
TIJER || ISSN 2349-9249 || © April 2025, Volume 12, Issue 4 || www.tijer.org 

TIJER2504149 TIJER – INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH JOURNAL  www.tijer.org b73 
 

Strategic Competition between India and China in 

South Asia 
 

Amar Shukla, Dr. Abhya Dayma 

Research Scholar, Professor  

Department of Political Science Mata Jijabai Govt. Girl’s PG College Indore, M.P India  

 

Abstract: China's increasing footprint in South Asia and the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) has generated 

significant geopolitical and strategic concerns for India. Through economic investments, infrastructure 

development under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and strategic military partnerships, China has sought 

to expand its influence in India's immediate neighbourhood. This paper examines the nature, scope, and 

implications of Chinese interventions in countries such as Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Maldives, Bhutan, 

and Pakistan. It also evaluates India’s multidimensional response to these developments through economic 

diplomacy, strategic partnerships, and regional initiatives. The paper concludes by recommending policy 

measures for India to safeguard its national interests and maintain regional stability. 
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Introduction:  

 

In an era marked by geopolitical complexities and regional power dynamics, India finds itself at the forefront 

of strategic considerations amidst Chinese intervention in its neighboring countries. The intricate web of 

alliances, historical rivalries, and economic interests underscores the urgency for India to craft a nuanced and 

effective response to safeguard its national interests and maintain regional stability. 

 

The past decade has witnessed a significant surge in China’s assertiveness across the Indo-Pacific region, 

particularly in South Asia. Beijing’s proactive involvement in neighboring countries such as Nepal, Sri Lanka, 

Bangladesh, and Pakistan have reshaped the geopolitical landscape, posing multifaceted challenges to India’s 

strategic calculus. From infrastructural investments to geopolitical alignments, Chinese initiatives in these 

countries carry profound implications for India’s security, economic prosperity, and regional influence. 

 

While China has been a significant external actor in South Asia since the mid-20th century, its decisive 

influence on the region’s trajectory has only become evident in the 21st century. With China emerging as the 

world’s second-largest economy, it has naturally become the primary trading partner for most South Asian 

countries. The rapid modernization of China’s military, fueled by its robust economic growth, has also had a 

significant impact on the region’s security dynamics. This is reflected not only in the economic, foreign, and 

security policies of South Asian nations but also in their domestic politics. 

 

Meanwhile, India has also risen as a major power over the past two decades, albeit at a slower pace compared 

to China. Like Beijing, New Delhi’s geopolitical aspirations have steadily grown during this period, leading 

to increasing strategic tensions between India and China. These tensions have manifested prominently in the 

shared South Asian neighborhood, where India seeks to maintain its traditional primacy while China aims to 

consolidate its growing influence. 

 

The escalating friction between India and China has intersected with broader great power tensions, particularly 

between the United States and China.Against this backdrop, understanding India’s strategic response to 

Chinese intervention becomes imperative. This research paper aims to delve into the multifaceted dimensions 

of India’s approach, exploring the diplomatic, economic, and security mechanisms deployed to counterbalance 

Chinese influence in the region. By scrutinizing policy frameworks, bilateral engagements, and geopolitical 

maneuvers, this study seeks to unravel the complexities inherent in India’s strategic calculus and assess its 

efficacy in mitigating the challenges posed by Chinese intervention. 
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The geopolitical landscape of South Asia has witnessed a significant transformation in the past two decades, 

largely due to China’s assertive foreign policy and expanding regional engagement. India, historically the 

dominant power in the region, faces growing challenges to  

its strategic primacy. This paper explores the dynamics of Chinese intervention in India's neighbourhood and 

the consequent strategic recalibrations by India. 

China's Strategic Objectives in South Asia: China's interventions in South Asia are primarily driven by its 

strategic, economic, and security objectives. The key components include: 

 

2.1 Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): The BRI has served as a critical instrument of Chinese influence, involving 

massive investments in infrastructure and connectivity. Projects like the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 

(CPEC), Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka, and the development of the Kyaukpyu Port in Myanmar exemplify 

Beijing's strategic pursuits (Rolland, 2017). 

 

2.2 Maritime Silk Road: The Maritime Silk Road, a subset of the BRI, aims to enhance Chinese access to the 

Indian Ocean, posing potential threats to India's maritime dominance in the region (Brewster, 2014).  

 

2.3 Strategic Partnerships and Military Engagement: China has developed deep military ties with Pakistan, 

and has increased defense cooperation with other South Asian countries, thereby altering the regional balance 

of power (Singh, 2020). 

 

Country-Specific Interventions: 

 

 India often lacks the economic instruments of influence—deep trade links, significant financial investments, 

or extensive physical connectivity—and cannot easily utilize its military forces without putting at risk other 

national goals, New Delhi’s influence even within the Indian subcontinent and its immediate peripheries—in 

Afghanistan, Burma, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and the Indian Ocean island states—is largely 

dependent on which political forces are dominant within these countries at any given point in time. When 

indigenous elements that are partial to India capture the highest offices, Indian fortunes improve; when the 

forces opposed to India are ascendant, Indian influence suddenly proves evanescent. 

The weakness of Indian hegemony, defined as a domination that impels others to accede to New Delhi’s 

preferences, is thus manifested by the fact the New Delhi has few enduring or overwhelming sources of 

leverage even in its own immediate region. It lacks both the economic surplus and the strong commercial 

bonds that would encourage dependency on the part of its smaller neighbors. It certainly remains a power that 

these states must always reckon with.  

3.1 Pakistan: China's all-weather strategic partnership with Pakistan, underpinned by the CPEC, has redefined 

regional geopolitics. The $62 billion CPEC provides China with direct access to the Arabian Sea and serves 

both economic and strategic purposes (Small, 2015). 

 

For many decades now, India has expressed concerns about the clandestine strategic engagement between 

China and Pakistan, through which Beijing has provided a great deal of assistance to Pakistan’s nuclear 

weapon and missile programmes. In recent years, however, it appears as if New Delhi has made peace with 

this, preferring to ignore the Sino-Pak partnership and strengthen its own strategic ties with the United States 

and various Western states, while improving its economic relationship with China. 

What worries New Delhi today is the increasing Chinese presence in the Pakistani part of J&K, including 

Gilgit-Baltistan.  

 

3.2 Nepal: China's engagement in Nepal has grown through infrastructure investments and political support. 

Beijing has signed multiple MoUs with Nepal under the BRI, aiming to reduce Kathmandu’s reliance on India 

(Bhattarai, 2018). 

 

3.3 Sri Lanka: China's investment in Sri Lanka’s infrastructure, especially the Hambantota Port, has been 

controversial. The 99-year lease of the port to China raised alarms about potential Chinese military use 

(Samaratunga, 2020). 

 

3.4 Bangladesh: China is Bangladesh's largest trading partner and has invested heavily in infrastructure and 

energy projects. It has also provided military equipment, increasing its strategic influence (Jha, 2020). 
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3.5 Maldives: Under President Abdulla Yameen, Maldives witnessed increased Chinese investment, including 

a Free Trade Agreement and large infrastructure projects. India's intervention during the 2018 political crisis 

was a counterbalance to growing Chinese clout (Pant & Passi, 2017). 

 

3.6 Bhutan: While Bhutan maintains no diplomatic ties with China, the Doklam standoff in 2017 highlighted 

the strategic vulnerability of the India-Bhutan-China tri-junction (Raghavan, 2018). 

 

Implications for India: China's interventions pose multifaceted challenges for India: 

 

Strategic encirclement through the "String of Pearls" strategy and also erosion of Indian influence in its 

traditional sphere. Potential security threats due to Chinese military presence in the Indian Ocean region. 

Diplomatic dilemmas in regional multilateral forums. 

 

India's Strategic Response: 

 

The paper highlights some shared successes in India’s neighbourhood policy. First, there is an increase in the 

frequency and intensity of high-level political engagements; for instance, Modi was the first leader in almost 

two decades to visit Nepal and Sri Lanka. Second, there has been a notable push for connectivity and trade, 

especially through energy grids and pipelines, new checkposts, transit facilities, roadways, railways, and 

inland waterways. These areas of cooperation have seen a boost, especially with Bangladesh, Bhutan, and 

Nepal, albeit amid persistent concerns of trade deficit. Third, India’s aid and development assistance—ranging 

from ambulance services and community development projects to mega-infrastructure projects—is perceived 

as a success in the region, especially by countries like Sri Lanka, Bhutan, and Maldives. India and Bhutan are 

also exploring new avenues of cooperation, making sure that the relationship benefits future generations. 

Fourth, in Sri Lanka and the Maldives, India’s role as a first responder, its diplomatic patience in dealing with 

different regimes, and immunising relations to domestic pressures is seen as successes. 

 

5.1 Neighbourhood First Policy: India has prioritized its immediate neighbourhood through the 

"Neighbourhood First" policy, focusing on enhanceng connectivity, economic integration, and people-to-

people ties (Ministry of External Affairs, 2015). 

 

5.2 SAGAR Initiative: The Security and Growth for All in the Region (SAGAR) initiative aims at ensuring 

maritime security and cooperation in the IOR (Pant, 2016). 

 

5.3 Infrastructure and Development Assistance: India has increased its developmental aid and concessional 

loans to neighbouring countries, including projects in Bhutan, Nepal, and Afghanistan (Saran, 2019). 

 

5.4 Defense and Strategic Engagement: India has deepened its defense partnerships through joint military 

exercises, arms exports, and security agreements with several South Asian nations (Kaura, 2021). 

 

5.5 Multilateral Engagement: India has actively participated in regional groupings such as BIMSTEC, BBIN, 

and the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) to foster regional cooperation without Chinese participation 

(Tellis, 2019). 

 

Challenges to India's Strategy: 

 

The limitations of India’s foreign policy are thus linked intimately to its weaknesses at home. If India is to 

realize its great power ambitions in the decades to come, the next government will have to accelerate economic 

reforms domestically, strengthen India’s institutions, preserve its constitutional ethos, and protect the nation’s 

internal cohesion, all of which have floundered dangerously in recent years. At a time when India’s external 

environment has grown more precarious because of the weakening liberal international order, China’s 

continuing ascendancy and assertiveness, and the prevailing capriciousness in Washington, continued 

stumbles in New Delhi will end up being cumulatively costly and will subvert India’s larger ambitions even 

more consequentially. Today, when India’s claims to exceptionalism will not suffice to either protect its 

security or to increase its influence, its missteps within will have outsized impact abroad. Bureaucratic 

inefficiencies and implementation delays. 
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Perceived asymmetry in India's commitments versus delivery.Domestic political instability In neighbouring 

countries.China's economic leverage often outweighs India's offers.These are some of the challenges India 

faces. 

 

Policy Recommendations: 

 

Ever since the end of the Cold War, successive Indian governments have attempted to neutralize this Chinese 

strategy by adopting a multidimensional approach: implementing domestic economic reforms to underwrite 

internal balancing; modernizing the Indian military and enlarging its area of responsibility; conciliating the 

smaller neighbours both on the subcontinent and in its oceanic boundary; and preserving a way of cooperation 

with Beijing even as New Delhi seeks to balance it externally by, most importantly, pursuing a new strategic 

partnership with Washington, supplemented by an Act East policy that seeks to deepen ties with the East and 

Southeast Asian states that also happen to be China’s neighbors. 

 

Streamline decision-making processes for faster project execution.Enhance economic competitiveness 

through regional trade and investment.Foster cultural and educational exchanges to build 

goodwill.Institutionalize strategic dialogues with key neighbours.Leverage diaspora diplomacy and digital 

diplomacy tools. 

 

Conclusion: China's strategic incursions into India's neighbourhood necessitate a calibrated and multifaceted 

response from New Delhi. While India has taken significant steps to counter Chinese influence, persistent 

engagement, consistent policy execution, and innovative diplomacy will be crucial to maintaining its strategic 

primacy and regional stability. 
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