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India-China Boundary Issues: A Primer 

Sujan Chinoy 

 

Conceptual Aspects  

The India-China boundary question has been festering for decades. 

China’s aggression, unilateralism and irredentism have acquired a sharper focus 

today, against the backdrop of its economic and military rise and the growing 

contestation between its autocratic and authoritarian system and a liberal, 

democratic, rules-based international order. The bloody confrontation between 

trespassing PLA troops and the Indian Army in Galwan in eastern Ladakh in 

June 2020 raises questions about the nature of the boundary dispute and 

differences over the Line of Actual Control.  

A boundary is typically a line without width determining the extremity of 

the possessions of two sides, and a dispute over a boundary hinges on 

differences over the alignment of such a line, which can generally be settled 

through ‘rectifications’. A territorial dispute, on the other hand, is different, 

since it involves a fundamental divergence of claims over entire chunks of 

frontier territory that may have a distinct personality, on which the disputing 

parties have neither any agreement on a notional delimitation (conceptual 

identification/ definition of the extent of territory involved/ allocation), nor any 

agreement on its delineation on maps or demarcation on the grounds of a 

mutually acceptable boundary through joint surveys and boundary markers.  A 

‘border’, by contrast is a more loosely defined term, similar to ‘frontier’ and 

could be a band with some width, with precise alignment yet undetermined by 

two contending sides.  

Putting aside this definitional aspect, the parallel is that China and India 

are contending today on the alignment of the Line of Actual Control (LAC) 

over which they have major differences involving substantial chunks of 
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territory. This is in addition to the even larger issue of the dispute, for instance, 

over the entire Aksai Chin. The substantive dispute over the LAC is evident in 

areas such as DBO/ Trig Heights, Depsang Bulge, Galwan Valley, Hot Springs, 

Pangong Lake and Demchok in the Western Sector (Ladakh), and similarly in 

various ‘pockets’ in the Middle and Eastern Sectors. In the Western Sector, 

where China has some advantages, the difficulty is compounded by China 

projecting a flexible and expanding version of the LAC. China has never 

clarified its LAC on a large-scale map to avoid being held to a particular line. 

China is precise enough to claim certain areas, but deliberately imprecise so as 

to avoid being tied down to a particular interpretation of line on the ground. 

After the initial exchange of maps two decades ago, of the Middle Sector where 

the dispute is relatively small, China refused to exchange maps with India to 

clarify the LAC in the Western Sector.  

India’s view of the territorial dispute in the 1950s was defensive and 

legalistic whereas China’s view of it was strategic and opportunistic, with a firm 

belief that ‘possession is nine points of the law’. Today, India’s view of the 

LAC is similarly more legalistic and ethical, premised on both sides honouring 

agreements that have been concluded and refraining from provocative 

behaviour in overlapping areas. China’s stance is the same as was the case in 

the 1950s, and the opposite of India’s.     

  India had a boundary claim along the Kun Lun range in Aksai 

Chin, and had never subscribed to the concept of ‘Line of Actual Control’ 

(LAC) in Ladakh until the mid-seventies. It was only when the two sides 

decided to restore Ambassadorial-level ties in 1976 that India carried out the 

exercise of defining India’s LAC on its maps in anticipation of future 

negotiations. Apart from the LAC, the Indian side had established Limits of 

Patrolling (LoP) at several places, which were well short of the LAC that was 

projected on our maps. Over time, the lack of patrolling in the gaps between the 

LoP and the LAC led the Chinese to contend that India had no control or 
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presence in those areas, and tempted them to move in. There are also areas in 

Ladakh where Indian grazers (Rebos) have stopped going up to their traditional 

pasture lands due to the perceived lack of security against rival graziers or PLA 

troops from the Chinese side.  

The tremendous improvement of border infrastructure on the Indian side 

in recent years, and the government’s bold decisions have resulted in better 

logistics and supply lines for the Indian Army, which have facilitated our 

presence and patrolling right up to India’s perception of the LAC, including in 

areas where the Indian side did not have easy access in the past. 

However, renewed presence and patrolling beyond the LoP up to our 

LAC after a gap of many years is viewed by China as ‘provocative’ action. 

China also objects to Indian presence and patrolling in areas that it claims as its 

own. China continues to blame India and its objections to Indian presence and 

patrols in several places in Ladakh today are very similar to the line they took in 

the run-up to 1962 when they objected to India’s ‘Forward Policy’. India 

continues to regard its activities as falling on its side of the LAC just as it 

declared in the 1950s that it was operating in its own territory.  

As it did in the 1950s, China continues to have a unilateral definition of 

its LAC, which in its gradually expanding form is, by and large, co-terminus 

with its so-called boundary claim line in Ladakh, except for some pockets 

where the Chinese LAC is well short of China’s claim line, as is the case in 

Demchok (called Parigas by the Chinese). As in the past, whenever the Chinese 

speak of ‘the LAC’ they are only referring to their own version of it, without 

taking into account the Indian version of the LAC.   

The Global Times version of the meeting between the Indian and Chinese 

Defence Ministers' on 4 September 2020 in Moscow on the side-lines of the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization meeting calls for a return to ‘the LAC of 

7th November 1959’, which remains a unilaterally defined, yet sufficiently 
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vague line that the Chinese have been advocating since the 1950s, one that 

permits dynamic and expedient interpretations by Beijing.  

The India-China Boundary Question      

There are three main sectors: Western, Middle and Eastern. India claims 

the whole of Aksai Chin in the Western Sector/ Ladakh (approximately 38,000 

sq. kms), which is under Chinese control; China claims the whole of the Indian 

state of Arunachal Pradesh (approximately 90,000 sq. kms) in the Eastern 

Sector (formerly known as NEFA-North East Frontier Agency); the two sides 

also have a relatively smaller dispute in the Middle Sector along the border with 

Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand (approximately 2000 sq kms under dispute). 

According to India, the India-China LAC is approximately 3488 kms in length. 

China is not ready to discuss the boundary west of the Karakoram Pass in 

Ladakh in the Western Sector with India since that is part of Pakistan Occupied 

Kashmir (POK); in addition, India claims 5180 sq kms of territory in the trans-

Karakoram Shaksgam tract which Pakistan illegally ceded to China as part of 

their so-called boundary agreement of 2 March 1963. 

India claims that the boundary between India and China is a historical, 

traditional and customary line backed by treaties (Treaty of Tingmosgang of 

1684 and Treaty of Chusul of 1842 in the Western Sector, and the Simla 

Convention of 1914/ McMahon Line in the Eastern Sector). India’s claim is 

based on the internationally accepted principle of the ‘watershed’ (parting of 

principal water systems), which generally runs along the highest crest line, 

whereas the Chinese have their own version of a so-called traditional and 

customary claim line, insisting that the boundary has never been delimited nor 

can it be based on any abstract geographical principle. China insists on looser 

principles which include valleys, mountain passes, peaks, rivers/ streams, and 

often, on no geographical principle.   
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In the 1950s, the differences over the boundary question, which had a 

history of their own during the colonial period, had come to the fore as soon as 

China occupied Tibet in 1950-1951. From the beginning, it was clear that the 

People’s Republic of China was claiming on its maps large tracts of Indian 

territory in the Eastern and Western Sectors and several smaller pockets in the 

Middle Sector. The boundary differences surfaced sharply in the early 1950s, 

beginning with Barahoti, a disputed pocket in the Middle Sector, and moving on 

to the diplomatic exchanges over the illegal Aksai Chin highway G219 

completed by China in 1957. The detention by China of the Indian patrol sent to 

verify facts on the ground in 1958, the attack and capture of our post at Longju 

in Upper Subansiri in the Eastern Sector and the ambush of the Indian patrol (in 

which nine of our police party were killed) at Konka La in the Western Sector 

in 1959 brought the boundary dispute into sharper focus.  

Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai had vaguely given indication of China’s 

broad claim line during talks with Pandit Nehru during their talks in 1956, but 

without providing details. When the matter of Chinese maps claiming Indian 

territory was raised by Nehru with him, Zhou said that these were old maps of 

the previous regime (the Republic of China) and that they had not had the time 

to study and revise them. Later, in a communication to Nehru dated 7 

November 1959,  Zhou gave the first details of China’s so-called Line of Actual 

Control (LAC), but this was years after China had already crept up and 

incrementally occupied Indian territory in the Western sector. Even then, in 

reality Chinese presence was nowhere near the LAC that they claimed. They 

came up to their LAC, and even beyond in some places, through further 

aggression after 1959, particularly in the course of the 1962 border war.   

The situation spiralled downwards, but by the late 1950s India had taken 

a definitive positon on what it regarded as its territory. Talks between Nehru 

and Zhou Enlai as well as the Official Level Talks of 1960 failed to make any 

breakthrough, leading to more friction in the border areas. To counter China’s 
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salami-slicing of territory, India’s ‘Forward Policy’ involved setting up about 

60 small ‘penny-packet’ posts deeper inside Aksai Chin, often behind the 

Chinese posts in a zig-zag fashion. By summer 1962, the Indian posts were 

outnumbered by a division-size force. These were eventually surrounded by the 

PLA which cut off the rudimentary Indian supply lines. Many of the posts were 

maintained by helicopters, including for induction and de-induction of troops, 

till they were overwhelmed and mostly wiped out by the massive Chinese 

aggression on 20 October 1962. India did not use the Air Force during the 

hostilities apparently for various reasons, apparently on grounds that it did not 

have night-capable interceptors and there was concern about population centres 

becoming a target. Lack of ‘jointness’ is also considered a factor. 

The Line of Actual Control (LAC)  

 It is pertinent to point out that the LAC between India and China has 

never been mutually delimited, delineated on a map and demarcated on the 

ground, except for Sikkim’s boundary with Tibet way back in 1890s.  

 For India, the word LAC did not exist until the dust had settled on the 

Chinese aggression in 1962. During the 1960s and even up to the mid-1970s, 

the very word ‘LAC’ was anathema in the official Indian lexicon and, when 

used, was either in parenthesis or prefaced with ‘so-called’. It was only around 

the time of a thaw in relations leading to the re-establishment of Ambassadorial-

level ties in 1976, that India began to consider the notion of a LAC, anticipating 

negotiations in the future, even though it was clear that there were differences 

on both sides as to where the line might run.  

 The major difference in concept in the Western sector is that for India, 

there was no such thing as ‘line of actual control’. India had an international 

boundary along the Kunlun, encompassing all of the Aksai Chin area that it had 

inherited historically from the British (the expansive Ardagh-Johnson Line of 

the nineteenth century). It was the occasional border patrol that ventured across 
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the Karakoram range far as Haji Langar, at the upper extremity of the road 

connecting Xinjiang and Tibet constructed stealthily by China in the early 

1950s. For China too, all along, there was a huge gap between its claimed 

international boundary, broadly along the Karakoram range, and its physical 

presence on the ground, which fell hundreds of kilometres short.  

Before China sent troops into Xinjiang in 1949 and occupied Tibet in 

1950, it had scant presence or control over any of the border areas it claimed 

after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. In regard to the 

Western sector, Chinese maps of the Qing era clearly showed the Kun Lun 

range as the farthest extremity of Chinese dominions. In regard to the Eastern 

sector (Arunachal Pradesh), China was virtually absent from Tibet even before 

the collapse of the Qing dynasty in 1911, except for the short-lived probing by 

Qing troops in the first decade of the twentieth century, mostly along the Lohit 

frontier. 

 In many areas along the LAC, the Chinese have long enjoyed the 

advantage of flatter terrain and superior logistics and infrastructure. This has 

permitted them to patrol the LAC from bases and posts located deeper inside. 

India’s infrastructure was lagging behind, limiting its activity along the LAC, 

particularly in the Western sector. In recent years, India’s airlift capability and 

infrastructure in the area, including roads and Advanced Landing Grounds 

(ALGs), have improved dramatically, permitting much better induction and 

improved scale and frequency of access to forward patrolling points. In a way, 

India has played catch up, although China has long held the first-mover’s 

advantage. With Indian patrols more regular within what both India and China 

regard as their sides of the LAC, there is much greater chance of run-ins 

between border patrols all along the over-lapping areas.  

LAC In The Three Sectors  
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In the Western sector, the so-called Chinese LAC of 7 November 1959, 

for China, is essentially coterminous with its claimed boundary, though there 

are pockets of differences such as Depsang, Pangong Tso, Hot Springs and 

Demchok. In the area known as Aksai Chin, today under Chinese occupation, 

China was not physically present up to the boundary claimed by it until it 

mounted aggression against India through the 1962 border conflict.  

 In the Middle sector, the Indian perception of the LAC runs along the 

international boundary as depicted on Indian maps. The so-called Chinese LAC 

is by and large co-terminus with the international boundary except for the 

Barahoti or ‘Hoti’ pastureland (called Wu-je by China), just south of the Tunjun 

La Pass in Uttarakhand and a few other pockets in Spiti, Shipki, Nilang-

Jadhang, Lapthal and Sangchamalla. The Agreement on Trade and Intercourse 

between the Tibet Region of China and India of 29 April 1954 clearly 

mentioned the passes to be used for trade and pilgrimage: (1) Shipki La (2) 

Mana (3) Niti (4) Kungri Bingri (5) Darma and (6) Lipu Lekh, but later in the 

case of some of them the Chinese claimed that these had never been recognised 

as “border passes.  

 The Indian perception of the boundary/ LAC lay along the watershed 

which itself, in principle, generally runs along the highest crest line, but with 

exceptions. Some issues cropped up because of differences over what comprises 

a watershed when a major river cuts through from north to south on a frontier 

running east to west, and which thereby creates multiple basins with multiple 

run-offs in terms of the water flow. China claims that the watershed principle is 

not the only yardstick for determining the boundary. Some of the disputed 

passes, both in the Middle or Eastern sectors, lay on the highest crest line, just 

south of the watershed, giving rise to the dispute.  

 In the Eastern sector, the international boundary for India lies along the 

watershed in accordance with the guiding principle of the McMahon Line, 

which came into being as a result of the Simla Agreement in 1914. The British 
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had sought to demarcate a line based on the traditional and customary boundary 

read in tandem with the commonly accepted international watershed principle 

that generally runs along the highest crest line, but not always. This was true of 

the boundary between Sikkim and Tibet as indicated in the Anglo-Chinese 

Convention of 1890, or more broadly through the Convention Between Great 

Britain, China and Tibet in 1914 (Simla Agreement).  

If a literal interpretation of the thick pencil line rendition of the McMahon 

Line were transposed on the ground, there were gaps where the line, in contrast 

to its avowed logic, ran short of the watershed in a few places, and, in other 

spots, fell across the watershed. The watershed principle did not match the 

highest crest line, which ran south of the watershed in the Eastern sector in 

several places. Such were the limitations of cartography at the time.    

 In the Western sector, in order to consolidate its then tenuous hold on two 

territories that had been assimilated by the PRC (Tibet and Xinjiang), China 

completed the strategic Highway 219 in 1957, cutting through Indian territory in 

Aksai Chin. After that, it executed a series of moves to claim an extended line 

of control to the Highway’s west, projecting well westwards of the highway in 

the Soda Plains of Aksai China towards the Karakoram Range, and well 

westwards of the Lak Tsang Range in the southern part to engulf the 

Lingzithang Plains. It artificially advanced its traditional boundary, and then 

began to consolidate and gradually advance its military patrols and posts 

towards it. In 1959, the Chinese were still far short of their boundary claims. 

Even as late as on 8 September 1962, on the eve of hostilities in the Eastern 

sector, the Chinese in Ladakh were far short of their so-called LAC of 7 

November 1959 and the expansive boundary claims put forth in the 1960 

Official Talks. 

 In the Middle sector, the differences as also armed conflict had been 

minimal, but one can say that Barahoti is the pocket where differences first 

erupted in 1953 even before the negotiations had begun on the 1954 Panchsheel 
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Agreement. This was long before India discovered the illegal ‘western highway’ 

constructed by China in Aksai Chin, and well before altercations in several 

places resulted in the Chinese attack and capture of the Indian post at Longju in 

the Eastern sector in August 1959 followed by the ambush of a police party led 

by Havildar Karam Singh at Kongka La in the Western sector near Hot Springs, 

across the Chang Chenmo river basin. Differences also cropped up in Spanggur 

in Western sector, not far from Rezang La, where the Charlie Company of the 

13 Kumaon Regiment fought tenaciously in 1962, to the last man and last bullet 

so to speak, under the command of Major Shaitan Singh, PVC (posthumous).  

 The Chinese have never accepted that interpretation of the McMahon 

Line drawn at the Simla Conference (1913-1914) either as the boundary or as 

the LAC. The Chinese have consistently termed it in bilateral discussions as 

‘illegal’ and ‘so-called McMahon Line’, but as Zhou En Lai had also stated to 

Jawaharlal Nehru, China was willing to accept it as the ‘working boundary’.  

 There is not much discrepancy between India’s physical presence along 

its LAC and the boundary alignment in the Eastern sector. It was never India’s 

intention to go north beyond the customary watershed boundary, but that 

caution and moderation could not be said of China. The Chinese interpretation 

of the McMahon Line has resulted in several disputed pockets in the region, and 

that is how the border conflict flared up in the Eastern sector starting with the 

altercations at Thag La along the Namka Chu stream in Tawang district in 

Arunachal Pradesh. The great irony though is that China, while rejecting the 

watershed principle of the McMahon Line with India, accepted it in its 

boundary settlement with Myanmar in 1960 (the McMahon Line on the map 

appended to the Simla Agreement had also delineated the boundary between 

Myanmar and China). 

 In some places in the Eastern sector in Arunachal Pradesh, the gap 

between the two interpretations is several kilometres wide. Chinese troops seek 

to intrude into these areas that they consider these to be on their side of the 
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LAC. The relatively imperfect cartographic science available to the early 

explorers and officials of British India is also responsible for creating the 

differences that exist over the western tri-junction between India, Bhutan and 

China which, according to the watershed principle of the 1890 Anglo-Chinese 

Convention concerning Sikkim’s boundaries, ought to run along the Batang La-

Merug La-Sinchela ridgeline. The highest crest/ridge line is the one that starts 

from the tri-junction between Nepal-India-China and terminates at Batang-La. 

This is also the true parting of the watershed between the river systems of the 

Teesta in Sikkim and the Mochu in Tibet, as per the principle in Article One of 

the Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1890.  

 Both Bhutan and India claim that the tri-junction lies as Batang-La which 

is about 6.5 kms north of Mt. Gipmochi, a point that China rigidly insists on as 

the tri-junction in accordance with the Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1890 even 

though it is not located as per modern cartographic tools on the watershed/ crest 

line. China’s rigid interpretation, in disregard of internationally accepted 

principles such as the watershed principle, and its insistence on Mt. Gipmochi 

near the Jampheri ridge as the tri-junction, explains the dispute with Bhutan 

over the Doklam plateau. The Chinese stand has serious implications for the 

security of the narrow ‘chicken neck’ Siliguri corridor that connects the north-

east region to the rest of India. China’s claim to Doklam and insistence on the 

tri-junction at Mt. Gipmochi in disregard of Article One of the Anglo-Chinese 

Convention of 1890 would permit it to have a deeper dagger-like wedge of 

territory directly overlooking the Siliguri corridor.  

 The Chinese have no qualms in accepting this Anglo-Chinese treaty since 

it suits them but which, strangely, did not include as participants either Bhutan, 

Tibet or Sikkim which were the three kingdoms of the time directly affected. 

Thus, the Chinese rejection of the Simla Agreement of 1914 on the specious 

grounds that the line was drawn behind China’s back by British India and Tibet 

is totally unfounded. China was part of the tri-lateral convention and the 
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Chinese representative Ivan Chen even initialled the draft document though 

Beijing later repudiated it; moreover, Tibet was then independent and entitled to 

take its own decisions. In any case, the focus of the Simla Agreement, including 

the differences between the Chinese and the Tibetan representatives, was with 

regard to the line between Inner and Outer Tibet. The discussions on the 

McMahon Line were between the British Indian representative, i.e. Sir Henry 

McMahon and the Tibetan representative Lonchen Shatra, who were dealing 

with one another as two sovereign participants. All three representatives of 

British India, China and Tibet were participating at the Simla Conference on an 

equal footing. 

 The Chinese View of the LAC 

 China suspects that India is keen on clarification and confirmation of the 

LAC as a means of achieving a de facto permanent settlement, despite the fact 

that the bilateral agreements of 1993 and 1996 clearly state that this exercise 

would be without prejudice to either side’s position on the boundary question.  

 China’s version of the LAC is an active, expedient and aggressive 

concept aimed at claiming more territory. India’s reluctant acceptance over time 

of the very idea of a LAC in the Western sector has been a conservative and 

defensive one. For China, the LAC has always been a flexible concept, one 

related less to China’s physical presence and more to its aspirational claims. 

China has never agreed to share with India its LAC on a large-scale map, except 

for the map exchanged for the Middle sector in 2001. For years, India had to go 

by small-scale maps of the so-called Chinese LAC published by authoritative 

journals, read in tandem with the Chinese description of their claimed boundary 

in the Report of the Officials of 1960.  

Clarification and Confirmation of LAC   

 It should be of interest to note that key agreements such as the Border 

Peace and Tranquillity agreement of 1993 and the Confidence Building 
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Measures (CBMs) agreement of 1996 clearly conceded that there are differing 

perceptions of the LAC all along the India-China border areas. They 

recommended specific measures to ensure peace and tranquillity. After 1993, 

the Expert Group of Diplomatic & Military Officials (EG) was required to go 

into the nitty-gritty of issues relating to differences on the LAC and to pursue its 

clarification and confirmation. It was also required to work on confidence 

building measures to maintain peace and tranquillity. It functioned as a sub-

group of the Joint Working Group on the Boundary Question (JWG), which had 

been established following the visit of the Indian Prime Minister to China in 

1988. The JWG was headed by the Foreign Secretary on the Indian side and the 

Vice Minister for Foreign Affairs on the Chinese side. The EG was headed by 

the Joint Secretary/Director on the Indian side and the Director General/Deputy 

Director General of the Asia Division on the Chinese side. The JWG and the 

EG stopped functioning after 2005. The Working Mechanism for Consultation 

& Coordination on India-China Border Affairs (WMCC) which was established 

in 2012, had a mandate similar to that of the EG.  

 Chinese activity in the border areas is not new. There are well-

established Special Operating Procedures (SOPs) on handling these, including 

banner drills, flag meetings, etc. Such presence and activity takes places all 

along the LAC, in all the three sectors.  

 China has been improving its infrastructure for years in the border areas. 

This has facilitated both their extended presence, patrols and other activity. The 

British, prior to India’s independence in 1947, also followed a policy of 

deliberating maintaining under-developed frontiers. After the 1962 war, India 

was loath to build infrastructure on the logic that it might facilitate use by the 

adversary. This kind of approach continued for many decades. On their part, the 

Chinese had always emphasised building roads and tracks for vehicle mounted 

patrols right up to their claimed LAC. 
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 It is only in recent years that India has truly devoted resources to building 

better infrastructure, and improving existing infrastructure such as the Darbok-

Shyok-DBO road in the Western sector. India has confined its infrastructure 

building within its own perception of the LAC. In areas where there was not 

much activity in the past, both sides have often displayed a reactive policy. If 

one side conducts a new activity, the other side responds with its own. 

 However, China has the first-mover’s advantage and inevitably responds 

to Indian activity with an even greater spurt in activity of its own.  

 The difficulty with ‘clarification and confirmation of the LAC’ is self-

apparent. Clarification means that each side should clarify to the other through 

an exchange of large-scale maps depicting their respective perceptions of the 

LAC. This implies the potential existence of two overlapping lines at many 

places. The purpose of ‘confirmation’ of the LAC cannot simply be to accept 

the opponent’s viewpoint. It also implies that wherever there are overlapping 

lines, the two sides should endeavour to reduce differences and arrive at an 

agreed-upon definition. This should be possible since the LAC has never been 

jointly demarcated on the ground.  

 

(The author, a former Ambassador and Head of the India-China Expert Group 
of Diplomatic and Military Officials (EG), is the Director General of the 
Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses; views expressed 
are personal).  
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