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Abstract 

 

As rising powers, China and India both perceive the United Nations as a primary 

venue for status seeking, and both express pride in narrating the ways in which they 

have supported the UN Charter and the maintenance of international peace and 

security. Given the competitive dynamic between these two countries, we might 

expect this competition to extend to their activities in global governance. In this 

article we develop and apply the concepts of ‘status domain’ and ‘status good 

characteristics’ to examine the extent to which Sino-Indian status competition is 

exacerbated or mitigated in three status-bearing areas: UN peacekeeping operations, 

Security Council membership, and Security Council behaviour. We find that status 

competition between the two countries, at least within the UN, is not always the 

dominant outcome. International organizations that allow for separate status domains, 

and also for the expression of a shared global vision, can mitigate status competition 

between states. 

 

Introduction  

 

It has been widely argued that both China and India have been highly sensitive to 

matters of international status, where status is understood as both a ranking in a status 
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community, as well as an expression of a state’s identity with and within a valued 

group (Renshon, 2017, Chapter 1). This Chinese and Indian concern with status is for 

broadly similar reasons (Basrur & Sullivan de Estrada, 2017; Deng, 2008; Foot, 2001; 

Hurrell, 2006; Miller, 2013;  Pu, 2017; Larson and Shevchenko, 2010), and can be 

understood in both positive and negative ways.  

 

Positively, China and India see themselves as ‘civilization states’ and lay claim to 

glorious ancient civilizations (Zhang W., 2012; Kumar, 2002). Both consider 

themselves as a different type of country with specific, novel contributions to make to 

the conduct of international politics (Sullivan 2014, p. 642; Yahuda 2011, p. 141). 

Each also demonstrates pride in a unique—but in each case distinctive—ability to 

hold together a vast population and geographical area, and to modernize an economy 

that for decades knew mainly poverty and disarray. China’s frequent references to the 

‘Chinese characteristics’ attached to its political-development model underlines 

Beijing’s belief in its uniqueness and the value of a domestic political system that 

offers an alternative to the democracy of the West. For India it is embodied in the 

‘example’ of a developing country that has been able to reconcile Western liberal 

democracy with great diversity (Zhang W., 2012; Sullivan, 2015).  

 

Negatively, China and India also suffered grievously at the hands of the colonial 

powers, an experience that generates a consciousness of national humiliation that runs 

deep for two countries that have claimed civilizational greatness (Miller, 2013). From 

that humiliation has come a sense of entitlement, a quest for restitution, and a demand 

for respect (Newman and Zala, 2018).  
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In this article, we explore the policy effects of China’s and India’s concern with 

international status through an examination of their behaviour within the United 

Nations (UN). We argue that China’s and India’s relatively similar historical 

experiences, conceptions of world order, and the prominence they each give to the 

UN have led to the adoption of quite similar strategies of status seeking within the 

world body. Both have sought to advocate on behalf of the developing world as well 

as to derive status benefits from a prominent role in UN peace operations.  

 

The central question to which this article seeks to respond is as follows: how do two 

states that are recognized as strategic rivals (Pu, 2018) operate with respect to one 

another within a status environment that both view as important and that both 

approach in broadly similar ways? Sino-Indian rivalry is deep-seated and difficult to 

manage, let alone to subdue (Garver, 2016). It could be expected that neither state 

would be able to isolate the effects of this competition outside the UN system on their 

behaviour within that organization and that each would use the UN as a venue to 

diminish any status benefits that either may be deriving from their current roles as UN 

member states. However, rather than automatically engaging in status competition, as 

the Introduction to this Special Issue implies that they might, we argue that there is a 

great deal of contingency associated with China’s and India’s search for status, and 

that status competition is not the dominant outcome in all circumstances. 

 

In particular, we contend that two key dimensions of contingency influence the 

degrees of status competition between China and India within the UN body. First, are 

the spheres in which they compete, which we refer to as ‘status domains’. China and 

India occupy different institutional positions within the apparatus of the UN, with 
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China but not India recognised as a permanent member of the Security Council. This 

differential positioning creates separate status domains that have—so far—helped to 

contain Sino-Indian status competition. To exemplify this, we show how India has 

sought to frame itself as the largest historical contributor of UN peacekeeping troops 

among the entirety of the General Assembly membership, while China can claim that 

it is the largest contributor of troops among the Permanent Five (P5) of the Security 

Council. 

 

The second dimension of contingency is the nature of the status issue itself, that is, 

whether the status good characteristics are ‘zero-sum’ or whether they are considered 

‘club’ goods  (Lake, 2014; Pu, 2017).  Zero-sum status good characteristics tend to 

increase status competition, while ‘club’ goods mitigate status competition. This can 

be seen especially clearly, we argue, in relation to the issue of India’s desired 

permanent membership of the Security Council. While the status recognition that 

India seeks as a permanent member has been characterised as a ‘club good’—a 

benefit available to all members (Lake, 2014; Pu, 2017)—for China, India’s 

institutional equivalence with China in the United Nations contains some zero-sum 

elements. Conversely, the record of India’s behaviour as a non-permanent member of 

the Security Council shows that Chinese and Indian voting practices, when addressing 

core problems of peace and security through the UN, have frequently been 

complementary, owing to their shared visions of global order. This is suggestive of 

how the two countries could cooperate in a mutually beneficial or ‘club good’ 

manner, if India gained Council membership.  
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In order to demonstrate the contingent nature of Sino-Indian status seeking within the 

United Nations, first, we set out our understanding of the concept of status in world 

politics, and in particular of the concepts of separate and shared status domains, as 

well as status good characteristics, referencing the ideas of ‘zero-sum’ versus ‘club 

goods’ in the realm of status seeking. Next, we examine where in the UN system 

China and India seek status and why we think this is so, linking in the concepts of 

status, status domains and status good characteristics. Specifically, we apply our 

concepts of status domain and status good characteristics empirically to gauge the 

extent to which Sino-Indian status competition may be exacerbated or mitigated in 

three status-bearing areas: UN peacekeeping operations, Security Council 

membership, and Security Council behaviour.  

 

Overall, in terms of our understanding of the status-seeking behaviour of emerging 

powers, our contribution argues that China’s and India’s search for status is 

contingent in relation to at least two dimensions—status domains and status good 

characteristics—and that status competition is not a foregone conclusion. This may be 

so especially within international organizations that in terms of their design or as a 

result of the ambition of their objectives allow for separate status domains, but also 

for the expression of a shared global vision. 

 

 

The Conceptualization of Status 

 

Recent scholarship on status in world politics distinguishes between a state’s social 

status and its material position within the international system (Paul, Larson, & 
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Wohlforth, 2014).  Predominantly a social and perceptual phenomenon, status refers 

to a state’s positioning in a social hierarchy, and the identity that arises from that 

positioning (Renshon, 2017). Positive status may derive from a state’s perceived 

conformity with socially-valued normative standards of behaviour (where material 

capability may be required to enact such normative standards); from a state’s 

possession of socially-valued material attributes; and/or from a state’s close 

association with high-status states (Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada, 2017, pp. 2; 10-

12).   

 

Larson et al (2014, p. 7) define status as ‘membership in a defined club of actors and 

as relative standing within such a club,’ while Ringmar (1996, p. 81) posits that status 

seeking occurs in a ‘circle of recognition’. Since status concerns itself with social 

relations among a defined group of states, it is clear that a status-seeking strategy will 

be calibrated to a specific social and historical context (Wohlforth, De Carvalho, 

Leira & Neumann, 2018). This means, we argue, that greater attention must be paid to 

the contingency of status-seeking actors and the club contexts in which they operate. 

In particular, states have agency in how they frame their strategies of status seeking, 

in which arenas they choose to seek status, and to which audiences or ‘circles of 

recognition’ they appeal in doing so.  

 

Rather than assuming that China and India—as strategic rivals that seek status in 

similar ways—will automatically engage in competitive status-seeking within  the UN 

body,  we seek to gain analytical and empirical purchase on the contingent nature of 

Chinese and Indian status seeking. Analytically, we draw upon two concepts that have 
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been articulated in the growing secondary literature on status in world politics, and we 

take these further.  

 

The first is the concept of ‘status domain’, which may be shared or separate. A status 

domain is a focussed arena of state behaviour with a specified audience or ‘circle of 

recognition’. David Lake (2014, p. 247) has argued that status should be thought of as 

multidimensional and that states may indeed choose to compete ‘in different arenas 

and through different strategies’. These references to separate domains are also 

implied in what Larson and Shevchenko (2010) label as a socially creative 

behavioural form, where the domain refers to separate ranking systems that can serve 

to reduce or remove the levels of status competition. Shared domains, on the other 

hand, may invite high levels of status competition, unless mitigated by other valued 

contextual factors. A status domain may also be only partially shared: two states may 

seek status in the same arena of state behaviour but vis-à-vis distinctive audiences. 

 

Second is the notion of status good characteristics, where the latter are often summed 

up in the phrases ‘zero-sum’ status goods, versus ‘club goods’ (Lake, 2014, p. 251). A 

zero-sum status good will invite competition because where one state loses, another 

gains. Club goods, on the other hand, are assumed to be ‘multi sum’ because they 

promise roughly equivalent status to all members of a given group (Lake 2014: 251). 

We question whether these binaries can be held as tightly as these formulations tend 

to imply, and certainly would suggest that when perceiving of status as an identity, 

the size of the club, and the numbers of those seeking membership at any one time, 

matter to the amount of status benefit derived from membership, and that club size is 
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not necessarily as ‘stretchable’ as has been implied (Renshon, 2017, p. 34; Lake, 

2014, p. 251).  

 

The former idea of status domains when applied to the United Nations suggests the 

possibility that the institutional design of the UN (and potentially of other 

international organizations) may make it possible to operate in separate status 

domains, as well as in shared status domains (e.g. the UN General Assembly and the 

UN Security Council). This design, thus, immediately complicates our understanding 

of the circumstances in which status competition may increase or decrease. Moreover, 

where separate domains carry within them the notion of ranking or relative standing, 

then this weakens the notion of separateness. In this instance, they are less likely to 

mitigate the levels of status competition and instead lend themselves to promoting 

status rivalry, as in permanent versus non-permanent membership of the Security 

Council, or the P5 versus the General Asssembly. As Paul, Larson and Wohlforth 

(2014) argue, when status is experienced in the form of a positional good – one that is 

collective, subjective and relative – it is presumed to lead to the deference of others. 

This makes positional status a particularly valued attribute for any state seeking to 

satisfy its policy interests in a multilateral body like the UN. 

 

The Perceived Sources of Status within the UN System  

 

How might the ideas of status domain and status good characteristics be applied to 

Chinese and Indian behaviour in the UN, where both are concerned with status and 

desire the authority and deference that may flow from having a recognized high status 

in world politics? Where do they each look for sources of status?  
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At the broadest level, China and India both agree on the significance of the United 

Nations in world politics. Both states endorse a central role for the UN in the 

management of international peace and security and place faith in a traditional 

Westphalian interpretation of the norms of state sovereignty contained within the UN 

Charter. They recognize the Charter and UN design as providing some strategic 

benefits – that is, the UN can operate to constrain the power of the most powerful in 

world politics, and to demonstrate that in some domains the world is indeed 

multipolar.  

 

In terms of our focus on international status, both perceive the organization as capable 

of providing valued benefits. Beijing and New Delhi understand UN membership as a 

welcome response to that demand for restitution for past slights – a benefit that all 

former colonial states acknowledge. The formal recognition attached to UN 

membership is a signal of legal sovereign equality and, via the UN General Assembly, 

of an opportunity equally to voice demands in an otherwise hierarchically structured 

global order. In addition, the UN allows states such as China and India to demonstrate 

their willingness to bear the responsibilities associated with great power status. Status 

can come either through permanent or elected membership of the Security Council, 

for example, or prominent involvement in core UN activities such as UN Peace 

Keeping Operations (PKOs).  

 

In order to understand the extent to which status competition can be exacerbated or 

mitigated, the following three sections combine our analytical frames of status 

domain and status good characteristics with an empirical analysis of Sino-Indian 
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status competition. We argue, first, that status competition through UN peacekeeping 

operations is mitigated to some extent by partially separate status domains.  

 

Second, we contend that for China, the question of India’s membership of the 

Security Council is predominantly zero-sum even though Council membership is 

discussed generally in the status literature as a club good that is not zero-sum (Pu, 

2018; Lake, 2014). This is because permanent membership is, for China, a particular 

kind of identity that India’s membership in particular would directly challenge: for 

example, it would underline their relative positions within a shared status domain, 

including degrees of association with developing countries, and allow for comparison 

of the priority they each give to participation in peacekeeping operations.  

 

Third, we examine the record of India’s non-perm membership of UNSC in order to 

shed light on Chinese and Indian practice in the UN. Here we find status competition 

mitigation behaviour, whether intended or not, deriving from their shared visions of 

global order. These shared visions have led to complementary approaches to some of 

the core problems of peace and security addressed by the Security Council which, in 

turn, is suggestive of how they could operate if India became a permanent member. 

While there are both potential drawbacks and benefits of this shared vision, we note 

that China and India could unite, perhaps with Russia, on certain key issues to 

challenge the authority of the United States and its core allies of France and the 

United Kingdom (the P3) on the Security Council.  

 

 

China, India and Peacekeeping Operations 
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Contributing to core UN functions offers an avenue through which China and India 

pursue status. Peacekeeping operations have emerged as a central institution through 

which China and India seek to underscore their financial and ‘human’ contributions to 

the maintenance of international peace and security. In this area of UN activity, we 

find neither strong elements of zero-sum nor strong multi-sum dynamics since China 

and India’s variegated approaches help to mitigate, though not remove entirely, some 

areas of status competition. The two states offer their contributions sometimes in 

separate and sometimes in similar ways, and they reduce status competition through 

drawing attention to their contributions in different status domains.  

 

India’s troop contributions to peace operations, financial contributions to the UN 

budget, and its provision of peacekeeping training facilities raise the prospects of 

status competition with China but to different degrees. With regard to troop 

contributions to UN peacekeeping missions, India has an unparalleled historical 

record, dating back to the 1950s. The total contribution of approximately 195,000 

Indian troops is the highest of any country, and India has participated in more than 

two thirds of all UN peacekeeping operations mandated to date (PMIUN, 2018).  

Throughout 2018, India ranked as either the third or fourth highest contributor of 

peacekeeping personnel (including police,UN military experts on mission, staff 

officers and troops) on a monthly basis, averaging a contribution of 6,667 

peacekeepers per month across the year (United Nations Peacekeeping, 2018).  

 

India’s UN officials and political and diplomatic elites have consistently invoked their 

country’s superlative track record compared with other UN member states. Moreover, 
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since the early 1990s, India has made frequent reference to its contributions to 

peacekeeping in support of its claim to a permanent seat on the Security Council 

(Krishnasmay & Weigold, 2003; Hansel & Möller, 2014). During India’s stint as a 

non-permanent member of the UN Security Council from 2011-2013, Indian 

representatives focused on peacekeeping as a core agenda and made proposals to 

improve its effectiveness (Mukherjee, 2015).  

 

Often referred to the as ‘backbone’ of UN peacekeeping (Mukerjee, 2015; Vira, 

2012), Indian troops are held in high regard for their high levels of discipline, skill 

and training, and India has receive a number of commendations, both from the UN 

Secretariat and the United States (Schaffer, 2009; Krishnasamy, 2001). Following 

allegations in 2013 of small numbers of Indian troop involvement in sexual 

exploitation and abuse by UN peacekeepers, the Indian government responded 

robustly through disciplinary proceedings, the declaration of a zero-tolerance policy, 

and support for a UN trust fund in support of victims (Kaul, 2018). This swift and 

visible response underscored India’s commitment to upholding its reputation as a core 

contributor of well-trained and well-behaved troops.  

 

India provides a UN peacekeeping training facility, the Centre for United Nations 

Peacekeeping, that had trained 800 troops from 82 countries by 2015 (Modi, 2015). In 

recent years, India has worked together with the United States to deliver three editions 

of a United Nations Peacekeeping Course for African Partners in New Delhi, a 

collaboration that not only nominally positions the United States and India as equal 

partners in expertise, but provides an opportunity for the United States to rhetorically 

celebrate India’s historic contribution to peacekeeping missions (Strike, 2018).  



12 

 

 

India’s high troop contributions continue despite domestic controversy in recent years 

over a ‘mismatch between UN mandates and resources’ in missions where Indian 

forces are deployed, and over acknowledgement that India has suffered the highest 

historical loss of personnel through UN peacekeeping operations (Vira, 2012; PTI, 

2018). Indian representatives at the UN have argued that India should have a greater 

say in decisions relating to peacekeeping (Permanent Mission of India to the UN 

2018). Indeed, Prime Minister Modi (2015) made the point in 2015—implicitly 

ignoring the role of China—that ‘Troop Contributing Countries do not have a role in 

the decision-making process’ and ‘do not have adequate representation in senior 

management and as Force Commanders’.  Nonetheless, the Modi government 

committed to increasing India’s troop contributions in 2017 (Hindustan Times, 2018). 

 

India’s commitment persists, some argue, because the provision of troops bolsters 

India’s international status directly (Krishnasamy and Weigold 2003), and because, as 

mentioned, the historical size and quality of India’s troop contributions enhance 

India’s likelihood of attaining a permanent seat on the UN Security Council (Hansel 

& Möller, 2014). China’s increasing contributions to UN peacekeeping, outlined 

below, have likely raised the value of India’s own contributions, although at least one 

observer asserts that India ‘resents the disproportionate attention Chinese 

contributions receive’ (Vira, 2012). This view suggests that for India, troop 

contributions to UN peacekeeping constitute a shared status domain, albeit one in 

which India’s historical troop contributions remain unsurpassed by some margin.  
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In comparison to India’s provision of personnel, New Delhi’s financial contribution to 

the UN peacekeeping budget is proportionally very low, with its country contribution 

set at 0.15 percent for 2017-2018. This calculation is based on a UN-agreed formula 

that takes into account the relative economic wealth of Member States (United 

Nations General Assembly, 2015). These UN decision rules provide a justification for 

India’s comparatively low contributions and thus likely mitigate against direct 

competition between India and China on this issue. Indeed, Indian UN representatives 

have at times underplayed the importance of financial contributions to the United 

Nations in absolute terms, arguing that these are, and should remain, calculated on the 

basis of a Member State’s ‘capacity to pay’ (Sreenivasan, 2008, pp. 117-8).  

 

China does not match the level of India’s troop contribution (not least because of a 

lack of language capacity) or the deployment experience that India has gained over 

these many years of participation in PKOs. Throughout 2018, China typically ranked 

as the eleventh highest contributor of peacekeeping personnel on a monthly basis, 

averaging a contribution of 2,476 peacekeepers (including police,UN military experts 

on mission, staff officers and troops) per month across the year (United Nations 

Peacekeeping 2018). Beijing came much later than New Delhi to participation in 

peacekeeping, its decision to provide engineering troops and military observers in the 

UNPKO in Cambodia in 1992 marking a significant change. Before then, in the 

1970s, it viewed such operations with suspicion, and then in the 1980s only offered 

modest levels of support (Hirono & Lanteigne, 2011, Zhang Y., 1996).  

 

However, from the 1990s onwards, the mode of China’s and India’s contributions 

began to coincide even as the numbers of Indian peacekeepers continued to dwarf 
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those that China felt able to provide. In its Position Paper presented to the UN 

General Assembly in September 2016, the Chinese government stated that it had 

contributed more than 30,000 peacekeepers over the years since its first involvement 

and that in 2016 more than 2,600 were providing their services in the then 10 ongoing 

operations (MoFA, 2016). In December 2018, an article in the People’s Daily, an 

official newspaper of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, 

provided an update on these figures and noted a contribution of 38,000 peacekeepers 

operating in 24 UN missions since China’s first participation in such operations. 

Moreover, the article remarked approvingly on China’s provision during these peace 

operations of over 200,000 medical interventions and the building of 16,000 

kilometres of roads (People’s Daily, 2018). 

 

While this matter of relative troop contributions may appear as an area of potential 

status competition with India, it is mitigated by China’s efforts to promote its status as 

a contributor to peacekeeping within a separate status domain. China frequently 

mentions that it offers more peacekeeping troops than all other of the permanent 

members of the Security Council combined, signalling that its competition for status 

in this policy area is with other permanent members of the Security Council. It rarely 

if ever mentions other troop contributing countries by name, though it voices general 

sympathy for their calls for reining in the scope of the often overly ambitious peace 

operations’ mandates. Not only is China’s contribution as a P5 member frequently 

referenced in positive terms by China itself but also by UN Secretaries-General. Ban 

Ki-moon, for example, in 2013 praised China’s solidarity with the UN and, mirroring 

Chinese statements, he noted that Beijing provided more peacekeepers ‘than all of the 

four other permanent members put together’ (Ban, 2013). Indeed, Chinese 
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peacekeepers have often been ‘commended for their discipline and professionalism’ 

and mostly have had an unblemished record (Huang, 2011). 

 

China’s advances in international status are also built upon its contributions to UN 

finances. Beijing’s contribution to the peacekeeping budget has steadily increased, 

reflecting its current position as the world’s second largest economy. However, P5 

members are required to pay more whatever their GDP because, as the UN puts it, ‘of 

their special responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security’ 

(UN Peacekeeping, 2018). 

 

As of 2016, China became the second largest contributor to that budget, providing 

10.25 percent of the operating costs in 2017-2018 with an assessment of 12 per cent 

for 2019-2020. Given the agreed formula for calculating budgetary contributions, this 

area similarly is not a major source of status competition with India though it could be 

a source of leverage for China within UN policy-making more broadly.  

 

Certainly, China like India provides peacekeeping training centres for the training of 

troops from other countries as well as for the Chinese People’s Liberation Army 

forces. However, the numbers trained in these facilities remain small (1500 for China 

as of 2018 from more than 60 countries [People’s Daily, 2018]) and the UN’s needs 

are great, thus similarly mitigating any status competition with India on this issue. 

 

However, in other respects China has projected a lofty position of moral responsibility 

deriving from its privileged position as a P5 member which it implies those below this 

level are not expected to emulate. As President Xi explained to UN Secretary General 
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Ban Ki Moon in June 2013, he understood that China, ‘as a permanent member of the 

UN Security Council’ had ‘heavy responsibilities to assume,’ adding that Beijing had 

‘the capability to assume them’ (Xinhua, 2013).  

 

Later on, Xi additionally emphasized the country’s capacity to provide a wide range 

of public goods to the United Nations. In a speech made in 2015 to the UN General 

Assembly in response to President Obama’s decision to step up the US role in 

peacekeeping, and to host that year a special and historic leaders’ summit on 

peacekeeping, Xi offered a sizeable increase in Chinese largesse.  Xi’s financial 

pledges went well beyond anything that developing countries such as India could 

offer, explicitly promising $1 billion for a 10-year China-UN peace and development 

fund, the creation of a permanent Chinese peacekeeping police squad, and a standby 

force of 8,000 troops (Xi, 2015). With specific reference to African needs, Xi pledged 

a $100 million military assistance grant to the African Union over five years to 

support the establishment of an African Standby Force and the African Capacity for 

Immediate Response to Crisis unit (Xi, 2015). Yet, there is little evidence that this 

represented direct status competition with India; instead, status positioning for China 

appeared to be related to its privilege of P5 membership and mainly in the status 

domain of other P5 members, in this instance the United States in particular. 

 

In sum, India’s and China’s levels of status competition in the key area for the UN of 

peacekeeping are constrained and aided by the decision rules of the UN itself (as with 

respect to the budget contribution) and as a result of their positioning within the 

separate domains of the UN General Assembly and UN Security Council. This 
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suggests, of course, the possibility that Security Council permanent membership for 

India could serve to disturb this equilibrium, a topic that we turn to next. 

 

India’s Membership of the UN Security Council 

 

It is widely acknowledged that permanent membership of the Security Council stands 

as perhaps the most coveted prize for status-seeking rising powers.1 Bearing ‘primary 

responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security’ pursuant to 

Article 24(1) of the UN Charter, the Security Council is the UN’s most powerful 

forum, even more so since the Council has emerged from relative marginalization 

during the Cold War to a surge of activity since the 1990s (Hassler, 2013; Malone, 

2007).  

 

The high status of the existing  P5 manifests itself in both the rights and duties 

accorded to these great powers and, as a consequence, the enormous symbolic power 

attached to the Council and its processes (Hurd, 2002). The value of a permanent 

veto-wielding seat on the Council is further underscored by the P5’s failure to identify 

a shared formula for Security Council reform, despite the groundswell of support for 

such reform that has emerged since 1992. India formally announced its own bid for a 

permanent seat in 1994 (Sreenivasan, 2008), later joining with Brazil, Germany and 

 

1 Non-permanent membership of the Council, too, while a lesser prize, is also considered as a short-cut 

to status (Malone 2000). This helps to explain why India, even while refraining from courting 

permanent membership during the Cold War period, served on the Council as an elected member six 

times, and took up a seventh term from January 2011 to January 2013.  
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Japan in an effort to reshape a Council that, while it reflected the 1945 post-war 

settlement, no longer appeared representative or commanded the respect that existed 

at that earlier stage.  

 

Certainly, India recognizes the value of the status that comes from permanent 

membership of the UN Security Council, and membership is among the most central 

of New Delhi’s status-seeking goals as a rising power (Basrur and Sullivan de 

Estrada, 2017, p. 92). Preoccupation with the question of Security Council reform 

among both India’s political elite and its emerging middle classes has grown 

markedly since India first made its bid for a permanent seat in 1994. India’s 

diplomatic activism is three pronged: it has targeted the broader institutional and 

procedural requirements of reform; it has sought common cause with the ‘Group of 

Four’ (comprising India, Brazil, Germany and Japan) since 2004 and the L.69 

grouping (a cross-regional grouping of 42 developing countries that seek expansion of 

the Council in both the permanent and non-permanent categories) since 2007; and it 

consistently seeks individual state endorsements for Indian permanent membership 

during bilateral state visits. However, so far New Delhi’s activism in this regard has 

come up against the hard reality that the drawing up of a common blueprint for 

Council reform among the membership of both the General Assembly and the 

Security Council has been impossible to achieve. 

 

The lack of agreement on the terms of any reform among some significant members 

of the P5 is a puzzle that attention to the academic literature on social status exposes. 

Permanent membership is often considered to be an identity (such as status as a major 

power and nuclear weapons state), otherwise termed a ‘club good’ in these academic 
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treatments of international status (Lake, 2014; Pu, 2018). Were India or others to join 

the Security Council, this literature implies, this need not mean a significant 

diminution in China’s or other P5 member states’ status. Yet the blockages to opening 

membership to others seem formidable. 

 

Competing formulas for reform and concerns over the efficacy of an expanded 

Council are just two of the factors that stand in the way of a Council with expanded 

membership. However, we argue that when considering status competition between 

China and India as a potentially primary obstacle, the latter’s membership of the 

Security Council may not actually be perceived as a ‘club good’ for China, and this 

may well explain China’s stance on India’s claim for permanent membership. That 

stance is ambivalent. While Beijing’s position on India’s bid certainly compares 

favorably to its position on Japan’s equivalent bid, which is widely opposed in China 

(Miller, 2013), nevertheless China has opted for a consistent formulation of an 

ambivalent position over several years (Kaura, 2015).  

 

The first explicit reference to India’s specific aspirations in the Security Council came 

in October 2004, during a visit of the Chinese State Councillor and former Foreign 

Minister Tang Jiaxuan to New Delhi, when he endorsed, for the first time, ‘a bigger 

role for India in the international community, including in the United Nations Security 

Council’ (Tang, cited in Malik, 2005, p. 22). This formulation has remained 

remarkably constant over time, with Xi Jinping (2014) again declaring in a statement 

made at the Indian Council of World Affairs in New Delhi, that ‘China supports India 

in its aspiration to play a bigger role in the United Nations, including in the Security 

Council,’ a statement that neither explicitly endorses India’s bid, nor closes down the 
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possibility of doing so. Its ambivalence in part reflects China’s broader uncertainty 

about the best way to achieve reform of the Security Council, but it also reflects, we 

argue, the zero-sum elements that China perceives in relation to this question. 

 

Four main elements of India’s putative membership make this a question of relative 

rank in a status community for China and potentially zero-sum. First, and probably of 

most significance for Beijing, Asia is a continent that China seeks to lead and at 

present it is the one Asian state on the Security Council. India’s membership would 

raise the levels of competition in both these matters of Asian identity and Asian 

leadership. As Malik (2005, p. 26) argues, ‘China does not want any other major 

Asian country to sit on the council as an equal.’  

 

Secondly, China still claims identity as part of the developing world (as well as an 

identity as a major state), and is the sole developing country representative among the 

P5 on the Security Council. India, however, implicitly casts doubt on this Chinese 

claim of representation. In the early to mid-1990s, when India made its first explicit 

bid for a seat on the UN Security Council, India staked its claim on the basis of its 

identity as a developing country, implying that a developing country would 

behave more equitably and inclusively than the current membership (Basrur and 

Sullivan de Estrada, 2017). Indeed, Pranab Mukherjee, the Indian Minister who 

first announced India’s claim to a permanent seat before the General Assembly in 

October 1994, argued that India’s inclusion as a developing country would 

‘reflect the universal character of the world body’ (UNGA, 1994, p. 15). Claims 

that India’s inclusion would bring greater ‘representativeness’ to the Security 

Council have continued (Sullivan and Moussavi, 2015).   
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Thirdly, China’s position as the main permanent member of the Security Council to 

contribute to peacekeeping forces would immediately be challenged, even if its 

budget contributions continued to far exceed those of India.  

 

Finally, there is the more general point that support for Indian membership could lead 

to changed rules on the usage of Security Council vetoes, as well as resulting in the 

entry of several other new members. The former would diminish the strategic benefit 

of permanent membership for China (as well as for other of the P5 members), and the 

latter would dilute the club good characteristics associated with the status of being a 

permanent member. As Renshon (2017, p. 34) has argued, ‘the status associated with 

becoming a member of [a] group is to a large extent fixed.’ He goes on, ‘[t]hus every 

additional member of the group inevitably lessens the value associated with it’ – a 

‘classic definition of “zero-sum”’. 

 

However, we are reluctant to reject the notion that permanent membership for both 

China and India in the Security Council does not retain some ‘club good’ 

characteristics. Thus, in our final substantive section, we reflect on how these zero-

sum characteristics, even in this critical status club of the Security Council, could be 

mitigated for China and India. 

 

Chinese and Indian Practices in the UN Security Council 

 

Above, we argued that India’s permanent membership of the Security Council would 

result in the institutional equivalence of China and India, thereby instantaneously 
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creating shared status domains and therefore increasing the potential for status 

competition. Here, we also posit the opposite: the possibilitity that permanent 

membership for both China and India could in fact come to be seen as having club 

good benefits over time. Specifically, iterative collective action within the Council on 

the part of China and India could benefit the world order vision that these two states 

would like to see more firmly established, thus mitigating their bilateral status rivalry 

within the UN framework. 

 

We find that there are strong complementarities between China and India in the 

United Nations, particularly with respect to issues relating to humanitarian 

intervention, responsible sovereignty, and the related ‘Responsibility to Protect’ as 

well as in the functional area of peacekeeping, already discussed.  We briefly examine 

these complementarities with respect to three major issues that have generated 

controversy within the United Nations in the post Cold War era: first, the UN role in 

response to the Iraqi intervention in Kuwait in 1990-91 and second, with respect to 

Libya and Syria in 2011-13. Both responses coincided with periods during which 

India served as an elected member of the Security Council. Thirdly, we examine the 

Indian and Chinese approaches to the norm of the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P), 

first agreed to in the World Summit Outcome document of September 2005. All three 

issue areas illustrate the similarities in the Chinese and Indian positions.  

 

The post-Cold War period presented both China and India with new vulnerabilities. 

The Chinese government faced major state condemnation after the Tiananmen 

bloodshed of 1989, while India lost its primary international partner, the former 

Soviet Union. Both governments responded by cleaving more tightly to a conception 
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of world order that stressed the legal sovereign equality of states and the associated 

norm of non-interference in internal affairs.  

 

Neither, however, could prevent the slow and halting development of a more activist 

and interventionist UN in the 1990s. Kofi Annan as Secretary-General, as well as his 

predecessor Boutros Boutros-Ghali, gave impetus to a redefinition of sovereignty that 

meant more than the recognition of the sovereign rights of states, but also included the 

protection of individual human beings from large-scale abuse, often inflicted by their 

own governments. 

 

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 was a pivotal moment in the post-Cold 

War functioning of the UN Security Council, ushering in a new, if temporary, phase 

of unanimity among its permanent members (Malone, 2007). However, although both 

China and India deplored the Iraqi invasion as a violation of Kuwaiti sovereignty, the 

decision to use force as well as the scope of the military campaign deepened their 

concern about the probable consequences of entering an era that witnessed 

unprecedented levels of Soviet-American cooperation (Cockayne & Malone, 2008, p. 

385). The historical references associated with UNSC Resolution 678, that authorised 

Operation Desert Storm and was passed in  November 1990, were particularly 

troubling for China and led it to abstain on that resolution despite coming under US 

pressure to vote in favour. It was the first time military action against an ‘aggressor 

state’ under Chapter VII had been used since the Korean War—a time when the UN 

had labelled China itself as an aggressor state (Foot, 1995, p. 26).  
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Taking up non-permanent membership of the Security Council from 1991-2, India, 

like China, similarly feared that the Gulf War augured a newly political and militarily 

intrusive role for the Security Council, led by the United States and its allies (Dixit, 

1996, p. 44). Indian concerns centred, in particular, on the provisions of UNSC 

Resolution 687, which, after the ceasefire and liberation of Kuwait, imposed a host of 

regulatory mechanisms on Iraq. After a long and drawn out Council meeting, both 

India and China voted in favour of Resolution 687 but it was grudging support 

(Sreenivasan, 2008, p. 104). Both countries subsequently abstained on Resolution 

688, which condemned Saddam Hussein’s repression of the Kurds and recorded that 

the refugee flows that resulted represented a threat to international peace and security. 

Beijing and New Delhi were both leery of the potential establishment of a principle of 

intervention for humanitarian purposes (Sreenivasan, 2008, p. 104). The two states 

suspected that their interpretations of the UN Charter and UN Security Council role 

were being undermined during the course of this conflict with a concomitant 

reduction in their ability to demonstrate their centrality to the unfolding events as 

members of the Council. 

 

The year 2011 opened up new controversies within the Security Council over 

questions of intervention, with the ‘Arab Spring’ prompting uprisings in both Libya 

and Syria that garnered international attention because of the repressive actions that 

the leaderships of both countries adopted in response.  

 

In February 2011, both India and China voted in favour of UNSC Resolution 1970 on 

Libya, ‘which reminded the Libyan state of its responsibility to protect its population, 

demanded an end to the violence, referred the situation to the Prosecutor of the 



25 

 

International Criminal Court (ICC), imposed an arms embargo on the country, placed 

travel bans on leading members of the government and froze regime assets overseas’ 

(Hall, 2013, p. 85). However, both China and India abstained in March on UNSC 

Resolution 1973 (as did Russia, Brazil and Germany), which authorized a no-fly zone 

and ‘all necessary measures’ to protect Libyan citizens.  

 

India backed UNSC 1970 in part because it had unanimous support and because it 

demonstrated New Delhi’s willingness to contribute to the global management of 

peace and security—the central function of the UN Security Council. However, 

India’s lack of support for Resolution 1973 was justified officially on the grounds that 

political efforts to address the situation had not gone far enough, that there was 

limited ‘credible information on the ground’, and that the ‘sovereignty, unity and 

territorial integrity of Libya’ must be respected (Government of India, 2011). China 

found itself in close alignment with Indian thinking on the Libyan case. The decision 

of both countries to support Resolution 1970 was made easier because the Arab 

League, the African Union as well as the Organization of the Islamic Conference all 

issued strongly worded statements abhorring the Gaddafi regime’s attacks on 

civilians. Neither China nor India would easily have stood alone against this level of 

unanimity. Resolution 1973 evoked a more circumspect response, however, with 

China’s UN ambassador arguing that the UN Charter needed to be respected and 

peaceful measures were necessary to end the crisis. He also mirrored India in asking 

for the efforts of the UN’s Special Envoy, the AU and Arab League to be allowed to 

continue (UNSC, 2011a). 
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In the case of Syria, where the internationalized civil war is still ongoing though at a 

diminished level, several significant draft Security Council Resolutions have attracted 

Chinese and Russian vetoes. Six of these vetoes have been cast by China, a most 

unusual stance for a government that, since it took over the Security Council seat in 

1971, has used its veto on only 12 occasions in total. Both Beijing and Moscow 

blocked an attempt at a resolution in October 2011 that would have condemned 

human rights violations in Syria, demanded the cessation of the use of force against 

civilians by Syrian authorities, and threatened the use of sanctions (UNSC, 2011b). 

They blocked another important resolution in February 2012 which similarly 

condemned the escalating violence, and gave support for the Arab League’s decision 

in January 2012 to facilitate a Syrian led political transition. India chose to abstain on 

the 2011 resolution but, in direct opposition to China, to vote in favour of the 2012 

draft. 

 

Despite the divergent responses to the February 2012 resolution, India’s and China’s 

explanations for their voting stances were remarkably similar. China vetoed because, 

while the military conflict in Syria had caused ‘significant civilian casualties, a fact 

that should attract the attention of the international community’ the issue was ‘a 

domestic one by nature, since Syria did not have disputes with its neighboring states, 

nor did it threaten to use force against its neighbors or wage a war of aggression 

against any states’ (Qu 2012).  In a similar vein, India’s position was ‘that a political 

process for the resolution of the present crisis should be led by the Syrians 

themselves’ (UNSC, 2012). Both saw the UNSC role as one of facilitation rather than 

Chapter VII-related mandatory action.  
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Given the convergences in China and India’s stances on these issues, we should 

hardly be surprised that China’s and India’s responses to R2P have similarly been 

complementary – in both cases, they have not been entirely obstructive but their 

responses illustrate an overwhelming caution. 

 

The crux of R2P is contained within paragraphs 138 and 139 of the World Summit 

Outcome Document of September 2005 (UNGA, 2005). At the largest ever gathering 

at UN Headquarters in New York, heads of state and government agreed in those 

paragraphs that ‘[e]ach individual state has the responsibility to protect its populations 

from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity’ – often 

referred to as the ‘four crimes.’ They also agreed that if a state were to be seen to be 

‘manifestly failing’ in that protection duty, the international community would first 

use ‘diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means’ to help protect populations 

from the four crimes, and next be prepared to take collective action, ‘on a case by 

case basis and in cooperation with relevant regional organizations as appropriate, 

should peaceful means be inadequate.’  

 

In 2009, the UNGA adopted a three-pillar implementation structure. It was to prove 

crucial to the understandings that have come to be attached to the norm of R2P.  The 

first pillar explicitly notes that it is the responsibility of the state to provide protection 

to its population from mass atrocities. The second pillar focuses on international 

assistance to help build a state’s capacity to prevent atrocities. The third pillar 

emphasizes the need for a ‘timely and decisive response’ on the part of the 

international community, defined as the UN Security Council, were the state to fail in 

its protection role.  
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China and India endorsed R2P as outlined in the WSOD, although in both cases their 

support for it was ‘begrudging,’ and came late because it was viewed with suspicion 

(Hall, 2013, p. 85; Foot, 2016). Both China and India strongly back pillars one and 

two, but remain wary of pillar three, which paves the way for the Security Council to 

consider interventionist measures if a state demonstrates a ‘manifest failure’ to protect 

its population from any of the four crimes outlined in the R2P doctrine. India’s and 

China’s opposition centres on what is seen as the self-interest of Western powers in 

their decisions to intervene, anxieties about their own vulnerabilities to outside 

interference, and acknowledgement that interventions often have long-lasting, 

unforeseen and undesirable consequences (Chen, 2016; Hall, 2013).   

 

In each of the cases discussed in this section, therefore, we see overlap in their world 

views and diplomatic positions such that their efforts could be viewed as 

complementary rather than competitive. Certainly, we see a Chinese and Indian desire 

to protect their particular interests, but we also perceive a serious effort to protect and 

project a form of global order that they see as more democratic. What each seeks to 

secure is legal sovereign equality, thus to prevent, as Jennifer Welsh (2013: 394) has 

put it, the move from legal egalitarianism towards a more hierarchical system of 

world politics that results in state conduct being ‘subject to oversight and punishment 

by an unspecified and unaccountable agent of the “international community”’. It is a 

position that appeals to a wide constituency in global politics, not least to those that 

had been subject to colonial exploitation in the past as well as other forms of external 

control. 
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We see, then, China and India sharing a common position as states arrayed against the 

threat or use of force, and strongly supportive of non-intervention as well as of 

political negotiation as the route to conflict resolution. These shared visions of global 

order, we argue, create the potential for status competition between China and India to 

be mitigated if India were to join the Council. Since Russia, too, has frequently 

supported non-intervention within the  decisionmaking of the Council (Allison, 2013), 

China and India could unite with Russia to balance against the power and authority of 

the United States, France and the United Kingdom. China, India and Russia each 

support a ‘thin conception’ of liberal international order, based primarily on the 

reciprocal recognition of sovereignty and the principle of non-intervention (Hurrell, 

2003). They would each potentially enjoy a club good and club status within a larger 

club in this joint power-checking role. This outcome might well serve to protect their 

material and normative interests, as well as those interests of a wider General 

Assembly membership similarly concerned about the overweening power of the P3 on 

the Security Council. It might also, however, further erode any enabling environment 

for the application of the R2P principle to protect populations from genocide, war 

crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. 

 

Conclusion 

 

If rising powers do indeed ‘form a separate hierarchical order’ and are thus prone to 

status competition among themselves (see Introduction to this special issue), and if 

China and India specifically have a history of strategic competition, we might expect 

to see a competitive dynamic at play in the interactions of these two states within the 

United Nations. However, even while China and India continue to jostle for status in 
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Asia, this dynamic appears so far to have been tempered within the UN. One primary 

reason for this is that India so far has been denied institutionalized status parity with 

China within the Security Council. They each, at present, have chosen to construct 

status with respect to such core UN activities as peacekeeping in separate domains. 

This finding suggests that any expectation of status competition must be attentive to 

contingent factors that can mute or remove that competition.  

 

At the same time, we have also argued that were they to share the same domain of the 

Security Council, the outcome would be more mixed. On the one hand, China would 

perceive its relative status position as being undermined for reasons mostly connected 

with its role as the developing country representative on the Council and the leading 

Asian state. On the other hand, here again, we see possibilities for mitigation of the 

rivalries that are attendant on what otherwise are positional hierarchies. These arise 

from China’s and India’s shared positions on the inviolability of state sovereignty and 

their common interest in countering the effects of Western dominance in world 

politics.  

 

While our finding of complementarity rather than competition is surprising, we do not 

suggest that this pattern will necessarily hold elsewhere. China and India often adopt 

discordant stances in other institutions of global and regional governance: for example 

over India’s desired membership of the Nuclear Supplier’s Group, and over the terms 

of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, a proposed 16-member free 

trade agreement that includes China and India. The UN system, however, presents us 

with a more nuanced picture. Future research might more fully explore how an 

institutional design that allows for separate status domains, and also for a balancing 
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role founded on a shared global vision, could potentially mitigate status competition 

between states within international organizations. 
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