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East Asia is one of the regions that is suffering the most for the presence of pro-independence 

movements. In India, the strongest pressures are related to the so called “East Territories”, the seven 

states connected to the Sub-continent by a narrow corridor of land. For years, those states have 

tried to get greater autonomy. Today, while Pakistan has the problem of Baluchistan, China seems 

the country experiencing heavier pressures. Besides the historical claims of Tibet and Xinjiang, Hong 

Kong has been adding new pressures on the eastern side. 

Chinese reluctance to grant more autonomy to some of its territories links back to the strong 

will of the ruling class not to compromise with anything related to Chinese territorial sovereignty. In 

fact, the main concern of the ruling class is that granting greater autonomy to some territories could 

weaken the authority of the Party.  

While it is true that Beijing is not willing to grant formal autonomy to the territories asking for it, 

it is also true that Chinese perception of the concept of sovereignty is very complex. For Chinese 

people, the idea of territorial sovereignty is similar to Tian Xia (天下), literally “all under heaven”. 

According to the Chinese tradition, everything that is under the sky belongs to the son of the sky, 

that is the Emperor. Not only that: according to its traditional interpretation, the concept of Tian Xia  

(天下) has no territorial dimension.  

This can explain the Chinese difficulty to refer to a geographically limited space. During the 

years of the Empire, China always used the term “suzerainty” (rather than “sovereignty”) to define 

its relationship with the satellite states. A relationship grounded on the respect and recognition of 

China as the reference point in the region. This relationship also gave the “subjected” states 

remarkable advantages from both economic and military perspective.  

When China was forced to deal with the term “sovereignty” in its Western understanding, it 

became compulsory for Beijing to start changing its attitude towards sovereignty, What China 

decided to do was attributing more importance to the formal rather than the operational side of the 

concept. The importance given to the juridical dimension - that is the acknowledgement of a certain 

territory as part of a country (The People’s Republic of China, in this case) - is behind the compromise 

“one country, two systems” for Hong Kong and Macao. For the same reason, Tibet and Xinjiang 

obtained the status of “autonomous regions” and Taiwan was offered the formula “one country, two 

governments”, which has never been accepted. 

From the Chinese point of view, the new status was not a mere formality rather a real attempt 

to reconcile the pro-independence pressures by splitting sovereignty into two dimensions: legal and 

operational. If legal sovereignty still belongs to Beijing, several territories have been granted 

significant autonomy over the last decades. Few might still remember that it was Deng Xiaoping the 

first to envisage a “definitive return” of Taiwan to China with a formula allowing Taipei to keep 

maximum autonomy on the political and economic system, as well as on the army. 

Going back to the central focus of the issue – the strength of pro-independence groups in 

China – the attitude of the country is much debated given the greater assertiveness used to contain 

the demands for autonomy coming from its minorities groups. Starting with Tibet and Xinjiang some 

years ago, Beijing is further restricting the civil liberties of minorities. The seizure of passports, the 

official registration of sharp and blunt objects’ owners and the massive enforcement of patriotic 

school curriculum are all recent and very restrictive initiatives. These measures have become even 

more common as long as the pressures coming from pro-independence groups increase.  
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Pro-independence pressures also augmented thanks to the external support they obtained thanks 

to the successful “awareness campaigns” promoted with the support of international public opinion. 

The same happened in Hong Kong: after the “formal return” to China of the former British 

colony in 1997, Hong Kong continued to keep the autonomy it achieved, contradicting all predictions 

imagining the city going towards an avoidable Chinese assimilation. It is important to remember that 

the situation did not worsen when local population began to speak about universal suffrage, but 

rather when the movement Occupy Central (later leading to the 2014 Umbrella Revolution) launched 

the proposal to transform Hong Kong into a democracy. Although Beijing has never set limits on 

Hong Kong operational sovereignty, the Party has adopted a harder and more intransigent position 

to confront its new requests for formal autonomy.  

This does not mean that Beijing is right and that territories like Hong Kong do not have the 

right to ask for greater autonomy. Instead, these premises explain why Beijing has always been 

accommodating when dealing with requests for operational autonomy and why it has stopped 

(recurring to violence, when needed) any request for legal autonomy. Under these circumstances, 

the only way to obtain some sort of concessions from Beijing is the one of aiming more for the de 

facto rather than for the de jure dimension of sovereignty.  

In India and Pakistan, the situation is much different. Despite the abundance of natural local 

resources, Baluchistan is one of the poorest regions of Pakistan. Guerrilla movements operate in 

this extremely wide region since 1948 and it is hard to make a reliable assessment of how many 

victims the armed conflict between the army and the rebels has provoked. The rebels ask for the 

control on natural resources, to manage the profits as a tool to foster the economic development of 

the region. The guerrilla has been ongoing for so long that it has created new contrasts among the 

rebels. Apparently, during the last few years many senior figures of the insurgent movement have 

tried to open a dialogue with the Pakistani government. At the same time, rumours within the group 

stress the weakness of the group itself, with a growing number of rebels confirmed to have turned 

their weapons over. 

China has invested 46 billion dollars in the region to “contribute to its stabilization” having 

important economic interests in the exploitation of local resources. However, decades of guerrilla, 

extreme poverty, and the difficulty of finding a reliable interlocutor have made the achievement of 

any real result impossible. Accordingly, Baluchistan remains a highly unstable and dangerous 

territory. 

For many decades, India’s problems have been concentrated on the Easter border. Tripura, 

Mizoram, Manipur, Nagaland, Meghalaya, Assam and Arunachal Pradesh are all states that have 

been struggling to convince New Delhi to recognize their authority on these territories. The strategic 

importance of the area, and the need to weaken India in the region, led Pakistan and China to 

strongly support these states in their demands for autonomy, both directly and indirectly. At the end 

of the 1960s, Beijing and Islamabad even established an ad hoc office to coordinate the supply of 

weapons and resources to these areas, as well as to manage together the rise of new insurgent 

groups. 

Chinese and Pakistani support to pro-independence groups has unavoidably made India more 

intransigent, forcing New Delhi to nip any ambition of authority coming from the East in the bud.  

The recent crisis at the border with Bhutan (triggered by the Chinese decision to build a road right 

on the only piece of land connecting the Easter states with continental India) confirms how New Delhi 

is very alert not to loosen its grip on a territory where its position is quite vulnerable.  

 


