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WHOSE TAWANG? 
A Dispute Within the Sino-Indian Boundary Dispute 
 
By Neville Maxwell 
 
 
India’s forceful annexation of Tawang, one of the largest and most significant 
monasteries in Tibet, in February 1951 drew no protest from China.  The authorities 
in Lhasa were quickly informed when Indian troops marched in with the proclamation 
that Tawang was part of India and that all Tibetan administration in the region was 
therefore nullified.  Lhasa protested hotly at India’s “seizing as its own what did not 
belong to it … [an act] which we deeply regret and absolutely cannot accept”.  Those 
protests were rebuffed, the Indians stayed on in Tawang, expelling and replacing the 
Tibetan monastic administrators. 
 
Thus newly independent India took an action at which their British imperial 
predecessors had to the last balked, and made good on the ground the final sector of 
the “strategic frontier” alignment which Sir Henry McMahon, foreign secretary of the 
Indian government, had sought unsuccessfully to achieve for the Indian Empire in 
1914.  Beijing might not have learned of the Indian action immediately, at that time 
the Chinese presence in Tibet still barely extended beyond Lhasa; but the Tawang 
monastery was a daughter house of Tibet’s largest monastery, Drepung, known to be 
sympathetic to the Chinese cause, and it seems certain that the new Chinese 
government in Beijing would have been informed within weeks at the most.  
 
The news would have confronted the Peoples Republic of China, in power for little 
over a year, with an acute dilemma.  To the problem of asserting revolutionary 
authority over a huge country that had been war-torn for generations had by then been 
added the strain of war in Korea with the United States and its allies.  American 
hostility was denying Beijing its place in the United Nations and nurturing the off-
shore rump of China’s former regime into a permanent counter-revolutionary threat, 
and India was one of the most important of China’s very few international friends and 
supporters of their claim to the UN seat.  Beijing would certainly have perceived the 
annexation of Tawang as an unfriendly act, perhaps a stab from beneath the cloak of 
friendship; but to protest might jeopardize the China-friendly policy New Delhi was 
following internationally.  China kept silent. 
 
The Chinese might already have appreciated that there was likely to be a problem 
with India over the borders.  Beijing faced a huge diplomatic task in negotiating 
agreed and settled boundaries with about a dozen contiguous states, and time would 
show that the two biggest of them, India and the USSR, would not agree to negotiate 
but intended to try to impose boundary alignments of their own choice.  Three months 
prior to the annexation of Tawang Jawaharlal Nehru had declared in Parliament, while 
recognising that China’s maps had long shown the border as lying at the foot of the 
hills bordering the Brahmaputra Valley, that India was nevertheless going to hold the 



McMahon Line, a boundary claim 60-odd miles to the north of the alignment shown 
on China’s maps, to be its fixed and indisputable border.  
 
As it turned out, India refused to negotiate a boundary agreement and the 1962 border 
war was triggered by India’s attempted use of force to improve upon McMahon’s 
alignment by bringing the Thagla Ridge, lying to its north, under Indian control.   For 
decades since then India and China have been engaged in “border talks”, inter-
governmental exchanges that at New Delhi’s insistence do not amount to 
“negotiations”; and in that sterile context the issue of Tawang has surfaced, with 
Beijing describing its retrocession as the key element of a possible compromise 
settlement.  So it is timely to look back at the historical origins of this now critical 
sub-issue. 
 
The British first became aware of what they called the “Tawang Tract” when they 
added Assam to their Indian empire in 1826.  Initially Assam consisted essentially of 
the Brahmaputra Valley, the hills which pressed upon it to the north were long left 
outside the pale of British rule: the terrain there was forbidding and the tribal 
inhabitants belligerently averse to alien intrusion.  So the British were at first content 
to regard the belt of territory between themselves and the Tibetan plateau as a “prickly 
hedge” providing an external protective barrier to their administrative rule.  Their 
claimed or sovereign area they defined cartographically with what they called the 
“Outer Line”, drawn along the foot of the northern hills: that coincided almost exactly 
with what Chinese maps showed (and still show) as the southern border of China – so 
at that stage the two empires were as one in their perception of their limits in that 
sector.  (An “Inner Line” marked the extent of British administration.) 
 
But from the beginning the British recognised that there was a significant gap in the 
“prickly hedge”.  Immediately to the east of Bhutan a wedge of Tibetan territory 
administered from the great monastery at Tawang ran right down to the plains: here, a 
British official noted in 1844, “the two great Governments of Britain and China … are 
coterminous, and this is the nearest route by which the produce of the north-western 
provinces of China and of the eastern provinces of Tibet and Tartary could be brought 
into the British dominions”.1  That this tract, some sixty miles deep, was part of Tibet 
(and therefore of the Chinese Empire) was never doubted or challenged by the British, 
indeed they sometimes found it a welcome convenience to have Tibetan 
administrators, lay or monkish, with whom to collaborate.   
 
For example, to foster the trade which followed an ancient route from Tibet through 
the Tawang Tract to the plains of India the British established an annual fair at 
Udalgiri, just outside what they recognised as Tibetan territory.  They even persuaded 
the monastic authorities in Tawang to cooperate in 1872-3 in demarcating (jointly 
marking out on the ground) the sector of their Outer Line which marked the southern 
limit of the Tawang Tract, making that a locally formalised international boundary 
between British and Tibetan/Chinese territory. 
 
But British India’s sense of comfort with established reality lasted only as long as 
Chinese rule in Tibet continued to be merely formal and exiguous.  In a final flare-up 
of energy in the first decade of the twentieth century, a death-bed spasm of the 
Manchu dynasty, China began an attempt to strengthen its grip in Tibet, extending its 
military presence there, replacing the ancient theocratic machinery of government, 



abolishing the secular authority of the Dalai Lama and dissolving the monastic orders 
(exactly what the government of the People’s Republic was to accomplish in the 
second half of the century). The prospect of a strong, modernising China as a 
neighbour brought about a reversal in the British perception.  As their more alarmist 
military strategists scanned their maps the Tawang Tract suddenly metamorphosed, 
changing from a useful trade corridor into “a dagger pointed at the plains of India”. 
 
At first the British in India thought only of advancing the Outer Line to the edge of 
the Tibetan plateau to bring the tribal belt nominally within their rule, and give their 
General Staff the notional comfort of a “strategic frontier”.  Initially they accepted 
that nothing could be done about the Tawang Tract since Britain was treaty-bound to 
both Russia and China not to take any territory from Tibet.  But when it appeared that 
the collapse of Manchu rule was leaving China not as a threat but as a “failed state” 
the British in the Indian government began to have second thoughts – why not seize 
the opportunity to remove the “dangerous wedge” through which a revived China 
might one day advance southward to the verge of the plains and exert influence or 
pressure on India?  The less remembered about the treaties with Russia and China 
which prohibited such an annexation, and the more Parliament in London could be 
left in the dark about the expansionist project, the better. 
 
From about 1911, then, officers of the Government of India began to plan a 
purposeful advance of their north-eastern border, looking to bringing the tribal 
territories under loose political control (like those on their North-West Frontier) and 
also to annexing a salient of territory which the British had recognised to be China’s 
ever since they took Assam nearly ninety years before.   
 
Variants of the plan to annex the Tawang Tract emerged.  One, from the army, 
proposed “rectification of the boundary” that would bring into India not only Tawang 
and the tract to its south but also a sizeable slice of Tibet to the north of Tawang, 
including another of Tibet’s monastic administrative centres, Tsona Dzong.  Another, 
more cautious, looked to annexing the bulk of the Tawang Tract but leaving the 
Tawang monastery area itself to Tibet by running the new border through Se La, a 
major pass about twenty miles south-east of Tawang.  When it came to the point in 
1914, with the foreign secretary of the Indian government, Sir Henry McMahon, 
negotiating covertly with the Tibetan delegation to the tri-partite Simla conference 
(behind the backs of the Chinese delegation), he split the difference between the two 
earlier proposals: McMahon drew his red line on a map to run the border about twelve 
miles north of Tawang.   
 
In the event McMahon’s essay in diplomatic trickery failed.  He bullied and bribed 
the Tibetan delegation into acquiescence to his scheme but Lhasa repudiated that 
action, while the Chinese government stated repeatedly that no agreement reached 
between the British and Tibetans could be legitimate or binding in any way on China.  
The Viceroy disassociated the Indian government from McMahon’s actions.  The 
“McMahon Line” was still-born and the very idea faded from official memory.  
Tawang and its tract to the south, with the tribal belt, continued as unchallenged 
Tibetan territory, the government of India accepting that the Outer Line marked the 
limit of its authority.  That was the position accepted by the five governments 
concerned, those in London, Delhi and Shillong on the Indian side, Nanking and 
Lhasa on China’s.  It is the ground on which Beijing bases its formal claim to the 



territory now constituted as Arunachal Pradesh: that it was the “traditional and 
customary border”, and must stand until changed by mutual agreement through the 
normal diplomatic processes of boundary settlement. 
 
Then in 1935 McMahon’s expansionist project, the dead letter of the “McMahon 
Line”, was remembered and disinterred. A new generation of armchair strategists in 
New Delhi, led by Olaf Caroe, committed the Indian and then London governments to 
making it good on the ground. 
 
The first steps in that expansionary project were documentary and cartographic. The 
official record of the 1914 Simla Conference was doctored to suggest falsely that 
McMahon’s alignment had been legitimised at that meeting; and in 1937 the Survey 
of India issued maps showing India’s north-east boundary on McMahon’s alignment.  
In 1940, responding to official pressure, British commercial atlases began to follow 
suit, The Times Atlas leading the way. 
 
But such measures would of course have no effect on the hard fact of Tibet’s effective, 
long-established administration of the Tawang Tract.  Sooner or later that would have 
to be challenged on the ground.  In 1936 New Delhi asked the Assam government to 
begin sending officers on tour into Tawang, even to try collecting revenue there: the 
Assam government responded with a call for “more impressive and permanent 
measures”, for example stationing a British officer with substantial armed escort in 
Tawang in the summer months.  For New Delhi that was going too far, and it agreed 
only to a preliminary reconnaissance by a modest expedition to “examine the country, 
get in touch with the inhabitants and form some estimate of its revenue possibilities”. 
 
That expedition, led by Captain Lightfoot of the Indian Army, reached Tawang in 
April 1938.  His instructions were contradictory.  On the one hand he was to make it 
clear that Tawang was indubitably British-Indian territory: on the other, his “conduct 
was to be such as may be calculated to cause least shock to Tibetan susceptibilities”.  
The Tibetan response was firm, Lhasa protesting and demanding the immediate 
withdrawal of the little expeditionary force, while in Tawang local officials flaunted 
their authority and flouted Lightfoot’s by collecting taxes under his nose.   
 
On Lightfoot’s return he urged that all Tibetan officials be ordered out of Tawang, 
and the head lamas of the monastery as well – “so inextricably are State and Religion 
intermingled in Tibet that till the Tibetan monastic officials are withdrawn Tibetan 
influence and intrigue must persist …” he argued.  British administrators should 
replace them, and the local people, the mostly Buddhist Monpas, should be 
encouraged to support them.  The governor of Assam, Sir Robert Reid, strongly 
backed him; but the advisability of occupying Tawang was challenged by Reid’s 
successor H.J.Twynam.  He questioned the legitimacy of the territorial claims based 
on McMahon’s deceitful but infructious actions at the Simla Conference and, since it 
was British policy to keep on good terms with Tibet, warned against the occupation of 
“an area which has always been oriented towards Tibet ethnographically, politically 
and in religion”, and which furthermore was under Tibetan administration.   He 
renewed the earlier proposal that the boundary drawn by McMahon and now to be 
asserted by India should be modified so as to run through Se La, thus leaving the 
Tawang monastery and its surrounds to Tibet. 
 



During the years of the Second World War the British launched a forward policy in 
the north-east, sending probing expeditions into the tribal belt towards the McMahon 
Line and setting up new posts: those activities drew strong protests from the Chinese 
government, accusing the British of territorial usurpation.  Ignoring those complaints 
and charges (easy, the Guomintang Chinese government then being feeble and 
moribund), the British moved forces into the Tawang Tract for the first time in 1944, 
occupying Dirang Dzong, a Tibetan administrative centre subsidiary to the Tawang 
monastery, and taking over the local administration.  The officer in charge of that 
expedition, J.P.Mills, noted that he had thus moved from the warring tribal territory 
into a “settled, civilised land” and that “our claim to this country was strenuously 
opposed by both Tibetan secular frontier officials and by monastic tax collectors”.  
 
The British met Lhasa’s protests at what was seen as invasion with what they hoped 
would be accepted as a conciliatory compromise (and privily called a “sop”): they 
formally offered to re-draw the McMahon alignment so that “starting from Se la it 
should run to the south and not to the north of Tawang” – if in return Lhasa would 
agree that the rest of the McMahon Line constituted the border.  The Tibetans did not 
take the bait, continuing to insist that the McMahon Line did not exist as an agreed 
boundary and that consequently any British presence north of their Outer Line – and 
thus on Tibetan territory – was illicit. Thus when India became independent Tawang 
remained in practice part of Tibet. 
 
The thinking and discussion in New Delhi that preceded the annexation of Tawang 
cannot be known until the Indian government opens its files of that period, but the 
logic of the decision may be inferred.  To pursue the last-moment British proposal of 
modifying McMahon’s alignment at its western extremity so as to leave Tawang in 
Tibet would inevitably suggest that the Line was open to variation in other sectors, 
thus undermining India’s claim that the McMahon Line constituted its indisputable 
and non-negotiable north-eastern boundary.  The occupation of Tawang would have 
been seen as a political necessity. 
 
The Chinese government’s present thinking on this issue may also be inferred.  The 
insistence on India’s return of Tawang is certainly not new.  In a Foreign Office 
briefing for the writer in Beijing some twenty years ago the retrocession of Tawang 
was stated to be a demand to be presented if and when the Indian government agreed 
to negotiate.  Whether that would have been the Chinese position when the issue of 
the Sino-Indian boundary first came under consideration, in Zhou Enlai’s day, is 
uncertain, and in the writer’s view unlikely.  The political benefit to China of a cordial 
boundary settlement with India would likely have made repossession of Tawang a 
relatively trivial consideration, and the Chinese leadership was strong enough and 
domestically so trusted as to free it to make significant territorial concessions.  So 
most likely when Zhou  repeatedly signalled to Nehru that China would accept the 
McMahon alignment he did not have his fingers crossed, so to speak, about making 
Tawang an exception.  But the situation has changed profoundly since then. 
 
There is now a strong politically alert public in China, which, with good reason, views 
India with distrust and resentment.  It would be remembered that in 1962 China re-
occupied Tawang only to return it to India after a couple of months, and there would 
likely be a strong public reaction in China against any settlement that was seen as 
excessively concessional in India’s favour.  In this instance the Chinese government 



could also call Tibetan sensibilities into account: the loss of the great and historic 
Tawang monastery rankles within the residual monastic community in Tibet, and this 
is a case in which Beijing’s interest would lie in placating those monkish emotions, or 
anyway in pretending to do so. 
 
Since it seems that no Indian government would agree to relinquish Tawang, the issue 
looks intractable.  The recent final settlement of the centuries-long Sino-Russian 
territorial dispute shows, however, that even the most intractable issues can become 
resolvable once an atmosphere of mutual trust has been generated in the process of  
compromise inherent in negotiation held in the spirit of “mutual understanding and 
mutual accommodation”, as Beijing puts it.  It would also be possible, if India were to 
agree to full and formal boundary negotiation, that the dispute over Tawang could be 
left aside, frozen on the status quo, for resolution by a “future, wiser generation”, 
while other boundary sectors were finalised – that approach was adopted in the Sino-
Soviet/Russian negotiations. 
 
But the Indian approach to the boundary issue would have to change radically for 
such approaches to be explored and, to the contrary, every political element in New 
Delhi appears at present to be in competition to be the most demanding and 
unyielding. 
________ 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
                                                
1 Sources for all quotations may be found in the first section of the writer’s India’s China War 
(Jonathan Cape, London and Jaico Books, Bombay 1970). 


