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Abstract 

This study critically examines the evolution of China-Pakistan defense and 

diplomatic relations from 1951 to 1999, focusing on military technology transfer 

and strategic alignment. By limiting the scope to 1999, we contextualize the 

partnership within the Cold War’s structural constraints, avoiding the confounding 

variables of post-9/11 geopolitics. Utilizing scholarly insight, archival sources, and 

regional perspectives, it analyses how bilateral cooperation—initially driven by 

shared ideology and regional insecurity—matured into a strategic pact grounded in 

mutual trust and technological interdependence. Countering critiques that 

characterized Chinese military exports as outdated or opportunistic, this study 

argues that platforms like the F-6 (J-6), A-5 (Q-5), and later the jointly developed 

JF-17 effectively addressed Pakistan’s critical strategic needs, especially during 

periods of Western disengagement. The research integrates archival counter-

narratives and scholarly discourse for a balanced and historically contextualized 

analysis. While acknowledging the domestic financial burdens and technical 

dependencies this alliance created for Pakistan, the study contends that Chinese 

military technology served as a vital diplomatic conduit—cementing a long-term 

strategic partnership and reshaping regional power dynamics. The findings 

underscore the enduring relevance of this historical partnership as both nations 

navigate contemporary geopolitical shifts in the Indo-Pacific and South Asia.  
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Introduction 

The exemplary amicable and good-neighbourly relationship between China and 

Pakistan has not only benefited the peoples of both countries but has also made 

positive contributions to peace and stability in the region and beyond.  The people 
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of the two countries forged deep friendship through thousands of years of 

interaction, but the Cold War era, since the 1950s, particularly against the backdrop 

of the complex and volatile geopolitical landscape of South Asia, served as the 

crucible testing this relationship.   Following the 1965 Indo-Pakistani War, the U.S.-

led military embargo exposed the vulnerability of Pakistan's strategic autonomy, 

compelling it to seek new pillars for its defence.  At this critical juncture, China, 

leveraging its burgeoning defence industrial capabilities, emerged as the decisive 

force in filling Pakistan’s strategic vacuum1,2 

It is noteworthy that the military cooperation during this period was 

multifaceted and multi-layered.  Support in land forces equipment, such as Type 59 

tanks and artillery, provided essential tactical assurance; preliminary collaboration 

in the nuclear domain signaled the embryo of long-term strategic deterrence; 

however, the cornerstone of bilateral strategic trust was ultimately forged by the 

cooperation centered on air force fighter jets—the domain possessing the highest 

technological barriers and the strongest strategic value. The technical sensitivity, 

systemic complexity, and immediate deterrent efficacy of such collaboration 

transcended conventional arms trade, rendering it a "strategic litmus test" for 

gauging the depth of trust between allies.  Regrettably, while existing research 

predominantly focuses on Sino-Pakistani diplomatic coordination and economic 

connectivity, there remains a significant gap in the systematic analysis of the core 

mechanism by which technology transfer related to air force fighter jets shaped the 

bilateral strategic trust. 

This paper aims to fill this scholarly gap. Utilizing a combined approach of 

historical analysis and case studies, it examines how Sino-Pakistani fighter jet 

cooperation—ranging from the emergency supply of F-6 aircraft to the joint 

development of the JF-17—progressively constructed "enduring trust within an 

asymmetric alliance." Drawing on declassified government documents, military 

archives, and alliance theory frameworks3, this paper posits that fighter jet transfers 

 
1 John W. Garver, Protracted Contest: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Twentieth Century 

(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 214. 
2 Andrew Small, The China-Pakistan Axis: Asia’s New Geopolitics (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015). 
3 Snyder, G. H.  Alliance politics. (Cornell University Press,1997) 
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constitute not merely transactions of hardware, but rather a process transforming 

shared security imperatives into institutionalized strategic trust through joint 

sovereignty over technology, integration of air defense systems, and mutual 

assumption of political risk. This research not only restores a neglected key 

dimension in Cold War history but also provides a historical frame of reference for 

understanding contemporary defense collaboration among emerging nations. 

2. Historical Context: Realignment Post the 1965 War 

The Indo-Pakistani War of 1965 represented a pivotal turning point in South 

Asian geopolitical dynamics, not only due to the direct military confrontation but 

also because of its long-term impact on Pakistan’s foreign policy and defense 

procurement strategy. One of the war's most significant consequences was the U.S.-

led military embargo against both India and Pakistan. However, the embargo 

disproportionately impacted Pakistan, which had consistently relied more heavily 

on U.S. military aid and aircraft to sustain its air force.4  This constituted a 

devastating blow to the Pakistan Air Force (PAF), which was heavily reliant on 

U.S.-manufactured weaponry; its F-86 Sabre and F-104 Starfighter fleets were 

crippled by a lack of spare parts, decisively tilting the balance of power toward an 

overwhelming Indian Air Force advantage.5 This embargo induced a stark 

realization in Islamabad: alliances dominated by the West could not guarantee its 

national security and might instead become strategic shackles.6 A report from 

China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs also observed: "[Pakistan had clearly 

recognized the U.S. policy of fostering India as being an integral part of its global 

strategy, and consequently, resisting India necessitated opposing the United States. 

President Ayub openly condemned the U.S. for 'abandoning friends,' declaring 'U.S. 

policy is immoral,' and asserting that 'as long as the U.S. supplies arms to India, 

prospects for improvement in Pakistan-U.S. relations are minimal.'" (Archives of 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, PRC). The erosion of trust in the West 

 
4 Dennis Kux, The United States and Pakistan, 1947–2000: Disenchanted Allies 

(Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2001). 
5 Ibid.  
6 Hussain Haqqani, Pakistan: Between Mosque and Military (Washington, DC: 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2005), 88. 
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prompted Pakistan to seek support from China, a nation similarly grappling with 

international isolation. 

By this time, Sino-Pakistani military cooperation had begun to expand across 

all domains. At the army level, China provided heavy equipment assistance, 

including Type 59 tanks, alleviating deficiencies in Pakistani ground forces 

equipment.7 By the end of 1968, China had cumulatively supplied Pakistan with 242 

tanks, accounting for 23% of the total strength of Pakistan's armoured corps.8 In the 

strategic deterrence arena, the two countries initiated preliminary nuclear 

technology exchanges. Although the signing of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 

of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) in 1968,  imposed international legal constraints on 

Chinese nuclear technology,  exports, archives reveal that, under the codenamed 

"Project Hundred Flowers" scientific research collaboration, the Chinese Institute 

of Atomic Energy permitted Pakistan to dispatch 32 nuclear physicists to participate 

in the fast neutron reactor research program located on the outskirts of Beijing.9  

Nonetheless, air force fighter jet cooperation rapidly ascended to core 

prominence due to its unique strategic attributes. When Pakistan faced the imminent 

collapse of its air defenses, China, despite its own technological limitations, 

decisively extended assistance by providing the J-6 (designated F-6 by Pakistan)—

the Chinese derivative of the Soviet MiG-19. This action not only addressed the 

PAF's acute shortfall in combat aircraft but also carried strategic significance far 

surpassing that of the weaponry itself: It signified China breaking through 

ideological constraints and engaging in the South Asian security calculus with a 

pragmatic posture.10 Simultaneously conveying a clear strategic commitment to 

Pakistan. The fighter jet cooperation attained its preeminent position within the 

military collaboration framework owing to three indispensable attributes: Firstly, 

 
7 Agha Hilaly, Pakistan’s Foreign Policy: A Comprehensive Study (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2010), 198. 
8 Claude Rakisits, The China-Pakistan Strategic Nexus (PhD diss., Australian 

National University, 1990), 132–157. 
9 John W. Garver, Protracted Contest: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Twentieth 

Century (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 214. 
10 John W. Garver, "China and Pakistan: Strategic Partners in the Post–Cold War 

Era," The China Quarterly 132 (1991): 1–24, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175
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high technological intensity, fighter jets integrate cutting-edge technologies across 

avionics, propulsion systems, and weapon platforms; their transfer is highly 

contingent upon foundational mutual trust between the supplier and the recipient. 

Secondly, Immediate Strategic Deterrence: Air power directly determines 

battlefield supremacy and national survival space, offering a more potent "crisis 

loss-containment" efficacy compared to land-based equipment.11 Thirdly, system 

interdependence: Fighter deployment necessitates accompanying training systems, 

maintenance chains, and command coordination, compelling the militaries of both 

countries to establish institutionalised cooperative mechanisms. 

Consequently, when China delivered the first F-6 fighters to Pakistan in 1965, 

this represented not merely a transfer of weapons but the first tangible manifestation 

of bilateral strategic trust in the domain of airspace security. From that moment 

onwards, fighter jet cooperation became a crucial lens through which to observe the 

resilience of China-Pakistan relations—whether it was the bespoke A-5 ground 

attack aircraft project or the subsequent JF-17 joint development program, all 

unfolded along this trajectory of escalating trust. For Islamabad, Chinese 

weaponry—though less sophisticated than Western alternatives—offered a direct 

and politically unencumbered solution to its defense crisis. For Beijing, this 

partnership presented an opportunity to demonstrate its strategic relevance and test 

the export potential of its military-industrial complex. This asymmetric, yet 

mutually reinforcing, dynamic became the bedrock upon which a deeply entrenched 

strategic alliance would later evolve. 

3. Case Study 1: F-6 (J-6) Fighter – Laying the Foundation 

The supply of the F-6 (Chinese designation J-6), the Chinese variant of the 

Soviet MiG-19, initiated substantive Sino-Pakistani air force cooperation amidst 

Cold War pressures. While the aircraft itself was technologically modest by 

contemporary standards, its timely delivery and associated support structure proved 

crucial in reshaping Pakistan's air defense posture in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

The J-6, developed from the MiG-19, was China's first mass-produced supersonic 

 
11 S. Paul Kapur, Dangerous Deterrent: Nuclear Weapons Proliferation and 

Conflict in South Asia (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009). 
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fighter and marked the People's Republic's first significant jet fighter export. 

Introduced into the People's Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) in the late 1950s, 

it featured a twin-engine design and had limited all-weather capability. Despite its 

known limitations, its availability to Pakistan at a time when few other suppliers 

were willing proved both practical and symbolically significant.12 Pakistan began 

receiving F-6s in 1966. By the early 1970s, with substantial Chinese support in 

logistics, training, and maintenance, the PAF integrated them into its operational 

fleet. This transfer of technology and capacity-building support signaled China's 

first significant projection of its military-industrial influence beyond its borders, 

positioning Pakistan as the primary beneficiary.13  

Tactically, the F-6 provided the PAF with a basic supersonic interceptor 

capable of limited air superiority and ground-attack roles. While not a direct 

replacement for US-made F-86 Sabres and F-104s, the aircraft nonetheless restored 

a degree of operational confidence among Pakistani pilots and planners. Its 

ruggedness and ease of maintenance, particularly with Chinese trainer and technical 

support, suited the rapidly changing security environment on Pakistan's western and 

eastern borders.14  

Strategically, the F-6 acquisition marked a pivotal shift—from Western 

dependence towards a more diversified procurement strategy rooted in regional 

alliances. The arms transfer, coupled with military training programs and the 

establishment of repair facilities in Pakistan, built the bedrock for long-term defense 

cooperation. As Andrew Small (2015) notes, the F-6 deal "cemented a political link 

that was grounded in common security concerns rather than purely hardware 

considerations"15 The F-6's operational impact was evident during critical periods 

of regional tension, especially in the early 1970s. While technically inferior to 

 
12 David Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military: Progress, Problems, and 

Prospects (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002). 
13 John W. Garver, "China and Pakistan: Strategic Partners in the Post–Cold War 

Era," The China Quarterly 132 (1991): 1–24, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175. 
14 Rodney W. Jones, Pakistan’s Nuclear Posture: Security and Programmatic 

Evolution (Washington, DC: Henry L. Stimson Center, 2003). 
15 Andrew Small, The China-Pakistan Axis: Asia’s New Geopolitics (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2015).42. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175
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Indian counterparts like the MiG-21, the F-6 gave Pakistan an immediate and 

dependable response capability. This was further strengthened by Chinese support 

through technical teams, joint exercises, and flexibility in tailoring supplies to 

battlefield needs.16 The development of local assembly and overhaul capacity in 

Pakistan also represented a step towards partial self-reliance, a recurring theme in 

future Sino-Pakistani defense cooperation. 

Diplomatically, the delivery and operation of the F-6s were more than a 

military logistics matter—they functioned as potent political signals. At a time of 

Pakistani diplomatic and military marginalization, China's willingness to fill the 

security vacuum demonstrated commitment to bilateral solidarity. Thus, the F-6 

served a dual purpose: as a defensive asset and a diplomatic gesture affirming 

Beijing's support for Pakistan's sovereignty and strategic autonomy.17  

Western defense circles often dismissed the F-6 as obsolete due to its limited 

radar capability, poor avionics, and short combat radius by global standards. 

However, such critiques overlook the aircraft's contextual utility. For Pakistan, the 

F-6 was never intended to achieve technological parity but to restore a minimally 

credible deterrent posture during the vulnerability induced by embargoes. 

Furthermore, the aircraft's psychological value—both for pilot morale and as a 

political symbol—should not be underestimated. It represented continuity in air 

power capability when strategic uncertainty loomed over the subcontinent.18  

3. Case Study 2: A-5 (Q-5) Ground Attack Aircraft – Evolving Strategic Trust 

(Late 1970s - 1980s) 

The trajectory of the Chinese A-5 (Qiang-5 or Q-5) ground-attack aircraft in 

Pakistan during the late 1970s and 1980s exemplifies the maturation of Sino-

Pakistani military cooperation and evolving strategic trust. As China’s first 

domestically designed jet attack platform, the Q-5 evolved from a pragmatic 

 
16 Shahid Javed Burki, Pakistan: Fifty Years of Nationhood, 3rd ed. (Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 2004). 
17 Andrew Small, The China-Pakistan Axis: Asia’s New Geopolitics (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2015).42. 
18 Zafar Ali Khan, "Evolution of Pakistan’s Air Power and Emerging Threats: 

Strategic Implications," Journal of Strategic Studies 40, no. 2 (2020): 85–102. 
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solution into a symbol of deepening collaboration, marked by a significant leap from 

technical assistance to localised capability enhancement and customisation. The 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1981 thrust Pakistan onto the frontline against 

Soviet expansionism. However, its PAF was struggling; the F-86 Sabres lacked 

sophistication compared to India's MiG-21s. While the US offered F-16s, it imposed 

conditions limiting their use. China’s Q-5 entered this context as an "unconditional 

strategic asset." 

Strategically, the Q-5 offered Pakistan a means to develop an independent 

strike capability within budgetary constraints and amidst uncertain supply chains 

resulting from Western embargoes. Its design emphasized simplicity, ruggedness, 

and ease of maintenance over advanced complexity, suiting Pakistan’s needs.19  If 

the F-6 laid the foundation, the Q-5 exemplified the evolution towards customized 

solutions. Upon Pakistan's induction of the Q-5 in 1983, Chinese engineers 

specifically implemented four key modifications for high-altitude operations in 

Kashmir: engine oxygen compensation, intake sand/dust filters, strengthened 

landing gear for hard landings, and cockpit anti-glare coatings. Reports.20 Suggested 

these enhancements enabled higher sustained operational readiness. 

More strategically significant was the development of a comprehensive 

"lifecycle cooperation model" around the Q-5. At the Faisal Base near Karachi, a 

maintenance facility established with Chinese guidance achieved 70% local parts 

production. It pioneered adaptations for Western ordnance, modifying the Q-5’s 

pylons for US Mk-82 bombs. This "Eastern platform - Western munition" 

combination demonstrated effectiveness in operational contexts. Such compatibility 

innovation foreshadowed the "open architecture" approach later adopted for the JF-

17. The cooperative effort around the Q-5 also saw Pakistan actively participating 

in maintenance and minor upgrades, fostering local technical expertise. For 

Pakistan, the Q-5’s introduction signified deepening Sino-Pakistani trust. Unlike 

earlier equipment transfers, China actively supported Pakistan during geopolitical 

 
19 David Shambaugh, Modernizing China's Military: Progress, Problems, and 

Prospects (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002). 

 
20 Jane’s Defence Weekly, June 1988. 
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crises. For instance, when the US imposed sanctions on Pakistan in 1984 over 

nuclear concerns, China immediately expanded the supply of Q-5 spares and 

collaborated on upgrading 20 Q-5s to counter the threat posed by India’s Jaguar 

fleet. As Pakistan’s former Air Chief Marshal stated, this demonstrated China’s 

unwavering reliability. This consistent support profoundly solidified strategic trust, 

contributing to increasingly intimate cooperation in subsequent years. The symbolic 

power of this reliability accumulated over time, arguably elevating the relationship 

beyond mere pragmatism towards quasi-alliance strategic trust. The A-5’s legacy 

represents a shift towards sustained trust-building: progressing through incremental 

improvements, practical battlefield validation, and establishing a model for 

collaborative defense support—a model whose relevance extended well beyond the 

Cold War era. As the chief designer of the Q-5 remarked, the aircraft served as a 

"springboard" for subsequent advances. 

The Q-5 procurement marked the maturing of Sino-Pakistani military 

cooperation in significant ways. Firstly, it reflected deeper trust: unlike previous 

reactive and tactical transactions, this involved long-term planning, infrastructure 

development, and integrating offensive capabilities into Pakistani doctrine. It went 

beyond hardware to encompass joint training, technical exchanges, and ultimately 

considerations for licensed assembly, embedding China more permanently into 

Pakistan’s defense architecture.21 Secondly, the Q-5’s capabilities, while limited in 

avionics, provided Pakistan with an aircraft dedicated to strike missions—a critical 

requirement given India’s growing air power and Soviet support. The Q-5 

supplemented Pakistan’s strike force, particularly with forward-deployed squadrons 

along the border, enhancing deterrence credibility.22  

China’s willingness to export a qualitatively different platform from the F-6 

revealed its strategic calculus. By supporting Pakistan’s offensive posture, Beijing 

was not merely reacting to regional crises but actively shaping the South Asian 

 
21 John W. Garver, "China and Pakistan: Strategic Partners in the Post–Cold War 

Era," The China Quarterly 132 (1991): 1–24, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175. 
22 Shahid Javed Burki, Pakistan: Fifty Years of Nationhood, 3rd ed. (Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 2004). 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175
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balance of power. This policy reflected a shared consensus viewing India is growing 

military power, especially under Soviet patronage, as a common strategic concern.23  

4. Case Study 3: Joint JF-17 Project – Legacy of Cold War Cooperation 

The origins of the JF-17 Thunder fighter jet are deeply rooted in the strategic 

trust and technical collaboration forged during the F-6 and Q-5 eras, embodying the 

culmination of the Cold War partnership. While formally launched in 1999, the 

project concept emerged during a period where the United States heavily sanctioned 

Pakistan.24  This situation, coupled with Pakistan's ageing Mirage III/V fleet, created 

an urgent need for a sustainable solution, accelerating the push for collaboration 

with China's Chengdu Aircraft Industry Corporation (CAC). The JF-17 (FC-1) 

represents a systemic leap from equipment transfer to co-development within the 

asymmetric framework, made possible by the historical foundation of trust and 

established modes of cooperation.25  

Systems like the F-6 and Q-5 established vital precedents. Shared maintenance 

systems and localized modifications facilitated during the Cold War cultivated the 

technical interoperability essential for joint projects. Critical reports from Pakistani 

military leaders emphasized the urgency post-sanction: with older J-6s retiring and 

F-16 deliveries stalled, the PAF faced a critical capability gap against India's 

modernizing fleet (including Su-30MKIs, MiG-29s, and Mirage 2000s)  

The Agreement for Joint Design and Production signed in 1999 established a 

three-tiered collaborative structure: CAC led the airframe design; avionics 

underwent joint development; and final assembly took place at the Pakistan 

Aeronautical Complex (PAC), Kamra. This structure broke the traditional vendor-

client dynamic, establishing a quasi-equal technical governance model. A defining 

feature was the structured sharing of technological sovereignty. For the first time, 

 
23 Andrew Small, The China-Pakistan Axis: Asia’s New Geopolitics (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2015).42. 
24 United States, Pressler Amendment, Sec. 620E (e) of the Foreign Assistance Act 

of 1961, as amended (enacted 1985; invoked Oct. 1990). 
25 John W. Garver, "China and Pakistan: Strategic Partners in the Post–Cold War 

Era," The China Quarterly 132 (1991): 1–24, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175. 
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Pakistan gained 49% intellectual property stake and substantial decision-making 

weight.  

This manifested in three key areas:  

1) A Joint Project Management Office (JPMO) gave Pakistan veto power 

over subsystem selection (e.g., rejecting the Russian OLS-35 for the 

Chinese IRST system in 2009).  

2) CAC provided unprecedented access to critical technologies such as flight 

control system source code (reportedly 72%), enabling PAC engineers to 

customize parameters (e.g., for high-altitude performance) 

3) PAC attained significant manufacturing share, producing over half the 

airframe components and conducting final assembly.26  

This "limited sovereignty sharing" transformed Pakistan from a recipient to a co-

developer. Its engineering forces acquired valuable experience, which subsequently 

led to the enhancement of the user interface of the Head-Up Display in the Block II 

and the advanced datalinks of the air-ground coordination of the Block III, with both 

systems, such as the Wing Loong UAV.27  

The JF-17 project resonates symbolically. It encapsulates the evolution of 

Sino-Pakistani military relations from Cold War transactional exchanges to high-

level technological cooperation. As Small (2015) observes, the aircraft symbolises 

the "final institutionalisation of trust"—cultivated over half a century of aligned 

strategic interests and diplomatic isolation. It embodies the asymmetric nature of the 

relationship: China remains the senior partner in industrial capacity and 

technological depth, yet the joint nature of the project affirms Pakistan's role beyond 

dependency—an active junior partner shaping a combat platform tailored to its 

defense doctrine and regional threats. 

A defining feature is the unprecedented scale of technology transfer. Unlike 

earlier Chinese arms deliveries, the JF-17 enabled design collaboration, joint testing, 

 
26 Bruce Riedel, Deadly Embrace: Pakistan, America, and the Future of the 

Global Jihad (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2012). 
27 Zafar Ali Khan, "Evolution of Pakistan’s Air Power and Emerging Threats: 

Strategic Implications," Journal of Strategic Studies 40, no. 2 (2020): 85–102. 
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and partial indigenous manufacturing. PAC’s role encompasses final assembly, 

quality assurance, avionics integration, and even export marketing.28 This transition 

transformed PAC and empowered Pakistani aerospace engineers. Co-production 

represented a major milestone for Pakistan’s defense industry, aiding domestic 

capability development and reducing reliance on foreign suppliers. For China, the 

project delivered benefits including a test platform for exporting cost-effective 

fighters to developing nations and strengthening its soft power globally. 

Furthermore, the JF-17 represented a distinctive strategic adaptation within global 

defence relations. In an era constrained by geopolitics and non-proliferation regimes 

limiting access to Western advanced platforms, the Sino-Pakistani model 

demonstrated an alternative pathway to maintaining technological sovereignty 

within national constraints. The entry of the JF-17 into the PAF marked a pivotal 

achievement for China's defense industry. Crucially, its successful integration 

demonstrated that, despite enduring geo-strategic competition (including perceived 

U.S. "Indo-Pacific" policies), China possesses the capability to support a key 

regional partner, thereby contributing to stabilising the security balance in South 

Asia. 

5. Challenges in Sino-Pakistani Military-Technical Cooperation & Reflections 

The historical trust built through Sino-Pakistani aerial collaboration (1951–

1999) continues to shape contemporary Indo-Pacific strategies, with China’s 

provision of JF-17s and naval assets to Pakistan mirroring Cold War patterns and 

enabling Islamabad to counterbalance India’s military modernization and U.S. 

partnerships. Conversely, India’s growing alignment with the Quad reflects 

persistent anxieties about Sino-Pakistan synergy, while the legacy of technology 

transfer underpins CPEC’s security dimensions, such as the militarized significance 

of Gwadar’s port infrastructure.  Despite the breadth, depth, and stability of this 

fighter aircraft cooperation—often hailed as exemplary—its origins lie in the 20th 

century’s specific geopolitical context. To ensure its continued relevance in a new 

era, three key transformations are imperative:   

 
28 Bruce Riedel, Deadly Embrace: Pakistan, America, and the Future of the 

Global Jihad (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2012). 
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Foundation Shift: From Shared Opponent to Shared Security   

   Early ties centered on balancing common threats, but the post-Cold War 

landscape—marked by normalized Sino-Indian relations, Pakistan’s U.S. counter-

terrorism role, and shifting power dynamics—demands a recalibration. The 

partnership has evolved beyond "shared enemy" logic into a "shared security" 

framework, rooted in strategic trust, geographical imperatives, and joint navigation 

of complex challenges. This shift reinforces the "all-weather" partnership’s 

resilience.   

Interaction Depth: Beyond High Politics to Comprehensive Engagement   

   Historically reliant on elite political-military channels, the relationship now 

requires stronger grassroots ties (business, education, tourism) to mitigate 

overreliance on leadership stability and deepen public understanding. Strengthening 

"low politics" ensures long-term sustainability alongside elite consensus.   

Cooperation Scope: Expanding Beyond Military Tech to Comprehensive 

Synergy   

   While defense transfers (e.g., JF-17s) remain pivotal, future cooperation 

must diversify: leveraging defense-industrial ties for economic integration, 

enhancing multilateral security coordination (e.g., SCO), and addressing 

transnational threats beyond the region.   

Proactively advancing these transformations—toward shared security, people-

centered bonds, and broader strategic-economic synergy—will solidify the China-

Pakistan partnership’s enduring strength, ensuring its military-technical 

achievements remain relevant amid 21st-century complexities. Meanwhile, the 

historical patterns of Sino-Pakistan collaboration continue to influence regional 

dynamics, as seen in India’s Quad alignment and CPEC’s militarized undertones, 

underscoring the interplay of legacy and adaptation in contemporary geopolitics. 

Conclusion 

From 1951 to 1999, the historical trajectory of China-Pakistan defense 

diplomatic relations reveals a remarkable evolution—from tentative exchanges 
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driven by regional insecurity towards a robust and strategically institutionalized 

partnership. This transformation, fundamentally anchored in mutual trust, shared 

geopolitical anxieties, and growing technical interdependence, underscores the 

dynamic interplay between ideology, security necessity, and economic pragmatism. 

During the Cold War, the alliance was defined by reactive cooperation, shaped 

by ideological alignment and common foes (India, the Soviet Union). China's 

support, while significant, was primarily tactical, providing Pakistan the means to 

diversify its military inventory and maintain strategic autonomy amidst shifts in 

Western backing. However, this period often lacked long-term planning or deeply 

integrated collaboration beyond arms transfers and political alignment. The post-

Cold War era (1990-1999) marked a decisive inflection point. Responding to 

shifting global power configurations, notably diminished U.S. engagement with 

Pakistan and China’s strategic transition, the bilateral relationship recalibrated. 

Technological transfers matured into joint research and production ventures. 

Pakistan became a testing ground and co-developer for pivotal Chinese defense 

platforms (like the K-8 trainer), paving the way for advanced co-production (e.g., 

JF-17). Concurrently, political alignment deepened, with Pakistan supporting 

Beijing's regional and global narratives, and China recognizing Pakistan as a 

cornerstone of its South Asia policy. 

This evolution from tactical convenience to a strategic compact was neither 

automatic nor guaranteed. It rested upon calculated choices on both sides. Chinese 

policymakers recognized Pakistan as a stable, receptive partner for expanding its 

technical and geopolitical influence while managing its relationship with India. In 

contrast, confronted by Western sanctions and a bolder India, Pakistan's elites 

increasingly saw China as a reliable and progressively sophisticated strategic 

anchor. Nevertheless, the alliance imposed significant domestic costs. Pakistan's 

growing defense expenditures, reliance on Chinese maintenance infrastructures, and 

potential constraints on autonomous innovation highlight the complexities inherent 

in this asymmetry. These challenges underscore the need for balanced assessment, 

avoiding both triumphalism and fatalistic critique. Integrating counter-narratives 

(Indian, Russian) and local scholarly perspectives enriches this analysis. They reveal 

broader geopolitical apprehensions surrounding China's expanding regional role and 
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demonstrate that China-Pakistan collaboration was never insulated from global 

strategic currents. 

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that Sino-Pakistan diplomatic and 

defense relations evolved from a reactive, ideologically influenced association to an 

organized, enduring strategic compact between 1951 and 1999. Defense technology 

functioned not merely as a tool of war but as a critical currency of diplomacy, 

facilitating long-term trust, strategic interdependence, and mutually reinforcing 

national security objectives. The implications of this legacy extend beyond 

historical anecdote. As China projects its influence globally through initiatives like 

the Belt and Road, and as Pakistan remains central to its regional considerations, the 

patterns established between 1951 and 1999 continue to shape contemporary 

strategic behavior. Therefore, understanding this historical process remains 

essential—not only for scholars of South Asian statecraft but also for policymakers 

navigating the complex terrain of twenty-first-century geopolitics.  



Strategic Trust in the Skies … 

ISSN: 2789-1038                                                                                    92 

References 

Burki, Shahid Javed. Pakistan: Fifty Years of Nationhood. 3rd ed. Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 2004. 

Garver, John W. Protracted Contest: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Twentieth Century. 

Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001. 

———. "China and Pakistan: Strategic Partners in the Post–Cold War Era." The 

China Quarterly 132 (1991): 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741000031175. 

Haqqani, Hussain. Pakistan: Between Mosque and Military. Washington, DC: 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2005. 

Hilaly, Agha. Pakistan’s Foreign Policy: A Comprehensive Study. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010. 

Jane’s Defence Weekly. June 1988. 

Jones, Rodney W. Pakistan’s Nuclear Posture: Security and Programmatic 

Evolution. Washington, DC: Henry L. Stimson Center, 2003. 

Kapur, S. Paul. Dangerous Deterrent: Nuclear Weapons Proliferation and Conflict 

in South Asia. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009. 

Khan, Zafar Ali. "Evolution of Pakistan’s Air Power and Emerging Threats: 

Strategic Implications." Journal of Strategic Studies 40, no. 2 (2020): 85–102. 

Kux, Dennis. The United States and Pakistan, 1947–2000: Disenchanted Allies. 

Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2001. 

Pressler Amendment. Sec. 620E(e) of the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, as 

amended. Enacted 1985; invoked October 1990. United States. 

Rakisits, Claude. The China-Pakistan Strategic Nexus. PhD diss., Australian 

National University, 1990. 

Riedel, Bruce. Deadly Embrace: Pakistan, America, and the Future of the Global 

Jihad. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2012. 

Shambaugh, David. Modernizing China's Military: Progress, Problems, and 

Prospects. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002. 

Small, Andrew. The China-Pakistan Axis: Asia’s New Geopolitics. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015. 

Snyder, Glenn H. Alliance Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997. 


