration: 
“The Indian side recognizes that the Tibetan Autonomous Region is part of the territory 
of the People’s Republic of China and reiterates that it does not allow Tibetans to engage 
in anti-China political activities.”45  
 
From an Indian perspective, the recognition of Nathu La as a designated pass for trade, 
entry and exit was interpreted as a restrained gesture from China in acknowledging 
India’s sovereignty over Sikkim. The lack of an official statement from China 
acknowledging Sikkim as being a part of India coupled with media reports of repeated 
Chinese incursions in that region46 as also Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh have generated 
some heat in New Delhi providing an illustration of the obstacles prevalent in a growing 
relationship.    
 
During the UPA government tenure, the first high level visit was of Chinese Premier Wen 
Jiabao from April 9-12, 2005. Twelve bilateral documents47 were signed during the visit 
and of these the most important was the “Agreement on Political Parameters and Guiding 
Principles for the Settlement of the India-China Boundary Question.” The eleven articles 
comprising this agreement detail the cornerstones of an eventual political solution to the 
lingering boundary dispute. The spirit of the ‘Political Parameters’ is revealed in the 
phraseology of the articles where both the sides solemnly declare that ‘differences on the 
boundary question’ will not be ‘allowed to affect the overall development of relations.’ 
The two sides further agreed to ‘resolve the boundary question through peaceful and 
friendly consultations.’ For Chinese foreign minister Li Zhaoxing, the agreement on 
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‘Political Parameters’ was the “…first official document on the border issue in more than 
twenty years…(laying) a foundation for peaceful negotiations.”48   
 
The Chinese president, Hu Jintao became the second president from China to visit India 
from November 20 – 23, 2006. The highlight of the visit was the Joint Statement issued 
that commits both the countries to follow a “ten-pronged strategy” to further improve 
bilateral relations.49 Maintaining the ‘high level’ political connectivity between the two 
countries, the Indian Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singh visited China from January 13-
15, 2008. In an address delivered at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Dr. 
Manmohan Singh had stated that: 
 

“India’s domestic and foreign policy priorities are closely linked. The primary 
task of our foreign policy is to create an external environment that is conducive 
for our rapid development. Our policy seeks to widen our development choices 
and give us strategic autonomy in the world. The independence of our foreign 
policy enables us to pursue mutually beneficial cooperation with all major 
countries of the world.”50 

 
Dr. Manmohan Singh’s visit to China was significant for several reasons – first, it 
reflected the determination of both the countries to deepen relations despite the existence 
of “differences” over the boundary dispute; second, the visit highlighted the growing 
recognition of trade as an entirely new dimension between the two countries and third, 
the visit brought out the importance for both the countries to enunciate their common 
perspectives on a whole range of issues as reflected in the ‘Vision Statement’ released by 
Dr. Manmohan Singh and Wen Jiabao during the visit. The ‘Vision Statement’ marks a 
departure from the earlier bilateral joint statements and aims to project a shared 
commitment and approach by both the sides to issues of global import. 
 
The political connective content in the ‘Vision Statement’ is reflected in its call to 
“promote the building of a harmonious world of durable peace and common 
prosperity.”51 The civilisational ties that bind the two countries together finds an echo in 
“the two sides recognizing that” they “bear a significant historical responsibility to ensure 
comprehensive, balanced and sustainable economic and social development”52 of each 
other. The political nuances emerging from the ‘Vision Statement’ underline the 
importance of both the countries concentrating their abilities in harnessing their economic 
potential to achieve comprehensive growth and social stability.  
 
The similarities of the developmental experience are too many to be missed. For India, 
the reform process since 1991 has ushered in major changes across the socio-political 
spectrum. The days of one-party majority in the Indian parliament are a thing of the past 
with coalition alliances the mainstay. Regional political parties have grown in stature and 
electoral alliances are forged on the basis of societal permutations and combinations that 
were unthinkable a decade ago.53 In China, while the Communist Party holds hegemony 
on power, the groundswell of change is felt in the manner in which loose associations of 
those marginalised from the reform process are increasingly making themselves heard. 
The Communist Party has also changed - a technocratic – legalist elite displaying signs of 
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‘consensus building’ has replaced the ‘paramount leader’ of yesteryears.54  In China’s 
case however, the Party has made the success of the reforms its ticket to legitimacy along 
with political institutionalization and systemic leadership transition. In India, the debate 
over the extent of reforms is indeed a lively one, with all shades of opinion finding some 
level of acceptance and vocal adherents.55     
 
III) The Economic Incentive: Bilateral trade as the new vector  
 
The second argument laid out by the author is that economic incentive as a new powerful 
vector has transformed bilateral relations between China and India.  
 
The India-China engagement has ‘economics’ as the new buzzword motivating closer and 
deeper Sino-Indian relations. The ‘Vision Statement’ of Dr. Singh and the Chinese 
premier, Wen Jiabao, calls for both sides to “support and encourage the processes of 
regional integration that provide mutually beneficial opportunities for growth, as an 
important feature of the merging international system.”56 Regional cooperation 
mechanisms such as the East Asia Summit (EAS)57, the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM)58, 
the South Asia Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC)59 – in which China is an 
observer; the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC)60 and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO)61 – in 
which India is an observer – have been identified as structures for future cooperation and 
coordination by both the sides. It indeed will be welcome if India and China could drive 
momentum into the SAARC – a mechanism held hostage so far due to the insecurities of 
India’s neighbours regarding India’s centrality and dominance in the region. A flip side to 
this - India must be prepared to acknowledge the growing centrality of China in its trade 
with other member countries of the SAARC.    
 
As a powerful ‘driver’ Sino-Indian trade dynamics have surpassed all expectations. At the 
end of July 2008 the bilateral trade between the two countries was to the tune of USD 
33.5 billion dollars making China India’s second largest trading partner. If this 
momentum is maintained, bilateral trade for 2008 is expected to touch USD 57 billion 
making China, India’s largest trading partner. For China, the world’s third largest trading 
power, India was its tenth largest trading partner in 2007. Remarkably, a decade ago, 
Sino-Indian trade was negligible. In 2005 a Joint Study Group62 to identify economic 
complementarities and opportunities between the two countries had predicted a bilateral 
trade figure of USD 20 billion by 2008. The Manmohan Singh visit saw the both the sides 
setting a target of USD 60 billion in bilateral trade by 2010, that going by current trends 
will be surpassed in early 2009. An issue of concern is however, India’s large trade 
deficit with China (close to 10 billion USD) that could generate calls from India’s 
domestic manufacturers to introduce non-tariff barriers against Chinese imports.    
 
The ‘global content’ of the ‘Vision Statement’ acknowledges the combined status of 
India and China as being the largest developing nations in the world. The two countries 
while embracing the process of globalisation and its challenges have sought the 
“establishment of an open, fair, equitable, transparent and rule-based multilateral trading 
system”63 and for an early conclusion of the Doha Development Round. The reality 
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remains different beyond the gloss of India’s superlative performance in software and 
Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) sectors64 and China’s emerging as the ‘factory 
floor’ of the world. Even after three decades of reforms in China and close to two decades 
in India a majority of the population supports itself by agriculture and related activities. 
Although agriculture forms a diminishing percentage in the GDP of both the countries, 
the demographics involved in creating sustainable non-farm sectors is mind numbing and 
requires decades of economic restructuring. In India, the question of agriculture being 
opened to ‘market forces’ is a controversial one affecting the lives of millions and that 
could well affect the political outcome of electoral competition in many states and even at 
the centre in May 2009 when the current UPA government completes its term.   
 
The ‘Vision Statement’ also highlighted the need for both countries to coordinate their 
strategies in supporting developing countries within the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO). With large populations to support, the introduction of market forces too quickly 
could lead to the unravelling of the relative gains accrued from years of ‘fine-tuning’ the 
economy to face the challenges of globalisation.  
 
IV) The Security Imperative: Common aspirations   
 
The third argument the author makes is that the two countries are also motivated to arrive 
at a security imperative that is guided by common aspirations. 
 
The common aspirations of India and China are best revealed in their ‘positive value’ 
approach towards multilateralism.65 Active participation in multilateral forums is from a 
pragmatic realization of several factors. First, a conducive international environment is a 
necessity for the successful and stable implementation of domestic economic reforms in 
both the countries; second, multilateral economic and security arrangements in the region 
are inevitable and non-participation is a liability; third, multilateral institutions go further 
in promoting ‘stability’ and a ‘multi-polar’ order that benefits members most, and, fourth, 
“a pragmatic foreign policy that is ideologically agnostic is more goal fulfilling and 
national interests driven.”66           
 
The security concerns the two sides share is revealed by their common approach to non-
traditional security issues.  With the quest for energy increasingly determining the future 
trajectory of growth for both the countries, the ‘Vision Statement’ calls for the 
“international community to establish an international energy order that is fair, equitable, 
secure, stable and to the benefit of the international community.” The opportunity 
presented by the International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) in which 
China and India are participating nations is identified as “meeting the global energy 
challenge in an environmentally sustainable manner.” On climate change, the two 
countries “welcome the outcome of the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCC)” and “agree to work closely during the negotiation process 
laid out in the Bali Road Map for long term cooperative action under the Convention” 
and in adherence to the principles and provisions of the Kyoto Protocol.  The two sides 
emphasised the need for moving forward the processes of “multilateral arms control, 
disarmament and non-proliferation,” and their shared aspiration to “peaceful uses of outer 
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space.” The two sides also “condemned terrorism in all its forms” and pledged to work 
together bilaterally and in consonance with the international community to “strengthen 
the global framework against terrorism.”67 The shared sentiments on non-traditional 
security issues should be seen as an emerging methodology in building structures for 
future cooperation.  
 
V) Analysing bilateral ‘notes of dissonance’ – The boundary dispute and Tibet 
 
The author submits that the arguments made above are only a fresh way to look at the 
bilateral engagement between the two countries. As in most bilateral relationships, Sino-
Indian ties are not without their ‘negative value features.’ These are most visible as 
regards the unresolved boundary dispute and the recurrent influence of Tibet in an overall 
bilateral perspective. In total, while bilateral relations are beginning to reflect a maturity 
never seen before, the centrality of arriving at a settlement to the lingering boundary 
dispute cannot be wished away. The March 2008 riots in Lhasa and other parts of Tibet 
could in the near to middle term be a factor exercising strains in bilateral relations. 
 
 
Va) The boundary dispute  
 
India and China share a disputed boundary stretching more than 3000 kilometers. The 
boundary dispute between the two sides remains unresolved despite the creation of 
special mechanisms68 and evolving political parameters69 to arrive at an eventual 
settlement.70 While Hu Jintao’s 2006 visit demonstrated a commitment at the political 
level to maintain and improve upon existing ties between both the countries what 
however dominated the visit were the ‘utterances’ of Sun Yuxi, then Chinese ambassador 
in India. Prior to Hu’s visit, Sun Yuxi had created a furore by claiming the whole of 
Arunachal Pradesh as belonging to China. From an Indian perspective, Sun Yuxi had 
crossed the ‘red line’ by making a contention during the course of an interview with a 
television channel that “the whole of Arunachal Pradesh is Chinese territory and Tawang 
is only one place in it”,71 Sun Yuxi succeeded in bringing the touchy boundary issue to 
the centre stage of India-China bilateral relations. His statements and the emotions it 
unleashed eclipsed the slew of agreements signed during Hu’s visit. Not only did Sun 
Yuxi’s statements throw a shadow on the discourse that preceded and followed Chinese 
President Hu Jintao’s otherwise successful visit to India in November 2006, it also had 
the effect of diluting his predecessor Hua Junduo’s widely applauded statement made in 
2003.72 
 
Sun Yuxi’s statement brought to the fore Indian concerns over China’s aggressive 
polemics of making territorial claims. Sun’s repeated ‘assertions’ were contrary to the 
‘comfortable bonhomie’ created in the last couple of years by the rhetoric over ‘growing 
congruence of interests’ and ‘mutual complementarity’ as also debates on the 
‘simultaneous rise of India and China’ – the Chindia factor. These remarks had the effect 
of alienating public opinion in India that for the last decade has been widely favourable 
about enhancing relations with China.  
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Sun’s remarks were met by a robust response by India’s External Affairs Minister, 
Pranab Mukherjee’s statement, that “Arunachal Pradesh is an integral part of India.”73 
From the Indian perspective, Sun’s statement, was interpreted as going beyond the text of 
the agreement between India and China on the ‘Political Parameters and Guiding 
Principles for the Settlement of the India-China Boundary Question,’74 that was signed 
during the visit of Chinese premier Wen Jiabao to New Delhi in April 2005.  To cite, 
Article I of the Agreement specifically states that “the differences on the boundary 
question should not be allowed to affect the overall development of bilateral relations. 
The two sides will resolve the boundary question through peaceful and friendly 
consultations.”75 Article V further states that “the two sides will take into account, inter 
alia, historical evidence, national sentiments, practical difficulties and reasonable 
concerns and sensitivities of both sides, and the actual state of border areas (emphasis 
added).” Article VII crucially states that “in reaching a boundary settlement, the two 
sides shall safeguard due interests of their settled populations in the border areas.”76  
 
It has not gone unnoticed in India that since Hu Jintao’s assuming the leadership of the 
Party, State and the Central Military Commission (CMC), China has become more vocal 
in its claim over Tawang district in the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh.77 It is precisely 
this kind of ‘aggressive posturing’ that needs to be kept under check as the emotive 
element in Sino-Indian relations is never far from the surface. The eventual settlement of 
the boundary dispute is therefore the litmus test facing the growing bilateral engagement 
of the two countries.  From the Indian perspective, a primary question that arises is – are 
Sun Yuxi’s remarks characteristic of a negotiating posture or are they reflective of 
China’s methodology when it comes to handling territorial disputes? 
 
Vb) Tibet 
 
The March 2008 riots in Tibet came at a time most embarrassing for the Chinese 
government. First, the 11th National People’s Congress (China’s parliament) was in 
session when large-scale violence was reported from Tibet. The Chinese political 
leadership, not conditioned to citizens protesting or articulating their interests was 
initially taken aback by the protests. Second, the demonstrations against Chinese rule in 
Tibet, questioned the claims propagated by the Communist Party of China (CPC) that 
‘Tibet is an oasis of prosperity and stability under the leadership of the CPC.’  Third, and 
perhaps most significantly, the violence against Chinese rule in Tibet came at a time 
when China was gearing up to host the Olympic Games in Beijing, in August this year. 
The Olympics are not without a political agenda for the leadership in China. They are 
visualized by the CPC as the signature event highlighting in one stroke, China’s 
‘economic prosperity’, ‘peaceful rise and development’, ‘harmony of people’ and ‘global 
outlook’. Fourth, for the current leadership of Hu Jintao, the developments in Tibet are of 
paramount concern as the ‘discontent’ could spread to other minority regions especially 
Xinjiang, where reside the restive Uighur’s; and fifth, it is not a comforting thought for 
Chinese policy makers that the Dalai Lama and his followers exiled from China are living 
as refugees articulating their grievances against China through the ‘Tibetan government 
in exile’ based in Dharamsala, India.  
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As in the past when faced with ‘internal disturbances’, the leadership in China typically 
applied itself to describing the supposed perpetrators of the violence in the vilest terms.78 
The terms used to describe the Dalai Lama for instance hark back to the lexicon of the 
Cultural Revolution. The emotive content of the ‘Tibet issue’ for China is linked to its 
sovereignty and territorial integrity over which it brooks no compromises. For China, any 
‘instability’ in Tibet challenges the unity of the country and has to be dealt with 
‘severely.’ To cite John Rowland, ‘[T]ibet for Chinese leaders and Mao included was a 
“palm whose five fingers were Ladakh, Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim and NEFA” (the North 
Eastern Frontier Agency now known as Arunachal Pradesh). 79   
 
Despite India’s repeated statements acknowledging the Tibet Autonomous Region being 
part of China,80 there is considerable disquiet among official and academic circles in 
China about the ‘ambiguity’ that New Delhi is projecting. It flusters Indian policy makers 
that their efforts over the years in ‘curtailing’ the anti-China rhetoric from Tibetan exiles 
based in India has not been acknowledged by Beijing. At the level of the Special 
Representatives discussing an eventual settlement to the boundary dispute between the 
two countries, it is to be expected that China will raise the pitch over the presence of 
‘exiled Tibetans in India led by the Dalai Lama’ and the ‘Tibetan government in exile.’ 
China can even be expected to ask India to stop providing ‘sanctuary’ to the Dalai Lama 
for his ‘splittist’ activities. Should such a development take place, India faces the delicate 
choice of not alienating the Tibetan exiles and at the same time not to be seen as 
appeasing Beijing. For all practical purposes, the Tibetan refugee community in India is 
well entrenched and could be considered politically an ‘interest group’ and a ‘strong 
voice of moral suasion’ primarily due to the charismatic influence of the Dalai Lama.   
 
While no restrictions or obstacles are expected on the trade and economic relations 
between the two countries, the recent violence in Tibet has increased the level of 
‘political distrust’ of India on the Chinese side. The visit of Nancy Pelosi, Speaker of the 
US Congress, heading a bipartisan delegation to express support to the Dalai Lama in the 
immediate aftermath of the violence in Tibet was highlighted by the Chinese media to 
advocate ‘conspiracy theories’ linking the role of the United States and India (in a lesser 
manner) in tacitly encouraging the ‘splittists’ and the ‘Dalai clique.’81 
    
VI) Foreign Policy Decision Making and Sino-Indian relations - Inferences  
 
High level visits by the political leadership from both the countries, the emergence of 
trade as a significant determinant and a shared aspiration of a global strategic order are 
but one important part of the dynamic nature of Sino-Indian relations. Impressive strides 
in bilateral relations have been made by both the countries in the last decade and multiple 
levels of interaction exist to address the entire gamut of relations between India and 
China. To address the ‘trust deficit’ between the two countries it is imperative to maintain 
existing arrangements of interaction at the highest levels and institutionalize a framework 
for cooperation that settles outstanding bilateral disputes by separating its emotive 
content and create new opportunities for deepening ties. Adopting the ‘multi-causal’ 
approach in trying to capture the essence of foreign policy decision making and their 
relation to Sino-Indian relations, the following characteristics emerge.  
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For the sake of clarity, the inferences made have been grouped in two categories – 
‘Foreign policy decision making in Beijing’ and, ‘Perceptions influencing the decision-
making process of Sino-Indian relations’ 
 
 
VIa) Foreign policy decision making in Beijing 
 
1. Flowing from the adoption of a ‘multi-causal’ approach as the methodological 
framework to situate this study, there emerge several ‘determinants’ that have a 
significant bearing on the decision making process in Beijing. These determinants are: 
‘domestic,’ ‘international systemic,’ and, ‘domestic-international linkage.’ The 
‘domestic’ determinant lays stress on domestic factors – political, cultural, historical, 
leadership traits and ideology – that influence China’s foreign policy decision making. 
The ‘international systemic’ determinant is a value system that believes in China’s 
international position, power, prestige, influence etc. deciding China’s foreign policy 
decision making. The ‘domestic-international linkage’ determinant is a blend of those 
factors that merge from the domestic to international and influence foreign policy 
decision making.       
 
2. The concept of “peaceful development” in China’s foreign policy is a continuation of 
Deng Xiaoping’s concept tao guang yang hui (‘keep a low profile and never take the 
lead’). Jiang Zemin had subscribed to the concept of duo ji shi jie (‘multipolar world’)82 
while his successor Hu Jintao in his foreign policy forays has laid stress on China’s role 
as a peace loving, people based (yi ren wei ben) tolerant and responsible power.83 China’s 
soft power84 is to enhance China’s in regional and world affairs and aid its economic 
development. 
 
3. The decade from 1979 to 1988 was marked by a Chinese approach to territorial 
sovereignty that could be characterized as a ‘cautious attempt to concurrently de-escalate 
conflict along each of the PRC’s main borders and maintain China’s pre-existing stance 
on the location of those borders.’85 The decade from 1988 to 1998 witnessed China 
actively pursuing mechanisms to resolve outstanding boundary disputes that met with 
success as regards the Central Asian states, Vietnam and Russia. A tactical approach 
highlighting the salience of border relations, while not compromising on strategic goals 
and territorial claims became the policy line.    
 
4. The realm of foreign policy decision making for China reflects a ‘non-ideological 
temperament’ and could even be termed as ‘ideologically agnostic.’ It is the interests and 
objectives of a particular adopted policy line that resonate and influence decision makers. 
 
5. With the hierarchy of the CCP dominated by ‘technocrats’ and ‘legalists’ the role of 
the ‘revolutionary elite’ has come to a close. Reflecting the professional and personal 
experience as also location within the system, there are multiple strands that go into 
policy making. 
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6. It is argued that there exists within the foreign policy decision making process in China 
a ‘pluralized elite’ who lay significant importance on a professional bureaucratic process 
as also a formalized policy consultation system. Think tanks and research institutes 
specializing on foreign policy, international relations and strategic affairs are increasingly 
becoming influential voices within the ‘policy network’ in China.   
 
7. Major policy outcomes in Beijing are the result of ‘aggregation and mediation’ at the 
highest levels in Zhongnanhai involving the participation of the FALSG, CCP Politburo 
and the Standing Committee.  
 
8. Following the Liberation in 1949, decision making on strategic and security concerns 
while guided by ‘major intellectual and political concerns’ was determined according to 
the ideological perspective of Mao Zedong. In the reform period three powerful factors – 
√weakened personal authority of the leadership, √growing bureaucratic interests and the 
√changing domestic and international situation -  have brought about a complete 
transformation in the decision making processes.  
 
VIb) Perceptions influencing the decision-making process of Sino-Indian relations    
 
1. The official statements issued by both the countries during such high level visits 
captures the element of “realism” that guides bilateral relations. As developing countries, 
India and China above all yearn for ‘peaceful environment’ to focus on developing their 
domestic economies. “Realism” also guides the establishment of mechanisms to find an 
eventual settlement to the outstanding boundary dispute. 
 
2. The role of interest groups and powerful bureaucracies in the decision making process 
towards India cannot be ignored. A hypothesis laid out by Vernon Aspaturian more than 
four decades ago was that “certain groups in Beijing tend to benefit from tension 
producing policies (sic.) mainly because they receive additional resources and may 
prompt a hostile action externally in order to further parochial bureaucratic interests.”86  
 
3. The 1998 nuclear tests have accrued for India ‘relative gains’ and that the post-
Pokharan scenario has unfolded with India seeking strategic parity with China. The 
culmination of the Indo-US nuclear deal only reinforces this notion.87 From an Indian 
perspective, Pakistan is no longer a factor in its relations with China. 
 
4. To the Chinese, the irresolution of the boundary dispute has two legacies – the 
‘historical’ and the ‘contemporary.’ The ‘historical’ relates to the unfairness of treaties88 
drawn up by colonial powers and the ‘contemporary’ relates to India’s position on the 
boundary dispute being ‘Nehruvian’ and that as long as the Congress is in power there is 
no hope for resolution.  
 
5. From a geo-political perspective, “China historically has sought to keep regional 
powers weak, divided or deferential and to exclude competitors in order to minimize 
threats (from its neighbouring countries).”89  
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6. An important distinction to be drawn by analysts of Sino-Indian relations is to assess 
the resources and ‘relative strengths of different research institutions and their 
relationship to different agencies within the Chinese government.’ This facilitates the 
creation of an overall construct that details the variables and determinants influencing 
China’s India policy.90 
 
7. The Indian political system does not find many enthusiasts in China. Most Chinese 
experts on India are perplexed by the ‘dynamic processes’ and ‘personality centric 
politics’ governing India’s coalition governments. It could be construed that Chinese 
pressure to settle the boundary dispute will increase if Chinese analysts were to conclude 
that there is a fragile coalition at the centre.  
 
8. It is significant to note that across the political spectrum in India, the consensus favours 
improving relations with China. This consensus does not however mean that there needs 
to be a quick solution to the lingering boundary dispute. The same however cannot be 
said of China, as relations with India are but one of the many issues Chinese foreign 
policy decision makers must address.   
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