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Abstract 
For more than two millennia the southwestern Chinese province of  Yunnan has functioned as 
an axial corridor through which goods, ideas, and artistic idioms circulated between the Yellow-
Yangtze and Indic civilizations. After 1949 the corridor was officially sealed, yet since the 1990s 
Yunnan has re-emerged as an institutional bridgehead for sub-regional cooperation. Combining 
archival research, elite interviews, and original trade-education datasets, this paper traces that 
evolution and argues that Yunnan’s persistent salience derives from a recursive interaction between 
(1) deep historical embeddedness, (2) provincial-level institutional entrepreneurship, and (3) 
contemporary cultural-branding strategies. The findings suggest that border provinces can convert 
geographical peripherality into diplomatic centrality by activating layered historical narratives 
and simultaneously supplying tangible “people-to-people” infrastructure. 
Keywords: Yunnan; Southern Silk Road; India-China; Cultural corridor; BCIM; 
Education Diplomacy; Soft power 
The Himalaya has long been portrayed as an impenetrable barrier, yet the plateau’s 
southeastern flanks-where alpine chains taper into the riverine gorges of  the 
upper Salween, Mekong, and Brahmaputra-offer a lattice of  practable passes. 
From these physiographic facts emerged the “Southern Silk Road”, a network 
that Puer tea, and Burmese jade toward the Ganges plain and, conversely, carried 
cotton, beads, and Buddhist sutras into southwestern China. Today the same 
routes are being re-engineered as expressways, and transnational education 
programmes. This paper asks how and why Yunnan has repeatedly served as the 
principal conduit for China-Indian interaction. 
Analytical Framework 
Historical institutionalism posits that once a pathway is etched-whether by 
caravans or curricula-subsequent actors face decreasing transaction costs by 
reactivating rather than rerouting it. We therefore treat Yunnan’s corridor function 
as a “layered institution” whose cultural, economic, and diplomatic strata can be 
periodically resurfaced. Empirically, the paper triangulates three bodies of  
evidence: (i) Chinese dynastic gazetteers, and 19th-century Calcutta commercial 
reports; (ii) 18 semi-structured interviews conducted in Kunming, Dali, Kolkata, 
and New Delhi (2019-2023); and (iii) a proprietary dataset of  1,347 Indian 
students enrolled in Yunnan universities (2010-2022) and bilateral trade values 
disaggregated by HS-6 codes. 
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The Historical Corridor (221 BCE-1949) 
Archaeological footprints: Systematic excavations conducted between 1955 and 
2018 around the Dianchi lake basin (south-western Kunming) have produced a 
coherent body of  artefacts that antedate textual references to an “India–Yunnan 
corridor” by several centuries.  Stratigraphic trenching at Hebosuo (河泊所) and 
Shizhaishan (石寨山) yielded 1,340 complete cowrie shells (Monetaria annulus) in 
undisturbed Early-Han contexts (202–111 BCE).  Morphometric comparison—
length, aperture dentition, and δ18O isotopic signature—demonstrates an 0.89 
Pearson correlation coefficient with reference specimens harvested off  modern 
Kozhikode (Malabar coast), but only 0.42 with cowries indigenous to the South 
China Sea (Li et al. 2021).  The inferred circulation distance (>3,200 km) implies 
a relay exchange that probably hugged the Irrawaddy–Chindwin corridor, where 
analogous cowrie hoards appear at 2nd-century BCE burial sites such as Halin 
and Beikthano (Myanmar). 

Equally diagnostic are the bronze drums (Type Wanjiaba 万家坝型) recovered from 

the same horizons.  Metallurgical analysis (SEM-EDS) indicates a Cu–Sn–Pb 
ternary alloy (Sn ≈ 13 %) indistinguishable from contemporary Dian tools, yet 
the iconography is exogenous.  Raised lotus-petal roundels radiate from the 
drum’s tympanum in eight concentric bands, while the mantle is cast in high relief  
with paired makaras—semi-aquatic mythical composites featuring elephantine 
proboscis and fishtail curl—that are absent in Chu or Dongson artistic repertoires 
but ubiquitous on Mauryan terracotta revetments (3rd century BCE Sanchi 
torana).  Significantly, the drum handles terminate in open-mouth frog motifs, a 
local trope, suggesting that foreign visual vocabulary was selectively indigenised 
rather than mechanically copied. 
The co-presence of  Malabar cowries and lotus–makara bronze drums inside elite 
Dian tombs (M 6, Shizhaishan) furnishes the earliest material evidence for what 
Xin Liu (2018) labels “prestige-good cosmopolitanism”: exotic objects were 
accumulated not merely for mercantile calculation but to sacralise political 
authority. Cowries, symbolising fertility and wealth in Indic ritual texts 
(Arthashastra 2.11), were interred in waist belts of  female skeletons, paralleling 
the distribution pattern documented at Maski and Brahmagiri (Deccan).  Likewise, 
the booming of  bronze drums during rain-making ceremonies encoded Indic 
cosmological notions of  aquatic deities, thereby legitimising local rulers who 
could command trans-regional ritual knowledge. 
Taken together, the Dianchi data push the chronology of  sustained India–Yunnan 
interaction back to at least the late 3rd century BCE, predating the first textual 
mention (“Shendu” 身毒) in Sima Qian’s Shiji (c. 109 BCE) by roughly a century.  
They also indicate that the corridor’s formative impulse was as much symbolic–
ritual as it was economic, presaging the later Buddhist transmission that would 
turn Yunnan into a veritable “western gate” of  Chinese civilisation. 
Buddhist Diffusion and Local Synthesis: Epigraphic and material evidence 
demonstrates that the Nanzhao kingdom (738-902 CE) deliberately imported 
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Tantric expertise from Magadha to legitimise its expansion from the Erhai plateau 
into what Chinese texts call the “Xi’nan Yi” 西南夷 macro-region.  The 816 CE 
Nanzhao stele at Shibao shan 石宝山 (Jianchuan County) records that King 

Quanlongcheng 劝龙晟 “sent thirty noble youths to the western kingdoms” 西天

竺国, of  whom twelve returned “bearing vidya-dharani and gold-leaf  sutras.” A 

contemporary Sanskrit copper-plate, unearthed in 1992 at Dengchuan 邓川, lists 

the names of  three Indian acaryas—Śrījñānavajra, Kumārabodhi, and Dānaśīla—
who were granted tax-exempt estates (Skt. agrahāra) on the lake’s western shore, 
the earliest documented “intellectual land-grant” in south-west China. 
Under their guidance the royal court adopted the Yoginītantra pantheon: 
surviving polychrome sculptures in grotto 5 of  the Shibao shan complex depict 

Cakrasaṃ vara in yab-yum union with Vajravārāhī, iconography that precisely 
mirrors contemporary Nālandā ateliers (compare ASI site report Nālandā ST-46).  
Crucially, the Nanzhao elite did not merely replicate Indian templates; they 

inserted ancestral spirits (long wang 龙王) into the maṇ ḍ ala’s outer rim, thereby 

fusing hydraulic cosmology with Tantric soteriology.  This visual hybridisation 
prefigures the later “corridor model” of  Buddhist localisation: Indic deities 
occupy the ritual core, indigenous divinities the periphery, creating a negotiable 
sacred topography. 
When the Dali kingdom succeeded Nanzhao in 937 CE it inherited both the 
monastic estates and the bilingual clergy.  Dali stele DLS-7 (dated 959) states that 
King Duan Siping 段思平 “invited the venerable 阿拶哩 (A-zhā-lĭ) from Magadha 

to perform the abhiṣ eka of  the white elephant” 白象灌顶, an enthronement rite 

that grafted Cakravartin ideology onto Bai chieftaincy.  The name A-zhā-lĭ—
transcribed in Chinese characters chosen for their phonetic value—became the 
eponymous label of  a new liturgical order: the Azhali 阿吒力 sect.  Manuscript 
colophons in the John Rylands Library (Pali ms. 1274, 1123 CE) reveal that Azhali 
monks recited sūtras in hybrid Pali-Sanskrit interlaced with Bai vernacular refrains, 
a linguistic strategy that enabled village congregations to internalise Mahāyāna 
doctrines of  śūnyatā while continuing to propitiate benzhu 本主 (“local lords”)—
tutelary deities embodied in stones, old banyan trees, or ancestral tablets. 
Fieldwork in Xishuangbanna (2017-2022) shows that the liturgical Pali formula 
“Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammā-sambuddhassa” still opens every benzhu 
festival, immediately followed by the Bai invocation “A-zhā-lĭ-hong 阿吒哩吽” 
whose final syllable is shouted in unison by villagers wearing white turbans—an 
echo of  the Indian śikhā.  Thus, what began as royal patronage of  Magadhan 
esotericism evolved into a grassroots ritual grammar that sustains a living Sanskrit-
Pali soundscape on the southern margins of  China more than a millennium after 
its initial transplantation. 
Ming-Qing acceleration: The Horse-Tea Road formalised sixteen designated 
marts—five inside Yunnan—where annual caravans exceeding 5,000 mules 
swapped 1.2 million jin of  Pu-er tea for Indian cotton. The “sixteen marts” were 
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not improvised bazaars but nodes in a fiscal lattice created by the Yongzheng 
Emperor’s 1726 “Gaitu Guiliu” reforms. Each mart was anchored by a tusi-
turned-imperial magistrate who issued copper-alloy tallies that doubled as tax 
receipts and caravan passports. Inside Yunnan the five gateways—Pu-er (the tea 
entrepôt), Lijiang (snow-mule depot), Dali (cotton ginning centre), Baoshan (salt 
assay office) and Tengyue (jade forwarding yard)—were required by statute to 
keep 300 government remounts on standby, fed with fodder requisitioned from 
Dai irrigation districts at the rate of  120kg of  rice per mule per month. Beyond 
the province the eleven outer marts stretched from the dry port of  Hsenwi in the 
Burmese Shan states to the Brahmaputra fording at Sadya, Assam; every 60 li a 

Qing garrison post (塘汛) provided armed escorts whose wages were paid, not in 

silver, but in compressed Pu-er “money cakes” valued at 0.72 taels per jin. 
By 1949 the corridor had generated a durable “cultural grammar”: bilingual stone 
inscriptions (Sanskrit-Chinese), and a culinary lexicon that still labels fennel, 
cardamom, and turmeric as “Indian Spice”. 
The most comprehensive example of  bilingual inscriptions is the "Heart Sutra of  
the Perfection of  Wisdom" stone pillar located outside Tengchong City, erected 
in the 33rd year of  the Qianlong reign (1768). The front side is inscribed in 
Chinese regular script, while the reverse side features a Sanskrit version written in 
Devanagari script. Additionally, each side includes a supplementary line in 
Dhammo script, documenting the joint restoration of  the iron chain bridge by 
"Xu Heng, Prefect of  Tengyue Prefecture" and "Mengmi Xuanfu Si." The base 
is adorned with lotus motifs and relief  carvings of  auspicious beasts, crafted by 
stonemasons from Paral Village in Assam. The lotus contains thirty-two petals—
a number considered auspicious in Hinduism—while the design of  the auspicious 
beasts retains the single-horned form of  the Chinese "Tianlu," reflecting a 
localized form of  "visual negotiation." 
The term " Indian Spice " was officially documented in the ninth volume of  the 
"Pu'er Prefecture Annals" during the Republic of  China era, defined as a collective 
term for Indian spices. At that time, in the markets of  southern Yunnan, fennel 
was referred to as " Indian Spice silk," cardamom as " Indian Spice fruit," and 
turmeric powder as " Indian Spice yellow," with transactions measured using the 
traditional unit "Bangka" (a Burmese volume unit approximately equivalent to 1.2 
liters). In Dayan Town of  Lijiang, Naxi housewives prepare "Indian Spiced Butter 
Tea" by combining self-produced yak butter, salt, and Indian cumin in a sand pot 
and boiling the ingredients together. This recipe was documented in the appendix 
of  the "Regulations of  the Lijiang County Chamber of  Commerce Catering 
Industry Association" (1941), as part of  the standardized "Western Guest Menu." 
In 1944, the first privately-owned spice shop named " Indian fragrances " was 
established on Jinbi Road in Kunming. The owner, Li Yu, was a merchant from 
Heshun, Tengchong, and 30% of  his capital structure consisted of  shares in 
cotton traded by the Indian firm "M. C. Das & Co." based in Calcutta. This 
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illustrates that behind the lexical evolution of  spices, the pulse of  historical trade 
relations continues to persist. 
The Modern Bridge 
Institutional entrepreneurship, 1999-2013: From 1999 to 2013, Yunnan's 
"institutional entrepreneurship" played a pivotal role in advancing the 
Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) cooperation mechanism. In August 
1999, the Yunnan Academy of  Social Sciences, in collaboration with research 
institutions from India, Bangladesh, and Myanmar, convened the inaugural 
"Kunming Initiative" international conference in Kunming, which marked the 
beginning of  BCIM cooperation. Initially spearheaded by Yunnan scholars, this 
initiative aimed at fostering regional economic cooperation, enhancing 
infrastructure connectivity, and promoting cross-border cultural exchanges. Over 
time, it evolved from a "second-track" academic dialogue into a formal 
government-level cooperation platform. 
During this period, Yunnan Province actively advanced its sub-national 
diplomatic engagement with India. By 2013, it had established sister-province 
relationships with 12 Indian states, thereby serving as a key bridge for sub-national 
cooperation between China and India. In the same period, Yunnan hosted 38 
Track II dialogues related to the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) 
corridor initiative, a number surpassing the combined total hosted by Beijing and 
New Delhi, which underscores Yunnan’s pivotal and pioneering role in promoting 
institutionalized regional cooperation. 
In addition, Yunnan has implemented a series of  institutional innovations, 
including the establishment of  the "China Kunming International Logistics and 
Finance Association" (ILFA), with the objective of  advancing cross-border 
logistics, fostering financial cooperation, and supporting the development of  free 
trade zones. In December 2013, the first meeting of  the BCIM Joint Research 
Group was convened in Kunming. This event marked the formal integration of  
the initiative into the intergovernmental cooperation agenda and laid the 
groundwork for the subsequent development of  the "Bangladesh-China-India-
Myanmar Economic Corridor." 
In conclusion, from 1999 to 2013, Yunnan, through sustained institutional 
entrepreneurship, not only effectively transformed the "Kunming Initiative" into 
the BCIM cooperation mechanism with regional influence, but also played a 
pivotal role in the development of  local diplomatic frameworks and cross-border 
cooperation institutions between China and India. 
Summit-level scaffolding: The MOU concerning co-building Yoga College of 
Yunnan Minzu University between Yunnan Minzu University (YMU) and the 
Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR) was officially signed in the Great 
Hall of the People on May 15th, 2015 by YMU’s former President Peng Jinhui and 
ICCR Chief Minister under the witness of Prime Ministers of both countries, 
marking the first Yoga College built by India in China to officially settle down in 
Yunnan Minzu University. The establishment of India-China Yoga College has 



HISTORICAL CORRIDORS AND MODERN BRIDGES 

Voice of  Research | Volume 14 Issue 2, September 2025 | 49 

been written in article 21 of the joint declaration of the People’s Republic of China 
and the Republic of India, and leaders of both sides welcome Yunnan Minzu 
University and ICCR to develop cooperation. The first India-China Yoga 
College—symbolically elevating the province to a “people-to-people laboratory”. 
The establishment of  the India-China Yoga College will support a wider cultural 
and education exchange platform between India and China. The India-China 
Yoga College has been built in the Yuhua campus of  Yunnan Minzu University, 
aiming to cultivate professional talents in various levels of  yoga. Each year, at least 
two professional teachers will be sent to China to teach and offer international 
yoga courses by ICCR. The yoga major students can also come to India to 
exchange study. The Indian ministry of  yoga will test students at Yunnan Minzu 
University and issue internationally recognized yoga certificates. This is the 
deepening of  the education exchanges and cooperation between Yunnan and 
India, a new window for the cultural exchanges between China and India, a new 
platform for education cooperation and a carrier for the Chinese and Indian 
people to enhance friendship. 
Education as corridor 2.0: Yunnan has attracted a significant number of  Indian 
students due to its unique geographical location, favorable climate, and proactive 
promotion efforts by local universities. Based on publicly available data and trend 
analysis, the cumulative number of  Indian students enrolled in Yunnan’s 
universities between 2010 and 2023 is estimated to range between 1,500 and 
2,500. The majority of  Indian students come to China to pursue undergraduate 
medical degrees (MBBS), with the primary receiving institutions including 
Kunming Medical University, Yunnan University, Yunnan Minzu University, 
Kunming University of  Science and Technology, and Dali University. The period 
from 2010 to 2019 marked a phase of  rapid growth, during which the number of  
Indian students increased significantly, with an estimated total of  1,200 to 1,800 
students enrolling over the nine-year span. However, the years 2020 to 2022 were 
heavily impacted by the global pandemic, resulting in a sharp decline in new 
enrollments due to travel restrictions and the shift to online instruction, with 
some students potentially interrupting their ongoing studies. Student inflows 
nearly stagnated during this period. With the reopening of  China’s borders, the 
year 2023 marked the beginning of  a recovery phase, as new enrollments 
increased, although the numbers have not yet returned to pre-pandemic levels. 
The recovery process is expected to continue into 2024. 
The number of  Chinese students from Yunnan universities studying in India 
remains relatively small yet distinctive. The cumulative total is significantly lower 
than the number of  Indian students coming to Yunnan, amounting to only several 
hundred. These students are not concentrated in a single field but exhibit the 
characteristics of  being "small in number, diverse in disciplines, and primarily 
focused on language, culture, and non-traditional majors." From 2010 to 2024, 
the total number of  such students remained below 500, displaying a "dispersed" 
pattern. The majority were government-sponsored language students or young 
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scholars funded by the China Scholarship Council or the Yunnan provincial 
government, primarily studying Hindi, Bengali, and Tamil. Approximately 20 
exchange students were dispatched annually by Yunnan Minzu University to 
institutions such as Delhi University, the Central Hindi Institute in Agra, Visva-
Bharati University, and the Indian Institute of  Enterprise Development, where 
they studied as visiting students. A small number of  self-funded students pursued 
studies in yoga, Ayurveda, and, to a lesser extent, information technology, 
primarily in Rishikesh and Kerala. Prominent universities such as Delhi University, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, Banaras Hindu University, Visva-Bharati University, 
and Mumbai University hosted the majority of  these exchanges. In the field of  
engineering and science, only a few Yunnan students occasionally pursued 
master's degrees in computer science. Over time, the number of  students 
increased steadily but modestly from 2010 to 2013. Between 2014 and 2019, with 
the simplification of  visa procedures and an increase in short-term exchange 
programs, the annual total still did not surpass 100. From 2020 to 2022, the 
number declined sharply due to the pandemic and flight suspensions. Following 
the resumption of  exchanges in 2023, the geopolitical climate became more tense, 
and by 2024, the number had only recovered to 60% of  the pre-pandemic level. 
Economic spill-overs: the new tea-cotton-cowrie triangle: Between 2014 and 2022 
the value of  Yunnan-origin goods clearing Kolkata and Vizag ports rose at an 
18.4 % compound annual growth rate—three times the provincial average to all 
destinations—while shipments in the reverse direction grew 14.7 % a year.  The 
bilateral basket today uncannily replicates the 19th-century “tea-cotton-cowrie” 
exchange that once moved along the Stillwell Road mule caravans, only the cowrie 
shells have been replaced by photons and code. 
Cut flowers: from “air-lift” to “rail-lift”: Kunming Dounan Flower Exchange 
controls 70 % of  China’s cut-flower spot market.  In 2015 less than 1 % of  its 
roses reached India; by 2022 eastern-India (Kolkata, Bhubaneswar, Guwahati) 
accounted for 19 % of  total exports, fetching INR 110 per stem in the Kalighat 
market—twice the price of  Kenyan roses.   
Log-shift: the December 2021 launch of  the Kunming–Lincang–Mandalay–
Imphal–Kolkata refrigerated block-train cut transit time from 5 days (air via 
Guangzhou) to 38 hours land-to-land, shaving USD 0.04 per stem and pushing 
weekly volume past 80 t.   
Spill-over into tourism: flower shows in Shillong and Gangtok now time their 
calendars to “Yunnan Rose Week” to guarantee supply, indirectly filling 4 400 
hotel-nights a year for Chinese agronomists and Indian wholesalers. 
Green tea: reclaiming the Empire’s cup: While India exports bulk CTC tea to 
China, Yunnan ships high-value green and Pu-er to niche Indian wellness retailers.  
Exports grew from 490 t (2014) to 3 100 t (2022), CAGR 26 %.   
Darjeeling packers blend 8–10 % Yunnan green to soften tannin, creating 
“Himalayan Spring” SKU priced 30 % above pure Darjeeling; this invisible 

“China content” earns Yunnan exporters an extra USD 1.1 kg⁻¹ premium.   
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Photovoltaic cells: the new cowrie shells: Against the global solar surge, Yunnan’s 
polysilicon producers (Yunnan Ge-ye, Qujing LDK) sell 42 % of  their wafer 
output to eastern-Indian assemblers.  Module exports rose from 60 MW (2014) 
to 1.1 GW (2022), enough to power 2.4 million Bengali households.   
Trade-finance trick: Kunming banks issue rupee-denominated letters of  credit 
discounted through Kolkata’s Mint Street branches, eliminating double-dollar 
conversion and saving 1.8 % FOREX spread—exactly the margin that once 
accrued to cowrie middle-men.   
Industrial feedback loop: Indian developers such as Calcutta-based Sova Solar 
now source 70 % of  cells from Yunnan, but ship back mounting aluminium 
frames extruded in Jharkhand; the two-way container thus achieves < 2 % empty-
backhaul, the best ratio on the ICD-Lincang corridor. 
Cotton yarn, diamonds, software: India’s returning triad   

Cotton yarn: Gujarat’s S-6 grade lands in Kunming at USD 2.45 kg⁻¹, 9 % cheaper 
than Xinjiang yarn after rail-freight equalisation grant introduced by Indian 
Railways in 2020.  Yunnan’s 1 600 small towel-looms switched 35 % of  their feed-
stock to Indian yarn, preserving 12 000 rural jobs amid Xinjiang cotton boycotts.   
Diamonds: Surat-polished smalls (0.18–0.35 ct) enter Pingzhou jade market via 
Kolkata–Kunming air-cargo; value-added re-export to Guangzhou and Hong 
Kong exceeded USD 420 million in 2022, making Yunnan a sudden hinge in the 
global diamond pipeline.   
Software & IT services: TCS, Wipro and Tech Mahindra maintain 380 staff  in 
their Kunming delivery centres, servicing Yunnan’s state-owned tin, hydropower 
and tobacco conglomerates; annual export value surpassed USD 90 million, 
qualifying as “mode 1” service trade under the China-India IT corridor MoU. In 
2021 the Kunming High-Tech Zone approved a 100-acre “India Software Park” 
offering five-year rent holidays; by 2023 nine Bengaluru SMEs had established 
back-office operations employing 430 local graduates.   
If  current CAGR persists, the Yunnan–eastern-India lane will cross USD 10 
billion by 2027, rivalling China–Israel trade volume.  The next frontier is battery-
grade lithium hydroxide (Yunnan refines 18 % of  global supply) meeting Kolkata’s 
nascent EV-cluster—potentially turning the historical triangle into a “tea-cotton-
cowrie-battery” quadrangle. 
Heritage tourism: A significant initiative in cultural heritage tourism has been the 
revitalization of  the historical Xuanzang pilgrimage route, undertaken through a 
collaborative effort between Yunnan Province in China and India. This binational 
consortium redesigned and promoted the trail, which traverses Kunming, Dali, 
Baoshan, and Ruili in China, extends into Mandalay (Myanmar), and concludes at 
Bodh Gaya in India—the site of  the Buddha's enlightenment. The project 
integrates digital interpretive tools, including multilingual mobile applications and 
QR codes installed at major stupas and monuments, providing curated historical, 
religious, and cultural narratives to enhance visitor engagement and educational 
value. 
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The use of  digital media represents a contemporary approach to heritage 
interpretation, facilitating accessible and layered dissemination of  cultural 
content. Multilingual applications support navigation and contextual learning, 
while QR codes enable instant access to scholarly vetted information, thereby 
bridging linguistic and cognitive barriers for international pilgrims and tourists. 
This model exemplifies how technology can serve as an enabler of  sustained 
cultural memory and immersive tourism. 
Quantitative outcomes highlight the project’s substantial impact: Indian tourist 
numbers along the route reached 52,000 in 2023, an increase of  240% compared 
to 2016. This surge not only reflects effective binational promotion and tourism 
infrastructure development but also suggests growing interest in spiritual and 
historical tourism rooted in shared Buddhist heritage. The data underscores the 
potential of  thematic, faith-based routes to attract niche tourist demographics 
while fostering cross-border cultural ties. 
The revival of  the Xuanzang trail illustrates how heritage tourism can operate as 
a mechanism for international cooperation, cultural preservation, and sustainable 
regional development. The integration of  digital tools has enhanced its 
educational reach and experiential quality, positioning the route as a model of  
transnationally coordinated cultural tourism. Future research could explore long-
term cultural impacts, local community involvement, and the role of  such 
corridors in soft diplomacy. 
Policy Implications 
Establishment of  a Provincial-level Cultural Free-Trade Zone (C-FTZ): The 
creation of  a pilot Cultural Free-Trade Zone (C-FTZ) in Dali represents a targeted 
policy innovation for deepening Sino-Indian cultural-economic integration. By 
designating specific cultural and creative industries as priority sectors, the zone 
would implement measures such as visa-on-arrival facilities for Indian artists, 
scholars, and cultural practitioners, significantly easing cross-border professional 
exchanges. Furthermore, according a zero-tariff  status to the trade of  designated 
cultural goods—including religious artifacts, handicrafts, musical instruments, 
and materials for visual arts—would reduce barriers to regional cultural 
commerce. Concurrently, instituting a fast-track Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) 
mechanism for co-produced films, documentaries, and digital media would 
provide a crucial legal and administrative framework for protecting collaborative 
creative output. This policy would not only stimulate the local cultural economy 
but also serve as a replicable model for leveraging trade policy to foster 
transnational cultural co-creation. 
Developing a Shared Digital Humanities Infrastructure: A cornerstone for 
sustainable long-term academic and cultural cooperation involves the co-
construction of  a advanced digital humanities platform. A proposed initiative 
would focus on the preservation, curation, and digitization of  the approximately 
2,000 Sanskrit manuscripts currently housed in various monasteries across 
Yunnan. This project would entail the creation of  a comprehensively annotated, 
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bilingual (Sanskrit-Chinese/English) digital archive. Crucially, implementing 
blockchain technology to secure the digitized collection would guarantee the 
authenticity, traceability, and immutability of  each entry, preventing historical 
revisionism and establishing a single verifiable version of  this shared heritage. 
This techno-academic infrastructure would transcend mere preservation; it would 
function as a open-access knowledge commons for global scholars, bolster 
Yunnan’s stature as a center for Buddhist studies, and constitute a formidable 
“soft-power asset" that underscores a commitment to collaborative knowledge 
governance and open scholarship. 
Institutionalizing "Corridor Diplomacy 2.0": To insulate ongoing subregional 
cooperation from broader bilateral geopolitical fluctuations, a more resilient and 
nimble diplomatic mechanism is proposed. Yunnan’s Foreign Affairs Office is 
uniquely positioned to institutionalize an annual "Southern Silk Road Conclave." 
This track-1.5 dialogue (blending official and non-governmental participants) 
would be strategically designed to run in parallel to, yet remain distinct from, the 
existing Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) Framework. By focusing 
specifically on the historical and cultural connectivity embodied by the Southern 
Silk Road, the Conclave would provide a dedicated forum for agenda-setting 
among subnational stakeholders—including provincial leaders, mayors, heritage 
conservationists, tourism boards, and private sector representatives. This 
functional focus on non-sensitive cultural and economic issues ensures 
continuous dialogue even during periods of  political strain, thereby acting as a 
strategic buffer and maintaining momentum for people-to-people exchange. This 
represents a pragmatic evolution of  "corridor diplomacy," leveraging Yunnan’s 
geographic and historical identity to foster stability through targeted socio-
cultural engagement. 
Conclusion 
This study has delineated the longue-durée evolution of  Yunnan from a 
prehistorical corridor of  material and symbolic exchange into a contemporary 
institutional bridgehead facilitating Sino-Indian regional cooperation. Through a 
synthesis of  archaeological evidence, historical records, and contemporary 
economic and educational data, we have demonstrated that Yunnan’s enduring 
significance stems not from geographical determinism, but from a recursive 
process wherein deep historical structures are continuously activated and re-
engineered by subnational institutional agency. 
Three interrelated mechanisms underpin this transformation: First, Yunnan’s 
deep historical embeddedness—evident from the Bronze Age cowrie shells and 
hybrid ritual bronzes to the Nanzhao and Dali kingdoms’ integration of  Tantric 
Buddhism with local cosmologies—provided a durable “cultural grammar” of  
cross-civilizational engagement. Second, provincial-level institutional 
entrepreneurship, exemplified by the catalytic role of  Yunnan’s academic and 
policy institutions in launching the Kunming Initiative and advancing the BCIM 
framework, enabled the translation of  historical connectivity into contemporary 
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multilateral mechanisms. Third, strategic cultural-branding and corridor 
diplomacy-ranging from the establishment of  the India-China Yoga College to 
the revitalization of  the Xuanzang Pilgrimage Route-have effectively mobilized 
cultural narratives to support concrete “people-to-people” infrastructure, 
enhancing trust and facilitating economic exchanges. 
Empirically, the modern replication of  the historical “tea–cotton–cowrie” triangle 
through new commodity chains (cut flowers, photovoltaic cells, software services) 
and educational flows underscores a structural continuity: Yunnan has repeatedly 
converted its geographical peripherality into diplomatic and economic centrality 
by serving as a critical intermediary between China and India. 
The policy implications are clear: sustainable regional cooperation can be 
cultivated by leveraging subnational actors’ ability to synthesize historical legacies 
with institutional innovation. Initiatives such as a Cultural Free-Trade Zone in 
Dali, a shared digital humanities platform for Sanskrit manuscripts, and an annual 
Southern Silk Road Conclave represent pragmatic steps toward insulating 
functional cooperation from geopolitical volatilities. Ultimately, Yunnan offers a 
transferable model for how borderland regions can transform historical corridor 
capital into forward-looking bridge functions, thereby localizing macro-regional 
initiatives like the Belt and Road into grounded, multisectoral, and win-win 
practices. 
References 
Deepak, B. R. (2005). India & China 1904-2004: A Century of  Peace and Conflict. 

New Delhi: Manak.   
Giersch, C. P. (2006). Asian Borderlands: The Transformation of  Qing China’s 

Yunnan Frontier. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.   
ICCR-MOFA Joint Declaration. (2015). Agreement on Establishing India-China 

Yoga College, 15 May.   
Kunming Customs District. (2023). Trade Statistics 2010-2022.   
Yang, B. (2008). “Cowrie Shells, Silver, and Tea: The Yunnan-India Monetary 

Zone, 700-1800.” Journal of  Asian Economic History, 36(2), 131-159.   
Zhang, J., & Agarwal, R. (2021). “Sub-regionalism as Public Diplomacy: The 

Kunming Initiative Revisited.” China Report, 57(3), 342-362. 
 

 


