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Are border anachronistic?  

In December 1957, in a note addressed to the Foreign Secretary, Jawaharlal 

Nehru philosophically wrote about the borders of India and status of Tibet: “I 

would hazard the guess, however, that it will be an exceedingly difficult task 

for China to bring about this process of absorption and acceptance. No one 

can say what will happen in twenty or thirty year time because conditions in 

the world are changing so rapidly that the problems of today will take an 

entirely different shape later. For ought I know, the very existence of 

national independent states may not continue. We live in a world where 

national boundaries become more and more anachronistic.1” 

He was commenting on a note sent by Apa B. Pant, Political Officer in Sikkim 

about the deteriorating situation in Tibet. 

“We live in a world where national boundaries become more and more 

anachronistic,” raises an interesting question.  

During the following years, the border between India and Tibet (and China) 

became more and more real, concrete, tangible, ‘sensitive’ and eventually 

the main object of the 1962 War. 

Can borders be an anachronism? But first of all, what is a border? What 

defines a border? Have borders always existed? What are the different types 

of borders? 

                                                 
1 Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru Volume 40 Series II (November 1- December 31, 

1957), A Perspective on Tibet, Note to Foreign Secretary, Darjeeling, 26 December 1957. JN 

Collection. 



This paper will try to answer these questions keeping in mind the importance 

for us, in the subcontinent, of the most formidable natural barrier, the 

Himalayas which has separated the Indian subcontinent from the Tibetan 

plateau for the past few millions years.  

 

What is a border? 

When one consults Wikipedia, the online dictionary, we are told: “Borders 

define geographic boundaries of political entities or legal jurisdictions, such 

as governments, sovereign states, federated states and other subnational 

entities. Some borders — such as a state's internal administrative borders, 

or inter-state borders within the Schengen Area — are open and completely 

unguarded. Other borders are partially or fully controlled, and may be 

crossed legally only at designated border checkpoints and border zones may 

be controlled.” 

One immediately understands that ‘borders’ are a human invention for the 

sake of having separate or defined unit. Today a ‘state’ is the basic unit used 

to identify a sovereign country. Again, according to Wikipedia: “State is a 

political and geopolitical entity; the nation is a cultural and/or ethnic entity. 

The term ‘nation state’ implies that the two geographically coincide. Nation 

state formation took place at different times in different parts of the earth 

but has become the dominant form of state organization.” 

Unfortunately, for nations like Tibet the political and ethnic factors have 

stopped coinciding after 1950, when the People’s Liberation Army invaded 

the Tibetan plateau. 

The fact remains that for centuries and millennia, borders or frontiers have 

been evolving to reach the rigid form that they have today. 

 

Modern Borders 



Over the last centuries, most States have instituted border control to restrict 

or limit the movement of people, animals, plants, and goods into or out of 

the country. Under international law, a State can decide the conditions under 

which a person can legally cross its borders; the State is also entitled to 

prevent persons or goods from crossing its border. 

To cross borders, one generally requires legal documents or travel 

documents like passports (which in many cases need a visa) or at least 

identity documents  

To stay or work within the borders of a country, nationals foreign are 

required to possess immigration documents or work permits authorizing 

them to stay and work. 

When there is no special agreement between two States, goods crossing a 

border require payment of customs duties. Animals (and even humans) may 

even need to go into quarantine at the border to prevent infectious diseases 

to spread.  

Moving goods, animals or people illegally across a border, without declaring 

them is called smuggling. Today smuggling, migration, or infiltration2 is the 

cause of serious concern for many States. As a result, structures need to be 

erected and formal border control procedures have to be followed.  

While some borders are unmarked or not delimited,3 in other cases, borders 

are only marked by a signpost4. 

Countries can also be separated by a militarized zone; the most famous (or 

infamous) was the former Berlin Wall.  

One can also come across the case of a buffer zone5 or demilitarized zone, 

such as the Korean Demilitarized Zone6 and the United Nations Buffer Zone 

in Cyprus.  

                                                 
2 Like in India across the Line of Actual Control with China. 
3 For example between some African States (it is termed a ‘porous border); 
4 As in the case of the European Schengen Zone 



India which has serious problems with some of her neighbours has found 

specific solutions, the LoC and the LAC. The Line of Control (LOC) is the line 

of military control between the Indian and Pakistani-controlled parts in the 

State of Jammu and Kashmir. It does not constitute a legally recognized 

international boundary; it is a temporary de facto border until the day the 

Kashmir issue is solved.  

The Karachi Agreement signed by Pakistan and India on the July 27, 1949 

established a cease-fire which was to be monitored by observers of the 

United Nations; the line between the 2 parties was then termed ‘Line of 

Ceasefire’. After the Simla Agreement signed on July 3 1972, it became ‘Line 

of Control’ or LoC; still today it separates the parts of the Jammu and 

Kashmir State under Pakistani control (Northern Areas and Pakistan-

occupied-Kashmir or PoK) and the rest of the State under Indian control7.  

The Indian Line of Control is fenced on a 550 km stretch on a total length of 

740 km. India has erected a fence about 150 yards on the Indian-controlled 

side. Its stated objective is to stop arms smuggling and infiltration by 

Pakistani-based militants and terrorists. The construction of the fenced 

border started in the 1990s, and could only be completed in late 2004.  

The Line of Actual Control (LAC) is the effective border between India and 

People's Republic of China (PRC). The LAC is 4,057-km long and traverses 

                                                                                                                                                             
5 Tibet has been for centuries one of the largest buffer zone of the planet. 
6 The Korean Demilitarized Zone (KDZ) is a strip of land across the Korean Peninsula that 

serves as a buffer zone between North and South Korea along the 38th parallel north. It 

was created as part of the Korean Armistice Agreement between North Korean, People's 

Republic of China, and United Nations Command forces in 1953. 

Though the KDZ is one most tense and potentially dangerous international border of the 

planets, pockets have been made a tourist attractions as North Korea desperately needs 

income, has opened up parts of its side to tourist groups from Japan; it is an opportunity to 

do some propaganda. The South Koreans have a similar policy. 
7 A third part, the Shaksgam Valley has been ‘donated’ by Pakistan to China in 1963. 



three sector of India’s northern Indian states: the western sector (Ladakh in 

Jammu & Kashmir), the middle sector (Uttarakhand and Himachal) and the 

eastern sector (Sikkim and Arunachal). 

On November 7, 1959, the Chinese Prime Minister Zhou Enlai used first the 

terminology in his letter addressed to the Indian Prime Minister. He wrote 

that the LAC consisted of “the so-called McMahon Line in the east and the 

line up to which each side exercises actual control in the west.”  

Later Zhou clarified that the LAC was “basically still the line of actual control 

as existed between the Chinese and Indian sides on 7 November 1959. To 

put it concretely, in the eastern sector it coincides in the main with the so-

called McMahon line, and in the western and middle sectors it coincides in 

the main with the traditional customary line which has consistently been 

pointed out by China.8” 

The term ‘LAC’ became a legal concept in the Sino-Indian agreements signed 

in 1993 and 1996 and 2012. The 1996 agreement states, "No activities of 

either side shall overstep the line of actual control”. 

A new term has recently appeared in the jargon of the international 

relations’ experts: a perceptional border. It is when two States have 

different perception of where their LAC lies. It is the case of India and China 

in the Western and Eastern sectors of the border where the LAC is not 

demarcated. 

 

Types of borders 

There are different categories/types of borders. A quick glance will help us to 

understand the difficulties to have a ‘border agreement’ with India’s most 

difficult neighbours, namely Pakistan and China. 

1. Geographical Border  

                                                 
8 Letter from the Prime Minister of China to the Prime Minister of India, November 7, 1959; 

see: http://www.claudearpi.net/maintenance/uploaded_pics/Corres_Nov59_Mar60.pdf 



According to Wikipedia: “Natural borders are geographical features that 

present natural obstacles to communication and transport. Existing political 

borders are often a formalization of these historical, natural obstacles.” 

Some geographical features can be used as natural borders:  

• Mountain ranges: 

In our study, the Himalayan range is the most formidable border. 

Unfortunately, the passes which for centuries witnessed cultural, trade and 

religious exchanges were one by one closed after 1962 War  

• Watershed or a ridge: 

The entire McMahon Line in the North-east follows the watershed principle. 

The most famous (or infamous) part of it, is the Taghla ridge in the Tawang 

sector. One of the problems is that the Chinese have not accepted the 

watershed principle as a general rule. 

• Ocean or sea: 

They often create very large natural borders. A nation may have exclusive 

rights over the mineral and other resources (including biological) in some 

areas in an ocean or a sea. Maritime borders represent the jurisdictional 

borders of a maritime nation and are defined by the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea.  

Maritime borders exist in the context of territorial waters, contiguous zones, 

and exclusive economic zones. As seen today in the case of South China and 

East China Seas, they can be the object of bitter disputes.  

• Rivers: 

Some political borders have been formalized along natural borders formed 

by rivers, for example the Rhine border between France and Germany or the 

Mekong border between Thailand and Laos. 

The Danube is the longest European river. It begins in Germany and runs all 

the way to the Black Sea. It is used to define the borders of 10 countries: 



Romania, Hungary, Austria, Germany, Slovakia, Serbia, Croatia, Ukraine, 

Bulgaria, and Moldova.  

The international border usually runs in the middle of the river. 

• Lakes:  

Large lakes can be a natural border. One example in the Himalayan region is 

is the Panggong Lake which spreads between India and Tibet. It has also be 

the object of disputes in recent past. Lake and river boundaries are classified 

in the land boundaries category.  

• A pass: 

One can give the example the 6 passes mentioned in the 1954 Agreement 

between India and China. It constitute usually a clearly definable boundary. 

• A Pasture: 

The location and ownership pattern of a customary pastures can define the 

border between two countries. 

• A wall: 

The Great Wall of China is the most famous example, though the border of 

the Middle Kingdom has been ‘expended’ since the construction of the Wall 

to include many ‘barbarian’ lands like Tibet, within the Kingdon.  

• A fence, a road:  

• An International airport: 

Today, many airports and seaports are considered as international border 

posts where the validity of travel documents is checked and where an 

individual can be refused entry. 

These are some of the main features of a ‘border’. 

Interestingly, at a time when the borders seem to become worldwide more 

and more hermetic and difficult to cross, a reverse process has started: 

some nations have come together to dissolve their shared borders. In 1997 

the Treaty of Amsterdam largely removed the geopolitical borders between 



its 22 European member-states. The European Union today permits free 

movement for its citizens and goods within the Union. 

However, ‘borders’ elsewhere remain a major source of disputes, conflicts 

and even wars. The CIA on its website gives a list of “a wide variety of 

situations that range from traditional bilateral boundary disputes to 

unilateral claims of one sort or another.” 

The US Intelligence Agency clarifies: “Information regarding disputes over 

international terrestrial and maritime boundaries has been reviewed by the 

US Department of State. References to other situations involving borders or 

frontiers may also be included, such as resource disputes, geopolitical 

questions, or irredentist issues.” 

Very few countries are exempt of a border dispute with one or more of their 

neighbours. India is certainly one of the States which had the most serious 

border issues, mainly with Pakistan and China.  

 

How to delimitate a border? 

What are the stages of delimitation of a border between two independent 

States? According to the Oxford Dictionary, the word ‘delimit’ means “to 

mark or determine the limits of; to define, as a limit or boundary” while 

‘delimitation’, it is the “determination of a limit or boundary, especially of the 

frontier of a territory”. 

The first step for ‘delimiting’ a border is to ‘define’ this border, for example, 

‘the border will follow the watershed’ or ‘will be the center of this river’. 

‘Definition’ is a precise statement by the border. Then it can extend to 

‘setting of bounds or limits; limitation’. 

The next stage is to ‘delineate’ a ‘defined’ border. The dictionary says that 

‘delineate’ is ‘to trace out by lines; trace the outlines of, a on a chart map’, 

for example.  



‘Demarcation’ is ‘the action of marking the boundary or limits of something, 

or of marking it off from something else; delimitation; separation’. 

To ‘demarcate’ is often treated as the same as to ‘define’, however 

‘demarcation’ can be marking lines on maps or can also refer to work on the 

ground by means of pillars or other conventional signs.  

The final stage is ‘abornement’ which is the ‘determination of the precise 

limits of a piece of land or a border by fixing pillars or other markers on the 

ground. 

The entire process is called ‘delimitation’ of the border. As can be seen, it is 

a long process. In the case of the Sino-Indian border dispute, the two 

parties have not even finished exchanging maps of their ‘perceptional LAC’. 

There is still a long long way to go.  

 

The Geological Times 

The Roman called ‘natio’ (or nation) a race or a group with a common ‘birth’. 

Today’s dictionary says that it is “a body of people who share a real or 

imagined common history, culture, language or ethnic origin, who typically 

inhabit a particular country or territory”. This was the case for Tibet. 

Tibetans have an ‘imagined common history’; they all descend from a male 

monkey, an incarnation Avalokitesvara who married a mountain ogress. 

They had six offspring, the first Tibetans. The inhabitants of the Tibetan 

plateau are said to have the characteristics of both their ancestors. Except 

for the divine origin of the Tibetan legend, the Darwinian theory of Evolution 

is not too different. 

As the supercontinent Gondwanaland broke up 100 million years ago, India 

separated from Africa. The Indian plate moved north and one day collided 



with the Asian plate. In the process the Tethys Sea was elevated to 5000 m. 

A formidable natural border, the Tibetan plateau was born9.  

A scientific paper entitled “Quaternary deposits in Ladakh and Karakoram 

Himalaya: A treasure trove of the palaeo-climate records”10 speaks thus of 

the region: “The Ladakh and Karakoram in the trans-Himalaya that lies on 

the southwestern part of the Tibetan Plateau, has been an area of attraction 

for earth scientists mainly for two reasons. First, it holds the key to resolve 

problems related to the dynamic relationship between Indian and Eurasian 

plates; and secondly, to unravel the causative factors controlling the 

mechanism of global climate change. From the palaeo-climatic point of view, 

the uplift of Himalaya and Tibet exerts profound influence on regional and 

global climate in several ways. The Tibetan Plateau for example, splits the 

surface westerly winds into northern and southern branches and prevents 

the southward flow of cold continental air towards the Indian subcontinent. 

The heating of the plateau provides required thermal gradient during 

summer that drives the South Asian summer monsoon. On longer timescale, 

the uplift of the Himalaya and Tibetan Plateau is argued to have affected the 

regional as well as global climate due to draw-down of carbon dioxide by 

silicate weathering.” 

One could take hundreds of other examples, but it is clear that in the 

geological times, there was no question of borders though close geological 

and geographical connections existed between the subcontinent and the high 

plateau.  

Border or no border, the fate of the sub-continent and the Tibetan plateau 

has been interlinked for millions of years. 

                                                 
9 A Tibetan legend speaks of a Tibet recovered by a giant lake which dried up. The remnant 

lakes were prophesized to progressively shrink and give space to humans to live and 

practice their religion.  
10 Research Article, Current Sciences, Vol. 88, No. 11, 10 June 2005  



 

The Archeology Times 

The archeology of the Tibetan plateau is a relatively new disciple. Though 

explorers such as Tucci, Hedin, Richardson or Roerich did the first 

archeological surveys at the beginning of the 20th century, their studies 

remained superficial. 

The scenario has changed during the past 2 or 3 decades with more 

scientific studies being conducted by Tibetan, Western and Chinese 

archeologists. Their researches dwell not only upon Western Tibet, rich in 

‘pre-Buddhist’ vestiges, but also on other parts of the plateau, like Amdo and 

Kham.  

The latest archeological discoveries open new perspectives on the history of 

the plateau, particularly regarding the Zhangzhung kingdom. Archeologists 

believed today that a climate change altered the balance of power a few 

millennia ago. Due to the drought and subsequent increase in salinity of the 

areas around the large lakes of Northern Tibet, the political center may have 

progressively shifted to warmer and moister regions like Yarlung. 

Still there were no formal borders between the different principalities and 

kingdoms. 

In an article entitled In the Valley of the Eagle Zhang-zhung, Kyunglung, and 

the Pre-Buddhist Sites of Far Western Tibet, Mark Aldenderfer and Holley 

Moyes wrote: “History suggests that Zhangzhung was a powerful and 

wealthy polity — a politically independent society — centered on its reputed 

capital, Kyunglung, located in the high desert of far western Tibet. Legends 

and fragmentary history speak of its origins in migrations from the west into 

the Zhangzhung homeland, possibly during the 1st millennium BC. In 

support of this, paintings found in caves and ruined temples depict aspects 

of the material culture of its rulers and religious figures that have been 

interpreted as ‘Iranic’ in origin. ...Some have characterized it as a small-



scale coalition of territorially based lineages, while others suggest it was a 

chiefdom, a petty state or kingdom, a confederation, or possibly an empire. 

Even its extent has been disputed, with some arguing for a vast, nebulous 

polity that incorporated areas to the northeast and beyond.” 

Three thousand years later, no scholar or scientists is able to tell where the 

borders of the Kingdom of Zhangzhung were for the simple reason that 

borders did not exist in the modern sense of the term. They kept moving 

with the struggle and fate of local chieftains, clans, kinglets, principalities 

and later larger kingdoms. 

 

The Historical Times 

It is said that at the beginning of the 6th century AD, the rulers of the 

Yarlung clan on the central Tibetan plateau met with other clan’s chieftains 

in the region to take a secret pledged. They decided that they would never 

quarrel or seek personal advantage and always to support one of their 

number as the emperor/king; further they would have to renounce their 

vassalage to the kingdom of Zhangzhung. 

During the following 25 years, a central Tibetan state emerged and 

ultimately the power of Zhangzhung was destroyed. A Tibetan Empire was 

thus created redrawing the borders and for the first time controlling the 

entire plateau. 

Another story says that in 127 B.E., the inhabitants of Yarlung Valley 

elevated Nyatri Tsanpo as the first King of Yarlung Dynasty. Nyatri, 

continues the tale, descended as a god-like being from the sky using a ‘sky-

rope.’ Some says that he was the son of a Indian royal family related to the 

Buddha.  

When he landed, he met some herdsmen grazing their yaks; they thought 

that he had come from Heaven. They took him on their shoulders and made 



him the first King of the new Dynasty. The seven first kings did not use a 

rope to leave this world after their death. They have left no tomb. 

Buddhism appeared for the first during the reign of Thori Nyatsen (5th 

century AD). Once again, it came from the sky. A casket containing the 

Mantra of Avalokiteshvara, the Patron of Tibet fell on Yumbulakhang, the 

royal Palace. Though the King was unable to read the scripts, he kept it as a 

Holy Relic. 

More prosaically, the historical research on the relations between the 

kingdom of Zhangzhung and the Yarlung Dynasty is still in its infancy. The 

power center may have shifted to Yarlung for environmental or other 

reasons.  

But during these few centuries, borders changed a great deal. 

Songtsen Gampo, the Thirty-Third King of the Yarlung Dynasty built the 

Tibetan Empire, the greatest in Asia during this time.  

During his reign, the capital was moved from Yarlung to Lhasa; a fort was 

built where the Potala Palace stands today. The King was the first to 

understand the necessity of a balanced policy between Tibet’s neighbours: it 

is probably why he married two royal princesses, one from Nepal and one 

from China.  

Under the subsequent kings, especially Trisong Detsen, the Tibetan Empire 

continued to expand. In 783 AD, a treaty was concluded which laid down the 

borders between Tibet and China. 

In 821 A.D., during the reign of Ralpachen, the Third Religious King, a peace 

agreement was signed between Tibet and China. The terms of the treaty 

were engraved on three stone pillars: one demarcates the border between 

China and Tibet, the second is in the Jokhang Cathedral in Lhasa and the 

third in Chang'an in China.  



There was a first attempt of demark the border of Tibet with China. It is also 

said that during the same period, Chortens Karpo, (White Stupas) were built 

to mark the borders of the Tibetan empire.  

The Treaty read: “Tibet and China shall abide by the frontiers of which they 

are now in occupation. All to the east is the country of Great China; and all 

to the west is, without question, the country of Great Tibet… Between the 

two countries no smoke nor dust shall be seen. There shall be no sudden 

alarms and the very word 'enemy' shall not be spoken. …This solemn 

agreement has established a great epoch when Tibetans shall be happy in 

the land of Tibet, and Chinese in the land of China.” 

Though for the first time, the border was defined, the concept of border 

remained a vague nation, often depending on the power of the local and 

central rulers. 

History has always witnessed centrifugal forces building great empires 

around a great personality or a great idea, only to be crushed later by 

centripetal forces of destruction which erase in no time what was built up 

with so much vision, pain and effort. An empire is truly great when the spirit 

which built it can survive that empire’s destruction and reappear under a 

new and more complete form. 

After its systematic eradication by King Lang Darma, this eventually 

happened to the Buddhist civilization on the Roof of the World. The Tibetan 

state lost its political homogeneity and fragmented into several principalities 

such as Yarlung, Ngari, Purang and Sakya which fought continuously among 

themselves.  

The spiritual renaissance originated from the Himalayan regions of Spiti and 

Ladakh in India and Ngari, Tholing and Purang in Tibet; the reason is 

perhaps that these areas were the closest to India and had been spared the 

Muslim invasions. The borders were redrawn once again. 

 



A Porous Border between India and Tibet 

The following period saw a constant flow of Tibetan lamas, pandits and yogis 

visiting the great Indian viharas of Nalanda, Odantapuri or Vikramasila. Once 

Tibet converted to the doctrine of non-violence, it was transfigured. It could 

live only for the Dharma and by the Dharma of Buddha. It is fascinating to 

look at the changes wrought by the Buddhist faith on the people of Tibet 

who were among the most belligerent on earth. After adopting the new 

religion, their powerful Empire which had spread far and wide suddenly 

turned pacifist. As a result it would never recover its past military glory but 

it would start another kind of conquest, the conquest of self, and begin to 

spread its cultural influence over Central Asia and Mongolia. 

The borders were probably anachronistic then. 

The disappearance of Buddhism from India around the XIIth-XIIIth century 

had however grave consequences on the subcontinent and Central Asian 

politics. The Buddha dharma continued to flourish on the Roof of the World, 

but the interest of Lamas in what they still considered as Aryabhumi rapidly 

declined.11  

Tibet’s conversion had another consequence on its political history: a non-

violent Tibet could no longer defend itself. It had to look outside for military 

support to safeguard its frontiers and for the protection for its Dharma. This 

help came first from the Mongol Khans and later the Manchu Emperors when 

they became followers of the Buddha’s doctrine.  

New borders were set and new flux of people and ideas took place. 

 

Westphalian system 

It is necessary to say a few words about a revolution in geopolitics which 

took place during the 17th century and was instrumental in the redrawing the 

maps of the planet. 

                                                 
11 It remained more a place of pilgrimage for the Tibetans. 



The Peace of Westphalia signed in 1648 saw the major European countries 

agreeing to respect the principle of territorial integrity. It gave birth to a new 

political system usually referred as the Westphalian system. 

States became the main unit in interstate relations. National interests of 

States (or Nation-States) became considered far above those of any citizen 

or even ruler.  

The idea was to put an end to attempts by any ruler to impose a 

supranational authority on other states. The ‘Westphalian’ doctrine of States 

as independent units was strengthened by the rise of nationalism during the 

19th century. It was then assumed that legitimate states corresponded to 

nations. 

A ‘defined’ State needed a proper defined border. 

After the Peace of Westphalia, international relations were controlled by a 

set of principles, including the principle of the sovereignty of States; the 

fundamental right of political self determination; the principle of legal 

equality between States as well as the principle of non-intervention of one 

State in the internal affairs of another State. Borders then became a 

predominant factor to put a divide between ‘independent’ States. 

 

The Customary Borders 

Perhaps due to the Peace of Westphalia, Asia too felt the need to reiterate 

some of its ‘customary’ borders; the occasion came after the Tibet-Kashmir 

War.  

A few historical facts: for some time, the King of Ladakh had been harassing 

the Gelukpa monasteries in Western Tibet. In 1679, the Dalai Lama decided 

to send Mongol and Tibetan troops under the Tibetan Dapon12, Gaden 

Tsewang to deal with the Ladakhis. 

                                                 
12 Dapon could be said the equivalent of a ‘general’.  



The first battle occurred near Purang, but soon the Tibetan commander 

decided to invade Ladakh and capture King Gelek Namgyal. Being encircled 

in his fortress in Basgo, the Ladakhi ruler appealed to the Muslim ruler of 

Kashmir. We should remember that Kashmir was at that time part of the 

Moghul Empire, and the Nawab of Kashmir was a nominal suzerain of 

Ladakh.  

With the arrival of the Moghul troops, the Tibeto-Mongol army was first 

defeated in Bagso and had to withdraw to the vicinity of Panggong Lake. 

Unfortunately for Gelek Namgyal, the Nawab asked for a price for his 

support: he had to convert to Islam. He thus became a Muslim ruler under 

the name of Akabal Mahmud Khan; he had to build a mosque in Leh and 

many more clauses were imposed on the poor king who in the end was held 

hostage by the Nawab. 

The situation was getting out of hand for the Ladhakis when the Tibetans 

entered Ladakh again. Both parties agreed to negotiate a settlement and to 

use the good offices of the Head Lama of Bhutan who was also the Guru of 

the Ladakhi king. 

A Treaty was finally signed in 1684; the borders between Tibet and Ladakh 

were demarcated, the regions of Guge, Purang and Rudok were confirmed as 

part of Tibet, and Ladakh had to send a tribute to the Dalai Lama every 

three years to Tibet. 

The Peace Treaty with Ladakh was signed at Tingmosgang by Gaden 

Tsewang on behalf of the Dalai Lama’s government. The mediator was “the 

Drukpa13 Omniscient Lama, named Mee-pham-wang-po”14 who according to 

the text of the Treaty “in his former incarnations had always been the patron 

Lama of the kings of Ladakh.” 

                                                 
13 Bhutanese 
14 Mipam Namgyal Wangpo. 



The most important article of this treaty for our study is the first one: “The 

boundaries fixed, in the beginning, when king Chide Nyimagon gave a 

kingdom to each of his three sons15, shall still be maintained.” 

Some three centuries later, this border was to become one of the main 

bones of contention between the Indian and Chinese diplomats discussing 

the border between the two countries. The dispute became worse after it 

was revealed that the Chinese had built the Tibet-Xinjiang Highway cutting 

across Aksai Chin, a territory belonging to Ladakh. 

 Apart from the border between Ladakh and Tibet, the Treaty deals with the 

trade rights of the Ladakhis. To give an example, one of the articles says 

that “only Ladakhis shall be permitted to enter into Ngari-khor-sum for wool 

trade.” 

A provision was also made for a tribute to the Dalai Lama “A lapchak16 shall 

be sent every third year from Leh to Lhasa with presents.” 

The Treaty adds: “The members of the Lapchak Mission shall be provided 

with provisions, free of cost, during their stay at Lhasa, and for the journey 

they shall he similarly provided with 200 baggage animals, 25 riding ponies, 

and 10 servants. …and he sets aside its revenue for the purpose of meeting 

the expense involved in keeping up the sacrificial lights at Kailas, and the 

Holy lakes of Manasarwar and Rakas Tal.17” 

It was then fairly clear where the border between India (the J&K State) and 

Tibet was located. 

 

The First Gurkha War 

Jampal Gyatso, the Eighth Dalai Lama (1758-1804) lived a relatively long life 

compared to his successors. He was a religious person and was not really 

                                                 
15 In the tenth century. 
16 Triennial tribute. 
17 For full text of Treaty, see van Walt, op. cit. p. 289. 



interested in politics; most of his life was devoted to spiritual search and he 

preferred to leave administrative matters to his Regent and Cabinet 

Ministers. Sensing this weakness, the Gurkhas attacked Tibet in 1788. In 

Nepal, the Gurkha kings had just succeeded the Mala dynasty whose rulers 

were Buddhist. The pretext for the attack was a dispute over the currency 

exchange rate and the use of Nepalese coins in Tibet. 

The southern districts of Tibet were invaded and later the Gurkha troops 

were withdrawn when the Tibetan local commanders promised to pay an 

annual tribute and signed an agreement confirming the validity of the former 

boundary. The Nepalese also promised to never invade Tibet again, but Tibet 

had to pay 300 ingots of silver each year (or 50,000 Rupees) to Nepal. 

A clause stipulated that trade between India and Tibet was to be channeled 

solely through Nepal, while the alternate trade routes to the east and the 

west were to be closed. 

When the Dalai Lama18 heard about the Treaty and especially the tribute, he 

opposed the payment of the next installment and thus war started again in 

1792. The Nepalese eventually reached Shigatse and the Tashilhunpo 

Monastery was severely looted and damaged. 

During the war, the Manchus sent a strong contingent under a joint Sino-

Tibetan command. They fought the Gurkhas and followed the invaders back 

to Kathmandu. A Treaty was signed between the Gurkhas and the Tibetans 

in which the Chinese managed to show that both nations were their 

protectorates. 

In the Treaty there was however no question of border.  

 

The Border reiterated once again 

In 1834, another war erupted between the Dogra rulers of Jammu and the 

King of Ladakh. Maharaja Gulab Singh of Kashmir sent some troops to 

                                                 
18 And the Amban. 



support the Dogras and in the process the King of Ladakh was deposed by 

Wazir Zorawar Singh and a Minister called Ngodup was enthroned as the 

new King and vassal of the Dogras; a yearly tribute had to be paid to 

Kashmir by the new ruler. But six years later, when the new King of Ladakh 

failed to pay the tribute, the Wasir of Kashmir returned and re-enthroned 

the old King. Emboldened perhaps by his success in Ladakh, Zorawar 

thought he could extend his territories to Western Tibet. The pretext came 

when some disputes arose with the Tibetan traders in Leh. 

Traditionally the Tibetans trader visiting Ladakh were provided with free 

accommodation and transport while staying in Ladakh. These facilities were 

no longer extended in 1841 and Zorawar Singh decided to enter Tibet and 

annex a part of Western Tibet.  

Dapon Shatra and Dapon Surkhang were sent from Lhasa and they were 

badly defeated by the troops of Zorawar Singh. Soon after, Tibetan Minister 

Kalon Pal-lhum was sent from Lhasa with large reinforcements. The fighting 

lasted for months and in the same way that Napoleon had been trapped by 

the Russian winter, the Indian/Dogra troops were stopped by the winter on 

the Tibetan Plateau. The last battle occurred in Taklakot. It lasted for five 

days. Due to heavy snow fall, the frozen army of Zorawar was decimated; 

more by the bitter weather than the strength of the Tibetan troops. Zorawar 

Singh himself was caught by a Tibetan soldier and decapitated. More than 

3,000 Dogras perished in the battle and some 700 others were taken 

prisoner. 

The Tibetan troops followed the remaining Ladhaki and Dogra troops fleeing 

to Ladakh where they stayed for one year, during which time Gulab Singh 

had ample time to send out reinforcements. As a result, two Tibetan 

generals were taken prisoner and brought to Leh where negotiations could 

start.  



Due to a temporary agreement, the Tibetan generals were allowed to return 

to Lhasa and it was agreed that neither party would violate the other’s 

territory in future. 

The prisoners could decide whether to return to Ladakh or remain in Tibet.  

The two main points of the Agreement were that the boundaries of Ladakh 

and Tibet were confirmed “as fixed since olden times” and that ”the Ladakhis 

shall send the annual tribute to His Holiness the Dalai Lama and his Ministers 

unfailingly as heretofore and the Shri Maharajah Sahib will not interfere with 

this arrangement.”19 

It was further stated that: “No restriction shall be laid on the mutual export 

of commodities e.g., tea, piece goods, etc. and trading shall be allowed 

according to the old established custom.” 

The borders on the Western sector were therefore once again confirmed. 

 

The Second Gurkha War 

In 1855, two years after the Trade Agreement had been signed between 

Kashmir and Tibet to “adhere to the same border demarcations that existed 

previously”, the young Eleventh Dalai Lama was enthroned as the political 

leader of Tibet. Unfortunately, he passed away when he was just eighteen, 

after having been in power for eleven months only.  

The Twelfth Dalai Lama would live only until his twelfth year. 

The same year a second Gurkha war broke out. A powerful minister, Jung 

Bahadur Rana, on the pretext of some trade violation20, decided to invade 

Tibet and occupy the districts of Nyainam, Rongshar, Zongka and Purang.  

The Lhasa government immediately sent troops from Central Tibet and 

Kham, but they were unable to recover the lost territories.  

                                                 
19 Richardson, op.cit., p. 262. 
20 Charles Bell said that it was because some Nepalese subjects were badly treated by the 

Tibetans. 



The monks of the three great monasteries around Lhasa volunteered to go 

on the battlefield, but before they could reach the Tibetan border, the 

Nepalese had called for negotiations. 

A Ten-Point Agreement was signed in March 1856 between Nepal and Tibet. 

Strangely, the Treaty begins with both States paying homage to the 

Emperor of China, though the Manchus had not been involved in the dispute 

and did not even participate in the war. 

Once again, there was no question of border. 

 

The delineation of the Indo-Tibet border (1914) 

Another era began with the British took control of the Subcontinent. The 

relations with Tibet which had always been spiritual became more political 

and commercial. 

The Crown’s officials saw the Land of Snows as an opportunity to open new 

markets and create a convenient buffer zone between India and the Russian 

Empire. China was too weak to react meaningfully but continued to pretend 

to be the suzerain of Tibet. 

For the three nations, the ball started rolling a hundred years ago (in July 

1904) when a young British Colonel, Francis Younghusband entered the holy 

city of Lhasa. Today it is fashionable to speak of the ‘clash of civilisations’ 

but in this case, it was truly two different worlds meeting for the first time.  

An amusing anecdote illustrates how far apart the two cultures were. July 

1904: Younghusband enters the Tibetan capital in ‘full-dress uniform’ with 

300 men riding beside him. “Preceded by a sort of a band from the Gorkhas, 

we marched right through the city of Lhasa making all the noise we could” 

wrote a participant. The young Colonel felt that the local population is most 

impressed by the ‘Grand Show’, clapping loudly as the soldiers parade by. 

He did not know of the Tibetan tradition to clap and shout to repulse bad 

spirits.  



At the end of his stay in the Tibetan capital, Younghusband forces upon the 

Tibetans their first Agreement with the mighty British Empire. In signing this 

treaty with the Crown Representative, Tibet was ‘acknowledged’ by London 

as a separate nation. However political deals were never simple; Tibet’s 

Western neighbour, China, was extremely unhappy not to be a party to the 

1904 accord. 

In 1913, the British government convened a tripartite Conference in Simla 

between plenipotentiaries of Great Britain, China, and Tibet. The Convention 

provided for an ‘Outer Tibet’ which would be fully autonomous. However, 

after initializing the Convention, Ivan Chen, the Chinese plenipotentiary 

withdrew in July 1914. Great Britain and Tibet attached a note to the 

Convention denying China any privileges under the Accord. The Convention 

was later sealed as a bilateral agreement. 

In March 1914, on the side of the Simla Conference, the British and the 

Tibetans defined their common border in India’s North-East. The McMahon 

Line was born.  

Lonchen Shatra officially writes to Sir Henry McMahon: “As it was feared that 

there might be friction in future unless the boundary between India and 

Tibet is clearly defined, I submitted the map, which you sent to me in 

February last, to the Tibetan Government at Lhasa for orders. I have now 

received orders from Lhasa, and I accordingly agree to the boundary as 

marked in red in the two copies of the maps signed by you subject to the 

condition mentioned in your letter, dated 14th March, sent to me through 

Mr. Bell. I have signed and sealed the two copies of the maps. I have kept 

one copy here and return herewith the other.” 

During the following years, British officials had regular contacts with the 

Tibetan Kashag. Trade marts were opened in Tibet and telegraphic lines 

were maintained by Government of British India. 



The agreement signed during the Simla Conference between British India 

and Tibet for the first time defined a border between India and Tibet on a 

map, though nothing changed much on the ground. During the following 

decades, the frontier remained the same, with little disturbance  

 

The ‘Liberation’ of Tibet 

In October 1950, an event changed the destiny of the Himalayan region as 

well as the relations between India and China: Mao’s troops marched into 

Tibet.  

When Lhasa appealed to the United Nations against China’s invasion of 

Tibet, India which had always acknowledged Tibet’s autonomy (‘verging on 

independence’ as per Nehru’s words) began to vacillate; it did not stand up 

to defend its militarily-weak neighbour.  

In May 1951, some of the Dalai Lama’s representatives signed ‘under 

duress’ a 17-Point Agreement with Communist China. For the first time in its 

2000-year history, Lhasa had no choice but to accept to be a part of the 

‘Motherland’, China. The incorporation of the Tibetan nation into Beijing’s 

fold was not immediately acknowledged by Delhi which continued for a 

couple of years to maintain a full-fledged mission in the Tibetan capital and 

have diplomatic relations with Lhasa.  

As the result of Tibet’s invasion, India had a new neighbour. The border 

which had remained ‘porous’ and ‘undefined’ would soon become a bone of 

contention between India and China.  

For Delhi, the McMahon Line remained the accepted border line between 

Tibet and NEFA. It was acknowledged by the Indian Prime Minister who on 

November 20, 1950 stated in Parliament that the McMahon line was the 

border between India and Tibet and that it was clearly delineated. On the 

western side, Nehru had to admit that the border between Ladakh and Tibet 

was defined “chiefly by long usage and custom”. 



One member pointed out that the new map printed in China showed the 

entire area north of NEFA as part of the Chinese territory. Nehru reassured 

the House that the maps were old: “Our maps show that the McMahon line is 

our boundary and that is our boundary – map or no map. That fact remain 

and we stand by the boundary and we will not allow anybody to come across 

that boundary.”21 

The problem of maps would be a recurring one during the following years 

and the Indian Prime Minister constantly used the same argument — “the 

maps are old; the Chinese government had no time to print new ones”. This 

continued until the day the Government of India discovered that the Chinese 

had built a road on Indian territory in Ladakh.22  

 

The Panchsheel Agreement of 1954 

The signature of the Panchsheel Agreement between India and China 

marked the tail-end of the events set in motion by Younghusband’s entry 

into Tibet. While the British expedition officialised Tibet as a separate entity, 

the Agreement put an end to its existence as a distinct nation. The Land of 

Snows became ‘Tibet’s Region of China’. The circle was closed with 

incalculable consequences for India and the entire Himalayan region. 

Ironically, the Tibetans themselves were not informed of the negotiations.  

The preamble of the Agreement contains the Five Principles which formed 

the main pillar of India’s foreign policy for the next five years. They heralded 

the beginning of the Hindi-Chini Bhai-Bhai policy and the ‘non-aligned’ 

position of India. 

The Agreement gave the green light to the Chinese military to officially take 

the control of the Roof of the World. This translated into building a network 
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of roads and airstrips heading towards the Indian frontiers in NEFA and 

Ladakh.  

Nehru and his advisors progressively fell in love with a ‘revolutionary’ China; 

Tibet was sacrificed for the sake of the newly-found brotherhood. But India 

never got any benefit out of her ‘generosity’. On the contrary, she lost a 

peaceful and friendly neighbour. By 1962, the Principles had evaporated so 

much that the two Asian giants fought a war in the Himalayas.  

India had to pay dearly and is still paying nearly 6 decades after the 

signature of Agreement23 for the idealist policy of her first Prime Minister. 

It was the title itself, “Agreement on Trade and Intercourse between the 

Tibet region of China and India” which was the most important victory for 

Beijing. India accepted that Tibet was only a ‘Region of China’.  

Though neither the Preamble24, nor the provisions of the Agreement (about 

the trade relations between India and Tibet) are in force today, the 

acceptance of Tibet being a part of the People’s Republic of China (as per the 

title of the Agreement) remains a fact. It has directly caused the destruction 

of an ancient way of life.25  

Moreover, the idealistic Five Principles were never followed either in letter or 

in spirit by China. Non-interference in the other’s affairs and respect for the 

neighbour’s territorial integrity were two of the Five Principles, but Chinese 

intrusions into Indian territory began hardly 3 months after the signature of 

the treaty.  

Another tragic outcome of the signing of the Agreement is the refusal of 

some of Nehru’s advisors to bargain for a proper delimitation of the border 

between Tibet and India, against the relinquishment of India’s rights in 
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Tibet26. The officials considered these advantages an imperialist heritage to 

be spurned by a newly independent India.  

The Agreement was mainly on trade and pilgrimage and for the Indo-Tibetan 

border was mentioned in Article II: “The High Contracting Parties agree that 

traders of both countries known to be customarily and specifically engaged 

in trade between Tibet Region of China and India may trade at the following 

places: The Government of China agrees to specify (1) Gartok, (2) 

Pulanchung (Taklakot), (3) Gyanima-Khargo, (4) Gyaniina-Chaltra, (5) 

Ramura, (6) Dongbra, (7) Puling-Sumdo, (8) Nabra, (9) Shangtse and (10) 

Tashigong as markets for trade the Government of India agrees that in 

future, when is a accordance with the development and need of trade 

between the Ari [Ngari] District of Tibet Region of China and India, it has 

become necessary to specify markets for trade in the corresponding district 

in India adjacent to the Ari District of Tibet Region of China, it will be 

prepared to consider on the basis of equality and reciprocity to do so”. 

Article III defined the different places of pilgrimage for the Tibetans as well 

the Indians: “The High Contracting Parties agree that pilgrimage by religious 

believers of the two countries shall be carried on in accordance with the 

following provisions: Pilgrims from India of Lamaist, Hindu and Buddhists 

faiths may visit Kang Rimpoche (Kailas) and Manam Tso (Manasarovar) in 

Tibet Region of China in accordance with custom. (1) Pilgrims from Tibet 

Region of China of Lamaist and Buddhist faiths may visit Banaras, Samath, 

Gaya and Sanehi in India in accordance with custom. (2) Pilgrims 

customarily visiting Lhasa may continue to do so in accordance with 

custom”. 

The article did not specify the ports thtough which the pilgrims should 

transit. 
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Article IV however mentions some border passes: “Traders and pilgrims of 

both countries may travel by the following passes and route: (1) Shipki La 

pass, (2) Mana pass, (3) Niti pass, (4) Kungri Bingri pass, (5) Darma pass, 

and (6) Lipu Lekh pass. 

The 1962 War with China was the last straw which triggered the closing of 

all the passes and border between Tibet, now an integral part of China.  

Himalayan communities who for centuries shared cultural, linguistic, 

religious and trade links with Tibet were now cut from their spiritual and 

economic source: the Tibetan plateau.  

Today, nearly 60 years after the signature of the Panchsheel Agreement only 

two of these 6 passes in the Central Sector are reopened to trade, Shipkila 

and Lipulekh. 

 

Conclusions: a problem of neighbourhood 

Tibet and India had for centuries borders defined by custom, usage and a 

Agreement (Simla 1914) in India’s North-East. 

However, never the two nations had a major issue or conflict over their 

common border.  

It is when India involuntary acquired a new neighbour that the problems 

started. 

Except perhaps if one lives in a cave in the High Himalayas, one is bound to 

have neighbours. Whether one resides in the countryside, a small hamlet, a 

city or a megapolis, one has one or several neighbours. 

One can have good neighbours or difficult ones. In some cases, the 

neighbours can be so unpleasant that one has to shift to another locality. 

A country also has neighbours, but a country can’t move elsewhere. 

For centuries, India had a gentle, peaceful neighbour. India shared many 

values with her neighbourhood.  



Unfortunately at the beginning of the 1950s, India’s neighbour changed, not 

by choice, but because the Communist regime in Beijing decided to ‘liberate’ 

India’s former neighbour, Tibet, and occupy the Roof of the World. 

From this change of neighbours, a series of dramatic events ensued. 

While India and Tibet were neighbours, the two nations never faced major 

border issues. In fact, the border was often more a customary frontier and 

even when there were differences, issues were sorted out through talks or 

kept pending till a final decision. Force had never been used to settle issues. 

Nehru was perhaps ‘philosophically’ right when he spoke of the borders as 

an ‘anachronism’, but our research clearly demonstrates that it depends on 

who is on the other side of the fence (or Red Line in the North-East); in 

other words, who is our neighbour.  

For example, for centuries, there was no border post between Tibet and 

Monyul (Tawang area). This does not mean that the local population lived a 

happy life. Excessive taxes and unjust corvee (ula) were often an unbearable 

burden for the masses. But after the ruthless Communist regime grabbed 

the Roof of the World, the ‘customary’ frontier suddenly became critical for 

India’s security. Sardar Patel understood this and tried to convince Nehru of 

its importance, but unfortunately he passed away too early. The fact that the 

Indian Prime Minister did not comprehend this critical issue (or understood 

only the philosophical angle) directly led to the 1962 conflict. 

Thirteen years into the 21st century, borders between India and her 

neighbours are far from being anachronistic. 

The only question is: can the borders be softened? Can the age-old relation 

between the Tibetans and the Himalayans be revived again? 

The time has perhaps come to look into the history of those troubled years, 

introspect and analyze past mistakes and see if old knots can be untied.  

It is not easy. 


