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Abstract

The India—China relationship, once characterized by a cautious strategic ambiguity, has entered a phase
of heightened confrontation following the 2020 Galwan Valley clash. This research critically examines the
transformation of bilateral relations between New Delhi and Beijing in the post-Galwan era, emphasizing the
interplay of strategic, geopolitical, and geoeconomic factors that have redefined the Asian power equilibrium.
The study argues that the Galwan incident was not an isolated border skirmish but a structural turning point
reflecting deeper shifts in regional and global power politics.

Through a multi-dimensional analysis, the paper explores three core dimensions: (1) Strategic Realignment,
highlighting India’s increasing engagement with the United States, Japan, and Australia under the QUAD
framework; (2) Geopolitical Rivalry, focusing on China’s assertiveness along the Line of Actual Control
(LAC) and its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) expansion in South Asia; and (3) Geoeconomic Decoupling,
assessing India’s restrictions on Chinese technology and trade investments post-2020.

The research employs a realist—constructivist framework, integrating state-centric security theories with
perceptions of threat, identity, and power projection. Findings suggest that India’s policy shift reflects a
recalibration from passive deterrence to strategic assertiveness, aligning its security outlook with a broader
Indo-Pacific vision. Conversely, China’s policies reveal a dual approach—strategic coercion combined with
selective economic engagement—to maintain regional dominance.

This paper concludes that post-Galwan India—China relations signify the breakdown of the “Wuhan Spirit”
and the emergence of a new era of structured strategic competition in Asia. The implications of this
transformation extend beyond bilateral dynamics, influencing the Indo-Pacific balance of power, regional
security architecture, and the future trajectory of Asian geopolitics.
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Introduction

The trajectory of India—China relations in the 21st century reflects one of the most complex and
consequential strategic rivalries in contemporary international politics. Rooted in historical mistrust, territorial
contestation, and competing visions of regional leadership, the bilateral relationship has undergone significant
transformation in recent years. The 2020 Galwan Valley clash in eastern Ladakh marked a watershed moment
that disrupted decades of managed competition, pushing the two Asian powers toward open strategic
confrontation. This incident not only shattered the fragile peace along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) but
also exposed the limits of existing diplomatic mechanisms that had long sustained a precarious equilibrium.
Against this backdrop, India’s foreign and security policies have witnessed a marked recalibration—from
strategic ambiguity and cautious engagement to assertive deterrence and alignment with like-minded partners
in the Indo-Pacific region.
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The evolution of India—China relations must be understood within the broader framework of Asia’s shifting
security architecture. The Indo-Pacific has emerged as the principal arena of geopolitical contestation, where
the maritime and continental ambitions of China intersect with India’s quest for strategic autonomy and
regional balance. While China’s assertive behavior—manifested through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
militarization of the South China Sea, and infrastructural expansion along the LAC—signals its ambition for
regional dominance, India’s response has been anchored in a countervailing strategy that blends deterrence
with multilateral engagement. The emergence of groupings such as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
(QUAD) reflects India’s transition toward a more outward-oriented security posture that aligns with the United
States, Japan, and Australia to preserve a free and open Indo-Pacific (Pant & Saha, 2021).

The post-Galwan phase has therefore redefined the traditional parameters of India—China engagement. Earlier
frameworks of “strategic restraint” and “peaceful coexistence” have gradually given way to competitive
security posturing. India’s recalibration of its strategic approach involves three interrelated dimensions:
military modernization along the northern borders, enhanced maritime outreach in the Indian Ocean, and
deepening participation in Indo-Pacific security dialogues. This transformation underscores New Delhi’s
recognition that the balance of power in Asia is undergoing structural realignment. China’s rapid military
buildup and infrastructure development in Tibet and Xinjiang regions have compelled India to abandon its
earlier policy of “managing China” and instead pursue a proactive strategy to safeguard national interests
(Garver, 2021).

Furthermore, the strategic environment of the Indo-Pacific underscores the intersection of continental and
maritime geopolitics. India’s evolving defense cooperation with the U.S. under frameworks such as the
Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) and the Communications Compatibility and
Security Agreement (COMCASA) reflects its effort to integrate with the broader Indo-Pacific security
architecture. This alignment is not merely tactical but structural—anchored in a shared perception of China’s
revisionist behavior that challenges the established status quo (Tellis, 2021). The Galwan crisis thus catalyzed
a doctrinal transformation in India’s strategic thought, moving from ‘“non-alignment” toward “multi-
alignment” with security partners that share concerns about China’s assertiveness.

In historical context, India—China relations have always oscillated between cooperation and conflict. The
legacy of the 1962 war continues to cast a long shadow over bilateral trust. Despite multiple confidence-
building measures (CBMs) and mechanisms like the Working Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination
on Border Affairs (WMCC), the boundary issue remains unresolved. While the Wuhan (2018) and
Mamallapuram (2019) informal summits were attempts to stabilize ties through leadership-level engagement,
the Galwan incident revealed the fragility of that détente. The loss of Indian soldiers—the first fatalities on
the Sino-Indian border in 45 years—exposed the depth of strategic divergence between the two powers. This
rupture demonstrated that the rhetoric of cooperation could no longer mask the underlying contest for
territorial control and strategic dominance.

At the structural level, the transformation of India—China relations must be situated within the broader
dynamics of global power redistribution. The decline of unipolarity and the emergence of a multipolar Asia
have intensified regional competition. Both India and China seek recognition as civilizational states with
distinct strategic visions: India advocates for a rules-based order emphasizing sovereignty and equality,
whereas China promotes hierarchical regionalism under its economic and infrastructural leverage. This
ideological divergence further exacerbates mutual suspicion and complicates efforts at conflict management.
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The significance of studying India—China relations in the post-Galwan context lies in understanding how this
bilateral rivalry shapes the evolving Indo-Pacific order. The confrontation has implications not only for border
security but also for global trade routes, energy security, and the balance of maritime power. The research thus
aims to explore the transition of India’s strategic posture from ambiguity to assertiveness, examining how
military, diplomatic, and multilateral dimensions converge to redefine India’s China policy.

In sum, this study argues that the Galwan incident represents not an episodic clash but a structural rupture in
the India—China strategic equation. It marks the end of an era of managed competition and the beginning of
sustained strategic contestation. The following sections will explore this transformation through a theoretical
and empirical analysis of India’s evolving strategic calculus, China’s regional ambitions, and the implications
for the broader Indo-Pacific security architecture.

Literature Review
1. Conceptualizing India—China Relations: From Cooperation to Competition

The academic literature on India—China relations reveals an evolving trajectory from cooperation to
confrontation, reflecting the changing structural realities of Asian geopolitics. Early post-Cold War
scholarship highlighted economic pragmatism and mutual benefit as dominant themes (Garver, 2001). During
the 1990s and early 2000s, both nations pursued engagement through the mechanisms of border agreements
and bilateral trade, suggesting that the relationship could be managed through strategic restraint. However, by
the late 2010s, a distinct scholarly consensus emerged around the growing asymmetry in power, capability,
and intent, leading to competitive confrontation (Sahgal & Anand, 2019).

John W. Garver’s seminal work Protracted Contest: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Twentieth Century (2001)
established the enduring nature of mistrust rooted in historical disputes, territorial claims, and differing
worldviews. Garver emphasized that both states sought recognition as great powers, yet China’s faster
economic rise allowed it to adopt a more assertive regional policy, unsettling India’s strategic calculus. This
notion is echoed by M. Taylor Fravel (2019), who argues that China’s border behavior reflects shifts in its
perception of relative power and internal stability — when confident, Beijing tends to adopt coercive tactics
to reinforce its territorial claims.

2. Theoretical Foundations: Realism and Balance of Power

From an international relations theoretical perspective, India—China competition is primarily examined
through realist and neorealist lenses. Scholars like Kenneth Waltz (1979) and John Mearsheimer (2001)
provide frameworks explaining the structural compulsions driving rivalry among major powers.
Mearsheimer’s offensive realism posits that great powers are inherently revisionist, seeking to maximize their
relative power within an anarchic international system. Applying this logic, China’s expanding influence in
South Asia and the Indo-Pacific represents its attempt to displace India as the regional hegemon.

Indian scholars such as C. Raja Mohan and Harsh V. Pant have extensively analyzed how India’s foreign
policy responses align with realist prescriptions. Pant and Joshi (2020) suggest that India’s strategic
realignment toward partnerships with the United States, Japan, and Australia signals an implicit acceptance of
balance-of-power logic. The literature indicates that India’s post-Galwan posture reflects a soft balancing
strategy—a deliberate use of diplomatic, economic, and security instruments to constrain Chinese behavior
without entering into formal alliances (Paul, 2018).
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In contrast, a smaller body of literature has explored constructivist interpretations. Scholars like Kanti Bajpai
and Alka Acharya argue that identity, historical narratives, and political psychology also shape the bilateral
relationship (Bajpai, 2021). India’s colonial experiences and China’s “century of humiliation” foster
contrasting perceptions of status and legitimacy in Asia. However, constructivist analyses remain secondary
compared to realist frameworks, especially in the post-Galwan discourse dominated by security concerns.

3. The Border Question and Strategic Mistrust

The border dispute remains the most enduring driver of tension in India—China relations. Fravel (2008) notes
that China’s border behavior correlates with internal political stability — periods of domestic strength enable
assertiveness along disputed frontiers. Indian analysts, including Lt. Gen. S.L. Narasimhan (2020,), have
underlined how China’s infrastructure buildup and frequent incursions along the LAC challenge India’s
deterrent capacity.

Scholars identify the 2017 Doklam crisis as a precursor to the Galwan confrontation. Joshi (2018) observed
that Doklam revealed Beijing’s intent to test India’s red lines in the Himalayas, particularly near the tri-
junction with Bhutan. After Galwan, literature increasingly interprets the relationship as one of “armed
coexistence,” where both sides manage tension without genuine resolution (Pant & Rej, 2021). This idea
parallels Cold War patterns of deterrence rather than peaceful engagement.

Moreover, the Galwan incident prompted new research emphasizing the end of trust paradigm. Scholars like
Happymon Jacob (2021) argue that the events of 2020 destroyed the diplomatic scaffolding built since the
1993 and 1996 border agreements. The literature highlights that while both nations remain cautious to avoid
full-scale conflict, the absence of mutual confidence-building measures increases the risk of inadvertent
escalation.

4. Indo-Pacific and the QUAD: India’s Strategic Reorientation

An important thematic strand in post-2017 literature is the redefinition of India’s strategic orientation within
the Indo-Pacific framework. Rory Medcalf (2020) conceptualizes the Indo-Pacific as a “multipolar maritime
system” where India plays a balancing role against China’s expansionist policies. The QUAD, though
informal, symbolizes India’s shift toward collective deterrence. Scholars note that India’s participation in the
Malabar naval exercises and its cooperation on supply chain resilience and critical technologies represent
subtle but firm steps toward constraining Chinese maritime dominance (Brewster, 2022).

Theorists like Harsh Pant and Yogesh Joshi argue that this reflects India’s adoption of a multi-alignment
strategy—preserving autonomy while leveraging partnerships (Pant & Joshi,2020). The literature also
recognizes the institutional challenges: India continues to balance between engagement with China through
BRICS and SCO while cooperating with democracies via the QUAD. Thus, India’s Indo-Pacific strategy
embodies the paradox of strategic flexibility within structural rivalry.

5. Economic Interdependence and Strategic Decoupling

A rich body of scholarship examines the economic dimensions of the relationship. Until 2020, China was
India’s largest trading partner, and interdependence was viewed as a stabilizing factor. However, after Galwan,
this economic rationale has been reassessed. As noted by Saran (2021,), India’s ban on Chinese apps and
restrictions on foreign investment marked the beginning of strategic decoupling.

Economists like Panagariya (2022) observe that despite political tensions, trade volume remains substantial,

indicating asymmetric dependence—India relies on Chinese imports for intermediate goods, while China’s
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exports to India constitute a marginal share of its global trade. This asymmetry provides Beijing with economic
leverage. Contemporary literature calls for diversifying India’s supply chains and promoting “Atmanirbhar
Bharat” (self-reliant India) as tools of economic security.

6. Military Modernization and Deterrence Dynamics

The strategic dimension of India—China rivalry has increasingly attracted defense scholars. Analysts such as
Ashley J. Tellis (2022) and Lora Saalman emphasize that the modernization of the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA), particularly in high-altitude warfare, challenges India’s traditional deterrence posture. In response,
India’s military reforms, including theater commands and infrastructure buildup in Ladakh and Arunachal
Pradesh, indicate an evolving deterrence doctrine based on credible defense and rapid mobilization (Menon,
2023).

Studies published by the Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA) stress the integration of advanced
surveillance, logistics, and air mobility capabilities as key to restoring balance along the LAC. The literature
thus highlights a convergence between strategic theory and operational reality — deterrence through readiness
and capability enhancement.

7. Diplomatic Narratives and Perceptions

Perceptional asymmetry forms another recurring theme. Chinese scholars often frame India as a secondary
regional actor constrained by domestic politics, whereas Indian analysts view China as an expansionist power
seeking hegemony in Asia (Hu, 2021). The divergence in strategic cultures and political communication styles
reinforces mistrust.

Jaishankar’s (2021) The India Way and Shyam Saran’s (2022) How China Sees India and the World offer
policy-level insights into India’s changing diplomacy. Both emphasize that post-Galwan India has abandoned
illusions of peaceful coexistence under Chinese goodwill, adopting a more realist and issue-based approach.
This narrative is corroborated by Jacob (2021), who contends that India’s diplomacy has moved from
persuasion to pressure — using partnerships, technology denial, and strategic signaling as tools of negotiation.

8. Emerging Consensus in Scholarship

The cumulative scholarly consensus indicates that India—China relations have entered a long-term competitive
phase. The literature post-2020 increasingly views the relationship not as cyclical but as structurally
adversarial. China’s assertiveness, coupled with India’s growing alignment with the U.S. and its Indo-Pacific
partners, points to an enduring rivalry framed within power transition dynamics (Allison, 2017).

Contemporary research also highlights that this rivalry has broader systemic implications. It influences
regional institutions, global governance mechanisms like BRICS and SCO, and the emerging multipolarity in
Asia. India’s balancing acts signify its effort to navigate between dependence and deterrence, cooperation and
competition — a duality that defines its modern foreign policy identity.

1. Analytical Discussion
1. The Galwan Turning Point

The June 2020 Galwan Valley clash marked a watershed moment in the evolution of India—China relations.
The violent confrontation, which resulted in fatalities on both sides — the first since 1975 — represented not
just a border skirmish but a strategic rupture in mutual trust and diplomatic engagement (Pant & Rej, 2021).
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The post-Galwan environment introduced a new strategic realism in New Delhi’s China policy, characterized
by a recognition that the pre-existing framework of peaceful management through dialogue had collapsed.

Before Galwan, India had adhered to what scholars termed a policy of strategic ambiguity—maintaining
engagement with China while hedging through security cooperation with the United States and Japan. The
underlying logic was that both nations could compartmentalize disputes and sustain economic cooperation
(Bajpai, 2021). However, Galwan demonstrated that China’s behavior was driven by coercive territorial
assertion, rendering previous assumptions about restraint obsolete.

From Beijing’s perspective, the Galwan crisis was an extension of its broader regional strategy to assert control
over disputed borders and signal dominance amid global distraction due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Fravel,
2020). For India, it was a moment of strategic reckoning, exposing the asymmetry in military preparedness
and compelling a reevaluation of its deterrence posture.

2. Border Militarization and the Security Dilemma

The post-Galwan years witnessed unprecedented militarization along the Line of Actual Control (LAC). Both
sides undertook large-scale deployments, with China reinforcing its positions in Aksai Chin and India
strengthening forward bases in eastern Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh. Satellite imagery and defense reports
indicated the construction of permanent military infrastructure, including roads, airfields, and missile systems
(Narasimhan, 2021).

This dynamic epitomizes the security dilemma described by Jervis (1978,): actions taken by one state to ensure
its security are interpreted as threats by the other, resulting in escalation. India’s infrastructural upgrades along
the LAC — such as the Darbuk—Shyok—DBO Road and advanced landing grounds — were viewed by Beijing
as encroachment, prompting reciprocal buildup. Similarly, China’s positioning of PLA troops and deployment
of long-range artillery along the Pangong Tso and Depsang sectors reinforced India’s perception of
encirclement.

Militarization has therefore institutionalized a state of armed coexistence. Despite numerous rounds of Corps
Commander-level talks, disengagement has been partial and localized. The absence of trust has rendered
mechanisms like the 1993 and 1996 border agreements functionally obsolete. This reality suggests that
deterrence, rather than diplomacy, now anchors bilateral relations (Tellis, 2022).

3. The Indo-Pacific Context

The transformation of India—China relations must be situated within the larger geopolitical shift toward the
Indo-Pacific. This concept, originally articulated by Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and later adopted
by the United States, has redefined Asia’s strategic geography by linking the Indian and Pacific Oceans. India,
historically reluctant to align with bloc politics, has gradually embraced the Indo-Pacific as the principal
theatre of strategic competition with China (Medcalf, 2020).

The Indo-Pacific provides India with an expanded arena for influence and balancing. As China extends its
naval reach through the “string of pearls” strategy—establishing port access in Gwadar (Pakistan),
Hambantota (Sri Lanka), and Djibouti—India has sought to counter this encirclement through maritime
partnerships and naval modernization. The revival of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) —
comprising India, the U.S., Japan, and Australia — symbolizes this realignment.

India’s participation in Malabar naval exercises, defense technology cooperation, and intelligence sharing with

QUAD partners reflects a subtle but determined balancing strategy. Though not a formal alliance, the QUAD
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serves as a security network designed to uphold freedom of navigation and resist Chinese coercion (Brewster,
2022). In this sense, India’s Indo-Pacific policy represents both a geopolitical counterweight and a
reaffirmation of strategic autonomy — it strengthens India’s leverage without abandoning non-alignment
principles.

4. Strategic Partnerships and Defense Diplomacy

In the wake of Galwan, India’s defense diplomacy underwent significant recalibration. The crisis accelerated
India’s strategic convergence with the United States. The signing of foundational defense agreements such as
COMCASA (2018) and BECA (2020) institutionalized interoperability, real-time intelligence exchange, and
geospatial cooperation between the two militaries. U.S. support during the border crisis — in the form of
intelligence sharing and supply of specialized cold-weather gear — demonstrated the operational depth of this
partnership (Pant & Joshi, 2020).

Simultaneously, India has deepened ties with France, Australia, and Japan, engaging in bilateral logistics
agreements and trilateral dialogues. These partnerships enhance India’s maritime domain awareness and
contribute to deterrence in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR). The Indian Navy’s increased operational reach,
joint patrols, and the commissioning of the aircraft carrier INS Vikrant signify an intent to project power in
response to China’s naval presence.

This diversification of partnerships constitutes a multi-layered balancing strategy — India remains outside
formal alliances but utilizes strategic linkages to offset China’s superiority. This model of multi-alignment—
or “coalition of convenience” as Jaishankar (2021) describes it—reflects pragmatic adaptation to multipolar
geopolitics.

5. Technological and Economic Dimensions of Strategic Competition

While the post-Galwan focus has been on military confrontation, the technological and economic front has
emerged as a parallel domain of competition. India’s decision to ban over 200 Chinese mobile applications,
impose tighter scrutiny on foreign direct investment (FDI) from China, and exclude Chinese vendors from 5G
infrastructure underscores a trend of strategic decoupling (Saran, 2021).

This decoupling reflects not only economic nationalism but also security concerns linked to digital
sovereignty. The perception that Chinese technology companies serve as instruments of state influence has
led India to align with global efforts to create “trusted technology networks.” The emphasis on indigenous
innovation under the Atmanirbhar Bharat (Self-Reliant India) initiative aims to reduce dependency on Chinese
supply chains, particularly in electronics, pharmaceuticals, and telecommunications (Panagariya, 2022,).

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), including the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), remains a
central irritant. India’s opposition to BRI, grounded in sovereignty concerns, reflects deeper anxieties about
Chinese geopolitical ambitions. While economic interdependence persists — bilateral trade exceeded USD
100 billion in 2023 — the relationship is characterized by asymmetric dependency, where China benefits
disproportionately (Hu, 2021). Thus, economic engagement coexists with strategic distrust.

6. Domestic Political Drivers and Leadership Perceptions

Leadership perception has emerged as a critical factor shaping the strategic behavior of both countries. Under
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, India’s China policy has evolved from engagement with caution to
competition with preparedness. Modi’s early attempts at personal diplomacy — visible during the Wuhan

(2018) and Mamallapuram (2019) summits — were predicated on the belief that top-level engagement could
T T
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stabilize relations. However, the Galwan incident shattered this premise, reinforcing within India’s strategic
community the belief that China’s approach is guided by coercion and opportunism (Jaishankar, 2021).

On the Chinese side, President Xi Jinping’s consolidation of power and assertive foreign policy—often termed
“Wolf Warrior diplomacy”—reflect Beijing’s ambition to restore regional centrality (Liu, 2020). Xi’s
insistence on “national rejuvenation” and territorial integrity aligns with the narrative of historical entitlement
over disputed regions. These leadership perceptions interact to create a reciprocal distrust, where both states
interpret each other’s policies as revisionist or hegemonic.

7. Institutional Mechanisms and the Erosion of Confidence-Building Measures

The Galwan incident effectively dismantled the diplomatic architecture built over three decades. The Working
Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination (WMCC) on border affairs and the Special Representatives’
talks have failed to deliver substantive outcomes. Even though multiple disengagement rounds were
conducted, friction persists in sectors such as Depsang Plains and Demchok (Jacob, 2021,).

This erosion of institutional dialogue signifies a shift from conflict management to conflict deterrence. The
continued presence of thousands of troops on both sides of the LAC indicates that normalization is unlikely
in the near term. Moreover, China’s military reforms and emphasis on high-altitude warfare suggest long-term
entrenchment rather than de-escalation. Consequently, scholars describe the current situation as stable
instability—a managed rivalry sustained through deterrence rather than diplomacy (Menon, 2023).

8. Regional Implications: The South Asian Balance of Power

The India—China rivalry extends beyond the bilateral domain, influencing South Asia’s strategic landscape.
Beijing’s support for Pakistan, manifested through CPEC and arms transfers, serves as a strategic
counterweight to India. Meanwhile, India’s outreach to Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka through
connectivity and capacity-building initiatives aims to counter Chinese influence in its neighborhood (Pant &
Saha, 2023).

In the Indian Ocean, China’s growing naval footprint challenges India’s traditional dominance. The PLA
Navy’s base in Djibouti and access agreements across the IOR reflect a long-term maritime strategy. In
response, India has revitalized regional groupings like the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) and
promoted SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region), emphasizing cooperative security. Thus,
South Asia becomes both the arena and instrument of the broader India—China contest.

9. Strategic Autonomy and Multipolarity

Despite the escalation, India has avoided formal alliance commitments, reflecting its pursuit of strategic
autonomy. The post-Galwan strategy aligns with what Jaishankar (2021) calls “multi-alignment in a
multipolar world.” India engages with diverse partners — the U.S., France, Japan, ASEAN, and Russia — not
as alliances but as issue-based coalitions enhancing its flexibility.

This approach reflects neoclassical realist logic—balancing external pressures with domestic constraints and
identity-driven policies (Rose, 1998). India’s policy seeks equilibrium between deterrence and dialogue,
confrontation and cooperation. While strategic competition with China intensifies, India continues
participation in multilateral institutions like BRICS and SCO to retain diplomatic leverage. Thus, India’s post-
Galwan strategy can be interpreted as the evolution of autonomous balancing — preserving independence
while engaging in limited alignment for strategic advantage.
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10. The Emerging Strategic Landscape

The cumulative developments post-Galwan indicate the emergence of a competitive equilibrium. Both nations
have adjusted to a relationship defined by persistent rivalry rather than reconciliation. China’s assertiveness
and India’s counter-balancing posture are now structural features of the Asian order.

The confrontation has redefined India’s regional and global identity — from a reactive power to a proactive
shaper of security architectures. The India—China equation now mirrors a classical balance-of-power system
where neither side seeks direct war but both prepare for its possibility. The rivalry’s persistence underscores
the reality that strategic coexistence, rather than partnership, defines 21st-century Sino-Indian relations.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

1. Recapitulating the Transformation

The India—China relationship has undergone a profound structural transformation in the aftermath of the
Galwan Valley clash in June 2020. What was once characterized by a cautious coexistence and managed
competition has evolved into a state of enduring strategic confrontation. The post-Galwan phase has
effectively dismantled the fragile trust that had sustained bilateral diplomacy since the early 1990s.

This transformation represents the culmination of long-standing geopolitical tensions rooted in territorial
disputes, power asymmetry, and conflicting regional visions. India’s earlier strategy of maintaining
engagement through economic cooperation and diplomatic dialogues, while simultaneously hedging against
China’s rise, was predicated on the assumption that rational incentives could prevent conflict. Galwan
demonstrated the limits of this approach, compelling India to transition from strategic ambiguity to strategic
clarity—anchored in deterrence, alignment, and resilience (Pant & Joshi, 2020).

The confrontation thus symbolizes not merely a border dispute but a paradigmatic shift in Asian geopolitics,
where India has emerged as a principal counterweight to Chinese power. The rivalry now extends across
continental and maritime theatres, technological ecosystems, and multilateral institutions, marking the
definitive end of the “Wuhan consensus” and the “China reset” of 2018—19.

2. The Strategic Logic of Post-Galwan India

India’s post-Galwan strategic behavior can be conceptualized within the framework of neoclassical realism,
which posits that systemic pressures interact with domestic political and ideational factors to shape foreign
policy (Rose, 1998). Confronted with Chinese assertiveness, India has recalibrated its external posture along
three interrelated dimensions:

Military Rebalancing: India has accelerated modernization of its armed forces, enhanced forward deployment
capabilities in Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh, and strengthened logistics through infrastructure projects such
as the Border Roads Organization’s strategic corridors.

Diplomatic Realignment: India’s deepening engagement with the United States, France, Japan, and Australia
reflects an effort to construct a layered deterrence architecture without formal alliances.

Economic and Technological Decoupling: The selective disengagement from Chinese digital and investment
networks underscores a recognition of comprehensive national security, encompassing cyber, data, and
supply-chain resilience.
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Collectively, these trends indicate a transition from defensive balancing to proactive balancing, where India
seeks to shape rather than merely react to China’s regional behavior (Menon, 2023).

3. Implications for Regional Order

The Indo-Pacific has become the principal theatre of India—China strategic competition. China’s Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) and its expanding naval presence in the Indian Ocean reflect a pursuit of maritime
hegemony and logistical dominance. Conversely, India’s vision of the Indo-Pacific as “free, open, and
inclusive” represents a counter-narrative emphasizing sovereignty, transparency, and regional multipolarity
(Medcalf, 2020).

This contestation extends into South Asia, where China’s deepening engagement with Pakistan, Nepal, and
Sri Lanka challenges India’s traditional sphere of influence. The resulting configuration is a fluid, multipolar
sub-regional order, where smaller states leverage major-power competition for economic and strategic gain
(Pant & Saha, 2023).

Importantly, India’s response underscores the geostrategic centrality of the Indian Ocean. Initiatives like
SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region) and the Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure
(CDRI) highlight India’s aspiration to provide public goods and sustainable alternatives to China’s debt-driven
development model. In this sense, India’s strategy reflects a constructive counterbalancing — combining
security deterrence with developmental diplomacy.

4. Policy Implications for India
a. Sustained Military Preparedness and Infrastructure Integration

The foremost policy implication is the need for sustained military modernization and infrastructural readiness.
The Galwan crisis exposed logistical vulnerabilities in high-altitude warfare and coordination among the tri-
services. India must institutionalize joint command structures, integrate cyber and space assets, and ensure
resource allocation aligns with long-term strategic objectives. Enhancing interoperability with QUAD partners
and investing in indigenous defense production will reinforce deterrence and strategic autonomy
simultaneously (Tellis, 2022).

b. Diplomatic Balancing and Strategic Communication

India’s diplomatic challenge lies in maintaining multi-alignment without entrapment. While convergence with
the U.S. and other democratic powers strengthens its bargaining position, India must preserve channels of
engagement with China through platforms such as BRICS, SCO, and G20. This approach sustains diplomatic
flexibility while signaling that India remains committed to a rules-based international order, not bloc
confrontation. Strategic communication and crisis management mechanisms—potentially through revamped
WMCC dialogues—should be prioritized to prevent inadvertent escalation.

c. Economic Resilience and Technological Sovereignty

Economic decoupling from China, though politically desirable, poses complex challenges. India’s dependence
on Chinese intermediate goods, especially in electronics and pharmaceuticals, necessitates gradual
diversification rather than abrupt disengagement. The Atmanirbhar Bharat initiative should focus on
enhancing domestic manufacturing capacity and securing supply chains through partnerships with trusted
nations (Panagariya, 2022).
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Equally important is technological sovereignty. As the global digital order fragments, India must invest in 5G,
artificial intelligence, and semiconductor ecosystems. The creation of secure digital frameworks, aligned with
the “Global South” vision of equitable technological access, would enable India to counter China’s techno-
authoritarian model.

d. Leadership Diplomacy and Narrative Projection

Leadership diplomacy remains a crucial policy tool. Prime Minister Modi’s personal engagement with global
leaders has elevated India’s international visibility. Going forward, India must complement hard power
balancing with soft power projection — emphasizing its civilizational ethos, democratic values, and
developmental model. Building consensus within the Global South on debt sustainability, climate governance,
and digital equity can reinforce India’s normative appeal vis-a-vis China’s state-capitalist alternative.

5. The Future of the India—China Equation

The prospects for normalization remain uncertain. While tactical disengagements may occur, the structural
distrust embedded post-Galwan is unlikely to dissipate soon. China’s geopolitical ambitions and India’s
assertion of sovereignty are inherently incompatible in the short term. The relationship, therefore, will likely
remain one of managed rivalry — marked by competition, limited cooperation, and periodic crises.

However, complete confrontation is neither inevitable nor desirable. Both nations share overlapping interests
in global governance reform, climate change mitigation, and multilateral stability. The key lies in
institutionalizing crisis prevention and delineating “red lines” through renewed diplomatic protocols.
Establishing communication between theatre commanders, enhancing border transparency through satellite
monitoring, and reviving confidence-building measures can help prevent escalation.

In the long run, a modus vivendi—a pragmatic coexistence recognizing the legitimacy of each other’s core
interests—may emerge as the only sustainable pathway. This would not imply reconciliation but a strategic
acceptance of competition within bounded parameters (Saran, 2021).

6. Broader Theoretical and Global Implications

At the theoretical level, the India—China transformation reaffirms neorealist propositions about the persistence
of power politics in the multipolar world order. Economic interdependence has proven insufficient to mitigate
security dilemmas when territorial and ideological disputes persist. The Galwan episode exemplifies how
rising powers engage in balancing behavior to secure status and influence.

Globally, the rivalry accelerates the fragmentation of the liberal international order. The emergence of issue-
based coalitions—such as QUAD, 12U2, and BRICS+—illustrates the transition toward a fluid, networked
multipolarity. Within this framework, India’s strategic evolution contributes to redefining Asia’s balance of
power, ensuring that the Indo-Pacific remains pluralistic rather than Sinocentric (Brewster, 2022).

7. Final Reflection

The transformation of India—China relations after Galwan is both inevitable and instructive. It underscores
that strategic partnerships, not ideological alignments, define 21st-century geopolitics. For India, the challenge
is to balance deterrence with dialogue, competition with coexistence, and sovereignty with interdependence.

In this transformed order, India’s trajectory will depend on its ability to combine strategic prudence with
institutional innovation — crafting policies that defend national interests while sustaining global credibility.
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The future of Asian stability, in many ways, will hinge on how effectively India and China manage their
competitive coexistence.
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