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Abstract

Formally known as the Agreement on Trade and Intercourse between Tibet Region of China and
India, the Panchsheel Treaty of 1954 established five tenets of peaceful coexistence that influenced
Indian foreign policy for many years. Formulated within the framework of post-colonial
international order and India's aspirational leadership of the recently decolonised world, these
principles mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, mutual
non-interference in internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence
represented a distinctive normative contribution to post-war international relations.

This paper explores how Panchsheel, which Jawaharlal Nehru once regarded as the cornerstone of
Indian diplomacy, has evolved, adapted, and, in some cases, been strategically reinterpreted over
the course of succeeding decades. It charts the decline of Panchsheel's normative authority after
the 1962 Sino-Indian War, its partial revival during times of diplomatic reconciliation, and its
complicated relationship with India's increasingly realist foreign policy stance in the twenty-first
century. The paper contends that although the formal language of Panchsheel is still used in Indian
diplomatic discourse, its operational content has been substantially reinterpreted to accommodate
strategic alliances, multilateral engagements, and the demands of a rising power navigating a
competitive geopolitical environment.
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Introduction

On April 29, 1954, India and the People's Republic of China signed an agreement that would add
five principles to the lexicon of contemporary international relations. These concepts are generally
referred to as Panchsheel or the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence (Government of India,
1954). The pact, primarily designed to regulate trade between Tibet and India, had far-reaching
effects. It symbolised India's effort to develop a normative framework for interstate relations
appropriate for a post-colonial society that rejected both the dominant Western-dominated
international order and Cold War power politics (Bandyopadhyaya, 1979).

Panchsheel was not merely a bilateral diplomatic instrument in the eyes of Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru; it was a civilisational contribution to world peace, an Asian response to the
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competitive alliances and nuclear brinkmanship that characterised Cold War geopolitics (Nehru,
1961). The principles were subsequently endorsed by the Bandung Conference of 1955,
incorporated into the founding documents of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), and referenced
in numerous UN General Assembly resolutions (United Nations, 1970).

Nevertheless, the principles encountered their most severe challenge — and their most
consequential failure — within eight years of their articulation. The Sino-Indian War of 1962
exposed the gap between the normative aspirations embedded in Panchsheel and the hard realities
of territorial sovereignty, national interest, and power asymmetry (Maxwell, 1970; Vertzberger,
1984). India's military defeat and China's perceived betrayal of the very principles both nations
had championed shattered the idealist architecture of Nehruvian foreign policy and initiated a long
period of strategic reassessment (Brecher, 1968).

Panchsheel underwent a series of transformations in Indian diplomacy over the following decades:
its formal retention as diplomatic vocabulary despite diminishing operational weight; its partial
revival as a rhetorical bridge during periods of India-China normalisation; and its contemporary
reformulation within India's strategic autonomy doctrine, where it functions less as a constraint on
power politics and more as a legitimising narrative for selective engagement. This paper traces this
evolution, arguing that Panchsheel's journey mirrors India's own transformation from a morality-
driven, idealist foreign policy actor to a pragmatic, interest-maximising rising power (Mohan,
2003).

Literature Review

Scholarly engagement with Panchsheel has traversed several interpretive phases, broadly
mirroring the trajectory of Indian foreign policy itself. Early scholarly accounts, produced largely
in the decade following the 1954 agreement, tended to treat the five principles as a genuine
normative achievement and a foundational pillar of post-colonial international relations.
Appadorai (1981) situated Panchsheel within the broader ideological commitments of Nehruvian
statecraft, emphasising its roots in Gandhian non-violence and Fabian socialism. Similarly,
Bandyopadhyaya (1979) examined the domestic ideological environment that shaped Panchsheel's
formulation and argued that the principles reflected a coherent, if idealistic, vision of India's role
in world affairs.

The 1962 Sino-Indian War generated a substantial reassessment in the literature. Maxwell (1970)
offered an early and controversial account emphasising Indian culpability in precipitating the
conflict, while Vertzberger (1984) explored the cognitive dimensions of the crisis, documenting
the systematic misperceptions on both sides that undermined the Panchsheel framework. Brecher
(1968) further examined how Krishna Menon's worldview shaped India's strategic miscalculations
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during this period. These works collectively established the 1962 war as the decisive turning point
in Panchsheel's normative trajectory.

Subsequent scholarship shifted attention to the gap between Panchsheel's rhetorical persistence
and its diminishing operational content. Mehta (2009) argued that Indian foreign policy has long
suffered from the absence of explicit strategic frameworks, with Panchsheel functioning more as
inherited diplomatic vocabulary than as a guide to action. Mohan (2003) traced India's gradual
transition toward a more realist orientation, characterising the post-Cold War period as one in
which strategic interest increasingly displaced normative commitment. Ganguly (2010) and Pant
(2016) provided broader overviews of this evolution, situating Panchsheel within the wider arc of
Indian foreign policy development.

More recent contributions have focused specifically on the Panchsheel framework's relevance to
contemporary Sino-Indian relations. Jacob (2011) interrogated the asymmetrical manner in which
India and China have historically interpreted the five principles, arguing that China's strategic
instrumentalisation of Panchsheel placed India at a structural disadvantage. Singh (2006), writing
at the principles' fiftieth anniversary, assessed their enduring legacy and prospects, concluding that
their normative relevance persisted even as their operational content had eroded. Garver (2001)
provided a comprehensive account of Sino-Indian rivalry that contextualised Panchsheel within
the broader dynamics of strategic competition in Asia.

The concept of strategic autonomy as a successor framework to Panchsheel has received sustained
attention from Khilnani et al. (2012), whose '"Nonalignment 2.0' report argued that India's foreign
policy required a principled framework for the twenty-first century that preserved the emphasis on
independence while accommodating the realities of multipolarity. Sikri (2009) and Bajpai et al.
(2014) further elaborated on the tensions between normative commitments and strategic
imperatives in contemporary Indian foreign policy. The present paper builds upon this body of
scholarship by offering a systematic account of Panchsheel's evolution across distinct historical
phases, tracing the mechanisms through which its normative content has been progressively
reconstructed in response to changing strategic circumstances.

Methodology

This paper employs a qualitative historical-analytical method, drawing upon primary diplomatic
documents, official government publications, and secondary scholarly literature to trace the
evolution of Panchsheel in Indian foreign policy from 1954 to the present. The analytical
framework is broadly constructivist in orientation, treating Panchsheel not merely as a set of fixed
principles but as a body of diplomatic discourse whose meaning has been socially constructed and
reconstructed by state actors in response to shifting material and ideational circumstances (Bajpai
et al., 2014). At the same time, the paper incorporates realist insights to account for the growing
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primacy of strategic interest in India's foreign policy decision-making, particularly from the post-
1962 period onward.

The analysis proceeds in four phases corresponding to distinct periods in Panchsheel's history: its
origins and peak normative influence (1954—1961); its crisis and decline following the Sino-Indian
War (1962-1980s); its partial revival during India-China normalisation (1988-2000s); and its
contemporary reformulation within the strategic autonomy framework (2000s—present). Primary
sources consulted include the 1954 Agreement on Trade and Intercourse (Government of India,
1954), the Bandung Conference Final Communiqué, and official Indian government statements.
Secondary sources encompass the scholarship reviewed in the preceding section. This approach
enables the paper to combine descriptive historical reconstruction with normative and strategic
analysis, capturing both the ideational trajectory of Panchsheel and its practical implications for
Indian diplomacy.

Historical Origins and Nehruvian Idealism

The Context of Decolonisation

The emergence of Panchsheel must be examined within the wider historical and ideological
environment of post-Second World War decolonisation. Following independence in 1947, India,
under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, sought to formulate a foreign policy that remained
autonomous from the competing power blocs of the Cold War while contributing to a more
equitable and peaceful international system (Nehru, 1961). Influenced by Gandhian principles of
non-violence and Fabian socialist thought, Nehru emphasised peaceful coexistence, diplomatic
settlement of disputes, global disarmament, and mutual respect among sovereign states
(Appadorai, 1981). He viewed newly decolonised nations as key actors in promoting international
cooperation and resisting the dominance of major powers.

The formulation of Panchsheel was closely associated with the belief that countries emerging from
colonial rule possessed both a moral legitimacy and a strategic interest in promoting principles that
opposed intervention, military aggression, and unequal power relations in global politics
(Bandyopadhyaya, 1979). The doctrine of the five principles did not emerge in isolation; it was
influenced by earlier concepts found in Chinese communist foreign policy thinking, Buddhist ideas
of harmonious coexistence, and the wider ideological framework of post-colonial nationalism
(Dutt, 1984).

The Five Principles: Content and Significance

The five principles outlined in the 1954 agreement included: (i) respect for each other's sovereignty
and territorial integrity, (ii) non-aggression, (iii) non-interference in internal affairs, (iv) equality
and mutual benefit, and (v) peaceful coexistence (Government of India, 1954). Collectively, these
principles sought to address the major concerns of newly independent states regarding the conduct
of powerful nations in the post-colonial era.
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The principle of respecting sovereignty and territorial integrity held particular importance for
recently decolonised countries, many of which inherited disputed or arbitrarily demarcated borders
from colonial administrations (Mansingh, 1984). The commitment to non-aggression aimed to
reduce the threat of military coercion, while non-interference reflected opposition to continued
major-power involvement in the domestic affairs of weaker states. The emphasis on equality and
mutual benefit represented a rejection of the unequal economic structures associated with
colonialism, and peaceful coexistence provided a broader normative basis for non-alignment amid
Cold War rivalry (Kapur, 1994).

Panchsheel and the Bandung Spirit

The Bandung Conference of 1955, which brought together representatives from twenty-nine newly
independent Asian and African countries, transformed Panchsheel from a primarily bilateral
arrangement into a broader international normative framework (Scott, 2011). The conference's
Final Communiqué incorporated the five principles of Panchsheel along with additional
provisions, collectively forming what came to be recognised as the Bandung Ten Principles. India
played a significant role in shaping the conference's direction, while the collaboration between
Nehru and Zhou Enlai reflected the perceived potential of Sino-Indian leadership within the
emerging post-colonial order (Tharoor, 2003).

The Bandung Conference marked the height of Panchsheel's normative and ideological influence.
The principles were no longer viewed merely as guidelines governing bilateral relations but were
projected as the basis for an alternative international order founded on sovereign equality,
solidarity among newly independent nations, and resistance to Cold War bloc alignments (Brecher,
1968). The Non-Aligned Movement, formally established at the Belgrade Conference in 1961,
drew substantially from the legacy of Bandung, with Panchsheel providing much of its
philosophical and diplomatic foundation (Dixit, 2003).

The 1962 Crisis and the Decline of Panchsheel's Normative Authority

The Sino-Indian War and Its Consequences

The Sino-Indian War of October—November 1962 represented a decisive turning point in both
Sino-Indian relations and India's broader foreign policy approach. China's military operations in
the disputed Himalayan border regions — Aksai Chin in the western sector and the North-East
Frontier Agency in the eastern sector — led to a significant defeat for India and undermined the
'Hindi-Chini Bhai-Bhai' narrative that had characterised the Panchsheel period (Maxwell, 1970).

The conflict revealed an inherent contradiction within Panchsheel diplomacy. India largely
perceived the principles as sincere normative commitments intended to guide international
conduct, whereas China was increasingly viewed as having employed them in a more strategic and
instrumental manner during a phase of political and territorial consolidation (Vertzberger, 1984).
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Irrespective of differing historical interpretations regarding responsibility for the war, the outcome
generated deep scepticism toward idealist approaches in Indian foreign policy and encouraged a
gradual shift toward a more realist strategic orientation (Garver, 2001).

Strategic Reassessment and Military Modernisation

Following the Sino-Indian War, India initiated a comprehensive process of military modernisation,
substantially increased defence expenditure, and pursued arms procurement from both Cold War
superpowers (Raghavan, 2010). The successful Chinese nuclear test in 1964 further intensified
India's security concerns and contributed to the evolution of its nuclear policy, eventually
culminating in the Pokhran-I test of 1974 and the formal declaration of nuclear capability in 1998
(Subrahmanyam, 2005). These developments demonstrated a growing emphasis on national
security and deterrence, often superseding the normative ideals associated with the Panchsheel
period.

After the death of Jawaharlal Nehru in May 1964, successive Indian leaders continued to invoke
Panchsheel in diplomatic discourse, although their foreign policy decisions reflected a more
pragmatic interpretation of national interest (Mansingh, 1984). India's expanding strategic
partnership with the Soviet Union, institutionalised through the Indo-Soviet Treaty of Peace,
Friendship and Cooperation of 1971, indicated a partial shift away from strict non-alignment,
though Indian policymakers maintained that the agreement was consistent with the broader
objective of preserving strategic independence (Kapur, 1994).

Panchsheel as Diplomatic Vocabulary Without Operational Weight

Although the credibility of Panchsheel experienced significant decline after 1962, the doctrine was
never officially discarded from India's foreign policy framework. Its principles continued to appear
in diplomatic declarations, treaty formulations, and official policy statements (Dixit, 2003). This
continuity can be attributed to the deep institutional and ideological influence of Panchsheel within
Indian diplomatic culture, its symbolic value in portraying India as a peaceful state, and its
continued relevance as a language of solidarity within the developing world and the Non-Aligned
Movement (Ganguly, 2010).

At the same time, the rhetorical commitment to Panchsheel became increasingly separated from
actual policy practice. India's foreign policy actions during the 1970s and 1980s — including
support for the creation of Bangladesh in 1971, the incorporation of Sikkim into the Indian Union
in 1975, and military involvement in Sri Lanka during the 1980s — reflected considerations of
strategic interest rather than strict application of non-interference or non-aggression (Mansingh,
1984; Cohen, 2001). The divergence between diplomatic rhetoric and strategic behaviour thus
emerged as a defining characteristic of India's engagement with Panchsheel in the post-Nehru era
(Mehta, 2009).

©UISAR pg. 163



International Journal of Integrated Studies and Research

Volume 2, Issue 4 ISSN 2582-743X

Partial Revival: Panchsheel in India—China Normalisation

The Rajiv Gandhi Visit and Diplomatic Reconciliation

The gradual normalisation of relations between India and China, which cautiously began during
the 1970s and gained momentum with Rajiv Gandhi's historic visit to Beijing in December 1988,
witnessed a limited revival of Panchsheel as a diplomatic framework (Sikri, 2009). The joint
declaration issued during the visit reaffirmed commitment to the five principles and emphasised
the peaceful settlement of the boundary dispute. This reflected an attempt by both countries to
reintroduce Panchsheel as a guiding mechanism for bilateral engagement despite the persistence
of unresolved territorial disagreements (Jacob, 2011).

The 1988 visit initiated a phase of 'managed' normalisation marked by increasing economic
cooperation, regular diplomatic interactions, and confidence-building measures along the Line of
Actual Control (LAC). Rather than resolving the border issue, both sides effectively postponed it
while expanding cooperation in other areas. In this context, Panchsheel functioned as a shared
diplomatic language that enabled constructive engagement without requiring immediate resolution
of core strategic disputes (Garver, 2001).

The 1993 and 1996 Agreements

The agreements signed in 1993 and 1996 regarding the maintenance of peace and stability along
the LAC institutionalised mechanisms for managing the border dispute through diplomatic
dialogue and military confidence-building measures (Bajpai et al., 2014). Although these
agreements did not explicitly invoke Panchsheel, they effectively operationalised the principle of
peaceful coexistence within the bilateral relationship. Both countries committed to restraint, prior
notification of military activities, and procedures for handling border incidents.

This period arguably represented one of the most practical applications of Panchsheel's core
commitments after 1962. Rather than serving as an ambitious universal doctrine, the principles
were adapted into specific bilateral commitments aimed at preserving stability. The concepts of
non-aggression and respect for territorial integrity were translated into procedural mechanisms
governing the management of the LAC, even as the broader ideological aspirations associated with
Panchsheel remained largely unrealised (Singh, 2006).

Contemporary Reformulation: Strategic Autonomy and Selective Invocation Liberalisation,
Multipolarity, and the Changing Foreign Policy Environment

India's economic reforms initiated in 1991, together with the end of the Cold War, significantly
altered the framework within which Indian foreign policy operated. The collapse of the Soviet
Union removed India's principal strategic partner, while economic liberalisation increased the
importance of relations with the United States, Western Europe, Japan, and Southeast Asian
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countries (Mohan, 2003). Indian foreign policy increasingly prioritised economic diplomacy,
technological cooperation, and foreign investment alongside traditional security concerns.

Within this transformed international environment, the practical relevance of Panchsheel declined
further. The principle of non-interference became more difficult to reconcile with India's
engagement with democratic states that supported doctrines such as Responsibility to Protect
(R2P) (Hall, 2012). Similarly, the principle of non-aggression faced challenges in light of India's
evolving counterterrorism policies, including cross-border surgical strike strategies. Furthermore,
Panchsheel's emphasis on sovereign equality became increasingly complicated by India's
aspirations for major power status and permanent membership in the UN Security Council (Pant,
2016).

The Galwan Crisis and Renewed Debate on Panchsheel

The Galwan Valley clash of June 2020 marked the most serious deterioration in India—China
border relations since the 1962 war. Violent confrontations between Indian and Chinese soldiers
resulted in casualties on both sides and raised serious questions regarding the effectiveness of the
LAC management arrangements developed during the 1990s (Tellis & Mirski, 2013). More
broadly, the crisis challenged the larger framework of Panchsheel-based diplomatic normalisation
that had guided bilateral engagement for several decades.

India's response illustrated the evolving nature of its strategic approach. While the government of
Narendra Modi did not formally reject Panchsheel, it simultaneously adopted a considerably firmer
posture toward China — banning numerous Chinese mobile applications on security grounds,
restricting Chinese investment in sensitive sectors, strengthening military deployment in Ladakh,
and deepening participation in the Quad framework, which China perceives as a balancing
coalition (Bajpai et al., 2014). This coexistence of Panchsheel rhetoric and strategic balancing
demonstrated the continuing tension between India's normative discourse and its security-driven
policies.

Strategic Autonomy as a Successor Framework

If Panchsheel represented the diplomatic philosophy of the Nehruvian period, the concept of
strategic autonomy has emerged as its contemporary successor in the twenty-first century
(Khilnani et al., 2012). Supported by successive governments, strategic autonomy emphasises
India's ability to independently determine its foreign policy positions without formal alignment
with any major power bloc, while simultaneously engaging with multiple global actors —
including the United States, Russia, Europe, China, and the Gulf region — in pursuit of national
interests (Sikri, 2009).

Strategic autonomy shares certain similarities with Panchsheel, particularly in its emphasis on
independence and resistance to domination by major powers. However, the two frameworks differ
significantly in normative orientation. Whereas Panchsheel sought to transform international
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politics through universal principles of peaceful coexistence and sovereign equality, strategic
autonomy accepts the competitive nature of the existing international system and focuses on
maximising India's flexibility and strategic advantage within it (Mehta, 2009). In this sense,
strategic autonomy represents a realist adaptation of non-alignment, retaining its emphasis on
independence while substantially reducing its idealist normative commitments.

Panchsheel in Multilateral Diplomacy

Despite its reduced operational role, Panchsheel continues to influence India's engagement in
multilateral institutions, particularly where India seeks to project itself as a representative of the
Global South (Mukherjee, 2014). India's advocacy for reforms in global governance institutions,
support for developing-country interests in international trade negotiations, and emphasis on
equitable climate finance reflect elements of the Panchsheel tradition, especially the principles of
equality and mutual benefit (Jha, 2004).

India's participation in BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, and the Group of 77
demonstrates its dual diplomatic identity. On one hand, India seeks recognition as a major global
power within existing institutions; on the other, it advocates reforms that would increase the
influence of developing countries. Panchsheel continues to provide a legitimising vocabulary for
balancing these objectives while reinforcing India's image as a supporter of South—South
cooperation (Mitra et al., 2006).

Critical Analysis: Continuity, Change, and Contradiction

The Contradiction Between Normative Rhetoric and Strategic Practice

A critical evaluation of Panchsheel in contemporary Indian diplomacy must address the persistent
divergence between official rhetoric and actual policy behaviour. India continues to invoke
Panchsheel and its associated principles in diplomatic discourse while simultaneously engaging in
actions that appear inconsistent with those commitments — including military involvement in
neighbouring countries, the development of nuclear weapons, expanding strategic cooperation
with the United States, and support for humanitarian intervention narratives in multilateral forums
(Cohen, 2001).

Although such inconsistencies are not unique to India, they hold particular significance because
Panchsheel has historically been linked to India's self-image as a morally distinct actor in
international politics. The contrast between this normative identity and India's increasing great-
power behaviour has contributed to what scholars have described as a 'credibility gap' in Indian
foreign policy (Mehta, 2009; Mukherjee, 2014), limiting India's ability to function effectively as a
promoter of international norms.
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China, Asymmetry, and the Instrumental Use of Panchsheel

Another important issue concerns the differing ways in which India and China have interpreted
Panchsheel over time. China has frequently employed the principles as flexible diplomatic
instruments, emphasising them when strategically useful while disregarding them when national
interests dictated otherwise (Jacob, 2011). Chinese support for Pakistan, infrastructure
development in disputed territories, and economic pressure on neighbouring states suggest that
Beijing often treats Panchsheel primarily as diplomatic rhetoric rather than a binding normative
framework (Garver, 2001).

India, by contrast, has at several stages attached genuine ideological importance to Panchsheel.
This created an asymmetrical situation in which India's conduct was, to some extent, constrained
by its own normative commitments, whereas China faced fewer such limitations (Jacob, 2011).
This asymmetry indicates that Panchsheel can function effectively only when supported either by
mutual commitment or by a balance of power capable of discouraging unilateral deviation —
conditions that have rarely existed in Sino-Indian relations (Vertzberger, 1984).

Panchsheel's Continuing Significance

Despite these criticisms, Panchsheel retains historical and normative importance in both
international relations and India's diplomatic identity. Its emphasis on sovereign equality, peaceful
coexistence, and non-interference resonated strongly with newly independent post-colonial states
and contributed to broader debates within the United Nations and other multilateral institutions
(Singh, 2006). India's present-day advocacy of reformed multilateralism, South—South
cooperation, and development-oriented global governance continues to draw upon elements of the
Panchsheel legacy (Khilnani et al., 2012).

Additionally, Panchsheel's broader commitment to strategic independence remains relevant in
contemporary international politics. India's efforts to maintain balanced relations with both the
United States and China, while avoiding formal alignment with either bloc, reflect an enduring
commitment to autonomous decision-making in foreign affairs (Pant, 2016). Although
contemporary motivations are more closely connected to strategic interests than to idealist
principles, this approach demonstrates the continuing influence of the Panchsheel tradition.

Conclusion

The historical evolution of Panchsheel in Indian diplomacy reflects a transition from idealist
normative aspirations to pragmatic strategic adaptation. Initially conceived as India's contribution
to a post-colonial international order grounded in mutual respect, non-aggression, and peaceful
coexistence, the five principles achieved their greatest influence during the Bandung Conference
of 1955, where they appeared to offer an alternative to Cold War bloc politics (Bandyopadhyaya,
1979; Tharoor, 2003).
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The 1962 Sino-Indian conflict significantly weakened this idealist vision and initiated a gradual
process of strategic reassessment (Maxwell, 1970). Over time, Panchsheel's practical significance
diminished even as its rhetorical presence remained visible in diplomatic discourse. Subsequent
decades saw selective invocation of the principles — whether in facilitating normalisation with
China, reinforcing solidarity with developing countries, or legitimising India's continuing
commitment to strategic autonomy (Khilnani et al., 2012; Singh, 2006).

In the contemporary period, Panchsheel functions less as a comprehensive normative doctrine and
more as a flexible diplomatic resource. Principles such as non-interference and mutual respect
continue to be invoked selectively, particularly when India resists pressure from major powers on
issues of international conflicts or domestic governance. At the same time, these principles are
often subordinated to strategic considerations when national interests demand alternative policies
(Mehta, 2009). This selective application reflects the practical realities of a competitive multipolar
international order in which normative commitments coexist with strategic imperatives.

The enduring significance of Panchsheel lies not merely in its five principles but in its broader
assertion that post-colonial and non-Western states possess the right to formulate independent
approaches to international relations. India's current emphasis on strategic autonomy, support for
reform of global governance institutions, and resistance to rigid bloc politics all demonstrate the
continuing influence of the Panchsheel tradition — albeit reinterpreted within the context of
contemporary global power politics (Pant, 2016).
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