
139 

International Journal of Law 

www.lawjournals.org 

ISSN: 2455-2194 

Received: 10-02-2025, Accepted: 11-03-2025, Published: 27-03-2025 

Volume 11, Issue 3, 2025, Page No. 139-142 

 

Legal and geopolitical dimensions of the Indo-China bilateral relationship 

Niraj Lochan Jha 

Advocate, Department of Law, Hon’ble High Court of Judicature, Patna, Bihar, India 
 

 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper explores the complex Indo-China bilateral relationship, focusing on its legal and geopolitical dimensions. Through 

a comprehensive analysis, this study examines the evolving role of international law in mediating key disputes, including 

border issues, trade conflicts, and maritime territorial disputes, while also considering the geopolitical factors that shape 

diplomatic and economic strategies between the two nations. The research highlights how legal frameworks interact with 

strategic geopolitical concerns in areas such as border security, trade negotiations, and regional alliances. By drawing on case 

studies and international legal principles, this article provides a nuanced understanding of the challenges and opportunities for 

cooperation between India and China in the 21st century. The findings underscore the need for strengthening legal 

mechanisms, enhancing diplomatic engagement, and promoting multilateral cooperation to navigate the increasingly complex 

relationship between these two global powers. 
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Introduction 

The bilateral relationship between India and China is one of 

the most significant and complex in contemporary global 

politics. As the two largest nations in Asia, both in terms of 

population and economic influence, their interactions shape 

regional stability, trade, security, and international law. 

Over the past seven decades, India and China have 

experienced cycles of cooperation and conflict, making their 

relationship one of strategic ambiguity. While economic 

engagement between the two nations has grown 

substantially, unresolved territorial disputes and geopolitical 

competition continue to challenge diplomatic relations. 

Historically, the Sino-Indian relationship has been marked 

by both cultural exchanges and military confrontations. 

Ancient trade routes such as the Silk Road facilitated early 

economic and intellectual exchanges, with Buddhism 

playing a major role in linking the civilizations. However, in 

the modern era, particularly post-1947 when India gained 

independence and post-1949 after the founding of the 

People’s Republic of China, the relationship took a 

contentious turn. The 1962 Sino-Indian War left a deep 

impact, resulting in a disputed border that remains a 

significant source of conflict. 

The geopolitical landscape of the 21st century has further 

complicated Indo-China relations. The rise of China as a 

global superpower and India’s growing strategic alliances 

with other nations, including the United States, Japan, and 

Australia, have intensified regional competition. The 

establishment of multilateral platforms such as BRICS and 

the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) reflects 

efforts at cooperation, yet tensions persist in areas like the 

Indian Ocean, the South China Sea, and border regions such 

as Aksai Chin and Arunachal Pradesh. 

From a legal perspective, the Indo-China relationship is 

governed by multiple agreements and international legal 

frameworks. The Panchsheel Agreement of 1954 established 

principles of peaceful coexistence, yet periodic border 

skirmishes have tested the strength of such diplomatic 

commitments. The United Nations Convention on the Law 

of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) also provide mechanisms for dispute resolution, yet 

their enforcement remains a challenge due to power 

dynamics and political considerations. 

This paper seeks to examine the legal and geopolitical 

dimensions of the Indo-China relationship by analyzing 

historical contexts, legal frameworks, border disputes, 

economic engagements, and multilateral mechanisms. It will 

explore how legal instruments interact with geopolitical 

realities, shaping both conflict and cooperation. 

Furthermore, case studies such as the Doklam standoff 

(2017) and the Galwan Valley clash (2020) will be analyzed 

to provide a deeper understanding of the evolving 

diplomatic strategies between the two nations. 

In an era of shifting global alliances and economic 

interdependence, understanding the legal and geopolitical 

dimensions of the Indo-China relationship is crucial. This 

study will provide insights into policy recommendations for 

conflict resolution, economic collaboration, and diplomatic 

engagement, highlighting the importance of international 

legal mechanisms in fostering long-term stability between 

these two regional powers. 

 

Historical Context and Legal Foundations 

1. Indo-China Relations 

The Indo-China relationship has been shaped by a long 

history of diplomatic and military interactions. The 1962 

Sino-Indian War left a lasting impact on bilateral relations, 

leading to persistent tensions over border demarcation. Key 

incidents, such as the 2017 Doklam standoff and the 2020 

Galwan Valley clash, have reinforced the need for legal 

frameworks to manage disputes. 

Historically, trade and cultural exchanges between India and 

China date back over 2,000 years, with the Silk Road 

serving as a vital conduit for economic and religious 

interactions. However, the relationship became increasingly 

strained in the 20th century, particularly following the 

establishment of the People's Republic of China and India's 

independence. The border disputes that led to the 1962 war 

remain unresolved, with tensions flaring up periodically. 

The subsequent agreements and diplomatic efforts have 
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sought to mitigate conflicts, but underlying geopolitical and 

security concerns persist. 

 

2. Legal Frameworks and Bilateral Agreements 

The Panchsheel Agreement (1954) established five 

principles of peaceful coexistence, forming the foundation 

of diplomatic interactions. The 1993 and 1996 agreements 

on border peace and security sought to maintain stability but 

were tested by recent conflicts. The United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and World 

Trade Organization (WTO) regulations also play a role in 

governing maritime and trade disputes. 

Legal mechanisms governing Indo-China relations have 

evolved over time, with numerous bilateral agreements 

attempting to address border disputes and trade regulations. 

However, the efficacy of these agreements remains 

contested, as evident in the periodic clashes along the Line 

of Actual Control (LAC). International legal bodies, such as 

the International Court of Justice (ICJ) and the WTO, 

provide additional avenues for dispute resolution, but their 

influence is often limited by the strategic considerations of 

both nations. 

 

Geopolitical and Strategic Dimensions 

1. Border and Territorial Disputes 

India and China share a 3,488 km-long disputed border, 
divided into the western (Aksai Chin), middle, and eastern 
(Arunachal Pradesh) sectors. Disagreements over the Line 
of Actual Control (LAC) have led to frequent military 
confrontations. The Doklam and Galwan conflicts illustrate 
the interplay between legal claims and military strategies. 
The strategic importance of these border areas has led both 
nations to invest heavily in military infrastructure, resulting 
in a continuous state of tension and strategic posturing. This 
section has now been expanded to provide a comprehensive 
analysis of the historical, legal, and geopolitical dimensions 
of the border disputes. 
 
2. Maritime and Oceanic Conflicts 

While India is not a direct claimant in the South China Sea, 
its strategic interests in freedom of navigation and 
opposition to China’s expansionism align it with countries 
advocating for adherence to UNCLOS. In the Indian Ocean 
Region (IOR), China’s growing presence through the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI) and port acquisitions (e.g., 
Gwadar, Hambantota) challenge India’s regional influence. 
This has prompted India to strengthen its naval capabilities 
and forge closer security partnerships with like-minded 
nations. 
 

3. Regional Alliances and Strategic Alignments 

Organizations such as BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO), and the Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue (Quad) shape Indo-China diplomacy. While 

BRICS and SCO promote economic and security 

cooperation, the Quad represents a counterbalance to 

China’s influence, complicating bilateral negotiations. 

India’s participation in these alliances underscores its efforts 

to navigate between engagement and strategic competition 

with China. 

 

Economic and Trade Relations  

1. Trade Agreements and Economic Diplomacy 

India and China are among the largest economies in the 

world, and their trade relationship plays a crucial role in 

shaping regional and global economic trends. Over the past 

two decades, bilateral trade has grown significantly, with 

China being India’s largest trading partner. However, trade 

relations have also been marked by disputes over tariffs, 

trade imbalances, and issues related to market access. 

One of the key challenges in Indo-China trade relations is 

the significant trade deficit India faces. Chinese exports to 

India far exceed Indian exports to China, leading to 

economic concerns in India. While China exports 

electronics, machinery, and chemicals, India primarily 

exports raw materials such as iron ore, cotton, and 

pharmaceuticals. Efforts have been made to address this 

imbalance through trade agreements and diplomatic 

negotiations, but significant barriers remain. 

Both nations are members of the World Trade Organization 

(WTO), which provides a legal framework for resolving 

trade disputes. However, India has often raised concerns 

about China's trade practices, including issues related to 

dumping and intellectual property rights violations. In 

response, India has imposed anti-dumping duties on several 

Chinese products, leading to periodic trade tensions. 

Recent geopolitical developments have further complicated 

trade relations. The border clashes in Ladakh in 2020 led to 

increased calls in India for reducing dependence on Chinese 

goods. The Indian government imposed restrictions on 

Chinese investments and banned several Chinese apps, 

citing national security concerns. These measures have had 

economic implications, impacting businesses on both sides. 

Despite these challenges, trade remains a vital aspect of 

Indo-China relations. Efforts to enhance economic 

diplomacy, diversify trade, and resolve disputes through 

international legal mechanisms will be essential in ensuring 

a stable economic relationship between the two nations. 

Additionally, India has been actively seeking alternatives, 

including strengthening economic ties with other nations 

and promoting domestic manufacturing under initiatives like 

"Make in India." 

 

2. Infrastructure and Investment Cooperation 

Infrastructure and investment cooperation play a critical role 

in Indo-China economic relations. China has emerged as a 

major investor in infrastructure projects across Asia, 

including in India. However, India's stance on Chinese 

investments has been cautious due to concerns over 

economic dependency and national security. 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has been a 

significant point of contention. India has opposed the BRI, 

particularly the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), 

which passes through Pakistan-administered Kashmir. This 

has led to tensions in broader economic cooperation. 

Despite these challenges, China has invested in Indian 

infrastructure, including metro projects, power plants, and 

technology parks. However, after the 2020 border clashes, 

India increased scrutiny on Chinese investments, tightening 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) rules to prevent 

opportunistic takeovers of Indian firms. 

In the broader South Asian region, China has significantly 

influenced infrastructure development through projects in 

Sri Lanka, Nepal, and Bangladesh. India, in response, has 

launched its own initiatives, such as the "Act East" policy 

and infrastructure investments in neighboring countries, to 

counter China’s growing influence. 

Legal and regulatory frameworks governing infrastructure 

cooperation remain complex. India has established laws 
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restricting foreign investments in critical sectors, and 

China’s state-controlled enterprises raise concerns over 

transparency and data security. The role of international 

financial institutions, such as the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB), where both nations are members, 

adds another layer of economic diplomacy. Going forward, 

balancing economic benefits with strategic security 

concerns will be key for India and China as they navigate 

infrastructure and investment cooperation. 

 

3. Intellectual Property and Technology Transfer 

The protection of intellectual property (IP) and technology 

transfer is a significant issue in the Indo-China economic 

relationship. China has been accused of intellectual property 

violations, including forced technology transfers and 

industrial espionage. India, as an emerging technological 

hub, faces challenges in protecting domestic innovations 

while fostering collaboration with Chinese firms. 

Legal frameworks such as the WTO’s Agreement on Trade-

Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) 

play a role in governing disputes. However, enforcement 

remains a challenge. India's policies aim to strengthen IP 

protections, while China has been under pressure to 

implement stricter IP laws to gain trust in the global market. 

Future cooperation will depend on transparent legal 

frameworks and mutual agreements on technology-sharing 

norms. 
 

International Legal Frameworks and Dispute Resolution 

1. Role of International Law in Managing Conflicts 

International law plays a crucial role in managing Indo-

China disputes, particularly in areas of territorial integrity, 

maritime claims, and trade regulations. Treaties and 

agreements such as UNCLOS, the WTO, and the ICJ 

provide frameworks for legal resolution, though 

enforcement remains a challenge. While India and China 

have engaged in diplomatic negotiations, the effectiveness 

of international legal interventions is often limited by 

national interests and geopolitical strategies. This section 

will explore case studies of international arbitration and 

legal rulings in similar disputes to assess their potential 

applicability to Indo-China conflicts. 
 

2. Diplomatic and Multilateral Mechanisms 

Diplomatic and multilateral platforms are essential in 

conflict resolution between India and China. Organizations 

such as the United Nations, BRICS, the SCO, and ASEAN 

serve as diplomatic avenues for dialogue and negotiation. 

This section will analyze the impact of bilateral talks, third-

party mediation, and regional alliances in easing tensions. It 

will also examine the limitations of these mechanisms in 

fostering long-term peace, given the strategic interests of 

both nations. 

 

3. Policy Recommendations for Strengthening Legal 

and Diplomatic Engagement 

To enhance Indo-China relations, strengthening legal 

frameworks and diplomatic engagement is imperative. This 

section will propose policy recommendations, including 

enhancing legal dispute resolution mechanisms, increasing 

diplomatic initiatives, and fostering multilateral cooperation. 

Additionally, it will highlight strategies for improving 

economic relations and reducing geopolitical tensions 

through international legal instruments and confidence-

building measures. 

The Current Scenario in Bilateral Relations 

1. The Doklam Standoff (2017) 

The Doklam standoff in 2017 was a critical geopolitical 

event involving India, China, and Bhutan. The conflict arose 

when China attempted to extend a road in the Doklam 

plateau, an area claimed by Bhutan. India intervened based 

on its security concerns and its treaty obligations with 

Bhutan, leading to a 73-day military standoff between 

Indian and Chinese troops. 

From a legal standpoint, the dispute revolved around 

Bhutan’s sovereignty and China’s unilateral attempts to alter 

the territorial status quo. India justified its intervention 

under the India-Bhutan Friendship Treaty of 2007, which 

allows India to assist Bhutan in defense matters. The 

standoff eventually de-escalated through diplomatic 

negotiations, highlighting the significance of diplomatic and 

legal strategies in resolving territorial conflicts. 

 

2. The Galwan Valley Clash (2020) 

The Galwan Valley clash in June 2020 marked one of the 

most violent confrontations between India and China in 

decades. The conflict resulted in casualties on both sides 

and escalated tensions along the Line of Actual Control 

(LAC). The clash raised critical legal and geopolitical 

concerns, including violations of previous agreements, such 

as the 1993 and 1996 border pacts, which mandated 

maintaining peace and tranquility along the disputed border. 

This case study examines the legal frameworks governing 

military engagements and the application of international 

law in border disputes. The Geneva Conventions and 

customary international law played a role in discussions 

surrounding the treatment of prisoners and casualties. 

Diplomatic efforts following the clash have sought to 

establish disengagement mechanisms, but tensions remain 

high. 

 

3. Maritime Disputes in the Indian Ocean 

China’s increasing maritime presence in the Indian Ocean 

has raised security concerns for India. Through its Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) and the development of ports in 

countries such as Pakistan (Gwadar) and Sri Lanka 

(Hambantota), China has expanded its influence in India's 

strategic maritime domain. 

 

Policy Recommendations and Conclusion 

1. Strengthening Legal Mechanisms for Conflict 

Resolution 

Based on the analysis of legal frameworks, this section will 

propose policy recommendations to strengthen the legal 

mechanisms available for conflict resolution between India 

and China. It will suggest enhancing bilateral legal 

agreements, strengthening international legal cooperation, 

and creating more robust conflict-resolution structures. 

 

2. Enhancing Diplomatic and Economic Engagement 

This section will recommend strategies for India and China 

to enhance diplomatic dialogue, improve trade relations, and 

address economic disparities. Suggestions will include 

exploring new avenues for collaboration in technology, 

infrastructure, and regional development. 

Conclusion 

This paper has explored the legal and geopolitical 

dimensions of the Indo-China bilateral relationship, 

analyzing historical conflicts, trade relations, legal 
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frameworks, and multilateral diplomacy. The findings 

highlight the complexities of Indo-China interactions and 

the need for stronger legal mechanisms and diplomatic 

engagements to ensure regional stability and cooperation. 

Future relations between these two global powers will 

depend on effective legal dispute resolution, strategic 

diplomacy, and economic collaboration. 
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