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China–Pakistan Relations: 
Reinterpreting the Nexus

Jabin T. Jacob

The China–Pakistan relationship has seen several ups and downs in the last decade and especially since 
9/11. While Sino-Pakistani ties remain strong, there has been a visible drawdown in Chinese political 
commitment to Pakistan. Partly, this has been because of Beijing’s concerns about political instability, 
including terrorism, in Pakistan, and the spread of Islamic radicalism from that country into China. 
In part, this has also been because China’s global political rise has meant that it is more conscious of its 
need to adhere to international norms, which includes refraining from nuclear proliferation to Pakistan. 
In this context, this article argues that one, India is no longer the central concern in the Sino-Pakistani 
relationship and two, New Delhi’s capacity to play the game-changer in the China–Pakistan relationship 
has grown over time.

The Afghans they hate us,
The Indians wanna bring us to our knees
How long will it be Lord, till we piss off the Chinese
I got the blues.

Saad Haroon (AlJazeera 2010)1

Much water has fl own down the Indus since Pakistan’s fi rst military ruler Field Marshal 
Ayub Khan suggested that Pakistan and India commit themselves to a joint defence of 
the subcontinent against communist China (Lamb 1993: 236). Since then, the only 
joint endeavour that has been visible is the Sino-Pak nexus against India. This is a 
relationship of balancing against India that is now several decades old. Yet, it is also a 
relationship that has evolved over time. While the rhetoric of an ‘all-weather friendship’ 
continues, to ascribe a deeper, intrinsic bond between the two states would be going 
much beyond what the rhetoric suggests. Sino-Pakistani ‘friendship’ has been not 
been immune to changes in the international and respective domestic contexts. This 
article rests on two basic hypotheses. One, India is no longer the central concern in the 

1 Haroon is one of Pakistan’s top English-language comedians.
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Sino-Pakistani relationship; it is only one of several important concerns. Two, perhaps 
counter-intuitively, India’s capacity to play the game-changer in the Sino-Pakistani 
relationship has grown over time owing to other developments in the region, even if 
New Delhi might not always be capable of taking advantage.

INDIA’S DIMINISHING CENTRALITY TO SINO-PAK TIES

The Sino-Pakistani relationship evolved on the back of a joint concern about India. 
However, as Ayub Khan’s statement indicates the mutuality of interests took time to 
evolve to a point where the two states could cooperate in any substantial manner2 and 
China too ‘did not leap quickly or easily to Pakistan’s side’ (Garver 2004: 3). At the 
same time, this was not a relationship that followed the ideological divide of the Cold 
War and was unusual also for that reason. It was only following the 1962 confl ict that 
China thought in any serious way of means to keep India off-balance domestically 
and externally. Thus, began Beijing’s support for the Naga insurgency in Northeast 
India (see Deshpande 1968: 991) and also its nexus with Pakistan (Pringsheim 1965; 
see also Faruqui 2001: 1–5). 

While keeping hostility to India as a constant through Pakistan’s various military 
regimes and its democratic interregnums, the Chinese relationship with India, however, 
did not follow a simple linear path. When Chinese proposals for a ‘package deal’ on the 
disputed Sino-Indian boundary fell through in the early years of the Deng Xiaoping 
era, the Sino-Indian relationship certainly took a turn for the worse for the fi rst time 
after diplomatic relations were re-established. The spurt in Chinese sales of missile 
and nuclear technology to Pakistan can be traced to around this time3 and continued 
strong for most of the 1990s (Kondapalli 2007: 62) never really letting up perhaps 
until Pakistan exploded its fi rst nuclear devices in 1998. While countering India 
was certainly an aim of these transfers to Pakistan, their level of importance certainly 

2 It must be remembered that Pakistan was part of an American-led security coalitions such as SEATO 
and CENTO aimed also against China and that Islamabad often voted against communist China in the 
UN on Tibet- and Taiwan-related issues (see Kondapalli 2007: fn. 19, p. 69). Ayub Khan went to the 
extent of threatening war in October 1959, if communist China crossed the Karakoram and continued to 
make claims on territory in the Northern Areas. By the end of the year, Pakistan had, however, begun to 
consider a change in policy towards Beijing which had declared that it was only looking for a boundary 
settlement (Lamb 1993: 236–37).

3 China signed an agreement on nuclear cooperation with Pakistan in 1976 but only began to implement 
the terms in 1981 (Ashley Tellis, quoted in Shirk 2004: 79). The implementation most likely picked up 
speed only after India’s unwillingness to accept any sort of ‘package deal’ on the boundary dispute became 
clear. The deal Deng Xiaoping was offering was similar to the one Zhou Enlai had offered Nehru in 1960 
(see also GPD 1981: 752). It was also during this interregnum in June 1980 that Deng publicly declared 
that Kashmir was a bilateral issue left over from history between India and Pakistan, and should be resolved 
peacefully (Garver 2001b: 228).
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was different for either country. For Pakistan, achieving parity, if not superiority over 
India, in conventional and non-conventional weapons was no doubt an overriding 
aim. For China, however, the economic reforms and opening up initiated in 1978 
also meant that its military forces had to now also fi nd the resources for themselves 
in addition to maintaining defence preparedness, with priority often going to the 
former goal (for more on this aspect, see Frankenstein and Gill 1996). Selling arms 
and technology to Pakistan allowed the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to achieve 
these goals, while also fi tting into its strategic posturing against India. The question 
is which of these was more important? 

Given the paucity of data and the closed door nature of the Chinese military 
system, this is a diffi cult question to answer. However, the argument can be made 
that it was the PLA’s existential needs that were more important than any posturing 
against India especially for much of the 1980s and early 1990s when these exchanges 
were at their peak. The reasons lie in both the domestic political economy of China 
and its strategic calculus. To start with the former, the PLA certainly needed the cash, 
and when its senior offi cers themselves were able to enrich themselves with a share of 
the proceeds from commercial activities such as the sale of arms and arms technologies 
(for more about corruption in the Chinese military, see Mulvenon 2001, 2003) the 
motivations for continuing the sales to Pakistan—as well as other countries—were 
high (for more on this aspect, see Medeiros and Gill 2000, on Chinese arms sales to 
Pakistan, see Byman and Cliff 1999: Appendix; Niazi 2006). From China’s point of 
view, there are important strategic reasons—such as keeping India tied down in South 
Asia—for the close relationship with Pakistan. However, for the Chinese, the nexus 
with Pakistan was (and is) possibly just as important as a business relationship, hard 
as it may be to believe for either Indians or Pakistanis, especially when the trade also 
involved weapons of mass destruction.

Alongside the offi cial divesting of commercial enterprises from the PLA in the late 
1990s and its increasing professionalisation (for more on this aspect, see Shambaugh 
1996), China has, since the end of the Cold War, become increasingly conscious of its 
potential as a major global actor and has tried to take the necessary steps involved in 
solidifying that claim. As part of this process, China in the 1990s began to show 
increasing willingness to accede to international treaties and this might have had 
something to do with the tapering off of missile and nuclear sales to Pakistan during 
this period.4 Also part of this process perhaps was the warming of relations between 

4 While China’s international obligations did not always mean that it followed the spirit of the law, 
instances where it violated the exact letter of its international agreements are relatively few. One possible 
violation of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty by China was its transfer of ring magnets to an 
unsafeguarded facility in Pakistan in 1995. However, ring magnets do not appear on international lists 
for nuclear export controls (such as the IAEA Trigger List), and it is possible that Chinese offi cials took 
advantage of the loophole. In May 1996, China pledged not to assist unsafeguarded nuclear facilities and 
it has not been accused of doing so since (Byman and Cliff 1999: 39).
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India and China and the signing of two key bilateral treaties on the boundary dispute 
in 1993 and 1996. Thus, Jiang Zemin’s speech to the Pakistan National Assembly in 
1996 might be interpreted in another way—‘[E]xpect no more unqualifi ed support 
from us.’5 

The 1998 nuclear tests by India, when New Delhi did not hesitate to refer to China 
albeit obliquely as its primary security concern and reason for going overtly nuclear 
(New York Times 1998) caused an initial contretemps but also probably brought home to 
Beijing all the more strongly that its nexus with Pakistan had overshot its aims. Further, 
following 9/11, China also realised that Pakistan was now a major worry on its western 
fl ank as a nuclear-armed and unstable Islamic polity, certain elements of which were 
also involved in supporting separatist elements in China’s Muslim Uighur-dominated 
Xinjiang province (see Jacob 2008a: 147–51). And with the prolonged American-led 
offensive in Afghanistan, Pakistan has become a concern in Chinese foreign policy 
quite apart from whatever uses it had for Beijing as a proxy against India. The ‘India 
factor’ in the Sino-Pak relationship while not completely eliminated is thus now only 
one among many factors motivating the ‘all-weather friendship’. Paradoxically, however, 
the regional situation and China’s own rising global profi le actually strengthen India’s 
ability to further effect changes in the Sino-Pakistani relationship and by extension 
in India’s own ties with China.

THE CHINA–PAKISTAN RELATIONSHIP POST-9/11 

If one were simply to count states as beads on the counter belonging to one camp or 
the other, then Pakistan never really fi tted this description where Sino-US relations were 
concerned. On the contrary, it moved easily in both camps for much of the Cold War, 
when it was used as a proxy by both against the Soviet Union and by the Chinese also 
against India. Just as the US is today heavily dependent on Pakistan in the pursuit of 
its objectives in Afghanistan, some have argued that post-9/11, China needs Pakistan 
as much as Pakistan needed it in the past (Niazi 2007). Nevertheless, Pakistan’s current 
political instability and slow descent into Islamic radicalism makes it part of the problem 
today rather than part of the solution. This is something that applies both from the 
perspective of Washington as well as of Beijing (Faruqui 2001: 14). 

Washington with its focus on Afghanistan and its dependence on Pakistan to keep 
open supply lines to its troops has had to move carefully in the recalibration of its 
relationship with Islamabad. Beijing has moved no less carefully and perhaps even more 
subtly, in a similar endeavour. While there are frequent high-level exchanges of visits 
between the two sides, China has not added any substantive content to its political 

5 In his speech, Jiang called for ‘[p]roperly handling existing disputes in the spirit of seeking common 
ground while setting aside differences’ and that ‘[i]f certain issues cannot be resolved for the time being, they 
may be shelved temporarily so that they will not affect the normal state-to-state relations’ (Jiang 1997).
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commitments to Islamabad, since the end of the Cold War and particularly since 9/11. 
If anything, the Chinese have exhibited greater reluctance to back Islamabad at all 
costs and more willing to criticise and make demands of it.6 During his fi rst state visit 
to China, Pakistani President Asif Ali Zardari declared that ‘A strong China means 
a strong Pakistan’ (People’s Daily 2008) but the reverse formulation is probably more 
appropriate—a strong Pakistan means a stronger China. Right now, however, Pakistan 
is far from being strong, and its domestic chaos is particularly anathema for China. The 
situation on its western periphery (Global Times 2009a, 2009b) is a cause for genuine 
concern in China as also is the US involvement in Afghanistan (Li 2009; People’s Daily 
2009). In a sense, following 9/11, it is not only the Americans that have become wary 
of and come down hard on the Pakistanis but the Chinese as well. Further, China 
seems to have limited its political commitment to Pakistan—except rhetorically—even 
further, owing to growing American presence in that country. 

Meanwhile, China’s belief that ‘[t]he deeper China gets involved in the construction 
of peaceful periphery, the more China’s peaceful development road can be guaranteed’ 
(Ma and Zhao 2009) and that a ‘harmonious world’ can be built through economic 
cooperation and development (Hu 2009) offer it a new reason for involvement in 
Pakistan different from previous ones. Thus, Chinese commitment to Pakistan has 
been increasing in one signifi cant aspect, namely, trade and investments, even if the 
overall sums involved are rather insignifi cant for the Chinese (for more on Sino-Pak 
trade and investments see Bhalla 2007: 263–70). While this might be termed as a 
form of political commitment, it is political only in as much as this is actually a part 
of a wider Chinese economic outreach towards the rest of the world that has involved 
a somewhat curious willingness to overlook both political instability and costs 
(vis-à-vis the West) of doing business with such ‘problematic’ regimes around the world 
as the Sudanese, the Venezuelan and the Iranian. However, there is one thing that 
is common to all the other regimes and that is their resources of energy, metals and 
minerals that also make it worthwhile for China to bear with Western opprobrium.7 
Pakistan, however, offers no comparable bounty in natural resources.8 So why do the 
Chinese remain interested in Pakistan?

6 The former aspect was evident in Chinese neutrality during the Kargil confl ict with India in 1999 
while the latter has been expressed in the form of Chinese pressure on Pakistan to crack down on Uighur 
separatists operating from within the country and to target Islamists attacking Chinese interests within 
Pakistan as seen in Islamabad’s Lal Masjid siege in 2007, for example.

7 It has to be noted that Chinese foreign policy is increasingly sensitive to Western concerns and to how 
China is perceived around the world and this has given Beijing suffi cient cause to gradually modify its actions 
and fi t them more with its desire to be seen as a ‘responsible’ global power. Therefore, it might be expected 
that Chinese ‘deals’ with politically problematic regimes worldwide will be open to greater scrutiny and 
attempt to follow more closely generally accepted international norms. In fact, changes in Chinese positions 
are already in evidence with respect to Zimbabwe and Sudan for example (Brautigam 2009: 302).

8 With the announcement, however, of Afghanistan sitting on mineral resources worth a potential 
US$ 1 trillion, Pakistan might still be important to Chinese business and development interests for logistical, 
transit and market purposes (Risen 2010).
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The answer might lie in neighbouring Afghanistan’s abundant mineral resources 
but an equally plausible explanation lies in the desire of China’s national and provincial 
commercial enterprises to build up their expertise and capacities and to increase their 
global stature in what is termed the ‘going-out’ strategy. Given Western domination 
of most developed markets, the Chinese have to enter what are sometimes risky or 
hazardous regions—speaking in political and security terms—in order to advance their 
economic interests. Pakistan is no exception (Niazi 2005). If anything, this approach 
could well turn into ‘nation-building with Chinese characteristics’ especially in regions 
where Western investors have little interest in or stomach for investing.

Still, this new approach to the Sino-Pakistan relationship has increased Beijing’s 
concerns in other respects. For example, instability in Pakistan can threaten China’s 
plans of building up Gwadar port as an access point for West Asian crude and an 
alternative outlet for goods and commodities from the Chinese mainland (Masood 
2004; Niazi 2005). Gwadar’s location in the restive province of Balochistan apart, 
Islamic radicalism in the heart of Pakistan can also put paid to any plans for linking up 
Gwadar with the Karakoram Highway (KKH), itself an important transport corridor 
between China and Pakistan that has for its terminus, Abbottabad in the North West 
Frontier Province (now renamed Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa).

For the present, China has been free-riding on the American security guarantee in 
the region to exploit economic opportunities in both Pakistan and Afghanistan with 
little cost to itself (see Kaplan 2009). This state of affairs cannot continue indefi nitely, 
especially with the beginning of the expected withdrawal of American troops from 
Afghanistan in 2011 (Stolberg and Cooper 2009) and if India has cause to be worried 
about the state of affairs that the US will leave behind, the growing unease about 
internal developments in its neighbour make Pakistan a continuing political priority 
for China as well. 

INDIA AS A GAME-CHANGER 

China understands Pakistan’s desire for a more balanced South Asia given its own 
opposition to American global hegemony. However, with growing intimations of 
greatness, China’s role as a ‘responsible stakeholder’ also compels it to go easy on the 
support for Pakistan even though it wishes to keep India tied down in the region. If 
anything the latter desire has perhaps increased in intensity given India’s own economic 
rise and its growing closeness with the US,9 China’s principal geopolitical rival, today. 
But unlike in the past, it is unlikely that it will be Pakistan that will be the preferred 
instrument of this policy, given that country’s political and security instabilities that 

9 Chinese concerns in this regard are expressed rather obliquely through criticism of India’s actions in 
South Asia and on the boundary dispute (see, for example, Global Times 2009c, 2009d).
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have begun to affect China also. Indeed, China might be coming around to the view 
that it is not countries used as proxies (balance of power, in other words) that will help 
it achieve its ends but positions staked out transparently—in opposition to Western 
ones, if need be—that will help it achieve its foreign policy interests including avoiding 
confl ict and continuing its economic rise. 

Such a realisation could result from the awareness both of the diffi culties of main-
taining ties with a set of traditional allies—Pakistan, North Korea, Myanmar—all of 
whom happen also to belong to the category of the world’s ‘problem states’ and of 
the fact that positions based on specifi c principles—the Five Principles of Peaceful 
Coexistence, for example—or world views, such as the Confucian ‘harmonious world’, 
allow Beijing to both garner more allies and to escape or deal with fl ak from its critics. 
Thus, China’s (qualifi ed) support for later-day allies such as Iran on that country’s 
nuclear programme, for example, also allows for a mutually benefi cial economic 
relationship based on trade in Iranian crude oil and Chinese arms.10 Similarly, both 
economic and legal rationale have been used to justify such regionally problematic 
moves as a Sino-Pak civilian nuclear deal that has been in the works for several years 
now since the Indo-US civilian nuclear deal was announced (Hibbs 2010; Jacob 2006). 
While the Indo-US deal is the obvious reference, the Chinese have claimed that their 
nuclear deal with Pakistan is legitimate under the so-called ‘grandfather’ clause of the 
Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) because they were already engaged in building the 
two reactors for Pakistan before joining the grouping in 2004.11 

It is in this context that India’s role as a game-changer in Sino-Pakistani relations 
emerges. First, to carry on from where the previous section left off, it might be argued 
that as in Sino-Japanese relations, where the case has been made in China for improved 
ties with Tokyo owing to the increased pressure being faced from the US in the strategic 
environment,12 Beijing has begun a similar endeavour with India, even though in both 

10 China argues for Iran’s right to develop nuclear technology for peaceful purposes, that sanctions cannot 
address ‘the root causes of the problem’ and that the country’s ‘legitimate concerns’ be taken into account. 
It is thus diffi cult to read China’s positions here as specifi cally aimed at supporting the regime in Tehran 
or targeted against the US. Further China is also clear that Iran’s rights can ‘be respected provided that 
relevant obligations under NPT are observed’ (Zhang 2007). Similarly, such instances as its involvement in 
Sudan have less to do with any natural support for the regime. Chinese oil production from that country 
is, in fact, not targeted exclusively for the Chinese domestic market as commonly believed but is sold on 
the international market. Beijing has also considerably modifi ed its positions in a very short time to put 
pressure on Khartoum to accede to some international demands (Brautigam 2009: 282).

11 Nevertheless, the US has declared its opposition to the deal (Reuters 2010). Given that American 
opposition was to be expected and is potentially fatal to the deal, the Chinese, it might be argued knew 
this was also an opportunity for them to win points with the Pakistanis for trying while simultaneously 
increasing US-Pak animosity.

12 This debate—the ‘Chinese New Conception on its relations with Japan’—began towards the end 
of 2002 with an article by an editor of the People’s Daily in the infl uential Chinese journal, Strategy and 
Management. Those in favour of such a Chinese policy towards Japan were called ‘traitor scholars’ (Zhang 
2005: 248). In India’s case, there is certainly a lower possibility of the high emotions generated as in the 
case of the Chinese debate on Japan. Nevertheless, the rise of India’s prominence in Chinese perceptions, 
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instances, this is not the only or even the dominant line of thinking. Second, given 
the instability in the region and its potential for spillover into China, the incentives 
for China to develop a stable, cooperative partnership with India, not negotiated 
through the Sino-Pak prism are greater. Third, India can increase the incentives for 
China by opening up its economy to Chinese businesses which will have far greater 
opportunities than Pakistan’s economy could ever provide.

Further, from the strategic point of view, India’s growing closeness to the US, as 
exemplifi ed by the Next Steps in Strategic Partnership (NSSP) signed between the 
two countries in 2004 and the Indo-US civilian nuclear deal that soon followed, is 
what gives China real cause for concern (see Jacob 2006, 2008b). It might, therefore, 
be surmised that China will attempt to both cooperate with India as well as make life 
diffi cult for India depending on India’s own attitudes towards China post-NSSP.

While these factors are not Pakistan specifi c, they nevertheless hold the potential 
of effecting changes in the Sino-Pak relationship as well. While the Barack Obama 
administration’s exit strategy from Afghanistan certainly risks strengthening Pakistan’s 
hands vis-à-vis both Afghanistan and India whether it could also mark a return to the 
close strategic embrace between China and Pakistan is moot for some of the reasons 
mentioned earlier. It could well be argued that since the US has moved into the region, 
China has been unable to use the Pakistan card effectively with respect to India.

China also must understand that India is now too big to be tied down any longer 
by playing the ‘Pakistan card’ and that it has far greater economic and political benefi ts 
to be had by developing better relations with India. Further, a possible American exit 
from the region will mean that China and India as the other major powers on Pakistan’s 
borders will inevitably have to deal with the consequences including a still far-from-
stable Afghanistan and the apparent slow involution of the Pakistani state itself, all of 
which are likely to increase China’s dependence on India and indeed, inter-dependence 
between the two countries.

A RENEWED SINO-PAK RELATIONSHIP? 

The Sino-Pakistani friendship is, nevertheless, of long standing and not something that 
China will easily abandon (see Garver 2001a: 866, 886–89). During Pakistani President 
Zardari’s July 2010 visit to China, his Chinese counterpart Hu Jintao stated, ‘China is 
a friend and a strategic partner committed to the promotion of stability and economic 
progress of Pakistan.’ Several investment and trade agreements were signed and some 
120 Chinese fi rms are involved in Pakistan’s telecommunications, energy, infrastructure, 

such traditional sore points as the presence of the Dalai Lama on Indian territory and new ones such as the 
‘media war’ over Arunachal Pradesh or alleged Chinese incursions, can also lead to China continuing with 
a policy of ‘limiting’ India’s rise, or even further worsening ties.
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heavy engineering, agriculture, banking, IT, mining and defence sectors including rail 
and hydroelectric projects in Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir (Peiris 2010).

While Islamabad has to keep up appearances of a stable and vibrant relationship with 
China in order to counter domestic criticism of being too willing to do the US bidding, 
Pakistan and Pakistanis also clearly believe in the importance of the relationship with 
China and look to it as a reliable partner and a viable, non-Western model that they 
can emulate (Cheema 2006). Meanwhile, Beijing’s problems with New Delhi are not 
yet at an end and nor are there any indications yet of the possible positive steps outlined 
earlier to move the Sino-Indian relationship forward. If anything, the overwhelming 
Chinese suspicions of American intentions vis-à-vis China and of steadily growing 
Indo-US ties have the potential to send Sino-Indian ties in the opposite direction 
and of sustaining the importance of the strategic dimensions of the relationship with 
Pakistan for the Chinese. 

The Chinese could reinvigorate their relationship with Pakistan for a number of 
other reasons and through a variety of ways besides keeping themselves economically 
invested in the country. For one, China will need Pakistan’s continued support and 
cooperation for the fi ght against its own Uighur extremists (Jacob 2008a: 155) and 
as a window to the larger Islamic world. Next and perhaps more importantly, Beijing 
could very well wish to fi ll the coming vacuum (or partial vacuum) in Afghanistan 
following the proposed American exit from or drawdown in Afghanistan and for this 
it will need to maintain close ties to the powers that be in Pakistan. While Beijing has 
already rejected calls for troops in Afghanistan (Li 2010) and the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) too appears ill equipped to deal with the challenge of Af-Pak 
(Jacob 2009), especially if it means putting boots on the ground in Afghanistan, China 
and the SCO could be involved in training operations and reconstruction efforts in 
that country. However, such efforts are unlikely to involve India and could instead 
primarily involve deference to Pakistani wishes, expressed through Chinese channels. 
Politically, Beijing could well seek access to the Taliban should they return to the 
forefront of Afghan politics and this it could do through Rawalpindi. In any case, the 
Chinese would need Pakistani logistics support and its markets and other resources as 
well to make a success out of any economic involvement in Afghanistan. 

Moreover, while China has considerably toned down its rhetoric on Kashmir over 
the years (Faruqui 2001: 12; Garver 2004: 231, 239; Jacob 2007–08), it still remains 
a valuable stick to beat India with. The controversy that erupted in late 2009 over 
the issue of Chinese only stapling their visas to the passports of Indian Kashmiris 
was one such instance (Hindu 2009b). Chinese meetings with Hurriyat leaders are 
another example (Daily Times 2010; see also Jacob 2007–08) and in 2009 India also 
protested Chinese involvement in infrastructure development in Pakistan Occupied 
Kashmir and Northern Areas (Hindu 2009a). Even if the Chinese are not involved 
in these instances in consultation with or out of any consideration for the Pakistanis, 
these are nevertheless important props for the Pakistani position on Kashmir as being 
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disputed territory and will be perceived in India as continuing proof of the relevance 
and strength of the Sino-Pak relationship. 

Further, given the long history of Indian suspicions over the Sino-Pak relationship, 
the aforementioned Sino-Pak nuclear deal despite its civilian nature will be read by 
many in New Delhi as a further sign of China’s anti-India intent. While talk in India 
of Gwadar port as a military asset for the Chinese has become fairly muted, there is 
speculation that tensions along the disputed Sino-Indian boundary in recent years have 
been instigated by China to ensure that India does not interfere in Pakistan’s affairs 
while that country is beset on other fronts (Upadhyay 2009). Thus, a cycle of distrust 
between India and China is perpetuated when both countries could profi tably use 
their shared concerns about instability on their western borders to achieve common 
ends.

CONCLUSION 

While Pakistan is a challenge for the larger Sino-Indian relationship, ties between the 
Asian giants might be reaching a stage where Islamabad’s actions are less of concern 
for its two large neighbours as are the dynamics of their own bilateral relationship 
and the context of international developments. China might be willing to return to a 
belief once expressed by Deng Xiaoping of India being ‘the elder brother of the sub-
continent’ (quoted in GPD 1981: 752). However, that time is not yet at hand and 
will require a greater willingness on the part of both India and China to let go of past 
fears and resentments to focus on a future of cooperative involvement in the region. 
Pakistan is as much a challenge as an opportunity for the two nations. Certainly, the 
Sino-Pakistani relationship by itself does not seem designed to bring any long-term 
profi t to China, if anything; the US withdrawal from the region risks worsening 
the quagmire for Pakistan’s neighbours individually and collectively. It is, therefore, 
appropriate that China injects a dose of ‘tough love’ into its ties with Pakistan, and 
India and China learn to join hands to deal with a regional problem that will be far 
from resolved any time soon.
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