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Chapter I 
Introduction 

 

Seas and oceans have been essential to human civilisation from the dawn of 

time, whether in terms of economic, transportation, or political elements. Besides its 

convenient waterways and vital resources, the maritime domain is vulnerable to 

maritime crimes and transnational conflicts. Walter Raleigh rightly remarked that if a 

country wants to dominate the world, it needs to dominate oceans. As such, profound 

sea power remained a top priority concern for political leaders from the early kingdoms 

through the modern and contemporary periods. In this sense, the contemporary era of 

international politics is dominated by countries’ conflicts over sovereignty in the seas. 

Hence, maritime security happens to be a tremendously challenging issue for 

policymakers.  

In the aftermath of the cold war, the international order is confronted with a 

slew of security challenges in every corner of the world, posing grave danger. Hence, 

the concept of security has shrunk considerably. The fast pace global interdependence 

entails economic and political orientations that are based on the free flow of goods and 

people. Freedom in the maritime realm on the other hand is on the brink of more 

serious ruin due to several influences. In essence, the maritime security environment 

has become susceptible to the influence of big powers’ competition. Today, there is a 

high risk that global peace and security will be jeopardised due to several insecurities 

in the seas vis-a-vis states and non-states actors’ responses. 

In a larger landscape of Asia-Pacific, maritime security is the linchpin of the 

growing complexity in the region. Territorial conflicts in the South China Sea have 

emerged as one of the most difficult strategic questions in the region. By and large, 

Southeast Asia is currently being examined through a security lens by major global 

players, which incurred China’s wrath. Disputes in the South China Sea have become 

contentious issues for not only the claimant parties but also significant world powers. 

As such, the geopolitical tensions in the South China Sea have been increasingly 

becoming global interests and significance, which epitomises the ground of major 

power competition. The South China Sea has since emerged as one of the centres of 

an unsettled international dispute with the potential to become a future casus belli.  
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Statement of the problem 

The South China Sea is located in Southeast Asia’s heartland. The geostrategic 

location of the South China Sea occupies a crucial international crossroads from the 

Pacific to the Indian Ocean. The Sea is home to hundreds of islands, reefs, rocks, and 

islets. It is assumed that the South China Sea embraced a rich marine ecosystem as 

well as large reserves of natural resource deposits. The South China Sea is bordered 

on the north by China, on the west by Vietnam, on the south by Malaysia, on the east 

by the Philippines and Brunei, and on the northeast by Taiwan. Each of the littoral 

countries draws a line in the South China Sea to demarcate their sovereignty claims. 

With such great economic, political, and geostrategic significance, sovereignty over 

the South China Sea, in part or in whole, could entail massive economic, political, and 

geostrategic benefits. 

All the littoral countries have proclaimed their jurisdictional claims over the 

South China Sea. The intertwined borders set by the six littoral countries became the 

root of the conflict of the Sea. Despite rising tensions, major confrontations have not 

yet happened except for some minor clashes between China on the one hand and 

another party on the other. Under these circumstances, Southeast Asia is one of the 

prime foci of major powers of the globe today. Apart from these, China as the major 

claimant of the South China Sea is found to be blatantly increased her activities in the 

South China Sea in recent decades. China’s incremental moves provoked frightening 

signals not only to its rival claimants but also to the rest of the globe.  

In course of time, China in the 21st century has been rising rapidly in all aspects 

and the South China Sea occupies one of the main centres for the exertion of Chinese 

power. As a result, the emergence of so-called China’s rise coincided with America’s 

newfound interests in the East. It has become the primary spotlight of many countries’ 

foreign policy. As such, the South China Sea turned out to be a critical arena of major 

power competition in the contemporary period. As an upshot to the South China Sea 

disputes the Southeast Asian countries are locked up into a complex regional 

environment. Major initiatives of countries like Free and Open Indo Pacific, One Belt 

One Road, Pivot the East, Pivot to Asia, Act East, etc. have been centred around 

Southeast Asia. As such it is a test of time for the middle powers in Southeast Asia to 

reap the benefits of tilting towards big powers. Major actors of the world are 

demonstrating geopolitical ambitions in the region. External countries of the world are 
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playing an influential role in the regional politics of South East Asia with the United 

States playing the anchor role. These external powers are altering the status quo of the 

South China Sea conflict which was previously managed by China. Many of the 

western countries and that of Asia posted scathing rebuke to China’s behavior in the 

South China Sea. This has opened a new dimension in South China Sea politics. As a 

result, it is apparent that the United States and other external countries are willing to 

engage in one of the complicated regional issues of the twenty-first century.  

Stepping ahead from its longstanding foreign policy priority, the United States 

since the Obama administration has refocused on the Asia-Pacific under the theme of 

‘Pivot to Asia’. In essence, the United States’ considerable interests in the South China 

Sea are essentially based on access to the water and maintaining stability in the region. 

Washington firmly believed in the freedom of navigation based on the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). To this purpose, the United States has 

conducted multiple “operational assertions” of such freedoms with the Southeast 

Asian states. The United States’ interest in the South China Sea essentially lies 

dormant in countering the rise of China. For the first time since the end of the Cold 

War, the United States’ uncontested hegemony remain endangered with the rise of 

China. The United States strategy to bolster its role in Asia and specifically in the 

South China Sea dispute has considerably unease China. As such, the South China Sea 

provides a critical arena for the US and China to redefine their international status.  

Russia, the great old power is of course a significant influencer in Southeast 

Asia. Russia’s renewed interests in the East with the coming of President Putin in 2000 

has a crucial role in the region. By sharing a common enemy with China, the role of 

Russia in the South China Sea vis-à-vis the US increasing interest in the region adds 

further complications in the dispute. On the other hand, some scholars argued that 

Russia’s growing relations with the Southeast Asian states, especially in energy and 

defense remain skeptical to China. Moreover, interestingly Russia and China, though 

best regarded as natural partners may have convergent global perceptions, but on a 

regional level the long-term bilateral relations remain ambiguous. Russia has been 

equipped with a complex position due to the fact that it maintains its traditional 

relationship with the South East Asian countries while verbally supporting China in 

the South China Sea dispute. Some scholars argued that Russia does not have any 

special interests in the South China Sea but the rising external powers’ role in the 
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region may have vital ramifications for Russia in its approach towards the South China 

Sea. 

India, as a marine nation with an energy deficit, has been acutely conscious of 

the conflict in the South China Sea. In the South China Sea, India has become a more 

influential external player. The nation's priority is still focused on the East, as seen by 

the 'Act East' confirmation of the 1991 Look East Policy. As a result, India's concern 

and activity in the South China Sea have escalated in recent years. Given India's 

longstanding border disputes with China and the Indian Ocean's encirclement 

difficulties, the South China Sea has become a vital battlefield for India to retaliate 

against China. As a result, another point of contention between India and China 

appears to be the South China Sea. 

From a broader perspective, Russia and USA have decade-long competition in 

the international sphere. On the other hand, China and USA are the two great 

contenders of the 21st century. While China and India, the two Asian competing powers 

are defied with numerous difficulties. China, being the most powerful country in the 

region wishes to build Sinocentric based regional order and intolerance to any external 

powers influence. This multitude of conditions brings the problems of the South China 

Sea all the more difficult. From China’s perspective, the position taken by external 

powers like India and USA has become a matter of partiality and assumed that these 

countries are increasingly involved in Chinese sovereignty. Thus, while some claimant 

states welcomed the influence made by non-claimant states, China stood in complete 

opposition the influence made by extra-regional power.  

Given this backdrop, the current work examines the South China Sea disputes 

in the context of big power competition in the contemporary period. The study takes 

into account the nature of the conflicts in the South China Sea and the role of three 

external powers- USA, Russia and India.  

The South China Sea became the flash point of global conflicts in today’s 

scenario. In view of the circumstances, the role of middle power which is increasing 

in the recent international political system is also analysed. The present work examines 

the regional ramifications of the three external power’s roles. Towards an 

understanding of the conflicting situations among big powers in the South China Sea, 

the study examines how disputes in the South China Sea could turn out to be a crucial 

weapon for redefining international politics and how the globe could enter the zone of 

transition in order to gain a better grasp of the competing situations among big 
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countries in the South China Sea. This study will provide an opportunity to study in 

detail the origin of India’s maritime security and the pertinent concern in the Indian 

Ocean and beyond. Furthermore, it will provide an opportunity to examine the role of 

external powers like Russia, USA and India, which is unusual in the academic arena. 

Additionally, there is scarcity of adequate research on India’s maritime policy. Being 

one of the most important seas of the world- geopolitically, economically and 

strategically, study on the conflict in the South China Sea is increasing, but there is 

still dearth of proper analysis of external powers actions in the South China Sea. 

Hence, the present research work has been taken up to study big power politics in the 

South China Sea with an emphasis on the role of India. 

Review of Literature 

 Studies relating to South China Sea and maritime strategies of external powers 

like USA, India and Russia as well as foreign policy have been undertaken by 

numerous scholars. A review of some of the relevant literature is presented here. 

 A Maritime History of India is a book written by Commander K. Sridharan 

which provides an in-depth historical survey of India’s maritime development from 

the ancient period up to the post independent period of 1964. It throws light on the 

maritime activities of the early Indian kingdoms and how the European powers helped 

shaped the maritime development of India today. This book covers authentic 

statements and photographs which provides valuable knowledge and information. The 

author also traces the evolution of Indian Navy and shipbuilding.  

 K.M. Panikkar in his book India and the Indian Ocean gives a detail illustration 

of how the India Ocean remain an asset for Indian rulers and the changing dynamics 

with the arrival of the Europeans. The book also elaborated the significance of the sea 

facet and the historical evidences of European rulers fighting for supremacy over the 

Indian Ocean.  

 Pius Malekandathil in his book Maritime India, Trade, Religion and Polity in 

the Indian Ocean gives a detail information on the maritime economy during the early 

medieval India. The book trails the dynamics of India’s maritime trade shouldered by 

Indian dynasties and how the foreign powers like the Ottoman and the European 

particularly the Portuguese seized the hold of maritime trade network in the Indian 

Ocean. 
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 Stephen Turnbull and Wayne Reynolds in their book, Fighting Ships of the Far 

East draws a picture on naval fighting history in the ancient and medieval far east. The 

book particularly gives an elaboration on the techniques of shipbuilding in ancient 

Southeast Asia. It also provides case study of Chinese and Southeast Asian fighting 

ships in several battles. The authors highlighted the fleets and vessels of this period 

were active and survived for several decades.   

  The work of Keith W. Taylor entitled The Early Kingdoms in Nicholas 

Tarling’s edited book The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia Volume I From Early 

Times to C 1800 gives a historical record of the early encounter of Vietnam by China. 

The author takes into account how the formidable power of the Viet kings annexation 

policies.  

 Stein Tonnesson in his work The History of the Dispute in an edited book War 

or Peace in South China Sea by Timo Kivimaki traces the situation of the South China 

Sea before the entry of the Europeans and how the Chinese were the leading power in 

the South China Sea trade before the 15th century. The author also elaborated the 

various powers of the Europeans and Japanese power entered into rivalry in Southeast 

Asia. 

 Zou Keyuan in his article, Historic Rights in International Law and in China's 

Practice, published in Ocean Development & International Law, 2001 deals with the 

evolution and validity of Historical Rights in international law. The author sets out the 

Chinese perceptions and its practice in the South China Sea.  

 Florian Dupuy and Pierre-Marie Dupuy’s work, A Legal Analysis of China's 

Historic Rights Claim in the South China Sea published in The American Journal of 

International Law, January 2013 deals with the ambiguity and uncertainties in China’s 

claim of historical rights, historical title and historical water. It also deals with the legal 

relevance of the nine-dash line map and how far it sustains to uphold China’s claims.  

 Lukas K. Danner in his book China’s Grand Strategy: Contradictory Foreign 

Policy? produced an extensive work on the ancient Chinese foreign policy and the 

changing contours in the 21st century. In analyzing the Chinese Grand Strategy, the 

author uses the approach of diplomatic, economic and military case studies of China 

and developed that the notion of China’s rise is in a state of delusion. 

 The South China Sea: The Struggle for Power in Asia written by Bill Hayton 

in 2014 reflects the historical scenery of the South China Sea from prehistoric times. 

The author provides the cartographic display of the South China Sea since the ancient 
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times and the diplomatic approaches of the Southeast Asian countries and China. It 

focuses on how the Chinese increasing sphere of influence has its impact in the South 

China Sea.  The author also speculates that the small skirmishes over the disputes in 

the South China Sea could turn into a catastrophe in the future.  

  Nguen Thi Lan Anh in a work Origin of the South China Sea Dispute in a 

book Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters by Jing 

Huang and Andrew Billo contains an elaborative study on the South China Sea as an 

important trade route for colonial powers of the West. The author stresses the 

geostrategic and economic significances of the Sea. It further argued how the historical 

factors and development of international law have further complicated the disputes in 

the South China Sea. 

 Hãn Nguyên Nguyễn Nhã’s book Vietnam, Territoriality and the South China 

Sea Paracel and Spratly Islands, translated and edited by Vinh-The Lam, published 

by Routledge, New York in 2019 provides an elaborative study on Vietnam’s claims 

from historical and legal perspectives. The author draws out the ASEAN Code of 

Conduct and international law and how does it remain compatible with the present 

Vietnamese claims. 

 ASEAN’s Position on the South China Sea and Implications for Regional 

Peace and Security by Yee Kuang Heng in an edited book of Jing Huang and Andrew 

Billo titled Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters 

assesses the role and limits of ASEAN in the South China Sea. The author examines 

the difficulties of ASEAN’s position amidst its longstanding principle of ASEAN 

centrality and maintaining effective impact in regional security.   

 Ralf Emmers in his book Cooperative Security and the Balance of Power in 

ASEAN and the ARF deals with how ASEAN as a multilateral forum has its role in 

maintaining balance of power in the region within the ARF. The author makes a study 

of the South China Sea from international law perspectives. It further analyses 

ASEAN’s weakness to conduct itself as an associative body particularly in response 

to China’s actions in the South China Sea.   

 Ralph Emmers in his book The changing power distribution in the South China 

Sea: Implications for conflict management and avoidance examine the inadequacy of 

ASEAN’s model of conflict management in the South China Sea. The author further 

observed that Beijing is not solely responsible for rising tensions and that actions taken 

by other claimants in reaction to Chinese assertive behaviour is inadequate. In such 
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situation, the author suggest a stronger multilateral approach for mitigating unequal 

power distribution in the South China Sea. 

 Chih-Mao Tang’s work, Power, international law, and the Philippine hedging 

strategy in the South China Sea in Yih-Jye Hwang and Edmund Frettingham’s edited 

book, Maritime and Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Faces of Power and 

Law in the Age of China’s Rise, published by Routledge, New York in 2021 deals with 

hedging strategy in international relations and how Philippines adopted in dealing with 

China and USA with regard to disputes in the South China Sea. The work focuses on 

the evolution of Philippines claim and its faith in international law.  

 The work of Angelo A. Jimenez Philippines’ Approaches to the South China 

Sea Disputes: International Arbitration and the Challenges of a Rule-Based Regime 

in Jing Huang and Andrew Billo edited book Territorial Disputes in the South China 

Sea: Navigating Rough Waters published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2015 provides the 

understanding of Philippines’ claims in the South China Sea and how it sustain its 

claims. The author focuses on how Philippines calls for rule-based order in the South 

China Sea through regional and international organisation.  

 Yih-Jye Hwang and Edmund Frettingham’s work  Sovereignty and identity: 

Taiwan’s claims in the South China Sea in their edited book, Maritime and Territorial 

Disputes in the South China Sea: Faces of Power and Law in the Age of China’s Rise, 

published by Routledge, New York in 2021provides the historical analysis of Taiwan’s 

claim and its legality from international law perspectives. The authors explains the 

ambiguity of Taiwan’s claim and its challenges in consolidating its claims. 

 Taiwan in the South China Sea Disputes: Policies and Prospects by Hui-Yi 

Katherine Tseng in Jing Huang and Andrew Billo edited book Territorial Disputes in 

the South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters published by Palgrave Macmillan in 

2015 establishes a close examination on Taiwan’s policy in the South China Sea. The 

work enhanced how Taiwan has shared its claims under the purview of China’s 

professed jurisdiction. It further exposed how Taiwan’s policy in the South China Sea 

has been largely influenced by China’s political orientation. 

 Teh-Kuang Chang in an article China 's Claim of Sovereignty over Spratly and 

Paracel Islands: A Historical and Legal Perspective published in Case Western 

Reserve Journal of International Law, 1991. Vol 23. No.3 deals with the development 

of Chinese exploration and exercise of sovereignty over the islands in the South China 

Sea. It provides the essential documents of Chinese historical evidences since the 
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ancient time and the colonial period and how the historical records of China stands 

valid over other claimant states. 

 The work of Patrick M. Cronin  titled, The United States, China, and 

Cooperation in the South China Sea in Jing Huang and Andrew Billo edited book 

Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters published by 

Palgrave Macmillan in 2015 gives an elaboration on how the disputes in the South 

China Sea provides a competition ground for US and China. The author provides the 

challenges and opportunities for the two big powers USA and China. Further, the 

author suggests for more effective international covenant for peaceful resolution of 

disputes.  

 Andrew Billo in his work Harmony from Disunity: Core Issues and 

Opportunities in the South China Sea in Jing Huang and Andrew Billo edited book 

Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters published by 

Palgrave Macmillan in 2015 provides how the US resurgent in the East has been 

colliding with China’s possessive attitude in the region. The author observed that 

China has been able to resist America’s sphere of influence in the East and Southeast 

Asia. 

 Gareth Porter in a work The Decline of US Diplomacy in Southeast Asia in the 

SASIAS Review of 1981 elaborates how the United States role has been waning in 

Southeast Asia. Despite its military and technological superiority in the Southeast 

Asia, America occupies secondary to Beijing in its influence in the region. The book 

focus on how the trust level of the ASEAN as an institution and its members has been 

declining over the years.  

  Thanh-Dam Truong and Karim Knio’s book The South China Sea and Asian 

Regionalism: A Critical Realist Perspective, published by Springer, Switzerland, 2016 

gives a distinct study of South China Sea studies from the domain of Asian regionalism 

in the midst of China’s rise. The authors outlined a critical realist approach in 

understanding the South China Sea disputes. They elaborates how the South China Sea 

occupies a complex substance in international relations and brings out the 

compatibility of claims made by parties particularly China with international law and 

ASEAN principles.  

Ron Huisken in his work The Regional Security Outlook 2020: A prolonged 

US-China two-step has left us questioning interdependence, published in Council for 

Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) Regional Security Outlook, 2020 
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presents the key trends of Sino-American rivalry which has deepened antagonism of 

international system. In these circumstances, the author questioned about the survival 

of interdependence in the midst of rapid competition between US and China.  

Alexander Lukin in his work Russia’s Approach to Security Architecture in the 

Asia Pacific published in Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific 

(CSCAP) Regional Security Outlook, 2020 laid out Russia’s underlying interests in 

the Asia-Pacific particularly after the Ukraine crisis. The author provides how Russia 

could play a significant role in the security architecture of Asia-Pacific and how US 

add up to anxiety in Russia’s strategic objectives in the region. 

Teng Jianqun in an article Sino-US Strategic Competition: Impact on the 

Security Situation in the Asia Pacific Region published in Council for Security 

Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) Regional Security Outlook, 2021 outlined 

how trade frictions between the two countries had further aggravated tensions in the 

competition. The author pointed out the change in political leadership in United States 

would have positive impact in Sino-US relations.  

Battlefield or playground? The rising tensions between the US and China in 

the South China Sea jointly written by Huiyun Feng and Kai He in Huiyun Feng and 

Kai He edited book US–China Competition and the South China Sea Disputes, 

published by Routledge in 2018 describes how the South China Sea, the emerging 

agenda of Sino-US competition shaped the dynamics of Asian Security. The authors 

pointed out the fault moves taken by US and China pertaining to the South China Sea. 

The authors conclude by having an optimistic vision of the South China Sea in regard 

to Sino-US competition. 

Huiyun Feng and Kai He’s work The bargaining dilemma between the United 

States and China in the South China Sea in Huiyun Feng and Kai He edited book US–

China Competition and the South China Sea Disputes, published by London and New 

York Routledge in 2018 studies the South China Sea disputes from Sino-US 

bargaining dynamics. Taking a note of bargaining theory in international relations, the 

authors elaborates how successful bargaining is significant for peaceful situation in 

international system. So does the same depends on Sino-US bargaining capacity in the 

South China Sea.  

Wu Shicun Solving Disputes for Regional Cooperation and Development in 

the South China Sea: A Chinese perspective is an Asian Studies Series book, published 

by Chandos Publishing, UK in 2013 laid out the China’s historical validation that 
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substantiates its claims in the South China Sea. The book break the bar on the popular 

notions of China’s standpoint in the South China Sea.  

Thanh-Dam Truong and Karim Knio’s work The South China Sea and Asian 

Regionalism: A Critical Realist Perspective in Peace and Security Studies Volume 24, 

published by Springer in 2016 provides present day disputes in the South China Sea 

in the context of Asian regionalism.  This book takes into account the South China Sea 

in the context of critical Realist framework.  The author provides how the South China 

Sea occupies the subject of concern in international arena and laid out United Nation’s 

legal framework vis-a-vis Chinese assertions in the South China Sea.  

Robert D. Kaplan’s book Asia’s Cauldron: The South China Sea and the End 

of a Stable Pacific published in New York by Random House in 2014 provides factors 

of the South China Sea disputes from different angles since the collapse of the ancient 

Southeast Asian power called Champa. The author laid out the various incidences in 

the region which added the challenges of the South China Sea in the contemporary 

period.  

  Stein Tønnesson’s work, Four aspects of the crisis in the South China Sea in 

The South China Sea: From a Regional Maritime Dispute to Geo-Strategic 

Competition, edited by Leszek Buszynski and Do Thanh Hai published by Routledge, 

New York in 2020 brings out major chronological incidents of the South China Sea 

disputes since 1909 Japanese occupation to the crisis in the contemporary period. The 

author has analysed China’s claims and activities from  international law perspectives 

and how the worsening of Sino-US competition could have impact in the South China 

Sea disputes.  

In an article, The Modern Origins of China’s South China Sea Claims: Maps, 

Misunderstandings, and the Maritime Geobody written by Bill Hayton in 2019, 

published in Modern China, gives an insightful account on various episodes of the 

South China Sea disputes before and at the time of the entry of foreign powers in the 

region. It brings out the earlier Chinese kingdom negligence of incorporating maritime 

spaces into their territory. The author exposed the differential notions of Chinese and 

Westerners on the nature of sovereignty in the South China Sea.  

Hãn Nguyên Nguyễn Nhã’s book Vietnam, Territoriality and the South China 

Sea, edited by Vinh-The Lam, published by Routledge, London and New York, 2019 

gives a detail historical data and legal facts of Vietnam’s claim in the South China Sea. 
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The author produced several evidences in pursuance of Vietnam’s claims in the South 

China Sea. 

  G. John Ikenberry’s work A New Order of Things? China, America, and the 

Struggle over World Order in Asle Toje’s edited book, Will China’s Rise Be Peaceful? 

Security, Stability, and Legitimacy published by Oxford University Press, 2018 

elaborates how international system has been shaped and reshaped by the transitions 

of big powers over the years. In this context, the author takes into account the 

contemporary situation and geopolitical settings under US-China competition. The 

author thus concludes by analysing the obstacles for China in its path towards 

surpassing the Unites States.  

 In his edited book, The Chinese world order: Traditional China’s foreign 

relations, published by Harvard University Press,1968, John King Fairbank titled The 

Early Treaty System in the Chinese World Order provides an elaborative sketch on the 

earlier Chinese notions of the ‘tianxia system’. The author address how this system 

occupies a domineering tradition of the Chinese in the earlier period.  

 John E. Wills, Jr. in his edited book China and Maritime Europe, 1500-1800, 

published by Cambridge University Press, New York, 2011 gives an elaboration of 

Chinese encounter with the West under the Ming dynasty. The author exposed how 

the earlier Chinese notion of superiority has been successfully applied to the 

Europeans coming in the region. 

 Lo Jung-pang in his work, China as a sea power 1127–1368: A preliminary 

survey of the maritime expansion and naval exploits of the Chinese people during the 

Southern Song and Yuan periods edited by Bruce A. Elleman and published by Hong 

Kong University Press, Singapore in 2011 provides the various factors contributing to 

China’s maritime expansion. The author made a special reference to the Yuan dynasty, 

their formidable maritime power of the time, their expeditions in the South and their 

overseas trade empire.   

 Wang Gungwu in an article, The Nanhai Trade: A Study of the Early History 

of Chinese Trade in the South China Sea, published in Journal of the Malayan Branch 

of the Royal Asiatic Society in June 1958 provides the ancient trade between the 

Chinese and the Southeast Asian states. It gives an important account of trade links 

which were earlier formed before political and cultural links. The author produced how 

trade occupies an important role in the earlier Chinese period.  
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 Lukas K. Danner in his book China’s Grand Strategy: Contradictory Foreign 

Policy? published by Palgrave Macmillan, Switzerland in 2018 provides the 

economic, military and diplomatic case studies of China. The author brings out how 

the Chinese nation has overcome the century of humiliation and developed into one of 

the powerful countries in the world through its so called ‘peaceful development’. The 

author thereby linked Chinese peaceful development with its ancient notions of 

Chinese superiority. 

 Sulmaan Wasif Khan in his book Haunted by Chaos: China’s Grand Strategy 

from Mao Zedong to Xi Jinping, published by Harvard University Press in 2018 

produced an important work on how different Chinese leaders since Mao Zedong, 

Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping have helped shaped today’s 

China’s political development through the common perception of ‘Great China’.  

 Klaus Heinrich Raditio in his book, Understanding China’s Behaviour in the 

South China Sea: A Defensive Realist Perspective published by Palgrave Macmillan, 

Singapore in 2019 construct theoretical perspectives in understanding China’s claims 

in the South China Sea. The author provides the security dilemma in the South China 

Sea with regard to the claimant states and China-US rivalry. The author asserts that 

China had made defensive Realist approach initially in the South China Sea and 

observed how China has exercised self-restraint and reassurance strategy in the South 

China Sea.  

Hugh White in a book, The China Choice: Why America Should Share Power 

published by Black Inc. Australia in 2013 offers how the US-China relations is crucial 

is significant in international politics. The author describes how the worsening of Sino-

American relations could be a catastrophe for international community. However, the 

author provides options available to America for peace and stability in the region.  

Kenneth Lieberthal and Wang Jisi’s book Addressing US-China Strategic 

Distrust, published by John L. Thorton China Center Monograph Series in March 2012 

deals with research on the basic underlying strategic distrust of both the US and 

China’s side. The authors addressed the difficulties of overcoming strategic distrust 

between the two great powers. They further enhanced the need for cooperation to avoid 

further escalating tensions. 

David Shambaugh in his book Where Great Powers Meet published by  Oxford 

University Press, USA in November 2020 deals with an in-depth analysis of Sino-

American competition and its implications in Southeast Asia. The author provides an 
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analysis of individual states of Southeast Asia and their relations with great powers 

particularly US and Russia.  

Alexander L. Vuving in his work, Power rivalry, party crisis and patriotism: 

New dynamics in the Vietnam–China–US triangle in Li Mingjiang and Kalyan M. 

Kemburi edited book New Dynamics in US–China Relations: Contending for the Asia-

Pacific, published by Routledge in 2015 examine the significance of small and middle 

powers in shaping global political order. The author laid out the hedging diplomacy 

employed by emerging powers like in dealing with big powers.  

Sir Tony Brenton in his article Russia and China: An Axis of insecurity 

published in Asian Affairs journal, 2013 elaborate Sino-Russian collaborations from 

ideological, economic and international perspectives. Brenton laid out the possible 

area of conflict for China and Russia by underlining the strategic calculations of both 

countries to be dominanated by one another. 

Richard Javad Heydarian in his article, Southeast Asian countries edging 

closer to the US published in Asia Times, June 3, 2021 deals with how Chinese 

assertive behaviour towards its neighbours prompted these countries to move closer to 

the United States. Heydarian deals with how the Southeast Asian nations made their 

security calculations out of China’s ambitious rise in the 21st century. 

The US Strategic Pivot to Asia and Cross-Strait Relations: Economic and 

Security Dynamics , edited by Peter C. Y. Chow, published by Palgrave Macmillan, 

New York in 2014 deals with an analysis of America’s pivot to Asia and its unsinkable 

interests in Taiwan Strait.  

John J. Mearsheimer in his book, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics 

published in 2001 deals with offensive realist perspectives with primary focus on Great 

powers who have immense impact in international politics. The author addressed how 

great powers seek more and more interests in this multipolar world and how this could 

lead to more difficult situations. The author also made a forecast on the future of great 

power relations.  

Joseph Yu-shek Cheng in his book, Multilateral Approach in China’s Foreign 

Policy, published by World Scientific Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd. in 2018 provides the 

theoretical approach of multilateralism and related to China’s engagement in East and 

Southeast Asia’s multilateral institutions. The author focuses on the Chinese political 

leaders pushes for multipolar world in the 21st century. 
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Jenny Clegg in her book China’s Global Strategy Towards a Multipolar World, 

published by Pluto Press, New York, 2009 sets out China’s rise and its strategies in 

the contemporary period. In the light of prevailing Sino-US competition, the author 

elaborates how the Chinese strategic approach and its path of development could well 

survived in this multipolar world.  

David Shambaugh’s book China’s Future published in 2016 by Polity Press, 

UK deals with the conjecture of China’s future. The author made an elaborative study 

on three Chinese pathways- economy, polity and society unfolds. Besides these, the 

author sets out different variables of China’s future, which will have consequences on 

the world at large.  

James Guild in his article “How the US is Losing China in Southeast Asia,” 

published in the Diplomat on 25th October 2017, sets out how the growing Chinese 

economy has made its headways in the Southeast Asian countries. Accordingly, the 

author pointed out this as a strategic advantage of China over the United States in the 

region.  

Ely Ratner and Samir Kumar article The United States Is Losing Asia to 

China,” published in Foreign Policy on 12 May 2017 deals with how the Trump 

administration’s attempt to make footholds in the Asia-Pacific would be waned by 

China’s economic power.  

 Jo Inge Bekkevold and Bobo Lo edited book Sino-Russian Relations in the 21st 

Century published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2019. The book deals with the dynamics 

of Russia’s relationship with China in the contemporary period and how several factors 

have been shaping the two country’s bilateral relations. 

The article of M. Taylor Fravel (2014) ‘U.S. Policy Towards the Disputes in 

the South China Sea Since 1995’ elaborate the underlying interests of USA in the 

South China Sea. Fravel points out how the increased involvement of United States in 

the South China Sea shape China’s behaviour in the South China Sea by highlighting 

the costs of coercion and the pursuit of claims that are inconsistent with customary 

international law.  

Buszynski Leszek (2012), in his work ‘The South China: Oil, Maritime Claims 

and US-China Strategic Rivalry’ explains the South China Sea disputes relating to 

territorial, oil, fisheries and stresses how the South China Sea becomes a focal point 

in US-China rivalry in the Western Pacific especially since 2010.   
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Joshua P.Rowan (2005), in his article ‘The US-Japan Security alliance, ASEAN 

and the South China Sea Dispute’ assess the situation of the South China Sea dispute 

and explain how the disputes could be safely resolved by US-Japan security alliance 

and the Association of the South East Asian Nations (ASEAN). 

Commodore Agus Rustandi (2016), in his work, ‘The South China Sea 

Dispute: Opportunities for ASEAN to enhance its policies in order to achieve 

resolution’, reflects the evolution and current developments of the South China Sea 

dispute. Rustandi examines the role of ASEAN in resolving the disputes in the Sea and 

thereby suggesting some opportunities of ASEAN to manage the disputes. 

Elizabeth Wishnik (2013), in her work, ‘Russia: New Player in the South China 

Sea?’ examines multifaceted developments of Russian bilateral ties with the claimant 

states of the South China Sea and how this cooperation have a say on Russia’s position 

in the South China Sea dispute.  

In his article, Alok Kumar Gupta (2017), ‘Russia’s Stand on South China Sea: 

Is it Appeasement, Accommodation or Support to China? Gupta laid out several issues 

involve in the South China Sea and Russia’s stand on the South China Sea dispute. 

This article examines USA as a common enemy factor in Russia and China bilateral 

cooperation and how this relations impact Russia’s stands on the South China Sea 

dispute.   

Kun-Chin Lin and Andrés Villar Gertner (2015) in their work ‘Maritime 

Security in the Asia-Pacific: China and the Emerging Order in the East and South 

China Sea’, evaluates the fundamental dimensions of tensions in the East China Sea 

and South China Sea from four perspective- geostrategic balance, national identity 

politics, regional and domestic institutions, and international maritime law with the 

main focus on China’s role. 

 In the work of Gregory B.Poling (2013), ‘The South China Sea in Focus: 

Clarifying the Limits of Maritime Disputes’, the South China Sea was viewed through 

the legal claims of each claimant, without taking into consideration the unresolvable 

land features in the sea and the consequences of the dispute. 

Sheldon W. Simon (2012) in ‘Conflict and Diplomacy in the South China Sea’, 

discusses the South China Sea conflict from the existing  diplomacy among the 

claimant states either bilaterally or multilaterally and finds that if diplomacy fails, the 

claimants are building their militaries to assert their rights through force. 
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In an article, ‘Conflict Irresolution in the South China Sea’, written by David 

Scott (2012), conflict in the South China Sea was looked through various problems- 

international, regional and bilateral in the process of resolving conflicts. Scott examine 

the intricated territorial disputes in the South China Sea and the cumbersome process 

of conflict resolution. 

In her article titled ‘India’s stakes in the South China Sea’, Munmun Majumdar 

(2013) while not dealing much with the nature of dispute in the South China Sea, dealt 

extensively with India-Vietnam oil and gas exploration in the South China Sea, which 

has been a cause of concern for Vietnam, China-Vietnam hostile relations and few 

possible challenges that might arise out of India’s strategic move.  

Aditi Malhotra (2012) in an article, ‘Indo-Vietnam relations: An answer to 

Sino- Pak Partnership?’ explains China’s assertive rise in the Asian region through its 

military forces and her continued interest in the Indian Ocean. The article largely 

elaborate the all time friendly relations between China and Pakistan particularly the 

defense cooperation and mention India’s concern to this  which is perceived by India 

as a threat to her security interest. The author then compare this to India’s security 

relations with Vietnam which has been a major obstacle from the Chinese point of 

view.  

In an article, ‘Disputes Between Vietnam and China in the South China Sea: A 

Legal Analysis’, written by Vu Hai Dang(2014), Vu provides different reasons why 

India-Vietnam ties has been so much a cause of concern for China and provides a legal 

analysis of the most challenging dispute between China and Vietnam in the South 

China Sea. 

Amitav Acharya, in the article ‘China and South-East Asia: Security Aspects’, 

examines South-East Asia’s dilemmas in dealing with rising Chinese power. Acharya 

states that China’s relations with South-East Asia have been and will continue to be 

marked by a mix of competition and collaboration due to largely two key 

developments in China-South-East Asian relations- the South China Sea dispute and 

the issue of investment and trade diversion. 

In a book written by Martin Jacques (2009), When China Rules the World: The 

rise of the Middle Kingdom and the End of the Western World, Jacques explicitly gave 

a distinctive approach to the world order in the 21st century and recognizes that the 

rapid growth of non-Western world and specifically China as a dominant role in the 

21st century. 
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 The work of Vallabhu Srilatha (2005) ‘India-ASEAN: Prospects for Maritime 

Cooperation’, deals with several naval activities of India and countries of ASEAN and 

laid down some possible threats that might deter maritime cooperation of India and 

ASEAN and suggested some recommendations for future maritime cooperation. 

 Deepek Yadav (2016) in his article ‘Indian Maritime Diplomacy and the South 

China Sea’, explains the status and features of the South China Sea. Yadav examines 

how Chinese assertive policy fuel the tensions in the South China Sea and how India 

makes her position especially after the Permanent Court of Arbitration  ruling on South 

China Sea disputes in 2016.  

Rajaram Panda (2016) in his article, ‘South China Sea: Aftermath of the PCA 

Ruling’, give the details of the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling on the South 

China Sea on 12 July 2016. It examines how this ruling had a reaction and viewpoint 

of the littoral states and specifically China.  

S. Jaishankar’s book The India Way: Strategies for an Uncertain World 

published by Harper Collins in 2020 gives an in depth insights into India’s 

international strategy. It deals with how India could effectively manage a robust 

diplomacy in the complicated world of the 21st century.  

An examination of some of the works relevant to the South China Sea and the 

role of key powers in the region demonstrates the importance of attentively 

scrutinizing India's maritime security policy in relation to the South China Sea. In fact, 

none of the publications exclusively dealt with the role of major nations, particularly 

India, in the South China Sea dispute. The current study aims to highlight India's 

participation in the South China Sea, alongside other significant nations such as the 

United States, Russia and China. 

Objectives of the study 

The objectives of the thesis are as follows: 

1. To study the historical development of India’s maritime security policy. 

2. To analyze the nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea.  

3. To examine big power politics in South China Sea. 

4. To evaluate the implications of external powers specifically USA, Russia and 

India on the littoral states of the South China Sea. 
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Research Questions 

The thesis will probe into detail the following research questions: 

1. What are the historical development of India’s maritime security policy? 

2. What is the nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea? 

3. What are the policies adopted by external big powers in the South China Sea? 

4. What are the implications of external big powers specifically USA, Russia and 

India policies on the littoral states of the South China Sea? 

Methodology 

 The present study adopts historical and analytical approach. The study uses 

both primary and secondary sources of data collection. Qualitative method is used to 

analyse the data collected from these sources.  

 For primary sources, data has been collected from relevant websites of 

governments of  India, USA, Russia, as well as China, Vietnam, the Philippines, 

Brunei, Taiwan, Malaysia. 

Secondary data were collected from books, journals, magazines, newspapers, 

seminar papers, websites, electronic books, Working Papers, reports and publications 

from topic related associations and agencies, etc. 

Chapterisation 

 The present study consisted of six chapters, such as:  

CHAPTER I: Introduction 

The first chapter broadly gives a general introduction of the topic. It 

covers statement of the research problem, review of literature, 

objectives of the study, research questions, methodology, and 

chapterisation  

CHAPTER II: Historical background and development of India’s maritime security  

policy 

This chapter traces the historical development of India’s maritime 

security policy from the earlier period. It examines how the various 

kingdoms of India formulate their naval policies and how India in the 

ancient world utilizes sea as an instrument of connecting the outside 

world. In this chapter, the study takes into account the colonial period 
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and how the European powers shape the maritime dimensions of India. 

It also throws a light on the maritime strength and diplomacy in 

contemporary period. 

CHAPTER III: The nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea 

This chapter analyzes the geostrategic importance of the South China 

Sea and the nature of conflicts in the South China Sea. It examine 

individual claims made by the conflicting parties and the legal 

dimensions of the claims on the basis of United Nations Conventions 

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) under which all the claimants were 

parties of this international law.  

CHAPTER IV: Big Power Politics in South China Sea 

This chapter elaborates the role, interests and policies adopted by 

major external powers in the South China Sea with special reference 

to Russia, USA, China and India.  

CHAPTER V: South China Sea: The implications of Big Powers for the littoral states 

This chapter deals with bilateral relations of the littoral parties with 

USA, Russia and India. It analyses how the six littoral parties 

perceived the role of external big powers (USA, Russia and India) 

policies and activities on the littoral states of the South China Sea.  

CHAPTER VI: Summary and Conclusion 

The last chapter summarizes the study. 
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Chapter II 
Historical background and development of India’s Maritime security policy 

 

 

 India resides well-heeled with a diverse natural environment. The strategic 

location of India with its vast oceanic surroundings provides ample scope for maritime 

investigations. India’s historical events alludes to a clear background enticing the 

impression that some sort of navigational prowess as well as security courses were 

developed from time to time which can be broadly divided into certain phases. 

2.1.  Pre-historic Period 

 India resides well-heeled with rich natural habitation. The strategic location of 

India with its vast oceanic surrounding provides ample scope for maritime 

investigations. Historical evidences sufficiently indicate that the earliest people of 

India were seafarers, habitually engaged in sea-borne trade even with the outside 

world. Besides these archaeology, inscriptions and numismatics revealed the 

fruitfulness of India’s maritime antiquity.  

Trade in the ancient period expanded in tandem with maritime dimensions. It is 

believed that the Harappan civilization sails trade mission to the Western world There 

is cogent evidence that Indian ships dominated the vast ocean around our peninsula 

from over 4000 years B.C till 17th century A.D (Basnal , n.d.). However, mention must 

be made that though the Harappan civilization which outlasted for thousand years had 

its own downfall, it is renowned for its pioneering excellence in nautical affairs and 

building maritime linkages with the outside world. Scholars argued several threats to 

securities like natural calamities of tectonic movement, coastal erosion, sedimentation 

and sea level fluctuations, movement of winds and flood etc. in maritime realm, had 

largely contributed for the overall downfall of Harappan civilization.  

2.2.  Vedic Period 

The Vedic literature provides textual shred of evidence of the Vedic period, 

which lasted roughly from 2000 BC to 500 BC. There are extensive references of the 

seas being actively used purposefully for trade, reaching beyond western and far 

eastern India. However, there was disagreement among scholars on the oceanic 

navigation during this period. Nevertheless, the Vedic texts provide that sea-borne 
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trade existed during the Rig Vedic period and that the ships and vessels encountered 

natural threats which were presumably caused by winds and storms. The Rig Veda 

itself contains more than 100 references to ocean (Samudra), as well as dozens of 

references to ships, and to rivers flowing into the sea (Kumar, 2012). Manu Smriti, 

deemed to be the oldest law book in the world, also has several references to sea-borne 

traffic as well as inland and overland commerce (Kumar, 2012).  

In the ancient Indian texts, Rig Veda and Mahabharata, there were references 

on the various insecurities of the sea. Ostensibly, the forces sent to fight enemies in 

the vast distant waters were pessimistically send off by their family. This designates 

that many of the ships were shipwrecked by natural calamities. For this reason, as 

stated in Mahabharata ships were all armed and advanced of the time to withstand 

storms and waves. It now appeared that the Vedic people were seafarers, with 

rationalized knowledge of maritime trade and vessel construction. Furthermore, this 

period embodied maritime civilization and their strong reliance on religion for security 

on the water is a clear indication that they worshipped several water gods.  

During the reigns of the Nandas and Mauryas, ancient India's maritime 

manoeuvring reached a fever pitch. Not only did the Indian maritime trade flourish 

and expand during this period, but its culture and religious beliefs also spread widely 

on the eastern side of her neighbour. The Greek and Roman literary accounts provided 

illustrative information on the prosperity of Indian maritime trade during the Nandas 

and Maurya periods. During Alexander's invasion, the Greek philosophers maintained 

that India was well versed in nautical matters. Megasthenes, an ancient Greek 

philosopher and diplomat, described how Indian kingdoms maintained special naval 

warfighting forces during the 4th century BC. 

During this time, the ancient Indian philosopher Kautilya wrote a political 

treatise called 'Arthashastra,' which detailed Indian maritime conditions at the time. It 

contained a detailed account of the Chandragupta Mauryan administration, which had 

administrative offices for the protection of its maritime empire, vessel maintenance, 

and port rules. There was an abundance of overseas trade, and diplomatic exchange 

with foreign countries maintained during the Mauryan Age laid the groundwork for 

Indian trade, which is critical for future ages. 

An analysis of the ancient history of India ardently exposes India’s glorious 

maritime past. In view of its era, the maritime span and competences of ancient India 

could be considered as fairly sophisticated. It is worth noting that India held a 
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dominant position in the ancient period and its maintenance of maritime relations with 

other countries cannot be overstated. Moreover, the ancient period had witnessed 

peaceful uses of seas and oceans for trade and other navigational purposes. The only 

insecurities instigating factors were likely to be natural calamities like winds and ocean 

currents, monsoon factors, etc. Aside from these, references to naval encounters were 

found in the Vedic text during this period. In fine, taking into account the trade 

relations and construction of vessels and ports, it is clear that pre-historic people 

possessed persuasive maritime skills of the time which could have protected them from 

a variety of threats. The maritime domain during this period was more circumscribed 

by economic purposes rather than geographical and political ends.  

Indians are seafaring people. Its cultural and religious impact has spread to its 

neighbours. This is evident from its pre-modern reach in Southeast Asia . The region 

of Southeast Asia has been called by many names: ‘Greater India’, ‘Farther India’, the 

land below the wind (Noor, 2011). The old statute of the Buddha that have been found 

in Southeast Asia remain an oblique indicators of the seafaring lives of the first 

mariners who came to the region from India by sea (Noor, 2011). What took place in 

Southeast Asia during the pre-Islamic and pre-colonial eras can only be understood in 

the context of an age where geo-political boundaries were fluid, porous and inter 

penetrating; and local developments took place against a backdrop of transcultural 

exchange and translocal evolution (Noor, 2011).  

2.3. The Medieval Period 

 India’s nascent maritime tradition was spectacularly perpetuated by successive 

kingdoms during the medieval period. In this connection, the Sassanid empire deserves 

special recognition for its significant contribution to the development of India’s 

maritime security policy. India’s maritime trade links with the Arabs prosper with the 

mighty Sassanid empire. This resulted to a phenomenon of increasing movement of 

people from the Persian Gulf to India. The Malabar kings were highly favorable to the 

foreign traders, bestowing privileges and special honours to them, as these merchants 

brought considerable revenue to the exchequer. The active participation of the 

Christian traders from the Sassanid Empire in the maritime trade and navigation in 

Indian waters prompted them investigate the piracy of ships returning from India and 

Ceylon (Malekanthi, 2002). Instead of resisting, Indian rulers during this period were 

rather lenient toward migrants from other countries, which worsened the situation in 
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the long run. Furthermore, the voyagers during this time were frequently disrupted by 

weather and wind conditions. 

 During the great Gupta period, there was a massive awareness and rapid 

development of maritime capacity building in India, which can be attributed to the 

Gupta dynasty. According to historians, the reign of the Gupta dynasty from roughly 

320 to 500 AD was considered the golden period in Indian history. This period's 

socioeconomic and political conditions flourished more than ever before. Various 

rulers of various Gupta kingdoms prompted tenacious military assets, including 

several fleets of war boats. Not only did the Gupta period see rapid growth in maritime 

trade and commerce, but it is also clear that the Gupta dynasty maintained a strong 

military force and used it for political purposes. Furthermore, the Gupta period saw 

some colonisation in India's eastern neighbouring countries.  

It is observable that around the early 7th century AD, several naval expeditions 

were mounted by the Arabs against the Hindu kingdoms of Sindh. It is also discernible 

to note that the Arabs made successful raids in many of these confrontations operating 

off the Indus river. Despite the fact that the initial Arabs sea-borne raids’ central 

motives were not solely intended to conquer the Hindu kingdoms, in certain instances 

it can be considered as a reaction by the Caliphs of Arab, exasperated by some Indian 

pirates who frequently disrupted the voyages of the Arabs in this region.  

In 756 A.D a sea-borne invasion of Sind by the Arabs was repulsed by the 

Saindhava Navy. The Saindhavas were renowned for their naval prowess in the 

peninsular seas and bore the title aparasamudradhipati, i.e. “Masters of the Western 

Sea” (Sridharan, 1965). Many north Indian states play important roles in maritime 

affairs such as voyages, ship building and overseas trading ports. It should be noted, 

however, that their primary goal was to grapple with the incessant external aggression 

overland, such as they had from the Huns and the Arabs. They also had innumerable 

internal schism that resulted in domestic problems that were invariably resolved 

through land battles. The credit of saving India from Arab invasion by sea justly 

belongs to the Saindhavas, who were chiefly remarkable as being one of the few 

powers in ancient India with a distinguished record of naval exploits (Sridharan, 1965). 

The Sailendras were believed to be possessing outstanding naval tactics and 

exceptional naval power. The Sailendra’s possession of a formidable navy is evident 

from their annexation of their kingdoms in the eastern side and seizure of the islands 

in the Indian Ocean.   
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A maritime power that rose to pre-eminence after the Sailendras were the 

Cholas. They had implemented a custom clearance system in their ports. By the end 

of the ninth century A.D., they were able to maintain an armada of ships and assert 

their dominance on the high seas. During the 13th century, the Cholas annexed several 

territories and remained hostile to the Ceylon kings, launching several naval 

expeditions. The Arab-Indian commercial contact expended tremendously and it is 

interesting to note that the Arab traders’ presence in South India became so intense 

that they not only served as economic or commercial partners, but also penetrated to 

the political administration of India. Some of the Arabs traders gained a privileged 

political-economic position through which allowed them to extend their influence and 

maritime contacts to Goa. 

The Hindu kingdoms undeniably hold pre-eminence in the maritime security 

development of India. They not only established a web of an extensive trade in their 

eastern and western neighbours, but they were also acquainted with naval proficiency 

of the time and even succeded in territory annexation. For a long century passengers 

and merchants enjoy the monopoly of Asian water under the rule of the Indian 

kingdoms. Moreover, the Indian kingdoms armed their vessels to withstand natural 

calamities and various forms of piracy. Unfortunately, the story of the glorious 

maritime achievements of the Hindu kingdom in Indian history came to an end for a 

variety of reasons, the most prominent of which was external exploitation as a result 

of the Indian kingdoms’ gradual scant attention on the overseas battles and heavy 

emphasis on land-based battles.  

 The waning conditions of maritime dimensions of India under the Hindu 

kingdom opened the door for external power to reap benefits out of it. In no time, the 

Arabs instantaneously enter Indian waters, grabbing commercial benefits by linking 

trade and with no stern hesitation by the Indians. However, the Arabs halts in India 

had far reaching consequences, gradually broadening their domain and with the 

conquest of Sind, they gained control of the valuable ports on this coast. 

 With the rise of mighty Mughal dynasty, medieval India witnessed the upsurge 

of maritime competence. The Mughal Navy fought in several battles at sea and 

established well-developed naval offices. However, the Mughals short-sightedness 

with regard to sea power paved the way for European intrusion and they suffered heavy 

setback at the hands of the Portuguese. Several rulers formidable navies and 

maintained great maritime powers of their time. Communication with the outside 
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world was mostly done over the seas. The Chinese explored the Indian Ocean from 

east to west, whereas the Portuguese explored it from west to east with the backing of 

the state for the expeditions (Malekanthi, 2010). The control of Indian seas belonged 

predominantly to India till the thirteenth century AD (Panikkar, 1951).  

The first-ever known external power creating India’s maritime security 

questionable from external power happened to be the Arabs shortly after they 

navigated in the Indian waters in an around 9th and 10th century AD.  It was with their 

prompt action that they deeply penetrated in the commercial activities and quickly 

occupied a stronghold in the economy of India. It is also apparent that several Indian 

rulers were not wary of their foreign counterparts during their stay in India. Moreover, 

the Arabs movement in India was so intense and the Indian rulers were so tolerant, that 

the Arabs were not only quenched by being strong business partners, but they also 

gained significant political status. In this sense, the Arabs did not unequivocally 

threatened India’s maritime security but they do control the ports and revenues on the 

western coast of India. The Indian kingdoms of the time were also short-sighted in 

their attitude towards the Arabs. The result was the migration of the Arabs in India and 

the involvement of Arabs not only on water but also on land in the internal politics of 

India. The maritime security of India during the 9th and 10th centuries was weak and 

the Indian ruler’s selfishness and short-sightedness opened the door for the Arabs to 

assume supreme authority over the economy and, to a lesser extent, the politics of 

Southern Indian states. The Indian kings possessed advanced naval assets, but they 

were unaware that an external power was attempting to monopolise them. 

 

 

 

2.4.  The European Era 

The strategic location of Indian Ocean, which lies in the middle of east and 

west drew the attentions of seamen, explorers and other countries interested in 

extending territories from both east and west. Furthermore, India’s historical 

development revealed that from the 9th century onwards, Indian Ocean was regarded 

as a significant instrument for controlling international trade routes and several 

external powers relied on it to control this area. Consequently, following the Arabs 

and the Chinese explored the Indian Ocean via various routes but the actual 
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monopolization of India from maritime to territorial based began with the arrival of 

the Portuguese by the beginning of the 15th century. In contrast to the Arab approach, 

the Portuguese conquest of lands in south India was followed by their occupation of 

specific trading ports. 

The trade, indispensable as it was, became a factor in the search for an 

independent all-sea route to India (Panikkar, 1951). The Portuguese, with their 

sophisticated armours and ships, sailed into Indian waters for the first time, ushering 

in a new chapter in Indian history. However, unlike previous external explorers to 

India, the Portuguese encountered their first rebuttal in India when they arrived in 

Calicut. The Zamorins were the rulers of Kerala's trading centre, and their firm 

maritime policy toward foreign powers, particularly the Portuguese, made a significant 

contribution to the historical development of India's maritime security. 

In this regard, it is worth noting that the ancient and mediaeval Indian 

kingdoms were not particularly concerned with defending shipping lanes that were 

later used as trade routes from east to west. Rather, it is clear that foreign explorers 

and traders were reasonably safe when they arrived in India. Similarly, the Zamorins, 

the rulers of the trading centres on India's western coast during the 15th century, were 

tolerant of foreign visitors. However, the Zamorin, despite being inferior to the 

Portuguese in terms of naval ability and protection, stand boldly in front of the mighty 

Portuguese. The Zamorins had fought several sea battles with the Portuguese using 

their traditional armaments. On the contrary, during this time, the Indian kings were 

not united or powerful enough to argue about external influence. Rather, they were 

eager to reap the benefits of foreign traders in order to gain a short-term advantage. 

The Zamorin's war with the Portuguese dragged on until 1662, when the Dutch 

came to his aid. The Dutch, on the other hand, stepped into their shoes. If the Muslim 

naval powers had aided the Zamorin and the Hindu powers of Cochin and Vijayanagar 

had refused to cooperate with the Portuguese, the Portuguese would have driven them 

out by the sixteenth century. If Travancore and Cochin had not attacked the Zamorin, 

he would have driven the Dutch out of Cochin in 1758. (Ayyar, 1976). The British 

would not have established their supremacy in Kerala in the eighteenth century if 

Haider Ali had not destroyed the Zamorin's power in 1766. (Ayyar, 1976). The 

Zamorins were known as Punturakkon ("the lord of Punturai"), Kunnalakkon ("the 

lord of the hill and the Ocean"), and Sailabdhisvara ("the lord of the hill and the 

Ocean") in Sankrit (Haridas, 1998). 



28 
 

The most heinous and pernicious error made by the Indian rulers was to regard 

the more powerful newcomers to their land as a rescuer in conflicts with their local 

enemies. The Portuguese, on the other hand, were never senseless of these 

opportunities offered by the Indian kingdoms and quickly reached an agreement. The 

Portuguese helped the petty chiefs with arms and ammunitions causing them to 

become indulge in India’s political arena. It was in this condition that the Zamorin’s 

role in the development of India’s maritime security policy became prominent. The 

Zamorins were the mighty Indian rulers of the south who had bitter attitude and 

resistance towards the Portuguese and courageously fought several times with their 

sheer material possessions. The Marakkars were the ones who offered the Zamorin 

their men, ships and wealth to fight the Portuguese. The Marakkars were credited with 

organizing the first naval defense of the Indian coast (Kunjali Marakkar). The Indian 

kings fought several battles and had numerous skirmishes with the Portuguese, but 

they were not decisive; however, the materialistically weaker Indian rulers could not 

stand long against the Portuguese and suffered severe defeat in the end.  

During this time, the Indian naval forces were incompatible and, for the first 

time, had to engage in fierce battles with a more powerful Portuguese power. Despite 

the immense strength of the Indian kingdoms, particularly the Zamorins, and with the 

assistance of the Egyptians, the Indians could not stand up to the Portuguese, who sent 

numerous armadas that were well equipped and armed from time to time. The 

Portuguese used cunning tactics and kept strong naval equipment, which the Arabs 

who held hegemony in Indian waters couldn't withstand, and thus the Portuguese held 

a monopoly over the Indian seas during the early 16th century. However, within a short 

period of time, India's sovereignty over land and water became a battleground for 

European powers, and India's political situation was dictated by any dominant 

European powers.  It should be noted that various Indian kingdoms were literally 

pathetic in water during this time period. 

The Portuguese sphere of influence in the East altered the world's political 

structure. With the decline of Portuguese trade in the seventeenth century, and the 

frequent blockades of Portuguese navigational lines by the Dutch and English, the 

Portuguese policy shifted from mercantilism to land adventurism. 
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2.4.1.  The Dutch 

 The first European power who break the monopoly of the Portuguese were the 

Dutch. The Dutch were familiar with the knowledge of seafaring in the east since they 

frequently voyaged as traders attracted by spice trade. They also observed that the 

native maritime India was predominantly weak and utterly depended on the 

Portuguese. This circumstance is clarified by the fact that the Dutch initial target was 

not the Indian rulers but the Portuguese during their entrance in the Indian water. 

However, Indian ruler’s thoughtlessness was proved again and in 1603 at Calicut, 

when the Dutch Admiral negotiated a trade treaty with the Zamorin, which gave the 

latter assurances of expelling the Portuguese from his territory.  

  Many Indian kingdoms have been dominated by foreign powers since the 

arrival of the Europeans. The situation was such that the Indian kings enlisted the 

assistance of one power to overthrow the other's domineering position. The Dutch 

systematically eliminated the Portuguese strong bases and strategic points located 

along the Indian subcontinent's outer cordon, securing a foothold on India's east coast. 

The Dutch established maritime supremacy within a short period of their arrival and 

were the leading European nation in maritime commerce in the 17th century. The 

Dutch rose to this position in India clearly due to their command of the sea and their 

adequate appreciation of the value of sea power. 

The witty tactic or deception that made the Dutch supreme in the maritime 

sphere is the famous ‘ferman’ adopted by them. The Dutch East India Company, by 

this renewable ferman was enjoined a token to establish commercial activities, 

concessions in custom duties at ports and a permission to erect factories at different 

Mughal territories. In turn, the Dutch East India Company paid lavished cash on the 

Mughal rulers. Henceforth, the period after establishing their first factory at 

Masulipattanam in 1605, the Dutch easily received deliberations and acceptance from 

the people of the western coast of India. It is interesting to note that some Mughal 

kingdoms were refuted with the Dutch ‘ferman’ policy and refused to grant them. 

However, many kingdoms fostered a friendly environment with the Dutch, 

exacerbating the situation. Under the Dutch rule, Indian maritime was introduced to 

the system of ‘passports’ or ‘passes’ which ensured the Company’s permission to 

transition ships. In response to this, the Indian kingdoms had to do some favour for the 

company in exchange for receiving this end. Furthermore, many Indian ships 
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approaching South East Asian ports have been denied passes in the past. All of this 

exacerbated the Indian kingdoms' clandestine crisis over freedom of navigation on 

their own waters during the 16th and 17th centuries. 

2.4.2. The British Era 

  Under British dominance, India's maritime dimensions were developed in a 

more systematic manner. The arrival of the British brought a more powerful European 

into conflict with the Dutch in India. The English quickly triumphed and established 

trading posts throughout India. 

The Mughal empire, as vast and powerful as it was on land, was completely 

powerless at sea. The eastern waters were dominated by the Portuguese and English 

in India and the Dutch in the Indies at the beginning of the 17th century (Sridharan, 

1965). Around this time, the battle for trade supremacy among the three European 

naval powers in the East was largely balanced (Sridharan, 1965). During this time, the 

kingdoms of the Sidis of India and the Marathas made significant contributions to the 

development of India's maritime history. For over a century, these two naval powers 

caused the British to suffer enormous losses in maritime trade until 1757, when 

Commodore James ended the last of the powers with the capture of Swarnadrug, the 

main Maratha naval base, but still, the English continued to lose ships at several battles 

(Sridharan, 1965). With the rise of French power as a rival to the British, there was a 

thaw in the British reign of naval supremacy in the Indian Ocean. 

2.5. The evolution of the Indian Navy 

Apart from other developments in the maritime dimension, the Indian Navy 

developed in a more organised manner under British dominance. After being attacked 

by Portuguese ships, the East India Company realised that the port settlements lacked 

seaward defence. These factors led to the establishment of the Indian Marine in 1613. 

This year will go down in history as the year that India's Navy was established 

(Sridharan, 1965). The initial India Marine role focused on defending the coast from 

naval threats rather than being offensive to external powers. The British purposefully 

used the navy to the Company's advantage in order to defeat the local foe. However, 

it grew in size and strength and even took part in military operations. 
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The year 1877 marked yet another turning point in the history of the Indian 

Navy. The Indian Navy of Her Majesty was renamed Indian Marine. With the passage 

of the Indian Navy (Discipline) Act of 1934, the Royal Indian Navy was formally 

inaugurated on October 2, 1934, in a historic ceremony in Bombay. K.M Pnikkar 

observes that after the destruction of the Maratha Naval power in 1751, "Indians were 

sailing the seas for the first time in warships-small and insignificant units no doubt, 

but symbolic of the resuscitation of the old forces which had for at least two millennia 

held the mastery of the Indian seas" (Sridharan, 1965). In addition to local tasks such 

as patrolling, contraband control, intelligence gathering, and seaward defence, the 

Royal Indian Navy participated in a number of war operations, primarily in the role of 

trade protection. Convoying became its primary role during this period, and it 

participated in the African campaign, Persian Gulf operations, the Atlantic Campaign 

and operations in the Indian Ocean, the Burma Campaign, and Indian Ocean 

operations. 

Following the mutiny in February, 1946, the Royal Indian Navy was 

confronted with an entirely new and enormous problem, resulting from the political 

decision of partitioning the country into two independent states, India and Pakistan. 

The Royal Indian Navy, which had gained extensive experience during World War II, 

had to be divided roughly in two-thirds of the undivided fleet and associated assets to 

India and one-third to Pakistan. The shore establishment on the other hand could not 

obviously be divided in any fixed proportion. The establishments which were situated 

in each of the two independent states were retained by the respective countries. This 

posed serious problems of training the officers and sailors of the Indian Navy, but they 

were admirably overcome in later years. In addition to the loss of training 

establishments, this resulted a sudden exodus of Muslim naval officers and men who 

had opted to serve Pakistan. Historically, recruitment had been such that at the time of 

partition, many sailors, particularly in the senior ranks, were Punjabi Mussulmans. As 

a result, senior gunnery, engine-room, and communication personnel were abruptly 

removed from the Indian Navy. These factors resulted in a significant reduction in 

personnel in the Indian Navy at the time of independence. Following a constitutional 

amendment in 1950, the prefix "Royal" was dropped, and the Service was renamed the 

"Indian Navy." Another historic day occurred on May 27, 1951, when the President of 

India presented the President's Colours to the Indian Navy. It was a proud and 

memorable occasion for the Indian Navy. In a variety of ways, remarkable progress 
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has been made since independence. Today, the Indian Navy not only meets its own 

training needs, but also extends its facilities to friendly countries. Following 

independence, the organisation of command of the Indian Navy underwent some 

changes as circumstances demanded. It is necessary to mention the government's 

recent decision to transfer responsibility for the country's coastal defence from the 

Army to the Navy (Sridharan, 1965). 

2.6. Developments in the 21st century 

Globalization in relation to India's liberalised economy was obtained through 

the Indian Government's adoption of the Liberalisation, Privatisation, and 

Globalisation (LPG) policy. The year 1991 saw a fundamental shift in India's 

economic and political approaches. As a result, India's foreign policy has clearly taken 

a U-turn in its approaches and developed a completely different perception since 

earlier. However, all of these strategic shifts occurred in a situation that was not 

entirely satisfactory to India. At the time of the transformation, India was essentially 

equipped with Cold-War political remnants, with no clear substantiation of claiming 

strong friendship bonds with any major power or with her neighbouring countries. 

Meanwhile, the changing international scenario, with its increased economic 

integration and global interconnectedness, which has provided numerous benefits to 

India, has also presented numerous challenges. The profound transformation has 

resulted in a slew of changes and security issues in the maritime domain. Accordingly, 

Indian national leaders have become increasingly aware of the need to meet the 

advancement of maritime assets and develop a fervent maritime policy and diplomacy. 

On the eve of Independence, in August, 1947, the Indian Shipping tonnage 

stood at 0.19 million Gross Tonnage (GT), consisting of 48 coastal ships of 0.12 

million GT and 11 overseas vessels with 0.07 million GT (Ministry of Ports, Shipping 

& Waterways Transport Research Wing, Government of India, 2021). Since 

independence the Indian Shipping tonnage has registered a remarkable growth. The 

Indian Shipping tonnage was 5.68 million GT with 383 vessels as on 31st December 

1980 which increased to 6.95 million GT with 549 vessels as on 31st December 2000 

and to 10.17 million GT with 1040 vessels as on 31st December 2010 (Ministry of 

Ports, Shipping & Waterways Transport Research Wing, Government of India, 2021) 

. The Indian merchant fleet strength stood at 1463 vessels with 13.01 million GT as on 

end December 2020. This represents 68 fold increases in GT since independence 
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(Ministry of Ports, Shipping & Waterways Transport Research Wing, Government of 

India, 2021). Out of the 1463 vessels, 998 vessels (68%) with 1.67 million GT were 

engaged in coastal trade and the remaining 465 vessels (32%) with 11.34 million GT 

were deployed for overseas trade (Ministry of Ports, Shipping & Waterways Transport 

Research Wing, Government of India, 2021).  

 The rapid changing and development of the globe comprehensively had quite 

a lot of maritime implications on India. India’s geostrategic environment endowed 

with a transformed security and foreign political perceptions marks a quick signal to 

India that its imminent maritime strategies and resources remain insufficient and 

deliver a clear indication on the necessity of acquiring a vibrant and robust maritime 

policy. Notwithstanding the initial independent Indian leaders embrace the 

inevitability of a resilient spectrum on maritime capacity building, the ostensible reach 

of globalization antagonizes India with manifold and more hideous challenges to 

India’s national security. Accordingly, the post-globalized India’s strategic outlook 

lent its eyes towards the maritime domain which is a sine-quo-non for a maritime 

nation aspiring to have powerful regional and global influences. With this scenario, 

today’s maritime dimensions India have been shaped and moulded over time.  

During the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) administration, India produced 

Indian Maritime Doctrine for the first time, which was revised in 2009, and Freedom 

to Use the Seas: India's Maritime Military Strategy, which was published in 2007. The 

most recent is Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian Maritime Security Strategy, published by 

the Ministry of Defence in 2015. These official publications provide a maritime 

historical development as well as broad perspectives and directions for India's 

maritime policies in the twenty-first century. Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian Maritime 

Security Strategy, 2015 highlights India’s contemporary maritime security 

considerations and reflect the incontrovertible link between secure seas and India’s 

resurgence in the 21st century (Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian Maritime Security 

Strategy, 2015) 

For centuries, India’s maritime dimensions and interests essentially remain 

Indian Ocean centred. However, as an influential littoral power of the Indian Ocean, 

India in the 21st century is saddled with new-fangled responsibilities. Today, India’s 

security environment became incalculably perturbed by both traditional and non-

traditional threats occurred in the seas. Nations in the current era rigorously put up 

with the advancement and interconnectivity of the world which could markedly be 
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attributed to the wave of globalization. Consequently, the international milieu has 

generated a plethora of threats and challenges that are more precarious than ever. This 

situation compelled India to be able to keep up with the changing international 

situation and to strengthen its naval capabilities in order to meet all of the security 

challenges that confronts the country. 

The globalisation era has largely revitalised India's maritime interests. The 

Indian Navy is a vital component of India's defence and armed forces. The Indian Navy 

intends to defend its seaward borders and defeat all maritime threats in its domain of 

interests. Today, the Indian Navy has resolved to provide the most up-to-date resources 

and diplomacies in a more qualitative and quantitative manner. In the current era of 

globalisation, the Indian shipping sector has also been greatly revitalised. 

The 2015 publication of Indian Maritime Security Strategy outlined the Indian 

Navy Vision Statement which provides several ways to confront challenges in a 

complex maritime environment. As such, it aims to optimise every resource, embrace 

innovation, and maximise indigenisation and self-reliance, to bridge critical capability 

gaps and generate credible combat power, to accomplish missions across the full 

spectrum of naval operations (Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian Maritime Security 

Strategy, 2015).  

India's aspirational rise as a regional and global power has frequently clashed 

with China's assertive rise. China and India, the two neighbouring Asian titans, 

frequently had competing interests that led to war. The escalating tensions between the 

two countries had far-reaching consequences for India's maritime dimensions in the 

twenty-first century. Indian naval capabilities are progressing toward civilization, and 

India is eager to project its power abroad in pursuit of its national interests. Maritime 

diplomacy has been an important component of India's diplomacy since its 

independence. In recent years, India's maritime attention has been decisively focused 

on areas other than the Indian Ocean, with recent interests in the South China Sea 

being particularly notable. In recent years, the South China Sea has become a hotspot 

on the Asian continent. Several competing claims are made by the six littoral countries, 

with China remaining the most powerful, claiming more than 80% of the Sea. In recent 

years, India has developed naval engagement with some of the littoral states in the 

South China Sea region, which is widely resented by China. With the implementation 

of the Look East policy, India seeks a broad increase in trade and economic 

engagements with her immediate neighbours and beyond. Members of ASEAN and 
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East Asian countries have proven to be an excellent partner for one of the world's 

fastest growing economies, India. Economic ties with South East and East Asian 

countries have grown dramatically in recent years, which is heavily reliant on goods 

transported by ship. As a result, maintaining freedom of navigation in the South China 

Sea is critical from India's perspective. 

In the recent years China has massive interests in building strong maritime 

strategies which has persistent implications on India. China’s assertive maritime plans 

has been observed by many as an intention to encircle India and many political analysts 

and commentators label it as “string of pearls” It is observed that China is increasing 

its presence in the Indian Ocean in the maritime sphere to keep India intentionally 

preoccupied in the region. As a move to uphold its maritime strategy China’s 21st 

Century Maritime Silk Road and the related One Belt One Road initiatives being the 

most noteworthy. Maritime Silk Road is designed a route from China's coast to Europe 

through the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean along one route, and from China's 

coast through the South China Sea to the South Pacific along another route. The One 

Belt One Road project focuses on bringing together China, Central Asia, Russia, and 

Europe; linking China with the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea through 

Central Asia and West Asia; and connecting China with Southeast Asia, South Asia, 

and the Indian Ocean. Hence, China’s assertive maritime strategies remain a source of 

concern for India and the world. 

Moreover, India has from time to time conduct joint naval exercises with 

friendly nations in the Indian Ocean and beyond. In the recent decades, India’s security 

management is also interrupted by the rise of piracy in the Indian Ocean. This includes 

the Gulf of Aden and the Somali basin, from where piracy had spread across the 

Arabian Sea and to within 500 nm of the Indian shores by 2011. Since the colonial era 

India has a maritime boundary dispute with Sri Lanka which has yet to be resolved. 

The maritime boundary dispute with Sri Lanka had ramifications over fishing rights.  

India shares maritime boundaries with seven countries and has settled the 

boundaries with all, except Pakistan, in accordance with international laws and norms 

and most of the settlements, in fact, predate UNCLOS (Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian 

Maritime Security Strategy, 2015). In May 2009, India has submitted its extension of 

continental shelf to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS). 

India has welcomed the judgement of the Arbitration Tribunal settling the maritime 
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boundary with Bangladesh in 2014, considering it to be of overall mutual benefit 

(Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian Maritime Security Strategy, 2015). 

According to 2021 world navy ranking, the Indian navy stands at 7th of the most  

powerful navies in the world (Top 10 Navies in the World, n.d.). Currently the Indian 

Navy has around 67 000 personnel and operates a single INS Vikramaditya aircraft 

carrier and the INS Vikrant, is being built in India and should become operational in 

the near future (Top 10 Navies in the World, n.d.). Indian Navy operates a total of 11 

destroyers, including 3 Kolkata class guided missile destroyers, which are among the 

most capable destroyers in the world (Top 10 Navies in the World, n.d.). The primary 

military objective for the IN is to deter any military adventurism against the country, 

including intervention in India’s affairs and subversive strategies against our national 

interests (Indian Naval Doctrine 2009, 2016).  

A study of India’s maritime history from the earliest times to the present 

reveals that she was a seafaring nation. However, India remains hugely perturbed by 

colonization for many centuries. But a maritime India inculcated deep to the roots of 

glorious maritime past could not be completely devastated by the more powerful 

Europeans. Today, being one of the big powers of the world, India stands at the high-

ranking powerful navy in the world to other countries. The 21st century India’s 

maritime objectives circled around maintaining Stability, Security and Safety at Sea 

and India’s maritime ambition is highly compelled and shaped by her determination 

as an influential power in regional and global arena. 
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Chapter III 
The Nature and Scope of the Conflict in the South China Sea 

 
“Whosoever commands the sea commands the trade; whosoever commands the trade of the world 

commands the riches of the world, and consequently the world itself.” 

—Sir Walter Raleigh, The History of the World, 

Walter Burre, London, 1614 

 

 Nation-state conflicts emerge in a plethora of ways in contemporary global 

politics, vastly expanded and seemingly in an even more precarious form. In this sense, 

one of the major international problems instigating tensions among nations of the 

world takes the form of maritime conflicts. One of the most tense maritime conflicts 

of the twenty-first century occurred in the Indo-Pacific region, in the South China Sea.  

 The South China Sea appears to be one of the most longstanding unresolved 

territorial lines in the world. It composed of different tiny islands, encircled by the 

countries of Southeast Asia and China. The Sea extended principally from the Strait 

of Malacca in the southwest to the Strait of Taiwan in northeast, connecting the East 

China Sea. In terms of economic and geopolitical perspectives, given the world's 

increasing interconnectedness and uncertainty, the South China Sea serves as a vital 

exotic space. 

The high-profile of the South China Sea 

 It is estimated that two-third of Southeast Asia’s area is maritime and the South 

China Sea is about 1.4 million square miles (Kassim, 2017). The South China Sea is 

one of the busiest maritime trade routes of the world and it is estimated that one-third 

of world’s shipping transits through the South China Sea every year. The region 

contains 30 percent of the world’s coral reefs, which provide a habitat for thousands 

of marine species (Rosenberg, 2010). It is the geo-strategic hub of Southeast Asia. For 

ages, the Sea prides itself on being a vital maritime crossroads coupled with rich 

reserves of marine biodiversity. The United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (UNCTAD) estimates that roughly 80 percent of global trade by volume 

and 70 percent by value is transported by sea. Of that volume, 60 percent of maritime 

trade passes through Asia, with the South China Sea carrying an estimated one-third 

of global shipping (How much trade transits through the South China Sea?). Its waters 

are vehemently critical for China, Taiwan, Japan and South Korea, all of which rely 
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on the Strait of Malacca, which connects the South China Sea and, by extension, the 

Pacific Ocean with the Indian Ocean. The US Energy Information Agency estimates 

that the South China Sea contains approximately 11billion barrels of oil and190 trillion 

cubic feet of natural gas in proved and probable reserves (South China Sea, 2013). Its 

fishing produces 12 percent of the global catch and it is the lifeblood for Southeast 

Asia’s 620 million people and others far beyond (Humphrey, 2018). With such distinct 

maritime features and resources, its vital SLOC, the South China Sea is inextricably 

linked to the economic security of many countries around the world. 

Figure 1 : The South China Sea 

 

Source: Award on Jurisdiction and Admissibility, 2015. 
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Historical implications of the South China Sea disputes  

 The South China Sea is the lifeline of Southeast Asia. The ancient kingdoms 

of southeast Asia, in the South China Sea neighbourhood, were the products of this 

Sea (Bhattacharya, 2017). This demonstrates that the Sea served a source of prestige 

for several kingdoms in the past, as well as an area of accomplishment for external 

powers. Southeast Asia retained the old-world geopolitically strategic position. In the 

early centuries Indians and Westerners called Southeast Asia the 'Golden Khersonese', 

the 'Land of Gold' (Wheatley, 1959). The region is blessed with luxury goods and rare 

spices, which has attracted the attention of outsiders. One of the valuable assets of 

Southeast Asia is the South China Sea, which serves as a century old navigational 

waterway. Much of the information suggests that the history of Southeast Asia has 

been shaped largely by skirmishes over command of the multifaceted resources of this 

region. To further intriguing the matter, this division of competencies was fueled by 

external powers which had far-reaching implications for the current conflicts in the 

South China Sea. This chapter will take into account the South China Sea disputes in 

chronological order. It examines how various historical phases have hampered the 

South China Sea disputes and assesses the present context of the disputes. 

Ancient period South China Sea 

 The South China Sea has been a crossroad of thousands of years. History 

demonstrates that the South China Sea littoral states have been fishing in the South 

China Sea since ancient times. It is evident that the archaeological sites in Taiwan and 

northern Philippines belonging to the third and second millennia BC establish the 

ancient connection between the two islands where red slipped pottery found in the 

Philippines resembles the Yuanshan culture of eastern Taiwan (Bellwood, 1999). 

Asides from maritime interconnectivity among the southeast Asian states in the ancient 

period, past records maintained that Southeast Asia’s history is inextricably linked to 

the northern border state of China. 

 Since the ancient times, the South China Sea has served as a major trade route 

in the region. Merchants and seafarers were not immune to natural calamities such as 

strong winds and oceanic waves, which frequently resulted in shipwrecks. This 

resulted in the area becoming a field of excavation for 20th-century national 

archaeologists. There were also instances in the past when emperors or kings claimed 
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sole authority to grant concessions to plunder shipwrecks (Tonnesson, 2002). These 

claims have since been used as a historical justification for modern claims to 

sovereignty. 

 China was a leading nation in the ancient period. The earliest of human records 

suggest that the Chinese were never strangers to the southern parts of her neighbours 

and clearly understood the potential of sea power. Due to this reason, the Chinese 

contribution in the region necessitates an elaborative sketch. The ‘tributary system’ 

also known as the ‘Cefang System’ was a Chinese diplomatic system by which 

adjacent kingdoms acted as a tributary state of China. This tributary system was not 

just important in terms of saving the other’s face but also for political purposes, that 

is, legitimacy (Danner, 2018). China is a maritime trading nation and hence economic 

route is of demanding attention to them. When the traditional inland “silk road” via 

Central Asia was abandoned in the second century A.D., the maritime route through 

Southeast Asia emerged as an alternative to international traders which helped the 

rising of sea ports along the South China Sea coast (Danner, 2018).  This greatly 

increases the significance of the South China Sea, which the Chinese emperors never 

failed to recognize. They started getting acquainted with the Southern Ocean after 

conquering the Tonkin region towards the end of the third century BC (Wolters, 2008). 

Several military expeditions have been carried out towards north Vietnam since the 

3rd century BC, which was later extended to the southern coastal Vietnam kingdoms. 

During the third century BC, the Qin Dynasty built a seaport on the southern state 

which later on became the center of regional kingdom (Taylor K., 2013) And the early 

Chinese political interest in Vietnam was a consequence of the desire among China's 

rulers to secure southern trade routes (Whitmore, 1986). This suggests that the Chinese 

empire never failed to put an eye on the coastal areas when the Vietnamese maritime 

powers Annam of North and Champa in South fell under Chinese protracted states.  

 A commercial network developed among the traders of South China Sea 

trading with the kingdoms who sent tributes to the Ming emperor and in that way the 

Chinese products became part of the local trade of the South China Sea (Brook, 2010). 

As a maritime trading nation, the Chinese emperors attached great importance to sea 

power. They led several overseas naval campaigns specifically to the southern 

neighbours such as Cambodia and Vietnam, which were the centre of trade at the time. 

This demonstrates that the Chinese had a southbound expansionist tendency that was 

stalwart with geopolitical mileage economic and political expediencies. Within no 
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time, the Chinese appeared to be veterans of trade in the southeast Asian waters. In 

fine, it can be said that the South China Sea served as a source of political legitimacy 

and economic advantage for the Chinese emperors. The Vietnamese were the worse 

sufferers in view of the geopolitical and economic cult of Chinese kingdoms. 

 Based on various evidences and interpretations, the South China Sea enhances 

long-standing cardinal prestigious for various rulers. One of the earliest extravagant 

state that is believed to be possessing jurisdiction over the north western part of the 

South China Sea was the Funanese kingdom. However, Funan was a tributary state to 

China from about 300 A D to 600 AD (Funan Kingdom-100-545 AD, n.d.). Funan was 

the South east Asian state covering the present states of Cambodia, Thailand and 

Vietnam. The Funan kingdom ruled as vast area of its vicinity, developed active 

maritime relations with neighbours, but fell victim to China’s dominant sea power.  

 The sixth century saw the rise of various Southeast Asian states attempting to 

emerge as dominating trading centre in the region. Special evidences can be made to 

the notable state of Srivijaya, which had maritime dominance in the Southeast Asian 

region. With the frequent uses of the Malay Peninsula and the South China Sea for 

east west trade, the Srivijaya kingdom enjoyed effective hegemony over maritime 

routes in the region. External kingdoms like the Cholas of India, Chinese and Javanese 

took commercial interests in the Southeast Asian region which were largely depended 

on the directions of Srivijaya jurisdictions. 

 One of the notable dynasties of Vietnam in the 10th to 12th century BC, the Ly 

dynasty’s expedition to the Southern Vietnam in the 10th century lay a contest for 

maritime pre- eminence in the South China Sea (Taylor K.W., 2008).  By the 10th 

century, it is apparent that the South China Sea had become an important commercial 

route. This was reflected in the Viet kings realization of the significance of sea power 

which sparked internal rivalry among them. And the last quarter of the 12th century 

saw the rivers and estuaries of Southeast Asia resound to naval warfare (Turnbull & 

Reynolds, 2002). The ancient period was marked by land-based warfare and can be 

described as a period of tranquillity in the South China Sea. The matter of ‘ownership’ 

was not in question in the South China Sea during this period.  

 Robert Batchelor, an American historian unveiled an old Chinese map in 2008 

and discovered how the Chinese merchants was engaged with the outside world since 

the early period before European entry. One significant of the map is that China 

occupies less than one half of the area of the Selden Map, which is centred on the 
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South China Sea, with an equal area depicting the Philippines, Borneo, Java, Sumatra, 

Southeast Asia, and notionally at least, India. The depiction of China itself is not the 

purpose of the map, and is copied from a standard printed map of the period (The 

Selden Map of China, n.d.).  

The Colonial period 

 As previously stated, Southeast Asia is a home to a variety of unique items 

such as rare spices, luxury goods and marine products. This has piqued the interests of 

explorers, seafarers and traders from the West. Several entrepots in this area served as 

crucial marine stopovers. For this reason, the Gulf of Thailand was a thriving trading 

centre during the medieval period, allowing the Europeans to gain access to these 

goods. However, the widening of international commerce regarding the east-west flow 

made the region an open sea for trade transactions. The South China Sea, at this point 

appears to be crucial. 

 The colonial expansion and sphere of influence in the South China Sea is 

unprecedented. The beginning of the 12th century saw a massive geopolitical shift in 

the South China Sea order. In the midst of China’s growing influence in the Southeast 

Asia’s trade, the Europeans have maintained their presence in the region since the 12th 

Century AD. The Europeans soon gained enormous sphere of influence in the region. 

Hitherto, China enjoyed uninterrupted hegemony in the pre-European Southeast Asian 

history. Between 1500 and 1800 there were three European-controlled cities which 

attained great prominence in Southeast Asia: Portuguese (and later Dutch) Melaka, 

Spanish Manila, and Dutch Batavia (Andaya L.Y., 1994).  

 There is a clear indication that the arrival of the outsiders and opening of trade 

routes in the South China Sea calls Chinese hegemony in the region into question. 

Since the 10th century, the development of trade and commerce has become a boon to 

the Southeast Asian states. The frequent intervention of foreign traders had an indelible 

impact on the maritime history of Southeast Asia. The Southeast Asians now had been 

acquainted with advanced shipbuilding and defense technology. The official ban on 

maritime trade imposed by the Ming dynasty creates opportunities for Europeans. The 

Southeast Asian kingdoms became more interested in seaborne trade as a result of the 

benefits from port revenues and spice trade. It is worth noting that the initial European 

entry into Southeast Asia was met with little resistance. The Europeans' interests in 
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Southeast Asia trade were primarily economic in nature, and both parties reaped the 

benefit from it. 

 The European motives in Southeast Asia did not end with control over trade 

and economic routes. Economic gains were quickly transformed into political 

intentions. External powers, on the other hand, instead of competing with one another, 

were smeared in a mode of loose alliances as an economic benefit cost. This can be 

witnessed in Chinese created successful port-city states in Portuguese Melaka, Spanish 

Manila, and Dutch Batavia which came to challenge the political and economic 

authority of neighbouring Southeast Asian states (Andaya L.Y., 1994). The Southeast 

Asians therefore concentrated on the commercial traffic within the region and 

abandoned the long-distance Southeast Asian jong for the hybrid chuan and for 

smaller, faster, and more manoeuvrable boats. But in the nineteenth century this 

formula proved inadequate to prevent the gradual loss of Southeast Asia's economic 

and military dominance to foreign groups (Andaya L.Y., 1994). Rivalries within the 

neighbouring countries also contributed to a sense of belonging with a particular 

community. Usually, such feuding occurred because of competition over economic 

resources, with the aim of gaining control of a strategically placed river junction, a 

stretch of jungle known to produce certain exotic timbers, or a locality famed for its 

gold or rubies (Andaya L.Y., 1994). 

  Southeast Asia's trade with Chinese and European powers flourished in the 

15th and 16th centuries, and the South China Sea appears to be a vital trading passage 

in the region. By this point, the South China Sea had emerged as a critical arena in 

terms of trade and economy. Later, the South China Sea became politicised. By the 

nineteenth century, Western colonial powers such as the Dutch occupied Malacca, 

Java, and Taiwan, the British occupied Malaya, Borneo, and Hong Kong, the French 

in Indo-China, and the Americans in the Philippines (Samuels, 2015). In a short period 

of time, the South China Sea became a battleground for external powers. 

 The British involvement in Southeast Asia served two purposes: ensuring 

security to the British empire and its trade with China both of which were important 

for the English (Sardesai, 1977). It was critical to keep Southeast Asia's maritime trade 

network under British control in order to protect Britain's economic interests in the 

region. As a result, in the first half of the nineteenth century, at the beginning of the 

English exploration of trade and maritime routes in Southeast Asia, the South China 

Sea provided the only trade route for the English to China. 
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 By the 19th century the South China Sea soon became the battlefield of the 

British and French who both claimed jurisdictions over it. The British, French and the 

Dutch possessed more territories than Spain (limited to the Filipino islands) and 

Portugal (first European traders in the region subsequently ousted by the three mighty 

powers). In 1877, the British colony of Labuan (located off the coast of Borneo) 

allowed an American named Graham and two Britons, Simpson and James, to claim 

the Spratly Island and Ambona Cay on behalf of the British Crown in order to extract 

guano (from the islands), which was announced in the Government Gazette 

(Bhattacharya, 2017). Similarly Britain named the Spratly Islands after Richard 

Spratly in 1881 in the Royal Navy’s Hydrographic Office charts where it is named 

‘Spratly Islands’ since then (Bhattacharya, 2017). The Sino-French war of 1884-85 

resulted in the delimitation of frontier between China and Tonkin (present day 

Vietnam), which China had argued, recognized the Paracel and the Spratly islands as 

parts of China by France (Samuels, 2015). However, notwithstanding this 1887 

convention, France kept on seeking hegemony over the Paracels. There were reports 

of French plans of naval patrols in the islands and also about French plan to construct 

lighthouse in one of them. The Kuangtung Province (or Guangdong province of 

China), after being reported about the French plans, sought permission to exercise 

administrative control over the Paracels (Samuels, 2015). By the late nineteenth 

century, the Germans had joined the British and French in their interest in the South 

China Sea trade. As a result, the South China Sea remains a stranglehold of European 

powers, which served as the benchmark for the disputes.   

In many ways, the history of Southeast Asia and the South China Sea is the 

history of big power politics. Despite the fact that the validity of each acquisition 

activity can be contested, claimants have used discoveries and occupations during the 

colonial period to justify sovereignty over the Paracels and Spratlys even today. 

Taiwan's claim is based in part on Japan's occupation. Similarly, Vietnam's claims 

stem from the succession of France's sovereignty declaration and occupation. Brunei 

gained independence in 1984, inheriting a continental shelf partially delimited by the 

United Kingdom, on the basis of which it had already protested Malaysia's claim to 

the Louisa Reef on its 1979 map. 

In fine it can be said that the history of South China Sea disputes is one of 

colonial clout, with China and Vietnam playing minor roles in the squabble. The true 

originators of the Westphalian concept of sovereignty in the region can be attributed 
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to European colonisers. This had far-reaching consequences for the South China Sea 

disputes. With all of these incidents and their ramifications, the European period can 

be described as the "greatest reshape" in the history of the South China Sea disputes 

and the sovereignty questions of the South China Sea in contemporary period appears 

to be truly the colonial legacy. 

20th century predicament in South China Sea 

In the twentieth century, the French strengthened their position in the South C

hina Sea. In 1927, the French began occupying the islands when they carried out patrol 

trips in the South China Sea to combat smuggling and conduct scientific surveys of 

the Paracels and Spratlys islands (Anh, 2015). In April 1930, during the second 

expedition to the Paracels and Spratlys by the ship La Malicieuse, France declared its 

formal possession of the Paracels and Spratlys by hoisting a French flag on the highest 

point of an island called Ile de la Tempete (Chemillier, 1996).  

With the dawn of the 20th Century, the European’s monopoly in the South 

China Sea remained perturbed. Japan, as a major regional power in the East emerged 

as a prime challenger to the French in the South China Sea in the late twentieth century. 

Japan was among the big navy power in the world, its victory in the 18th century Sino-

Japanese war boosted her confidence to lent its attention to extend the farther South. 

Japan has had an interest in the South China Sea dates since its occupation of Taiwan 

in 1895. However, Japanese interest in sovereignty claims emerges in the early 20th 

century. According to the evidence asserted by itself, the Japanese companies had 

previously minded in the South China Sea for many years. This was followed by 

Japanese occupation of Pratas Island in 1907. Gradually, Japan officially incorporated 

the islands of Pratas, Paracel, Spratly under its jurisdiction mostly on the basis of 

exploration. Later on, this was extended to Itu Aba and the Gulf of Tonkin. 

Furthermore, islands and other features in the South China Sea have been given 

Japanese names such as, Paracel as the Hirata Archipelago and other reefs in the Pratas 

islands as the Nishizawa Reefs. In these circumstances, the second world war ended 

with the occupation of islands in the South China Sea by two external powers-Japan 

and France. 

Under the late Qing dynasty, China, on the other hand, rekindled its interest in 

sovereignty claims. Throughout European rule in the East, Beijing simply lacked the 

means to challenge their supremacy; however, this did not mean that it had abandoned 
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its claims. In 1935, the Chinese Government issued the ‘eleven dotted line’ designating 

its claims in the South China Sea, which was reinforced by the ‘nine dash line’ map in 

1949 and by 1955, the Chinese units were established on Woody Island.  

Besides Britain, French and Japan, the entry of the United States and USSR 

marked a great shift in South China Sea order. Within this framework, another political 

and security pressure was instigating on the South China Sea littorals specifically to 

China. 

The active endeavours of France and Japan in the first half of the twentieth 

century resulted in a serious crisis between the two countries. However, the gradual 

withdrawal of French forces extends Japan's dominance in the region. Meanwhile, the 

fate of the South China Sea was heavily influenced by the Second World War. The 

Allied powers went to all lengths to end Japanese imperialism on land, sea, and air. 

The Allies signed treaties such as the Cairo Declaration in 1943 and the Potsdam 

Declaration in 1945 to warn the Japanese to relinquish their powers. The fallacy was 

the bombardment of two Japanese cities one month after the Japanese government's 

refusal to act in accordance with these treaties. Since then, with the signing of the San 

Francisco Peace Conference in 1951, Japan's dominance has faded. The withdrawal of 

Japanese forces from the South China Sea islands, however, left it unclear to whom 

the remaining islands were given. At this stage, colonisers have had opposing 

viewpoints on this problem. The issue was finally settled in 1952, when China 

persuaded Japan to sign a treaty. In 1972, the PRC and Japan signed a 'Joint 

Communique', where both parties firmly pledged to abide by Potsdam Declaration, 

which abolished all Japanese sovereignty in the South China Sea. 

 The South China Sea marked another connotation during the inter-war period. 

The end of Vietnam War generates USSR to be another contending party in the South 

China Sea notably against China. The unified Vietnam relations with the Soviet Union 

has its reflections in the South China Sea politics. During the 1974 China-Vietnam 

conflicts over Paracel Island, the Soviet Union's defence aid to Vietnam proved to be 

invaluable. In contrast to other external powers, the Soviet Union’s involvement in the 

South China Sea was primarily motivated by a desire to encircle China. Sino-

Vietnamese relations were bolstered by the Soviets' warm relations with Vietnam and 

naval aid in the South China Sea region.  

 The Cold-War politics also brought USA in the South China Sea. By the 

middle of the 20th century, South China Sea region was emerging as a stage for the 
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US-Soviet geopolitical duel, an extension of their European feud. The United States 

provided South Vietnam with small patrol boats. The Vietnam war largely focused on 

the US-USSR backed military engagement in the region. However, the most 

conspicuous feature of the US strategy in the region following the end of the Vietnam 

war was her aversion to any military engagement in the Southeast Asian region after 

the war. This continued even during the Sino-Vietnam war which encouraged Soviet 

naval deployment in the South China Sea region. It is evident that the United States, 

apart from checking Soviet’s growth in the region had no vested interests in the South 

China Sea at this stage.  

 The Sino-Soviet divide in the 1960s, on the other hand, makes the US presence 

in the region as necessary as ever. To the South China Sea's littoral governments, 

America's presence in the region was seen as a counterbalance to the developing Soviet 

influence. The major post-war political scenario in the South China Sea was mostly 

overshadowed by ideological differences between the United States and the Soviet 

Union. The power struggle between the two superpowers has limited the Asia-Pacific 

region's prospects. 

Figure 2: Territorial claims in the South China Sea. 

 
Source: BBC News, 2015. 
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South China Sea Disputes in Contemporary Period  

In the twenty-first century, the prospect of stability in the South China Sea 

following the retreat of European and external powers was dashed. The South China 

Sea's littoral countries are currently delving into the sea's convoluted territorial borders 

and sovereignty challenges. China's comeback in the region coincides with this. The 

conflict in the South China Sea is thought to be becoming worse in the contemporary 

era. On this account, it is necessary to elaborate country wise territorial claims in the 

South China Sea. 

1. Vietnam 

The Vietnamese referred to the South China Sea as Bien Dong, which 

translates to "East Sea." On historical grounds, Vietnam claimed the Paracels and 

Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, claiming to be the first to discover, occupy, 

and control the territory. This claims was further reinforced with the delimitation made 

by the French imperialist. In its stand to verdict the truth, Vietnamese claimed to have 

discovered the Paracels in at least the 15th century and started to exploit and 

administrate them as a sovereign state in the 17th century (Dang, 2014). Majority of 

the Vietnam’s claim in the South China Sea coincided with China’s claim. Hence the 

Vietnamese claimed that before 1909, place-names Tây Sa (Western Sandbanks, 

Chinese term referring to Paracel Islands) and Nam Sa (Southern Sandbanks, Chinese 

term referring to Spratly Islands) did not appear on any Chinese maps (Nha, 2018). 

Vietnam’s territorial claim in the South China Sea overlaps with other claimants like 

Malaysia, Brunei, the Philippines, China, and Taiwan.  

The Vietnam Ministry of Foreign Affairs produced four White Papers in 1975, 

1979, 1981, and 1988 in support of its claims in the South China Sea or East Sea. 

According to these Documents, Vietnam had established sovereignty over these 

archipelagos since at least the 17th century, by actual administrative acts of the State 

that fulfilled the requirement of international law at that time (Ha, 2020). Besides these 

in 2003 Law on National Boundary was promulgated by the National Assembly. In 

2012, the 13th National Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam promulgates 

maritime law on the South China Sea. Accordingly, the law states Vietnam Seas 

includes the internal waters, territorial waters, the contiguous zone, the exclusive 

economic zones and continental shelf being under Vietnam’s sovereignty, sovereign 
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right and national jurisdiction, being defined under the Vietnam’s law, international 

treaties on territorial border of which the Socialist Republic of Vietnam is 

a member and in conformity with The United Nations' Convention on the Law of the 

Sea in 1982 (Law on Vietnamese Sea. Luat 18/2012/QH13. Law No. 18/2012/QH13, 

2012). It stated unequivocally that all foreign vessels must comply with Vietnamese 

laws including providing prior notice of passaging in the East Sea. The Law was a 

clear reaffirmation of Vietnam standpoint and sovereignty over the Spratly and Paracel 

archipelagos in the South China Sea.  

Vietnam's territorial claims largely corresponded to China's. Since the San 

Francisco Treaty was signed in 1951, sovereignty issues with Vietnam and China have 

gotten worse. Since then, the Vietnamese government has issued government 

documents and papers reiterating its sovereignty over the Spratly and Paracel islands. 

Both the Chinese and Vietnamese governments issued statements claiming ownership 

over islands in the South China Sea, with both sides denying the other's claims and 

exchanging diplomatic letters at the same time. Finally, in January 1974, Vietnam and 

China engaged in a naval battle in the Paracel island. 

The issue of conflict resolution and a peaceful approach has come up several 

times in China and Vietnam's meetings. In its latest development, in a phone call 

between Vietnamese President Nguyen Xuan Phuc with China's General Secretary and 

President Xi Jinping on May 24, 2021, President Phuc said the two sides needed to 

make efforts to maintain a peaceful and stable environment, and jointly handle issues 

at the sea according to joint high-level perception, in accordance with international 

law and the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) (Mai, 

2021b). On the plus side, on the 14th of October 2011, Vietnam and China signed a 

"Agreement on the Basic Principles Guiding the Settlement of Sea-Related Issues" in 

which the two countries agreed on a set of common principles on sea-related issues. 

The two sides committed to follow the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties and work 

toward a long-term peaceful resolution of conflicts based on UNCLOS principles. 

 Apart from China, Vietnam has a maritime conflict with Taiwan in the South 

China Sea. Itu Aba island in the South China Sea has become a source of contention 

between Vietnam and Taiwan. Taiwan currently occupied Itu Aba island to be an 

integral part of its territory. The Vietnamese government has repeatedly requested 

Taiwan to cease any unilateral activities on Itu Aba Island. On the other hand, the 
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Taiwanese government justifies its actions by claiming that Itu Aba is within 

Taiwanese sovereignty. 

The territorial tensions in Vietnam have not abated, but a peaceful procedure 

with other parties has been established. As in 1992, Vietnam and Malaysia began 

negotiations on the delimitation of their shared continental shelf in the area off the 

coast of Borneo, and then decided to enter into a petroleum joint development 

agreement pending full delimitation. Until today, this agreement has been put into 

practise.  

Vietnam occupies between 49 and 51 outposts (the status of two construction 

projects on Cornwallis South Reef is unclear) spread across 27 features in the South 

China Sea (Occupation and Island Building. (n.d.). These include facilities built on 21 

rocks and reefs in the Spratly Islands, along with 14 isolated platforms known as 

“economic, scientific, and technological service stations,” or Dịch vụ-Khoa (DK1), on 

six underwater banks to the southeast that Hanoi does not consider part of the disputed 

island chain (though Beijing and Taipei do) Occupation and Island Building. (n.d.). In 

recent years, Vietnam has reclaimed new land at 8 of the 10 rocks it occupies, and built 

out many of its smaller outposts on submerged reefs and banks (Occupation and Island 

Building. (n.d.). 

The first major step taken by Vietnam in consolidating its claim is the 

publication of White paper on defence to the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) titled, 

“Vietnam? Consolidating National Defence, Safeguarding the Homeland” in July 

1998. Another remarkable move made by Vietnam at the international level is the joint 

submission with Malaysia to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 

(CLCS) on 7th May 2009.Thus, based on Article 76, paragraph 8, of the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea, both Malaysia and Vietnam seek an information 

on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from 

which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured in respect of the southern part of 

the South China Sea (Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS)  

Outer limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines:  

Submissions to the Commission: Submission by the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, 

2011). The Vietnamese firm belief in international tribunal and international law can 

be witnessed in this context.  

Aside from enacting legislation and addressing international bodies, the 

Vietnamese government and Communist Party have been vociferous in their support 
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for maintaining sovereignty in the South China Sea. Vietnamese political officials 

emphasised that the country's legal and historical proof was sufficient in support of its 

claims and activities in accordance with international law. The Vietnamese side also 

stated that their claims in the South China Sea will never be compromised. 

In many instances, the Vietnamese Government and spokespersons have 

reiterated their support for international law and had firm faith in UNCLOS. According 

to the Ministry of Defence, unilateral actions, power-based coercion, violations of 

international law, militarisation, change in the status quo, and infringement upon Viet 

Nam's sovereignty, sovereign rights, and jurisdiction as provided in international law, 

have undermined the interests of nations concerned and threatened peace, stability, 

security, safety, and freedom of navigation and overflight in the region (2019 Vietnam 

National Defence, 2019).  

In recent years, Hanoi has increased its maritime power capability. Vietnam 

has  greatly expanded its Vietnam Coast Guard (VCG) presence, now fielding the 

second largest regional force which is larger than those of the Philippines, Malaysia, 

and Indonesia combined (Grossman, 2020). These para-military maritime vessels are 

lightly armed with deck-mounted gun turrets and crew members carrying firearms to 

conduct maritime law-enforcement activities as well as tactical reconnaissance and 

maritime surveillance in the South China Sea (Grossman, 2020). Separately, Hanoi is 

bolstering its civilian-led Vietnam Fisheries Surveillance Force (VFSF) to compete 

with China's PAFMM. While primarily acting in a law enforcement capacity, these 

personnel can also reacted quickly to a potential maritime standoff.  

Hanoi appears to have extended land reclamation projects at outposts in the 

South China Sea, particularly in the Spratly Islands, in recent years. Some of the South 

China Sea's characteristics have purportedly become militarised as a result of this. 

Vietnam appears to have deployed Israeli-made Extended Range Artillery (EXTRA) 

guided rocket artillery systems on some of the disputed features it controls in August 

2016, capable of destroying Chinese military installations in the Spratly islands 

(Torode, 2016). In fine, it can be assessed that Vietnam pursues a combative stance in 

the South China Sea in order to further its interests, notably with China. 

2. Malaysia 

Malaysia claims a 12-mile territorial sea, exclusive economic zone, and 

continental shelf in the southern South China Sea. The Chinese nine-dash line 
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encompasses all of these. The claims made by Malaysia in the South China Sea is 

determinedly based on its own continental shelf act of 1966, revised in 1972. Malaysia 

claims ten maritime features in the southern region of the Spratly Islands but may have 

dropped its claim to an eleventh feature, Louisa Reef, out of which Malaysia controls 

seven (Country profile from the Maritime Awareness Project, n.d.). Malaysia has 

exercised control over several features within its EEZ. 

Malaysia claims a number of features in the southern Spratly Islands, all of 

which are within China's nine-dash line, as part of its claimed EEZ from Sabah, North 

Borneo, Swallow Reef (claimed by the People's Republic of China, Taiwan, and 

Vietnam), Erica Reef, Investigator Shoal, Ardasier Reef, and Mariveles Reef (claimed 

by the People's Republic of China, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Vietnam), Dallas Reef 

(claimed by Taiwan, China, and Vietnam), Commodore Reef/Rizal Reef (claimed by 

Malaysia but occupied by the Philippines), Amboyna Cay, and Barque Canada Reef 

(claimed by Malaysia but occupied by the Philippines), Vietnam has taken control of 

them (Roach, 2014). Submerged features such as James Shoal, North Luconia Shoals, 

and South Luconia Shoals (all claimed by China and Taiwan) are also claimed by 

Malaysia (Roach, 2014). In general, Malaysia's claims lie around halfway between 

Vietnam's baselines and the Malaysian shore, which is mostly based on the 1979 map 

of itself.   
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Figure 3: Malaysian Territorial Map 1979 

 
Source: Maksum, 2020. 

While several of the features claimed by Malaysia have the potential to 

establish their own territorial seas, Malaysia has only claimed a twelve-nautical-mile 

territorial sea around two of them: Swallow Reef, which it owns, and Amboyna Cay, 

which Vietnam controls. The lone distinct island among Malaysia's controlled claims, 

Swallow Reef, was occupied in 1983, while the remaining features were gradually 

occupied throughout the 1980s. The status of Malaysia's claim to Louisa Reef, which 

was a point of contention between Malaysia and Brunei until 2009, is unknown. The 

two countries stated in a joint press statement in 2009 that they had reached an 

agreement in an exchange of letters on marine boundary delimitation and protocols for 

the definitive demarcation of their land border (Country profile from the Maritime 

Awareness Project, n.d.). 

In protecting its sovereign rights in the South China Sea, the Malaysian 

government has stationed military personnel on the five atolls it occupies, and the 

Royal Malaysian Air Force (RMAF), Royal Malaysian Navy (RMN) and Malaysian 

Maritime Enforcement Agency (MMEA, the coast guard) conduct regular patrols in 

the country’s EEZ to monitor China’s activities (Storey, 2020). The Royal Malaysian 

Navy (RMN), however, is facing a growing mismatch between its naval capabilities 

and its interests in addressing maritime challenges in the South China Sea. The RMN 
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is perceived to be a mature force in Southeast Asia. However, today financial 

constraints remain the underlying factor holding back the RMN from performing its 

tasks to the fullest at sea. There is a sore need for the RMN to improve and consolidate 

its maritime forces in the face of serious challenges to its strategic and economic 

interests in the South China Sea, before the mismatch between its capabilities and these 

challenges becomes too great (Krishnan, 2020) 

In its affirmation to uphold its claims in the South China Sea, Malaysia like 

Vietnam has been advocating for global norms and institutions. Malaysia has also 

supported for UNCLOS  and ASEAN-China 2002 Declaration on Conduct of Parties 

and the Code of Conduct for peaceful situation of the environment in the South China 

Sea. Malaysia and Vietnam jointly lodged a complaint to the Commission on the 

Limits of Continental Shelf (CLCS) against China in 2009. In December 2019, 

Malaysia made another submission to the CLCS, pertaining to its continental shelf 

claims in the northern part of the South China Sea. 

The Malaysian submission raises a question about the relationship between the 

work of the CLCS and juridical decisions. Theoretically, the Commission has no 

jurisdiction to make recommendations to coastal states on matters related to the 

establishment of the outer limits of their continental shelf beyond 200 nm if protests 

from other states exist. However, those protests must be based on firm legal grounds. 

The race to delineate Extended Continental Shelf limits beyond 200 nm would affect 

also the ongoing negotiation on the Code of Conduct between China and ASEAN 

because the South China Sea could be not qualified as a semi-enclosed sea due to the 

existence of the High Sea in its centre (Thao, 2019).   

In the South China Sea, China and Malaysia are locked in a confrontation over 

hydrocarbon drilling. The incident appears to have occurred after two weeks of 

growing tensions between the Chinese Coast Guard and Royal Malaysian Navy (Royal 

Malaysian Navy) in the vicinity, according to a US think tank report published on 

November 25, 2020. Despite the fact that Malaysia and China are always at odds over 

territory, it is clear that Malaysia wants to avoid confrontation with Beijing in the 

South China Sea. 

In 2004, Malaysia and China struck an agreement, which was a step forward. 

Wen Jiabao, Premier of the People's Republic of China's State Council, and Dato'Seri 

Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, Prime Minister of Malaysia, both signed the Joint 

Communique. According to the Joint Communiqué:  
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“Both sides also agreed to maintain peace and stability in the South China Sea 

and to promote the settlement of disputes through friendly bilateral consultations and 

negotiations in accordance with universally recognized principles of international law, 

including the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. The two sides 

expressed their readiness to study the follow-up actions on the implementation of the 

Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea” (China, Malaysia Joint 

Communique, 2004). 

Tensions between Malaysia and China got intensified when a Chinese survey 

vessel patrols the South China Sea with Chinese Coast Guard ships and maritime 

militia vessels in April 2020. It was the area that falls inside Malaysia's EEZ. Malaysia 

reacted quickly, criticising China for infringing on Malaysia's sovereignty. However, 

China has insisted that the PLA airforce maneuvers were a routine operation that 

“strictly abided by” international law without prejudice to the sovereignty of 

neighboring countries (Heydarian, 2021). Foreign Minister Hishammuddin Hussein 

released a strongly-worded public statement, reminding China that “Malaysia remains 

firm in its commitment to safeguarding its interests and rights in the South China Sea” 

(Heydarian, 2021).  

3. Brunei 

 Brunei has an area of 5,765 sq. km and a 161 Km long coastline next to South 

China Sea (Visit of Royal Brunei Armed Forces Course, 2015). Brunei’s claim to the 

South China Sea originated in 1984, after it gained independence from Britain (Sands, 

2016). After gaining independence in 1984, Brunei inherited a continental shelf 

partially delimited by the United Kingdom, based on which it already protested against 

the Malaysian claim to the Louisa Reef on its 1979 map (Anh, 2015).  

Brunei is well-known among the South China Sea claimant countries for its 

good behaviour and its modest reaction to the rising tension. Brunei's claims in the 

southern part of the South China Sea are mostly based on UNCLOS (1982) and are 

located within its exclusive economic zone. In the South China Sea, Brunei claimed 

Louisa Reef and Rifleman Bank. The Louisa Reef in the Spratly Islands is part of the 

country's continental shelf, which is claimed by both China and Vietnam. Previously, 

Brunei and Malaysia had jurisdictional overlaps with Rifleman Bank, but this was 

settled peacefully in 2009. Brunei stated in its Defense White Paper published in 2021 

that there have been continuous strains on maritime security in the Southeast Asian 
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region during the last decade. Tensions over overlapping claims, over-and illegal 

fishing, and the security of sea lines of communication (SLOC) from those who seek 

to exploit internationally recognised laws, all have placed continued and growing 

demands on Brunei Darussalam’s security forces to secure and police its sovereign 

maritime borders and territory (Defending the Nation's Sovereignty: A Secure and 

Resilient Future, 2021).  Brunei, like the other claimants, expressed its belief in 

international law and the proper implementation of the 2002 South China Sea 

Declaration on the Conduct of Parties (DOC). Brunei's national Defense Paper, issued 

in 2021, emphasised the need for peace and security in the marine domain, as well as 

a quick resolution of the conflict based on international law. 

4. Philippines 

The South China Sea is known in the Philippines as the West Philippines Sea. 

In the South China Sea, the Philippines has claims largely in the north-eastern part of 

the Spratly Islands. The Scarborough Shoal, Thomas Shoal, Reed Bank, Fiery Cross 

Reef, and a number of other features in the Spratly known together as the Kalayaan 

Island Group are included in its claim (KIG). The KIG claim is founded on discovery 

and effective occupation grounds (Rosen, 2014). The KIG was "found" between 1947 

and 1956 by a Filipino navigator and entrepreneur, Tomas Cloma, who called it 

"Freedom Land" and ceded it to the Republic of Philippines in 1974, according to 

historical facts (Jimenez, 2015). As a result, the Philippine claim is based on UNCLOS 

principles of historical and legal rights. 

The Philippines controls a total of nine features in the Spratly island 

Philippines (Occupation and Island Building. (n.d.). This includes Commodore Reef, 

Loaita Cay, Second Thomas Shoal, Northeast Cay, Thitu Island, Loaita Island, West 

York Island, Flat Island and Nanshan Island.  

The modern history of the Philippines can be traced to 1898, when, following 

the Spanish-American War, the Spanish government ceded to the United States the 

lands and waters of what is now the Philippines (Rosen, 2014). Accordingly, the 

Spanish–American treaty of 1898 made it clear that the western limit of the Philippine 

islands did not include the Spratly, and the United States was not keen to carry the cost 

of a Philippine irredentist adventure that might bring conflict with Chiang Kai-shek’s 

regime in China (Tonnesson, 2002). This had become the basic point of conflict 

between Philippines and China over Spratly Island. However, the Philippines' 



57 
 

Constitution declares the Treaty of Paris of 1898 between the United States and Spain 

as its formal national territory, under which the United States transferred all areas to 

the Philippines. Apart from that, China and the Philippines have been at odds over the 

Scarborough Shoal, which has potentially valuable resources. 

 In order to supplement its claims in the South China Sea, the Philippines 

government has enacted a number of laws. The Petroleum Act of 1949 was passed in 

1949. The Act regulates the Philippines' resource rights in its territorial waters and 

continental shelf. The Philippine government endorsed Philippine native Tomas 

Cloma's sovereignty claim over a portion of the Spratly Islands in 1956, proclaiming 

the islands res nullius, after Japan was compelled to abandon its possession of the 

Spratly Islands during the 1951 San Francisco Peace Conference (Shicun, 2013). In 

1961, the Philippines passed Republic Act No. 3046, which established the Philippine 

territorial sea's baseline. All mineral and other natural resources on the Philippine 

continental shelf are under the jurisdiction and control of the Republic of the 

Philippines, according to Presidential Proclamation No. 370 from 1968. Following 

these legal actions, during 1970–1971, the Philippines launched occupations of 

Nanshan Island, Loaita (Kota) Island, Thitu Island, Northeast Cay, West York Island, 

and Flat Island in the Spratly to give substance to its territorial claims. The legal and 

military actions above were codified by Article 1 of the 1973 Constitution, which 

declared that Philippine national territory comprises:  

The Philippine archipelago, with all the islands and waters embraced therein, 

and all the other territories belonging to the Philippines by historic right or legal title, 

including the territorial sea, the airspace, the sub- soil, the seabed, the insular shelves 

and the other submarine areas over which the Philippines has sovereignty or 

jurisdiction (Tang, 2021). The waters around, between and connecting the islands of 

the archipelago, irrespective of their breadth and dimensions, form part of the internal 

waters of the Philippines. Shortly afterwards, in 1974, the Marcos administration 

coerced Cloma into transferring his Freedom land to the Philippines (Tang, 2021). In 

1978, Freedom land was officially renamed by the Philippine government as the 

Kalayaan Island Group (KIG) by reason of proximity in Presidential Decree No. 1956 

(The Republic of the Philippines 1978) (Tang, 2021). After the KIG was formally 

established, Manila declared the establishment of a 200-nautical-mile Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ) with Presidential Decree No. 1599 (The Republic of the 

Philippines 1988). Manila also moved forward with the occupation of Lankiam Cay in 
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1978 and Commodore Reef in 1980, and amended base agreements with the US in 

1979, reaffirming that US power remains present on Philippine soil (Tang, 2021). This 

demonstrates that the Philippines built up and exercised power in line with legal action 

in a planned way. Alternately employing legal and military means over several 

decades, thereby establishing de facto control, laid the groundwork for the Philippines’ 

signing of the UNCLOS in 1982, which the Philippines ratified in 1984 (Tang, 2021). 

On 10 March 2009, the Philippines passed its momentous Archipelagic Law on its 

claims in the South China Sea.  

 For more than a decade, the Philippines and China have been at odds over 

territorial disputes in the South China Sea. When a Chinese vessel harassed a 

Philippine-commissioned survey ship near the oil-rich Reed Bank in March 2011, 

tensions erupted, prompting the decision to suspend Philippine exploring work in the 

area. Tensions were high on April 8, 2012, when the Philippines attempted to arrest 

Chinese fishermen in the Scarborough Shoal, which it claimed and controlled. China 

retaliated promptly with China Maritime Surveillance (CMS), which was followed by 

an uneasy stalemate. In July 2013, Chinese ships again pushed the Philippines to leave 

its occupied Ayungin Shoal, which lies within 200 nautical miles of the Philippines' 

baseline. 

On April 26, 2013, China rejected the Philippines' proposal to have the South 

China Sea issue decided by an international arbitration tribunal, instead pushing 

Manila to resolve the issue through bilateral negotiations. "China would adhere to the 

means of bilateral negotiations to address territory and maritime delimitation disputes, 

both in accordance with the rules of international law and in accordance with the spirit 

of the DOC," Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying said (Wa, 2013). Rather, 

the Chinese government asked the Philippines to investigate basic facts and end its 

illegal occupation of the area. In the most recent development, China and the 

Philippines will face new tensions on March 21, 2021, as a result of China's 

enforcement of a fishing restriction and the presence of Chinese fishing vessels in the 

Philippines' 200-mile exclusive economic zone. The Philippines quickly issued a 

statement condemning China's implementation of a fishing ban within its territorial 

waters. 

 In its approach to consolidate its claims and jurisdiction in the South China 

Sea, the Philippines has issued dozens of diplomatic protests to China. The Philippines 

protest over Chinese illegal fishing and presence was at least the 84th diplomatic protest 
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the Philippines has filed against China since President Rodrigo Duterte took office in 

2016 (R. Nguyen, 2021b). Delfin Lorenzana, the Philippines defense secretary, said 

that China was showing an “utter disregard ” for international law that he described as 

“appalling” and its Nine-Dash Line claim is without any factual or legal basis” (Mai, 

2021a). According to satellite photos and Philippine officials, the Chinese flotilla has 

been massed since March 2021 around Whitsun Reef, which Filipinos call Julian 

Felipe Reef (Philippines: Beijing’s ‘utter disregard’ for law in South China Sea, 2021). 

In 2016, an international arbitration panel ruled in Manila's favour in its dispute 

with China over the South China Sea. The Chinese politicians, media, and writers, on 

the other hand, loudly condemned and rejected the tribunal's decision. However, the 

Duterte administration chose to respond positively but cautiously, while also 

indicating a willingness to resume bilateral negotiations with China on the South China 

Sea dispute. This moderate response suggested that the Duterte government 

recognised that the Philippines' victory in the South China Sea arbitration case would 

have little impact on the country's conflict with China as long as the award was not 

implemented.  

As of 20 April 2021, Philippine maritime law enforcement agencies observed 

the continued unauthorized presence and activities of a total of one hundred sixty (160) 

Chinese Fishing Vessels and Chinese Maritime Militia Vessels in Philippine waters 

(DFA Protests Anew Illegal Presence Of Chinese Vessels In Philippine Waters, 2021). 

Meanwhile, five Chinese Coast Guard vessels with bow numbers 3103, 3301, 3305, 

5101, and 5203 were seen deployed within the vicinities of the Pag-asa Islands, Bajo 

de Masinloc and Ayungin Shoal (DFA Protests Anew Illegal Presence Of Chinese 

Vessels In Philippine Waters, 2021).  

The Philippine Coast Guard performed drilling in the South China Sea on April 

25, 2021, amid increasing tensions between Philippines-controlled Thitu Island and 

China-controlled Scarborough Shoal. China has been vehemently opposed to this, and 

has repeatedly demanded that the ships be called back. Instead of calling back its ships, 

the Philippines, according to Channel News Asia, has strengthened patrol vessels. The 

current increase of hostilities between the two countries has been exacerbated by this 

episode. 

Despite the fact that the Philippines did not choose to deal with China in a 

hostile manner, both parties have engaged in oral blame exchanges on multiple 

occasions. On May 3rd, 2021, Secretary of Foreign Affairs Teodoro Locsin sent a 
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scathing tweet criticising China. In response, China's foreign ministry issued a 

statement on May 4, 2021, saying, "It is hoped that relevant people in the Philippines 

will conform with fundamental etiquette and their position while making statements" 

(Huong, 2021). The Chinese side has repeatedly encouraged the Philippines to respect 

the country's sovereignty, which it has demonstrated through the South China Sea's 

nine dotted lines. According to a source from the Philippine South China Sea task 

force, a total of 287 Chinese ships were present around the Spratly islands as of May 

9, 2021, including groups of large ships operating on artificial islands that China has 

illegally erected in the area (Vietnam reacts to appearance of nearly 300 Chinese ships 

in Truong Sa, 2021). Despite the fact that Manila was awarded by an international 

tribunal, no progress has been achieved so far. The Chinese side is continuing its force 

projection activities in the South China Sea. 

5. Taiwan 

Taiwan's claim to sovereignty in the South China Sea, like that of other 

claimants, is based on colonial-era historical, legal, and international treaties. The 

Taiwanese have mostly relied on the Treaty of San Francisco of 1951 and the Sino–

Japanese Peace Treaty of 1952 to support their claims. According to these two accords, 

Japan has relinquished all claims to Taiwan, the Penghu Islands, and the Spratly 

Islands. Not only because the Sino–Japanese Peace Treaty of 1952 was a bilateral 

treaty between Japan and the ROC, but also because the Chinese government assigned 

senior officials to the Spratly Islands to receive them, Japan's declaration has been 

interpreted as returning jurisdiction over those islands to the Republic of China (ROC) 

(Chen, 2016). 

With regard to the South China Sea, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

Republic of China (Taiwan) reiterates that whether from the perspectives of history, 

geography, or international law, the Nansha (Spratly) Islands, Shisha (Paracel) Islands, 

Chungsha Islands (Macclesfield Bank), and Tungsha (Prata) Islands, as well as their 

surrounding waters, are an inherent part of Republic of China (ROC) territory and 

waters (Statement on the South China Sea, 2015). Taiwan further states that the South 

China Sea islands were first discovered, named, and used, as well as incorporated into 

national territory by the Chinese (Statement on the South China Sea, 2015). Taiwan’s 

sole outpost in the Spratly Islands is Itu Aba Island and reclaim about eight acres of 



61 
 

land to construct a new wharf, which was completed in late 2015 (Occupation and 

island Building, n.d.). 

Taiwan released its first 'Ocean White Paper' in March 2001.  It stated that 

without invoking sovereignty disputes, Taiwan should actively collaborate with 

neighbouring nations on shared development concerns, negotiate collaboration, and 

manage conflict mechanisms in order to establish an atmosphere of peace, security, 

and prosperity in the Western Pacific. Taiwan's South China Sea policy, according to 

the White Paper, should be integrated into the country's comprehensive maritime 

policy. During her 2003 inspection of the Pratas Islands, Vice President Lu published 

a "Ocean Nation Declaration" in response to the publishing of the White Paper. In 

2004, the Chen government implemented the National Marine Policy Program. In 

2006 and 2007, the White Paper on Ocean Policy and the White Paper on Ocean 

Education Policy were released, respectively. Taiwan is emphasised as a "autonomous 

marine sovereign state" in several publications (Hwang &Frettingham,2021). 

There are three complicated issues relating to Taiwan standpoint. The most 

contentious issue surrounding Taiwan's claims in the South China Sea is whether the 

Taiping island (Itu Aba) complies with UNCLOS Article 121 requirements. Itu Aba 

certainly qualifies as a "island," not a rock, in Taiwanese perspectives, and can sustain 

human life and habitation, giving the ROC complete sovereignty rights under 

UNCLOS. 

Second, the ROC Executive Yuan approved the Guidelines for the Policy on 

the South China Sea in April 1993, in which it reaffirmed its claim to the South China 

Sea and, more than any other language, used the strongest term "historic waters" to 

describe the sea area (Wang, 2010). The ROC, however, suspended the 1993 guideline 

in 2005, which might be seen as Taiwan abandoning its claims to the "historic waters" 

(Tsai, 2016). 

Third, Taiwan's position on China's U-shaped line remained perplexing in light 

of the fundamentally difficult relationship between the PRC and the ROC. Taiwan has 

never made claims based on the U-shaped line. The claims on the South China Sea 

under Chiang Kai-shek’s regime were initially driven by a need to gain the legitimacy 

associated with the ROC identity in its fight against communist China (Hwang & 

Frettingham, 2021). However, differences on the issue of Taiwan’s legitimacy and its 

allegiance to China have effectively influence the opinion on South China Sea, 

particularly with the U-shaped line. As a matter of international law, this means that 
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Taiwan already adheres to the legal principle of mare liberum, which emphasises 

freedom of navigation and that the ocean cannot be occupied. When the government 

of President Ma Ying-jeou proposed the South China Sea Peace Initiative, issued 

a Statement on the South China Sea, and took actions to bolster its argument that Itu 

Aba (Taiping) Island is legally an island and not a rock, it was criticized by politicians 

and commentators who accused it of a willingness to cooperate with China (Tsai, 

2016). From China’s perspective, clarification of the U-shaped line by Taiping island 

would seriously hamper the country’s sovereignty and ‘One China policy’. On the 

other hand it is clear that Taiwan will not make concessions to the mainland on this 

issue.  Hence, in its literal sense, Taiwan stands remain vague. Till date, no 

breakthrough has not yet reached between China and Taiwan on the issue of the U-

shaped line.  

Complications added when the issue was put up in the international arbitration. 

Despite the judgement of the PCA ruled against the legality of the U-shaped line and 

that Taiwan controlled Taiping or Itu Aba in the South China Sea are reefs and not 

island that do not generate an EEZ or continental shelf. Consequently, the statement 

from Taiwan’s President’s office on the PCA ruling was released on 12th July 2016. 

The statement reiterates ROC’s sovereignty over Itu Aba and expressed its displeasure 

with the tribunal for uninviting the ROC to participate in the Court proceedings, and 

for not soliciting the ROC's opinions. It states that ‘the ROC government does not 

accept any decisions that undermine the rights of the ROC, and declares that they have 

no legally binding force on the ROC’. Despite its unequivocal rejection of the 

tribunal's decision, Taiwan has avoided making a strong statement in response to 

China's U-shaped boundary. In a nutshell, the Presidential statement emphasised the 

ROC's sovereignty over its claimed South China Sea features. Taipei has been trying 

to reinterpret its position on sovereignty issues in more innocuous and conciliatory 

terms while reaffirming its security commitments. But it is a delicate balance (Dittmer, 

2014). 

 Taiwan, on the other hand, refuted specific assertions from PRC’s claim and 

remained silent on the nine-dash line. Following this, the Taiwanese government 

asserted and argued that Itu Aba is an island, not a rock. Taiwan is certain that Itu Aba 

can be classified as an island under UNCLOS Article 121 based on geography, 

economics, and legal considerations. According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

statement, the Taiping Island (Itu Aba) is a naturally formed island and has been 
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garrisoned by ROC troops since 1956 (Statement on the South China Sea, 2015).  In 

the same year, the ROC government established the Defense Zone of the Nansha 

(Spratly) Islands on Taiping Island (Itu Aba). In February 1990, by executive decree, 

the Executive Yuan (Cabinet) of the ROC put Taiping Island (Itu Aba) under the 

administrative jurisdiction of Qijin District of Kaohsiung City. For the past six 

decades, ROC military and civilian personnel have dwelled on Taiping Island (Itu 

Aba), conducting their respective missions while making use of and developing its 

natural resources (Statement on the South China Sea, 2015). In 1959, personnel built 

the Guan Yin Temple, dedicated to the Bodhisattva of Compassion (Statement on the 

South China Sea, 2015).  

The election of Tsai Ing-Wen as President in 2016 sets a new direction from 

its predecessor Ma Ying-Jeo’su in Taiwan’s international approach and its relations 

with China. Unlike her predecessor, President Tsai took a more pragmatic approach in 

dealing with China. The ROC’s reaffirmation of sovereignty over the South China Sea 

exemplifies this. On 7 August 2017, a year after the PCA ruled on the Philippines case 

(when ROC was not invited), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs reiterated that the country 

must be involved in any procedure of a dispute settlement mechanism. On 23 February 

2019, Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen went a step further to issue a warning about 

“China’s aggression and ambitions” towards Taiwan, the region, and worldwide (US 

Defense Secretary Mattis accuses China of "intimidation and coercion in South China 

Sea, 2018).  She noted that “any country in the region - if it no longer wants to submit 

to the will of China, they would face similar military threats.” The choice of this 

particular language, particularly the use of word “coercion” in relation to China’s 

militarization and placement of weapon systems on the Spratlys is important and may 

carry far-reaching implications in international law. “Coercion” is one of the criteria 

by which the actions of a state can be deemed to be in violation of the prohibition on 

the use of force in international law, as laid out in Article 2(4) of the UN Charter 

(Yiallourides, 2020). 

Under the theme of ‘Sustainable Governance and Enduring Peace: An 

Exhibition on the 70th Anniversary of the Recovery of the South China Sea Islands’ 

was held on 9th December 2016. The exhibition was organised with an aim to 

disseminate the historical knowledge and significances of Taiping islands among its 

citizens. In the exhibition, the Ministry of Interior displayed a map featuring the pencil 

markings of Mr. Zheng Zi-yue, an Ministry of Interior official who travelled with the 
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ROC Navy to take formal recovery of the South China Sea Islands in 1946. This map 

bears Mr. Zheng’s seal. Another noteworthy piece is a satellite image of Taiping Island 

shrunk and transformed into a floor mat, so that exhibition visitors can have a taste of 

what it is like to be on the island (Exhibition on 70th anniversary of South China Sea 

Islands opens in Taipei, 2016). 

According to a statement released by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on June 

19, 2016, the government's stance on the South China Sea islands is based on four 

principles and five actions. The four principles comprise resolving disputes peacefully 

in accordance with international law and the law of the sea; including Taiwan in any 

multilateral dispute settlement mechanism; ensuring freedom of navigation and 

navigation in the region; and setting aside differences and resolving disputes through 

joint development (ROC reaffirms South China Sea Sovereignty, 2017). The five 

actions are developing Taiping Island—the largest naturally formed island in the 

Nansha (Spratly) Islands—into a base for providing humanitarian assistance and 

supplies; safeguarding the rights and safety of Taiwan fishermen operating in the 

South China Sea; enhancing multilateral dialogue with other relevant parties on 

collaboration and consensus; conducting scientific research on climate change, 

earthquakes, geology and meteorology; and encouraging local talents to study the law 

of the sea so as to strengthen the nation’s ability to deal with issues pertaining to 

international law (ROC reaffirms South China Sea Sovereignty, 2017). 

 On a positive note, the Taiwanese government has reached cooperation with 

rival claimant Philippines. In November 2015, Taiwan and the Philippines concluded 

the Agreement Concerning the Facilitation of Cooperation on Law Enforcement in 

Fisheries Matters to safeguard the security of fishermen from both sides.   

Through its One ‘China policy’, Beijing made its firm stand on Taiwan’s claim 

as not a separate entity. China states that Taiwan claim in the South China Sea falls 

within China’s premises. China’s stand is expressed in 2013 when the Philippine coast 

guard patrol set a fire on a Taiwanese fishing boat leading to the killing of one 

Taiwanese fisherman. In this incident the PRC’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

condemned Philippines for its actions. Taiwan’s role is significant as far as China’s 

reunification program is concerned. Taiwan has been perceived by Southeast Asian 

littorals as a security contributor in the region.  

 Disputes in the South China Sea has flared tensions between Taiwan and 

Vietnam in the Spratly islands. In an effort to bolster its claims, Taiwan’s official 
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postal service agency, Chunghwa Post issued a stamp depicting lighthouse in the 

disputed South China Sea area. Taiwan’s move call for rapid reaction from the 

Vietnamese side. In this instance, historian Nguyen Nha said that Vietnam’s Ba 

Binh Island (Itu Aba), which is 489,600 square meters, was seized by Taiwan in 

October 1956 (H. Nguyen, 2021a). 

Figure 4: Lighthouses Postage Stamp of Taiwan, 2020 

 

Source: Nguyen, 2021 

The ROC Ministry of Foreign Affairs has stated that it has consistently adhered 

to the principles of peaceful settlement of international disputes and freedom of 

navigation and overflight as stipulated in the UN Charter and other relevant 

international law and regulations. China and Taiwan’s stand remain differed in certain 

cases in the South China Sea. Taiwan expresses strong protest and concern over any 

unilateral actions and statements by countries in the South China Sea. They also 

diverged in the mode of resolution of disputes to which PRC support bilateral and 

ROC support multilateral solution of disputes.  

In a nutshell, the crux of the matter in ROC’s position in the South China Sea 

could be more complicated in relation to China. Neither the PRC or the ROC 

acknowledge each other’s claim. Moreover, the issue does not remained confined to 

the claims in the South China Sea. The complex situation has its root in China’s 

principle of “One China”. The rise of China in the contemporary period further 

complicates the matter. The change of Taiwanese government will also have numerous 

impacts in its stance in the South China Sea and its relations with China. Hence, 

settling the South China Sea issue between ROC and PRC will be a cumbersome 

process.  
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6. China 

China is the South China Sea's most powerful and largest claimant. China 

claimed ownership over 80 percent of the South China Sea, according to a map 

published by the country. Based on the evidence proved by itself, the Chinese were in 

the South China Sea as early as second century BC (Chang, 1991). The Chinese 

maintained that the South China Sea had always been part of their internal lake, based 

on historical documents, maps, and archaeological evidence, and that no other country 

had jurisdiction over the sea. From a historical and geographical standpoint, Chinese 

scholars and policymakers agreed that the South China Sea was an inalienable part of 

China's territory. 

The Chinese insists on the notion of historical rights, claiming that their people 

discovered and lived in the Xisha (Paracel) and Nansha (Spratly) islands since the Han 

era, and that they have outlasted the Tang and Song dynasties. There were differences 

among writers, and scholars on the exact beginning of the control of the South China 

Sea by the Chinese. According to Chinese scholar, the Chinese Government has 

exercised jurisdiction over Xisha and Nansha since the 9th century, along with the 

exploitation and development of the islands(Chang, 1991).  Since Admiral Cheng Ho, 

a special envoy of the Ming dynasty first trip to the South China Sea in 1405, China 

has maintained continuous sovereignty over the Nansha Islands (Chang, 1991). When 

the Chinese government became aware of the possibility that foreign naval powers 

might further encroach upon its territory in the South China Sea, it organised an 

expedition to the Xisha Islands in 1909 to demonstrate China’s sovereign right (Chang, 

1991).  

In January 2008, Robert Batchelor unearthed a map covering east and southeast 

Asia called the ‘Selden Map of China’. This map is significant in comprehending the 

history of the South China Sea which designates a network of pale lines spreading 

from the southern Chinese port of Quanzhou connecting almost every port in the 

region. More surprisingly, each route was marked with navigational instructions: 

Chinese compass bearings and indications of distance (Hayton, 2014). This 

demonstrates that China had sufficiently interacted with the outside world via seas and 

oceans.   
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Figure 5: The Selden Map of China. 

 
Source: Alchetron, 2018. 

It is worth noting that the Chinese were well-versed in the geography of their 

bordering countries which aided in the development of cartography. For a long time, 

the Chinese maps were limited to the country itself. However, it was not until the Tang 

period that there were maps of countries outside of China based on systematically 

accumulated information (Pang & Elleman, 2012). With the dawn of the 10th century, 

the Song period saw the production of more maps than any time in the past (Pang & 

Elleman, 2012). Following then, many dynasties developed successive maps.  

 The Chinese side stated that no country objected when the Republic of China's 

Ministry of Interior declared to the world the formal names of the islands, reefs, and 

banks of the four archipelagos of Dongsha, Xisha, Zhongsha, and Nansha on 

December 11, 1947. However, from the evidence for many centuries, China's policies 

towards the South China Sea have been largely neglectful until Chiang kai Shek sent 

investigators in the Sea in 1949 and brought a new map locating their territories. 

Chinese scholars have reached a consensus on the historical significances and the 

integral role of Nan Hai or South China Sea in China’s maritime history. Hence, the 

Chinese side maintained that its claim of sovereignty over the South China Sea is 

consistent with conventional and contemporary international law. Nonetheless, the 

abundance of information indicates that the Chinese had frequently used the South 

China Sea. 
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The contemporary maritime boundary of China in the South China Sea is 

designated by dotted segments called the U-shaped line. The first officially endorsed 

map of the PRC emerged in 1946, in which the Department of the Territories and 

Boundaries of the Ministry of the Interior produced a map of U-shaped line consisted 

of eleven lines of the South China Sea. In 1953, the PRC maps of the South China Sea 

depict nine instead of eleven segments, which is now called as the nine dash line. The 

U-shaped line was compiled by a Chinese cartographer, Hu Jinjie, including only the 

Dongsha (Pratas) and Xisha (Paracel) Islands at the time, and later published during 

the 1920s and 1930s (Zou, 1999). The first modification of the line happened in 1933 

after the occupation of nine small features of the Nansha (Spratly) Islands by France, 

the then protector of Vietnam. After protest to the French embassy (Republic of China, 

1934) to demonstrate China’s sovereignty over the Nansha Islands, the line was 

stretched south to 7–9° N latitude (Shicun, Collection of Documents Relating to South 

China Sea Issues, 2001). The second version of the line was drawn by the Committee 

of Examining the Water and Land Maps of the Republic of China in 1935, extending 

further south to 4° N latitude and incorporating Zengmu Ansha (James Shoal) for the 

first time (Shicun, 2001). On 1 December 1947 the PRC government published a map 

of the archipelagos of the South China Sea; this is widely recognised as the first official 

map showing China’s claims. 

China has persistently pursued activities to bring its historical claims into 

reality since the publication of the U-shaped line. A turn of events took place in 2007 

when China’s State Council approved the proposal initiated by the Hainan Provincial 

Government to set up a new city to be called Sansha to administer the Paracel Islands 

(Xisha), the Macclesfield Bank (Zhongsha) and the Spratly Islands (Nansha), all 

considered to be within China’s sovereign territory (Truong & Knio, 2016).  China 

officially submitted a map to the United Nations Commission on the Limits of the 

Continental Shelf (UNCLCS) in May 2009, encompassing the greater part of the South 

China Sea with a nine-dash line. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



69 
 

Figure 6: Eleven-Dotted lines of PRC 

 
Source: Award on Jurisdiction and Admissibility, 2015 

 

Figure 7: China’s Nine-dash line 

 
Source: Gupta, 2015 
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On 4th September 1958, the One Hundredth Meeting of the Standing 

Committee of National People's Congress (NPC) decided to approve the declaration 

of the government of People's Republic of China on China's territorial sea (Laws on 

the People’s Republic of China). This law only mentioned the breadth of the territorial 

sea of the People's Republic of China shall be twelve nautical miles in which China 

would have the sovereignty over foreign aircrafts and vessels. To redress these 

imperfect features, the PRC promulgated ‘The Law of the People’s Republic of China 

on the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone’, which was adopted in 1992. In1996, 

China issued the ‘Declaration on the Baselines of the Territorial Sea’ followed by 

‘Exclusive Economic Zone and Continental Shelf Act’in 1998. Article 8 of its 1998 

Exclusive Economic Zone and Continental Shelf Act declares the PRC’s exclusive 

rights to establish, authorize, and regulate the establishment, operation and use of 

artificial islands, installations and structures. Article 14 declares that the “provision of 

this Act shall not affect the historical rights of the People’s Republic of China” (Gao, 

2009). Pertaining to the above cited legislations, China would validate itself on its 

activities in the South China Sea. However, problems of application to the Chinese 

laws remain with international legal acknowledgement.  

In its National Defence White Paper, 2019, China states that, “the South China 

Sea islands and Diaoyu Islands are inalienable parts of the Chinese territory, China 

exercises its national sovereignty to build infrastructure and deploy necessary 

defensive capabilities on the islands and reefs in the South China Sea, and to conduct 

patrols in the waters of Diaoyu Islands in the East China Sea” (China’s National 

Defense in the New Era, 2019). Furthermore, the Defence White Paper underlined 

China’s commitment in resolving related disputes through negotiations with those 

states directly involved on the basis of respecting historical facts and international law 

(China’s National Defense in the New Era, 2019).  

China’s vast area of claim and its landmark unilateral initiatives over the South 

China Sea, remains provocative. There were scepticism especially among the western 

intellectuals on the validity of China’s historical entitlements. One of China’s leading 

experts on the Law of the Sea confirms that, being a land-based empire, China’s 

awareness of the significance of maritime borders and the need for strong measures to 

protect them only arose with the formation of the modern state (Gao, 2009). One 

should note that the most important cause of such weakness of evidence was China’s 

ancient territorial concept. Sovereignty was based on the loyalty of the people being 



71 
 

ruled rather than a clearly delineated national boundary as exemplified by the 

Westphalia system (Shicun, 2013). In this sense, it can be interpreted that the Chinese 

dominance over the vassal states of the South China Sea by the means of ‘tributary 

system’ and the ‘Son of Heaven’ extends to the political dominance over the South 

China Sea. And when China was incorporated in the modern world system in the 20th 

century, problems arose regarding the Chinese traditional notion and international 

legal notion. 

Following Sino-Vietnamese battles over Johnson Reef in March 1988, China 

began to impose itself through the occupation of seven reefs. In February 1995, China 

made a further statement by taking the strategically important Mischief Reef, which it 

had occupied for eight years. This move might be seen as the start of a new chapter in 

China's strategic return to the Spratly Islands and the South China Sea. Currently the 

PRC controls the whole Paracel archipelago. The PRC gained its first foothold in the 

Spratly archipelago in 1988. Since then, it has continued to expand its control over 

islands and reefs in the archipelago (Amer, 2002). Beijing passed the Law on the 

Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone in February 1992, which became the guiding 

principle for its claims in the South China Sea. 

The most serious development of the conflict since the Johnson Reef incident 

in 1988 between Vietnam and China happened in the year 2014. On 2nd May 2014 

China’s state-owned oil company initiate its drilling rig in the Haiyang Shiyou 981 

near the disputed water in the Paracel. China’s move shortly infuriated Vietnam, 

thereby Vietnam dispatched 29 ships to the Haiyang Shiyou 981, which ended in a 

collision with China’s ships resulting in some Vietnamese injuries. On the 13th and 

14th of May 2014, an anti-Chinese protest in Vietnam devolved into riots, resulting in 

the deaths of numerous Chinese.  

In 2009, China submitted its claims to the United Nations using a map with 

nine dotted lines, which became a watershed moment in the South China Sea. China's 

resolute action stoked the fires of the South China Sea's simmering tensions. The 

Chinese "Nine-dash Line" essentially marked structural changes in the South China 

Sea geopolitical issues. Other littoral states' claims have been crossed by these lines. 

On 7 May 2009, the PRC presented two note-verbales to the Commission on the Limits 

of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) of a U-shaped line nine dotted map in response to 

Malaysia and Vietnam's joint submission on 6 May 2009 and Vietnam's unilateral 

submission on 7 May 2009. Malaysia and Vietnam's continental shelf beyond 200 
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nautical miles is a significant breach of Chinese sovereignty in the South China Sea, 

according to the PRC's note-verbale. China's forceful ascent is primarily focused on 

restoration and peaceful ascension to a dominant position in the economic, military, 

and geopolitical spheres. Since then, China's efforts in the South China Sea, such as 

the construction of artificial islands, the construction of airstrips, and the prohibition 

of fishing in its claimed maritime zones, have been viewed as suspicious and escalating 

tensions. 

The most prominent action taken by the parties in the South China Sea conflict 

is the unilateral complaint filed by the Philippines with the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration in January 2013. In accordance with this, the Philippines government sent 

a note verbale to the Chinese government, which the Chinese government responded 

to by announcing its rejection of the Philippines' move. Following that, the Chinese 

government issued a position paper on the South China Sea on December 7, 2014, 

indicating its rejection of the Philippines' complaint even before the tribunal ruling 

was announced. The Chinese Government position paper stated that “the subject-

matter of the Philippines' claims is in essence one of territorial sovereignty over several 

maritime features in the South China Sea, which is beyond the scope of the Convention 

and does not concern the interpretation or application of the Convention, consequently, 

the Arbitral Tribunal has no jurisdiction over the claims of the Philippines for 

arbitration (Position Paper of the Government of the People's Republic of China on 

the Matter of Jurisdiction in the South China Sea Arbitration Initiated by the Republic 

of the Philippines, 2014) 

When the PCA issued its decision in the Philippines case on 12 July 2016, 

Chinese officials promptly expressed their dissatisfaction over the international 

tribunal ruling. The Chinese government immediately declared that the award is null 

and void and has no binding force (Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

People's Republic of China on the Award of 12 July 2016 of the Arbitral Tribunal in 

the South China Sea Arbitration Established at the Request of the Republic of the 

Philippines, 2016). According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs made statement, 

“China opposes and will never accept any claim or action based on those awards...the 

Chinese government reiterates that, regarding territorial issues and maritime 

delimitation disputes, China does not accept any means of third party dispute 

settlement or any solution imposed on China” (Statement of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the People's Republic of China on the Award of 12 July 2016 of the Arbitral 



73 
 

Tribunal in the South China Sea Arbitration Established at the Request of the Republic 

of the Philippines, 2016). The Chinese government reiterated its commitment to 

resolving the matter through international law while taking historical rights into 

account. 

Disputes in the South China Sea have happened mostly with China on the one 

side and other parties on the other. The disputes over the resource-rich Spratlys led to 

an uneasy standoff between Vietnam and China in 1988. In this incident the 

Vietnamese side suffered the loss of more than seventy sailors. On 8th April 2012 a 

Philippine air force reconnaissance aircraft spotted eight Chinese fishing boats around 

the Scarborough Shoal. China also threatened to impose economic sanctions on the 

Philippines when the two states were in conflict over the Scarborough shoal in 2012.  

Land reclamation operations in the South China Sea appeared to be the most 

common initiatives undertaken by the claimant states. These reclamations were later 

on utilised for building artificial islands, which had serious political ramifications. As 

such, China, being the most powerful claimant had been heavily engaged in large-scale 

land reclamation projects. This had raised serious concerns among the claimant parties 

as well as external countries. Since 2013, China has been extensively engaged in land 

reclamation projects in the South China Sea. The reclamation and construction of 

many reefs by China occurred mostly in the Spratly Islands. China’s move was 

strongly denounced by its rival claimants in the South China Sea. China has 20 

outposts in the Paracel Islands and 7 in the Spratlys and a Scarborough Shoal 

(Occupation and Island Building. (n.d.). Since 2013, China has engaged in 

unprecedented dredging and artificial island-building in the Spratlys, creating 3,200 

acres of new land, along with a substantial expansion of its presence in the Paracels 

(Occupation and Island Building. (n.d.). China’s approach in the South China Sea has 

been described as a “salami slice” or “cabbage” strategy. This implies that China is 

adopting minor, incremental moves that are unlikely to elicit a military response from 

any of the other claimants, but will gradually change the status-quo in the contested 

area of the South China Sea dispute.  

In January 2013, the Philippines filed a case against China before an Arbitral 

Tribunal under UNCLOS. The International Tribunal ruled in favour of the 

Philippines. China promptly reiterates its rejection of the tribunal’s ruling . At a press 

conference on February 19, 2013, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hong Lei stated that 

China would refuse to accept the tribunal ruling and its accompanying notice from the 



74 
 

Philippines and would return them. On July 12, 2016, the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration issued its decision in 15 cases filed by the Philippines against China in the 

South China Sea. The decision of the International Tribunal has refocused the world's 

attention on the South China Sea issues. The Tribunal's decision showed China's flaws 

in its allegations, which the Chinese government despises through the nine-dash line. 

China quickly reaffirms its stance in an official statement by denoting its complete 

rejection of the PCA ruling. 

In January 2016, China conducted two civilian flights to one of its artificial 

islands in the Fiery Cross Reef. A host of countries, including the US and Vietnam, 

expressed concern at by arguing that the South China Sea was becoming ‘militarised’. 

Vietnam claimed that it had counted 46 incidents of Chinese planes violating 

Vietnamese airspace during the first seven days of 2016 (The Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the Republic of China (Taiwan) reiterates its absolute sovereignty over 

Taiping Island). 

Another tension pervades in April 2020 between Vietnam and China on the 

Vietnamese side accusing China of sinking the Vietnamese fishing vessels. Vietnam 

quickly lodged an official protest with China for its provocative behaviour in the 

disputed waters. In the words of Vietnam’s Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Le Thi 

Thu Hang, “Vietnam demands that China respects Vietnam’s sovereignty, abolish its 

wrongful decisions, and refrain from conducting similar actions” (Dong, 2020). On 18 

April 2020, China announced that it had established two administrative districts to 

separately manage the disputed Paracel and Spratly Islands (CHina's Sansha City 

establishes Xisha, Nansha districts in major administrative move, 2020).  In May 2021 

the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) deployed the much-

vaunted Shandong aircraft carrier, China’s first indigenously produced carrier 

launched in 2019, to the South China Sea for naval exercises. China had earlier 

deployed its latest state-of-the-art Type 075 amphibious assault ship along with 

several other newly-launched vessels to its southern naval facilities in Hainan island, 

which looks out over the South China Sea (Heydarian, 2021). 

On 23rd April 2021, China commissioned three new warships in Hainan 

province near the South China Sea. It’s possible deployment in the South China 

Sea  sparked concerns among the littoral states. Global Times said by carrying a large 

number of helicopters in addition to amphibious armoured vehicles and tanks, the Type 
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075 can launch not only horizontal but also vertical landing missions on islands, reefs 

and even land from the sea, analysts said (Huong, 2021) 

Figure 8: Warships on display at a naval port in Hainan Province, China, April 23, 
2021. 

 
Source: Huong, 2021. 

On the plus side, on December 25, 2000, China and Vietnam inked their sole 

maritime pact. In the Gulf of Tonkin, an agreement was reached on the delimitation of 

territorial seas, exclusive economic zones, and continental shelves in the Beibu Gulf. 

Vietnam and China ratified the Boundary Agreement in June 2004, and it went into 

effect. In the Gulf of Tonkin, these accords have resulted in the establishment of a new 

marine legal system based on UNCLOS.  

Despite the fact that various Chinese literatures provide sufficient possibility 

for consolidating China's historic rights in the South China Sea, several other experts 

hold opposing viewpoints. For instance, Claudine Salmon has noted that "Unlike the 

Yuan, the Ming and the Qing were not interested in incorporating large maritime 

expanses into their empire in order to enlarge the territory of their state" (Salmon, 

2006). A quarter-century later, Li Zhun would lament that "the territorial sea was not 

a primary issue in Chinese history." As a result, for thousands of years, China has 

lacked both nautical charts and information of foreign invasions of adjacent islands" 

(Hayton, 2019). There are certain scholars who believed that the Chinese interests 

generating sovereignty issues in the South China Sea surfaced only after the 

occupation of Pratas Island by the Japanese in 1909. From the evidence available, it 
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seems reasonable to assume that the Chinese were seafarers accessing and utilising the 

South sea for travel and fishing purposes, but there is little evidence to support Chinese 

effective control and occupation prior to the 20th century. 

One of the most notable recent developments in the South China Sea is China’s 

expansion of disputed features and artificial island construction in the Spratly Islands. 

Although land reclamation – the dredging of seafloor material for use as landfill – is 

not a new development in the South China Sea, China’s recent land reclamation 

campaign significantly outweighs other efforts in size, pace, and nature (The Asia-

Pacific Maritime Security Strategy: Achieving U.S. National Security Objectives in a 

Changing Environment). By comparison, Vietnam has reclaimed a total of 

approximately 80 acres; Malaysia, 70 acres; the Philippines, 14 acres; and Taiwan, 8 

acres. China has now reclaimed 17 times more land in 20 months than the other 

claimants combined over the past 40 years, accounting for approximately 95 percent 

of all reclaimed land in the Spratly Islands (The Asia-Pacific Maritime Security 

Strategy: Achieving U.S. National Security Objectives in a Changing Environment). 

All the claimant parties, except Brunei have outposts in the South China Sea, which 

they use to establish a presence in neighbouring waters, enforce sovereignty claims, 

and monitor rival claimant activities. 

The resource rich Spratly island chain has been used for the construction of 

artificial islands for multiple claimants except Brunei. This occurred mostly in the 

most-contested area of Spratly islands, which included Johnson Reef, Cuarteron Reef, 

Fiery Cross Reef, Gaven Reef , Subi Reef and Paracel islands and Scarborough Shoal. 

This had significantly damaged the ecosystem particularly the marine biodiversity. 

The international community is seriously concerned about the dangers involved in 

constructing artificial islands in the South China Sea. These man-made islands which 

have been utilised for industrial purposes, airstrips, and light houses on the reefs’ 

embankment have been interpreted as a manifestation of the region being militarised.  



77 
 

Figure 9: China’s artificial island in Johnson Reef. 

 
Source: AMTI, 2017 

 

Figure 10: China’s artificial island in Fiery Cross Reef 

 
Source: AMTI, 2020. 
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Figure 11: China’s artificial island in Subi Reef 

 
Source: AMTI, 2020 

 
Figure 12: China’s artificial island in Cuarteron reef 

 
 Source: AMTI, 2017 
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Figure 13: China’s artificial island in Hughes reefs 

 
Source: AMTI, 2018 

 

Figure 14: China’s artificial island in Woody Island 

 
Source: AMTI, 2018 
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Figure 15: Malaysia’s artificial island in Swallow Reef 

 
Source: AMTI, 2017. 

 

Figure 16: Malaysia’s artificial island in Mariveles Reef 

 
Source: AMTI, 2017. 
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Figure 17: Taiwan’s construction of outpost in Itu Aba island 

 
 Source: AMTI, 2018 

Taking into account the number of claimant parties involved in the South China 

Sea, the disputes do not entirely appear as a regional conflict between parties. The 

South China Sea conflicts appear to exhibit the characteristics of by-party conflicts. 

On the one hand, this was certainly due to China’s bold claims of sovereignty and its 

intimidating endorsement to it. Second, the Southeast Asian states possess ingrained 

acknowledgement of China as frightfully superior to them. At the mid-2010 ASEAN 

Regional Forum meeting in Hanoi, China told its neighbours that they were small, 

China was big, and that was a fact they ought not to forget (Lampton, 2013). Certain 

instances like condemnation for other actions, reprimand and appeal to international 

tribunal, wining world public opinion etc., all these circumstances shape the course of 

events in the South China Sea disputes in the 21st century. 

The Chinese, Vietnamese, Philippinos, Taiwanese and Malaysians assert 

sovereignty based on discovery and occupation. Competition arises on the issue of 

earlier and longer occupation. As such, the conflict among these countries arises.  

Recent years development illustrates the fact that due to the increasing awareness of 

legal entitlement, military and technological innovations, the nature and forms of 

conflicts in the South China Sea turns highly exacerbating and intensifying more than 

ever. The year 2020 marks rising China’s manoeuvre in the South China Sea. China is 

accused of holding numerous military drills in the South China Sea amid an uptick in 
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such activity in the area highlighting growing tensions. It is apparent that China has 

been successfully using steady incremental moves to increase its effective control over 

disputed areas while avoiding direct military conflict with its rival claimants.  

 Throughout historical developments, the 21st century marks the era of 

considerable involvement of littoral parties in the disputes. The claimant parties 

become more vociferous in their defence of their position than ever before. There were 

rising tensions with Chinese expedition and building artificial island in the South 

China Sea. The last decade also witnessed the ground-breaking efforts towards 

resolution of conflicts among the six parties of the South China Sea disputes. ASEAN 

has truly blazed a trail by taking creative approaches toward peaceful resolution of 

problems in the South China Sea. As a result, in November 2002, ASEAN and China 

agreed on a non-binding Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea 

(DOC). A decade later, in 2012, ASEAN and China issued a joint declaration to 

reaffirm the DOC. 

 The above elaboration on the South China Sea disputes clearly depicts that the 

territorial conflicts over rocks and reefs in the Sea is not a recent phenomenon. The 

conflict has a convoluted history that began with the tough policies of early Chinese 

emperors toward Southeast Asia. This was followed by the European colonialism. The 

matter was certainly intricated by the external powers who relished their dominance 

in the region. The current scenario of the conflicts is truly the impacts of historical 

incidences. 

Figure 18: Maritime claims in the South China Sea 

 
Source: Bader, et al., 2014 
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Legal dimensions of the South China Sea disputes 

  The United Nations Conventions on the Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

commonly referred to as the Constitution for the Oceans was signed in 1982. It became 

the yardstick for the code of legal rights in the seas. Hence, the UNCLOS clearly 

specify coastal state’s boundaries and its jurisdiction over areas of water principally 

entailing territorial water, contiguous zone and Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ). All 

the claimant parties are committed to international judiciary and are signatories of the 

UNCLOS.  

Figure 19: Sea rights in international law 

 
Source: Law of the Sea. (n.d.).  

Limitations of the UNCLOS 

Though the UNCLOS which is the recognised as an international treaty  is 

quite relevant, there are certain challenges and complications regarding the practical 

applicability. In the South China Sea, sovereignty issues cannot be resolved 

straightforwardly with the UNCLOS. Certain clauses of UNCLOS must be addressed 

in order to address the core issues in the South China Sea. 



84 
 

To begin with, the unresolved sovereignty conflicts over demarcation of 

maritime zones in the South China Sea is a perplexing concept. It's debatable if the 

South China Sea’s dispersed islands and rocks have the intrinsic worth of establishing 

their own maritime zones. Article 121 of the UNCLOS states that an island is a 

naturally formed area of land, surrounded by water, which is above water at high tide 

(United Nations Conventions on the Law of the Sea of 10 Dec 1982, n.d.). Except as 

provided for in paragraph 3, the territorial sea, the contiguous zone, the exclusive 

economic zone and the continental shelf of an island are determined in accordance 

with the provisions of this Convention applicable to other land territory (United 

Nations Conventions on the Law of the Sea of 10 Dec 1982). On the other hand, rocks 

which cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their own shall have no 

exclusive economic zone or continental shelf (United Nations Conventions on the Law 

of the Sea of 10 Dec 1982). 

 Henceforth, observations from the international judgement indicates that the 

role of island has been prioritised. Islands are susceptible to entitlement for territorial 

water of states to enforce maritime zones under international law. To this end, huge 

difficulty arises regarding the interpretation of the law particularly on the issue of the 

eligibility of sustaining human habitation and economic life to qualify for EEZ. All 

the littorals of the South China Sea have been engaged in land reclamation projects, 

which have been utilised for construction of artificial islands. As such, building 

artificial islands have become the most prevalent form of activities in the South China 

Sea today. As per international norms, islands provides incentives for claimant parties 

to assert sovereignty over the features of the South China Sea. Hence, the contending 

parties are competing to win their own maritime space. This complicates the 

demarcation of maritime zone in the South China Sea.  

Another core issue of the South China Sea disputes is the delimitation of the 

maritime boundaries of EEZ and continental shelf. In this regard, Article 15 provides 

for the delimitation of the territorial sea between States with opposite or adjacent 

coasts. It states that where the coasts of two States are opposite or adjacent to each 

other, neither of the two States is entitled, failing agreement between them to the 

contrary, to extend its territorial sea beyond the median line every point of which is 

equidistant from the nearest points on the baselines from which the breadth of the 

territorial seas of each of the two States is measured (United Nations Conventions on 

the Law of the Sea of 10 Dec 1982). The above provision does not apply, however, 
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where it is necessary by reason of historic title or other special circumstances to delimit 

the territorial seas of the two States in a way which is at variance therewith (United 

Nations Conventions on the Law of the Sea of 10 Dec 1982). Following that, as noted 

in Article 38 of the Statute of the International Court of Justice, Articles 74 and 83 

emphasise equitable resolution of conflicts based on international law. 

 Article 76 of the UNCLOS deals with Continental Shelf by which states can 

make continental shelf claims beyond 200 nm and not exceeding 350 nm. States can 

submit their information to the CLCS, upon which the Commission could make 

binding recommendations on the outer limits of the coastal states. As such, the 

contesting parties in the South China Sea have subsequently submitted their 

information to the CLCS (Malaysia, Vietnam and China in 2009) for legalising their 

claims over the continental shelf. However, the difficulty of this provision in reality is 

that the mode of CLCS recommendations is vague and require all the disputant partys 

consent.  

In the context of the South China Sea dispute, not all of them have declared 

whether or not the occupied features will be subject to international conventions. For 

instance, in 2009 Malaysia and Vietnam lodged their joint submission to the CLCS 

compliance with Article 76, paragraph 8 of the UNCLOS, which deals with 

information on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nm. However, the EEZ 

claimed in the joint submission is from the baselines of their mainland coasts rather 

than the island features occupied, some scholars interpreted it as an official stance of 

not applying the island regime. This has further enhanced the complication of 

international law in its practice in the South China Sea. 

Another challenging issue with the application of UNCLOS is the concept of 

‘historic entitlement’. The notion of res nullius naturaliter fit prima occupantis was a 

basic rule for a country to establish sovereignty over terra nullius until the seventeenth 

century. This implies that no one's property belongs to the first occupant by default. 

Accordingly, claimants of the South China Sea particularly China, Vietnam and 

Philippines rely their claims on the basis of this maxim.  However, since the 18th 

century, when international law was more effectively created, it is now necessary for 

a country to have sovereignty over territory to have actual occupancy following 

discovery. Article 10 (6), 15 and 46 (b)of the UNCLOS mentioned the term ‘historic 

rights’, but the concept remains vague as the UNCLOS remain silent on the specific 
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definition of the term. As such, there are huge complexities and difficulties in practical 

applicability of the historic rights under international convention.  

In the case of territorial disputes, the International Court of Justice has 

established a three-fold measurement rule based on its practice. The specific practice 

is that, the treaty applies at first, the occupation rule is applicable next, and the mode 

of effective control theory is applied last (Wang, Y., 2019). Moreover, the criteria for 

the emergence of effective control outweighing the original rights shows a tendency 

of weakening historic rights and highlighting effective control (Wang, Y., 2019). The 

fair and reasonable principle is generally implemented in international court practise, 

and the land and geography conditions of disputing countries are taken into account, 

but the factor of historic rights is less taken into account, or worse, is rarely considered. 

For instance, in the case of maritime delimitation in the Black Sea in 2007, although 

Romania obtained 80 per cent of the disputed marine area based on its historic rights 

claim, the ICJ failed to mention any principle on historic rights and rarely discussed 

historical factors in the judgment (Wang Y. , 2019). 

Fourthly, the most difficult and challenging provision is the settlement of 

disputes contained in Part XV of the UNCLOS. Though this part contains several ways 

to reach peaceful settlement of disputes, it provides wide range for the states’ choice 

of procedure. In this condition, there is less certainty that disputant parties smoothly 

agreed on common judicial body to interpret the international convention. Apart from 

this, Section 3 of Part XV provides for exceptions and limitations to the system; in 

particular, Article 297 excludes two types of disputes from the system – fisheries and 

marine scientific research. Furthermore, Article 298 gives state parties the right to opt 

out of certain categories of disputes. China has exercised this right by submitting a 

declaration on 25 August 2006, opting out of the disputes referred to in paragraph 

1(a)–(c) of Article 298 in regard to maritime delimitation, historic title, military 

activities and others (Shicun, 2013). In view of the fact that any dispute in the South 

China Sea will invariably involve unsettled sovereignty issues over the islands – 

features which are excluded from submission to conciliation and outside the reach of 

the mandatory dispute settlement regime, the role that Part XV can play in resolving 

this ongoing predicament is very limited. Hence, differences in the interpretation of 

the UNCLOS further exacerbated the matter. 

Finally, international legal system suffers from a lack of enforcement 

mechanisms. Despite the fact that disputes among nations have risen and have reached 
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an international tribunal, its limited jurisdictions is the lacuna of international law. 

Article 24 of the UN Charter states  that , “in order to ensure prompt and effective 

action by the United Nations, its Members confer on the Security Council primary 

responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security, and agree that 

in carrying out its duties under this responsibility the Security Council acts on their 

behalf” (United Nations Charter, n.d.). In this sense, five of the fifteen UN Security 

Council members enjoy the right to veto the Council’s resolution. The permanent 

members of the Security Council were more driven by the interests of their respective 

countries. As a result, the UNSC's ability to make concrete decisions to settle 

international disputes appears to be dwindling. Thus, in the case of the South China 

Sea conflict, even if a judgement or award were given, there is no certainty that the 

ruling would be enforced due to the lack of an enforcement mechanism in the 

international legal system. 

In international law, marine boundary issues (marine delimitation disputes, in 

particular) normally are complicated and enduring, in which various factors arising 

from geology, history, politics, strategic considerations and national interests (Wang, 

2019). Such kinds of cases not only concern territorial sovereignty, maritime boundary 

delimitation, international navigation, maritime security and maritime law 

enforcement, but also involve distribution of biological marine resources, and 

exploitation and distribution of mineral resources as well (Wang, 2019). As a result, 

reliance solely on the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UN Convention on the 

Law of the Sea) is insufficient. 

Bill Hayton has noted, “Unreliable evidence is clouding the international 

discourse on the South China Sea disputes” (Vuving, A.L, 2016). In a nutshell, conflict 

resolution in the South China Sea has become more complicated as a result of issues 

such as maritime zone demarcation, dispute settlement difficulties, a lack of law 

enforcement authority, and interpretation of international law. All of these 

complexities suggest that a definitive solution and mutually beneficial is still a long 

way off.  

 China’s expanding activities in the South China Sea are increasingly being 

viewed as a possible danger of Chinese attack. It is improbable that China would use 

its military might to internalize the entire Sea. Despite the fact that all the claimant 

parties are bound by international convention requiring non-use of force and peaceful 

resolution of disputes, there is no assurances in view of the increasing activities by the 
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parties particularly China. Due to the fact that China is the most powerful claimant 

country, swiftly aspiring to become a superpower, and ineffectiveness of international 

law it may not hesitate to coerce its rivals for consolidation of its unilateral activities 

in the South China Sea. There is a concern that China might announce an ADIZ in the 

South China Sea, as it did in the East China Sea in 2013, further aggravating the 

situation.  

 Apart from UNCLOS, the Code for Unplanned Encounter at Seas (CUES) 

which is an agreement for the prevention of further escalating tensions at sea is an 

agreement signed in 2014. All parties in the South China Sea have joined the 

agreement. But the major problem lies in the fact that the agreement is non-binding 

legal rules where the signatories have certain protocols to follow.    

 The claimant states in the South China Sea have opposing approaches to 

conflict resolution. While the majority of claimants prefer multilateral dispute 

resolution, China consistently prefers bilateral dialogue and negotiation. China has 

indicated that it will not allow any third party to be involved in the conflict resolution 

process.  The PCA's award in the Philippines vs. China case in 2016 demonstrates this. 

The award did not strengthen international law; rather, it demonstrated the 

ineffectiveness of international law as a means of protecting the interests of the 

disputant parties. As of now, expectations for the claimant party's efforts toward 

peaceful conflict resolution are dismal. 

ASEAN stance 

 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) which is the largest 

intergovernmental organisation in Southeast Asia play a crucial role in the ongoing 

conflict in the South China Sea. Being an prominent organisation in the region, 

ASEAN position embodies the region’s security guarantor. As such the organisation 

has the responsibility of handling and moderating geopolitical crisis in the region. The 

first time ASEAN had a common view of the South China Sea issue was in Manila, in 

July 1992, when ASEAN Foreign Ministers issued a joint declaration calling for 

parties to resolve the dispute by peaceful means, without resorting to force (1992 

ASEAN Declaration on the South China Sea, n.d). The overlapping claims in the South 

China Sea with heightened tensions is of no small measure for ASEAN since 

furthering tensions might gravely undermine regional stability and security 

environment. On account of this, ASEAN has taken certain initiatives towards conflict 
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management process in the South China Sea. In 1996, ASEAN endorsed the idea of 

Code of Conduct (COC) which was followed by the Declaration of Conduct of Parties 

in the South China Sea (DOC) in 2002. The DOC is a non-legal binding declaration 

signed by China and ASEAN nations, on 4th November 2002 at the 8th ASEAN Summit 

in Phnom Penh. By this treaty, the signatories reaffirm their commitment to freedom 

of navigation and overflight, peaceful settlement of disputes, and self-restraint that 

could escalate tensions in the South China Sea. In a further move to manage and 

prevent conflict, ASEAN and China agreed on a Single Draft South China Sea Code 

of Conduct Negotiating Text (SDNT) on 3rd August 2018. The SDNT which will serve 

as the foundation for the implementation of the Code of Conduct in the South China 

Sea.  

 At the ASEAN Foreign Minister’s Meeting held in Philippines on 6 August 

2017, the foreign ministers of China and ASEAN endorsed the framework on the Code 

of Conduct for the South China Sea (COC). In their joint communique—which was 

delayed for nearly 24 hours due to differences between some ASEAN members on 

how the dispute should be characterized—the ASEAN foreign ministers said they were 

“encouraged” by the adoption of the framework which would “facilitate the work for 

the conclusion of an effective COC on a mutually-agreed timeline” (Joint 

Communique of the 50th ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, Manila, 2017). Besides 

these, the South China Sea conundrum holds key agenda in ASEAN’s annual summits. 

At the 33rd ASEAN annual summit, the Association reaffirmed their faith in rule-based 

order. Here the Chairman statement identifies, “We reiterated our commitment to a 

rules-based regional architecture that is open, transparent and inclusive” (Chairman’s 

Statement of the 33rd ASEAN Summit, 2018). The 36th annual ASEAN summit was 

held in June 2020, amid increasing tensions in the South China Sea. Various analysts 

had great hopes for this summit, hoping that Vietnam's leadership would have a big 

impact on the South China Sea issues. However, the Summit is only concluded by the 

Chairman's statement which calls for non-militarization and restraint in the conduct of 

operations by the claimant states that could jeopardize the situation in the South China 

Sea. The Chairman's remark accurately captures China's conduct while downplaying 

the country's name. The Chairman also emphasises the importance of preserving peace 

and stability, as well as the importance of adhering to established agreements and 

international laws. 
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Limitations of ASEAN’s role 

1. Only four of ASEAN's ten countries are parties in the conflict in the South 

China Sea. Six other members of the ten-member group have close economic 

ties with China. As a result, the majority of ASEAN nations prefer a low-key 

approach to China and are hesitant to take direct action against China. As a 

result, playing a constructive role in its regional conflict is challenging for 

ASEAN. 

2. Despite, ASEAN-China effort to create a peaceful regional environment in the 

South China Sea, there are certain hindrances for the full implementation of 

the DOC in the South China Sea. It was not until 2013 that China agreed to 

start talks with ASEAN on the COC (Storey, 2017). Furthermore, issues with 

the enforcement of the agreement’s enforcement for successful DOC 

implementation persist. Lack of agreement implementation has been one of the 

shortcomings of ASEAN. 

3. The DOC faces a long and difficult journey ahead of it. China was initially 

wary of a condition that permitted members to meet before meeting with China. 

China reasoned that because this was an ASEAN custom, it did not need to be 

included in an ASEAN–China agreement. ASEAN insisted that having its own 

meeting before meeting any dialogue partner was part of the “ASEAN way” 

(Wain, 2011). To overcome the deadlock, ASEAN finally agreed to drop that 

clause in exchange for a commitment from China to regularly review and 

report on the implementation of the DOC to the ASEAN-China Foreign 

Ministers meeting. This was a way of bringing about transparency in the 

implementation of the DOC (Wain, 2011). In 2011, ASEAN and China 

accepted the Guidelines after a nine-year hiatus. This encouraging step 

forward, however, was quickly followed by the Scarborough Shoal event in 

2012. All of these conditions demonstrated ASEAN's ineffectiveness un 

dealing with the region's geopolitical problems. 
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Chapter IV 
Big Power politics in South China Sea 

 

 Over the centuries, world politics has been shaped and reshaped by the rise and 

decline of states and their struggles over international order (Ikenberry, 2018). The 

ability to actively affect international relations, international organisations, and 

international law is a long-term goal for great world powers. The history of world 

politics has been captivated by these impulses, resulting in power transitions that have 

brought the globe to the brink of disaster. In a similar vein, the strategic and policy 

interplay of the world's great countries has mainly influenced international politics in 

the twenty-first century. In particular, the contemporary era's strategic developments 

have seen the competing powers of two major countries, the United States and China, 

as well as other big powers, interact. The geopolitical conflict in the South China Sea 

is one of those areas where major world powers are unduly alarmed. 

 Since its opening up to the outside world, Southeast Asia remained prone to 

external power’s interference. History bears witness to the crucial impacts of 

colonialism in Southeast Asian region which largely shaped the current scenario. 

Besides this, major incidences of the world such as, world war and cold war politics 

shaped the fate of Southeast Asia today. The prevailing circumstances in the South 

China Sea disputes also proved to be a susceptible spat for external powers. Non- 

claimants of the South China Sea, such as, United States, India, Japan, Australia and, 

Russia are immensely aware of the ongoing disputes. This could add fuel to the fire of 

the exiting conflict in the South China Sea. The precedence of global dominance leaves 

an analogous chain of events that nations emerge as great power by standing 

triumphant over battle or invasion. As such, the South China Sea turn out to be a cradle 

for supremacy struggle not remain confined to claimant parties but also outside forces.  

 The South China Sea today has been a hotbed of big powers like China, USA, 

Russia and India. As such, a close examination of major powers’ activities in the South 

China Sea will be explained below:  

4.1. China 

 To all intents and purposes China’s claim and activities in the South China Sea 

grabs the most conspicuous figure since the past decade. Today’s circumstances 

witnessed that defence of territorial integrity remains the impelling factor of China’s 
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policy to increase its national power. China was once the mightiest Asian empire. 

History substantiated that the pre-modern China enjoyed hegemony in the region. 

There are numerous elements and contributions that illustrates Chinese superiority in 

the region long before the Europeans arrived in the region.   

 The early Chinese empires hold a static philosophy of sovereignty and 

superiority in the world. As such, China’s foreign relations were fundamentally rested 

on the notions of ‘tributary’ and ‘tianxia’ systems. According to credible historical 

records, Tianxia as a mature political system was invented during the Zhou dynasty 

more than 3000 years ago (Zhau, 2019). It is commonly believed that the tributary 

system was practiced by the succeeding Chinese kingdoms. The central conceit of this 

system was that foreign rulers were expected to acknowledge the Chinese emperor as 

supreme overlord, and provide offerings of local products as tribute in exchange for 

generous Chinese honors and gifts (Holcombe, 2019). The later dynasties also 

successfully exert preponderance on the tributary system. China’s most formidable 

kingdom like the Ming rulers had some successes in limiting contacts with smaller 

neighbors and giving them incentives to stay on good terms with the Ming. The 

defence policy of China was at its apogee under Song and Yuan was different where 

there was legal residence or travel of foreigners within the empire except in connection 

with tribute embassies (Wills, 2011). It is thus evident that several Chinese emperors 

had distinct approaches to their tributary states. The tributary system devised by the 

Chinese leaders was the key function for the security of its frontier designating its 

dominance over the non-Chinese people. The notion of ‘Tianxia’ essentially refers to 

a sense of superiority over thousands of small territories which was known to the 

ancient Chinese kingdoms as the world. As such, the ‘Tianxia’ is the mental and 

physical superiority over the world exerted through political, economics and 

geography. 

 The ‘Son of Heaven’ concept is another Chinese ethic that is thought to be a 

motivating force for a sense of superiority. Accordingly, the sovereign power of the 

son of Heaven is only the right to use and the right to manage the world (Zhau, 2019). 

In the light of these connotations, the Chinese sense of superiority is believed to 

emanate from the notions of ‘Tianxia’ and ‘Son of Heaven’. In this connection, 

China’s quest for sea-power is not a recent phenomenon. However, Chinese history 

has no record of naval expeditions by indigenous Chinese rulers such as, for instance, 

those mounted by the eleventh-century Chola King Rajendra I of Tajore in southern 
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India against Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia (Keay, 2020). It is well-known that trade 

long preceded the political and cultural conquest of South China by the Chinese 

(Gungwu, 1957). By the late Sung times (13th century), China was a maritime power 

and an emporium of commodity exchange in the medieval Asian world (Pang & 

Elleman, 2012). The maritime development had its structural underpinnings from the 

later Chinese dynasties who maintained wide network of maritime trade relations and 

naval technology. They played numerous roles for the development and extension of 

seaborne-trade and maritime dimensions of China. This, in turn, enormously 

contributed for China’s dominance in the region. The Chinese referred to the South 

China Sea as “Nanhai” which translates as South Sea. Various evidences demonstrates 

that trade in Nanhai has existed from antiquity. By the 2nd century BC, it is apparent 

that trade was the primary purpose for the Chinese frequent visits in the South China 

Sea and the Malay Peninsula. With the arrival of successive emperors, the volume of 

trade in the South China Sea increased. This prompted voyagers and traders to explore 

the South China Sea’s features. 

 In the distant past, the Chinese empire was the political and cultural center of 

Asia and on all sides was surrounded by people with a somewhat lower level of cultural 

development and with loose political organizations (Scottenheimer, 2015). Based on 

the evidences provided by archaeology and literary sources, China reached their high-

water mark during the 10th and 13th century under the Sung dynasty. Trade enormously 

flourished and China was the leading producer of a wide range of essential 

commodities and luxury products. Moreover, due to the progressive change of trade 

route from north to south, China conducted majority of its sea-borne trade through the 

South Sea. The Sung dynasty purposefully employed these for state treasury, and 

China was the region’s dominant naval and commercial force. Hence, it can be 

illustrated that the Sung dynasty contributed numerously to the Chinese dynasty’s 

economic and maritime expansion.  

 The Ming dynasty, which catapulted China to its economic and political apex 

in the 14th and 15th centuries, was another formidable empire. China’s territory was 

extended far south and west under the Ming period. For a generation early in the 

dynasty, the territory of modern North Vietnam to the southwest was also incorporated 

into the Ming empire (Chaffee, 1998). The Ming empire’s maritime activities, both 

military and commercial, involved the littoral states of the South China Sea, from 

Luzon to Thailand and the Champa ports; but they also involved countries beyond the 
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Straits of Malacca and, for a short period in the early fifteenth century, brought various 

states bordering on the Indian Ocean as far west as Arabia and East Africa into the 

empire’s political sphere of influence (Chaffee, 1998). 

 China has never been weak at sea. The geostrategic location of China is 

inextricably linked to marine relations. China’s dominion expanded dramatically 

under the Ming dynasty, and spectacular marine expansion went all the way to 

Southeast Asia. And by the 15th century, Majapahit and Siam, the two strongest states 

in Southeast Asia, no longer dared to challenge the authority of China in the South 

China Sea (Pang & Elleman, 2012). This was the pinnacle of China’s maritime career. 

During the three centuries that spanned the Southern Song, Yuan, and early Ming 

dynasties, China’s marine power advanced spectacularly and significantly. They had 

created the art of battle based on their own perceptions. This can be seen in the 

extensive travels of Chinese merchants and voyagers. This has clearly demonstrated 

that its ships were adequately built to withstand natural calamities such as winds and 

rainfall. Nonetheless, the Chinese emperors had made extensive use of the country’s 

marine capabilities for offensive purposes. It had carried out numerous naval 

campaigns and conquered various lands, particularly in its neighbours’ south. 

However, when compared to other parts of the world, China’s naval capability is not 

unrivalled.  But China can undeniably be regarded as a true master in the Asian water.   

 In Western Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, maritime 

expansion was due to the intellectual and mental stimulus of the Renaissance and the 

accompanying development of technology and geographical knowledge, the religious 

revolt and the awakening of men’s minds, the urge to go abroad to proselyte and to 

conquer, the rise of political awareness and international rivalry, and the commercial 

revolution, which, with the growth of wealth, increased the need for goods and markets 

(Mahan, 1918). Some of these European circumstances developed developed 

concurrently with China. As a result, the Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties acquired 

expertise in geography, history, psychology, politics, and technological developments 

that greatly aided the expansion of China’s sea might. All of these elements 

contributed to China’s pre-European sea-power dominance. 

 The arrival of the Europeans wreaked havoc on the old geopolitical and 

economic system. Since the arrival of the Europeans in the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries there was the peak of an “age of commerce” in maritime 

Southeast Asia, in which indigenous rulers and elites, traders from all around the 
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Indian Ocean, Europeans, and Chinese were active participants (Reid, 1997).  At the 

same time, the Chinese prominence in the region did not vanished overnight. This can 

be witnessed in the sustenance of a tributary system charged progressively on the 

Europeans. Foreigners trading in the South China Sea had to pay a homage to the Ming 

rulers as a token of “tributary system” to freely trade with China in the Chinese ports. 

In particular, the Dutch repeatedly made plans to assist the Ming authorities against 

one “pirate” or another, their help to be rewarded by “free trade” (Wills, 2011). Until 

the 17th century, the Dutch and Portuguese paid these offerings to the Chinese 

emperors. As a result, reality argues that from the initial incursion of Europeans into 

Southeast Asia, maritime trade unfolded into Sino-European exchanges under Chinese 

dominance. 

 The 17th century underwent gradual Anglo-French antagonism in the Southeast 

Asian region. In fine, it can be analysed that the Europeans enter the region without 

much hesitation from the Southeast Asian states. However, when it came to 

negotiating with the Chinese, the Dutch and Portuguese made repeated failed attempts 

in Southeast Asian waterways. South East Asia was open to the international political 

and commercial system by the late 17th century. As a result, the Chinese’s useful 

‘tributary system’ gradually deteriorated in efficiency. This primarily signalled the 

Chinese emperors’ loss of authority and influence in the region. The tributary system 

no longer bound the increasing stream of Portuguese, Dutch, Spanish, British, and 

French commerce. This had altered Southeast Asia’s geopolitical and economic 

landscape. Chinese hegemony had lost its grip on maritime trade and commerce. The 

Chinese emperors were not pleased with this changing circumstances. However, the 

Chinese emperors lacked the power to effectively manage the region’s maritime 

trade. As a result of the demise of the ‘tributary system,’ the Chinese central 

dominance in the region became a collection of myths and legends. 

 The 37 years from 1912 to 1949 are known as the period of the Chinese 

Republic in order to distinguish them from the periods of more stable central 

government which came before and after. These years were marked by civil war, 

revolution and invasion at the military-political level, and by change and growth in the 

economic, social, intellectual and cultural spheres (Fairbank, 1983). The garrisons of 

foreign troops and foreign naval vessels on China’s inland waterways can better be 

imagined as the ‘semi-colonial’ aspect of China under the unequal treaties (Fairbank, 
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1983). The continental anti-seafaring stance was reconfirmed with the eventual 

installation of Manchu power in China (1644-1911/12). 

With the final establishment of Manchu rule in China, the continental anti-

seafaring view was reconfirmed. All overseas trade was banned until 1684, the size of 

naval vessels was restricted, and as the Manchu rulers became Confucian emperors 

they reaffirmed the Chinese empire’s agrarian- bureaucratic ideals (Fairbank, 1983). 

In foreign relations these assumed ‘that the civilized order prevailing in China was one 

of ritual or propriety and this order must be insulated from contamination by the 

disorder outside.’ The aim was therefore ‘to prevent contact, not profit from it, to 

control foreigners, not cooperate with them’, and this led to a Chinese style of 

unilateral decision making and bureaucratic regulation, not negotiation and 

commitment by treaty (Wills, 1974). 

 The arrival of Europeans altered not just the economic dynamic in Southeast 

Asia, but also the political landscape of the region. The victory over China in the Sino-

Japanese War of 1894–95 boosted Japan’s confidence in pursuing its interest in the far 

South. On the other hand, the nineteenth century, for China was a period of 

humiliation, with the Opium War being the biggest blow. Internal turmoil ensued, 

culminating in revolutions in 1911 and 1949. As a result of the colonial conundrum, 

China has been reduced to a minor player in regional and international affairs. For over 

a century, the ancient Chinese glory was immensely downturned with enormous 

humiliation. The country was torn apart by internal political turmoil and wreck 

economy. As such, the post-colonial international relations did not eventuate 

according to China’s wishes.  

Modern China strives to bounce back from colonial atrocities. The Chinese 

nation henceforth taken initiatives to revamp its defence and foreign policy. In this 

connection, the slogan of ‘rejuvenation of China’ (zhenxing zhonghua) was started by 

Sun Yatsen and it was continued by Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and Jiang Zemin 

(Zemin, 1997). The term ‘rejuvenation’ refers to the psychological power contained in 

the concept of China’s rise to its former world status (Xuetong, 2010). The rise of 

China has been pragmatically noticeable and since 1992, observers and policymakers 

particularly from the West remain skeptic and refer to it as ‘China threat’. This 

reference has increased suspicion between China and the United States as well as 

between China and some of its neighbors. On the flip side, Chinese people are baffled 

as to why the people of other countries are so intimidated by the rise of China. Claimed 
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by itself, the rise of China will make the Asia–Pacific region more peaceful, civilized 

and booming economy (Xuetong, 2010). The current goal of China is to rejuvenate the 

Chinese nation by 2049. 

 The post-Cold war China thereby exhibit a revisionist tendency in congruence 

with her exceeding growth and increasing areas of influence which many writers 

dubbed as ‘China’s rise’. However, the growing economy and development did not 

happen instantly. As previously stated, China’s national history has been marred by 

significant setbacks for more than a century. The 20th century China’s rise could be 

regarded as a restoration of China’s historical legacy. China has maintained a 

consistent code of diplomatic strategy which was followed from the early generation 

empires till Xi Jinping’s Presidency. The present emergence of China as a great power 

adheres to the earlier Chinese empire notions of ‘tributary system’ and ‘Son of 

Heaven’ philosophy. 

  At the point when Southeast Asia was liberated from the control of far-flung 

empires, China is beset with a number of geopolitical challenges. Till now, China has 

not settled any of its oceanic questions with its neighbours in the East China Sea, 

Yellow Sea and the South China Sea. China’s actions in the 21st century can be justified 

as a revisionist act to reclaim hegemony in the region. The post-Cold War witness a 

world largely dominated by Western system. However, the contemporary period 

witnesses the rapid rise of China to the status of great power. It is this strategic issue 

which many nations of the world stay wary with regards to China’s rise. 

 From the humiliating conditions of China in the post-Cold war period, Chinese 

leaders thinking was overwhelmed by the mere survival of China. Chinese leaders 

have spent a long time developing and devising China’s grand strategy in order to 

achieve their goal of what China is now today. The key internationally relevant goals 

of this grand strategy are defending Chinese territorial integrity, reunifying China, and 

resolving territorial disputes (Danner, 2018). All of these grant strategies have shown 

to be pertinence in China’s South China Sea policy. From Mao to Deng Xiaoping, 

Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping. All these leaders remained constricted to the 

basic precepts of its grand strategy played a significant role without intersection of the 

intrinsic dreams of Chinese nation embedded in the purported China’s Grand Strategy. 

In addition, China implemented the comical approach of “One Country, Two Systems” 

in order to gain control and authority in the islands of Hong Kong and Taiwan. 
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 Mao’s popular dictum called ‘Great China’ aim to establish an integrated 

China. Mao and Stalin worked closely and built the blocks for Russia-China relations. 

On the balance of power, their instincts were the same: they sought to stay as close to 

other states as they could without compromising on core interests (Khan, 2018). Like 

Mao, Deng Xiaoping would concede the principle; he would simply not let sovereignty 

dispute become an obstacle to getting along. For instance, consolidating China’s 

claims in the Spratly Islands, Deng told the Filipinos that there was no need to let the 

dispute stand in the way of a good relationship between Beijing and Manila (Khan, 

2018). In its willingness to shelve a dispute and get along with business, Deng’s 

proposal was consistent with Mao’s approach not just to territorial disputes, but to 

foreign relations in general (Khan, 2018).  One of the best guarantors of security, as 

Deng’s China saw it, was a secure neighborhood; Hu Yaobang, former Secretary 

General of the CCP would assure the Filipinos in 1982 that even as China rose, it 

would not be aggressive. It had suffered oppression itself and would not inflict the 

same on other people (Khan, 2018). It is in this paradox that the grand strategy of Xi 

Jinping is rooted (Khan, 2018).  Mao’s China thus influence in maintaining balance of 

power and firm stand in the world without compromising in their core interests. This 

core policy was maintained during the Cold-War era sustaining the post-Cold war 

foreign policy. Hence it is safe to say that the ancient Chinese kingdoms and political 

pioneers were setting up the ground for the rise of China today.  

 China has constantly proclaimed to the world that it follows the path of 

peaceful development and is committed to upholding world peace and promoting 

common development and prosperity for all countries. Towards the start of the second 

decade of the 21st century and on the occasion of the 90th anniversary of the founding 

of the Communist Party of China (CPC), China declared solemnly again to the world 

that peaceful development is a strategic choice made by China to realize 

modernization, make itself strong and prosperous, and make more contribution to the 

progress of human civilization (White Paper: China’s Peaceful Development, 2021). 

Besides these President Xi made reaffirmation to international law, however cautions 

that China will never compromise its core interest.  

 Predicting China’s rise to global hegemony has in recent years become 

somewhat of an academic exercise influenced by John Mearsheimer’s dictum, that 

“potential hegemons (are) strongly inclined to become real hegemons” (Mearsheimer, 

2001). Scholars of international relations hold different insights and make predictions 
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on the issue of China’s rise. Many thinkers accept that China’s rise is purposely 

regional, while others trust in China’s global ambitions. However, as Liselotte 

Odgaard points out, it is in its own region that China faces its most difficult strategic 

environment (Toje, 2018). As China’s power and influence grows, so do its 

inclinations and troubles. The rise of China will, for better or for more regrettable, 

change Southeast Asian security environment and impact global balance of power.  

 All the complicated history of China shaped China’s approach to its strategy 

in the South China Sea. According to the classic theory of sea power, navies have two 

purposes: the first is the protection of seaborne commerce in peacetime, or, in wartime, 

the protection of sea lines of communication or the denial of them to the enemy as a 

means of attack; the second, as Alfred Thayer Mahan put it, is for ‘aggressive 

purposes’ (Howarth, 2006). It is apparent that China’s navy has had a confident 

utilization of sea-power in its immediate periphery since its founding in 1949. China’s 

claim and activities in the South China Sea contradict those of other parties. In the 

recent years China is seen as rapidly increasing its activities in the South China Sea 

which many observers regarded as a mode of militarizing the South China Sea. The 

escalation of tensions in the South China Sea has been attributed to China’s expanding 

operations. With this, it is safe to say that China not just solidify its claims in the South 

China Sea, yet additionally setting up its artificial islands for forceful purposes.  

4.1.1. China’s approaches to maritime power in current era 

 China is impeded with no immediate admittance to open the Pacific Sea. 

However, China has a coastline covering about 14,500 km from north to south (Field 

Listing-Coastline, n.d.). In 1979, at the time when he began the radical economic 

reforms which, in less than two decades, transformed China into the most dynamic 

economic power in Asia, Deng Xiaoping called for ‘a strong navy with a modern 

combat capability’ (Cole, 2001). This call was repeated by Jiang Zemin in 1997 who, 

echoing Mao’s words, instructed the navy to ‘build up the nation’s great maritime 

wall’ (Cole, 2001). China’s maritime strategic orientation has tremendously evolved 

since the last century devised by subsequent Chinese political leaders. 
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4.1.2. Assessing the rise of Chinese economy as a maritime factor 

From developing country to major economic power in the world, China’s 

spectacular economic growth is an interesting development which tremendously sway 

global economic and political landscape. China’s maritime tipping point was largely 

anticipated and catalyzed for its economic reconstruction. With the opening up of 

China’s economy under President Deng Xiaoping in the 1979, China’s economy has 

undergone drastic reform and transformation. Herewith, its reliance on sea has grown 

drastically over time. Moreover, Chinese leaders avowed to have prosperous economy 

in order to ensure the country’s self-sufficiency. China transformed into the second 

largest economy in the world by surpassing Japan in 2010.  

 When Xi Jinping became President in 2012, China is beset with number of 

challenges. Reformation of economic and security of his country became the vested 

interest of President Xi. In line with this, Xi has adopted dictums such as, ‘China 

dream’, the ‘Asia-Pacific Dream’, the ‘One Belt One Road Initiative’, and the ‘21st 

century maritime silk road’ etc. As often mentioned by the Chinese political leaders, 

the Chinese model of growth has been exceptionally spurred by its aspiration to 

rejuvenate the Chinese historical status. Today, China’s international trade largely 

reliant on maritime transportation. At any rate, China is concerned about the security 

of its sea lanes and maritime routes.  

 China’s economy has developed significantly quicker since economic reforms 

were implemented, and it has largely avoided serious economic crises. From 1979 to 

2018, China’s annual real GDP averaged 9.5%, which meant that on average China 

has been able to double the size of its economy in real terms every eight years (China’s 

Economic Rise: History, Trends, Challenges, and Implications for the United States, 

2006). The global economic slowdown, which began in 2008, had a significant impact 

on the Chinese economy (China’s Economic Rise: History, Trends, Challenges, and 

Implications for the United States, 2006). The IMF’s April 2019 World Economic 

Outlook project that China’s real GDP growth would slow each year over the next six 

years, falling to 5.5% in 2024 (World Economic Outlook Dattabase, 2019). However, 

the real strength of China’s economy has been a subject of extensive debate among 

economists.  

 Measured in U.S. dollars using nominal exchange rates, China’s GDP in 2018 

in nominal U.S. dollars was $13.4 trillion, which was 65.3% of the size of the U.S. 
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economy, according to estimates made by the IMF (China’s Economic Rise: History, 

Trends, Challenges, and Implications for the United States, 2006). The United Nations 

Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) reports that China has become  

both a major recipient of global FDI as well as a major provider of FDI outflows. The 

WEF’s 2020 Global Competitive Index ranked China as the world’s 28th most 

competitive economy (out of 140 economies), while the United States ranked second 

(World Bank, n.d.). China’s top three export markets were the United States, the EU28, 

ASEAN while its top sources for imports were the EU28, ASEAN, and South Korea 

(World Bank, n.d.). According to Chinese data, it maintained large trade surpluses 

with the United States ($4,107.1 billion), Hong Kong ($274 billion) and the EU28 

($129 billion), and reported large trade imbalances with European Union ($583.3 

billion) and Japan ($303.0 billion) (World Bank, n.d.). China’s rise in Asia is founded 

on a simple fact: its vast economy, measuring US$10.9 trillion in 2015, is larger than 

the other economies of East and Southeast Asia combined (World Bank, n.d.).  

 China’s GDP will account for up to 78 percent of US GDP by 2022, according 

to IMF projections (World Bank, n.d.). China’s GDP has already exceeded that of the 

United States in terms of purchasing power parity (PPP) (World Bank, n.d.). This 

statistic outlines China’s new international status which is decidedly shaped by its 

economic development. Simultaneously, China is emerging as a challenger to the 

America’s long-standing hegemony. The fast economic expansion of China has caused 

critical modification in the international order. 

 In pursuit of its national rejuvenation, the Chinese government has formulating 

ambitious economic projects that entail the participation of wider nations from across 

the globe. As a result, China has undertaken a number of steps. Among the most 

notable are: 

 First and foremost is the China’s Belt and Road Initiatives (BRI), previously 

known as One Belt One Road (OBOR). At a speech in Kazakhstan in September 2013, 

President Xi first advocated the construction of a “Silk Road Economic Belt,” a land 

route connecting east Asia to Europe. China has made massive investments in the BRI 

project which traverses more than 80 countries. China sees this venture as an 

opportunity to control trading network in order to play a leading role in regional global 

markets. President Xi Jinping advocated the development of a “21st Century Maritime 

Silk Road” under the pennant of BRI in an address to the Indonesian parliament in 

October 2014. The Maritime Silk Road aimed to build a network of marine channels 
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in the South China Sea and Indian Ocean. However, some observers remain skeptical 

of Chinese projects, perceiving it as a means to China’s critical expansion of economy 

and political influence. 

 The Digital Silk Road initiative, introduced in 2015 is another digital subset of 

BRI. It aims to construct China-centric digital infrastructure, export industrial 

overcapacity, facilitate expansion of Chinese technology corporations, and access 

large repositories of data. The PRC also expects that the Digital Silk Road will increase 

international e-commerce by reducing cross-border trade barriers and establishing 

regional logistics centers by promoting e-commerce through digital free trade zones 

(Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020). China is investing in digital infrastructure 

abroad, including next-generation cellular networks—such as fifth-generation (5G) 

networks—fiber optic cables, undersea cables, data centers, satellite navigation 

systems, artificial intelligence (AI), and quantum computing for domestic use and 

export (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020). This initiative largely enhanced 

China’s growth and its prospects of great power status. 

According to the eminent political scientist David Shambaugh, China has long 

been a “lonely power”, lacking close friends and possessing no allies (Shambaugh, 

2014). However, 21st Century China’s Dream in its process fundamentally and 

synchronically tied to making more friends and alliances. Chinese leaders currently 

append high priority to neighbourhood diplomacy. Through this, China wishes to 

boost regional investment and better interconnectivity which will enhance her 

dominance in the region. And this neighbourhood ties were fortified on the premise of 

China’s ancient dictum called the maritime silk route. The centerpiece of Xi Jinping’s 

“proactive” foreign policy is the Belt and Road Initiative. Stretching from the South 

China Sea across the Eurasian land mass, it is arguably the most ambitious 

development plan of China. It is seen that China intends to establish an economic 

empire by constructing a new route connecting Europe, Asia, Africa Middle East and 

Europe.  

 Mention must be made Central Asian countries embrace China’s-led 

investment that further develops transport connectivity. On the border with 

Kazakhstan, the small town of Khorgos in Xinjiang is being transformed into a 

distribution hub for Central Asia, with new rail and road links from the regional capital 

of Urumqi to Almaty, Kazakhstan’s biggest city, and on to Iran (Miller, 2017). Over 

the last decade, China has outperformed Russia as the largest economic presence in 
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Central Asia, in spite of Russia’s more profound political and cultural roots. 

Nonetheless, this could cause a stumbling block in Beijing-Moscow relations. 

However, these two countries rely on one another in their way to deal with global 

political setting. 

 Soon after succeeding Hu Jintao, Xi declared that China would play a 

“proactive” role in Asia. From that point forward, China has prioritized 

“neighbourhood diplomacy” and begun to formulate substantial arrangements in its 

Asian neighbourhood. China aspires to restore her historical sphere of influence and 

China’s biggest strategy is the expansion of economic strategy, which it has 

deliberately utilised as a diplomatic negotiating apparatus. As the PRC’s overseas 

development and security interests expand under OBOR, foreign powers remain 

scepticism to it.  

Second, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), which was 

established in October 2014, is one of the largest funding sources for China’s 

infrastructure projects in Asia, with fifty-seven founding members. The AIIB 

incorporates all of the South China Sea’s littoral governments. The establishment of 

the AIIB signals a shift in China’s strategy. Throughout the most recent thirty years, 

China has joined most of the major international organisations and found them 

beneficial on occasion—but it has generally preferred to use its economic strength in 

bilateral negotiations where it has more leverage. China’s readiness to assemble and 

finance infrastructure is intended to gain friends across Asia. However, these 

initiatives frequently have the contrary impact, due to the fact that these countries are 

concerned about China’s economic domination. Bilateralism has its limits, because 

smaller states do not want to be reduced to Chinese clients and, Beijing has learned 

that it pays to play a less obtrusive role within multilateral organizations “such as the 

World Bank or ADB (Miller, 2017). The AIIB also clearly depicts that China’s 

ambitions are heavily reliant on economic strength. 

 The principle issue for China is that it has been not able to establish sufficient 

influence in these US-sponsored institutions to serve its full purposes. For instance, 

China’s share of voting rights within the International Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development (IBRD), the World Bank are low in contrast with other Chinese 

counterparts like USA, Japan and other European countries. Until December 2015, 

China’s voting share in the International Monetary Fund was an even more paltry 3.8% 

(Miller, 2017). Finally, in the ADB, Japan and the US contribute 31% of the capital 
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stock and control 26% of the votes (Miller, 2017). For years China pushed for greater 

representation on the ADB board and to increase its shareholding of 5%, but it was 

blocked by the US and Japan (Miller, 2017). For these reasons, China wishes to mark 

its pre-eminent position through the AIIB. 

 While China is building a credible network with its ever-potential economy, 

other states basically the United States remain dubious and incite negative responses. 

“The relatively modest scale of the China-led AIIB and NDB repudiates US fears that 

China is building a credible alternative to the Bretton Woods institutions” (Miller, 

2017). The United States remain watchful of China’s rise in the fear that China will 

override its global power. However, the rapid economic expansion of China through 

its various initiatives illustrates that China is becoming successful in applying soft 

power approach in international politics. Through this, China is broadening her sphere 

of influence from Asia, Europe and Africa, bringing countries of the world under her 

economic shield. This enhanced her reputation in global political game.  

 Finally, another ambitious project is the “Made in China 2025” programme, 

which was launched in 2015. It sought to make China a significant or dominating 

global manufacturer of diverse technologies in order to increase the competitiveness 

of Chinese industries, develop Chinese brands, boost innovation, and reduce China’s 

dependency on foreign technology. According to Chinese media, the initiative intends 

to “transform China from a manufacturing giant into a world manufacturing power” 

by 2049 (“Made in China 2025” Plan Unveiled, 2015). China aimed to become the 

world’s leading manufacturer of telecommunication, railway, and electrical power 

equipment by 2025, and that China’s robotics, high-end automation, and new energy 

vehicles industries would globally rank second or third by 2025 (Made in China 2025 

roadmap updated, 2018). Through this policy China wants to lessen its reliance on 

foreign technologies. 

China’s infrastructure diplomacy occupies the central part in its national 

rejuvenation strategy. It can be analysed that China is establishing its international 

status with the aforementioned major initiatives. This has repercussions for regional 

and global status quo. China is seen as a major economic power in the 21st century and 

its peers in the South China Sea region fully acknowledge this. This, in turn, has 

significant impact in the ongoing conflicts in the South China Sea. 
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4.1.3. Energy security as impacting maritime dimension 

 Primarily due to its economic boom, China’s demand capacity for energy 

resources rises rapidly in the recent years. China’s annual crude oil imports in 2019 

increased to an average of 10.1 million barrels per day (b/d), an increase of 0.9 million 

b/d from the 2018 average (China’s crude oil imports surpassed 10 million barrels per 

day in 2019, 2020). China’s new refinery capacity and strategic inventory stockpiling, 

combined with flat domestic oil production, were the major factors contributing to the 

increase in China’s crude oil imports in 2019 (China’s crude oil imports surpassed 10 

million barrels per day in 2019, 2020). Currently, China is the largest importer of oil 

in the world. Apart from Middle East and Africa, Central Asian countries like 

Turkestan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan play a significant role in China’s import of oil 

and natural gas. Russia, which has the second largest oil reserves outside Middle East 

also largely paved way for China to meet its oil requirement. It is apparent that China’s 

energy requirement from Central Asia is exchanged with its cash and many Central 

Asia’s many oil pipelines are controlled by China today. As such, it is clear that China 

maintains significant geo-economic ties with Central Asia which play a significant role 

and helps in stabilizing China’s position in a global competitive world. 

 China is also the world’s biggest producer and consumer of coal. It produced 

3.55Bt of coal (46.7% of the world’s total coal production), while its coal consumption 

accounted for more than 50% of the world’s total in 2018. More than 70% of China’s 

electricity generation is based on coal (Countries with the biggest coal reserves, 2020). 

China, the world’s biggest coal consumer, saw overall consumption of the fossil fuel 

increase by 0.6% in 2020 from a year earlier to around 4.04 billion tonnes, according 

to Reuters’ calculations based on official data (China's coal consumption seen rising 

in 2021, imports steady, 2021). Until 2035, China will account for one fourth of the 

global net growth in gas consumption. Fortunately for China, the supply situation 

looks quite hopeful. The three most important pipelines will be able to deliver about 

55 percent of the demand for import in 2030 (Odgaard & Delman, 2014). 

 In the near future oil and gas will not meet the requirement of each and every 

country. Shortage in energy resources would seriously hamper country’s national 

power. Hence, keeping in mind the future condition, the rising power China remain 

highly sensitive towards energy security. And most importantly China’s oil and gas 

import runs through various seas and straits. As of now, China has four significant 
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shipping routes, such as Middle East Route, South America Route, African Route and 

Southeast Asia Route. China is aware that energy security in a fundamental way is also 

about safe sea lanes of communications (SLOC) and various choke points. The US 

Energy Information Administration states that more than 30 percent of global maritime 

crude oil trade moves through South China Sea and 80% of China’s oil import passes 

through the South China Sea.  

 President Xi stunned the world in September 2020 by committing to carbon 

neutrality by 2060 and aiming to double China's growth by 2035. The difficulty is how 

to fulfil these goals, as well as current ones, such as reaching peak emissions by 2030. 

Increased productivity has been suggested as a quick and cost-effective option. China 

is at a crossroads, having established ambitious medium- and long-term goals, and its 

immediate decisions must ensure that energy sector evolutions are consistent with the 

country's long-term development.  

 However, the majority of China's oil and gas consumption is reliant on imports. 

According to the majority of Chinese reports, the most significant threats to the 

security of China's energy supplies are the import of oil from politically unstable 

nations and the possibly insecure route through the Malacca Strait. The security issues 

encompassing gas and oil are undeniably more genuine. China's unsettled oil supply 

security issue is a wellspring of potential future international conflict, given there are 

significant oil and gas resources in surrounding, contested domains. As the world's 

lone superpower, the United States has indicated that it will effectively attempt to 

return to Asia in the future years. However, confrontations are most visible right now 

in the South China Sea between various ASEAN countries and in the East China Sea 

between Japan and China. 

4.1.4. China’s defense policy  

 China’s rejuvenation program and its economic boom in the recent decades 

have been deliberately aligned with its sharp defense buildup. The PRC's Military 

Strategy, published in 2015, comprehensively broadcasts the country's commitment to 

'active defence,' underscoring the need to develop marine military capabilities to take 

preemptive actions to ensure its national sovreignty. Many international analysts and 

observers maintained that China's rise is concerning for China's neighbours since the 

"Chinese Dream" is inextricably tied with military power. Along with tremendous 

investments in industry and technology, China's military capabilities have grown 
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significantly in line with its rise in the twenty-first century. During the period 2009–

2015, China's military modernization efforts and military buildup were more 

impressive than in previous years. During these years, the proportion of China's GDP 

dedicated to the military budget has consistently climbed. 

 On 1 October 2019 at the 70th Anniversary of the founding of PRC, President 

Xi Jinping remarked in his speech "This great event completely reversed China's 

miserable fate born from poverty and weakness and being bullied and humiliated over 

more than 100 years since the advent of modern times" (Xi says no force can ever 

undermine China's status, 2019). Xi added that the Chinese country has since 

embarked on the path of national rejuvenation. No force can ever undermine China's 

standing or prevent the Chinese people and nation from progressing, according to 

President Xi Jinping.  

 China’s defence budget has increased each year for decades. China's budgeted 

defence spending growth rate stood at 7.6 per cent in 2016, 7 per cent in 2017 and 8.1 

per cent in 2018. The 2021 Chinese defence budget of US$202 billion represents a 

6.8% nominal increase over the core 2020 budget of US$188bn (China’s new Five-

Year Plan and 2021 budget: what do they mean for defence?, 2021) Chinese 

policymakers emphasise to meet A-list military by 2049. As per Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institutes (SIPRI) Fact Sheet, 2021, data, China is the 

world’s second largest military spender in 2020, is estimated to have accounted for 13 

per cent of the global total (Silva et al., 2021). According to China’s Ministry of 

National Defense, the increase in 2020 was in part motivated by perceived threats to 

China’s national security related to ‘power politics’ (Silva et al., 2021). China’s pace 

of developmant in China’s defense budget is firmly connected to its economic 

development and become security concerns for major powers of the world. 

4.1.5. Navy profile, status and ranking 

 Prior to the 1990s, when restrictions that had hampered strategic debate in 

China were loosened, Chinese naval strategy had been dominated by the concept of 

coastal defense (Bullock, 2002). Changing perception about the character of modern 

warfare and new threats to its national security were chief among the reevaluation of 

maritime forces in the 1980s (Bullock, 2002). When Xi Jinping first came into office 

in 2013, he declared, during a collective study session with party elites, that his goal 

was for China to become a strong maritime power as part of his China’s Dream of 
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national rejuvenation (Liu, 2013). This statement illustrates the priority given by 

modern China to refurbish its naval power in the 21st century. Moreover, China’s 

activities in the East and South China Sea in the recent decade demonstrates China’s 

return to its concern of near-sea defence. 

The PRC’s ambition in the 21st century encompass domination of maritime 

domain and develop powerful, self-sufficient and multi-tasking navy in the world. 

Today, the PRC has the largest navy in the world, with an overall battle force of 

approximately 350 ships and submarines including over 130 major surface combatants 

(Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020). China is the top ship-producing nation in 

the world by tonnage and is increasing its shipbuilding capacity and capability for all 

naval classes. The PRC has more than 1,250 ground- launched ballistic missiles 

(GLBMs) and ground-launched cruise missiles (GLCMs) with ranges between 500 

and 5,500 kilometers. The United States currently fields one type of conventional 

GLBM with a range of 70 to 300 kilometers and no GLCMs. The PRC has one of the 

world’s largest forces of advanced long- range surface-to-air systems—including 

Russian-built S-400s, S-300s, and domestically produced systems—that constitute 

part of its robust and redundant integrated air defense system architecture (Office of 

the Secretary of Defense, 2020).  

 The People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) is an important PRC’s defence 

mechanism. The maritime strategies of China are organized, monitored, trained, and 

equipped by the PLAN. Under the authorities of the PLAN, People’s Liberation Army 

Navy Marine Corps (PLANMC) assumes a crucial role in the naval and naval aviation 

forces. The PLAN’s force structure consists of three fleets with subordinate submarine 

flotillas, surface ship flotillas, aviation brigades, and naval bases (Office of the 

Secretary of Defense, 2020). The PLANMC’s roles and missions principally include 

safeguarding PLA bases in mainland China, the South China Sea and abroad, 

conducting amphibious operations to seize and defend small reef and island outposts, 

and conducting non-war military activities (NWMA). Although the PLANMC has 

traditionally focused on its task to assault and defense of small islands in the South 

China Sea, more recently its focus has grown to include expeditionary operations 

beyond the First Island Chain (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020). The 

PLANMC’s roles under NWMA support the PRC’s efforts to protect its overseas 

interests including resources, infrastructure, and citizens abroad.  
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 The People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia (PAFMM) is a subset of China’s 

national militia, an armed reserve force of civilians available for mobilization. In the 

South China Sea, the PAFMM plays a major role in coercive activities to achieve the 

PRC’s political goals without fighting, part of broader Chinese military theory that 

sees confrontational operations short of war as an effective means of accomplishing 

political objectives (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020). The militia has played 

significant roles in a number of military campaigns and coercive incidents over the 

years, including the 2012 Scarborough Reef standoff. A large number of PAFMM 

vessels train with and assist the PLAN and CCG in tasks such as safeguarding 

maritime claims, surveillance and reconnaissance, fisheries protection, logistic 

support, and search and rescue (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020). 

 Naval build-up is critical for China owing to the fact that the country rely 

heavily on maritime courses. Beyond that, it is additionally critical for enhancing her 

national security. China has invested its resources to utilise the PLAN, PLANMC, 

PLAFMM for proactive actions in the maritime space. China’s other subordinate naval 

arms were trained to be capable of counter intervention and power projection in its 

SLOC in critical chokepoints. China’s naval arms have constantly assume a huge part 

in demonstrating China’s jurisdiction in the East and South China Sea. As a result of 

the successful boosting its defense industries, China has progressively become an 

exporter of military and, in particular, naval equipment, especially in the course of 

recent years. This multitude of improvements and exercises exhibit how rapidly 

China’s sea power is significantly developing in the contemporary period. 

According to International Institute for Strategic Studies publication of 

Military Balance, 2020, an average of 16.5 new vessels were commissioned from 2013 

to 2020, showing that China has overcome its ship production limitations after years 

of investment (Chan, 2021). First, China has upgraded its near sea power projection 

capabilities, 24 new submarines, including 1 Jin-class SSBNs, 4 Shang II-class SSNs, 

and 11 Yuan II-class SS/SSKs were commissioned from 2013 to 2020 (Chan, 2021). 

There was a 49 net increase in the number of corvettes from 2013 to 2020, including 

21 Jiangdao-class and 22 Jiangdao II-class, with an average of 7 new vessels 

commissioned annually (International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2020). China has 

also greatly upgraded and strengthened significantly its surface combatants, aircraft 

carriers and other navigation capabilities for sustained operations. 
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 With all of the obstacles posed by unresolved maritime borders, China's 

maritime development has been vividly visible in recent years. The overall 

development of China’s maritime capability has undeniably become skeptical to other 

nations and observers who believe a new maritime hegemon has developed, similar to 

past maritime powers, such as the United Kingdom, Spain, and Portugal, etc. 

4.1.6. China’s maritime strategy in South China Sea 

 The 21st century’s China’s growth has been a matter of intrigued for many 

nations. It has certainly altered the landscape of international politics. However, 

China’s security is constrained by some geo-strategic and political factors. One of such 

key factors is the disputes in the “South China Sea”. China needs to manage the most 

difficult security problems in her environment. As such, maritime security has 

emerged as one of the key policy areas of China in the contemporary period. Since 

2013, China has been perceived as becoming more vocal and undertaking assertive 

stance towards its rival claimants in the South China Sea. Recent years activities of 

China clearly indicates that the government has insisted upon the necessity of 

protecting its maritime rights and jurisdictions. It demonstrates how President Xi 

Jinping administration prioritizes maritime development in its national strategic 

thinking and aspiration to construct strong sea power and consolidate its claims in the 

South China Sea. 

Principally, the so-called geo-strategic construct of the first island chain 

occupies crucial line of defence in accomplishing ‘China’s Dream’ and ‘rejuvenation’. 

The first island chain is a vague geographical lexicon that encloses several islands 

spanning from the East China Sea to the South China Sea. The PRC claimed that the 

South China Sea remains its nation’s core area of interests and that it intends to 

maintain its sovereignty over its claimed territories. The Chinese give high priorities 

to the South China Sea mainly due to economic, energy, geo-strategic and political 

security, which serves as a critical arena for power projection. According to the 

estimates of the Chinese Ministry of Land and Resources, 23 to 30 billion tons (89 to 

115 trillion cubic feet) of natural gas falls within Chinese claimed area in the South 

China Sea (Corr, 2018).  
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Figure 20: First Island Chain of China. 

 

Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military Power of the People’s Republic of China, 

2009. 

 China’s ambitions in the South China Sea depends on the underpinnings of its 

national “core interests”. In June 2014, at the Fifth National Border and Coast Defense 

Work Meeting in Beijing, President Xi Jinping asserted that China must place the 

highest priority on building “an impregnable wall (literally, ‘a wall of copper and 

iron’) for border and ocean defense” (Hayton, 2018). Since 2013, the PRC has 

embarked on massive land reclamation initiatives, building artificial islands in the 

South China Sea. China have made these strides in order to legalise its claims under 

the UNCLOS which gives special inclination to the ‘island’. These artificial islands 

can turn into a key economic and military assets for the PRC.  

In protecting its territorial claims under the U-shaped line in the South China 

Sea, China’s strategy of ‘incrementalism’ can be witnessed. This method brings China 

to engage in the strategy of ‘brinkmanship’. Brinkmanship works well for larger 

competitors against smaller, more vulnerable adversaries, and when the aggressor can 

present itself as committed to military conflict at any cost if it does not obtain its goal 

(Corr, 2018). At the same time, the Chinese adversaries, the smaller nations in the 

South China Sea are intensely reliant on China’s economy. As such, by avoiding direct 
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confrontation, China leverage its power in the South China Sea while advancing its 

claims and otherwise collaborating in other areas. 

 While China repeatedly proclaimed to rise peacefully in the 21st century, a 

number of bold actions can be witnessed in the recent decades that appear more of an 

expansionist tendency. China’s commitment to protect its claims in the South China 

Sea in the name of core interests may go even further as can be witnessed in its policy 

towards Taiwan. In the recent years, the PLAN has been taking proactive roles in the 

South China Sea, conducting naval exercises. The PLAN parade in the South China 

Sea in April 2018 is remarkable in China’s naval history as it involves 48 surface 

fleets, 76 aircraft, and more than 100,000 troops (Chan, 2021). This demonstrates the 

priorities attached to the South China Sea by the Chinese government. 

Since 1949, the People's Republic of China has been determined to utilise force 

in its territorial disputes with adjoining countries. Some border skirmishes, such as 

those with India in 1962 and Vietnam in 1979, resulted in war. During the 1960s, 

China's disputed border with the Soviet Union heightened the prospect of nuclear war. 

China's aggressive attitude is visible in its border and territorial disputes. Between 

2012 and 2020, China was involved in at least one East and South China Sea conflict 

with Japan, Malaysia, the Philippines, Vietnam, or the United States (Chan, 2021). 

Besides this, the capture of Scarborough Shoal from Philippines in 2012 epitomizes 

how far China is willing to go in order to consolidate its claims. Because of these 

factors, China's ‘peaceful rise’ remains uncertain, and it is almost probable that China 

will take military action to reinforce its claims in the South China Sea. 

As previously said, the South China Sea, which has a difficult history, was 

once subject to the sovereignty of external countries such as the British in the 

nineteenth century, the French and the Japanese in the early twentieth century. 

Following WWII, tensions between the six littoral parties began to rise. Since 2013, 

China has been constructing artificial islands in the South China Sea, infuriating 

claimant states and heightening tensions among external powers. Other countries with 

interests in the region have been disturbed by the speed and scale of China's island-

building spree. Recent satellite footage reveals China's construction of port 

infrastructure, military structures, and an airfield on South China Sea islands. 

Another tenet of China’s strategy in the South China Sea is making substantive 

negotiation through regional institutions such as ASEAN. China has been actively 

engaged with ASEAN and establishing credibility by signing treaty like the Code of 
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Conduct through this regional mechanism. Besides these, China has been reiterated its 

support for resolution of disputes through bilateral mode and does not want the 

disputes to be internationalised. 

All of China's activities and policies mirror the historical narrative that the 

Chinese pioneers hold the sense of supremacy over other claimants in the South China 

Sea. Generally, this is to a great extent, motivated by the fundamental notion of 

‘tianxia’ worldview. As per the Chinese officials’ speeches and documents, the South 

China Sea is China’s own entitlement, and wishes for other claimants to ‘return’ to its 

domain. This doctrine asserted that China possesses supreme hegemony over other 

nations. Obviously contemporary China's way to deal with regional struggles plainly 

signifies Deng Xiaoping's theory of "putting aside dispute and promoting shared 

development."  

 Disputes in the South China Sea has erupted tensions among the disputant 

parties, yet additionally also to the international community. Specifically, external 

powers were mesmerized by China’s recent actions in the South China Sea. Among 

the many countries captivated by the South China Sea disputes, the present study will 

take into account three major powers’ roles and influences. 

4.2. United States of America 

The Department of Defense publication of its whitepaper in 2020, ‘Advantage 

at Sea’ propounds that the security and prosperity of the United States depend on sea. 

The United States is certainly the most active and powerful external actor in the South 

China Sea politics. The post-World War II led to the intervention of America in the 

Asian continent. The United States has been engaging with ASEAN for more than 40 

years. The year 2009 marks a new beginning in US relations with the Asian states. 

With the change of US government in 2008, the foreign policy was shifted from the 

Middle East to Asia. The Obama administration took a large heed in its foreign policy 

by committing to re-engage with Southeast Asian nations. Consequently, the then 

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton mention the Asia Pacific Century and the so-called 

Pivot to Asia or rebalancing Asia soon after their victory in the election. This message 

was cemented with Hilary Clinton visit to China within a week of assuming office. 

This provided the evidence that the fast pace development of China remain a vital 

concern for the United States in reshaping of its foreign policy in the Asia-Pacific 
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region. In similar tones, this very factor of China’s rise became the primary challenge 

of US in improving ties with the Southeast Asian nations. 

 With the strategic shift of foreign policy from the Middle East in 2009, Asia 

captures the spotlight of Washington’s foreign policy. The Obama administration’s 

monumental policy of the ‘Asia pivot’ had been a crucial instrument of the 

multifaceted approach to the East. With this theme, the United States began reshuffling 

its foreign policy, reengaging and reapproaching its partners in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Harvard professor, Joseph Nye has famously called this “soft power,” namely, the 

ability “to obtain the outcomes one wants through attraction rather than using the 

carrots and sticks of payment or coercion” (Nye, J.S., 2011). In this respect, America’s 

interest in the South China sea can be understood through the prism of its revived 

interests in the Asia Pacific region.  

For a long time, the United States has undertaken a ‘hub and spoke’ approach 

in the east to counteract the spread of Communist influence. The United States and 

allied nations in Asia formed the multilateral Southeast Asia Treaty Organization 

(SEATO) in 1954, but, it fizzled, to some extent because of absence of regional support 

for the US and France in the Vietnam War. Following the Cold War, however, the 

United States modified its multilateral approach by accentuating bilateral ties with 

countries of the East and Southeast Asia. In the light of this development, America’s 

strategies in the South China Sea have been accentuating in the course of forging 

bilateral ties with majority of the littoral countries. 

Security relations between the United States and a number of the countries of 

the ASEAN date back to the early 1950’s and have since undergone three quite distinct 

phases (Alagappa, 1989). In the first phase (1950-70) security relations were primarily 

a function of the Cold War and the American containment policy against a perceived 

monolithic international communist threat (Alagappa, 1989). In the second phase 

(1971-78) the United States, pledged to keep all its treaty commitments and to provide 

a shield if a nuclear power (Soviet Union) threatened the freedom of an ally but it 

looked to the threatened state to assume the primary responsibility for national defense 

(Alagappa, 1989).  The Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, the Soviet-Vietnamese 

alliance that preceded it, the Chinese invasion of Vietnam, and the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan marked the beginning of the third and current phase (1978-89) (Alagappa, 

1989).  
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 The post-Cold War international order evolve into United States’ favour. 

America, the enthusiast global power has the golden opportunity to unilaterally enjoy 

intact hegemony in the world.  On the economic, military and technological fronts, 

United States enhanced the spirit of unchallenged predominance. Driven by such 

attitude, the United States has become competent in taking global responsibility to 

pander in any major conflicts around the globe. America has the spirit of global 

responsibility in the post-Cold War era. By championing liberal democratic principles, 

America can be said to be reigning unilaterally for three decades.  

The United States has insisted Indo-pacific as its core priority. It had brought 

forward “free and open Indo-Pacific” catchword. According to the Department of 

Defense report, America has three maritime objectives in the Asia-Pacific region: to 

safeguard the freedom of the seas; deter conflict and coercion; and promote adherence 

to international law and standards (Department of Defense, 2020). As such United 

States has advocated freedom of navigation and overflight in the South China Sea. 

The United States increasingly marked its presence in the name of “freedom of 

navigation”. America has regarded the South China Sea as international water and 

often exerted passage and overflight in the name of Freedom Of Navigation Operation 

(FONOP). According to UNCLOS (Article 87), freedom of navigation and overflight 

is a principle of international order which grants the states to enjoy the right of innocent 

passage. While not a defined term under international law, the Unites States’ 

Department of Defense’s annual Freedom of Navigation (FON) report it as “the rights, 

freedoms, and uses of the sea and airspace guaranteed to all nations by international 

law” (Department of Defense, 2020). FONOP has become a critical issue in 

geopolitics. And since 2015, United States ships have transited through the South 

China Sea four to six FONOPs each year in order to uphold the right of innocent 

passage.  

In news conference in July 2020, Secretary Pompeo made a remark on the US’ 

position concerning China’s actions in the South China Sea. He stated: “The United 

States champions a free and open Indo-Pacific. Today we are strengthening US policy 

in a vital, contentious part of that region — the South China Sea. We are making clear: 

Beijing’s claims to offshore resources across most of the South China Sea are 

completely unlawful, as is its campaign of bullying to control them (Michael R. 

Pompeo, Secretary of State Press Statement: U.S. Positions in the South China Sea, 

2020). China's nine-dash line claims in the South China Sea are patently illegitimate, 



116 
 

according to Secretary Pompeo's statement. He emphasises the need of maintaining 

regional peace and stability by observing international norms. 

For the first time in six years, two US Navy aircraft carriers are in the South 

China Sea. the latest show of military might from Washington as it pushes back against 

China’s sweeping claim to much of the contested region (U.S. and China in the South 

China Sea: Convergence and Divergence, 2020). On 6th July 2020, USS Nimitz (CVN 

68), and USS Ronald Reagan (CVN 76) and their carrier strike groups are conducting 

dual carrier operations in the Indo-Pacific as the Nimitz Carrier Strike Force (U.S. and 

China in the South China Sea: Convergence and Divergence, 2020). 

Figure 21: USS Nimitz (CVN 68), and USS Ronald Reagan (CVN 76) and their carrier strike 
groups are conducting dual carrier operations in South China Sea on 6th July 2020. 

 
Source: U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Cody Beam 

Another aspect of America’s approach in the South China Sea is the upliftment 

of the ‘rule-based’ international order. The Unites States also looked the South China 

Sea conflict from the perspective of international law and encouraging all parties to 

adhere to international law and standards. The Secretary of State, John Kerry stated in 

the US-ASEAN Ministerial Meeting, “As a Pacific nation, and the resident power, the 

United States has a national interest in the maintenance of peace and stability, respect 

for international law, unimpeded lawful commerce, and freedom of navigation in the 

South China Sea (Begawan, 2013). The United States has repeatedly emphasised its 

support for resolution of disputes through the UNCLOS and encouraged all parties in 

the South China Sea to regulate their actions in terms with the Code of Conduct 

between China and ASEAN. The Secretary of State John Kerry said during his 
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December 2013 visit to Vietnam: Claimants have a responsibility to clarify their 

claims and to align their claims with international law and to pursue those claims 

within international peaceful institutions (Joint Press Availability With Vietnamese 

Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Pham Binh Minh, 2013). 

The U.S. response to Chinese expansion in the Spratly Islands and its rejection 

of the findings of the PCA can be characterized by the word “restraint,” and the results 

of that restraint have been mixed. On the heels of the Mischief Reef seizure in 1994, 

the U.S. State Department pronounced in 1995 that the United States strongly opposes 

the use or threat of force to resolve competing claims and urges all claimants to 

exercise restraint and to avoid destabilizing actions. . . . has an abiding interest in the 

maintenance of peace and stability in the South China Sea. . . . has a fundamental 

interest in maintaining freedom of navigation in the South China Sea. . . . takes no 

position on the legal merits of the competing claims to sovereignty over the various 

islands, reefs, atolls, and cays in the South China Sea; and . . . would view with serious 

concern any maritime claim or restriction on maritime activity in the South China Sea 

that was not consistent with international law, including the 1982 United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (Daily Press Briefing, 1995) 

Regardless of the fact that the US has publicly maintained that it does not take 

sides in the South China Sea disputes, its inclinations fill in as a vital area for 

leveraging strategic competition with China. This is the most important reason for the 

US to boost its interests and actions in the South China Sea. From America's 

perspective, China is viewed as aggressively leveraging its power in the region with 

the eventual goal of supplanting America's dominion. Within this context, the United 

States continues to oppose China's historical claims and efforts to legalise its claims 

in the South China Sea. 

Reacting to continued Chinese land reclamation efforts on several reefs in the 

Spratly Islands, senior United States officials and military officers vow to “fight 

tonight” if needed to defend United States interests across the Indo-Pacific, while 

referring to Chinese claims across the South China Sea as “preposterous” and Chinese 

land activities there as designed to “militarize” the region and to build a “great wall of 

sand” (Swaine, 2015). The United States openly stated the unlawfulness of the Chinese 

nine-dash line and its support for 2016 PCA ruling on Philippines case. 

The United States Department of Defense publication of Advantage at Sea: 

Prevailing with Integrated All-Domain Naval Power, 2020 describe China and Russia 
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as the two most significant threats to this era of global peace and prosperity. This 

official publication states that, “We prioritize competition with China due to its 

growing economic and military strength, increasing aggressiveness, and demonstrated 

intent to dominate its regional waters and remake the international order in its favor”, 

until China chooses to act as a responsible stakeholder rather than brandish its power 

to further its authoritarian interests, it represents the most comprehensive threat to the 

United States, our allies, and all nations supporting a free and open system (Advantage 

at Sea: Prevailing with Integrated All-Domain naval Power, 2020). Among the five 

strategies emphasised by the United States, control the seas to protect its allies is one 

of the key priorities. This proves to be quite relevant in relation to the South China Sea 

disputes. 

 The United States regard it as her responsibility to involve in regional disputes 

especially when it serves as an opportunity to counterapproach China’s rising power. 

The administration has to confront the regional perception that the South China Sea 

has evolved into an important litmus test of its “rebalance to Asia” strategy, because a 

central premise of the rebalance strategy is the goal of common legally based standards 

of behavior that are followed throughout the region (Devitt, 2014). In United States 

policy thinking, its allies and partners around the globe occupies predominant position.  

Beijing is conceived as a competitor in the expansion of America’s ambition in the 

Asia-Pacific region. 

To achieve its perpetual goal, US announced pivot to Asia. The Pivot to Asia 

is America’s multidimensional strategy of rebalancing in the region. The core element 

of the US pivot is the reengagement of its allies and quasi allies in the Asian region. 

With this, Washington is willing to take its relationship with the Asian countries to the 

next higher level. On the economic front the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), served as a ground-breaking 

instrument of US pivot to Asia. The CPTPP came into force on 30 December 2019, 

covering members of the Asia-Pacific rim. Brunei, Malaysia, Vietnam and Singapore 

are parties of the CPTPP. Many countries have deepened their economic integration 

with the US through trade and investment. 

“Nothing’s off the table,” David Stilwell, assistant secretary of State for the 

Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, said when asked whether the U.S. would 

consider using sanctions to rein in China. “There is room for that and this is a language 

China understands, demonstrable and tangible action,” he told a virtual audience at the 
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Center for Strategic and International Studies.“The world will not allow Beijing to 

treat the South China Sea as its maritime empire,” he said  (Macias, 2020). As the 

Secretary of State, Madeleine K.  Albright said on February 19, 1998 in an interview 

that, ‘If we have to use force, it is because we are America, we are the indispensable 

nation, we stand tall, we see further than other countries into the future (Secretary of 

State Madeleine K. Albright. Interview on NBC-TV "The Today Show" with Matt 

Lauer Columbus, 2009). As such some offensive actions can be witnessed in its 

approach around the world. America’s commitment to intervene in foreign countries 

can be witnessed in its actions in Iraq (2003), Afghanistan (2001) and Syria (2017). 

US actions in the South China Sea can be enumerated as a deterrence action mainly 

against China.     

On October 2, USS Connecticut, a US nuclear submarine hit an unidentified 

object underwater in South China Sea. In November 2021, A Maritime Self-Defense 

Force submarine has conducted joint military drills with the U.S. Navy in the South 

China Sea for the first time. “It does appear to signal not only an apparent resolve for 

both allies to work closely together in the South China Sea — against the growing 

(People’s Liberation Army) undersea challenge in view of the expanding ASW 

capabilities of the PLA Navy — but also Tokyo's intent to keep up with its 

commitment towards maintaining a viable military presence in the South China Sea 

Jesse, 2021). “The Chinese military began live-fire drills in the South China Sea on 

Saturday in a challenge to U.S. freedom of navigation operations there, as the two 

powers trade shows of military and diplomatic force. The drills, which will run through 

Aug. 2, are taking place off the Leizhou Peninsula in southern China, in the 

northwestern part of the South China Sea, according to the People’s Liberation Army, 

China has warned civilian vessels not to enter the area” (Robles, 2020). “China’s top 

diplomat blasted U.S. policy toward Beijing while also proposing a blueprint for 

getting spiraling relations between the world’s biggest economies back on track. 

‘Current U.S. policy toward China is based on strategic misjudgments that lack factual 

evidence, and is full of emotional catharsis and McCarthy-style paranoia,’ Chinese 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi said during a pre-recorded address for a China-U.S. think 

tank and media forum (China Says U.S. Policy is Driven by ‘McCarthy-Style Paranoia, 

2020).  

Since 2001, when a Chinese F-8 fighter jet collided with a U.S Navy 

surveillance aircraft in the South China Sea resulting the death of a Chinese pilot and 
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an emergency landing of the U.S. aircraft on Hainan Island, there have been numerous 

near-miss incidents between government vessels and aircraft in the East and South 

China Seas. This has created a situation in which there is significant uncertainty about 

the safety of navigation and overflight in these maritime areas. For example, in 2009, 

two Chinese ships manoeuvred within 25 feet of a U.S. ocean surveillance ship, the 

USNS Impeccable, and then intentionally stopped ‘directly ahead of USNS 

Impeccable, forcing Impeccable to conduct an emergency ‘“all stop’” in order to avoid 

collision’ (Yang 2009). In December 2013, while a U.S guided missile cruiser, the 

USS Cowpens, was monitoring the Chinese aircraft carrier Liaoning in the South 

China Sea, a Chinese amphibious vessel suddenly crossed the bow of Cowpens at a 

distance of less than 100 yards that forced Cowpens to take evasive action to avoid a 

collision (U.S. Department of Defense 2014b). Regional States have sought to avoid 

these risky encounters by pursuing safety communication standards for the interactions 

of their public vessels and aircraft at sea. After many years of negotiation, at the 14th 

Western Pacific Naval Symposium (WPNS) held in China in 2014, regional navies 

finally adopted the Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES 2014). However, as 

a non-legally binding document with unclear geographical scope, and which only 

applies to naval vessels and aircraft, CUES 2014 is not comprehensive or potent 

enough, especially in the East and South China Seas, where disputes over maritime 

claims are still unresolved and most maritime incidents involve civilian law 

enforcement vessels and aircraft rather than naval assets. 

 According to the report made by Beijing-based South China Sea Strategic 

Situation Probing Initiative (SCSPI), through 2020, the US military successively 

deployed three carrier strike groups, two amphibious ready groups, several nuclear 

attack submarines and 17 batches of B-52H Stratofortress and B-1B Lancer bombers 

to the South China Sea for “Dynamic Force Employment” (South China Sea Strategic 

Situation Probing Initiative, 2021). South China Sea Strategic Situation Probing 

Initiative (SCSPI). According to the report, the US military began to apply “Dynamic 

Force Employment” of bombers to the Western Pacific Region, when five B-52H 

Stratofortress bombers from the 69th EBS of the USAF finished their six- month 

rotational deployment to Guam on April 16, 2020.  Beijing-based military analyst Du 

Wenlong told China's state broadcaster CCTV that the US was now conducting 

"regular surveillance" of People's Liberation Army (PLA) forces in the South China 

Sea. " sorties may not be the most ever [...] but it still represents high-intensity 
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surveillance around China at an average of more than two aircraft per day," he 

remarked on the channel's prime-time program Defense Review (H. Nguyen, 2021b).   

The United States made a self-justification to its role in the Asia-Pacific region 

as crucial for peace and stability in the region. According to the 2015 National Security 

Objectives published by the US Department of Defense, for 70 years, U.S. military 

presence in the Asia-Pacific region has played a vital role in undergirding regional 

peace, stability, and security. This presence has enabled tremendous prosperity and 

economic growth across the region and facilitated the unimpeded flow of resources 

and trade across vital Asian waterways (The Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy: 

Achieving U.S. National Security Objectives in a Changing Environment, n.d.).  

From ‘America’s First’ policy under President Trump, President Joe Biden’s foreign 

policy concoct his mantra ‘America is back’. When Biden became President, America 

vowed to mend ties with its allies in Asia and Europe, that had deteriorated under 

President Trump, as indicated by President Biden. The Biden administration's South 

China Sea policy has attached great importance to US allies within and outside the 

region, this precisely reflects its Cold War mentality (Xiangmiao, 2021). In line with 

this, America’s interests in the region still lingers with Cold-War mentality. Till today, 

America and Russia are still on the line of competition and America’s interests in the 

region is still to check Russia in her region. As President Biden remarked in his speech, 

“We will be more effective in dealing with Russia when we work in coalition and 

coordination with other like-minded partners” (Remarks by President Biden on 

America’s Place in the World, 2021). 

The strengths of America’s soft power have been efficaciously maneuvered in 

the Southeast Asian region. Being a global big power, United States resources in 

matters of economy, defense and military, science and technology, education, trade 

and commerce bear much more than sufficient to provide contentment for the not so 

powerful Southeast Asian states. America’s bilateral ties with the members of the 

ASEAN have been an important element of US foreign policy. U.S. goods and services 

trade with ASEAN totalled an estimated $362.2 billion in 2020, exports were $111.9 

billion; imports were $250.3 billion. The U.S. goods and services trade deficit with 

ASEAN was $138.4 billion in 2020 (Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN), n.d.).  And this bilateral relationship went smooth and reinforcing. 

Countries in Southeast Asia, particularly Indonesia and Malaysia, have proven to be 

long-term economic, diplomatic, and military partners of the United States in an area 
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where regional geopolitics determines global power.  The United States mission to 

Southeast Asia is very critical at this moment of disputes in the South China Sea 

remain exacerbated. USA and South China Sea littorals have convergence interests 

and concerns in several regional and global aspects which have been predominantly 

tied-up in bilateral engagements. Apart from cooperative joint naval exercises with the 

claimant states of Philippines, Vietnam and Malaysia, the United States recently 

marked its presence in the recent years. Especially after the COVID 19 outbreak, 

United States lent its voice towards Asia by slamming China.  

Since the normalization of bilateral relations in 1995, U.S.-Vietnam relations have 

become increasingly cooperative and comprehensive. Vietnam and US have similar 

strategic interests in the 21st century. The two countries have conducted several security 

dialogues. Ranging from regular official visits, high-level dialogues and joint naval 

exercises to humanitarian assistance US and Vietnam have boost their area of 

cooperation from time to time. In the maritime realm, United States nourished the 

Vietnam Coast Guard through maritime assistance since it fully lifted ban on lethal 

sale weapons to Vietnam. America’s lifting of ban on lethal weapons sale to Vietnam 

in 2016 marks crucial milestone in bilateral defence ties. Accordingly, USA will 

continue to provide aid to Vietnam’s maritime security assistance – including through the 

Maritime Security Initiative, the Cooperative Threat Reduction program, and Foreign 

Military Financing (U.S. Relations with Vietnam: Bilateral Relations Fact Sheet, 2021).  

Vietnam and America have been collaborated in maritime security. Since 2010, 

both countries have been conducting annual Naval Engagement Activity (NEA). In 

just six years, America’s naval cooperation with Vietnam has grown from a simple 

port visit to multi-day engagements (The Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy: 

Achieving U.S. National Security Objectives in a Changing Environment, 2015).  On 

30 May, 2015, Secretary Carter unveiled the Southeast Asia Maritime Security 

Initiative at the Shangri-La Dialogue. This initiative was a new attempt to collaborate 

with America’s Southeast Asian friends and partners to build better regional capability 

to handle a variety of marine issues. 

US-Vietnam security cooperation in the maritime sphere was further enhanced 

through deeper collaboration in the recent years. In December 2013, Secretary of State 

Kerry visited Vietnam and stated the intention to build a US-Vietnam “New Maritime 

Partnership.” Kerry offered 18 million USD of aid to Vietnam for 5 high-speed patrol 

ships to enhance Vietnam’s “off-shore patrolling capacity” (Johnson, 2013). In June 
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2012, Leon Panetta became the first United States Secretary of Defense to visit the 

Cam Ranh Bay since the Vietnam War. In his address on the Richard Byrd, anchored 

at the Cam Ranh Bay, he said: “The United States naval ships use of the Cam Ranh 

Bay facilities is a crucial component of US-Vietnam relations, in which lies great 

future potential (Panetta Sends Message to China during Historic Visit to Vietnam, 

2012). Following the hand-over of USCGC John Midgett (WHEC 726), a large-scale 

patrol vessel, to the Vietnamese Coast Guard, Vice Foreign Ministry Spokesman Doan 

Khac Viet stressed in May 2020 that “the two sides continue to strengthen bilateral 

defence relations in areas of maritime security and maritime law enforcement 

capacity”(Pham, 2020a). 

US-Vietnam security cooperation in the maritime sphere was further enhanced 

through deeper collaboration in the recent years. In December 2013, Secretary of State 

Kerry visited Vietnam and stated the intention to build a US-Vietnam “New Maritime 

Partnership.” Kerry offered 18 million USD of aid to Vietnam for 5 high-speed patrol 

ships to enhance Vietnam’s “off-shore patrolling capacity” (Johnson, 2013). In June 

2012, Leon Panetta the United States Secretary of Defense visited the Cam Ranh Bay 

and said: “The United States naval ships use of the Cam Ranh Bay facilities is a crucial 

component of US-Vietnam relations, in which lies great future potential (Panetta 

Sends Message to China during Historic Visit to Vietnam, 2012).  

In March, 2016, Vietnam inaugurated international port facility at Cam Ranh 

Bay in South China Sea. The focus in this realm tends to be on some kind of U.S. 

access to Cam Ranh Bay, a deep-water harbor in central Vietnam along the South 

China Sea that Washington had used as a base during the Vietnam War before the 

then-Soviet Union leased it following the end of the conflict in 1975. (Parameswaran, 

2016). During an historic visit to Cam Ranh Bay in 2012, former U.S. Defense 

Secretary Leon Panetta had said that access for U.S. naval ships to this facility was “a 

key component” of the U.S.-Vietnam relationship (Parameswaran). 

Defence cooperation has been an important pillar of US-Vietnam ties and 

significant progress has been achieved so far. In the late President Bush term, the 

United States and Vietnam began significantly upgrading their military-to-military 

relationship. The two countries take their relationship to a high new level and in 2010, 

the United States and Vietnam held their inaugural Defense Policy Dialogue in Hanoi. 

In September 2011, the United States and Vietnam signed a “Memorandum of 

Understanding (MoU) to Promote Bilateral Defense Cooperation,” which emphasizes 
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maritime security and maritime search and rescue. In October 2013, American Coast 

Guard Admiral Robert Papp and the head of Vietnam’s coastguard Nguyen Quang 

Dam signed an agreement on cooperation in the fields of maritime security, naval ship 

exchange visits, training cooperation, maritime early warning studies and experience 

sharing 

Bilateral relations are guided by the 2013 U.S.-Vietnam Comprehensive 

Partnership, an overarching framework for advancing the bilateral relationship, the 2015 

bilateral Joint Vision Statement, the Joint Statement issued during Vietnamese Prime 

Minister Phuc’s visit to the United States in May 2017, and the 2017 Joint Statement. In 

2016, the United States and Vietnam signed a letter of agreement to increase cooperation 

on law enforcement and the justice sector and the two countries are working jointly to 

implement the agreement. The United States and Vietnam are committed to strengthen 

defense cooperation between the two countries as outlined in the Memorandum of 

Understanding on Advancing Bilateral Defense Cooperation in 2011 and the U.S.-

Vietnam Joint Vision Statement on Defense Relations signed in 2015, giving priority to 

humanitarian cooperation, war legacy issues, maritime security, peacekeeping, and 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.  

 Relations between the United States and Malaysia are at an all-time high. Since 

President Barack Obama and Prime Minister Najib Razak entered office in 2009, 

bilateral relations got improved. This was elevated to the status of Comprehensive 

Partnership in 2014. The Obama Administration policy of the Pivot to Asia gives 

emphasis on strengthening relations with Malaysia, which according to America 

regard it as "emerging partner." Malaysia is the second largest US trading partner in 

Southeast Asia. According to the US Embassy in Malaysia, approximately, the United 

States have 14 – 16 bi-lateral and multi-lateral exercises with the Malaysian Armed 

Forces and the Royal Malaysian Police each year in order to promote interoperability 

and cooperation under the Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training (CARAT), 

Cope Taufan, Keris Strike, Air Warrior, and Joint Combined Exchange Training. 

 Malaysia and the U.S. have enjoyed close military cooperation for several 

decades, even during periods of acrimonious political relations. The Bilateral Training 

and Consultations (BITACG) arrangement, signed in 1984, covered joint training 

exercises (including U.S. access to Malaysia’s jungle warfare school in Pulada, Johor), 

as well as logistical support and intelligence sharing. After the BITACG was signed, 

the U.S. expanded its International Military Education and Training (IMET) and also 
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increased its Foreign Military Sales credits to Malaysia. To date the U.S. has trained 

over 3200 Malaysian military personnel, and Malaysia regularly sends officers to 

attend both the U.S. Army War College and the U.S. Army Staff College. (Murray 

Hiebert, Elina Noor, Gregory Poling, and Tham Siew Yean, “From Strength to 

Empowerment: The Next Generation of U.S.-Malaysia Relations,” CSIS Southeast 

Asia Program and ISIS Malaysia (Washington/Kuala Lumpur: May 2012), 17) 

 U.S. troops continue to train regularly at Malaysia’s Jungle Warfare Training 

Center. The CARAT exercises began in 1996, and since then have provided an annual 

opportunity for U.S. armed forces (primarily the Navy and Marine Corps) to help 

increase the maritime security capabilities of their Malaysian counterparts; the most 

recent exercises, in June 2012, involved over a thousand U.S. military participants. In 

2010 Prime Minister Najib noted the value to Malaysia of CARAT and similar 

exercises, and called for further bilateral collaboration in the maritime domain. (Razak, 

2010). Najib was Minister of Defense from 1990-95 and 2000-08, overseeing 

Malaysian peacekeeping operations in such places as Bosnia (1993), Somalia (1993) 

and Lebanon (2006). 

 A White House background briefing by a senior U.S. official following the 

2011 EAS emphasized the attention both Obama and Najib had paid to the South China 

Sea sovereignty issue. The official noted that Najib’s position largely mirrored that of 

Obama, saying that Najib went through principles that are very similar to what the 

U.S. has also articulated with respect to the need to resolve the issue peacefully 

through dialogue, the need to make progress on a code of conduct, the principle of 

respect for international law, the applicability of UNCLOS, the need for a multilateral 

process to resolve these territorial disputes among parties, and adherence by all to the 

guiding principles. (The White House Office of the Press Secretary, “Background 

Briefing by a Senior Administration Official on the President's Meetings at Asean and 

East Asia Summit” (Aboard Air Force One En Route Anderson Air Force Base, Guam: 

Nov. 19, 2011.) A plane with a Chinese flag on its tail is seen in this handout picture 

from the Royal Malaysian Air Force. Malaysia’s claims that 16 Chinese aircraft came 

close to violating its sovereign airspace in the first week of June in a rare incident 

which Foreign Minister Hishammuddin Hussein condemned as an “intrusion” has 

been given tacit backing by the US Pacific Air Forces (Chew, 2021). 

Since the Philippines gained independence in 1946, bilateral relations have 

been built with United States which is often regarded as “special friendship”. As such, 
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the Philippines defence and armed forces has been heavily reliant on the United States 

with manifold bilateral treaties signed following the subsequent years of 

independence. The Philippines and America had firm and solid relations which is 

cemented in a momentous Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951. The Philippines soon 

became the strategic asset for the United States. This long and deep-rooted alliance of 

the two nations undergone dramatic change with the coming of President Duterte in 

power. Since 2002, the United States has sold the Philippines nearly $900 million in 

weapons and provided over $1.3 billion in security assistance (Thrall & Cohen, 2021). 

In February 2021, the Philippines said it would move ahead on a purchase of 15 Black 

Hawk helicopters (Thrall & Cohen, 2021). In March 2012, the US pledged a US$30 

million military assistance programme for the Philippines (Mogato, 2012) and in June 

2012 it furthered its commitment to improving the Philippines’ maritime defence and 

intelligence capabilities. In addition to routine military exercises and training 

activities, the Philippines may also host a greater number of US marines in coming 

years.  

 In December 2020, Jake Sullivan, the National Security Advisor of the United 

States said that the alliance with the Philippines is an important anchor for U.S. 

presence in Southeast Asia (Green & Poling, 2020). In March 2019, Secretary of State 

Mike Pompeo publicly clarified that “our commitment to respond under Articles IV 

and V of the Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT) covers an attack on Philippine forces 

anywhere in the South China Sea” (Green & Poling, 2020).  

 The election of Rodrigo Duterte as the President of Philippines in June 2016 

marks a groundbreaking halt in Washington-Manila’s alliances build on the foundation 

of Mutual Defense Treaty 1951. The United States remain dissatisfied with President 

Duterte ignorance of 1998 Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) and 2014 Enhanced 

Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) which is highly critical for US policy of 

implementing its Asian goals. The VFA and EDCA grants America to enter the 

Philippines territory for facilitating in several technical and military exchange and 

training programs. Bilateral relations between the two countries have been 

complicated by Philippines government low image on the problems of human rights 

violation, which immensely distract America. Keeping in view the significance of 

bilateral relations with Philippines, the US government is pressurizing Philippines for 

the effective implementation of VFA and EDCA. These intricacies will likely to 

emerge until Philippines new Presidential election in 2022.  
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 The United States and Brunei – a small but nonetheless important player in 

Southeast Asia on a range of regional security issues in the Indo-Pacific region, from 

terrorism to the South China Sea – have an ongoing defense relationship, which 

includes various bilateral components such as ship visits, staff talks, and exchanges, 

along with other wider multilateral components as well such as the Southeast Asian 

state’s involvement in the Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training (CARAT) 

exercise and the Southeast Asia Cooperation and Training (SEACAT) drills. Over the 

past few years, both sides have continued to develop the U.S.-Brunei defense 

relationship amid wider domestic and regional developments. Indeed, just last August, 

we witnessed a new development in the bilateral relationship with the holding of 

Exercise Pahlawan Warrior under the segment of Pacific Pathways, which constituted 

the first bilateral training exercise of its kind between the armies of the United States 

and Brunei. This was in addition to other bilateral and multilateral defense 

engagements both sides have had, including the 17th iteration of SEACAT and the 

26th biennial Rim of Pacific (RIMPAC) exercise. In 2019, the defense relationship 

was in the spotlight again when John P. Johnson, the deputy commanding general of 

U.S. Army Pacific (USARPAC) was in Brunei. Johnson took up his current post back 

in July 2018, just after the U.S. Pacific Command (PACOM) saw its name changed to 

the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command (USINDOPACOM) (Parameswaran, 2019). 

  Taiwan’s defense and security and the defense partnership with USA is an 

issue of “survival” for Taiwan. “It’s no secret that the Chinese are exerting increasing 

military coercion, including the provocative fighter jet intrusions into Taiwan’s air 

defense identification zone,” she said. “So, we are under increasing pressure from the 

PRC, and strengthening Taiwan’s deterrence capacity is of tremendous importance for 

our continuing survival.” Hsiao is encouraged by what she’s seen from the Biden 

administration thus far, including the repeated use of the phrase “rock-solid,” which 

“seems to be a new keyword used frequently by members of the new team.” Arms 

sales occupy the lion’s share of public attention when it comes to the U.S.-Taiwan 

relationship. On that front, Hsiao cautioned that “we’re too early in the [Biden] 

administration to assess how that will work but our hope is that it will continue.” One 

thing she particularly hopes to see carried over from the Trump administration is the 

new practice of a “needs-based review system,” which responds relatively quickly to 

separate requests for military equipment from Taipei, rather than following the past 

practice of packaging requests into a single mega-sale every few years (Teizzi, 2021). 
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At the 2019, Yushan forum, Sandra Oudkirk. U.S. Senior Official for APEC & Deputy 

Assistant Secretary for Australia, New Zealand & the Pacific Islands, Bureau of East 

Asian & Pacific Affairs, Department of State,  United States states that the United 

States values Taiwan as a partner in its vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific region, 

and will continue to support Taiwan as it seeks to expand its already significant 

contribution to the region. (The 2019 Yushan Forum. Asian Dialogue for Innovation 

and Progress, 2019). In 2020, the Taiwan Allies International Protection and 

Enhancement Initiative Act (TAIPEI Act) was also passed by the U.S. Congress and 

signed into law by President Trump, expressing U.S. support for Taiwan’s diplomatic 

alliances around the world and Taiwan’s participation in international organizations 

(Lee, Tseng, Hwang & Gervais, 2020).  

 All of these states in Southeast Asia are less military and economically 

powerful than their common counterpart-China. Malaysia is probably the most 

capable, with Vietnam and the Philippines remaining far behind China in overall 

capability. In April 2016, for example, US defense secretary Ashton Carter completed 

new defense cooperation agreements with the Philippines and with India, clearly 

inspired by mutual concerns about Chinese assertiveness.  Although China has the 

greatest power potential in Asia, most of its neighbors are not so weak that they have 

little choice but to bandwagon with Beijing.  The United States now has utilized its 

soft diplomacy to the Southeast Asian states. For this, the first challenge before the 

United States foreign policy is the renewal of its old allies in the Indo-Pacific region. 

Fortunately for the United States, majority of these states has territorial or sovereignty 

disputes with the biggest power in the region i.e. China. It is thus America’s obligation 

to counterbalance China in the region by building a web of alliances with these smaller 

states and change the strategic situations. As such, the South China Sea turn out to be 

a valuable spot for US to act as an equalizer to China. 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3. Russia 

“Let us turn our faces towards Asia,…the East will help us conquer the West”- Lenin. 
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Russia, like USA and India is not a South China claimant party. However, as 

compared to USA and India, Russia’s stance in the South China Sea is relatively 

unstated. Yet, this does not undermine Russia as a significant political actor in the 

region. The post-1990 international politics turn out to be a critical situation for Russia 

with several economic, political and security calculations. Russia is a great old power 

that has been weakened by economic and political crisis. In order to regain its 

international status, Russia re-assess its foreign policy choices with diversified 

relations. Since President Putin took office in 2000, Russia’s foreign policy promising 

avenues remain tilted towards the East. Furthermore, Russia began to paid heed to 

fostering relations with South East Asian nations. As such, Russia’s main component 

of its policies exerted through defense and arms trade, play a significant role in the 

regional security structure in Southeast and East Asia. 

The 'third-Rome' attitude of the Russian empire has repercussions in modern 

Kremlin security and political thought. Given the fact that the initial post-Soviet’s role 

in the East and South China Sea survived on meagre interaction, the 21st century saw 

a more active and robust Moscow’s role in the region. Russian attention to Asia has 

grown in particular since the onset of the West’s financial crisis in 2008–9, which 

reinforced Moscow’s belief that Asia had become the world’s “fastest-developing 

geopolitical zone, toward which the center of world economy and politics is gradually 

shifting” (Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation, 2013). Russia’s 

access to various Asia’s multilateral forums in the east such as, APEC, EAS and 

ASEAN enhanced her commitment more compelling in the region.  

In 2005, at the launch of East Asia Summit, President Vladimir Putin in his 

speech lobbied for membership, declaring that Russia was “ready to make a real 

contribution to resolving the issues currently affecting the region” (Speech at the East 

Asia Summit, 2005). By 2010, Russia was already arguing for stronger Russia-

ASEAN ties due to “major changes” in the region and the world that had “radically 

altered the geopolitical landscape” (Lavrov, 2010). Since then, Russia turned its 

attention to the east can be witnessed more so than in the past with President Putin’s 

dictum called ‘pivot to the East’. 

Russia’s pivot to the East has been effectively exerted in the form of defence 

ties and arms trade in the region. Its arms sales has expanded around the world and the 

conflicting parties in the South China Sea are the biggest buyers. In the meantime, 

Southeast Asia has witnessed a 33 percent rise in military spending between 2009 and 
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2018, which can be attributed to these countries’ ongoing South China Sea disputes 

with China (Kapoor, 2020). According to SIPRI Factsheet, Russia is the second largest 

arms exporter and between 2016–20 Russia delivered major arms to 45 states and 

accounted for 20 per cent of total global arms exports (Wezeman et al., 2021) Gavin 

Greenwood, an analyst with A2 Global Risk, a Hong Kong-based security consultancy 

said Russia had accounted for 25% of major arms sales in Southeast Asia since 2000, 

and according to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, Moscow sold 

$6.6 billion in arms to Southeast Asia between 2010 and 2017, as much as the U.S. 

and China combined (Hunt, 2020). For the past 20 years, Russia has been the largest 

supplier of arms to Southeast Asia,  but in recent years the value of its defence sales 

has dropped due to greater competition from other countries as well as the threat of 

US sanctions (Storey, 2021). As a direct result, though Russia wield a significant arms 

supplier to many of the Southeast, its successful defence diplomacy needs to be re-

evaluate if Russia wishes to gain its sphere of influence in the region. Russia has been 

regarded as playing a quiet diplomacy in the region.  

From Moscow’s perspectives, East and Southeast Asian region has its fitting 

relevance for multipolarity with powers manoeuvred by countries of China, United 

States, Japan and India. Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov declared that the process 

toward multipolarity was “vividly pronounced in the Asia-Pacific space (Chufrin, 

1999). With this regional perception, Russia finds itself as a crucial actor to pursue 

balance of power posture in the Asia-Pacific region. Moscow seeks stability in the 

region by forging crucial developments in bilateral and multi-lateral relations in the 

region. 

Russia’s interest in the South China Sea can be seen in its energy security 

policy dating back to 1980’s. A major initiative was taken in  June 1981 when Soviet 

Union and Vietnam established a joint enterprise called Vietsovpetro, which still 

function today. The major objective of this cooperation was the exploration, scientific 

research and production of oil etc. in the South China Sea. Till date, Vietsovpetro has 

produced 229 million tons of crude oil, 33 billion cubic metres of gas and constructed 

over 50 offshore facilities, discovered 8 oilfields with commercial value and installed 

over 770 kilometres of subsea pipeline to create an integrated oilfield system (Joint 

Venture Vietsovpetro, n.d.). In addition, Vietsovpetro’s total crude-oil turnover as of 

2018 is US$ 78 billion, contributing US$ 48 billion to Vietnam’s state budget (Joint 

Venture Vietsovpetro, n.d.). In November 2013 two Russian firms Rosneft and 
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Gazprom signed a raft of deals with Petro Vietnam covering fuel supplies, joint 

exploration and shared investments in Vietnam’s $3 billion Dung Quat refinery 

(Russia's Gazprom, Rosneft sign Vietnam energy deals on Putin visit, 2013). Vietnam 

with the Soviet-era joint venture oil company Vietsovpetro accounting for around one-

third of oil production in Vietnam in 2017 (Russia's Gazprom, Rosneft sign Vietnam 

energy deals on Putin visit, 2013). Russia-Vietnam collaboration in energy exploration 

demonstrates Russia’s stakes in the South China Sea. 

In the maritime sector, Moscow’s naval presence in Cam Ranh Bay appears to 

be immensely crucial. Since 1980’s Soviet navy’s presence in the South China Sea can 

be seen. The Cam Ranh Bay was quickly transformed into Russia’s strongest naval 

base to constrain the growth of America’s power in the region. This had facilitated 

Russia’s combat operations in the South China Sea. This had facilitated Russia’s 

presence in the region in the contemporary period and in 2014 the Vietnamese 

government grants Russian warships to operate in the Cam Ranh port. The Vietnamese 

move on granting access to the Cam Ranh raised a question in view of the ongoing 

conflict in the South China Sea. There is a popular concern whether or not Moscow 

will utilise the area as it use during the Cold War.   

According to open sources, Russia has supplied Vietnam with: four GEPARD 

class frigates, six Project 636 VARSHAVYANKA conventional submarines 12 

MOLNIYA missile boats (two of which were delivered ready-made from Russia with 

10  produced under license in Vietnam) (Russia and Vietnam Discuss Defence 

Cooperation, 2021). The Vietnamese navy is also equipped with the BASTION mobile 

coastal missile system which employs YAKHONT anti-ship missile (Russia and 

Vietnam Discuss Defence Cooperation, 2021). Vietnamese Defense Minister General 

Phung Quang Thanh held talks with his Russian counterpart Sergei Shoigu in 2013, in 

which Russia agreed to help train the navy and build new ships for Vietnam (Vietnam 

Boosts Defense Ties With Russia , 2013). 

 Another crucial element of Russia’s role is its defence diplomacy with the 

littoral states of the South China Sea. Russia remained the longstanding supplier of 

arms to Southeast Asia and China. Putin and Vietnamese president Truong Tan Sang 

defense cooperation agreement in November 2013 lays the foundation for joint 

weapons production. It is estimated that throughout the 1980s Moscow had provided 

Vietnam with an average of US$1 billion annually in military assistance and another 

US$1 billion annually in economic assistance (Mikovic, 2021). In view of the security 
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environment in Southeast Asia, Russia’s defence ties has played a crucial role. 

Between 1995 and 2019, Vietnam imported US$7.38 billion worth of Russian 

weaponry—84% of its total arms imports (approximately 5% of Russia’s total global 

defence exports) (Data compiled from the Stockholm International Peace Research 

Institute, 2020). The past 20 years, 61% of Russia’s defence exports to Southeast Asia 

have gone to Vietnam (Storey, 2021). The two countries are planning to launch 

the Azov-Haiphong sea line by 2024, developing port terminals that would facilitate 

civilian cargo transport (Mikovic, 2021). Besides this, the economic trade between 

Moscow and Hanoi reached US$4.05 billion in the first ten months of 2020, which is 

seven per cent higher than in 2019 (Mikovic, 2021) 

 The Vietnamese Minister of National Defence Gen. Ngo Xuan Lich and 

Russian Defence Minister General Sergei Shoigu have signed a joint vision statement 

on Viet Nam-Russia defence cooperation for 2020-2025 on the occasion of Viet Nam 

paid an official visit to Russia from February 3-9 2020. Local media reported that both 

countries had agreed to “bolster defense cooperation on the basis of mutual political 

trust and the signed deals” (VN, Russia sign joint vision statement on defense 

cooperation, 2020). 

 For the first quarter of 2021, Malaysia’s total trade with Russia increased by 

0.3 per cent to RM1.72 billion compared to the corresponding period of 2020 

(Bernama, 2021). Total exports increased by 40.4 per cent to RM1.01 billion mainly 

due to the rising demand for rubber products. Total imports decreased by 28.7 per cent 

to RM0.71 billion contributed by decline in imports of petroleum products and crude 

petroleum (Bernama, 2021). On the investment front, Malaysia registered a total of 

eight manufacturing projects with Russian participation which have been implemented 

worth RM128.32 million and creating 408 jobs (Bernama, 2021).  

 Since President Duterte assume office in 2016, Philippines foreign policy has 

tilted towards east. In just five years, Philippines Foreign Affairs Under Secretary, 

Elizabeth Buensuceso said, 30 agreements were signed in the fields of defense, 

security, military-technical cooperation, mutual legal assistance, extradition, nuclear 

energy, transport, higher education, intellectual property, agriculture, trade, tourism, 

and nuclear medicine, among others (Rocamora, 2021). On 24 May 2017, President 

Duterte visited Moscow and ten agreements were sealed in his visit. This agreement 

foster intelligence information sharing, military cooperation and exchange of experts 

between the two countries. Between 2019 and 2020, the Russian Navy conducted basic 
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passage exercises with Philippines, Thailand and Indonesia. Philippine and Russian 

defence officials are currently negotiating a military cooperation agreement that would 

provide a legal framework for regular exercises to take place.  

 In November 2018, Russia held its first exercise with Brunei: a naval search 

and rescue drill in the South China Sea(The joint Russian-Vietnamese exercise to 

assist a submarine in distress will be held in the port of Cam Ranh, 2019). Unofficial 

contact between the USSR and Taiwan started at the end of the 1960s (Vradiy, n.d.). 

In September 1992, Boris Yeltsin signed the “Relations between the Russian 

Federation and Taiwan” decree that at present is the legal base for further development 

of their relations (Vradiy, n.d.). In 1993, the Moscow-Taipei Coordination 

Commission on Economic and Cultural Cooperation (MTC) was unveiled in Moscow, 

while the Taipei-Moscow Economic and Cultural Coordination Committee 

(TMECCC) formally began operations in Taipei in 1996. Since then steady trade and 

economic interactions were made by Russia and Taiwan. Again in 2002, with a goal 

to fostering economic, cultural and technical collaboration, Taiwan-Russia 

Association was established. In 2020, Russia is Taiwan’s 17th largest source of 

imports, 26th largest export destination and 19st largest trading partner, accounting for 

1.13% of Taiwan’s total trade (Taiwan-Russia Economic Relations, 2021). Despite the 

boost in trade and investment, there has been trade imbalance between the two. Russia-

Taiwan relations in other sectors like security and significant areas gets largely 

constrained due to the China factor. 

In November 2021, Russia held its first ever joint naval exercise with all the 

ten members of ASEAN in the South China Sea. Alexander Ivanov,  Russia's 

Permanent Representative to ASEAN said that the exercises are aimed at practicing 

interaction between the Russian Navy and the ASEAN member countries to ensure the 

safety of maritime commercial activities and navigation”(Russia's Permanent 

Representative to Asean. Russia to enter South China Sea theater with first joint naval 

exercise with ASEAN next week, 2021). In May 2012, ambassador in the Philippines 

Nikolay Kudashev stated, despite the fact that Moscow was “not indifferent” to the 

situation in the region, Russia stood “against any meddling by nations other than the 

claimant countries in the South China Sea territorial dispute” (Mabasa, 2012). This 

statement resonated with the Chinese rejection of internationalization of the dispute, 

but Kudashev affirmed that Russia shared concerns about freedom of navigation 

(Mabasa, 2012). 
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Russia’s relationship with the Southeast Asian countries particularly in the 

defence sector makes her position complicated viz-a-viz China in the region. In 1996 

the leaders of China and Russia, Jiang Zemin and Boris Yeltsin, declared the 

establishment of a ‘strategic partnership’ between the two countries (Jakobson, et al., 

2011). In 2001 Russia and China signed ‘Treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Friendly 

Cooperation’ for cooperation in various fields. This treaty became the guiding 

principle of Sino-Russia relations in the 21st century. Relations between Russia and 

China augmented substantially with the restructuring of Russia’s foreign policy since 

2010, the rise of China and the Ukraine crisis of 2014. In reality, when Russia had to 

deal with Western economic sanctions, the potential avenue was certainly her Asian 

neighbours. Beijing on the other hand held Russia as a natural partner with common 

desire to constrain America’s hegemony. As such, China and Russia shared a long 

convergent interests in several issues.   

  As mentioned earlier, China is the largest importer of oil in the world and 

outside the Middle East, Russia has the second largest oil reserves in the world. By 

mere looking at their status, the two countries are complementary to each other and 

Russia proves to be a dear partner for China in terms of energy. Energy sector remains 

the key area of China-Russia bilateral projects. Beginning in 1999 with the 

construction of Taiwan Nuclear Power Plant followed by construction of Russia-

pipelines over subsequent years. The latest one is the bilateral nuclear energy 

cooperation via video conference held by Xi and Putin on 19th May 2021.   

 In terms of military cooperation, between 1991 and 2010, an estimated 90 per 

cent of China’s imported major conventional weapons were supplied by Russia 

Jakobson, et al., 2011). According to the study made by Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute, between 2016-20 18% of Russia’s arms export went to China 

(Wezeman et al., 2021). Moreover,  SIPRI report released that Russia is the biggest 

supplier of arms to China between 2016-20, of which 77% of China’s arms import 

were Russia’s supply (Wezeman et al., 2021). In the meantime, China’s import of arms 

has increased from 49% compared to the previous study made by SIPRI in between 

(2010-2015). Apart from arms transfer, military cooperation between China and 

Russia have been exerted in the form of high-level military meetings, joint military 

exercises and trainings. Keeping in view of China’s arms acquisition from Russia, 

Russia will continue to be a crucial defence partner in the decade ahead. 
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Russia has so far refrained from taking China’s side in its maritime disputes in 

the East and South China Sea. It is apparent that Russia has pursued its own interests 

instead. Thus, warm relations with Beijing did not stop it from fulfilling a contract to 

deliver six Kilo-class submarines to Vietnam—a move with clear implications for 

China’s security interests in the South China Sea. However, during 1987-89, the USSR 

did nothing to support Vietnam when China established its first presence on reefs in 

the Spratlys, not even when more than sixty Vietnamese soldiers and sailors were 

killed in a clash with Chinese forces over a submerged reef (thaihung8967004, 2009). 

In 2012, the Chinese media called them “unrighteous” and criticized Moscow for 

preferring cooperation with “ill-doers” instead of China, with whom it professed an 

identity of interests (Radyuhuin, 2010). They noted that Russo-Vietnamese military 

and energy cooperation would allow Hanoi to extend energy exploration into disputed 

waters, and accused Russia of seeking a return to the former Soviet base at Cam Ranh 

Bay (Radyuhuin, 2010). Since 2015, Russian policy has undergone a transformation. 

Growing dependence on China has forced Moscow to curtail all criticism of Beijing’s 

policies in Asia. 

Russia has defence agreements with almost all of the South China Sea's 

contending parties, and it seeks to maintain a neutral position as much as possible. On 

26th February 2019, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov responded to media 

queries in Ho Chi Minh City during the Valdai Discussion Club's Russia-Vietnam 

conference, and said ‘a reliable architecture of equal and indivisible security here 

needs to be built by joint efforts, taking into account the balance of interests of all 

countries in that region and on the basis of the UN Charter and other principles of 

international law, including, of course, exclusively peaceful settlements for disputes 

and the non-use of force or threat of force’ (Lukin, 2020). 

Russia’s position can be forecast as remaining neutral and strengthening 

military sales with the littoral parties of the South China Sea. Notwithstanding the 

escalating tensions in the South China Sea, Russia will refuse entanglement in 

geopolitical disputes. Russia’s stance is expected to be stable due to the fact that 

Russia’s main interest does not lie in the South China Sea nor in the Southeast Asian 

region. Russia is, and will be European in its approach and strategic thinking. 

Southeast Asia will not immediately be a high-priority focus of Russia. The Asia-

Pacific region is significant to Russia pertaining to the increased US interests in the 

region. But the South China Sea is of less geopolitical value to Russia. As such it is 
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futile to hope Russia’s hard approach in the region. Since the adoption of pivot to the 

East policy, successful results remain meagre in nature. Despite bilateral trade and 

investments have existed between ASEAN and Russia, Russia still remain modest 

economic player in the region. Apart from China, Russia’s main trading partners 

currently are the European countries and the European Union still hold the biggest 

Russia trading partner. Keeping in view the economic dependence of Russia on China, 

Russia would not meddle in the South China Sea disputes antagonising China. But due 

to mere opposition from China Russia would not refrain from extending energy and 

arms sales to individual countries in Asia. Russia is expected to present variable 

strategy in the region. Many observers also noted that the Southeast Asia hold less 

important than China in Russia’s strategic thinking. 

Since President Putin's inauguration in 2000, Russia has been re-engaging with 

Southeast Asian countries. On the 13th of December 2005, the first ASEAN-Russian 

Federation Summit was held in Malaysia, where both parties signed the "Joint 

Declaration on Progressive and Comprehensive Partnership." The Second Russia–

ASEAN Summit in 2010 decided to strengthen and deepen the alliance, highlighting 

the importance of working closely together in the Asia Pacific's growing regional 

architecture. Russia was a founder member of ADMM-Plus, which was founded in 

2010 and has been able to strengthen its defence diplomacy in Southeast Asia as a 

result of its participation in the ADMM-Plus. Russia and ASEAN agreed a 

Comprehensive Plan of Action for the period 2016-2020 on May 20, 2016. In 2018, 

the Russia-ASEAN relationship was upgraded to a strategic partnership. All of these 

dialogues formed the driving principles of ASEAN's multidimensional relationship 

with Russia.  

On 2nd July 2021, Russia published its National Security Strategy. The 

National Security Strategy certainly acknowledge that the world is undergoing a period 

of transformation with increasing instability and geopolitical tensions. The document 

states that, “In the context of growing geopolitical tensions, the foreign policy of the 

Russian Federation must contribute to a more stable system of international relations, 

based on international law, the principles of universal, equal and indivisible security, 

the deepening of multilateral cooperation without dividing lines and bloc approaches 

in order to solve global and regional problems together, while” (National Security 

Strategy of the Russian Federation 2021, 2021).   
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4.4. India 

For decades, India's marine concerns were mostly focused on its near 

surroundings. The convincing 'Look East Policy,' which has now been decisively 

upgraded to the 'Act East Policy,' began in the post-liberalization 1990s, breaking the 

bar of India's strategic calculations. As a result, India's marine policy has gradually 

gained prominence in the country's foreign policy decisions. Recently, at the 8th 

ADMM Plus, Defence Minister Rajnath Sing stated, “Maritime security challenges are 

a concern to India and the Sea lanes of Communication are critical for peace, stability, 

prosperity and development of the Indo-Pacific region” (Raksha Mantri calls for open 

& inclusive order in Indo-Pacific at the 8th ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus, 

2021).  In 2003, External Affairs Minister Yashwant Sinha stated in his speech at the 

Harvard University, ‘The first phase of India’s Look East Policy was ASEAN- centred 

and focused primarily on trade and investment linkages, the new phase of this policy 

is characterised by an expanded definition of “east”, extending from Australia to East 

Asia, with ASEAN at its core (Speech by External Affairs Minister Yashwant Sinha 

at Harvard University, 2003). This new linkages, according to Minister Sinha 

embodied wider economic and strategic issues with the effort to protect SLOC. Hence, 

protection of sea lanes has been a fundamental feature of India’s Look and Act East 

Policy. 

India is not a littoral state in the South China Sea, and it has no territorial 

ambitions there. However, as a maritime nation, India has been paying close attention 

to the developments in the South China Sea conflicts. In India's 2009 Maritime 

Doctrine, the South China Sea is categorised as a ‘secondary area of interest.' In 

addition, recent events in the South China Sea have revealed India's growing sphere 

of influence. In the backdrop of the increasing events in the South China Sea, the 

primary causes driving India's maritime interests are explained. 

To begin with, India's geostrategic location makes her particularly vulnerable 

to any occurrence or development in Asia. "Look at the map, if you have to discuss 

any subject affecting the Middle East, India inevitably enters into the picture, if you 

have to study any question affecting South East Asia, you cannot do it without India, 

and so is it with the far east" Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru stated in 1949 (Roy, 2010, 

September 30-2010,October 1). The significance of the South China Sea for India's 

economic and geostrategic interests cannot be overstated in this setting. 
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Secondly, India’s economy is critically dependent on seas for conduct of trade, 

with more than 90% by volume and 70% by value is transported over the seas (Indian 

Navy, 2016). As India open up her economy in the post-Cold War era, major trade and 

economic links have been tied with many East and South East Asian countries. In an 

unstarred question of Shri Vijayasai Reddy made on 9 February 2017 Rajya Sabha 

Session, the Minister of State in the Ministry of External Affairs Dr V. K. Singh stated 

that the South China Sea is a major waterway and over US$ 5 trillion trade passes 

through the sea lanes in this region (Question No.808 Trade Through South China Sea, 

2017). As per information available, over 55% of India’s trade passes through South 

China Sea and Malacca Straits (Question No.808 Trade Through South China Sea, 

2017). According to Basic Port Statistics of India 2018-19, India’s share of seaborne 

trade to total foreign trade is 64.9% in 2018-19, which remains quite stagnant since 

2009 (Ministry of Shipping, Government of India n.d.). China became India’s biggest 

trading partner in 2020-2021, amounting to US$86,399.40 million and surpassed USA 

who was India’s biggest trading partners for two consecutive fiscal (Export Import 

Data, 2021). India’s import from Northeast Asia’s remain highest in region wise 

reaching US$108,145.86 million and ASEAN- US$ 47,436.29 million in 2020-2021 

(Export Import Data, 2021). The South China Sea serves as a critical route for India’s 

east bound trade. As a nation with a highly dependent on overseas trade, India has to 

ensure that all its connectivity such as air, sea and land routes are safe and secure. As 

far as India's growing commercial connections with the east, India perceives the 

significance of keeping up with sea security in the South China Sea. 

Third, given the shortage of energy resources and expanding demand, India's 

maritime security policy has evolved in lockstep with its energy security policy. India 

is currently the world's fourth largest energy consumer, a position it is anticipated to 

rise. Since 2000, India’s energy demand has grown by more than 60% and has been 

responsible for more than 10% of increase in global energy demand (International 

Energy Agency, 2021). According to World Energy Security Outlook Special Report, 

India’s net dependence on oil imports (both import and export) is around 75% today 

(International Energy Agency, 2021). Natural gas import dependency increased from 

20% in 2010 to almost 50% in 2019, and is set to grow further to more than 60% in 

2040 in STEPS (International Energy Agency, 2021). 

Growth in the economic sector undeniably demands growth in energy 

demands. India is investing in hydrocarbon assets worldwide, which would have to be 
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maintained by sea and use the sea lanes for repatriation to India (Indian Maritime 

Doctrine 2009, 2016). The energy rich South China Sea thus serves as a critical arena 

in terms of the growing India’s energy demands. For instance, Vietnam possesses 

considerable indigenous energy resources. It has 3.39 billion tonnes of proven 

recoverable reserves of coal, 460 million m3 of crude oil reserves, and 610 billion m3 

of gas reserves (Bao, 2021). In the energy sector, India has certain projects in Vietnam 

among which India’s Tata Group is building a US$2.2 billion thermal power project 

in Soc Trang province which cater to about two percent of Vietnam’s power needs 

when it becomes fully operational by 2030 (Indian Investment in Vietnam- How to 

Structure Operations for Success, 2020).  

India and Vietnam’s joint exploration at Nam Con Son basin in the South China 

Sea had been operated since 1992 and get a sixth time extension in 2019 which will 

be valid for another 2 years. Up till now, as per the source, the company has not found 

any hydrocarbon in the block but is continuing to stay invested to maintain India’s 

strategic interest (OVL seeks 2-yr extension for exploring Vietnamese oil block in 

South China Sea, 2019).  

The dynamic nature of international political landscape in the twenty-first 

century is one of the multiple factors that has piqued India's interest in the South China 

Sea. Events in the last few years have been such a deviation from the norm that there 

is understandable confusion about the direction of world affairs (Jaishankar, 2020). In 

such a situation, creating a stable balance in Asia is India’s foremost priority 

(Jaishankar, 2020). In order to retain its growth and reconcile  with global 

development, India must seek to position itself in a critically global or regional issues. 

India wants to have a contribution in one of the challenging regional questions. 

Moreover, the changing security political environment in East and Southeast Asia 

provides immense opportunities for India to present itself as a security contributor to 

many small nations in the region. It is thus important to build up bilateral defence ties 

with the South China Sea littoral states who are also member of ASEAN. According 

to Lowy Institute Asia Power Index, 2021, India ranked 4 of 26 for comprehensive 

power, with an overall score of 37.7 out of 100 (Lowy Institute Asia Power Index, 

2021 Edition, 2021). In his speech at the East Asia Summit, 2013, Indian Prime 

Minister Manmohan Singh outlined India's approach to the South China Sea and said: 

‘A stable maritime environment is essential to realise our collective regional 
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aspirations (Indian Prime Minister’s Statement at the 8th East Asia Summit in Brunei 

Darussalam, 2013).  

Fifth, freedom of navigation is India's primary priority in the South China Sea. 

During his speech at the 8th East Asia Summit in Brunei Darussalam on 10 October 

2013, Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh outlined, “We should reaffirm the 

principles of maritime security, including the right of passage and unimpeded 

commerce, in accordance with international law, and peaceful settlement of maritime 

disputes” (Indian Prime Minister’s Statement at the 8th East Asia Summit in Brunei 

Darussalam, 2013). Recently at the ADMM+ held in June 2021, Defence Minister, 

Rajnath Singh reiterated India’s support to freedom of navigation, over-flight and 

unimpeded commerce for all in international waters in accordance with the UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and obligation to the COC in the South 

China Sea (Raksha Mantri calls for open & inclusive order in Indo-Pacific at the 8th 

ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus, 2021). 

Sixth, India is the 76th signatory of the UNCLOS and ratified the same in 1995. 

Many a times India has voiced for its support to resolve the South China Sea according 

to international law. Respect for international law and promotion of its principles at 

sea would, therefore, continue to be accorded due attention by the Indian Navy 

(Ensuring Secure Sea: India’s Maritime Security Strategy, 2015). India has voiced its 

support for resolution of conflict in the South China Sea through UNCLOS and urged 

parties to be abided by the Code of Conduct between ASEAN and China. At the 

ADMM+ held in June 2021, Defence Minister, Rajnath Singh called for an open and 

inclusive order in Indo-Pacific based upon respect for sovereignty and territorial 

integrity of nations (Raksha Mantri calls for open & inclusive order in Indo-Pacific at 

the 8th ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus, 2021). 

Having manifold interests in the disputed South China Sea, which holds 

significant lifeline in India’s geo-strategic and economic build up, India thereby 

approaches its maritime policies through various means and measures. The most 

important maritime policies of India in the South China Sea has been exerted by the 

Indian Navy. Indian Navy ships have significantly expanded its presence and 

operational reach in the Indo-Pacific region in recent years. In order to ensure bilateral 

and multilateral ties and inter-operability between the navies, India Navy has 

increasingly enlarge its footsteps through subsequent port visits, training exchanges, 

high level delegations and joint naval exercises with the South East Asian countries  
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As part of pursuing India's Act East Policy, the INS made courtesy visits to 

South East Asian countries on a regular basis. Between 19th to 28th July, 2011, the 

Indian Naval Ship (INS), INS Airavat paid a friendly visit to Vietnam. On July 22, the 

INS Airavat was on its way from the Vietnamese town of Nha Trang to the port of Hai 

Phong for a port visit when it was contacted on an open radio channel 45 nautical miles 

off the Vietnamese coast in the South China Sea by a caller identifying himself as the 

"Chinese Navy" and stating that "you are entering Chinese waters” (Incident involving 

INS Airavat in South China Sea, 2011). In 2012, the INS Sudarshini embarked on a 

six-month journey to Southeast Asia, visiting Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, Philippines, 

Indonesia, Cambodia, Thailand, Singapore and Myanmar. Indian warships had visited 

Hai Phong, Vietnam in August, 2014. In June 2015, the Indian Navy's Eastern Fleet 

visited Kuantan, Malaysia, to demonstrate its operational reach and adherence to 

India's "Act East" policy. The same year in October, Indian Navy's INS Sahyadri 

visited Da Nang, Vietnam. After a month in November, 2015, as part of an operational 

deployment to the South China Sea and the North West Pacific region, the INS 

Sahyadri visited Philippines. Naval cooperation between India and Southeast Asian 

countries has mostly taken the shape of training exercises and goodwill visits by Indian 

and Southeast Asian navy which are significant for strengthening bilateral ties and 

inter-operability among these countries. 

From 30th May to 3rd June 2016, the INS Satpura and INS Kirch visited Cam 

Ranh Bay, Vietnam.  Four a four day visit, he Indian Naval Ships Sahyadri, Shakti and 

Kirch arrived the Kelang, Malaysia port on 15 july 2016 as part of the eastern Fleet to 

the South China Sea and Western Pacific. The Indian Navy’s Eastern Fleet, sailed out 

on 18 May 2016 on a two and half month long operational deployment to the South 

China Sea and North West Pacific. The INS visited Vietnam, Malaysia, Philippines, 

South Korea, Russia and Japan during these operations, which would enhanced 

bilateral ties with these countries and enhancing inter-operability between the navies. 

The INS, Airavat visited Brunei on 1 May 2016. The ship participated in the ADMM 

Plus Exercise on Maritime Security and Counter Terrorism in the South China Sea 

from 1 to 9 May 2016. 

In continuation of bilateral maritime exercises held between Vietnam and 

India, the second edition of which was held from 13th to 16th April, 2019 at Cam Ranh 

Bay, Vietnam. The Navy to Navy cooperation involves a Composite Training 

Programme in the fields of Submarine, Aviation and Dockyard training (Second 
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Edition of Indian Navy-Vietnam Peoples’ Navy Bilateral Exercise Concludes, 2019). 

In May 2019, SIMBEX was held in the South China Sea by the Indian Navy and Royal 

Singapore navy. Two ships of the Indian Navy, namely INS Ranvijay and INS Kora, 

on deployment to the Western Pacific, carried out a Maritime Partnership Exercise 

with BRP Antonio Luna (Frigate, FF 151) of the Philippine Navy on 23 August 2021 

in the West Philippine Sea (Maritime Partnership Exercise between Indian Navy and 

Philippine Navy, 2021).  

Sixth, the contemporary world witnessed the rise of China. History and 

geography make India-China relations grapple with multiple sets of realities: those of 

the distant past and the nearer one, of modern history and contemporary politics, of 

their twin but differential rise, and of the emerging future (Jaishankar, 2020). "Hindi-

Chini bhai-bhai," a popular Hindi word that connotes "Indians and Chinese are 

brothers," was used to depict the connection among India and China. However, reality 

of current situation renders this watchword worthless. China and India, the two Asian 

giants are locked in a tug of war over land and water, competing for rapid growth. 

India’s interests in the South China Sea can be viewed from a reaction to China’s 

Indian Ocean policy. 

 According to Dr. S. Jaishankar, this was the era of the real Silk Road, one that 

was inter-penetrative, pluralistic and mutually enriching (Jaishankar, 2020). Beijing 

saw Southeast Asia’s most reclusive state as a bridge to the Indian Ocean-“China’s 

California”—offering the valuable potential for direct access to a western seaboard 

(Miller, 2017). China’s Maritime Silk Road has been intensifying for India with regard 

to the String of Pearls strategy.  Back in 2003, President Hu Jintao had pronounced his 

concern in its critical route of Malacca choke point and described China's situation as 

the “Malacca Dilemma”. The Strait of Malacca is a critical energy route for China 

from the Indian Ocean. The contemporary massive growth of China’s economy has 

been reliant on huge energy import from the Middle East and Africa. China’s ‘new 

strategy’ is based on the conviction that maritime geography is not an ‘independent 

variable’, it can be altered through overland energy pipelines to bypass the Southeast 

Asian choke-points, which includes Sittwe (Myanmar), Gwadar (Pakistan), 

Chittagong (Bangladesh) and Kra Canal (Thailand) (Khurana, 2011). This strategy has 

been commonly denoted as ‘string of pearls’. String of Pearls Strategy is an effort by 

Beijing to develop friendly relations with the littoral states around the IOR so that the 

region will remain encircled by friendly nations (Panda, 2014).   
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The Indian Ocean is a significant maritime trade channel for China. When Xi 

Jinping came to office in 2013, his announcement of China’s Dream had aroused India. 

Since then, China’s maritime strategy undertake a new turn. The proclamation of New 

Maritime Silk Route by President Xi in 2013 marks alarm to India’s maritime security 

thinking that the rise of Chinese geopolitical extension will have a significant impact 

on India’s security. The concept of Maritime Silk Route is different from the so-called 

string of pearls strategy. The former is mainly about securing logistical support points 

for increasingly larger numbers of PLAN vessels passing through the region, whereas 

the latter is more combat-oriented with strategic naval and air force deployed for 

sizeable blue water operations (Ji, 2016).  

Kautilya’s logic also applies for India, his so-called “mandala diplomacy” in 

which a neighbour (China) is likely to be antagonistic but a neighbour of that 

neighbour (Vietnam) is likely to be supportive (Scott, 2013).  China’s quest for 

maritime security in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) is a great concern for India. 

China’s maritime policies has been regarded by Indian strategies as a policy of 

containing India. Moreover many of the Indian neighbours in South Asia such as, 

Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Maldives 

have good relations with China and perceived China’s presence in the region as a 

crucial balancer to India’s rise. China’s ambitions are being carried in phases: 

economics first, to be supplemented by a naval presence or access. (Mansharaman, 

2016). China has been efficiently leveraging its economic resources in the region. 

China is a significant contributor of many South Asian countries economic 

development and military assistance. 

 South Asian nations regard China as a balancer to India in the region. 

According to  Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) study 2020, 

China is the second largest arms producer in the world. Pakistan is the biggest importer 

of China’s arms transfer. Between 2016-2020, China’s arms transfer to Pakistan 

amounted to 38% of the overall transfer and 17% to Bangladesh 17% (Wezeman et 

al., 2021). Sino-Sri Lanka defence ties have also grown in the recent decade. In the 

maritime sector, China’s project in Hambantota in the Southern part of Sri Lanka plays 

a crucial role in China’s Maritime Silk Route. China is the largest trading partner of 

India’s neighbours such as Myanmar, Bangladesh and Pakistan. Maldives also located 

at the critical route for India. China and Maldives have been collaborating in several 
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maritime projects. China’s investment in the Feydhoo Finolhu, Kunavashi, Hulhumale 

islands and in Maldives are a subject of serious concern for Indian strategies. 

The changing political landscape in the East and Southeast Asia presents India 

various choices to position itself as a security supporter for the middle powers in the 

region. Given the ongoing territorial conflicts in the South China Sea, it is vital for 

India to fortify bilateral defence and economic ties with these countries. 

4.4.1. Vietnam 

With the signing of the MoU on defence cooperation with Vietnam in 

November 2009, India has listed Vietnam as one of the important priority countries 

for its strategic calculations (Jha, 2011). India’s defence relations with Vietnam has 

largely been built on the foundations of Look and Act East Policy, though defence 

cooperation occur before India’s Look East Policy. Prime minister PV Narasimha 

Rao’s maiden visit to Vietnam in 1994 raised bilateral relations to a new level when  

defence protocol was signed between the two nations. In the year 2000, Indian defence 

minister signed a Protocol on Defence Cooperation for sharing of strategic perceptions 

and naval cooperation between the two countries, coordinated patrols by the 

Vietnamese sea–police and the Indian coast guard, repair programmes for Vietnam Air 

force fighter planes and training of Vietnamese air force pilots (Jha, 2011). India and 

Vietnam signed a “Joint Declaration on Framework of Comprehensive Cooperation” 

in May 2003, which became effective in 2005. Accordingly Indian Navy gave 150 

tonnes of warship components and other accessories worth $ 10 million to Vietnamese 

Navy (Jha, 2011).  

On the 21st of December 2020, Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his 

Vietnamese colleague Nguyen Xuan Phuc conducted a virtual summit in which they 

mostly discussed issues related to China's growing assertiveness in the South China 

Sea, and pledged to expand their defence and security cooperation. Annually, the 

India-Vietnam Security Dialogue is held, with the 13th Vietnam-India Defense Policy 

Dialogue taking place virtually on January 12, 2021. Both parties agreed to continue 

strengthening defence cooperation in the future by exchanging delegations at all levels, 

increasing activity in personnel training, cooperation among armed services, defence 

industry, and UN peacekeeping operations, among other things. Since 2020, India and 

Vietnam have conducted a marine security dialogue, which has increased cooperation 

in the defence industry. The second India-Vietnam Maritime Security Dialogue was 
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held virtually on April 6, 2021. Both India and Vietnam have emphasised the need of 

working toward an Indo-Pacific region that is peaceful, stable, secure, free, open, 

inclusive, and based on rules. In this Maritime Security Dialogue, the necessity of 

sustaining freedom of navigation and overflight in the South China Sea was 

accentuated by the two leaders. 

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh and his Vietnamese counterpart Sr Lt Gen 

Phan Van Giang agreed to take initiatives to improve cooperation in the defence 

industry and technology domain in virtual conversation on July 1, 2021. Both leaders 

expressed their anticipation for strengthening and expanding multidimensional 

bilateral cooperation, as well as the fastest completion of the Joint Vision Statement 

for 2021-2025. India-Vietnam partnership has grown enormously in the recent years. 

Both countries share common strategic regional outlook, which provides more 

opportunities for expanding cooperation and more security dialogues is expected to 

reach between the two countries in the coming years.  

Another crucial element of India-Vietnam relation is the trade and economic 

sector. New Delhi’s economic engagement with Vietnam largely operated within the 

framework of India’s Act East Policy. With this, India had bolstered her economic 

engagement with the East including Vietnam. Major sectors of Indian investment are 

energy, mineral exploration, agro-processing, sugar, tea, coffee manufacturing, agro-

chemicals, IT and auto components (India-Vietnam Trade and Economic Cooperation, 

n.d.). Both India and Vietnam are members of the ASEAN–India Free Trade Area 

(AIFTA), which came into effect in 2010, under which tariffs were eliminated for over 

80 percent of goods traded between ASEAN and India (Indian Investment in Vietnam 

– How to Structure Operations for Success, 2020). Trade between India and Vietnam 

has a steady growth over the past decades. According to Indian statistics, during 

Financial Year April 2020 - March 2021, 

bilateral trade between India and Vietnam reached US$11.12 billion, 

with Indian exports to Vietnam amounting to US$ 4.99 billion and Indian imports 

from Vietnam at US$ 6.12 billion (India-Vietnam Trade and Economic Cooperation, 

n.d.). According to Vietnam’s Foreign Investment Agency, as of April 2021, India has 

299 valid projects with total invested capital of US$ 909.5 million, ranking 26th among 

countries and territories investing in Vietnam (India-Vietnam Trade and Economic 

Cooperation, n.d.).  
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In general, increase bilateral ties with the Southeast Asian states certainly 

added to be a stabilising factor in India’s Indo-Pacific policy. 

The reality to this perception can be identified in India- Vietnam energy 

cooperation in the South China Sea. Since 1992, India’s owned Oil and Natural gas 

Corporation Videsh Limited in collaboration with Petro Vietnam holds three Blocs 

projects in the controversial water between Vietnam and China in the South China Sea. 

Many objections have been hailed by China, but India’s move is likely held as a means 

to strengthen Vietnam’s case in its dispute with China over the South China Sea.  

4.4.2. Malaysia 

 Since the 1990s, relations between India and Malaysia have improved. In 1993, 

the two countries signed their first MoU on defence, paving the stage for collaborative 

ventures and defence support. As a result, the Malaysia-India Defence Cooperation 

Committee (MIDCOM) was formed to investigate different aspects of defence 

cooperation between the two countries, including training, joint exercises, personnel 

exchanges, military training, etc. The 1993 India’s military cooperation with Malaysia 

is the first military agreement India had in the region (Kalyanaraman,2010). In 2010, 

Malaysian Prime Minister Dato' Sri Najib Tun Razak and Indian Prime Minister Dr. 

Manmohan Singh elevated their relationship to a new level, naming it a "strategic 

partnership." The two leaders enhance the importance of expanding bilateral 

cooperation and encouraging collaborative projects. This was further supplemented by 

the 2015 Joint Statement on Enhancing Malaysia-India Strategic partnership between 

the two countries.   

In the maritime sector, the operational interaction between the two navies has 

taken the form of training, joint exercises, visits by high level delegations and regular 

visits by warships to each other’s ports. In 2018, the INS Eastern Fleet visited Malaysia 

and had a joint exercise in the South China Sea. In the following year, INS Sahyadri 

and Kiltan made a port visit to Malaysia. The two ships are equipped with a versatile 

array of weapons and sensors, can carry multi-role helicopters and represent the 

‘coming of age’ of India’s warship building capabilities (Visit of Indian Naval Ships 

to Kota Kinabalu, Malaysia, 2019). Aside from this, Indian Navy and RMN have been 

regularly interacted in the Langkawi International Maritime and Aerospace 

Exhibition (LIMA) exhibition, which were held regularly since 1991 and MILAN 

since1997.  
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4.4.3. Philippines 

 Shortly after Philippines and India gained independence, diplomatic ties were 

established between the two countries in 1949. India sees Philippines as a vital partner 

for the successful implementation of the Act East Policy and considering its security 

position in the Indo-Pacific region. In terms of defence relations between India and the 

Philippines, President Abdul Kalam's visit to the Philippines in 2006 was a watershed 

moment in the two countries' relationship. Both countries considered each other as key 

allies and inked significant bilateral pacts as a result of President Kalam’s visit. The 

two countries' developing friendship culminated in the first ever Joint Defense 

Cooperation Committee (JDCC) meeting in Manila in January 2012. The JDCC is an 

essential forum for discussing regional and global security issues, as well as the overall 

reinforcement of bilateral defence cooperation between the two countries.  

India-Philippines defence cooperation has ascended in the maritime sector 

starting around 2010 with the INS visiting the Philippines, continued in the following 

years. The Indian Navy has made friendly visits and hold consultations with the 

Philippines as part of its annual deployments in the West Philippines Sea. On 18th 

October 2019, President Ram Nath Kovind ang President Rodrigo Duterte signed a 

crucial agreement on maritime security called the ‘White Shipping Information’. As 

per this agreement, the governments of India and the Philippines will exchange detail 

information on maritime related issues. This enhances the deepening of engagement 

in maritime security between the two countries.  

In the economic facet, bilateral trade was slow between the two countries till 

the late nineties and then posted a positive growth after the deepening relations 

between India and ASEAN in the context of India’s ‘Look East Policy’’ (Bilateral 

Trade and Economic Relations, 2020). Recently, India is making rapid inroads in the 

Philippines by establishing long-term trade and economic ties even as it plans to have 

a preferential trade agreement (PTA) with the country, which is expected to deepen 

bilateral ties between both countries thereby boosting the strategic Indo-Pacific 

construct (India considers long-term economic ties with the Philippines, to boost Indo-

Pacific initiative, 2021). Philippines has expressed its support for India’s ‘Act East 

Policy’ (2nd Philippines- India Joint Commission On Bilateral Cooperation, 2013). In 

Manila’s attempt to diversify its security partners and move away from over reliance 
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on US support for external defence, India appears to be a good complement (India’s 

Look East Policy: Implications for the Philippines, 2012). 

4.4.4. Brunei 

 Brunei and India have had diplomatic relations since 1984, and various 

diplomatic convergences have occurred over the years. In recent years, India's foreign 

policy has shifted toward small-country partnerships. For decades, the political leaders 

of India and Brunei have ignored each other. Engaging an energy-rich country like 

Brunei is critical for India's economic and geopolitical interests in the area. In recent 

years, India's eastward involvement plans have necessitated bilateral connections with 

Brunei.  

In the defence sector, an MoU was signed between Brunei and India in 2016, 

which enhanced cooperation in the form of exchange naval visits, joint military 

exercises and exchange information, experience and trainings were agreed. This has 

been reinforced by Prime Minister Modi visit to Brunei in 2018 whereby several 

agreements including defence collaborations were made. India’s Vice President 

Hamid Ansari’s diplomatic visit to Brunei in July 2018 create momentum in defence 

synergy between the two countries. Here, India and Brunei decided to boost defence 

ties by conducting joint military exercises, exchange of visits at different levels; 

exchange of experience, information, training and trainers; conduct of joint military 

exercises, seminars and discussions; and cooperation between the defence industries 

(India, Brunei agree to boost defence ties; ink 3 agreements, 2018). In the economic 

sector, Brunei had come up with vision to accomplish called ‘Wawasan Brunei 2035’, 

through which Brunei would be attempted to diversify its economy. As of May 2021, 

India is the 9th largest trading partner of Brunei with a total of USD 43.1billion (Top 

Trading Partners, 2021).  

4.4.5. Taiwan 

 Taiwan and India are sharing common values like democracy, human rights 

and could be counted as a reliable partner. Prior to India initiated its ‘Look East 

Policy’, Taiwan has not been so far a key element of India’s foreign policy. This 

situation has not yet changed after three decades of ongoing Look East policy. Nor 

Taiwan and India did not take sincerely to increase strategic ties. However, as India 
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vigorously takes the steps of implementing Look East (now Act East) policy, India 

took the note of recognizing the importance of every actor in the East and South East 

Asian region. This has gone well with the 1990’s Taiwan’s ‘Go South policy’, a 

margin breaking policy to expand its scope of economic and political contacts. 

However minimal cooperation is still present between the two countries largely due to 

the famous ‘One China policy’.  

Aside from that, India's influence in the region has been mediated through the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). In 1992, India became a Sectoral 

Dialogue Partner, and in 1996, it joined the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). Since 

2002, India and ASEAN have held annual summits. India The Free Trade Agreement 

(FTA) between India and ASEAN nations was concluded in August 2009. On 20th 

December 2012, ASEAN and India commemorated the 10th Anniversary of their 

Summit-level Partnership by holding a special "Commemorative Summit" on the topic 

"ASEAN-India Partnership for Peace and Shared Prosperity”. India and ASEAN 

agreed to expand maritime cooperation at this "Commemorative Summit," notably by 

participation in the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF). In 2013, the ASEAN 

Connectivity Coordinating Committee (ACCC) initiated a comprehensive engagement 

with India to improve ASEAN-India air, marine, and land connectivity.  

The changing security of political environment in East and Southeast Asia 

provides immense opportunities for India to present itself as a security contributor to 

many small nations in the region. India has also increased its defence ties with 

countries of Malaysia, Philippines, Vietnam and Brunei. This has been a useful tool of 

implementing India’s maritime policies in the South China Sea. As an essential step 

towards maritime security in the South China Sea, India build strategic links with 

ASEAN and Maritime Security forces of India and ASEAN interact with each other 

through various meetings, conferences, workshops, official exchanges and port calls.   

In a direct point to the conflict in the South China Sea, India not only shows its 

concern for freedom of navigation and over flight in the South China Sea but time and 

again India’s top government officials often proclaims that India hopes all parties in 

the disputed South China Sea be abide by the 2002 Declaration of Conduct of Parties 

and the universal principle of UNCLOS and that the disputes be resolved peacefully 

by consensus at the earliest.  

 From the abovementioned India’s interests and activities in the South China 

Sea, the study thus established that India’s defence and security cooperation with 
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countries like Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei and Philippines has greatly improved since 

the post 1990’s. This has been a useful step towards India’s implementing the Act East 

Policy. The overall interaction of India in the South China Sea is more visible in 

bilateral relations with individual countries of Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei, Philippines 

and Taiwan. 

The South China Sea imbroglio affecting international relations 

 Conflict among nations has long been a common complicated occurrence in 

international politics. The world has moved through cycles of rise and fall of great 

powers and epic struggles over international order (Walt, 2018). In the past several 

countries of the world are in conflict due to minor several issues, however, the 

definitive objective remains the same till today i.e., to be in a dominant position and 

control international system. These incidences often disrupt the international peace 

and stability. The current century also witnessed the emergence of power that is 

challenging the established American world order. In this era, great powers have been 

positioned in a strategic setting to redefine international order. 

Geopolitics and balance of power are the underpinnings of international 

relations (Jaishankar, 2020). Countries' interests in the current age, and presumably in 

the future, hinges on a resource-rich region, resulting in conflict between major 

powers. In such a complicated international context, the sea has become a strategic 

arena of competition, much like it was in the past when great power status was 

determined and world politics was greatly influenced. In this context, the coastline 

countries’ political orientations play a crucial role. The littoral states of the middle 

powers have undoubtedly been influenced by the dynamics of great power 

competition. The majority of South China Sea littoral governments rely on foreign 

economic and military assistance, which is a determining factor in the growing power 

balance. In the context of this study, the two great powers of the past, the United States 

and Russia are on the scene, as are China and the United States, the two most powerful 

countries in the world at the moment, engaged in fierce struggle in broader trends, and 

India and China, the two Asian competitor powers. All of these countries have been 

inculpated in the South China Sea, either directly or indirectly, with diverse sets of 

interests. 

According to one senior PLAN officer, "In a future war, "the combat areas are 

most likely to be over the continental shelf and at the peripheries of the ocean 
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economic zones” (Zhan, 1994). With escalating tensions among the claimant parties 

and external powers growing interests in the region, this perception is expected to 

occur in the near future, according to a bleak forecast. The rising role of external 

powers, notably the rising tensions between United States and China in the South 

China Sea has become a major source of destabilisation for Asia's security.  

From a century of humiliation to a leader of third world, China today has risen 

to a position of global great power. However, China’s rise has been a concept of much 

debate among observers and the notion of Xi Jinping’s ‘China’s Dream’ and ‘Peaceful 

rise’ remain suspicious to many countries of the world. The advent of China as a major 

power was met with scepticism by many of the world's major powers. China’s 

initiatives in the recent decades have been perceived by some observers and critics as 

‘expansionist policy’. As a result, China is viewed by many countries and analysts as 

a critical security threat, with a long-term goal of global supremacy.  

In the global political game of the twenty-first century, this so-called China's 

rapid rise has collided with the United States' steadfast commitment to maintaining the 

status quo. The United States and China are on a collision course that could possibly 

lead to war sooner or later. Several academicians have dubbed US-China relations as 

a "Thucydides trap”. Southeast Asia is inextricably linked to the geopolitical 

culmination of two big powers, the US and China, each vying for a primary and long-

term dominance in the region. United States and China seem destined to compete as 

geopolitical rivals. Ultimately, their contest seems to spring on both sides from a 

combination of fear and honour, today we might say ‘security’ and ‘status’ (White, 

2013).  

In July 2019, China published its National Defence Strategy. It has pinpoint 

the United States and states, “the US has adjusted its national security and defense 

strategies, and adopted unilateral policies. It has provoked and intensified competition 

among major countries, significantly increased its defense expenditure, pushed for 

additional capacity in nuclear, outer space, cyber and missile defense, and undermined 

global strategic stability” (China’s National Defense in the New Era, 2019). 

Different perspectives exist on how Sino-American ties will develop in the 

coming years, as well as how it will impact global politics. Optimists argue that a 

combination of global institutions, adroit diplomacy, and economic interdependence 

can limit the potential for rivalry and allow both sides to pursue a mostly cooperative 

path (Gilpin, 1981). By contrast, pessimists believe mutual fears and incompatible 
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strategic objectives will doom the two countries to an increasingly intense competition 

(Gilpin, 1981). Mearsheimer has stated that he is “quite certain that China cannot rise 

peacefully,” predicting that “there is a reasonable chance that the US and China will 

end up in a shooting war over the next 30 or 40 years” (Mearsheimer, 2013). On the 

other hand, well-qualified observers still believe a serious clash is not inevitable and 

that Sino-American relations can be “managed” (Zoellick, 2013). 

China and the United States have been exerted a policy of influencing weaker 

and middle countries in whatever possible ways. Both the countries have been engaged 

in deterring action in each other’s area of interests and being in an obstacle to hamper 

each other’s power growth. The United States interests and actions in the South China 

Sea disputes can be best viewed from this perception. In 2007, the United States and 

other three like-minded countries such as, Australia, Japan and India have established 

a security cooperation called Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD). It is 

presumable that the QUAD group may extend its membership in the near future and it 

will certainly act against China’s interests in the region. 

The Chinese officials have repeatedly slammed QUAD and dubbed it as a 

replicate of NATO. Zhao Lijian, spokesperson of China's Foreign Ministry, told the 

Global Times in March 2021 said, "It is ridiculous for the four nations to make such a 

countering-China move in the Asia-Pacific region"(Wenting & Hongpei, 2021). While 

the US is trying to contain China through the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, known 

as Quad, or the "Asian NATO," such ambition is impossible to realize, experts told the 

Global Times (Wenting & Hongpei, 2021).  

Joseph Nye has truly remarked that, ‘in a global information age, soft sources 

of power such as culture, political values, and diplomacy are part of what makes a 

great power...success depends not only on whose army wins, but also on whose story 

wins’ (Nye, 2005). The United States has exerted soft power diplomacy in the 

Southeast Asian countries to woo support from these countries for the successful 

implementation of its regional ambition. On the other hand, China can be observed as 

successfully implementing its soft power diplomacy in Southeast Asia. China has been 

leveraging its economic power to the less powerful Southeast Asian countries, who are 

also China’s rival in the territorial disputes in the South China Sea.  

Russia-China axis could be challenging for the Unites States not only in the 

Asia-Pacific region, but also influence the geopolitical security in the South China Sea. 

Russia and China are united in a common wish to devote to multipolar Asian order, 
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transcending the Western liberal world order. Sino-Russia relationship maintained a 

special relationship based on close personal affinity between President Xi and Putin. 

Both maintained regular political dialogues and attend each other’s military parade on 

their national importance. This has brought their political synergies to a greater height. 

Sino-Russia’s energy and economic relations is positively static for several decades. 

In 2008, Bobo Lo characterised the China–Russia relationship as an ‘axis of 

convenience’, and suggested that cooperation between the two countries was driven 

by ‘expediency and opportunism’ rather than by ‘genuine like-mindedness’ (Lo, 

2017). The impressive development of the Sino-Russian partnership has been driven 

not only by shared economic and energy interests, but also by convergent views on the 

international order.  

As claimed by both countries’ political leaders, the Chinese-Russia relation is 

deeply rooted. As early as April 1997, during Chinese president Jiang Zemin’s visit to 

Russia, the two countries issued a joint statement in support of a multipolar world and 

the establishment of a new international order (Russian–Chinese Joint Declaration on 

a Multipolar World and the Establishment of a New International Order, 1997). This 

was further cemented with President Putin and President Hu Jintao’s declaration of the 

‘harmonious world’ in 2005. Sino-Russian relations have entered a new stage with the 

coming of President Xi Jinping. Xi, like Putin, appeared keen to signal to Washington 

that China and Russia were able to work together in counter-balancing American 

influence. During Xi’s visit Russia in 2013, the two leaders vowed to upgrade the 

strategic partnership, and to make this a priority in their respective foreign policies. 

Their joint statement implicitly targeted the United States by declaring that China and 

Russia ‘opposed any country or a bloc of countries unilaterally and without limit 

strengthening antimissile capabilities, harming strategic stability and international 

security (Herszenhorn & Chris, 2013). In a May 2014 joint statement, China and 

Russia proclaimed that they opposed any act of historical revisionism that could 

threaten the post-WWII order (Xi Jinping Holds Talks with President Vladimir Putin 

of Russia, Stressing to Expand and Deepen Practical Cooperation, Promoting China–

Russia Comprehensive Strategic Partnership of Coordination to Higher Level, 2014). 

More recently, in 2016 Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping signed a joint statement 

vowing to ‘strengthen global strategic stability’ and to support the principle of non-

intervention. They condemned the attempts by some countries, namely the United 

States, to interfere ‘in the internal affairs of other states with the aim of forging a 
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change of legitimate governments’ (China, Russia Sign Joint Statement on 

Strengthening Global Strategic Stability, 2016). In June 2016, Xi and Putin issued a 

joint statement expressing ‘concern over the (US’s) unilateral deployment of anti-

missile systems all over the world’, notably the Aegis Ashore ballistic missile defense 

system in Europe, and the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) in 

Northeast Asia (China, Russia Sign Joint Statement on Strengthening Global Strategic 

Stability, 2016).  

Furthermore, the Joint Statement between China and Russia from June 2021 

reaffirms bilateral cooperation based on multilateralism and shared global 

perspectives. It singled out the United States for its actions that have the potential to 

jeopardise international peace and stability. In a Joint statement between Russia and 

China in June 2021, both stated, “the Parties note that global and regional security and 

stability are gravely affected by the US decision to withdraw from several crucial 

international arms control agreements” (Joint Statement of the Russian Federation and 

the People's Republic of China on the Twentieth Anniversary of the Treaty of Good 

Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation between the Russian Federation and the 

People's Republic of China, 28 June 2021, 2021). The US Party seeks to deploy nuclear 

forces in the Asia-Pacific and European regions, thus aggravating tensions and 

increasing mutual distrust(Joint Statement of the Russian Federation and the People's 

Republic of China on the Twentieth Anniversary of the Treaty of Good 

Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation between the Russian Federation and the 

People's Republic of China, 28 June 2021, 2021).  

Ever since the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Central Asia has been an area 

of geopolitical contention. Beijing is sensitive to Russian concerns about China’s 

growing presence in Central Asia—a region Moscow regards as its sphere of influence. 

Xi has taken care to reassure Putin that China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) does 

not reflect a desire to assert dominance (Zhao, 2014). In May 2015, Moscow and 

Beijing agreed to combine Putin’s Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) project with 

China’s Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB), and the two sides have since broadened the 

idea of regional cooperation to embrace the concept of a Greater Eurasia. It remains to 

be seen whether Beijing can continue to manage Russian sensitivities given the 

continuing rapid growth of Chinese influence in Central Asia. The Chinese decision 

makers and analysts believe that regular military exercises with Russia play an 

especially valuable role in this context. The Joint Sea-2014 naval exercise, for 
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instance, took place amidst rising tensions between China and Japan over the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku islands.   

Both Russia and China have been sceptical with the revival of security 

cooperation between four countries, such as USA, Australia, India and Japan known 

as, Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD). Former Japanese prime minister Shinzo 

Abe first proposed the Quad in 2007, envisaging a grouping that would help uphold 

“freedom and prosperity” in the Asia-Pacific (Power, 2021). While not mentioning 

China by name, his proposals were widely understood as aimed at countering Beijing’s 

growing influence in the region, and Abe solidified that perception in 2012 when he 

outlined his vision of a “democratic security diamond” to challenge China’s “coercive 

behaviour” in the East and South China Seas (Power, 2021). Each member of the 

QUAD has a common interests with an aim to pushback China’s growing influence in 

the Asia-Pacific region.  “Beijing consistently called out the Quad for being some sort 

of military alliance designed to limit China’s rise, and this has given Beijing the ability 

to persuade Southeast Asian countries – who are caught between the US and China as 

their competition ramps up – to favour China or at least maintain their non-alignment 

and resist becoming part of the Quad,” said Grossman from the Rand Corporation. “If 

they do, then China may punish them” (Power, 2021) 

Regardless of Russia and China claims to be ‘natural allies’, ‘strategic 

partners’, and so on, scholastics believe that in international relations, ‘there is no such 

things as a permanent friend or permanent foe’. By adopting a common international 

policy, Beijing and Moscow were able to maintain a strong perspectives. In the 

regional sphere both share a common perspectives on Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation (SCO) and ASEAN and stand in align against the further expansion of 

NATO. Internationally, both Russia and China shared mutual world view. Both 

countries reiterated their support for multilateralism. The fundamental convergent 

interests coincide in restraining international order dominated by United States. 

However, the long-term viability of their bilateral relations is still unknown. Although 

Russia and China are accommodating each other in terms of military and economic 

links, bilateral relations do not appear to be as easy as they are in reality. The 

Russo/Chinese relationship is very much a 19th century-style Great Power relationship, 

based not on values, and certainly not on trust, but on a hard-eyed calculation by each 

of the participants of their own national advantage (Brenton, 2013). The oft-repeated 

phrase "China's rise" sends a clear message to Russia that it needs to reconsider its 
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position in the region. The fight for dominance in Central Asia is intensifying as 

China's sphere of influence expands. The growing power imbalance in Beijing's favour 

is the second noteworthy incident in the Sino-Russian relationship. Beijing and 

Moscow will need time to acclimate to the fact that China has advanced from junior 

to senior status in the relationship. Moreover, it is unknown to what extent they are 

willing to defend each other's interests. Beijing likely wants to ensure that if it were to 

take military action against Taiwan, “the Russians wouldn’t do anything,” said Angela 

Stent, a professor at Georgetown University (Cheng, 2021). “I think both sides 

recognize, Putin knows, that if he invaded Ukraine, China [isn’t] going to send military 

help,” international pressure may have pushed China and Russia closer together, but 

not enough for the two countries to send military support to each other, U.S.-based 

analysts said (Cheng, 2021).  

In another instances, the future of China-Russia ties remained bleak due to the 

fact that China does not want to overly depend on Russia in the energy sector. China’s 

belt and road initiatives enhanced its search for a secure route for its energy import 

and economic route. Moscow’s growing military ties with China’s territorial 

adversaries like India, Vietnam and other countries also raises another questions in 

China’s strategic calculations. Moscow, has been able to build on its Cold War legacy 

and still enjoys a close relationship with Hanoi (Bekkevold, 2019). Until recently, 

Beijing has not objected to Russian arms sales to Vietnam, despite Hanoi reaching out 

to the United States, Japan, and India in addition to Russia in an effort to improve its 

strategic autonomy vis-a-vis China (Bekkevold, 2019). In a variety of fields, China's 

rivals in the South China Sea disputes have formed collaborative bilateral partnerships 

with Russia. Defense ties, arms sales, and high-level visits are all still ongoing. All 

these issues will have to be dealt with both China and Russia in the near future.  

The United States, never failed to recognise Russia and China's eastern entente. 

President Trump's credo of "America first" places the United States in a competitive 

world with China and Russia. The US National Security Strategy in December 2017 

states that “China and Russia want to shape a world antithetical to U.S. values and 

interests, China seeks to displace the United States in the Indo-Pacific region, expand 

the reaches of its state-driven economic model, and reorder the region in its favor. 

Russia seeks to restore its great power status and establish spheres of influence near 

its borders” (National Security Strategy of the United States, 2017). In this new era of 
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great power rivalry, the United States looms large in Moscow and Beijing and 

continues to play a critical role in reinforcing the Sino-Russian partnership.   

In such a global framework, the security challenges for India in the 21st century 

is much more complicated. Managing the rise of China is obviously the most pressing 

national, regional and international security problem for India. During the Cold War 

years, the strategic dimensions of India-U.S. relations were dictated by John Foster 

Dulles’s dictum: ‘if you are not with us, you are against us’ (Speech by External 

Affairs Minister Yashwant Sinha at Harvard University, 2003). But, India’s neutrality 

stand during the Cold War days however distance the relationship between the two big 

countries. The post-Cold War turned into a situation that India relies more on the 

United States looking as more sided with the West. In his speech, External Affairs 

Minister, Yashwant Singh stated in 2009 that, ‘the largest democracy and the most 

powerful democracy in the world are coming together as never before (Speech by 

External Affairs Minister Yashwant Sinha at Harvard University, 2003). The two 

countries are bind by democratic ideals and principles. United States and India have 

been collaborated in several arenas. The Indo-US Nuclear deal 2008 created a 

watershed moment in bilateral ties between the two countries. This was reinforced by 

the Joint Strategic Vision 2015, where both the countries pledged for cooperation in 

various fields including maritime security.  

Though India and USA have collaborated in bilateral projects and multilateral 

forums,  India is a weaker power in its relations with the United States. It is apparent 

that both countries have a common perspective in the Asian security architecture. 

Washington and Delhi’s standpoint in the South China Sea dispute is joint in freedom 

of navigation and rule-based international order. Both countries convergent views are 

deeply rooted in countering China’s rise.  

Russia has been the longstanding arms supplier to India. Between 2011-2015 

and 2016 and 2020, India is the largest recipient of Russia’s arms export (Wezeman et 

al., 2021). 23% of the total Russia’s arms export goes to India. 49% of India’s total 

arms import are from Russia.(Wezeman et al., 2021). Since the signing of the 

“Declaration on the India-Russia Strategic Partnership” in October 2000 (during the 

visit of President Vladimir Putin to India) India-Russia ties have acquired a 

qualitatively new character with enhanced levels of cooperation taking place in almost 

all areas of the bilateral relationship including political, security, trade and economy, 

defense, science and technology and culture (India-Russia Relations, 2012).  



158 
 

Russia, as far as possible maintain a balanced relationship with India and 

China. The latest publication of Russia’s National Security Strategy 2021 underlined 

the significance for strengthening Russia’s relationship with India and China. It stated 

that, “developing a comprehensive partnership and strategic interaction with the 

People's Republic of China and a particularly privileged strategic partnership with the 

Republic of India, including for the purpose of creating reliable mechanisms in the 

Asia-Pacific region to ensure regional stability and security on a non-aligned basis” 

(National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation 2021, 2021).  

The amicable connections between India and Russia are known as ‘Hindi-Rusi 

bhai bhai’, which denotes India and Russia are brothers. India has avoided choosing 

sides in the Cold War politics, and its post-Cold War foreign policy is based on 

maintaining a balance of relations with both Russia and the United States. India and 

Russia have wide range of collaborations. However, India’s growing ties with United 

States remain sceptical to Russia. On the other hand Sino-Russia’s ties is far more 

stronger than India-Russia ties in terms of economic and defence cooperation, which 

add scepticism to Indian strategic thinking. Russia’s political leaders has openly 

criticised QUAD repeatedly and India’s membership in the QUAD entente remain 

sceptical to Russia. For the near term, India has little choice but to pursue a mix of 

multiple approaches, some orthodox and others more imaginative (Jaishankar, 2020). 

In a complex interdependent world of today, no nation can become great by 

distancing it from other countries. Even the most powerful country need concrete 

support system in the implementation of its national interests. The rise of China has 

brought the United States and India closer, on the other hand it brings China and Russia 

closer too. At the Joint Session of the Parliament in 2010 President Obama stated, ‘it 

is my firm belief that the relationship between the United States and India -— bound 

by our shared interests and our shared values -— will be one of the defining 

partnerships of the 21st century’ (Remarks by the President to the Joint Session of the 

Indian Parliament in New Delhi, India, 2010).  External Affairs Minister, Jaishankar 

was equally frank about the US presence in the region, which he said contributed a 

valuable element of uncertainty: 'My sense is that, from an Indian perspective today, 

for us the fact that the US is both a source of supply and a military partner helps to 

create enough uncertainties that could actually strengthen security in Indo-Pacific 

region' (Roggeveen, 2015). This was overwhelmingly read by those in the room as 
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suggesting that America's presence complicates China's calculations (Roggeveen, 

2015).  

For India, maintaining strategic relations with America is crucial in counter-

containment to China’s pre-eminent strategy in the region. Notwithstanding India and 

USA hold multiple areas of convergent interests in terms of geopolitical, economic, 

counter terrorism, and other security arenas, America does not want an overly 

powerful India. America wants India to be an imperative partner in restraining China’s 

rise.  

 In all of the ongoing complex international scenario, it is apparent that India 

needs to have a robust strategy and acting as a constructive regional and global player. 

This is a time for us to engage America, manage China, cultivate Europe, reassure 

Russia, bring Japan into play, draw neighbours in, extend the neighbourhood and 

expand traditional constituencies of support (Jaishankar, 2020). With an eye on China 

and India’s expanding economic ties in the east, India needs not to distance itself from 

the South China Sea disputes, rather it needs to ensure peace and stability in the region. 

Persuading China will be a crucial tool for India for the furtherance of its interests and 

to enhance its primacy in the region.  

 While it is too early to say that power transition takes place, the world today is 

different from the era of disintegration of the Soviet Union and American hegemony 

prevailed. In line with this, the geopolitical alignments in the South China Sea have 

grown more complex. The United States maintained its strategic strength in the region 

through bilateral ties, which is expanding enormously in the recent years. Keeping in 

view the Americas interest and aspire to maintain its presence in the Asia-Pacific 

region, China’s hegemony is still early to say. However, it can also be possible to see 

China displaced American status if Beijing and Moscow pursue mutually reinforcing 

congruent policies in several spheres of activity. Mention must be made that big power 

politics in international relations is dynamic and there are several influential factors 

need to take into consideration. The future of South China Sea with reference to big 

powers role are also highly dependent on various political leaders. 

The current situation is that Sino-US competition has certainly altered 

international scenario. The impact of this competition may be detrimental for 

international peace and security. Keeping in view the overarching competition 

between China and USA, the world today is standing on the brink of possible power 

transition. Power transitions are indeed dangerous moments in world politics—and 
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power shifts in Asia are generating security competition and conflict across the region 

(Ikenberry, 2018).  Rapid shifts in the balance of power can also encourage “wars of 

opportunity” (Walt, 2018). If a great power suspects that a rising state has or might 

eventually harbor revisionist aims, therefore, it will consider using force now to 

prevent or delay its rise (Walt, 2018). In Hobbesian philosophy, competition inevitably 

prevails, and military power is the dominant instrument (Lundestad, 2018). The two 

big powers of the world- China and America have been engaging in extreme 

divergence. The probability of major war is deemed to be greatest at the moment that 

the declining hegemon is about to be overtaken by a rising, dissatisfied power. Either 

the declining hegemon initiates a preventive war to avert being overtaken by the 

upstart, or the rising challenger initiates fighting so that its newfound status is reflected 

in the distributional benefits that the international system accords it (Wohlforth, 2018).   

Historically, power transitions used to be accompanied by major wars in the 

international system. The rise of the Iberian powers, the Ottoman Empire, the 

Hapsburg Empire, the United Provinces, Spain, France, Germany, and Japan during 

different historical periods from 1400 to 1900 all led to violent systemic changes (Zhu, 

2006). The probability of major war is deemed to be greatest at the moment that the 

declining hegemon is about to be overtaken by a rising, dissatisfied power. Either the 

declining hegemon initiates a preventive war to avert being overtaken by the upstart, 

or the rising challenger initiates fighting so that its newfound status is reflected in the 

distributional benefits that the international system accords it (Wohlforth, 2018). 

Mearsheimer has stated that he is “quite certain that China cannot rise peacefully,” 

predicting that “there is a reasonable chance that the US and China will end up in a 

shooting war over the next 30 or 40 years” (Mearsheimer, 2013). 

But it cannot be surely predicted that US-China hegemonic competition will 

end up in warfare and peaceful outcome is inevitable. Consider one of the few success 

stories in which a rising power eclipsed a ruling one without war: the United States 

and Britain, beginning in the late 19th century (Allison, 2013). Their so-called great 

rapprochement emerged from a long period of mistrust and hostility that stands in 

contrast to modern perceptions of their cultural similarities, mutual affection and 

inherently shared interests (Allison, 2013). But this peaceful outcome depended 

largely on factors absent today (Allison, 2013). According to power transition theory, 

the onset of war between a dominant and rising power grows more likely as the gap in 

relative strength between them narrows and as the latter's grievances with the existing 
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order - grievances that expand in lockstep with its mounting capabilities - move 

beyond any hope of peaceful resolution. (Pu & Schweller, 2014). There is an 

"assertive" China that demands greater accommodation of what it considers its core 

interests in Taiwan, Tibet, and the South China Sea; and a "shirking" China, whose 

leaders are urging international audiences to recognize "the real China" - one that is 

not an up-and-coming super power but, instead, a still relatively poor country (Pu & 

Schweller, 2014).  

Many scholars believed that instead of a direct clash of arms between USA and 

China, this competition is likely to consist primarily of a competition for allies and 

influence (Cooper & Perlez, 2014). The National Defence Paper of PRC stated that the 

US is strengthening its Asia-Pacific military alliances and reinforcing military 

deployment and intervention, adding complexity to regional security (China’s 

National Defense in the New Era, 2019). In November 2019, US Defense Secretary 

Mark Esper accused China of bullying its neighbours and called for a more active 

cooperative posture against Chinese assertiveness: “Collectively, we must stand up 

against coercion and intimidation, protect the rights of all nations, big and small” 

(Stewart & Pearson, 2019). China heavy investment in Southeast Asia by leveraging 

its economic strength also demonstrates that China persuading to distanced them from 

America’s influence. The motivation behind this goal is obvious: no great power wants 

its primary competitor to have close security alliances with many of its neighbors and 

to deploy powerful military forces on or near its borders. (Walt, 2018).  

However, there are intellectual debates centred on whether China will 

supersede America as a global hegemon. The rise of China may bring to an end the 

era of American hegemony—but it will be harder, if not impossible, for China to bring 

to an end the liberal world order that the American era wrought have risen up, fought 

wars, and built international order (Ikenberry, 2018). If China continues to rise, 

however, it will eventually seek to push the United States out of East Asia, much as 

Washington pushed Britain and France out of the Western hemisphere at the end of 

the nineteenth century (Walt, 2018). In the resulting “self- help” system, behavior is 

driven by what Mearsheimer calls “the 911 problem: the absence of a central authority 

to which a threatened state can turn for help” (Mearsheimer, 2001). In such a situation, 

lack of legitimate central authority makes competition between states more intense and 

international relations turn to be more anarchic. After all, the United Nations is an 

organization with no real power, being a consultative instead of an authoritative 
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institution. In particular, it does not have any political power over sovereign nations. 

No wonder it cannot prevent any imperialist group from dominating the world. For 

that reason, the United Nations is not a world concept above sovereign nation. The 

weaker claimant states win much sympathy from the international community. 

World military expenditure in 2020 is estimated to have been $1981 billion, 

the highest level since 1988 (Silva et al., 2021). The growth in total spending in 2020 

was largely influenced by expenditure patterns in the United States and China (SIPRI 

Yearbook 2021 Summary, 2021). The USA increased its military spending for the 

third straight year to reach $778 billion in 2020, a 4.4 per cent increase since 2019 but 

a 10 per cent decrease since 2011 (SIPRI Yearbook 2021 Summary, 2021). China’s 

military expenditure is estimated at $252 billion in 2020, representing an increase of 

1.9 per cent since 2019 and 76 per cent since 2011 (SIPRI Yearbook 2021 Summary, 

2021). Chinese spending has risen for 26 consecutive year (SIPRI Yearbook 2021 

Summary, 2021). India’s spending of $72.9 billion, an increase of 2.1 per cent in 2020, 

ranked it as the third highest spender in the world (SIPRI Yearbook 2021 Summary, 

2021). Russia’s total military spending was $61.7 billion, this was 2.5 per cent higher 

than in 2019, but 6.6 per cent lower than the initial budget for 2020, reflecting the far-

reaching economic consequences of Covid-19 (SIPRI Yearbook 2021 Summary, 

2021). Given the increase in military spending, the world will be in a catastrophe if a 

major crisis occur among the circle of big powers of the world.  

The United States military spending is three times higher than China and far 

more larger than China and Russia combined. In terms of economy, the GDP of USA 

in 2020 is $20,936,600 and China is $14, 722, 731(World Bank, n.d.). Given the fact 

from the data, USA stand in the upper hand over China and it cannot be clearly stated 

that China will immediately overrun America’s power in terms of military and 

economy. Considering the South China Sea dispute, the United States have many allies 

and collaborations in the region. China’s territorial adversaries are either in good terms 

with the United States or in collaborative defence and economic relations with the 

United States.  

In this anarchic international order, countries of the world have been pursuing 

their own different sets of interests. On the one hand, America relentlessly pursued a 

policy to halt China’s rise and on the other, there is China ever rapid growing 

economically and technologically and rapidly pursued its own interests and broadened 

its sphere of interests. From the present state of international order, it is certain that 
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the world will face more intense competition between USA and China with minor role 

played by Russia, India, Japan etc. Powerful states have largely been motivated in 

building alliances to extend their sphere of influence, struggle over controlling global 

rules and institutions. Most critically, great powers of the world are vying to be a 

security provider to small and middle power countries. All of these causes contributed 

to the destabilisation of the Asian area. United States aim to be a leading security 

provider. In comparison, China has lesser allies than US, particularly in the disputed 

area of the South China Sea. Some commentators even claimed Southeast Asia as 

under the umbrella of America. However, China’s economic diplomacy is most 

effective in small countries, where its leverage is greater.  

Now, the question remains what are China’s options if it wishes to rise and 

specifically and pursue its sets of interests simultaneously. Great powers still 

cooperate, but despite growing economic interdependency and deepened institutional 

links, the overall trend is towards great power competition and rivalry. It has been 

argued that although there is a crisis of authority—meaning that American leadership 

is in decline—the world order is not in a crisis because emerging powers largely agree 

to the fundamental and deep principles of the current order. Indeed, China and USA 

have in different ways responded to the existing international system and its 

institutions.  

 The United States is challenging China’s rising hegemon in the region. The 

international political system is such that if one powers try to dominate one region, 

another big powers in the world would soon mark their appearance as competitive 

intervention and come and maneuvering the weaker states to be able to challenge the 

hegemonic power. Great powers not only want security; they also want recognition of 

their role in the international system. In addition to power and security, they also seek 

status and prestige (Paul, Larson et al., 2014). The South China Sea became a global 

game center. For China, disputes in the South China Sea and East China Sea became 

the most volatile geostrategic challenges today. On the one hand, the US and India 

share regional policy aims, while on the other hand, China and Russia share regional 

policy objectives. 

 President Nixon said that the world cannot be safe until China changes. United 

States is committed to make more sanctions against China in the future. In his speech, 

Secretary Pompeo stated that “We also reaffirm that an armed attack on Philippine 

armed forces, public vessels, or aircraft in the South China Sea would invoke U.S. 
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mutual defense commitments” (Michael R. Pompeo, Secretary of State Press 

Statement: U.S. Positions in the South China Sea, 2020) President Joe Biden said on 

27 October, 2021 the United States would stand with Southeast Asian allies in 

defending freedom of the seas (Biden Vows To Stand With Southeast Asia In 

Defending Freedom Of Seas, Democracy, 2021)Biden said in February that China and 

the US "need not have a conflict," but that both sides were likely to engage in what he 

called "extreme competition." (Xiangmiao, 2021).  

 China is the only country bordering east, south, central and southeast Asia. ]. 

Not too friendly neighbor and not a favourable environment for the aspiring global 

power. In reality China have an icy relationship with Southeast Asia- littoral states. If 

China back-off it will seriously have an impact on global balance of power. Status 

dilemma different from Cold War politics which hi somehow a downright depressing 

in the Asia-Pacific region. If China continues to rise, will it eventually push the United 

States out of South China Sea or stronger American presence will push China on the 

verge of negotiation.  Constructive relationship between China and US will immensely 

change the trend of South China Sea tension in a peaceful way.   

 Hillary R. Clinton stated in Foreign Policy in the autumn of 2011, “The future 

of politics will “be decided in Asia, not Afghanistan or Iraq, and the United States will 

be right at the center of the action” (Clinton, 2011). Clinton further emphasized that, 

‘over the next decade the United States will bring together in Asia its political, 

military, and economic power: “The region is eager for our leadership and our 

business,” the secretary of state confidently claimed” (Clinton, 2011). Given the 

enormous rise of China, America will not give up its interests in the South China Sea 

and the Asia-Pacific in general. The world is standing on the point where any single 

incident can turn into a big rivalry among the big powers.  

 Some analysts also compare Sino-American competition with Soviet-America 

competition during the Cold War, and even project that the world will face another 

Cold War. However, unlike US-Soviet relations during the Cold War, there is no bitter, 

irreconcilable ideological conflict between the US and a China that has enthusiastically 

embraced the market, both countries want stability in their relations and an 

international system that increases trade and investments (Speech by Minister Mentor 

Lee Kuan Yew at the US-Asean Business Council's 25th Anniversary Gala Dinner in 

Washington DC, 2009) 
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However, mention must be made that the global interdependence in the 

economic sphere is so deep that it linked countries of the world in a deeper connection 

which either of the countries could not withdraw from the system. This has prevented 

states from taking major risks which could bounce back effecting its own country’s 

national interests. Great powers are always tempted to reshape the international order 

to increase their influence, but they also want to minimise the risks that flow from the 

instability and conflict which will result if they grab for power too greedily (White, 

2013). So they have to balance their ambitions for influence with their desire for order 

(White, 2013). In such condition, countries of the world are bounded by complex 

interdependence and geopolitical conflict. 

For the foreseeable future, competition between the two big powers such as 

United States and China will turn intensifying. Minor skirmishes could turn into a 

world war, such as has witnessed in the past. Similarly, disputes in the South China 

Sea could turn into a political rivalry among the big powers. From a gloomy 

perspective forecast, conflicts in the South China could lead to another world war. If 

not such bi conflict happen, the South China Sea will certainly be a deciding factor 

and test of strength in Sino-American competition. As stated by Dr. S. Jaishankar, this 

is unquestionably the arena for the contemporary version of the Great Game, where 

multiple players with diverse ambitions display their strategic skills (Jaishankar, 

2020). Their efforts at building convergences and understanding contestation will have 

a particular importance as it takes place on a global lifeline (Jaishankar, 2020). 
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Chapter V 
South China Sea: The Implications of Big Powers for the Littoral States 

 
“The enemy of my enemy must be my friend.” 

 

 The Southeast Asian region is no stranger to external powers interplay. Since 

the emergence of external powers such as Arab, Japanese, USA and European 

countries, the geopolitical dynamics of this region have been primarily influenced by 

extra regional influences.The end of Cold War has ushered in a new clout of power- 

China. However, 21st century Asia’s political scenario got hugely transformed with 

the renewed interest of big powers in the region. Yet again today the Asia-Pacific has 

turned into a zone of contention among big powers of the world. The intriguing 

question now is how the littoral governments would position themselves or react to 

increased international interest in the South China Sea conflict. Country wise response 

of external powers role in the region, particularly in the South China Sea has been 

described as below 

 5.1. United Stated of America  

 In numerous domains, the United States' increasing interest in the East, 

particularly in the South China Sea, can be seen. By far the most powerful and active 

outer power in the South China Sea is the United States of America. It is vital to 

examine the response and reverberation of separate South China Sea littoral 

governments regardless of America's self-justification of its meddling in the region. 

5.1.1.  Vietnam  

 In the words of Secretary of State John Kerry, no two countries “have worked 

harder, done more, and done better to try to bring themselves together and change 

history and change the future” than the United States and Vietnam (Kerry, 2013). From 

a tumultuous past, the US-Vietnam relationship has gone through intense ups and 

downs throughout the years, fundamentally grounded in Cold War dilemma, 

culminating in the current "comprehensive partnership." However, since the Clinton 

administration normalised diplomatic relations in 1995, bilateral relations between 

Washington and Hanoi have substantially improved, with common geopolitical, 

economic, and strategic goals. Vietnam has long been an influential actor in Southeast 
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Asian region, and the United States has recognised Vietnam's importance in 

accomplishing its all-encompassing ambitions in the region. 

 Since 2008, United States and Vietnam have overhauled their relations in 

political, economic and military spheres. In 2020, Vietnam and the United States 

commemorated 25 years of diplomatic relations between the two countries, renewing 

their commitment to strengthened cooperation (US Vietnam Relations, 2021). 

Ranging from regular official visits, high-level dialogues and joint naval exercises to 

humanitarian assistance USA and Vietnam have boost their area of cooperation from 

time to time. In the maritime realm, United States nourished the Vietnam Coast Guard 

through maritime assistance since it fully lifted ban on lethal sale weapons to Vietnam. 

America’s lifting of ban on lethal weapons sale to Vietnam in 2016 imprints crucial 

milestone in bilateral defence ties. The US stimulation of weapons access to Vietnam 

has been widely applauded by Hanoi in terms of its prominence in the South China 

Sea. Moreover, access to US equipment has been a great confidence booster pertaining 

to Hanoi’s heavy dependence on Russia’s military assistance.  

In Hanoi's strategic ties with the United States, defence cooperation has been 

a critical aspect. Vietnam’s eagerness to cooperate with America in the defence sector 

has been reflected in agreements signed by the two countries the remarks and 

comments made by Vietnamese officials over the years. Mark Esper, the US Secretary 

of Defence paid an official visit to Vietnam in November 2019. General Ngo Xuan 

Lich, the Vietnamese Defence Minister indicated that the visit would strengthen 

bilateral cooperation, notably in the defence sector. Enhancing the comprehensive 

partnership between Vietnam and the US, the two ministers pledged to step up 

cooperation in line with the contents of the Memorandum of Understanding on 

Promoting Defence Collaboration signed in 2011, the Joint Vision Statement on 

Defence Cooperation signed in 2015 and the Cooperation Plan for 2018-2020, 

focusing on high-ranking delegation exchanges, consultation and dialogue 

mechanisms and joint work to overcome post-war consequences (US Secretary of 

Defence pays official visit to Vietnam, 2019). In an event to commemorate the 

handover of land of the Airbase by Air Defence - Air Force Command to USAID on 

1 November 2019, the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID)’s Deputy Administrator, Bonnie Glick visited Vietnam. Speaking at the 

reception, Senior Lieutenant General Nguyen Chi Vinh thanked the Government, the 

US People, the US Embassy to Vietnam and USAID for their close cooperation with 
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Vietnam in overcoming the consequences of war over the past time (Vietnam, US 

strengthen cooperation in overcoming the consequences of war, 2019). Senior 

Lieutenant General Nguyen Chi Vinh also offered USAID to continue coordinating 

with Vietnamese agencies and functional units to effectively implement projects that 

relate to remedying post-war consequences (Vietnam, US strengthen cooperation in 

overcoming the consequences of war, 2019). Recently, during the Vietnam-US 

defence policy dialogue conducted virtually on November 24, 2020 the two sides 

agreed that bilateral defence cooperation has progressed in the recent years, 

contributing effectively to the Vietnam-US comprehensive partnership.  

At the 34th ASEAN-US Dialogue held virtually on 6 May 2021 Vietnamese 

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Nguyen Quoc Dung voiced a hope that the US will 

continue to play a constructive role and back ASEAN’s efforts in building the Bien 

Dong Sea (internationally known as South China Sea) into a sea of peace, friendship 

and cooperation (R. Nguyen, 2021c). At the meeting, the ASEAN and the US affirmed 

to closely coordinate to contribute to maintaining peace, safety and stability in the 

region, including maritime security and safety in the East Sea, which is among major 

shipping routes of the world with potential risks and complicated developments (R. 

Nguyen, 2021c). 

 Commenting on the U.S. Navy aircraft carrier visit to Vietnamese port in 

March 2018, the Vietnamese Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Le Thi Thu Hang said 

the visit would “continue to promote bilateral relations within the framework of the 

two countries’ comprehensive partnership and contribute to maintaining peace, 

stability, security, cooperation and development in the region” (US aircraft carrier 

arrives in Vietnam for historic visit as China ties are put to the test , 2018). Le Hong 

Hiep, a research fellow at the Singapore-based ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute also said 

“Although the visit is mainly symbolic and would not be able to change China’s 

behavior, especially in the South China Sea, it is still necessary in conveying the 

message that the U.S. will be there to stay” (US carrier’s visit to Vietnam puts China 

on notice, 2018). United States most discernible actions is its voice for freedom of 

navigation and overflight in the South China Sea. The Vietnam National Defence 

paper, 2019 states that Vietnam supports and respects the right of innocent passage as 

well as the security and safety of navigation and overflight on the East Sea, taking no 

actions that would complicate the situation or expand disputes, at the same time, 

avoiding militarisation, threat or use of force (2019 Vietnam National Defence, 2019). 
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This statement indirectly support America’s notion of freedom of navigation and 

overflight in the South China Sea. 

The growing defence collaboration between Vietnam and America depicts 

Vietnam’s interests in US military technology. Vietnam has long been dependent on 

Russian military technology. On the other hand, America wishes to replace Vietnam’s 

heavy reliance on Russian weaponry. The cost and complexity of American-made 

technologies, on the other hand, continue to be a purchasing issue for Vietnam. The 

country hasn’t considerably stepped up purchases of American-made weapons, even 

after the United States lifted its lethal weapons ban on Vietnam in 2016, a State 

Department official told reporters (Insinna, 2018). Vietnam is interested in U.S. 

military technology, as evidenced by the transfer of a Hamilton-class cutter from the 

U.S. Coast Guard in 2016 and a recent sale — partially through U.S. grant funding — 

of Boeing-Insitu ScanEagle drones for maritime surveillance, the State Department 

official said (Insinna, 2018).  

The Vietnamese perspectives on America’s behaviour in the region and 

specifically to the South China Sea can be observed in the government officials’ 

speech and actions, valorising bilateral ties. The Vietnamese leaders who place a 

premium on good relations with all major powers recognize and welcome the role of 

the United States in maintaining the stability and international security of the western 

Pacific (Hiebert, Nguyen & Poling, 2014). Vietnam appears to be appreciative of 

major powers like United States in the region obviously for good reason. China's rise 

and behaviour in the South China Sea appear to have instilled fear psychosis in its 

competing claimant states. Less powerful countries have no choice but to appreciate 

additional regional strengths. In Southeast Asia, Vietnam falls to be a country having 

highest tensions with China. This became the strategic advantage of United States in 

its relationship with Vietnam. However, several hurdles drive the wedge for the 

smooth functioning of America’s Asia strategy. With the initiation of renewed Indo-

Pacific strategy, US is ensued with certain caveats, which are discussed below.   

 The first consideration is China. Because of Hanoi's reliance on China's 

economy, Vietnamese leaders are concerned of Chinese resentment for being too close 

to the United States. As one official in the US Embassy in Hanoi put it: “If Vietnam 

does something with us, they feel they must do the same with China, Japan, India, and 

Russia, the trajectory of US-Vietnam military ties is positive, but progress is 

incremental” (Shambaugh, 2020). A 2018 Pew Research Center study revealed that 
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the majority of respondents in Vietnam, concerned about Chinese military power, 

consider China’s growing military assertiveness a “bad thing” (How are global views 

on China trending, n.d.). Hanoi in 2008 raised China ties to the level of a 

“comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership” — the highest designation it 

accords to any major power (Grossman, 2019). On the other hand, Hanoi is 

increasingly frustrated by growing Chinese assertiveness in the disputed South China 

Sea (Grossman, 2019). Consistent with past white papers, Hanoi details wars against 

both France and America, but noticeably omits any sensitive discussion of war against 

China in 1979 at the land border nor does it highlight major at-sea incidents, 

including China’s attack at Johnson South Reef in 1988, China’s May 

2014 emplacement of the Haiyang Shiyou 981oil rig in disputed waters and 

subsequent ramming of Vietnamese vessels by Chinese ships, or the most recent 

standoff in 2019 near Vanguard Bank over international energy extraction (Grossman, 

2019). Hanoi’s decision not to call out China for past aggression in the defense white 

paper indicates that it does not want to go too far in its criticism of Beijing — just far 

enough to make the point (Grossman, 2019). In fine, it can be analysed that Hanoi is 

wary of the increasing tensions in the South China Sea, owing to China's clout in its 

maritime policies. Despite Hanoi's adamant condemnation of China's actions in the 

South China Sea, Vietnam continues to value the maintenance of healthy economic 

ties with Beijing. Hanoi clearly recognise that its future is inexorably linked to stable 

relationship with Beijing. 

 The second problem is trust issues. The United States had previously 

abandoned the government of South Vietnam, resulting in the fall of Saigon in 1975. 

The contentious departure of US soldiers from Vietnam in 1973 brought an end to the 

United States' eight-year military presence in the country (Miller, 2013). The 

“misalliance” between the South Vietnamese government and the United States – 

which led to the fall of South Vietnam – has been a controversial discourse among 

Vietnamese and foreign scholar (Miller, 2013). As a result, from Hanoi's perspective, 

there is no guarantee that the US will depart in time if tensions in the South China Sea 

worsen and China's assertiveness and pressure escalate. 

 Vietnam's international ties are becoming more challenging to sustain as a 

developing country. As a result, Vietnam's policymakers chose to maintain amicable 

relations with China and the United States by balancing and hedging their positions. 

Because of two concerns, Vietnam is hesitant to support either the United States or 
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China. On the one hand, America's military support has reinforced Vietnam's position 

on maritime security and the preservation of its South China Sea rights. 

Simultaneously, Vietnam will find it impossible to avoid Beijing's economic support. 

If Vietnam appears to be continuously favouring either the Chinese or the US, the other 

country will quickly cut ties. As a result, it is prudent to maintain good relations with 

both major countries in the region. In its national defense policy, published in 2019, 

Viet Nam consistently advocates neither joining any military alliances, siding with one 

country against another, giving any other countries permission to set up military bases 

or use its territory to carry out military activities against other countries nor using force 

or threatening to use force in international relations. Viet Nam strictly implements 

agreements signed with other countries, promotes the establishment and maintenance 

of hotlines between Viet Nam's Ministry of National Defence and those of other 

countries, and strengthens cooperative relations with other navies and maritime law 

enforcement forces with the aim of enhancing confidence building, preventing 

conflicts, and dealing with common security challenges. Viet Nam is willing to 

welcome vessels of navies, coast guards, border guards, and international 

organisations to make courtesy or ordinary port visits or stop over in its ports to repair, 

replenish logistic and technical supplies or take refuge from natural disasters (2019 

Vietnam National Defence, 2019). 

 However, Vietnam’s allegiance to United States can be witnessed in its actions  

of multifarious engagement. The white paper, for example, uses the term “Indo-

Pacific,” noting, “Vietnam is ready to participate in security and defense cooperation 

mechanisms … including security and defense mechanisms in the Indo-Pacific 

region”( 2019 Vietnam National Defence, 2019). By using this term adopted by the 

Trump administration, Vietnam is likely making it known to China that it supports the 

U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy (Grossman & Sherman, 2019). According to the paper, 

Vietnam “prioritizes” non-traditional security collaboration “with countries in the 

region and the world” and “is ready to expand defense relations and cooperation 

regardless of political regimes and levels of development” (Grossman & Sherman, 

2019). The Defence White Paper thus signify United States opportunities in Vietnam 

and invocation of more America’s enmeshment and commitment in the region. 

Vietnam tacit support for US role in the South China Sea. Hanoi left the door open for 

deeper US engagement in the region.   
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The director of the Vietnamese Communist Party’s (VCP) External Relations 

Department, Nguyen Vinh Quang asserted: “In Southeast Asia it is Vietnam that has 

the most serious problems with China…the problem we have with China now is one 

of territorial disputes, due to China’s attempts to take sole control of the South China 

Sea…China is getting stronger and stronger, and becoming more and more aggressive, 

due to its increasing arrogance...its hard power is getting much stronger, and they are 

consequently getting much more assertive” (Shambaugh, 2017). Vietnam has the 

strategic advantage of leveraging America's interests in the region. The United States 

and Vietnam shares common adversary and America held the upper hand in Vietnam’s 

political thinking. As a result, America's ability to address Hanoi's primary concerns 

will be critical to maximise its interests in the South China Sea and for achieving its 

regional goals. 

 Rarely can a small country like Vietnam shape relations between great powers 

such as the United States and China (Vuving, 2015). Vietnam's attitude to the United 

States, like its China policy, is a mix of techniques favoured by its political leaders. 

While many people support fostering close interaction with the West, particularly the 

United States, others advocate for soft balancing with the US. Conservatives, who see 

the United States as a main adversary, promote soft balancing, enmeshment, and 

limited hard balancing (Vuving, 2015). Contrary to the conservatives, Moderates 

prefer enmeshment but also approve engagement and soft balancing (Vuving, 2015). 

Vietnam currently can be observed as engaged in hedging diplomacy with the major 

powers. As the Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Pham Binh Minh said at 

the National Congress that Vietnam will try to maintain a multipolar balance in 

its overall relations with the major powers, including China, the United States, Japan, 

India, Russia, and the European Union (Cuong, 2016), Vietnam is expected to play a 

balanced role to the greatest extent possible.   

5.1.2.  Malaysia 

Since Malaysia’s independence in 1957, United States and Malaysia have 

collaborated on numerous issues and developed diplomatic relations. Malaysia-US 

bilateral ties have exhibited vitality and consistency across a broad range of 

engagement over the years, culminated in a degree of commitment known as 

'Comprehensive Partnership' in 2014. In a 2002 speech in Washington, DC, the then-
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Defense Minister Najib Razak called the cooperative U.S.-Malaysia defense 

relationship "an all too well-kept secret” (Razak, 2002). US- Malaysia engagement has 

been defined by David Shambaugh as Associates: Limited cooperative relationship, 

which indicates a relationship denoted by periodic joint military exercises plus a small 

US military presence (Shambaugh, 2020).  

 For decades, Malaysia’s foreign policy was east oriented. In substantive terms, 

Malaysia’s foreign policy evolved from a pronounced pro-Western, anti-communist 

posture to a more neutralist stance, reinforced by foreign policy strategies such as the 

promotion of a “Zone of Peace Freedom and Neutrality” in Southeast Asia. However, 

the September 11 attack served as a catalyst for improving relations with the West, 

notably the United States. The impact of September 11 change the international 

perspectives of Malaysia in dealing with terrorism. US-Malaysia ties have expanded 

during Obama and Najib period with a focus on counterterrorism. This illustrates 

Malaysia's support for America's approach to world peace and security, in spite of the 

fact that the country is dominated by Muslims. Malaysia appeared to be receptive to 

the Bush administration’s anti-terror campaign. In the economic and defence sectors, 

the United States has been one of Malaysia's most important partners. The Defence 

Paper, 2020 stated that Malaysia has a strong foundation of long-standing defence 

partnerships with several extra-regional countries, including Australia, France, New 

Zealand, Russia, the United Kingdom (UK) and the US. These countries have been 

Malaysia’s defence partners since independence until now and Malaysia is committed 

to strengthening the existing engagements and welcoming new ones to support its 

national interests (Defence White Paper, 2020). On the economic front, America falls 

to be Malaysia’s key international partner. Malaysia’s military ties to the U.S., 

especially since 2001 and even more since 2009, could be viewed as a limited type of 

“bandwagoning” in which Malaysia informally aligned with the U.S. in more areas, 

rather than trying to balance against the U.S (Finkbeiner, 2013).  

Following the 2011 East Asia Summit, a senior US official provided a 

background briefing at the White House, emphasising the importance of the South 

China Sea sovereignty issue to both Obama and Najib. The official noted that Najib’s 

position largely mirrored that of Obama, saying that Najib went through principles that 

are very similar to what the U.S. has also articulated with respect to the need to resolve 

the issue peacefully through dialogue, the need to make progress on a code of conduct, 

the principle of respect for international law, the applicability of UNCLOS, the need 
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for a multilateral process to resolve these territorial disputes among parties, and 

adherence by all to the guiding principles. (Background Briefing by a Senior 

Administration Official on the President's Meetings at Asean and East Asia Summit, 

2011). 

Despite Kuala Lumpur has appreciated the United States' defence, economic, 

and diplomatic efforts, challenges persist.  

Firstly, Malaysia has been cooperative of United States counter-terrorism 

initiatives. However, as a Muslim-majority country, Malaysia continues to adhere to 

Islamic theology, which has an impact on its policy perspectives. The US-Malaysian 

defence connection runs "below the radar screen," which is purposeful given the Malay 

government's sensitivity to advertising its relationship with the US (especially in the 

defence and intelligence spheres) (Shambaugh, 2020).  

Another stumbling barrier in the US-Malaysia alliance is the China issue. 

Malaysia is perceived to be tilted towards Beijing as it had firm relations with China 

over the years. This illustrates Malaysia prioritises economic connection with Beijing 

above anything else. According to Malaysia’s former ambassador to China Dato’ 

Abdul Majid Ahmad Khan (1998-2005), “China is pursuing a sophisticated strategy 

on many levels: state, party, people-to-people, soft power, investment, bilateral, 

multilateral-they integrate all these elements very well” (Shambaugh, 2020). Malaysia, 

like other Southeast Asian countries is heavily reliant on Chinese economy. The year 

2020 marks China as the largest trading partner of Malaysia for the 12 consecutive 

years in a row. Furthermore, Malaysia also remains supportive of China’s critical 

projects like BRI, AIIB, etc. In 2006, Najib remarked that accepting the reality of 

China’s rise “is by no means a reflection of our fatalism or adopting a subservient 

position towards China” (Najib, 2006). In August 2013, Prime Minister Najib 

expressed the hope that relations between Malaysia and China would remain strong 

for many more years to come, as they have been for almost 40 years. He said, 

“Relations between Malaysia and China have remained strong after almost 40 years. I 

hope we will see the same for the next 40 to come” (Najib, 2013).  As such, Kuala 

Lumpur clearly recognise that sustaining a stable relationship is a sine quo non for its 

national growth. 

 Despite being the fact that Malaysia stands solid with Beijing in the economic 

sphere, the gridlock between the two is still the territorial disputes in the South China 

Sea. The Malaysian government continues to insist on China’s actions in the South 
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China Sea, and the activities of PLA and PLAN in the disputed area are perceived as 

a major danger to Malaysia’s national security. Malaysia’s Foreign Minister 

Hishammuddin Hussein, a former defense and interior minister stated “Malaysia’s 

stand is clear – having friendly diplomatic relations with any countries does not mean 

that we will compromise on our national security,” (Heydarian, 2021). Malaysia’s 

opposition coalition Pakatan Harapan, which took a tough stance against Chinese 

predatory investments as well as aggressive maneuvers in the South China Sea during 

its brief reign from mid-2018 to early 2020, urged the government to adopt a “clear 

action plan” in response to an incident that “raises concern” over Beijing’s intentions 

in the disputed areas (Heydarian, 2021). Pakatan Harapan released strong worded 

public statement on China  and criticised the former ruling party for radically altered 

historically quiescent relations with Beijing. It accused Beijing of ‘new 

colonialism’(Heydarian, 2021). Amid a dangerous stand-off between a Malaysian oil 

exploration drilling ship and a Chinese survey vessel in 2019, Foreign Minister 

Hishammuddin Hussein released a strongly-worded public statement, reminding 

China that “Malaysia remains firm in its commitment to safeguarding its interests and 

rights in the South China Sea” (Heydarian, 2020) By and large, Malaysia will likely 

avoid any overt military alliance with the US. But its toughening stance in the South 

China Sea signals growing strategic receptiveness to – and likely openness 

to expanding low-key defense cooperation with – the Biden administration as part of 

a broader effort to constrain China’s worst instincts (Heydarian, 2020).  

The election of Donald Trump as President in 2017 with the catchphrase 

"America First" was a setback for several countries, including Malaysia. Trump’s 

controversial agenda on climate change, health and Muslim travel ban etc. was setting 

the bad image of America from Muslim dominated Malaya perspective. In an 

interview with CNBC, Prime Minister Mahathir said Trump was a factor in the 

increased tension between Washington and Beijing (Ngui, 2020). Mahathir, who 

returned to power in May 2018, publicly described Trump as “unpredictable” criticised 

the Trump administration’s proposed Israel-Palestine peace deal as “grossly unjust”, 

“This deal will only bring more conflict to the region, and will antagonize billions of 

people around the world,” Mahathir said at the third conference of The League of 

Parliamentarians for Al-Quds (Ngui, 2020) and urged President Trump to resign “to 

save America” (Anis, 2020).  
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Biden's triumph, with its slogan "America is back," has created hopes for future 

development of the Malaysia-US partnership and for new areas of collaboration. The 

Biden administration is viewed by many Southeast Asian states, including Malaysia 

as more promising and credible for collaboration on crucial issues. Malaysian 

observers and analysts were encouraged by Biden's renewed commitment to 

multilateralism and interest in strengthening connections with allies. Muhyiddin – 

whose Perikatan Nasional (PN)-Plus coalition replaced the Mahathir-led Pakatan 

Harapan (PH) coalition as the federal government on 1 March 2020 – stated that the 

US-Malaysia Comprehensive Partnership “continues to be an overarching framework 

for proactive, multifaceted and mutually beneficial collaboration between [the] two 

countries”, and that “Malaysia looks forward to strengthening further its partnership 

with the US under Biden’s leadership” (Koya, 2020). The Biden administration 

declared its emphasis on its allies in the east. Biden’s lifting of the Trump 

administration’s “Muslim travel ban” – which prohibited individuals from certain 

Muslim countries from entering the United States – on his first day in office is 

symbolically important and was lauded by Malaysians, in particular the Malay Muslim 

majority. Biden’s intention to restore the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 

Agreement on Iran’s nuclear programme, resume contact with Palestinian leaders, and 

restore aid to Palestinians are seen as important steps in restoring trust between 

America and Muslim countries, which had been diminished by the Islamophobic 

rhetoric and actions of the Trump administration. Malaysian policy analysts and 

experts are optimistic on different grounds (Chwee, Ahmad, et al., 2021).  

However, collaboration between Malaysia and the United States is likely to be 

constrained by competing priorities and persistent gaps on multiple fronts. These 

include the gaps between the Biden administration’s domestic priorities and external 

aspirations, the risks of entrapment surrounding the growing US-China rivalry, 

Washington’s episodic attention to Southeast Asia, as well as the recurring problems 

on governance and economic issues at the bilateral level (Chwee, Ahmad, et.al., 2021). 

According to the report, as many as 71.7 percent of Malaysian respondents believe the 

level of US engagement with Southeast Asia under the new Biden administration will 

“increase” or “increase significantly”; and 55.5 percent express “some confidence” 

and “full confidence” the US will be a reliable strategic partner and provider of 

regional security (Seah, Ha, Martinus & Thao, 2021). Malaysia’s relations with 

America is projected to fulfil a variety of purposes throughout Biden's Precidency. 
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Increased bilateral and regional interaction between Malaysia and the United States 

will be facilitated by the United States' renewed commitment to partnerships and 

multilateralism. 

When Muhyiddin visited the United States in September 2019 as Minister of 

Home Affairs, (Muhyiddin spoke at a closed-door session at the Centre for Strategic 

and International Studies (CSIS) in Washington, D.C)  he emphasised the need to 

safeguard peace and stability in Southeast Asia, and envisaged Malaysia as “a linchpin 

nation” with the primary role of bridging the Pacific and Indian Ocean regions, while 

building partnerships with countries in the two regions to spur economic growth as 

well as binding these nations through institutions that promote shared security, shared 

prosperity and shared identity (Muhyiddin: US, China owe global responsibility to end 

trade dispute, 2019). He added: “These three inextricably related linchpin roles of 

bridging, building, and binding the two oceanic regions require Malaysia to initiate 

and strengthen genuine cooperation with multiple countries, including the US” 

(Muhyiddin: US, China owe global responsibility to end trade dispute, 2019). 

However, Malaysia is projected to continue moving towards Beijing in the 

future while maintaining keeping up with conciliatory binds with Washington. 

Malaysia is anticipated to maintain better commercial ties with Beijing while 

prioritising distinct defence ties with the United States. Prof. Cheng-Chwee Kuik of 

the National University of Malaysia has correctly notes the deep ties that Malaysia has 

to the US-which the Malaysian govt and media do not like to publicize-which he 

characterizes as “light hedging” vis-à-vis China, as distinguished from Vietnam’s. 

“heavy hedging” policy that is more openly confrontational toward China and 

embracing of America (Kuik, 2016). Malaysia has considerable “ambivalence” about 

China-but it avoids “direct balancing” or “heavy hedging” approaches. At the same 

time that Malaysia extensively engages with the PRC, he argues that it avoids “direct 

balancing” or “pure bandwagoning” (David Shambauh, 2020).  

Malaysia’s foreign minister Hishammuddin Hussein, on his first visit to China as 

foreign minister in April 2021 make a controversial issue in his homeland when he 

described his Chinese counterpart as his “You will always be my elder brother” (Chu, 

2021). Accordingly the opposition parties of Malaysia react strongly with Foreign 

Minister’s comment and regard it as emphasising the country’s own weakness in front 

of big power. However, after much pressure, Hishammuddin make clarification of his 

comment, stating that his comment did not point China as a country but a personal 
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comment to his counterpart, thereby highlighting Malaysia’s neutrality role once 

again.  

Malaysia also acknowledged the critical situation of the region highly cognizant 

of the challenges of big powers role. As the 2020 Defence White Paper states that 

while different big powers have come and gone, the geopolitical challenges of the 

country remain, although the present-day Malaysia is not directly threatened by any 

militarily stronger powers the same way as its predecessor polities experienced during 

the age of European colonisation and World War II, its interests have continued to be 

affected by the actions and interactions of the big powers of the contemporary era 

(Defence White Paper 2020). The Defence White Paper forecast three main challenges 

that will impact Malaysia’s strategic outlook for the next ten years. This include the 

uncertainty of big power relations particularly to US-China competition, which 

according to Malaysia’s strategic thinking highly impact its country’s policies and 

actions. Malaysia’s Defence White Paper remain alert of big powers relation and the 

challenges the region could face out of it.Malaysia mentioned China in its Defence 

Paper published in 2020, and alleged that China’s occupation and militarisation as well 

as related activities in the South China Sea, along with the US Freedom of Navigation 

Operations (FONOPs) and other powers’ similar actions, have turned the overlapping 

sovereign claims issue into a big-power game (Defence White Paper 2020). 

The Defence White Paper, 2020 stated that Malaysia maintains friendly relations 

with all countries and seeks peaceful resolution of disputes based on international law. 

“I think it is better if America and China were to sit down to iron out their differences 

around a table. That is our wish, that is our way. We are against war, we are against 

making threats in order to call the other countries into following what you want them 

to do,” he said (Mahathir admits Malaysia’s ties with India strained due to his Kashmir 

remarks, 2020).  

Hugely influenced by history of colonialism, Malaysia also carefully calculated 

the risks and challenges of big powers conflict in the region. As such, it indirectly calls 

for cooperation of big powers in the South China Sea. The country insists maintaining 

neutrality and not aligning with any single power. It calls for the solution of disputes 

based in UNCLOS while maintaining the spirit of neutrality based on the spirit of Zone 

of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) and ASEAN’s centrality in the region. 

As such, the United States must be willing to provide proactive options for the 

Southeast Asian states to cooperate. 
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Malaysia’s Foreign Minister Hishammuddin Hussein, a former defense and 

interior minister with deep experience in dealing with Beijing, filed a diplomatic 

protest and demanded China explain the “breach of the Malaysian airspace and 

sovereignty” (Heydarian, 2021). “Malaysia’s stand is clear – having friendly 

diplomatic relations with any countries does not mean that we will compromise on our 

national security,” Hishammuddin said in a statement, indicating no softening in the 

country’s stance in the South China Sea despite the abrupt change in government last 

year (Heydarian, 2021).  By and large, Malaysia will likely avoid any overt military 

alliance with the US. But its toughening stance in the South China Sea signals growing 

strategic receptiveness to – and likely openness to expanding low-key defense 

cooperation with – the Biden administration as part of a broader effort to constrain 

China’s worst instincts (Heydarian, 2021).  

5.1.3. Philippines  

The Philippines foreign policy before 1975 may be characterised as the 

maintenance of close security, political, economic and cultural ties with the U.S., 

sympathy for non- communist nationalist movements, cultivation of ties with a number 

of non-communist Asian neighbours, loyalty to the principles of the United Nations 

and participation in regional activities (Fifield, 1979).  In the 1990s, however, the 

Philippines developed unique relations with the United States in the areas of defence 

and economics. But there has been a perceptible shift in the relationship between the 

United States and the Philippines in recent years. The Philippines partaking in the 

struggle of great powers throughout the Cold War shaped the critical underpinning of 

its relationship with the United States. 

During the Cold War, the Philippines was called the "unsinkable aircraft 

carrier" of the United States in Asia, the second most important state after Japan, since 

the major American bases Clark Field and Subic Bay were located there (Philippines 

open in the opposite direction, 2016). In the 1990s, military-technical cooperation 

between Manila and Washington stalled. A new stage began in 2014 under President 

Barack Obama, who proclaimed a policy of "turning to the East" and creating an Asian 

"belt of China's containment" (Philippines open in the opposite direction, 2016). As 

previously stated, the Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951 is the cornerstone of 

Washington-Manila ties. The treaty underlined United States' commitment to defend 

Manila's sovereignty against external threats. The Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) 
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was signed in 1998, followed by the Mutual Logistical Support Agreement (MLSA) 

in 2002, and the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) in 2014, all 

added to the reinforcement of the alliance. The Philippines and the United States 

commemorated 75 years of diplomatic relations and the 70th anniversary of the 'Mutual 

Defense Treaty' in 2019 with both sides pledging to strengthen their ties in the coming 

years. 

In recent years, there has been a perceptible reorientation in the friendly ties 

between the United States and the Philippines. President Duterte's reversion to a pro-

China stance after 2016 has had a significant impact on US-Philippine relations. As 

David Shambaugh stated, “If there is one country in Southeast Asia where a change in 

leadership has brought with it a dramatic change in orientation vis-à-vis America and 

China, it is the Philippines under Rodrigo Duterte since he assumed the Presidency in 

June 2016 and embraced China” (Shambaugh, 2020). Manila's approach to global 

affairs, particularly its interactions with major nations, has undergone significant 

changes since then. Duterte takes a confrontational and contentious stance against the 

interests of the United States very immediately after gaining power. The current 

situation demonstrates the abrasive nature of Washington-Manila relations, as 

evidenced by President Duterte's repeated public statements against the Philippines' 

defence ties with the United States. 

The fundamental predicament in bilateral relations of the United States and 

Philippines is the codified defence relationship called the VFA. The VFA did provide 

the legal foundation for a wide range of rotational deployments of US forces, 

equipment, and personnel in the Philippines (many for lengthy periods), as well as 

joint exercises, intelligence sharing, and other defense cooperation and permitted US 

use of portions of Philippine bases for logistics (Shambaugh, 2020). Former foreign 

affairs secretary Albert del Rosario also noted that the VFA made the quick movement 

of US aid to the Philippines possible after Super Typhoon Yolanda (Haiyan) hit in 

2013 (Bueza, 2020). From giving humanitarian assistance, import and export of 

equipment, the VFA likewise sets the legal framework for the US military operations 

in the Philippines. As such this settlement is the US legal coupon to act effectively in 

its perplexing area of interests and is thus vital for the United States to handle China’s 

rise in the South China Sea effectively. Overall, the VFA serves as US geographical 

proximity in the region.  
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However, since President Duterte's election in 2016, the legality of the VFA, 

the primary cornerstone of US-Philippine ties, has been in questioned. President 

Duterte was enraged by the United States' cuts to aid through the Millennium 

Challenge Corporation (MCC) and swiftly slammed America, saying, “I understand 

that we have been stricken out of the Millennium Challenge (Corporation)? Well, 

good, I welcome it," he said upon arrival in Davao from state visits to Cambodia and 

Singapore (Turac, 2016). Duterte said he can resort to China as an alternative source 

of funding" and  the Philippines "can survive without American money" (Turac, 2016).  

President Duterte further warned America for the eventual repeal or abrogation 

of the VFA. On 12thSeptember 2016, President Duterte abrubtly announced that that 

the Special Forces in Mindanao to leave the country. Duterte cautioned that other 

major powers, such as China and Russia, might usurp America's position. He went on 

to say, "We (the Philippines) will never be ready to fight with China. It is you (the 

U.S.) who is egging a fight there. We will never fight with Russia — that's too far 

away. And besides, we are friends (with Russia)" (Turac, 2016). He added that "China 

has been communicating with us every day… they said the guns are ready, It's here; 

we want to give it to you"…"Bye-bye, America" Duterte said while waving his right 

hand in the air (Turac, 2016). Duterte also mentioned that “We're friends with Putin... 

Russia can be a very important ally. They do not insult people they do not interfere" 

(Turac, 2016). President Duterte went to great lengths to condemn the United States, 

for its rule of the Philippines' from 1898 to 1946, accusing them of exterminating the 

Filipino people. President Duterte abruptly stated that mutual defence cooperation 

between America and Philippines was in jeopardy. 

On 1st June 2020, Foreign Secretary Teddy Locsin Jr. delivered a diplomatic 

note to the US embassy, on the President's command, delaying the 180-day countdown 

to the VFA's abrogation. Locsin said on Twitter the other day: “The abrogation of the 

Visiting Forces Agreement has been suspended upon the President’s instruction” 

(Pascual, 2020). He was referring to Note No. 2020-2622 sent June 1 to the US 

embassy whose substantive portion reads: “In light of political and other developments 

in the region, the termination of the Agreement between the (Philippine and United 

States governments) regarding the treatment of United States Forces Visiting the 

Philippines contained in Note No. 20-0463 dated 11 February 2020 is hereby 

suspended (Pascual, 2020). “The suspension shall start on even date and shall continue 

for six months which period is extendible by the Philippines for another six months, 
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after which the tolling of the initial period in Note Verbale No. 20-0463 dated 11 

February 2020 shall resume”(Pascual, 2020). 

After four years of pending approval from the Philippines for the continuance 

of the VFA, President Rodrigo Duterte, on 15th June 2021 announced the suspension 

of the nullification of the Visiting Forces Agreement with the United States and 

prolonged for another six months. Defence Secretary Delfin Lorenzana said: “Our 

bilateral cooperation with the US is geared towards upholding our national interest and 

to the extent necessary to enhance the Philippines’ defence capability” (Philippines 

suspends termination of VFA with US by six months, 2021). The Philippines choice 

for the restoration of the VFA came after President Biden featured the significance of 

reciprocal ties between Philippines and America. In a statement issued on June 15, 

2021, the US Embassy in Manila announced, "We welcome the Government of the 

Philippines' decision to again suspend termination of the Visiting Forces Agreement." 

The ebb and flow of the VFA is a good example of the Philippines' diplomatic hedging 

ability. President Duterte exemplifies how a weaker country should not always act in 

the interests of a stronger one. 

From the bumpy road of the restoration of VFA, it can be observed that 

Philippines wishes to see a more US commitment in the region. The Philippines 

Foreign Secretary, Alan Peter Cayetano noted in 2017, “Our relationship with 

Washington is not a marriage that forbids us from pursuing relations with other 

countries such as China” (Wong, 2017). When Mike Pompeo visited Manila on 1 

March 2019, Secretary of State Pompeo explicitly stated: “As the South China Sea is 

part of the Pacific, any armed attack on Philippine forces, aircraft or public vessels in 

the South China Sea will trigger mutual defense obligations under Article 4 of our 

MDT”( Michael R. Pompeo, “Remarks with Foreign Secretary Teodoro Locsin Jr , 

2019).  Such explicit statements are warranted because of lingering Filipino 

uncertainty about whether the US will actually “have their back” in a military 

confrontation with China over their conflicting claims in the South China Sea. Even 

President Duterte has publicly questioned American commitments in this regard. 

Commenting on the 2012 Scarborough Shoal stand-off, Duterte was quoted as saying: 

“Why did you not send the armada of the Seventh Fleet, which is stationed in the 

Pacific, to just make a U-turn and go there and tell them right to their face, stop it!” 

(Duterte Confronts US over S. China Sea, 2017).  
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Although the 1951 MDT would continue in effect, the Philippines' exit from 

the VFA would have a significant impact on the whole range of defence cooperation 

between the US and the Philippines. Duterte has taken a critical and antagonistic stance 

toward the United States since assuming office in 2016, while also reorienting 

Philippine foreign policy toward China. When President Duterte visit Beijing on 20th 

October 2016, he stated “I announce my separation from the United States …both in 

military, but also economics,’’ and here China and the Philippines are signing 

agreements for $13.5 billion in trade deals (Demick & Wilkinson, 2016). President 

Duterte also hailed China as the new best friend of the Philippines.  

Despite the fact that the United States and the Philippines are caught in a 

difficult situation, things aren't stagnant. As tensions in the South China Sea have risen 

in recent years, the Philippines has been increasingly vulnerable to Beijing's actions. 

Notwithstanding President Duterte's pro-Beijing leanings, things have not gone 

smoothly. Despite increased collaboration in other areas, the long-standing impasse in 

the South China Sea is still the diplomatic spat between Manila and Beijing. The 

Philippines government has remained steadfast in its support for the International 

Arbitral Award in the South China Sea Arbitration, which was issued on July 12, 2016, 

and to which China has expressed strong opposition. The Philippines government has 

repeatedly urged China to abide by international law, particularly the 1982 United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), as well as the final and binding 

Tribunal Award of July 2016. It also reminded China of its commitments under the 

ASEAN-China Declaration on Parties' Conduct in the South China Sea, 2002. 

The Philippines government alleged that the Chinese Coast Guard is 

maintaining an unauthorised presence in the West Philippine Sea. From the Philippines 

perspective, the Chinese warships' continual presence in the Philippines maritime zone 

in the South China Sea is highly swarming and intimidating which it considers a 

violation of Philippines sovereignty. This has been a major source of concern for the 

Philippines up until now. On April 21, 2021, the Department of Foreign Affairs lodged 

two fresh diplomatic notes in protest of Chinese warships' ongoing deployment, 

lingering presence, and activity in Philippine maritime zones around Julian Felipe 

Reef. The Philippines sees the PLAN's use of modern aircraft to conduct naval drills 

in the South China Sea as a reflection of China's capability. 

The South China Sea issue has devolved into a rhetorical war between the two 

parties. Philippine Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana vowed that his country “will 
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not waiver” in protecting its claims in the area, while Foreign Affairs Secretary Locsin 

has gone as far as to lambast China as an “ugly oaf”, “while we acknowledge that 

China’s military capability is more advanced than ours, this does not deter us from 

defending our national interest, and our dignity as a people, with all that we have,” he 

said (Heydarian, 2021). Locsin upped the ante by his own characteristic twitter 

diplomacy. “China, my friend, how politely can I put it? Let me see…,” said the 

rambunctious Filipino foreign affairs secretary on Twitter. “What are you doing to our 

friendship…You’re like an ugly oaf forcing your attentions on a handsome guy who 

wants to be a friend,” he added (Heydarian, 2021). The Filipino president, however, 

has adamantly defended his friendly policy towards China, emphasizing Beijing’s 

assistance during the Covid-19 pandemic. “For the record, we do not want war with 

China. China is a good friend. We owed it a big debt of gratitude, among others for 

the vaccines (it has donated to us),” said the Filipino president during his national 

address last week (Heydarian, 2021). 

Duterte's embrace of China and pronouncing his closeness to China shows his 

eagerness to strengthen commercial ties with China. Many of the bilateral obstacles 

have remained lifted as a result of what some analysts have labelled Duterte's tilt to 

China. In 2020, the overall stock of foreign direct investments from China to the 

Philippines reached 767 million U.S. dollars (Total stock of foreign direct investments 

from China to the Philippines between 2010 and 2020, 2021), inflows far outstripped 

those of the Arroyo and Aquino governments combined. “Duterte views China almost 

through the economic lens-what China can do Philippines”, but observers in Manila 

note his personal antipathy for the US and ideological affinity for Socialist China 

(Shambaugh, 2020). Duterte's revitalization of Philippines-China relations exemplifies 

his aspiration for economic growth. As such, it is undeniably clear that Duterte's 

cooperative approach to Beijing ushered in a new era of tighter ties between the 

Philippines and China. On the other hand, the territorial disputes between the two 

countries in the South China Sea remain impasse. In his pursuit for pushing economic 

cooperation with Beijing, Duterte appears to be downplaying China's assertiveness in 

the South China Sea dispute. Notwithstanding the Philippines recurrent gripes about 

China's illegal actions in its territorial waters, the Philippines-Beijing relationship 

epitomizes Deng Xiaoping's credo of "putting aside dispute and pursuing shared 

development." 
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The change of presidency in America, on the other hand, has significant 

ramifications for Manila-Washington ties. After the Obama administration was 

chastised for failing to halt the Chinese in the 2012 Scarborough incident, the 

following trial of the US response and obligation to its security alliance with Manila 

will be evaluated in the future if similar crisis occurs. When the Philippines requested 

that the Chinese Flotilla depart the South China Sea, the US expressed its displeasure 

and support for the Philippines stance. China is accused of employing "maritime 

militia to intimidate, provoke, and threaten other states, undermining peace and 

security in the area," according to the US Embassy in Manila. The Biden 

administration has confirmed that any strikes in the South China Sea are covered by 

the US-Philippine defence treaty, a clarification made under President Donald Trump 

after decades of public ambiguity. However, Biden has a huge stumbling block in the 

form of Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte, who has debilitated the alliance while 

commending more tight binds with China. 

The arrival of President Biden coincided with China’s escalating activities in 

the South China Sea prompted Manila to take a more lenient stance towards America. 

This can be observed from Manila’s suspension of a previous attempt to terminate 

VFA. President Biden has come up with a policy of reuniting its allies can be 

interpreted as an indication of Biden’s administration’s desire to improve relations 

with the Philippines. In Manila’s thinking increasing assertive moves of China in the 

South China Sea could endanger her security. Some 400 American soldiers and 

defence contractors deployed in the southern Philippines could be pulled out within 

months if Washington and Manila do not sign a new Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) 

by then (Robbles, 2021). Special forces involved in fighting Islamist terrorists in 

Mindanao could be pulled out if no new Visiting Forces Agreement is signed, US 

forum told (Robbles, 2021). Accordingly, considering the rising tensions in the South 

China Sea, the waning of defence pact with Washington could be perilous for the 

Philippines. 

Having a defence treaty with the world's most formidable military power is 

advantageous for the Philippines in numerous ways. For instance, taking into account 

the US-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty, the Philippines received significant 

military assistance from the US under the MDT. In the South China Sea, China and 

other claimants were prevented from mounting coercive challenges by the US military 

presence in the Philippines, allowing the Philippines to legitimise and consolidate its 
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sovereignty claims. As the two competing countries ratchet up their naval activities in 

the South China Sea, the United States has warned China against what the Philippines 

and Taiwan regard as increasingly aggressive moves, reminding Beijing of 

Washington's duties to its partners. In 2017, the Philippines Department of National 

Defense spokesman Arsenio Andolong said in a statement, “As the situation in the 

West Philippine Sea evolves, we keep all our options open in managing the situation, 

including leveraging our partnerships with other nations such as the United States,” 

"We are continuously in talks with the U.S. on the matter of mutual defense," 

Andolong said (Mai, 2021a). "Both parties are committed to undertake their 

obligations under the Mutual Defense Treaty so that neither stands alone in these issues 

involving the two states' inherent right of self-defense" (Mai, 2021a). The United 

States has said it would stand by the Philippines amid the dispute and accused China 

of using "maritime militia to intimidate, provoke and threaten other nations"(Mai, 

2021a). “An armed attack against the Philippines’ armed forces, public vessels, or 

aircraft in the Pacific, including in the South China Sea, will trigger our obligations 

under the US-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty,” State Department spokesman Ned 

Price told reporters on 7th April 2021 (Mail, 2021a). According to Reuters, US 

Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro 

Locsin spoke on the phone on April 8, 2021, about their shared worries regarding 

Chinese paramilitary vessels in the South China Sea. 

 The general perception of the Filipinos on Washington can be regarded as quite 

gratifying. President Duterte’s dismay with the United States can likewise be 

deciphered as the United States did not validate his expectation. However, there are 

also persistent doubts on Washington’s renewed interests in the region, particularly in 

the light of lessons learned during the decades long occupation. Contrary to this 

simultaneous apprehension, the Philippines also could not entirely rely on Beijing 

since the Philippines-China spat in the South China Sea persists. The longstanding 

security challenge before the Philippines in the West Philippines Sea will be the central 

component in Manila’s thinking. The Philippines, however, gave the United States a 

clear signal that if it fails to meet the expectation of Philippines, it can display a quid 

pro quo even to the big power. It is apparent that the Philippines most discerning 

choice is neither alliancing with the United States nor China. The United States' 

stronger commitment in the region will be put to the test in the coming years. The 

existing situation discloses that Manila and Washington’s interaction is infested with 
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President Duterte’s lousy attitude on America’s action in certain areas, thereby 

deviating from smooth bilateral ties. Undeniably, the post 2016 could be regarded as 

the lowest phase of US-Philippines relations and several incidences allow us to draw 

inferences that the relationship is loaded with instability and unpredictability. 

However, President Duterte’s term ends in 2022, which would have a crucial impact 

on the Philippines relations with Untied States and America’s role in the region.   

 Afterall, Philippines appears to be incrementally adopting an unbiased stance 

in the ongoing competition of big powers. Speaking on the second day of Nikkei's 

Future of Asia conference, held in Tokyo and online on 21 May 2021, President 

Rodrigo Duterte said the Philippines will not take sides in the ongoing "big power 

competition" and urged large countries not to pursue dominance to the detriment of 

smaller ones (Duterte says Philippines won't take sides as US and China tussle, 2021). 

"We are not blind to the geopolitics of diversification and decoupling. However, the 

Philippines does not see the need to take sides in the ongoing geo-economic 

competition among big powers," Duterte said in a recorded speech, clearly referring 

to the U.S. and China without naming them (Duterte says Philippines won't take sides 

as US and China tussle, 2021). 

5.1.4. Brunei 

A tiny and micro state like Brunei is no small significance to big powers with 

regard to crucial regional issues. Brunei has been collaborative and reliant on US 

defence backup for many years. U.S. military and Royal Brunei Armed Forces (RBAF) 

are partnering in the 26th annual Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training 

(CARAT) maritime exercise, commencing off the coast of Brunei, Oct. 5 2021 

(Chatmas, 2020). Brunei Darussalam is also maintains close ties with the United States 

through its regional and international organisations, including ASEAN and Asia-

Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC).  

The Defence White Paper of Brunei published in 2021 acknowledged the 

evolving power dynamics in the contemporary period, and regard it as having 

significant regional implications. Brunei also acknowledged the rising friction 

between China and USA and Brunei Darussalam affirmed in its Defence White Paper 

2021 that it will need to work ever closer with both the US and China to realise its own 

national development (Defence White Paper, 2021). As such Brunei has maintained 

strategic balanced relations with big powers like USA and China. This can be 



188 
 

witnessed in the incidences when the U.S. Navy carried out its 24th annual 

Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training (CARAT) maritime exercise at Brunei’s 

Muara Naval Base which was followed after few days with President Xi visit to Brunei 

in 2018. But if there is one motif for Brunei allying itself with these big power states, 

it is to ensure its survivability will be guaranteed well into the future as a sovereign 

independent state (Omar, 2018). 

In terms of navigating the US-China competition in the region, like other 

Southeast Asian states, it has tried to maintain a balance between the two-but finds 

itself increasingly the object of Chinese attention and influence. In an interview with 

David Shambaugh, the official at the Bruneian Foreign  Ministry in Bandar Seri 

Begawan stated, “We see China as a neighbouring power that is here to stay, which is, 

not so clear with the USA. America is a new power in Asia, China is not. For us, US 

power is waning and China is rising (Shambaugh, 2020). 

The 2021 Defence White Paper also forecast the security challenges that 

Brunei and Southeast Asian region as a whole could face in the next 15 years. These 

includes the influence of major power dynamics in the region, regional and global 

instability. It acknowledged the evolving power dynamics in the contemporary period, 

which the Defence White Paper 2021 regard it as having significant regional 

implications. It forecast the security challenges that Brunei and Southeast Asian region 

as a whole could face in the next 15 years. These includes the influence of major power 

dynamics in the region, regional and global instability. The country also recognises 

global strategic polarity shift towards multipolarity. It asserted to work with like-

minded countries in the political, economic and security domains.  

5.1.5. Taiwan 

 Taiwan has held an unique place in the heart of United States for decades. 

However, its approach towards the region remains complicated due to Taiwan’s 

political status. Since the passage of the Taiwan Relations Act in 1979 by the US 

Congress, the United States and Taiwan have built a comprehensive, durable, and 

mutually beneficial partnership that is grounded on shared interests and values (The 

2019 Yushan Forum. Asian Dialogue for Innovation and Progress, 2019). By the same 

token of Truman administration, the Obama administration has inherited this same set 

of considerations with Allies or quasi-allies (Allies are based on formal treaties for 
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defense commitment), Taiwan being an exception, as its security tie to the United 

States is based on US domestic legislation (Dormandy, 2012).  

 Since the United States switched diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to China 

in 1979, U.S. arms sales to Taiwan have been one of the most contentious issues in 

U.S.-China relations. The United States justifies these sales under the Taiwan 

Relations Act, which declares that the United States "will make available to Taiwan 

such defense articles and defense services in such quantity as may be necessary to 

enable Taiwan to maintain a sufficient self-defense capability" (U.S. Conventional 

Arms Sales to Taiwan 1980-2010, 2012).  The value of reported arms deliveries 

through these commercial channels has varied between roughly $5 million and $364 

million each year (U.S. Conventional Arms Sales to Taiwan 1980-2010, 2012). The 

United States government has so far announced $5.1 billion in arms sales to 

democratically-ruled Taiwan in 2020 (Timeline: U.S. arms sales to Taiwan in 2020 

total $5 billion amid China tensions, 2020). Taiwan and America have a cooperation 

on the foundation of democratic principles and often refer each other as ‘like-minded 

partner.’ Taiwan has been receptive of United States in the region and often stated by 

its national leaders. At the Yushan Forum 2019, Amb. Atul Keshap expressed the hope 

that the US will continue its efforts to maintain a free and open Indo- Pacific region, 

just as it has done since the end of World War II (The 2019 Yushan Forum, Asian 

Dialogue for Innovation and Progress, 2019). The Halifax International Security 

Forum, based in Washington, awarded President Tsai Ing-wen the John McCain Prize 

for Public Service Leadership in 2020. According to the Presidential Office, the award 

demonstrates Taiwan is a force for good, willing and able to play a bigger role in the 

international community(President Tsai wins John McCain Prize for Leadership in 

Public Service, 2021). Taiwan will continue working with like-minded partners in 

advancing peace, stability and inclusive prosperity across the Indo-Pacific and around 

the world, the Presidential Office said (President Tsai wins John McCain Prize for 

Leadership in Public Service, 2021). 

Washington has been supportive of Taiwan’s independent status. The Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, Taiwan expressed its sincere gratitude to the U.S. for participation 

supporting Taiwan’s participation in the 74th World Health Assembly. On 19 April 

2021, US Delegates visit Taiwan. The MOFA expressed heartfelt gratitude to the U.S. 

administration under President Joe Biden as well as the delegation for their rock-solid 

backing of Taiwan (MOFA lauds success of US delegation visit. Taiwan Today, 2021). 
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The government affirmed that it will continue to maintain a close partnership with the 

U.S. while promoting global cooperation, it added (MOFA lauds success of US 

delegation visit. Taiwan Today, 2021). 

The joint statement issued April 16 by U.S. President Joseph R. Biden and 

Japan Prime Minister Suga Yoshihide underscoring the importance of peace and 

stability across the Taiwan Strait is also deeply appreciated by the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. The MOFA states that the government will continue working with all like-

minded partners in defending democratic institutions and rules-based international 

order, while forging a free, open and prosperous Indo-Pacific, the ministry said 

(MOFA lauds success of US delegation visit, 2021). A virtual focusing on the ways 

Taiwan and the U.S. can expand Pacific islands cooperation in tandem with other 

regional stakeholders was staged April 16 2021. According to Deputy Minister Tien 

Chung-kwang, Taiwan is working with the U.S. in fast-tracking post-pandemic 

regional economic recovery. In addition, greater efforts will be dedicated to 

strengthening collaboration with Pacific island partners as illustrated by the 

memorandum of understanding on the establishment of a coast guard working group 

recently signed by Taipei Economic and Cultural Representative Office in the U.S. 

and American Institute in Taiwan, he said. Taiwan is also willing and able to join the 

U.S. in combating climate change and assisting allies and friends in the region with 

realizing clean energy projects, Tien said. Both sides share the values of freedom, 

democracy and respect for human rights, and no effort will be spared in deepening the 

enduring the partnership via such mechanisms as the Global Cooperation and Training 

Framework while promoting peace, stability, security and prosperity throughout the 

Indo-Pacific MOFA, State Department take part in virtual on Taiwan-US cooperation 

in Pacific islands, 2021). 

 Tsai also took the opportunity to thank the Biden administration for reiterating 

the importance of cross-strait peace and stability. Taiwan is willing and able to work 

with like-minded partners such as the U.S. to deter aggression and provocation in the 

Indo-Pacific, as well as cooperate on big issues like climate change and combating 

disinformation, she said (President Tsai receives US delegation, praises bilateral ties, 

2021). 

 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs said the visit of US Delegates to Taiwan 

reaffirms the strength of Taiwan-U.S. relations and augurs well for the enduring 

partnership. No effort will be spared in deepening friendship, expanding exchanges 
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and increasing interaction between officials at all levels from the two sides, the 

ministry added (MOFA welcomes US delegation’s Taiwan visit, 2021). 

 A ground-breaking bilateral pact was signed between Taiwan and U.S. on 25th 

March 2021. According to the MOFA, the MOU reaffirms the determination of the 

two sides to formalize bilateral exchanges and partnership, the ministry said. Under 

the pact, the two will work together to preserve maritime resources, reduce illegal, 

unreported and unregulated fishing and participate in joint maritime research, rescue 

and environmental response events to ensure the stability and prosperity of the Indo-

Pacific region, the MOFA added. The government will continue to maintain close 

cooperation with the U.S while promoting the already robust global partnership based 

on the two’s long-standing and friendly cooperation, it added (Taiwan, US sign coast 

guard cooperation MOU, 2021). America’s arms sales to Taiwan, Obama reaffirmed 

that the United States remains committed to the Taiwan Relations Act and to providing 

for Taiwan’s self-defense needs (Obama Reiterates U.S. Obligations to Provide 

Taiwan with Arms, 2013). 

 In his virtual Sedon Freedom Interview, Taiwan’s Foreign Minister Jaushieh 

Joseph Wu said that Beijing’s authoritarian expansion is threatening democracies 

around the world and took the opportunity to urge like-minded countries and partners 

to stand with Taiwan (Foreign Minister Wu takes part in Sedona Forum, vows to 

defend Taiwan’s freedom, democracy. Taiwan Today, 2021) 

 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs said March 21 that the Republic of China 

(Taiwan) is an independent country and no matter how hard the Chinese government 

tries, this cross-strait fact and status quo will not be changed, the ministry added. The 

ministry’s responses came following several misleading comments made by Chinese 

officials during and after their meeting with U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken 

March 18-19 in Anchorage. The two sides had heated discussions over topics including 

the rule-based international order, democratic values and issues involving Taiwan, 

Hong Kong and Xinjiang, the MOFA said. The Mainland Affairs Council also issued 

a statement the same day refuting the Chinese officials’ claim, saying that the ROC 

(Taiwan) was not and never will be a part of the PRC. The MAC urged Beijing to 

accept this reality, stop using military threats or diplomatic coercion to suppress 

Taiwan and work with Taipei to resolve differences through dialogue without premises 

(MOFA refutes China’s claim, reaffirms ROC (Taiwan) sovereignty. Taiwan today, 

2021). 



192 
 

5.1.6. China 

 With the exceeding rise of China, United States and China have emerged as 

the protagonists of global politics in the twenty-first century. The two countries have 

been aggressively exploring strategies to boost their global influence. Henceforth, one 

country's interests cannot be denied by the other under any circumstances. Among 

Chinese intellectuals, politicians, journalists, and political analysts, there is a plethora 

of commentary on US actions in the region. Popular commentators, on the other hand, 

have expressed significant worries about the United States' escalating involvement in 

the region. 

Only few of the Chinese side perceived that constructive role of the United 

States will not choose a confrontational path and some even see the potential for 

positive outcomes of the Pacific Pivot (Zhixiao, 2012). Contrastingly, many Chinese 

observers and political leaders viewed America’s ambit in the region with great 

suspicion (Zhixiao, 2012). While the pivot to Asia policy was overwhelmingly 

received by many US allies and friends in the region, Beijing has perceived it as a cold 

war syndrome aiming at the US containment of China (Chow, 2014). From Beijing’s 

perspective, the Obama administration’s “pivot” has come at a moment of growing 

tensions and mistrust, marked by the PRC’s continued territorial contentions with its 

regional neighbours as well as the ongoing wrinkles with Washington over trade, 

exchange rates, military build-up, human rights, and cybersecurity breach (Ross, 

2012). In a similar vein, many analysts believe the US strategy is to offset China's 

power in the region and, at the very least, outweigh it. Many observers believed that 

US approach is to counterbalance China and at most out weight China’s influence in 

the region. Chinese political leaders perceive US diplomacy as taking confrontational 

approach towards China. Many Chinese also perceive America’s role specifically to 

the South China Sea as a serious infringement of her sovereignty. In essence, the 

government spokespersons of Beijing and Washington had each other’s verbal war 

with irrational criticism of each other.  

The 2013 Xi-Obama Sunnylands Summit expressed that China uses the 

concept of “new type of major-country relationship” with the United States, which 

express Beijing’s standpoint in respect to America. It is seen that Beijing regards the 

United States as an essential economic and strategic partner, but also as the power 

most able to hinder the achievement of its objectives (Campbell & Murray, 2013). 
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President Xi in February 2012 proposed four ways for the United States and China to 

build this “new type” of relationship. This includes steadily increase mutual 

understanding and strategic trust, respect each other’s core interests and major 

concerns, work hard to deepen mutually beneficial cooperation and steadily enhance 

coordination and cooperation in international affairs and on global issues (Xi Jinping, 

“Speech by Vice President Xi Jinping at Welcoming Luncheon Hosted by Friendly 

Organizations in the United States”, 2012). The new type of relationship is regarded 

by experts as a means to promote an image of China as a constructive actor seeking 

common solutions to regional and global issues. To demonstrate that China is 

proactive in building a peaceful and cooperative relationship with the United States 

and does not have the intent or ability to challenge the U.S. militarily (Xi Jinping, 

“Speech by Vice President Xi Jinping at Welcoming Luncheon Hosted by Friendly 

Organizations in the United States”, 2012). The then Vice Foreign Minister Cui 

Tiankai (now Chinese Ambassador to the United States) in a 2012 essay on the “new 

type” concept asserted “China has never done anything to undermine the U.S. core 

interests and major concerns ... yet what the United States has done in matters 

concerning China’s core and important interests and major concerns is unsatisfactory” 

(Chase, 2012). With changes in these factors, the Chinese leadership thought it 

opportune to reset the terms of its relations with the United States by formalizing the 

notion of “core national interests.” According to State Councilor Dai Bingguo, China’s 

“core interests” consist of three components: The first is the stability of Chinese polity, 

political system, and politics, namely the CCP leadership, socialist system, and 

socialism with Chinese characteristics. The second is the security of Chinese 

sovereignty, territorial integrity, and national reunification. And the third is the basic 

guarantee of sustained development of Chinese economy and society (Bingguo, 2010). 

China’s concept of “new type of major-country relationship” clearly designates how 

Beijing exert itself seriously plunge into its so called ‘core-interest’ to accommodate 

extra regional powers in the region.  

While avoiding any explicit linkage between the larger Pacific Pivot and U.S. 

behavior toward the South China Sea, Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokespersons have 

repeatedly expressed opposition to any involvement in the disputes by “countries 

outside the region” and have stated that “complicating and magnifying the South China 

Sea issue does not help solve relevant disputes, nor is it conducive to regional peace 

and stability” (Durfee, 2011).  Furthermore, Chinese authorities have implicitly 
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dismissed US concerns about freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, claiming 

that China has never obstructed free passage in the region and will not do so in the 

future. Moreover, Beijing authorities have also cast suspicion on the motives of any 

entities that “[play up] . . . the issue of freedom of navigation and [confuse] it with 

island sovereignty and maritime demarcation in the South China Sea,” stating that such 

actions “cannot but raise our suspicion of the motives behind the move” (Premier Wen 

Jiabao Elaborates China’s Position on the South China Seas , 2011). 

At the same time, Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesperson Hong Lei has 

generally avoided accusing Washington of taking sides in the disputes, although they 

have also failed to affirm clearly that the United States is in fact adopting a neutral 

stance (Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hong Lei’s Regular Press Conference, 2012). 

Hong stated: “As far as we know, both the non-claimants of ASEAN and countries 

outside the region adopt the position of non-involvement in territorial disputes on the 

South China Sea issue.” But both MFA and MND spokespersons have generally 

adopted a measured approach toward U.S. involvement in the recent disputes between 

China and the Philippines over the Scarborough Shoal/Huangyan Island (Defencee 

Ministry’s Regular Press Conference, 2012). In an indirect point towards United 

States, Vice Foreign Minister Cui Tiankai reportedly warned that “individual countries 

are actually playing with fire, and I hope the fire will not be drawn to the United 

States,” urging the United States to “counsel restraint to those countries who’ve been 

frequently taking provocative action”( Durfee, 2011). China’s Ministry of National 

Defence warned the US to be ‘careful in its words and actions’ following 

Washington’s decision to shore up alliances and bases across Asia. (‘China Warns US 

to be “careful” in military refocus on Asia’, MSNBC, 9 January 2012.)  Both quasi- 

and non-authoritative Chinese observers have levelled direct and harsh criticism of 

U.S. behavior toward the South China Sea disputes, often linking such behavior to the 

Pacific Pivot. Many assert that Washington is using the disputes—and has “created” 

an issue over freedom of navigation in the region in particular—to justify an enhanced 

military presence in Southeast Asia, to contain China, to support its overall pivot 

toward the region, and to “stir up trouble” and sow discord between China and local 

powers (Sheng, 2012). Moreover, while a few Chinese observers acknowledge that the 

United States is officially attempting to remain neutral in the territorial disputes, many 

others assert that Washington has shown, through its military and diplomatic 

assistance to the Philippines during the Scarborough Shoal dispute, that it is using 
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Manila to strengthen its control over the region, and to contain China (Dingli, 2012). 

Some observers point to the recent U.S.- Philippines joint military exercises as a 

confirmation of such intent (Tian, 2012). Several observers, including Zhong Sheng, 

also criticize the United States indirectly for providing backing to the alleged efforts 

of other claimants to internationalize the territorial disputes and thereby exert pressure 

on China. Instead, they argue, such efforts will destabilize and divide the region 

(Sheng, 2012). The Chinese foreign ministry has pointedly expressed opposition to 

involvement in the South China Sea disputes by ‘countries outside the region’ in 

response to the US presence (Swaine, n.d.). 

Beijing has authoritatively criticized its rivals in the South China Sea disputes 

as attempting to draw external powers into the disputes as strong and vigorous 

supporters. These emerging middle powers prefer to see more US involvement in the 

region, particularly in South China Sea and wish to benefit out of it. Beijing 

undoubtedly realizes that many Asian capitals have expressed strong concerns over 

China’s recent “assertiveness” in the region and, equally important, believes that such 

concerns are being used by Washington to strengthen regional support for its more 

activist stance, exemplified by the Pacific Pivot. Consequently, the Chinese leadership 

probably concludes that Beijing should focus its attention on improving ties with the 

region by drawing on China’s economic and diplomatic strengths and regional 

uncertainties, while avoiding any direct confrontation with the United States (Swaine, 

n.d.). Some Chinese scholars also believe that the US is covertly encouraging Japan, 

the Philippines, Vietnam and other countries to adopt a confrontational policy towards 

Beijing over territorial disputes with China (Peng, 2013). Chinese analysts are fully 

aware that “as the sole superpower, the United States remains to be the only country 

with the capacity and the intent to pose comprehensive threat to China at present and 

for the foreseeable future” (Wong, 2010).  Yet, at the same time, they are fairly clear 

eyed that the US policy toward their country is not fixed, but rather subject to influence 

by myriad regional and global forces as well as bilateral factors (Wong, 2010). As first 

reported in the New York Times, Deputy Secretary of State James Steinberg and 

National Security Council official Jeffrey Bader visited Beijing in March 2010, he was 

told that the South China Sea too was China’s “core interest” (Wong, 2010).   

Many a times, China and United States are indulged in blame game over the 

actions of each other. Wang Yusheng, former Chinese ambassador to the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation forum, echoed this assessment in an editorial for the Chinese 
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People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs. Ambassador Wang argues that while China has 

taken steps to improve bilateral relations, the United States has hurt the relationship 

by pursuing “hegemonic” objectives in the Asia Pacific region. He pronounces “the 

ball is in the U.S. court” to make the “new type of major-country relationship” work. 

(Yusheng, 2013). In fact, other authoritative Chinese statements suggest that the 

Chinese view U.S. regional behavior as constructive only if it respects the interests 

and concerns of China and other Asian powers, and in general contributes to greater 

bilateral and regional cooperation while de-emphasizing military divisions or rivalries. 

(Swaine, n.d.). In the keynote speech of President Xi at the Boao Forum for Asia 

Annual Conference 2021, he stated, “The COVID-19 pandemic has made it all the 

more clear to people around the world that we must reject  the cold-war and zero-sum 

mentality and oppose a new “Cold War” and ideological confrontation in whatever 

forms.” (Keynote speech by Chinese President Xi Jinping at the opening ceremony of 

the Boao Forum for Asia Annual Conference 2021, 2021).  

China has not been shy about its ambition to regain its rightful place in global 

affairs, and Southeast Asia will be a test bed for Beijing in this respect. At the same 

time, the US will not give up its “primacy” without a fight. Are China and the US on 

a collision course in Southeast Asia? Most respondents (68.4%) think so, as they view 

“both countries see each other as strategic competitors.” (The State of Southeast Asia 

2019 Survey Report, 2019.) In a similar vein, many observers, including the quasi-

authoritative Zhong Sheng, see the policy move as involving U.S. efforts to promote 

regional tensions or take advantage of regional differences to increase U.S. influence 

(U.S. Asia Pacific Strategy Brings Steep Price, 2011). 

In terms of its bilateral relations with Southeast Asia, China remained a 

repugnance to US behaviour. Following the signing of the US-Vietnam Memorandum 

of Understanding in 2016, China responded carefully to the announcement. The 

Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Hua Chuying said, "As a close neighbor to Vietnam, 

we welcome normal and cooperative relationship between Vietnam and other 

countries, and we certainly hope such development of bilateral relations is conducive 

to regional peace and security" (Saine, 2016).  

 For decades the United States has conducted hundreds of bilateral military 

exercises with Southeast Asian countries on an annual basis (though the number fell 

in 2020 due to the pandemic) (Storey, 2021). The US rapprochement of Southeast Asia 

does not go smooth either, zigzag abounds by several calculations in the 
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implementation of US Asia-Pacific goals. In this essence, United States is largely irked 

by China’s rise (Tran et al., 2012). At the military-political level, the US remains the 

only external player in the Southeast Asia with the capacity of counterweighing 

China’s powerful influence (Tran et al., 2012).  

China on 6th July 2020 criticises US Joint drills in the South China Sea, accused 

the U.S. of flexing its military muscles in the South China Sea by conducting joint 

exercises with two U.S. aircraft carrier groups in the strategic waterway (China 

Criticizes US Joint Carrier Drills in South China Sea, 2020). Foreign ministry 

spokesperson Zhao Lijian said the exercises were performed “totally out of ulterior 

motives” and undermined stability in the area. (China Criticizes US Joint Carrier Drills 

in South China Sea, 2020).  

Overall, the United States' regional activities have been carried out in the 

context of strong diplomatic ties that predate Obama's pivot to Asia agenda was 

implemented. However, since 2009, the United States has re-engaged with Southeast 

Asian countries, catalysing increased bilateral and multilateral cooperation. This was 

further cemented with President Biden’s determination to reunite with America’s 

allies. The United States has long had a dozen security allies, partners, or associates in 

the Asia Pacific, all of them based on bilateral arrangements, the launch of the pivot 

to Asia has given this existing model a multilateral twist (Cheng & Chow, 2014).  

The Obama administration can be considered a "golden period" in US-

Southeast Asian relations. However, many of the people in Southeast Asian states have 

pervasive ambivalences towards the United States. Southeast Asians' have ambivalent 

sentiments about, or even suspicion of the United States are due to a variety of factors. 

Many see the United States as just another Caucasian imperialist power, reminding 

them of their colonial pasts (Shambaugh, 2020). A second related reason is that the 

United States was not supportive of—indeed was very suspicious of—Southeast Asian 

attempts at neutralism and non-alignment during the 1950s and 1960s (Shambaugh, 

2020). The third, and again related, reason was America’s lengthy war in Vietnam, 

which caused bitter and costly conflagration brought catastrophe to the peoples of 

Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, and it polarized the region (Shambaugh, 2020). More 

deeply, however, as of 2020 many Southeast Asians are viewing the United States to 

be in a deep and prolonged state of malaise and decline (Shambaugh, 2020).  

Notwithstanding the Obama's effective 'pivot to Asia' policy, there is still a 

strategic gap between America and Southeast Asian countries. For a considerable 
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period of time, US foreign policy has been overwhelmed by the politics of Middle 

East, East Asia, and Northeast Asia, with Southeast Asia being disregarded. Such US 

approach has been coinciding with China's economic rise and large-scale initiatives 

involving Southeast Asian nations. As a result, many experts, academics, and the 

media believe the US is creating a strategic vacuum in Southeast Asia, which China is 

poised to fill. No matter where one goes or what one reads, China is seen to be the 

rising—and inevitable—dominant power in Southeast Asia, while the United States is 

seen to be increasingly insular, domestically dysfunctional, increasingly unilateral, and 

in decline (China Finds New Fans in Southeast Asia as US Turns Inward, 2016). In 

this context, the parallel narrative has arisen that countries in Southeast Asia are 

choosing China over the United States and that the latter is “losing” the region to China 

(China Finds New Fans in Southeast Asia as US Turns Inward, 2016). 

The US's credibility in the Asia-Pacific, particularly in Southeast Asia, has 

been further tarnished with President Trump's arrival. Many emerging US allies, who 

have high expectations for America, find President Trump's credo of "America First" 

policy abhorrent. Moreover, Trump’s foreign policy primarily focuses more on East 

and North East Asia. With President Trump's repeated cancellations of summits and 

visits to Southeast Asia, lasting resentment has developed among many Southeast 

Asian countries. When asked, “The level of US engagement with Southeast Asia under 

the Trump administration has?”, 51.2 percent said it had “decreased” while 16.8 

percent said it had “decreased significantly” (a stunning 68 percent overall) (The State 

of Southeast Asia: 2019, 2019). In congruence with this, Trump's decision to withdraw 

from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and its immigration policies were met with 

a resounding negative reaction in Brunei, Indonesia, and Malaysia.  

The arrival of President Biden in the White House, with his promise of 

'repairing ties,' has sparked a renewed enthusiasm among Southeast Asian countries. 

President Biden's slogan, "America is back," mirrors his desire to recast US foreign 

policy. Furthermore, Secretary Pompeo's remarks on the US position in the South 

China Sea on July 13, 2020 gave Chinese competitors in the South China Sea an 

optimistic impression on America. Meanwhile, the United States and China have been 

waging a counter-offensive against each other. The rise of China has spurred the 

United States to consolidate its hegemony and sphere of influence. Consequently, the 

United States and Southeast Asian littoral states of the South China Sea are bound by 

convergent interests. 
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There are general perception that the United States could be a significant 

balancer to China in the region. For this reason, many countries in the region wishes 

to diversify bilateral links with America. The Southeast Asian states are also optimistic 

towards America’s renewed interests and commitment in the Asia-Pacific. 

Despite aligning in common interests, US initiatives to make footholds in the 

Southeast Asian region is not an easy task and is not devoid of any challenges. There 

are mixed perception about United States role in Southeast Asia. No country in 

Southeast Asia is totally under the hegemonic influence of Beijing or Washington. 

Southeast Asia remain ambivalent to the external powers. It is apparent that Southeast 

Asian states support multipolar world order and against unilateral influence in the 

region. Southeast Asian states support external big power role in the regional security 

architecture. In general, these states wish to strengthen economic, political and military 

engagements, but are constrained by potential risks. As such, though the Southeast 

Asian states welcome United States active participation in the region, they try to play 

safe by managing relations with America.  

On the other hand, the Southeast Asian states are not so confident with the 

relying on United States, as far as its growing competition with China is concerned. 

Throughout the past decade, Vietnam has been the only Southeast Asian nation that 

has consistently welcomed warmed ties with the West to counterbalance China. But 

other regional claimant states could soon do the same. Malaysia, meanwhile, has 

effectively ditched its decades-long “quiet diplomacy” vis-à-vis China, openly 

criticizing and directly challenging Beijing’s expansionist moves across the South 

China Sea (Heydarian, 2021). According to the State of Southeast Asia 2019 Survey 

Report, the US' reliability as a strategic partner and provider of regional security is 

diminishing, according to the majority of respondents in Southeast Asia. Taken 

together, 68.1% of the respondents are unsure of or have little confidence in the US’ 

reliability as a strategic partner and provider of regional security (The State of 

Southeast Asia, 2019). ASEAN countries would certainly welcome a robust U.S. 

engagement in the region—but in the right way (Djalal, 2021). While the bipartisan 

view in Washington sees China as a threat to the United States’ long-standing 

supremacy, Southeast Asians generally accept China as an important partner for their 

development plans (Djalal, 2021). All these factors constraints the success of 

America’s rebalancing strategy in the region.  
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The more the big powers slide into sharper competition and escalating tension, 

the smaller states such as Malaysia will be fearful of being entrapped into conflicts 

against their will (Chwee, 2020). Given the bipartisan consensus in the United States 

on dealing with China, the competitive elements of Trump’s China policy will remain 

during the Biden Administration (Biden: China should except ‘extreme competition’ 

from US, 2021). During his confirmation hearing, the incoming US Secretary of State, 

Antony Blinken said that Trump “was right in taking a tougher approach to China”, 

even though he disagrees “very much with the way that he (Trump) went about it in a 

number of areas” (Biden: China should except ‘extreme competition’ from US, 2021). 

In short, while America’s China policy under Biden will involve different approaches 

and means, its strategic ends remain the same (Seah, Ha, Martinus & Thao, 2021). 

While the majority of regional states want to leverage a more predictable Washington 

to constrain China and believe that the United States under Biden “will do the right 

thing”, they are deeply concerned about the risks of becoming the arena for and proxies 

of major power competition (Seah, Ha, Martinus & Thao, 2021). 

This ambivalence is well reflected in Malaysia’s attitudes towards the 

increased freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs) and overflight operations by 

the United States in the contested waters of the South China Sea. The growing US-

China animosity has led Malaysia to view the South China Sea imbroglio not just as a 

territorial issue but more a matter of big power rivalry (Lai & Chwee, 2020). Increased 

US engagement in Southeast Asia is welcome but increased US presence subsumed 

under US-China rivalry is not (Chwee, Ahmad, et al., 2020). Malaysia, like other 

ASEAN countries, wants Washington to view Southeast Asia in its own right, not as 

a tool, location or avenue for big power competition (Chwee, Ahmad, et al., 2020).  

Tensions have sparked in the South China Sea with the arrival of warships from 

outside the region. The growing rivalry and action-reaction between the powerful 

nations have raised the risk of regional polarisation. At this point of time, when 

multilateralism appears to be in question and old alliances in doubt, protectionism and 

transactional politics are on the march. As unipolarity fades and chaos surrounding 

Brexit continue, the West’s influence will continue to decline. These developments 

have raised questions on global leadership, casting doubts on the international 

community’s capability to reach consensus and take collective actions on a range of 

transnational and regional issues. Amidst growing power competition between the 

contending interests, infrastructure connectivity cooperation joins maritime security 
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as chessboards of Asian geopolitics. On the maritime front, the US has stepped up its 

FONOPs in various parts of the disputed waters of the South China Sea.  

5.2. Russia  

Upon the granting of ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) membership, Foreign 

Minister Kozyrev noted that Russia had succeeded in winning a place “worthy of a 

great power” in Southeast Asia (Rangsimaporn, 2009). The underlying rationale for 

membership in the ARF, as discerned from Russian statements, was the prestige factor: 

Russia as a great power was entitled to be represented in any Asia-Pacific forum. 

Senior diplomats declared that no regional security system would work without 

Russia’s participation (Rangsimaporn, 2009). From Moscow’s perspectives, East and 

Southeast Asian region has its fitting relevance for multipolarity with powers 

manoeuvred by countries of China, United States, Japan and India. Foreign Minister 

Sergei Lavrov declared that the process toward multipolarity was “vividly pronounced 

in the Asia-Pacific space (Chufrin, 1999). With this regional perception, Russia finds 

itself as a crucial actor to pursue balance of power posture in the Asia-Pacific region. 

As a direct result, Moscow seeks stability in the region by forging crucial 

developments in bilateral and multi-lateral relations in the region.  

5.2.1. Vietnam 

 Russia-Vietnam cooperation made a decent headway since the Soviet era. The 

USSR and Vietnam became especially close after the signing of the Treaty of 

Friendship and Cooperation in 1978 and following a sharp downturn in Sino-Vietnam 

ties owing to the latter’s invasion of Cambodia and the Chinese response (Kapoor, 

2020). Russia and Vietnam elevated their relationship to Comprehensive partnership 

in 2012. In this context, recent trends of Russia-Vietnam ties have significant course 

in the pretext of Vietnam territorial disputes with China. Among the Southeast Asian 

nations, Vietnam proved to be an influential Russia’s partner on the security front, 

thereby constructing bilateral relations largely built on the foundation of defence and 

energy collaboration. 

In the Vietnamese defence sector, Russia holds a significant position. The joint 

agreement signed in 2013, followed by the Joint Vision Statement in February 2020 

and President Putin and Prime Minister Truong Tan Sang's joint declaration in 
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November 2020, all play a key role in the purchase of weapons between the two 

countries. This has prepared the path for the two countries' comprehensive strategic 

alliance to be strengthened. In a series of high-level diplomatic exchange visits, 

Vietnamese leaders reaffirmed their appreciation for Russia's role in the Asia-Pacific 

region, as well as their commitment to strengthening bilateral relations with Russia in 

the coming years. 

The Vietnamese government have embraced Russia's weaponry supply, and 

this has been a critical aspect in the two nations' growing ties. Defence Minister Phung 

Quang Thanh has been cited saying: "We will buy more weapons, mostly from 

Russia…politically, Russia is a reliable partner, technologically, Russian weapons are 

modern and we have got used to using them, Russia remains one of the world’s major 

weapons exporters (Shipyard will not put military secrets at risk, 2010). While 

receiving visiting Secretary of the Russian Federation's Security Council Nikolai 

Patrushev in Hanoi on 17th March 2021, Party General Secretary and State President 

Nguyen Phu Trong underlined security-defence ties as a cornerstone in the Vietnam-

Russia comprehensive strategic cooperation. Trong expressed his wish that the two 

nations continue to further extend their collaboration in traditional and non-traditional 

security issues for mutual interest of the two peoples as well as for peace, stability, and 

development in the region and the world (Security-defence cooperation key to 

Vietnam – Russia partnership: Top leader, 2021). On 16th March, 2021 Lieut. Gen. 

Phan Van Giang, Chief of the General Staff of the Vietnam People’s Army and Deputy 

Minister of National Defence, stressed that traditional friendship and comprehensive 

strategic partnership between Vietnam and Russia are growing fruitfully in all areas, 

including national defence-security (Officials hail Vietnam-Russia cooperation in 

national defence-security, 2021). He also spoke highly of the increasingly effective 

and positive cooperation between the Vietnamese Ministry of National Defence and 

the Security Council of the Russian Federation over the past years. (Officials hail 

Vietnam-Russia cooperation in national defence-security, 2021). Despite its 

longstanding defence relationship with Vietnam, it was not until December 2019 that 

the Russian Navy held an exercise with the Vietnamese Navy (a submarine rescue 

exercise) (Anh, 2019).  

The Vietnamese Defense Minister Ngo Xuan Lich visited Moscow in February 

2020 and made an affirmation that Vietnamese people and army always keep in mind 

and grateful for the great support and assistance from their Russian counterparts during 
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the past struggle against foreign aggressors for national liberation, as well as the help 

of the Russian State and army during the current cause of national construction and 

defence (Defence cooperation – pillar of Vietnam-Russia relations, 2020). He, 

therefore, highlighted Vietnam’s consistent policy of enhancing the solidarity, 

friendship and comprehensive strategic cooperation with Russia, which is also the top 

priority in the foreign policy of the Vietnamese Party, State and army (Defence 

cooperation – pillar of Vietnam-Russia relations, 2020). 

  The Minister of Defence Sen. Lieut. Gen. Phan Van Giang held a phone 

discussion with Russian Minister of Defence Gen. Sergey Kuzhugetovich Shoygu on 

11thJune 2021. The two ministers emphasised their appreciation of bilateral ties 

particularly of defence cooperation over the years. The ministers further agreed to 

carry out a series of prioritised joint work, including training; multilateral activities 

hosted by the Russian side; COVID-19 prevention and control; research within the 

Vietnam-Russia Tropical Centre; and engagements between the General Political 

Department of the Vietnam People’s Army and the Directorate for Political-Military 

Affairs of the Russian Armed Forces (Vietnamese, Russian defence ministers hold 

phone talks, 2021).  

The Deputy Defence Minister of Vietnam, Senior Lieutenant General Le Huy 

Vinh hosted a reception for Anatoly Chuprynov, resident representative of the Russian 

Federal Service for Military - Technical Cooperation, in Hanoi on 23rd June 2021 . 

Senior Lieutenant General Le Huy Vinh, for his part, highly spoke of the outcomes of 

the bilateral military-technical cooperation over the previous years, particularly 

highlighting the role of the committee in this regard. Taking note of Russian side’s 

proposal, he suggested both sides to continue effectively implementing agreements 

and improving existing partnership mechanisms (Vietnam, Russia step up military-

technical ties, 2021). Vietnam's considerable reliance on Russia stems largely from the 

fact that it is available at a lower cost. However, in recent years, Vietnam has sought 

additional weaponry imports from the West in order to reduce its reliance on Russia. 

The November 2013 visit to Hanoi by President Putin bears heavy significance 

in Moscow-Hanoi ties. This visit marks a milestone with the release of President 

Putin’s article entitled “Russia-Vietnam: Together for New Cooperation Goals” with 

the signing of 17 agreements. In his article, Putin stressed the strengthening of Russia-

Vietnam ties in the future. Putin wrote, ‘Russian-Vietnamese friendship has stood the 

test of time, having lived through the numerous tragic events of the 20th century, 
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drastic changes in the world as well as in our countries. The main thing has always 

remained the same, however – respect towards each other, traditions of confidence and 

mutual assistance, ability to appreciate selfless support of the partners that will never 

betray’ Russia-Vietnam: Together to New Cooperative Goals, 2013). As such, during 

the talks, Russian President Putin and Vietnamese President Truong Tan Sang 

expressed their satisfaction over the existing bilateral ties between the two countries. 

The two Presidents affirmed their determination to deepen and expand defence, 

economic and energy cooperation between the two countries. 

As part of its foreign policy, Vietnam has always and will continue to consider 

Russia a reliable and leading partner, said General Secretary of the Communist Party 

Central Committee (CPVCC) and President Nguyen Phu Trong at a reception for 

visiting Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev in Hanoi on November 19, 2018. 

He stressed that Vietnam welcomes Russian businesses and will continue to create 

favorable conditions for them to engage in key projects in Vietnam in the fields of 

energy, transport, and oil and gas. (VNA /VLLF) (Russia a reliable partner of 

Vietnam: top leader, 2018). The Vietnamese Minister of National Defence Senior 

Lieutenant General Phan Van Giang delivered a speech at the virtual 9th Moscow 

Conference on International Security on June 23, 2021. Here Minister Giang affirmed 

that Vietnam highly appreciated Russia’s role in the region, especially in cooperation 

within the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM Plus), as well as 

proposals for multilateral cooperation between the country and ASEAN like the 

ASEAN - Russia Defence Ministers’ Informal Meeting and ASEAN - Russia Naval 

Exercise (Moscow Conference on International Security virtually held, 2021). 

"Vietnam will… back Russia’s efforts in expanding cooperation with ASEAN, for 

peace, stability and development,” Nhan Dan Online said (Pham, 2020b). 

In an official visit to Russia on September 2018, a joint statement on the results 

of General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong’s official visit to Russia affirmed the 

consistent policy of Vietnam in strengthening the comprehensive strategic partnership 

between Vietnam and Russia, in order to meet the long-term interests of their peoples, 

and affirmed the importance of maintaining joint efforts to promote cooperation in all 

areas (An important milestone in promoting Vietnam-Russia comprehensive strategic 

partnership, 2018). During the talks, the leaders of the two countries agreed that border 

and territorial disputes and other disputes in the Asia-Pacific region should be 

addressed through peaceful means, while not using or threatening to use violence on 
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the basis of international law, to ensure peace, stability, and security in the region (An 

important milestone in promoting Vietnam-Russia comprehensive strategic 

partnership, 2018). They affirmed that the two countries support the full and effective 

implementation of the 2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the East Sea and 

welcome the relevant parties’ efforts to soon adopt a Code of Conduct in the East Sea 

(An important milestone in promoting Vietnam-Russia comprehensive strategic 

partnership, 2018). It is seen that Russia officially supports the Declaration on the 

Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea 2002, and the early conclusion of the Code 

of Conduct for peace and security in the region.   

 From the mid-1990s, as tensions between Vietnam and China in the South 

China Sea grew, Russia became a key player in the modernization of Vietnam's armed 

forces. In the 2000s, Russia supplied Vietnam’s air force with 11 SU-27 and 35 SU-

30 fighter aircraft, and its navy with four frigates, 12 corvettes, six missiles patrol boats 

and, most significantly, six Kilo-class submarines (SIPRI Arms Transfer Database, 

n.d.). In 2016, Vietnam signed a contract with Russia for 64 T-90 main battle tanks 

and deliveries were completed by 2019 (Evans, 2019).  In January 2020, Vietnam 

agreed to purchase 12 Yak-130 combat training aircraft for US$350 million (Vietnam 

Orders $350M Combat Training Jets From Russia – Vedomosti, 2020). The contract 

was seen as an indication that Vietnam plans to purchase SU-35 fighter aircraft or 

possibly even Russia’s 5th generation SU-57 combat jet in the near future (Vietnam 

Orders $350M Combat Training Jets From Russia – Vedomosti, 2020). Moscow’s 

military assistance has helped transform the Vietnamese military into one of Southeast 

Asia’s most modern and capable armed forces, providing Hanoi with a limited but 

potent deterrent against China in the South China Sea (Storey, n.d.). 

Vietnam will be dependent on Russia for munitions, spare parts, maintenance 

and upgrades for at least the next two decades. And although the United States lifted 

its arms embargo on Vietnam in 2016, Hanoi is unlikely to place major defence orders 

with US companies any time soon because US arms are more expensive than Russian 

equipment and cannot easily be integrated with Vietnam’s existing weaponry from 

Russia. Moreover, the US Congress is unlikely to approve major weapons sales to 

Vietnam in view of the country’s human rights record. It remains to be seen whether 

the Biden administration will threaten to impose CAATSA sanctions on Vietnam or 

issue a waiver. Given Vietnam’s important strategic location in Southeast Asia, and 

growing US-Vietnam military cooperation in response to China’s increasing 
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assertiveness in the South China Sea, it would not be in Washington’s interest to use 

CAATSA against Hanoi. (Storey, n.d.). As such, Russia is likely to remain Vietnam’s 

most important defence partner for the foreseeable future (Storey, n.d.).  In a virtual 

9th  Moscow Conference on International Security on June 23, 2021, Defence Minister 

Giang affirmed Vietnam would maintain its defence policy of peace and self-defence, 

and resolutely and persistently address all disputes by peaceful measures in line with 

international law (Moscow Conference on International Security virtually held, 2021). 

 During the Cold War, Moscow’s naval presence in the region was greatly 

facilitated by the establishment of a Soviet naval base at Cam Ranh Bay in Vietnam in 

the 1980s. With the collapse of the USSR, however, the Pacific Fleet atrophied, 

Moscow closed its base at Cam Ranh, and port calls to Southeast Asia decreased 

substantially (Russia, Vietnam agree on simplified Cam Ranh port entry for Russian 

warships, 2014). Under President Putin, defence spending has increased and the 

Russian armed forces have undergone significant modernisation. As during the Cold 

War, Russia’s naval presence in the region has been facilitated by its close relationship 

with Vietnam. In 2014, Hanoi agreed to give Russian warships and aircraft increased 

access to Cam Ranh port. (Russia, Vietnam agree on simplified Cam Ranh port entry 

for Russian warships, 2014).  

 "The general sentiment in this region is that Russia is seen as an alternative 

partner when it comes to the Sino-U.S. rivalry,” said Collin Koh, maritime security 

research fellow at Nanyang Technological University in Singapore (Jennings, 2020). 

Vietnam already trusts Russia as a helpful yet non-invasive partner going back more 

than 50 years. In 2018, Russian oil developer Rosneft started drilling in two South 

China Sea sites authorized by Vietnam, ruffling China (Jennings, 2020). China and 

Russia don’t usually talk about it, but “the Russia-Vietnam cooperation in the South 

China Sea and on security issues, it’s a pretty big issue,” said Sun Yun, East Asia 

Program senior associate at the Stimson Center think tank in Washington (Jennings, 

2020).  

Integrating into the concept of “comprehensive security” has guided Vietnam’s 

foreign policy until today. Therefore, given this preference for hedging dynamics, 

Vietnam has been opting for the following twofold strategy. On the one hand, 

Vietnam’s foreign policy has sought to engage China while aiming to repair and 

deepen the relationship between the two countries. On the other hand, Hanoi’s strategy 

has been designed to buttress this foreign policy option by seeking to engage other 
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great powers in the region, notably the US, India, Japan, the EU, and Russia, in order 

to counterweight Chinese ambition. In the past years, especially since 2000, Vietnam 

has strengthened its security cooperation and relationships with naval forces from the 

US, Russia, and India, among others, thereby reinforcing its strategic role in the region. 

However, instead of choosing one particular country and granting access to the latter, 

Hanoi’s tactic has been to adopt strategic hedging (Tran, Vieira, Pereira, 2012). 

Russia represents a tangible threat to China for three main reasons. Firstly, 

Vietnam and Russia have a long history of friendship, support, and military alignment 

against China. This cooperation has encompassed the establishment of a common front 

during the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese Border War as well as during the ensuing conflict 

which persisted over a period of ten years. Secondly, Russia has been present in the 

South China Sea area since the 1980s, long before the US. As a result of this, Russia 

has longstanding economic interests in the South China Ses that include cooperation 

with Vietnam in oil and gas exploitation projects. Thirdly, Moscow and Hanoi have 

signed several contracts to sell modern weapons, including submarines and aircrafts 

to Vietnam. Thus, all the naval weapons in use in Vietnam, including the critical Kilo 

class submarines, as well as Su-30Mkk fighters, have been purchased from Russia, 

which allowed Vietnam to strengthen its military capability in preparation for armed 

conflicts. This longstanding history of military-industrial cooperation and the currently 

close relations in this area make a fundamental difference between Vietnam-Russia 

and Vietnam-US relations on the South China Sea issue (Tran, Vieira, Pereira, 2012). 

Due to the radically reduced room of maneuver in the shadow of the rise of 

China, Vietnam’s relations with Russia have acquired crucial importance to Hanoi. 

Indeed, these relations represent military strategic hedging to the extent that such 

strategies address Vietnam’s need for military modernization. Cooperation with 

Russia is unique since it allows the country to prepare for a potential armed conflict in 

the region while ensuring national security and interests vis-à-vis China. At the same 

time, Russia enhances its role and influence in the area as a re-emerging power. 

Equally important, Vietnam’s military strategic hedging towards Russia is closely 

connected to its economic cooperation in oil exploration, which brings significant 

economic benefits to both parties. Undoubtedly, Vietnam’s hedging towards Russia 

has been successful. The stronger military cooperation between these two countries 

has enabled Vietnam to acquire modern military equipment, providing the country 
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with the ability to advance joint explorations of oil and gas in the SCS despite growing 

Chinese opposition towards these projects (Tran, Vieira, Pereira, 2012). 

5.2.2. Malaysia 

 In building bilateral ties in Southeast Asia, Russia has had to deal with a 

distinct historical disadvantage (Kapoor, 2020). During the Cold War, the Soviet 

Union’s relations with the non-communist states of Southeast Asia – including 

Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines—were characterised by 

“discontinuous political involvement” and “nominal economic interests” (Mediansky 

& Court, 2020). Diplomatic relations between the USSR and Malaysia were 

established on April 3, 1967. Since then,  both countries maintain diplomatic ties with 

high level visits, various bilateral treaties and cooperation and active interactions in 

various fields. For the first quarter of 2021, Malaysia’s total trade with Russia 

increased by 0.3 per cent to RM1.72 billion compared to the corresponding period of 

2020 (Bernama, 2021). On the investment front, Malaysia registered a total of eight 

manufacturing projects with Russian participation which have been implemented 

worth RM128.32 million and creating 408 jobs (Bernama, 2021). 

 Mahathir visited Moscow in March 2002 where he stressed his intention of 

widening relations with Russia, and declared that Malaysia could be Russia's 

"gateway" to Southeast Asia (Buszynski, 2006). Mahathir also discussed plans for 

cooperation in aviation with Moscow including the joint launching of communications 

satellites, the construction a ground control station, and also a new purchase of Sukhoi 

fighter bombers (Buszynski, 2006).  

 Foreign Minister Saifuddin Abdullah said on 31 July 2019, “I told my 

counterpart we would like to look into the possibility of enhancing cooperation, not 

just in buying or selling, perhaps in research and development too,” he said, 

“investigations are still ongoing,” he told the media in Bangkok (Bernama, 2019). 

Recent years incidents indicates that Malaysia has shifted from an openly pro-

Western policy towards more non-aligned neutrality, seeking out new partnerships and 

diversifying its sources of economic cooperation to non-Western countries (Kucera & 

Pejsova, 2012). Concerned over the sustainability of a post-Cold War, unipolar world 

system dominated by the US, today’s Malaysian ruling elite is opting for re-balancing 

the power distribution of the region by supporting rising non-Western powers (Kucera 

& Pejsova, 2012). 
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Manila have thoroughly expressed its interests in deepening collaboration in 

the areas of investment, energy and defence. Although Malaysia and the Philippines 

have frequently discussed the future of their economic and defence relations and have 

signed numerous agreements, reality shows that such accords have yet to gain traction. 

5.2.3. Philippines 

 Another U.S. ally is the Philippines, which played host to the first Russian 

diplomatic mission in Southeast Asia almost two centuries ago, in 1820 

(Rangsimaporn, 2009). As the Southeast Asian country closest to the Russian Far East, 

including the oil and gas fields off Sakhalin Island, the Philippines has expressed 

interest in positioning itself as a regional hub for the delivery of Russian fuel and 

energy products to Asia-Pacific countries. (Rangsimaporn, 2009). Modern diplomatic 

relations between the Philippines and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) 

were established on June 2, 1976. 

 Since 2016, relations between Russia and the Philippines have progressed 

rapidly. With President Duterte's victory, the Philippines' foreign policy has shifted to 

a focus on mending relations with the East. President Duterte has promised to work 

with China and Russia to improve their ties. In October 2019, President Duterte visited 

Moscow, where he discussed the difficulties of the post-Cold War world order, which 

is primarily influenced by the US. Duterte has made it apparent that he wants to alter 

Russia's foreign policy. 

 Considerably, Duterte has made such huge efforts to reduce explicit 

dependence on the West, notably the United States. Philippine President Rodrigo 

Duterte intends to change Manila's foreign policy priorities, prioritising cooperation 

with China and Russia to relations with the United States and the West. The 

sensational recognition of the head of state about his determination to "cross the 

Rubicon in relations with America" with the help of Moscow and Beijing came after 

he called President Barack Obama "a son of a bitch" (Philippines open in the opposite 

direction, 2016). Answering questions from journalists at the presidential palace in 

Manila, Rodrigo Duterte announced his intention to "create open trade alliances with 

Russia and China," so "all other investors can leave, this will not be a problem" 

(Philippines open in the opposite direction, 2016). As for Russia, according to Dmitry 

Mosyakov, the Filipino president's interest in it is mainly due to the hope for military 

cooperation.  At the same time, the interlocutor of Kommersant recalls: historically, it 
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was the Philippines that were considered "one of the most unfriendly to Moscow" 

countries of Southeast Asia (Philippines open in the opposite direction, 2016). The 

Philippines' major goal in accepting Russia as a trusted partner, like that of other 

Southeast Asian countries, might be viewed from the standpoint of military and energy 

security, reducing dependency on the US. 

On the other side, Moscow sees the existing issues in US-Philippine 

relationships as an opportunity to boost bilateral relations to Manila. In just five years, 

Philippines Foreign Affairs Under Secretary, Elizabeth Buensuceso said, 30 

agreements were signed in the fields of defense, security, military-technical 

cooperation, mutual legal assistance, extradition, nuclear energy, transport, higher 

education, intellectual property, agriculture, trade, tourism, and nuclear medicine, 

among others (Rocamora, 2021). Their defense cooperation received a big boost under 

a 2017 agreement between the Department of National Defense and Russia’s Ministry 

of Defense (Rocamora, 2021). In 2018, Russia established a defence attaché office at 

its embassy in Manila, flagging progress in military and defence relations. However, 

in practise, there has been little success thus far. 

 In the fields of economic, agriculture, vaccines, and space, bilateral 

cooperation between Russia and Vietnam have blossomed in the recent years. On 

economic cooperation, Buensuceso said the total trade between Manila and Moscow 

10 years ago doubled from USD486.3 million to USD862.8 million in 2020, making 

Russia the Philippines' 19th trading partner out of 224 countries (Rocamora, 2021).  

 In a virtual conference to commemorate the 45th anniversary of the two 

countries' diplomatic relations on 25thMay 2021, Foreign Affairs Undersecretary 

Elizabeth Buensuceso said, "From being at the margins of Philippine foreign policy, 

attention has shifted with the aim of establishing a robust, comprehensive, and 

mutually beneficial partnership with Russia founded on shared interests, sovereign 

equality, and pragmatism, under the leadership of President Rodrigo Roa Duterte, we 

have seen a dramatic reinvigoration of Philippine-Russia relations" (Rocamora, 2021). 

As of current situations, Russia-Philippines relations remain deepened and extensive 

in several spheres. In the midst of deteriorating relations with the West, President 

Duterte is pushing cooperation with Russia and China. 
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5.2.4. Brunei 

 Brunei’s diplomatic ties are still in their infancy, having been formed only in 

1991. In Southeast Asia, neither Singapore nor Brunei have purchased defence 

equipment from Russia since President Putin took office in 2000 (Storey, n.d.). They 

are unlikely to do so in the future, given their preference for Western defence 

equipment (Storey, n.d.). In June 2005, Brunei’s sultan paid his first visit to Russia, 

during which Russian authorities indicated interest in assisting Brunei in diversifying 

its economy, which is mostly focused on energy sector. Russia sees prospects for 

cooperation with Brunei in metallurgy, electro-energy, and military technology (Press 

Statement Following Talks between Russia and Brunei 2008). Economic ties between 

Russia and Brunei and other “peripheral” countries such as Cambodia, Laos, etc. are 

still insubstantial.  

 In 2016, the Sultan of Brunei, Haji Hassanal Bolkiah, sent a letter to President 

Putin commemorating the 25th anniversary of Russia-Brunei relations, expressing his 

gratitude for ongoing efforts to expand bilateral, regional, and international 

cooperation, and looking forward to more opportunities to strengthen these important 

ties in the years ahead (Congratulatory Message to the President of The Russian 

Federation On The Occasion Of The 25th Anniversary Of The Establishment Of 

Diplomatic Relations Between Brunei Darussalam And The Russian Federation, 

2016). The Sultan of Brunei, Hassanal Bolkiah, said in an interview with TASS media 

that “There have also been a number of encouraging developments, including the 

convening of consultations and high-level visits, as well as increased defence and 

commerce coordination (Sultan of Brunei praises ties with Russia, 2017). “Russia is 

an important partner to Brunei and we value the continuous efforts to strengthen and 

expand our ties in various spheres, such as energy, education and cultural exchanges, 

I am also happy that Brunei Darussalam and Russia have worked together in regional 

and international cooperation” the Sultan remarked (Sultan of Brunei praises ties with 

Russia, 2017). 

In November 2018, Russia and Brunei conducted their first joint exercise in 

the South China Sea. Relations between Brunei and Russia have been progressively 

improving in recent years. Russia-Brunei ties commemorated their 30th anniversary in 

September 2021, with the two nations likely to celebrate as bilateral relations have 

grown in trade, research, defence, education, and other areas. In fine, it can be observed 



212 
 

that Russia’s ties with Brunei have risen to greater heights under President Putin and 

President Duterte. Brunei is anticipated to strengthen its connections with Russia in 

the future, owing to Russia’s energy and military capabilities. 

5.2.4. Taiwan  

 Unofficial contact between the USSR and Taiwan started at the end of the 

1960s (Vradiy, n.d.). In September 1992, Boris Yeltsin signed the “Relations between 

the Russian Federation and Taiwan” decree that at present is the legal base for further 

development of their relations (Vradiy, n.d.). In 1993, the Moscow-Taipei 

Coordination Commission on Economic and Cultural Cooperation (MTC) was 

unveiled in Moscow, while the Taipei-Moscow Economic and Cultural Coordination 

Committee (TMECCC) formally began operations in Taipei in 1996. Since then steady 

trade and economic interactions were made by Russia and Taiwan. Again in 2002, 

with a goal to fostering economic, cultural and technical collaboration, Taiwan-Russia 

Association was established. In 2020, Russia is Taiwan’s 17th largest source of 

imports, 26th largest export destination and 19th largest trading partner, accounting for 

1.13% of Taiwan’s total trade (Taiwan-Russia Economic Relations, 2021). Despite the 

boost in trade and investment, there has been trade imbalance between the two. Russia-

Taiwan relations in other sectors like security and significant areas gets largely 

constrained due to the China factor.  

 In March 2013 during the Letter of Credence welcoming ceremony honoring 

Mikhail Galuzin, the newly appointed Russian ambassador to ASEAN, Secretary-

General of ASEAN Le Luong Minh appreciated the role played by Russia “in 

maintaining peace and stability in the region” (Russia is an Important Partner to 

ASEAN , 2013). On 26thJanuary 2021, the 17th ASEAN-Russia Senior Officials' 

Meeting (ARSOM) was held virtually, where both the parties reaffirmed their 

commitment to completing the new ASEAN-Russia Comprehensive Plan of Action 

for the period 2021-2025 as soon as possible, and discussed measures to expand their 

strategic alliance even further (ASEAN, Russia to strengthen strategic partnership, 

2021). ASEAN appreciated Russia’s continued support for ASEAN centrality in 

ASEAN-led mechanisms, such as the ASEAN Regional Forum, the ASEAN Defense 

Ministers’ Meeting Plus and the East Asia Summit (ASEAN, Russia to strengthen 

strategic partnership, 2021). 



213 
 

In subsequent meetings and Summits of ASEAN and Russia, ASEAN leaders 

stated their appreciation of Russia’s role for the maintenance of peace and stability in  

the region. However, many observers acknowledge the insufficiency of Russia’s role 

in the region. According to observers from regional multilateral forums (Council for 

Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific, East Asia Summit, Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization), Russia is viewed more as an “also-runner” by Southeast Asian member-

countries: a party that participates but does not really makes a substantial difference. 

Despite part of its territory lying on the Asian continent, Russia has been 

predominantly considered as a European power, mostly interested in European affairs. 

In a similar vein, A. Muraviev confirms that “Russia has been traditionally disregarded 

as the “lost player” in the region (Southeast Asia)” (Kucera, W & Pejsova, E, 2012). 

According to Evgeny Kanaev, the future success of Russia-ASEAN relations relies on 

further arms sale, additional energy security cooperation and possibly deepening 

dialogue and cooperation during the 2012 APEC Summit in Vladivostok. Despite 

scattered cooperation and superfluous official statement (Kucera, W & Pejsova, E, 

2012).  

   Sceptics refer to the limited role of ASEAN in the context of the complex 

interaction among the leading regional great powers. During the Cold War, Russia’s 

interest in Southeast Asia was driven by an ideological struggle against Western and 

especially American capitalism (Kucera & Pejsova, 2012). Today, its interest is almost 

exclusively driven by prospects for economic cooperation, but also by a desire to 

reassure Asian countries of its silent, but nevertheless persisting presence on the map 

of the World and Asia (Kucera & Pejsova, 2012). In comparison to the former Soviet 

Union, Russia benefits from a much less “threatening” image and a much lower profile 

in international relations, its historical image of an antipode or rather an alternative to 

the US/Western influence is, however, somehow perpetuated in the mind-sets of many 

of the regional countries (Kucera & Pejsova, 2012). As such, it represents an attractive 

option for a number of smaller powers who seek a more balanced power-distribution 

in the region and which are partially uncomfortable with the sometimes “patronising” 

attitude of the US. In this sense, Malaysia can be considered as a perfect example 

(Kucera & Pejsova, 2012).  

From a poor starting point and a frail economy, advancing ASEAN-Russia 

relations to new heights is a difficult undertaking. It will have a better chance of 

playing a substantial economic and security role in Southeast Asia if it can avoid 
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becoming unduly reliant on Beijing. Otherwise, Russia's regional allies are more likely 

to seek protection from the US, leaving Russia as a minor actor at best. The fall of 

Russia's military force and its inability to compete with the US and China's economies 

have impeded the development of greater security ties. On the other hand, Russia's 

foreign policy does not place a strong importance on relations with Southeast Asian 

countries or the ASEAN organisation as a whole. 

5.2.5. China    

 In the regional sector, China and Russia have similar views on the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO) and ASEAN, and are opposed to NATO's continued 

expansion. On the international stage, Russia and China shared a common worldview. 

Both nations reaffirmed their commitment to multilateralism. The fundamental 

convergent interests coincide in restraining international order dominated by United 

States.  

Despite the fact that China and Russia share common views on a number of 

bilateral, regional, and international issues, there are certain divergent viewpoints that 

impede the smooth operation of their strategic approach. Despite public rhetoric, 

mutual suspicion has existed between the two. China, which is fast rising, and Russia, 

which was once a great power, are both grappling with the question of regional 

domination. Russia is attempting to strengthen its position in the region by bolstering 

its energy and military capabilities. China's economic might, on the other hand, 

continues to be a significant factor in the pursuit of her regional geopolitical goals. In 

the economic domain, where China is the largest trading partner of the bulk of Asian 

countries, China's economic performance in the region clearly outweighs that of other 

major powers. Russia's economy is likewise heavily reliant on China's. Russia is worse 

governed than, worse managed than, an increasingly technologically inferior to, her 

former Eastern ‘little brother’ (Brenton, 2013). Both Russia and China will have to 

handle the risk of becoming junior or dominant players in the region in the long run. 

The fact that Russia sells a lot of armaments to other countries has always been 

a source of friction. India, Vietnam, and other nations with which China has territorial 

disputes have relied on Russia as their primary supplier. China wants Russia's 

armaments diplomacy towards its adversaries to be reduced. However, it is unlikely 

that Russia will reduce its arms shipments to its largest market just because of China's 
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objection. As a result, the rising tensions in the South China Sea will put Russia-China 

ties to the ultimate test. 

Russian energy businesses are examining options for expanding offshore oil-

and-gas projects in the China conflict South China Sea area, particularly joint energy 

projects between Vietnam and Russia, despite the low profitability of these projects. 

The prospects for maintaining or expanding Russia's security and energy connections 

with Vietnam is thus a demanding topic for analysis, which may throw sidelight also 

on the all-important trilateral relationship between a China that continues to rise, a 

USA in relative decline and a stagnating but militarily resurgent Japan (Baev & 

Tonnesson, 2015). From the outside, the military-strategic connections between 

Russia and Vietnam and other countries may indirectly position Russia as a competitor 

to China in the South China Sea dispute. 

Given the changing roles of Russia and China, the Kremlin faces two critical 

questions: how does Moscow manage its relations with Beijing in pursuit of Russia’s 

strategic objectives? What are the long-term challenges to Russia-China relations, and 

what do such challenges mean for Russia’s relations with the West? The Kremlin’s 

response to these two questions will shape Russia’s relations with China and the West 

in the coming years (Nabil, 2020).   

 With the growth of external power’s interests in the region, stronger ties with 

Russia is critical to China strategic influence in the South China Sea. Russia’s support 

to China’s stance in the region would be highly significant for China’s strategic 

objective. Security cooperation with Beijing is highly crucial for China in view of the 

ongoing disputes in the East and South China Sea. Despite Russia’s success in arms 

sales to Asian countries, its success in improving overall trade relations with Asian 

countries has been more limited. From Russia’s perspective, China provides economic 

opportunities to escape from the overt dependence on the West especially after the 

2008 financial crisis and the Ukraine crisis. In this context, Russia and China are 

standing corollary to each other.  

   Despite their real-world differences, the two countries support one other, or at 

the very least refrain from openly opposing each other, on subjects that the other 

considers to be "core interests." This can be seen in Russia's "One China" policy, where 

it maintains neutrality. Russia has also decided not to take sides in China's geopolitical 

problems, such as the South China Sea territorial disputes. China considers these 

concerns to be "core interests." The future of Russia-China security cooperation, on 
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the other hand, stays muddled. Despite their shared commitment for multilateralism, 

there is plausible that the two sides' interests in the region may collide. Neither China 

nor Russia wants domination by one another, thus they assume a supporting role as far 

as possible. Russia's regional diplomacy also indicated a desire to lessen China's 

hegemony in the region. This is evident in Russia's bilateral defence ties with China's 

important opponents such as India, Japan, Vietnam, and other Southeast Asian nations. 

While Russia does not directly involved in the South China Sea disputes, the 

disputes have several ramifications over Russia for various reasons. China and other 

Southeast Asian states, which are Russia's key defence trading partners, are wrangling 

about territorial rights, potentially resulting in armed war in the region. Moreover, as 

the current century is best regarded as the Asian century, it is not suitable for a regional 

big power like Russia to silently watches the situations grow in the South China Sea. 

In order to raise its international profile, big powers competition in the South China is 

no small measure. Failure to do so would exacerbate Russia’s ineptness in global 

political fora. 

Nonetheless, Russia is unlikely to take sides in the South China Sea issues in 

the foreseeable future. Russia's attitude is expected to remain neutral while increasing 

weapons sales to the South China Sea's littoral states. Regardless of the rising tensions 

in the South China Sea, Russia will avoid becoming involved in geopolitical disputes. 

Because Russia's major interest is not in the South China Sea or the Southeast Asian 

region, its posture is expected to remain constant. Russia's approach and strategic 

thinking are and will be European. Southeast Asia will not be a top priority for Russia 

right now. Because of the heightened US involvement in the region, the Asia-Pacific 

region is important to Russia. The South China Sea, on the other hand, has less 

strategic significance for Russia. As a result, hoping for Russia's tough stance in the 

region is pointless. Since the policy of pivoting to the east was implemented, 

successful outcomes have been sparse. Despite the fact that ASEAN and Russia have 

had bilateral commerce and investments, Russia remains a minor economic player in 

the area. Aside from China, Russia's main commercial partners are currently European 

countries, with the European Union continuing to be Russia's largest trading partner. 

Given Russia's economic reliance on China, it would not intervene in issues in the 

South China Sea that might enrage China. However, despite China's resistance, Russia 

will continue to sell energy and armaments to individual countries in Asia. In the 

region, Russia is anticipated to unveil a multifaceted strategy. Many analysts also 
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remarked that Southeast Asia is viewed as less vital in Russia's strategic thinking than 

China. 

5.3. India 

Although India is not a major player in the South China Sea, it is a substantial 

and powerful external force. Developments in the South China Sea have a significant 

impact on the country's political and security paradigms, as it is one of Asia's key 

regional powers. India's concerns about the South China Sea issue have grown in 

recent years as its activities have increased. As a result, it's vital to look at the 

viewpoints of the littoral states on why India is so concerned about regional security. 

Since 1990, India has followed the road of global power, beginning with its 

non-alignment stance during Cold War politics. India's focus turned to the global east, 

and Southeast Asia became the country's economic and diplomatic focal point. India's 

strategic shift since then may be seen in her foreign policy, which has begun to focus 

on its eastern neighbours. India's South China Sea strategy is largely based on its 

renowned adage, Look East Policy, which was later upgraded to Act East Policy. 

India's current slogan remained maintaining economic and strategic partnerships with 

Southeast Asian governments and ASEAN, in line with Act East's economic linking 

policy. The Act East Policy has been an important tool for India in maintaining its 

presence in the region and engaging with its eastern neighbours. As a result, the 

claimant nations' reactions to India's position in the South China Sea are divided.  

5.3.1. Vietnam 

India’s links with Vietnam, dubbed India’s “diamond on the South China Sea,” 

have been the most noticeable of India’s links with the littoral states (Brewster, 2009). 

The earlier political leaders of both countries in the post-independence era firmly built 

the framework for the fundamentals of bilateral relations between the two countries, 

based on a shared history. With the share of political and strategic interests between 

India and Vietnam, the new post-Cold War Indo-Pacific order acquired optimism. 

Bilateral ties reached qualitatively new heights after India and Vietnam were raised to 

the status of "Strategic Partnership" in 2007. In 2016, it was promoted to the level of 

'Comprehensive Partnership.' As a result, Hanoi has emerged as one of Southeast 
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Asia's most important partners, and its views on India's policies in the South China 

Sea may be summarised in five critical directions. 

The energy sector is the most visible component of Delhi-Vietnam relations in 

the South China Sea. The ever-increasing energy demand has drawn more attention 

and posed serious issues for countries all around the world. Subsequently, concern 

over energy sector offer a promising realm of engagement for both the countries. 

India currently accounts for 16% of global  coal  trade (International Energy Agency, 

2021).  On the other hand, Vietnam possesses considerable indigenous energy 

resources. It has 3.39 billion tonnes of proven recoverable reserves of coal, 460 million 

m3 of crude oil reserves, and 610 billion m3 of gas reserves (Bao, 2021). Over the last 

decade, the energy demand has grown at an impressive rate of over 10% per year and 

the trend is not expected to slow down until at least 2030 (Vietnam 2020 Renewable 

Energy Outlook, 2020). The Southeast Asia Energy Outlook 2017 forecasts that 

Southeast Asia’s energy demand will increase by almost two-thirds by 2040 (Southeast 

Asia Energy Outlook 2017, 2017). According to the World Bank, Vietnam will require 

to invest up to US $ 150 billion by 2030, which is double the amount of US $ 80 billion 

already consumed by its power sector since 2010 (Vu & Gloystein, 2019).  

 India-Vietnam’s joint exploration in the South China Sea which has been 

operated since 1992 has been a subject of much criticisms especially from China due 

to the fact that the area falls within China’s territorial claim. Joint initiatives between 

India and Vietnam in the South China Sea have been criticised by Chinese newspapers, 

officials, and observers on several occasions. In May 2014, China slammed Vietnam 

for inviting India for exploration in the South China Sea, saying Beijing is opposed to 

any arrangement which infringes upon its rights (China slams Vietnam for inviting 

India to invest in South China Sea, 2018). The Chinese foreign ministry spokesman 

Geng Shuang said China opposes anyone “carrying out unilateral, illegal oil and gas 

activities in waters China has jurisdiction over” (Nguyen et al., 2017). Chinese Foreign 

Ministry spokesman Lu Kang said, “China firmly oppose relevant party to use it as an 

excuse to infringe upon China's legitimate rights and interests in the South China Sea 

and impair regional peace and stability" (China objects to Vietnam's call for India to 

invest in oil and gas in South China Sea, 2018). 

 Following China's deployment of a large number of survey vessels in 

Vietnamese seas, notably near areas where India's ONGC has oil exploration projects, 

Vietnam has briefed India on the escalating tensions in the South China Sea. 
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According to Vietnamese diplomatic sources, on 4th July 2019, the Chinese survey 

vessel Haiyang Dizhi 8, escorted by a large number of ships including the coast guard, 

began conducting marine seismic surveys near multiple offshore oil blocks that fall 

within Vietnam's exclusive economic zone (Vietnam briefs India about Chinese action 

in South China Sea, 2019). Vietnamese diplomatic sources said. "We have briefed 

India about the current situation in South China sea as it is a major stakeholder and a 

key player in the region," said a Vietnamese official on the condition of anonymity 

(Vietnam briefs India about Chinese action in South China Sea, 2019). 

Despite China’s opposition, the Vietnamese side still wishes to pursue and 

stated “We know they are unhappy again, but we are resisting the pressure – it is a 

traditional part of our relations with Beijing, Other parts of the relationship remain 

strong.” one official said privately (Nguyen, et al., 2017). In an official visit of the 

Prime Minister of India Narendra Modi to Vietnam from 2nd and 3rd September 2016, 

the Vietnamese side states that it welcomed the long-standing investment and presence 

of ONGC Videsh Limited (OVL) and its partnership with Petro-Vietnam (PVN) for 

exploration of oil and gas in Vietnam (Joint Statement between India and Vietnam 

during the visit of Prime Minister to Vietnam, 2016). The Vietnamese side also 

welcomed Indian oil and gas companies to avail opportunities in participating in mid-

stream and down-stream sectors in Vietnam (Joint Statement between India and 

Vietnam during the visit of Prime Minister to Vietnam, 2016).Vietnam’s Ambassador 

to India, Ton Sinh Thanh said, Vietnam welcomes Indian investments in the oil and 

natural gas sector in its exclusive economic zone in the South China Sea, and said, 

Hanoi was within its legal rights to invite India and will welcome port calls by Indian 

Navy in the waters (China slams Vietnam for inviting India to invest in South China 

Sea, 2018). 

  In trade and economic dimensions, New Delhi’s economic engagement with 

Vietnam largely operated within the framework of India’s Act East Policy. With this, 

India had bolstered her economic engagement with the East including Vietnam. Major 

sectors of Indian investment are energy, mineral exploration, agro-processing, sugar, 

tea, coffee manufacturing, agro-chemicals, IT and auto components (India-Vietnam 

Trade and Economic Cooperation, n.d.). Both India and Vietnam are members of the 

ASEAN–India Free Trade Area (AIFTA), which came into effect in 2010, under which 

tariffs were eliminated for over 80 percent of goods traded between ASEAN and India  

(Indian Investment in Vietnam – How to Structure Operations for Success, 2020). 
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Trade between India and Vietnam has a steady growth over the past decades. 

According to Indian statistics, during Financial Year (FY) April 2020 – March 2021, 

bilateral trade between India and Vietnam reached US$ 11.12 billion, 

with Indian exports to Vietnam amounting to US$ 4.99 billion and Indian imports 

from Vietnam at US$ 6.12 billion (India-Vietnam Trade and Economic Cooperation, 

n.d.). According to Vietnam’s Foreign Investment Agency, as of April 2021, India has 

299 valid projects with total invested capital of US$ 909.5 million, ranking 26th among 

countries and territories investing in Vietnam (India-Vietnam Trade and Economic 

Cooperation, n.d.). 

 Vietnamese Ambassador to India Nguyen Thanh Tan affirmed that Vietnam 

will continue to support India’s Look East policy and is a loyal and all-weather friend 

of India (Viet Nam-India ties expected to grow in all fields: Ambassador, 2016).At the 

Third Round Table on ASEAN-India Network of Think tanks in 2014 held in Hanoi, 

the Vietnamese Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Pham Binh Minh 

addresses, “Vietnam is ready to be one of the gateways for India’s stronger 

engagement in Southeast Asia” (Keynote Address by H.E Mr. Pham Binh Minh, 

Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of Vietnam at the Third Round Table on 

ASEAN-India Network of Think tanks in 2014, 2014). On the occasion of Prime 

Minister Modi’s official visit to Vietnam in September 2016, leaders of Vietnam and 

India reviewed and expressed their satisfaction over the accomplished developments 

of their partnership in several sectors, mutual support in regional and international 

fora. The Vietnamese side reaffirmed Vietnam's support for India's Act East Policy 

and welcomed a greater role for India in the regional and international arena (Joint 

Statement between India and Vietnam during the visit of Prime Minister to Vietnam, 

2016 

Defence and security cooperation has been an important pillar between India 

and Vietnam. Since the upgradation of relations to ‘Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership’ in 2016, defence relations remain the central pillar of Delhi-Hanoi’s 

overarching relations due to their common perceptions on the security structure of 

Indo-Pacific. Vietnam and India shared security concerns, with an eye firmly on the 

rising China, both India and Vietnam enhanced more defence and security pacts in the 

recent years. In a virtual summit held between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his 

Vietnamese counterpart Nguyen Xuan Phuc on 21 December 2020, both 

sides discussed mostly issues concerning China’s increasing assertion in the 
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region, and vowed to further strengthen their defence and security cooperation (South 

China Sea, defence cooperation — What India, Vietnam discussed at virtual summit, 

2020). India-Vietnam Security Dialogue, has been held annually, the 13th  of which 

was held virtually on 12th January 2020. In the event, the Deputy Defence Minister 

Senior Lieutenant General Nguyen Chi Vinh and Indian Defence Secretary Ajay 

Kumar agreed to continue strengthening defence cooperation in the coming time, such 

as exchanging delegations at all levels, increasing activities in personnel training, 

cooperation among armed forces, defence industry, and UN peacekeeping operation 

(Vietnam - India defence policy dialogue held virtually, 2020).  

 Since 2020, India and Vietnam have held a maritime security dialogue. The 

second India-Vietnam Maritime Security Dialogue took place virtually on 6th April 

2021. Both India and Vietnam have stressed the need of working toward a peaceful, 

secure, free, open, inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific region. In the wake of 

growing military muscle-flexing by China in the South China Sea region, the two 

leaders had specifically reaffirmed the importance of maintaining freedom of 

navigation and overflight in the South China Sea (India and Vietnam hold maritime 

security dialogue, 2021). 

In an online interaction on 1st July 2021, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh and 

his Vietnamese counterpart Sr Lt Gen Phan Van Giang agreed to initiate measures to 

enhance cooperation in the defence industry and technology domain and look forward 

to greater synergy in effectively deepening bilateral cooperative engagements across 

the spectrum (India, Vietnam to raise ties in defence industry, technology, 2021). 

“Both Ministers acknowledged the significance of the Joint Vision Statement of 2015-

20 in strengthening defence cooperation engagements between both the countries thus 

far and looked forward to concluding the JSV of 2021-25 at the earliest opportunity,” 

a Ministry statement said (India, Vietnam to raise ties in defence industry, technology, 

2021). 

On 1stJune 2021, Senior Lieutenant General Phan Van Giang stated at the 

reception for Indian Ambassador Pranay Verma that Vietnam values the development 

of a comprehensive and substantial partnership with India as one of the most important 

factors in assisting the country in achieving national development for the sake of 

regional and global peace, stability, and prosperity. They agreed to sign the Joint 

Vision Statement on Defense Cooperation between Vietnam and India from 2021 to 

2025 as soon as possible (Defence Minister hosts Indian ambassador, 2021). Prime 
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Minister Narendra Modi spoke via phone with his Vietnamese counterpart, Pham 

Minh Chinh, on July 10, 2021. Both stated that they had a similar vision on the Indo-

Pacific. However, apart from signing cooperation and pacts over the years, India and 

Vietnam have yet to make a significant breakthrough. 

  From Vietnam's standpoint, India's interest in the South China Sea is 

significant since it serves as a check against China’s expanding power. Vietnam had 

had a harrowing experience with China, which was followed by the 1979 conflict in 

the South China Sea. As a result, Vietnam was acutely aware of China's military 

power. The fast growth of China in recent years has heightened this apprehension. As 

a result, maintaining good relations with external powers such as India is critical for 

Vietnam's territorial dispute in the South China Sea. Many experts have characterised 

India-Vietnam relations as a retaliation to Sino-Pak relations. With common border 

problems and security concerns, India and Vietnam, thus have a credible reason of 

congruence in the defence and diplomatic sector. 

Discussing security cooperation between the two countries, Vietnamese 

Ambassador to India Nguyen Thanh Tan affirmed that Vietnam has always 

emphasised India’s role in the region. “We need Indian balance in the region… We 

also see Indian role in ARF, “the ambassador said, adding that India and Vietnam have 

the same position on issues in the region (Viet Nam-India ties expected to grow in all 

fields: Ambassador, 2014). Tran Dai Quang, President of the Socialist Republic of 

Vietnam in his speech in 2018 emphasised India’s role in the region and stated that 

“with her vast potential and great contributions, India surely deserves a greater role in 

the Indo-Asia-Pacific region and the world” (Speech by H.E. Tran Dai Quang, 

President of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam at the Nehru Memorial Museum & 

Library, 2018). President of Vietnam, Mr. Quang said, “we consistently support your 

active participation in regional linkages and cooperation mechanisms, including 

APEC, as well as India’s becoming a Permanent Member of the United Nations 

Security Council” (Speech by H.E. Tran Dai Quang, President of the Socialist 

Republic of Vietnam at the Nehru Memorial Museum & Library).  

Last but not least, Hanoi has pledged its support for India's push for South 

China Sea freedom of navigation. In the South China Sea, India has reaffirmed its 

support for freedom of navigation. Officials from India's government also reaffirm 

their commitment to peacefully resolve issues in accordance with UNCLOS and the 

Code of Conduct Declaration. The importance of stability, peace, and security in the 
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South China Sea is always emphasised by the Indian sides during high-level visits. 

Both sides noted the Award given on 12 July 2016 by the Arbitral Tribunal established 

under Annex VII of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea during 

Prime Minister Modi's official visit to Vietnam in September 2016 (Joint Statement 

between India and Vietnam during the visit of Prime Minister to Vietnam, 2016). Both 

sides reiterated their support for peace, stability, security, safety and freedom of 

navigation and over flight, and unimpeded commerce, based on the principles of 

international law, as reflected notably in the UNCLOS (Joint Statement between India 

and Vietnam during the visit of Prime Minister to Vietnam, 2016). Both sides also 

called on all states to resolve disputes through peaceful means without threat or use of 

force and exercise self-restraint in the conduct of activities that could complicate or 

escalate disputes affecting peace and stability, respect the diplomatic and legal 

processes, fully observe the Declaration on the conduct of parties in the South China 

Sea (DOC) and soon finalize the Code of Conduct (COC) (Joint Statement between 

India and Vietnam during the visit of Prime Minister to Vietnam, 2016). Foreign 

Minister Pham Binh Minh emphasised the expansion of Vietnam-India ties for peace 

and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific in his speech at the Indian Council of World Affairs 

in New Delhi on July 12, 2013. Minh emphasised the complexity of the South China 

Sea's critical maritime route. Among these complexities, Minh stated, India and 

Vietnam share the common interest in peace, stability, security and freedom of 

navigation along the major maritime route that link West and East, from the 

Mediterranean, the Gulf through Indian Ocean, to the Eastern Sea and further to the 

Pacific (Foreign Minister spotlights Viet Nam-India bonds for peace, 2013). In an 

official state visit to India, the General Secretary of the Communist party of Vietnam, 

Nguyen Phu Trong while emphasizing the significance of peace and stability in the 

South China Sea clearly remarked “We highly appreciate India’s constructive 

viewpoint on the issue” (Vietnam, India to heighten strategic cooperation, 2013). 

Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Pham Binh Minh and Indian Minister of 

External Affairs Dr. S Jaishankar on 25th August 2020 co-chaired the 17th Meeting of 

the Joint Commission on Economic, Commercial, Scientific and Technological 

Cooperation between Viet Nam and India. Both stressed the significance of 

maintaining peace, stability, security, safety and freedom of navigation and aviation, 

and the peaceful settlement of disputes in the East Sea in line with international law, 



224 
 

especially the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (1982 UNCLOS) (Viet Nam, 

India hold 17th Joint Commission’s meeting, 2020). 

It's worth noting that Vietnam considers the South China Sea to be a global 

commons. The relevance of the East Sea (South China Sea) to the global commons 

was underscored in Foreign Minister Minh's speech, when he stated that the East Sea 

is of highest importance to global commons– that is, overall peace, stability, security 

and freedom of navigation, freedom of trade and the common prosperity for the whole 

world (Foreign Minister spotlights Viet Nam-India bonds for peace, 2013).  

 India is a trustworthy partner for Vietnam. Vietnam, on the other hand, is of 

crucial significant partner for India in the region for the implementation of its all-

embracing foreign policy objectives. Given the growing complexities in the South 

China Sea, it is critical for an emerging power like Vietnam, to seek external power’s 

investment and involvement in the region. As such, close coordination in several 

spheres at the bilateral, multilateral and international fora is highly essential. Hence, 

the overall India-Vietnam ties boosted with overwhelming convergencies and 

mutually benefiting enhanced that the future of India-Vietnam relations is extremely 

promising. Hanoi is expected to be supportive of India's South China Sea strategy in 

the years ahead.   

5.3.2. Philippines 

Since 1949, the Philippines and India have had cordial relations. Differences 

in ideology, on the other hand, have complicated bilateral relations between the two 

countries in the past. During the Cold War, India's non-alignment position against the 

Philippines' western-oriented strategy strained their relationship. Nonetheless, India 

and the Philippines have inked a number of bilateral and multilateral agreements over 

time. The India-Philippines 'Joint Commission on Bilateral Cooperation,' which has 

been convened every other year since March 2011, has further strengthened bilateral 

ties. Several complexities, such as India's developing interests in the region, China's 

increasing pressure in the South China Sea, and Rodrigo Duterte's pro-Chinese 

presidency, which began in 2016, have all soured the Philippines' relations with India. 

All of this has an impact on how the Philippines views India's South China Sea 

strategy. 

In the economic facet, bilateral trade was slow between the two countries till 

the late nineties and then posted a positive growth after the deepening relations 
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between India and ASEAN in the context of India’s ‘Look East Policy’’ (Bilateral 

Trade and Economic Relations, 2020). Recently, India is making rapid inroads in the 

Philippines by establishing long-term trade and economic ties even as it plans to have 

a Preferential Trade Agreement (PTA) with the country, which is expected to deepen 

bilateral ties between both countries thereby boosting the strategic Indo-Pacific 

construct (India considers long-term economic ties with the Philippines, to boost Indo-

Pacific initiative, 2021). In the 2013 Philippines-India Joint Commission, the 

Philippines has expressed its support for India’s ‘Act East Policy’ (2nd Philippines- 

India Joint Commission On Bilateral Cooperation, 2013). In Manila’s attempt to 

diversify its security partners and move away from over reliance on US support for 

external defence, India appears to be a good complement (India’s Look East Policy: 

Implications for the Philippines, 2012). 

In terms of defence relations between India and the Philippines, President 

Abdul's visit to the Philippines in 2006 was a watershed moment in the two countries' 

relationship. Since then, both countries considered each other as key allies and inked 

significant bilateral pacts. The agreement called for more engagement between the two 

nations' military forces, as well as information sharing and training of Philippine 

military personnel in India, as well as Philippine participation in Indian defence 

expositions. The budding partnership eventually culminated in the first ever Joint 

Defence Cooperation Committee meeting between the two countries held in Manila in 

January, 2012. The JDCC serves as an important venue to discuss global and regional 

security concerns as well as plan, implement, manage and monitor the defense 

cooperation between the two countries. During the 3rd JDCC meeting held in 2020, 

both parties discussed on the activities that could be undertaken by both defense and 

military establishments with the end goal of enhancing defense cooperation 

(Philippines-India hold 3rd Joint Defense Cooperation Committee (JDCC) meeting, 

2020). Both sides also exchanged views on the situation in the Indo-Pacific region and 

opportunities for cooperation in multilateral fora (Philippines-India hold 3rd Joint 

Defense Cooperation Committee (JDCC) meeting, 2020).  

Friendly visits to the Philippines by the Indian Navy, within its annual 

deployments into and through the South China Sea, have become a regular ongoing 

feature since 2000. Manila has reiterated  its support for India’s quest for freedom of 

navigation in the South China Sea. At the inaugural meeting of the Philippines-India 

Joint Defense Cooperation Committee, held in Manila in January 2012, both sides 
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exchanged views on significant regional security concerns in the South China Sea, and 

reaffirmed a common position on maintaining peace, stability, and freedom of 

navigation in these waters (India Steps into Philippines-China Spat over South China 

Sea, 2012). The parties agreed to raise the matter at the third Meeting of the India-

Philippines Joint Commission on Bilateral Cooperation was held on 14th October 2015 

in New Delhi. The two foreign Ministers asserted the importance of safeguarding the 

freedom of navigation and over flight in the South China Sea. In this regard, they 

reiterated the importance of an expeditious conclusion on a Code of Conduct and full 

and effective implementation of the 2002 Declaration of the Code of Conduct of 

Parties in the South China Sea (Joint Statement: Third India-Philippines Joint 

Commission on Bilateral Cooperation, 2015). 

 During the 12th Philippines-India Policy Consultations and 3rd Strategic 

Dialogue held at the Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi on February 28, 2017, 

Undersecretary for Policy Enrique A. Manalo of the Department of Foreign Affairs 

and Secretary (East) Preeti Saran of the Ministry of External Affairs of India affirmed 

the growing partnership between the Philippines and India. During the Strategic 

Dialogue, both the Philippines and India affirmed their shared interest in enhancing 

maritime connectivity and agreed on the importance of fully respecting international 

law, including the United Nations Charter and the 1982 United Nations Convention 

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), in pursuing the peaceful resolution of disputes (The 

Philippines And India Affirm Growing Partnership During The 12th Ph-India Policy 

Consultations And 3rd Strategic Dialogue. Department of Foreign Affairs, 2017). On 

6th November 2020, the India-Philippines Joint Commission on Bilateral Cooperation 

conducted its fourth meeting digitally, co-chaired by Dr. S. Jaishankar, India's External 

Affairs Minister, and Mr. Teodoro Locsin Jr., Secretary, Philippine Department of 

Foreign Affairs. In this meeting, both sides reaffirmed their commitment to support 

each other at various multilateral forums and discuused the prospects for the 

collaboration in the field of energy, maritime security, intelligence-sharing and 

military training etc. (Ph, India Drive Relations Forward at the Joint Commission on 

Bilateral Cooperation Meet, 2020). 

At the third Meeting of the India-Philippines Joint Commission on Bilateral 

Cooperation was held on 14th October 2015 in New Delhi, the Ministers expressed 

satisfaction at the deepening defence cooperation especially in exchanges in military 

training and education, capacity building, and regular goodwill visits by Indian Naval 
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Ships to the Philippines. Both sides agreed to further strengthen defence and security 

cooperation in the areas of maritime domain awareness, intelligence sharing, 

capability building and defence production (Joint Statement: Third India-Philippines 

Joint Commission on Bilateral Cooperation, 2015).  

At the third Meeting of the India-Philippines Joint Commission on Bilateral 

Cooperation was held on 14th October 2015 in New Delhi, Secretary Del Rosario 

briefed Minister Swaraj on the developments in the West Philippine Sea, and the status 

of the Philippine arbitration case at the Permanent Court of Arbitration, in The Hague, 

the Netherlands (Joint Statement: Third India-Philippines Joint Commission on 

Bilateral Cooperation, 2015). Both sides reiterated the importance of the settlement of 

all disputes by peaceful means and of refraining from the threat or use of force, in 

accordance with universally recognised principles of international law, including the 

1982 UNCLOS (Joint Statement: Third India-Philippines Joint Commission on 

Bilateral Cooperation, 2015). 

Philippines Secretary of Foreign Affairs Perfecto Yasay said, "We have been 

very happy for India's support of the actions taken by the Philippines in proceeding 

with the arbitration tribunal with the PCA and of the resolution of the conflicting 

claims we have with China. For that we are so grateful," Yasay told India in Manila 

on the sidelines of a Japan-ASEAN media forum held by the Japan Foundation Asia 

Center on 1st September 2016 (Philippines hails India's South China Sea support as 

Modi heads to China, 2016). As much as Delhi has sought to play down its stand to 

not upset China, its engagement with Manila on the issue as well as its statement has 

been seen in the Philippines as a strong show of support, which the country believes 

has put it on a stronger position as it explores bilateral talks with China (Philippines 

hails India's South China Sea support as Modi heads to China, 2016). 

The Philippines will undoubtedly welcome India's strong involvement in the 

region from a security standpoint. It would keep a close eye on the advantages it could 

gain from India. Following Chinese harassment in a similar oil exploration off the 

coast of western Palawan, well within the Philippines' EEZ, Manila will undoubtedly 

welcome Indian energy investments, particularly if they are accompanied by naval 

support and assistance in improving the country's naval and coast guard capabilities.  
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5.3.3. Malaysia 

 The relationship between India and Malaysia has deteriorated in recent years. 

Despite the fact that the two countries have similar territorial conflicts, things have not 

been as smooth as predicted. The two governments issued joint statements following 

a series of bilateral meetings, reiterating the importance of strategic engagement 

between the two countries and Malaysia's support for India's initiatives to construct an 

open, transparent, and inclusive regional order. 

 Malaysia-India relations have deteriorated in recent years, owing to 

disagreements on a number of issues and Prime Minister Matathir's pro-Muslim 

foreign policy agenda. This can be witnessed in Malaysia’s assertive stance for Muslim 

expressed by national leader. In the United Nations General Assembly session 2019, 

Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad made an address and states that “Despite 

United Nations resolutions on Jammu and Kashmir, the country has been invaded and 

occupied” (United Nations General Assembly Seventy-fourth session 10th plenary 

meeting, 2019). At the Kuala Lumpur summit in Malaysia in December 2019, Prime 

Minister Mahathir attacked India, questioning the necessity of the Indian Citizenship 

(Amendment) Act. The Indian foreign ministry retaliated by dismissing all charges 

and claiming that the Indian citizenship statute was a domestic concern. As a result of 

the diplomatic spat, India has imposed a de facto ban on palm oil imports from 

Malaysia. In January 2020, Malaysia palm oil export to India tanked 85 per cent year-

on-year, the lowest since 2011(Sharma, 2020). 

It's worth noting that Malaysia is the world's second-largest producer and 

exporter of palm oil, while India is the world's third-largest buyer. In 2018, Mahathir’s 

PH alliance came to power, with an Islamic orientation and taking more assertive 

stance towards Islamic issues. The new coalition government in Malaysia, Perikatan 

Nasional (PN), headed by Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassinin is made up of a loose 

coalition of parties. Although it is too early to predict the future course of India-

Malaysia relations under the PN government, one of the apparent pitfalls ahead for 

both countries is the presence of Islamist party, PAS, in the ruling coalition in Malaysia 

(Kachiar, 2020). Founded in 1951 as a splinter group from the UMNO, the PAS is 

influenced by Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and supports the goal of establishing an 

Islamic state in Malaysia (Kachiar, 2020). As a result, the return of cordial relations 

between India and Malaysia will be primarily contingent on Malaysia's government's 



229 
 

ability to maintain neutrality in other countries' affairs. However, India's patience with 

Malaysia's Islamic path will put its commitment in the region to the test. 

As far as territorial disputes in the South China Sea is concerned, Malaysia's 

voice against its adversary China has not always been as loud as other countries', owing 

to Malaysia's reliance on Chinese currency. And China has overtaken the United States 

as Malaysia's largest trading partner. Malaysia's claims and support for external 

powers' meddling in the region remain mute, owing to its mistrust of China. The 

current India-Malaysia disagreement under Prime Minister Mahathir's term will have 

an impact on India's desire to expand its sphere of influence in Southeast Asia. 

India-Malaysia bilateral relations faltered with several internal matters like the 

revocation of Article 370 in Jammu and Kashmir, Citizenship Amendment Act, the oil 

palm dilemma, etc. For this reason, Malaysia’s stance towards India remains unclear. 

Malaysia reiterated its neutrality posture in the other country’s matter. Malaysia 

chooses to stay muted particularly with China’s actions. Malaysia wishes to remain 

neutral and did not want to take sides in many of India’s disputes with other nations. 

On China’s border aggression against India, Mahathir said the “two of you (India and 

China) should sit down and settle this problem” (Mahathir admits Malaysia’s ties with 

India strained due to his Kashmir remarks, 2020). “We never take sides, we just 

recognise problems and solving the problems by taking sides is not going to do any 

good, we think that between China and India there is already some understanding, 

already you are going to talk to each other, please continue talking,” he said (Mahathir 

admits Malaysia’s ties with India strained due to his Kashmir remarks, 2020).  

Prime Minister Mahathir’s reign saw an upturn in China-Malaysian ties. 

China-Malaysia’s economic cooperation has grown over the years. For 12 consecutive 

years in 2020, China became Malaysia’s largest trading partner. According to the 

Malaysian Ministry of International Trade and Industry, Malaysia's trade with China 

expanded by 4.2 percent to 329.77 billion ringgit in 2020 (Huaxia, 2020). With the 

growth of bilateral trade volume and Chinese investment,  “China is getting involved 

in investment in Malaysia and is now Malaysia’s top foreign direct investment source,” 

says Ibrahim Suffian, program director with Kuala Lumpur polling group Merdeka 

Center “that’s going to shape Malaysian policy on the South China Sea” (Jennings, 

2016). Beijing has “tolerated” Malaysia’s natural gas fields in a tract of ocean China 

wants, the conflict-resolution NGO International Crisis Group says (Jennings, 2016). 

Malaysia exports what it extracts from the seabed, part of a domestic energy sector 
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worth 20% of its GDP, so, the government is happy to let Vietnam, the Philippines 

and their mutual ally the United States do the shouting (Jennings, 2016). 

 Experts talking to the EurAsian Times stated that Malaysia would have to 

choose between India and Pakistan, and state that, ‘We don’t expect the Malaysians to 

outrightly slam Pakistan and come in support of India, however, they need to un-bend 

toward Islamabad’ (Malaysia’s Desire To Reset Ties With India Could Put Pakistan 

In A Limbo?, 2020). 

 While India stressed Malaysia's critical role in its Act East policy, as Prime 

Minister Modi stated in his official meeting with Prime Minister Mahathir in 2018, the 

outcome did not fulfil expectations. However, due to the change of government, the 

future of Malaysia's relations with India may not be as grim. Since 2020, Muhyiddin 

Yassin's Prime Ministership has provided reason for optimism.  

In an interview with the WION news station, former Malaysia Prime Minister 

Mahathir confessed the country's strained relations with India as a result of his views 

on the Kashmir problem, in an attempt to rectify the troublesome reality between the 

two nations. Mr. Mahanthir then stated that “Well, it did because of my remarks on 

Kashmir, but other than that the relationship was very good, even under my 

leadership,” Mahathir was quoted as saying by the WION news channel (Mahathir 

admits Malaysia’s ties with India strained due to his Kashmir remarks, 2020). Mr. 

Mahathir also stated that he hoped the future bilateral ties of India and Malaysia would 

overcome such difficult times.  

 Malaysia appears to be a country that prefers to maintain a public neutrality. 

Despite the fact that Malaysia and China have a territorial dispute, Malaysia's major 

attitude is motivated by expanding China-Malaysia connections and an Islamic 

approach while advancing economic ties with China. This has had a significant impact 

on its stance in the South China Sea. Malaysia appears to have sought a middle ground 

between India and China. 

5.3.4. Brunei  

One of the most significant area for closer India-Brunei cooperation is the 

maritime engagement and defence cooperation. Brunei and India had endeavoured to 

diverse collaboration in the maritime arena. This has been exerted in naval ship visits 

and exchange of experiences. This visit further strengthened relations and the major 

focus was on defence as China’s aggressiveness in the South China Sea became a 
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major cause of concern as Chinese activities grew since 2011 (Roy, 2020). While 

Brunei does not see Delhi as a security guarantor, its defence cooperation with India 

is an important contributory factor towards the survival of this monarchical small state 

(Izzuddin, 2020). 

5.3.5. Taiwan  

 With the election of President Tsai Ing-wen in 2016, the Taiwanese 

government took a historic soft approach to boosting the country's economic 

development and regional participation. The Taiwanese government has introduced a 

new South Bound Policy that places a greater emphasis on regional and international 

issues. Taiwan's current regional policy, known as the 'New South-bound Policy 2016,' 

focuses on a variety of engagements with Southeast Asia, South Asia, Australia, and 

New Zealand. India's Act East Policy is comparable to the South-bound policy. With 

this in mind, India's Act East and Taiwan's South Bound Policy appeared to be 

mutually beneficial in terms of strengthening bilateral ties.  In a seminar organized by 

the Institute of Chinese Studies in Delhi in May 2016, I-chung Lai and Mumin Chen 

anticipated that Taiwan had high expectations for strengthening relations with India, 

as the relationship between Taiwan and mainland China would become more 

competitive in the future (Lai & Chen, 2016). 

5.3.6. ASEAN response 

India and ASEAN have worked collaboratively in diverse areas for almost 

three decades. Since the initiation of India’s Look East Policy, ASEAN became the 

focal point of India’s economic and geo-political ambitions. ASEAN, being cognizant 

of India’s geographical location athwart the Indian Ocean, welcomed its enthusiasm 

to play a constructive and positive role in contributing to regional and maritime peace, 

security and stability, as demonstrated in its acceptance as a Full Dialogue Partner and 

member of the ARF in 1995 and 1996 respectively (Chakraborti & Chakraborty, 

2020). The ASEAN members support for India’s active role can be gauged in several 

leader’s speech in ASEAN-India subsequent dialogue held over the years. On the 25th 

Anniversary of ASEAN-India Dialogue Relations in 2017, President Duterte remarked 

that ASEAN welcomes a more productive partnership with India in years to come 

(Exchange of Congratulatory Messages Between President Rodrigo R. Duterte And 
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Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi on the Occasion of the 25th Anniversary of 

ASEAN-India Dialogue Relations). Attesting to its indispensability in providing 

ASEAN with “vital links to the Indian Ocean”, the then Foreign Minister of Singapore, 

S. Jayakumar hailed India’s full dialogue partnership with the organisation as a mutual, 

enabling means of establishing “a more robust relationship and working closely 

together to achieve economic prosperity and a greater security for the Asia-Pacific 

region”(Opening Statement of Singapore’s Foreign Minister, S. Jayakumar at ASEAN 

Post Ministerial Conference”, 1996).  Subsequently, Jayakumar, acknowledged: 

“India, given its size and strategic location in the Indian Ocean, can play a constructive 

and positive role in contributing to the stability of the region. In this regard, we are 

pleased to have India in the ARF.” (Address of Singapore’s Foreign Minister, S. 

Jayakumar at the 3rd Ministerial Meeting, ASEAN Regional Forum, 1996) The Third 

Round Table on ASEAN-India Network of Think tanks in 2014 was held in Hanoi 

under the theme of ‘Building a stronger ASEAN-India Strategic Partnership in the 21st 

Century’, The Vietnamese Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Pham Binh 

Minh addresses, “Your Look East meets our ASEAN’s outward-looking policy’ 

(Keynote Address by H.E Mr. Pham Binh Minh, 2014).  ASEAN always views India 

as a key element in the evolving regional architecture (Keynote Address by H.E Mr. 

Pham Binh Minh, 2014). Secretary (East) Mrs. Riva Ganguly Das co-chaired the 23rd 

ASEAN-India Senior Officials’ Meeting on 28 April 2021 with Permanent Secretary 

of Thailand H.E. Mr. Thani Thongphakdi. The virtual Meeting saw the participation 

of Senior Officials from all ten ASEAN Member States and India. The Meeting 

reviewed the status of ongoing ASEAN-India cooperation under the whole spectrum 

of political-security, economic, socio-cultural and developmental cooperation.The 

Meeting also deliberated on the steps to implement the ASEAN-India Plan of Action 

(2021-2025) and discussed ways to further strengthen the ASEAN-India Strategic 

Partnership. Ways and means to strengthen cooperation in the fight against the 

COVID-19 pandemic along with important regional and international issues of mutual 

concern were also covered during the meeting. The ASEAN Senior Officials 

welcomed India’s proposal to celebrate the year 2022 as ASEAN-India Friendship 

Year as it marks the 30th anniversary of ASEAN-India sectoral partnership, 25th 

anniversary of dialogue partnership, 20th anniversary of Summit-level partnership and 

10 years of Strategic Partnership. They also appreciated India's support to ASEAN and 
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ASEAN-led architecture in the region (23rd ASEAN-India Senior Officials’ Meeting, 

2021). 

ASEAN could bank on India as a possible balancer to the rising China and 

ASEAN’s positive response to India’s profile and responsible role can be accredited 

to the increased level of strategic cooperation, institutionalised in the Strategic and 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership agreements (Lynn, 2013). As ASEAN strives to 

constructively engage India in sustaining the balance of power in the regional 

architecture, it values the “unanimous and unwavering support for ASEAN centrality” 

accorded by India, and acknowledges it as a significant compatriot capable of 

maintaining the regional equilibrium (Lynn, 2013). ASEAN finds itself situated at the 

nucleus of the Indo-Pacific region, it appreciates and encourages India’s “positive” 

role and emergence as “a very important component for peace, prosperity and 

stability” in the region (Transcript of Media Briefing by Preeti Saran (Secretary, East) 

on ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit, 2018). The importance attached to India 

by ASEAN has been exemplified by the Prime Minister of Sin- gapore, Lee Hsien 

Loong’s assertion that it would “make a major contribution to regional affairs, helping 

to keep the regional architecture open, balanced and inclusive” (Prime Minister, Lee 

Hsien Loong’s Opening Remarks for the ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit 

Plenary Session, 2018). Furthermore, the attendance of the heads of all the ASEAN 

member-states as chief guests at the 69th Republic Day celebrations in New Delhi in 

January 2018 was unprecedented, symbolising the acknowledgement of India’s 

emerging status as a decisive and responsible power in the region. While, on the one 

hand, it provided the opportunity to showcase the country’s military might, 

technological innovations and achievements in all three wings of the defence forces. 

(“Curtain Raiser – Republic Day 2018”, 2018). The joint ASEAN-India Vision 

Statement in December 2012 delicately indicated India’s maritime interests and 

growing involvement in South East Asian waters. It pointed out “India’s role in 

ensuring regional peace and stability,” that “we agree to promote maritime cooperation 

. . . to address common challenges on maritime issues,” and that “we are committed to 

strengthening cooperation to ensure maritime security and freedom of navigation, and 

safety of sea lanes of communication for unfettered movement of trade in accordance 

with international law, including UNCLOS (India-ASEAN, Vision Statement-

ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit, 2012). This was seen by some Indian 
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commentators as a “veiled message” to “the elephant in the room, China” over the 

South China Sea issue (India Expands Strategic Ties With ASEAN, 2012). 

ASEAN not only express satisfaction over Indias’ increasing involvement but 

also urged India to play a proactive role in the South China Sea. This can be witnessed 

in the Third Round Table on ASEAN-India Network of Think tanks in 2014 was held 

in Hanoi under the theme of ‘Building a stronger ASEAN-India Strategic Partnership 

in the 21st Century’, when Vietnamese Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister 

Pham Binh Minh address that “the future development and integration of ASEAN and 

India largely lie in the East Sea (South China Sea) and the Indian Ocean. So, our 

cooperation should focus more on maintaining maritime safety and security, freedom 

of navigation, and settling territorial disputes through peaceful means on the basis of 

international law, including UNCLOS 1982. ASEAN counts on India’s continued 

support to the full implementation of the Declaration of Conduct (DOC) and early 

finalization of the Code of Conduct (COC) (Keynote Address by H.E Mr. Pham Binh 

Minh, 2014). 

India’s policy response to the issue is based on the realist balance of power 

logic, as it aims to deter China’s ambitions in the South China Sea, acting as a perfect 

complement to ASEAN’s stance of the indirect balancing of China, by the fostering of 

an alliance, premised on the principle of cooperative security (Nazar, 2021). It has 

found expressions with major boosts in India’s initiatives through the Act East Policy, 

sincere and vigorous pursue of maritime and defence with the Southeast Asian states. 

However, unlike other great powers, which project political influence and military 

power and maximize their own interests in several regions, India’s interactions in the 

international arena are more indicative of a country interested in maximizing its 

security rather than power (Buzan, 1991). That is, India is best understood as a security 

maximizer state, a rational actor seeking to secure its own economic and political 

interests and military security. Conceding to the intellectual difficulty of separating 

the quests for security and power for middle and great powers (Buzan, 1991). India’s 

nationalist and isolationist mindset for a large part since its independence until the end 

of the Cold War has nonetheless been transformed, providing India with a more realist 

view of the world  

The broad landscape of the Indo-Pacific has undergone tremendous changes 

over the past few years. In the context of the emerging dynamics in the South China 

Sea, there are wider opportunities for Southeast Asian littorals and external powers to 
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cooperate and establish rule-based maritime order. India like many countries wishes 

to have a free, open and inclusive Indo-Pacific region that upholds international law, 

freedom of navigation and overflight. Amidst uncertainty, India developed partnership 

with the Southeast Asian states. Through its successful vaccine diplomacy, India was 

the generous provider of vaccine to some 60 countries. 

 Thus, it may be contended that ASEAN’s position to India’s position with its 

Act East policy ambit has an acknowledgement and acceptance in the region. 

Specifically, to the South China Sea ASEAN and India stood cooperatively for the 

peaceful and security of the Sea with rule-based international order. ASEAN and India 

stood on the same page with respect to the effective implementation of the 2002 

Declaration on the Conduct of the Parties in the South China Sea. However, the role 

played by ASEAN in handling the conflicts in the South China Sea disputes turn out 

to be unsubstantial to majority of the claimants and the international community as 

well. This is why in many instances; for the long-delayed intractability of the disputes, 

ASEAN’s role is projected as meagre and ineptitude. However, it is expected that 

ASEAN’s stance on India’s balancing role will not diminish in the near future.  

5.3.7. China 

 India and China have intricated intertwining story largely inhered in security 

predicaments. The two countries have longstanding conflicting geopolitical ambitions 

in the region, thereby pushing the envelope for maintaining their presence in each 

other’s peripheries. Accounts from the behaviour of both countries revealed 

encompassing competition, schadenfreude over each other, miscalculations, counter 

encirclement, alliance formulating, conflict and even direct confrontation sums up 

Indo-China relations. As a matter of course, most actions of these two countries actions 

are influenced and broadly defined by these complicated issues. Meanwhile, disputes 

in the South China Sea add further area of friction in current context of Indo-China 

relations. In the recent decades, India has increasingly been aware of the situations in 

the South China Sea. Hence, India’s approach in the South China Sea is driven by two 

main factors, first, its policy of ‘looking’ and ‘acting’ towards the East and second, its 

insecurities to the rising China.  

 The Joint Communiqué drawn up by the two countries in 2010 asserted that 

“there is enough space in the world for the development of both India and China” 

(Joint Communiqué of the Republic of India and the People’s Republic of China, 
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2010). The Joint Communique asserted that they have “common interests and similar 

concerns on major regional and international issues (Joint Communiqué of the 

Republic of India and the People’s Republic of China, 2010). Given the fact that the 

India and China jostles over several issues, the South China Sea presents a specific 

region to test such India-China rhetoric over “enough space” and “common interests” 

for both of them.  

 India’s involvement in the South China Sea is regarded by the Chinese as 

‘provocative’ and viewed with great suspicion. Four aspects can be drawn from 

China’s reaction to India’s approach in the South China Sea. First, in the name of 

maintaining freedom of navigation, Indian Navy has maintained frequent naval visits 

and joint exercises with South China Sea littoral states over the years. The SIMBEX 

2011 exercises showed a continuing willingness by India to project naval power into 

a known sensitive area for China, into “China’s backyard” (Indian, Singaporean 

Navies Hold War Game in China’s Backyard,” IANS , 2011). China remained highly 

sensitive and alert towards India’s joint naval exercises with its rivals in the South 

China Sea. As a reaction to SIMBEX 2011, the PRC media headlines were simple; 

“India invades China’s water (Alert: India Invades China’s Water, 2011). 

Second, China did not want any outside interference in terms of resolution of 

disputes. China-Philippine confrontations in Spring 2012 at Scarborough Reef brought 

direct appeals from India for peaceful resolution; seen in the Indian media as an 

“unusual statement” signalling India’s sense of being an interested party to general 

stability in these waters (Recent Developments in South China Sea, 2012). Chinese 

responses were pointed; “India’s actions in the standoff seem to be uncalled-for 

meddling. It’s unacceptable for India to step into another two countries’ disputes” 

(Wenwen, 2012). 

Third, India and Vietnam had been exploring for energy in the South China 

Sea. China has been vehemently opposed to this as it is located in China’s claimed 

maritime zone. Chinese political officials have repeatedly cautioned the two countries. 

Lastly, India’s concerns over the South China Sea have been seen by many 

Chinese observers as a counter-action to China’ actions in the Indian Ocean. In many 

circumstances, leaders of both countries expressed rebuttals over each other actions in 

the South China Sea and Indian Ocean respectively. As the Chinese claim unilateral 

jurisdiction over the South China Sea, the Indian side do not tolerate active Chinese 

involvement in the Indian Ocean. When the India’s External Affairs minister, 
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Somanahalli Krishna, argued in 2012 that the “South China Sea is the property of the 

world and nobody has a unilateral control over it and India is capable enough of 

safeguarding its interests” (South China Sea is Property of World: Krishna , 2012). 

This statement triggers quick reaction from the Chinese side and accused India of 

making a mistake. India was indicted in the Chinese state media of playing a “long 

game in the South China Sea,” and contemplated that other countries can’t denote one 

country’s territory as global property” (India Playing Long Game in South China Sea, 

2012). Neither will withdraw its interests and policies each other’s environs. It is likely 

that both will involve more as a reaction to each other’s actions.  

 Despite stiff opposition from the Chinese side, India does not refrain from 

supporting freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, and it continues to sail, 

exercise and explore oil and gas in the conflicting water. However, India still trails 

behind China in terms of military, technology and economic capabilities. But on the 

other hand, there are still strategic vistas for India in such that China being the potential 

competent to United States has so much business to deal with other than South China 

Sea. As such, it will be difficult for Beijing to concentrate solely in its Southern water. 

High-handed attitudes distort Chinese leaders’ appraisals of their surroundings. 

China’s pushiness has alienated its South East Asian neighbours over the past two 

years, leaving regional governments casting about for an outside balancer. India is well 

positioned to exploit this newly ‘permissive’ strategic setting. Furthermore, few 

Chinese officials or pundits take India seriously. One representative commentary 

pronounces India to be ‘an immature power that is inefficient and impulsive in its 

decision-making’ and whose ‘display of naval forces in the South China Sea is 

strategically insignificant in times of peace’(Duanfang, 2011). Such condescension 

rankles, but being underestimated by rivals is an advantage (Holmes, 2012). The 

Indians will have to work smart as well as hard to stage a meaningful presence in the 

South China Sea, overcoming the advantages of the interior power (Holmes, 2012). 

But building a fleet crewed by skilled mariners, courting strategic partners in South 

East Asia and consulting with fellow exterior-line powers could let New Delhi 

augment its influence—and belie China’s derisive views (Holmes, 2012). Unless the 

two nations were already at war, there is little chance that Beijing would overtly bar 

the Indian navy from the South China Sea or points beyond, rather, peacetime 

encounters are decided primarily by shaping perceptions among the contending 
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governments, militaries and populaces, not to mention prospective allies, antagonists 

and third parties (Holmes, 2012). 

In its military strategy, published in 2015, China states that, “some external 

countries are also busy meddling in South China Sea affairs; a tiny few maintain 

constant close-in air and sea surveillance and reconnaissance against China” (China’s 

Military Strategy, 2015). It is thus a long-standing task for China to safeguard its 

maritime rights and interests (China’s Military Strategy, 2015) Other sections of 

China’s 2015 military strategy specifically refer to the South China Sea,  China claims 

that the growing U.S. presence in the region and Japan’s efforts to increase its military 

are “grave concerns” and that China must also safeguard “its maritime rights and 

interests” against other countries that “take provocative actions and reinforce their 

military presence on China’s reefs and islands that they have illegally occupied 

(China’s Military Strategy, 2015). 

ASEAN, as a regional entity, has been able to preserve its centrality in 

Southeast Asia. Some external powers have gradually included into the association in 

order to facilitate and catalyse its regional aims. These big powers have been engaged 

by ASEAN through the ARF, ASEAN Plus Three, and the East Asia Summit. 

However, ASEAN strongly supports the principle of open and non-exclusionary 

regionalism so as to retain its leadership role, but like China, it insists on non-

interference in the domestic affairs of other states (Cheng, 2018). It embraces the 

concept of cooperative security, that is, “security with” rather than “security against” 

the potential adversaries (Cheng, 2018).  
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Chapter VI 
Summary and Conclusion 

 

 

The security environment in the Asia-Pacific has changes with complex 

regional disputes in the 21st century. Oceans and seas have become a high ground of 

competition and resort to security dilemma in the world of today. The fundamental 

notion of sovereignty has become the core issue of multidimensional territorial 

disputes in the South China Sea. The South China Sea has been vital interests of major 

powers of the globe in the post-Cold War geopolitical order. Asia-Pacific has gained 

relevance in international relations from geopolitical and economic perspective. 

Among the maritime domains in the Asia-Pacific, the South China Sea has been hotly 

contested by the littoral parties with external states influences. The current geopolitical 

image of Asia may be essentially described as wars over sea with conflicting clout 

from big powers. 

 The reality of the post-Cold War international structure has evolved into 

America’s favour, endowed with uninterrupted hegemony for almost three decades. 

For the first time since the end of the Cold War, the United States uncontested 

hegemony became endangered with the rise of China. By the same token, the Asian 

economy has a burgeoning performance in the 21st century which is expected to have 

potentially promising future. The PRC’s newly gained international entitlement has 

been exerted in the form of expanding its capabilities and sphere of influence which 

become the major concerns of big powers today. In the meantime, the interconnected 

world has become more complex and vulnerable to security with regard to the Sea 

Lanes of Communication. Against this backdrop, the thesis examined the escalating 

tensions in the South China Sea from the point of major powers like China, USA, 

Russia and India’s political interest. The study looks into the current complex 

geopolitical situation of Southeast Asia pertaining to the South China Sea disputes 

which does not confine mainly to the littoral parties. Consequently, complexities in 

the South China Sea have turn out to be the conundrum of major powers of the globe.  

In an attempt to understand India’s strategic role in the South China Sea, the 

present study takes into account the historical background and development of India’s 

maritime security policy. The study examines the facts and realities from various 

historical evidences which sufficiently indicates that the earliest people of India were 



240 
 

seafarers, habitually engaged in sea-borne trade even with the outside world. Besides 

these, several sources like archaeology, inscriptions and numismatics also revealed the 

richness of India’s maritime antiquity. The study examines the pre-historic period of 

India’s maritime dimensions and found out that the ancient period witnessed several 

trade missions carried out with the West through the vast oceans. The Vedic period 

also witnessed the use of seas for various trade purposes.  In the ancient Indian texts 

like the Rig Veda and Mahabharata, there were references on the various insecurities 

of the sea during the Vedic period roughly from 2000 BC to 500 BC. The study 

assessed that the ancient India’s maritime reached its zenith during the age of the 

Nandas and the Mauryas (500-200 BC). It was during this period that the Indian 

maritime trade largely developed and extended in East and West, the Indian culture 

and religion was also enormously spread in the East reaching Southeast Asian nations. 

Taking into account the era of the ancient India, the pre-historic people were proved 

to be possessing persuasive maritime skills of the time. Maritime domain during this 

period was more characterized by economic purposes rather than geographical and 

political ends. By that means, apart from the insecurities induced by natural calamities, 

the ancient time demonstrated peaceful uses of seas. The Indian culture and religious 

influences in Southeast can also be witnessed in the ancient time. India had established 

frequent trans-oceanic contacts with its neighbours. Therefore, based on the available 

historical records, the study showcases that India is a maritime nation and had a 

glorious maritime past.  

The study also examined the medieval period of India’s maritime dimension 

and maintains that various kingdoms and dynasties had perpetuated development of 

India’s maritime status during their reigns. In this connection, one such notable 

contribution was made by the Sassanid empire which maintained systematic 

commercial links with foreigners like the Arab traders. The study also analyses the 

pitfall of Indian kingdoms during the medieval period for their leniency towards 

tolerating the foreigners in the country. Another notable feature analysed by the study 

during this period is that defence development in the maritime sector hugely flourished 

under the Hindu kingdoms like the Gupta dynasty, the Sailendras and the Cholas. 

These kingdoms were found to have a formidable navy and military force and even 

utilized it for political ends. This period also witnessed campaigns that resulted in the 

annexation of several territories in the eastern neighbours. Unfortunately, towards the 

end of the 8th century, the Indian kingdoms’ scant attention on the overseas battle and 
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heavy attention on land-based battles led to the weaning condition of Indian maritime 

might, allowing external powers to take the advantage. India’s maritime force during 

the 9th and 10th centuries was weak and the Indian ruler’s selfish and short sightedness 

opened the door for the Arabs to gain supremacy over the economy, and to a lesser 

extent, the politics of Southern Indian states. The medieval period witnessed the 

intrusion of Indian kingdoms by Arabs, followed by the European kingdoms.  

It is worth noting that the ancient and mediaeval Indian kingdoms were not very 

concerned with maintaining shipping lanes that were later exploited as trading routes 

between east and west. During the 15th century, Indian monarchs on the western coast 

of India were relatively tolerant of European traders. The Indian kings of the time, on 

the other hand, were not united or powerful enough to argue about external influences. 

Rather, they were content with minor perks from the foreign traders' services. The 

Indian monarchs had also fought several battles and had countless skirmishes with the 

Portuguese, but none of them were significant; yet, the materialistically weaker Indian 

rulers could not stand up to the Portuguese for long and suffered a catastrophic defeat 

in the end. After breaking the Portuguese monopoly, the Dutch East India Company 

landed in Indian waters with a clever policy known as the 'ferman.' The Dutch traders 

were granted a token to establish commercial activity, custom duty concessions at 

ports, and authorization to build factories in various Mughal domains as a result of this 

token. The Mughal rulers were compensated handsomely by the Dutch East India 

Company. 

India’s maritime security policy in a more systematic manner largely took 

place under the dominance of the British. However, with the rising challenge of the 

French to the British established power, there was a thaw in British reigned naval 

supremacy in the Indian Ocean. Apart from the other advancements in the maritime 

dimension, the Indian Navy in a more organized manner developed under the British 

supremacy.  

The study then proceed to analyse the development of India’s maritime policy 

in the 21st century. India’s strategic location and the rapid changing and development 

of the globe, comprehensively had wide range of maritime implications for  the 

country. India’s geostrategic environment endowed with a transformed security and 

foreign political perceptions sends a clear signal to the country that its imminent 

maritime strategies and resources are insufficient, and that a vibrant and robust 

maritime policy is urgently needed. With this scenario, today’s maritime security 
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policy of India has been shaped and moulded from time to time. For ages, India’s 

maritime dimensions and interests essentially remain Indian Ocean centered. But a 

strident maritime policy has been developed in 2004 with the publication of a blueprint 

of Indian Maritime Doctrine, which was followed by further publications in 2007 and 

2015. All of these official documents provide an elaboration on India’s maritime 

security development as well as broad viewpoints and direction of India’s maritime 

policies in the 21st century. The recent years India’s maritime attention decisively 

bordened its focus outside the Indian Ocean and denotes the South China Sea as its 

“secondary area” of interests. The 21st century India’s maritime objectives focuses on 

maintaining Stability, Security and Safety at Sea and India’s maritime ambition is 

highly compelled and shaped by her determination as an influential regional and global 

power. Based on the latest rankings, the India Navy topped the 7th of the most powerful 

navy in the world.  

China's forceful rise has regularly collided with India's aspirational rise as a 

regional and global power. The two Asian titans, China and India, regularly clashed 

over opposing interests, resulting in war. In the twenty-first century, the rising tensions 

between the two countries have far-reaching ramifications for India's marine features. 

India's naval capabilities are improving, and the country is eager to project its strength 

abroad in order to further its national objectives. Since India's independence, maritime 

diplomacy has played a key role in the country's diplomacy. 

The study analyses the nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea 

and contemplated disputes in the South China Sea as one of the longstanding 

unresolved territorial lines in the world. It examines the geostrategic significance of 

the South China Sea which consists of islands, rocks and reefs with rich natural 

reserves of hydrocarbons. The Sea also serves as vital maritime lifelines not only for 

the coastal states, but also many countries of East and West. Sea transport accounts for 

around 80% of world trade by volume and 70% by value, according to the United 

Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and 60 percent of 

worldwide marine traffic travels via Asia, with the South China Sea accounting for 

roughly a third of all global shipping. As a result, the South China Sea is vital to many 

countries' economic and geopolitical security. 

The thesis then considers the historical ramifications of the South China Sea 

disputes, concluding that the South China Sea has served as a crossroads for thousands 

of years. According to historical sources, the South China Sea has been a major 
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crossroads in the region since ancient times. The earliest records suggested that China 

was the leading nation during the ancient time in the region, and the Chinese were 

never strangers to the southern side of her neighbours. China had purposefully used 

the marine route as a maritime trading nation. In essence, the early Chinese rulers' need 

to protect southern trade routes drove their southerly expansionist tendencies. 

Another noteworthy feature from evidences and interpretations is that the 

South China Sea amounted to valuable asset, and mirrors the cardinal prestige for 

rulers of the time. Evidences maintained that numerous Southeast Asian states rose to 

prominence in the sixth century, aiming to establish themselves as the region's 

dominant trading centre. The Srivijaya kingdom had effective authority over the 

region's sea channels. External kingdoms such as the Cholas of India, the Chinese, and 

the Javanese had commercial interests in the Southeast Asian region, which were 

mostly based on the instructions of Srivijaya domains. As a result, the ancient period 

was marked by land-based fighting, and no important naval-based conflict incidents 

have been recorded in the South China Sea. The matter of 'ownership,' which is 

currently being debated, was not an issue in the South China Sea at the time. 

Evidences maintained that the sixth century saw the rise of various Southeast 

Asian states attempting to emerge as dominating trading center in the region. The 

Srivijaya kingdom enjoyed effective hegemony over maritime routes in the region. 

External kingdoms like the Cholas of India, Chinese and Javanese took interests in the 

Southeast Asian region for commercial purposes which largely depended on the 

directions of Srivijaya jurisdictions. Hence, the ancient period was characterized by 

land-based warfare and can be regarded that no major naval-based warfare incident 

can be witnessed in the South China Sea. The matter of ‘ownership’, which is in 

question today was not an issue in the South China Sea during this period.  

Colonialism also makes its foothold in Southeast Asia. And within no time, the 

economic routes were controlled by the Europeans, economic gains also transformed 

into political goals. The advent of foreigners and the development of trade channels in 

the South China Sea appear to be undermining China's hegemony in the region. 

Southeast Asia's trade with Chinese and European powers boomed in the 15th and 16th 

centuries, and the South China Sea had established itself as a crucial trade and 

economic zone. With the occupation of several Southeast Asian states by the British, 

the Dutch, Portuguese and the Germans and the French, the South China Sea became 

the battlefield of external powers by the 19th century.  
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In many ways, the history of the South China Sea is a history of great power 

politics. Despite the fact that the validity of each acquisition activity can be questioned, 

claimants have continued to cite discoveries and occupations from the colonial period 

to argue sovereignty over the Paracels and Spratlys. The occupation of Taiwan by 

Japan is one of the reasons behind Taiwan's claim. Vietnam's claims are also based on 

the succession of France's declaration of sovereignty and occupation. Brunei attained 

independence in 1984, inheriting a continental shelf partially circumscribed by Britain, 

based on which it had already contested Malaysia's claim to the Louisa Reef on its 

1979 map. 

In summary, the history of South China Sea disputes is one of colonial power, 

with China and Vietnam playing small roles in the squabble. European colonisers are 

credited as being the genuine originators of the Westphalian concept of sovereignty in 

the region. This had far-reaching consequences on the current states of the South China 

Sea disputes. With all of these episodes and their implications, the European period 

can be defined as the "biggest reshaping" in the history of the South China Sea 

disputes, and the South China Sea sovereignty concerns in the modern time appear to 

be one of the colonial legacies. 

The study also takes into account the 20th century predicament in South China 

Sea. With the dawn of the 20th Century, the European’s monopoly in the South China 

Sea remained perturbed. Japan, as a major regional power in the East emerged as a 

prime challenger to the existing French domination in the South China Sea in the late 

twentieth century. Japan gradually incorporated the islands of Pratas, Paracel, and 

Spratly under its sovereignty, primarily through discovery. This was then expanded to 

Itu Aba and the Gulf of Tonkin. Furthermore, islands and other features in the South 

China Sea have been given Japanese names, such as the Hirata Archipelago for Paracel 

and the Nishizawa Reefs for other reefs in the Pratas islands. In these circumstances, 

the Second World War ended with two external forces, Japan and France, occupying 

islands in the South China Sea. China, on the other hand, renewed its interest in 

sovereignty claims during the late Qing period. Throughout European authority in the 

East, Beijing simply lacked the tools to contest their dominance; but, this did not mean 

it had abandoned its claims. The Chinese government released the 'eleven dotted line' 

map in 1935, which was reinforced by the 'nine dash line' map in 1949, and Chinese 

units were established on Woody Island by 1955.  
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Besides Britain, French and Japan, the entry of the United States and USSR 

marked a great shift in South China Sea order. Within this framework, another political 

and security pressure was instigating on the South China Sea littorals specifically to 

China. Meanwhile, the fate of the South China Sea was heavily influenced by the 

Second World War. Japan's power began to wane after the signing of the San Francisco 

Peace Conference in 1951. However, the withdrawal of Japanese forces from the South 

China Sea islands left it unclear to whom the remaining islands were ceded. In 1972, 

the PRC and Japan signed a 'Joint Communique' in which both parties vowed to uphold 

the Potsdam Declaration, which abolished all Japanese sovereignty in the South China 

Sea.  

 The Sino-Soviet divide in the 1960s, on the other hand, makes the US presence 

in the region as necessary as ever. To the South China Sea's littoral governments, 

America's presence in the region was seen as a counterbalance to the developing Soviet 

influence. The power tussle between the two superpowers has limited the Asia-Pacific 

region's prospects. The South China Sea issue is thought to be more intensified in the 

contemporary era. China, Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei, the Philippines, and Taiwan 

have been entangled in territorial conflicts in the South China Sea. The South China 

Sea's major islands, such as the Paracel, Spratly, Pratas, Taiping, Woody, Scarborough 

Shoal, Shallow reefs, Macclesfield bank, and hundreds of minor islands, are all located 

in the contested waters of the six littoral states. 

The study analyses the individual claims made in the South China Sea. On 

historical grounds, Vietnam claimed the Paracels and Spratly Islands in the South 

China Sea, claiming to be the first to discover, occupy, and control the territory. This 

claim was strengthened by the delimitation made by the French imperialism, The 

Vietnam Ministry of Foreign Affairs White Papers in 1975, 1979, 1981, and 1988, the 

2003 Law on National Boundary, and the 2012 maritime law on the South China Sea. 

According to these documents, Vietnam has enjoyed sovereignty over these 

archipelagos since at least the 17th century, through genuine administrative activities 

of the State that met the requirements of international law at the time and are in 

accordance with the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. 

 Vietnam claimed the South China sea based on historical rights. Based on the 

evidence proved by itself, Vietnam seems to have discovered the Paracels in at least 

the 15th century and started to exploit and administrate them as a sovereign state in the 

17th century. In 1974, there was military standoff between China and Vietnam over the 
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issue of Paracel island. The first major step taken by Vietnam in consolidating its claim 

is the publication of White paper on defence to the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 

titled, “Vietnam? Consolidating National Defence, Safeguarding the Homeland” in 

July 1998. Another remarkable move made by Vietnam at the international level is the 

joint submission with Malaysia to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental 

Shelf (CLCS) in 2009.Thus, based on Article 76, paragraph 8, of the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea, both Malaysia and Vietnam seek an information 

on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from 

which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured in respect of the southern part of 

the South China Sea. The Vietnamese political leaders reiterated that it will never 

compromise its claims until and unless the disputes are jointly handled through United 

Nations Conventions on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).  

The Vietnamese government claims in the South China Sea are at odds with 

those of China and Taiwan. In 1979, a military confrontation erupted over the issue of 

sovereignty over the Paracel. Vietnam and Taiwan are at odds on the South China Sea 

island of Itu Aba, which is now held by Taiwan. The Vietnamese have a strong belief 

in international tribunals and international law for conflict resolution, and sought the 

ARF in 1988 and the CLCS with Malaysia in 2009 for information on the limits of the 

continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles. The Vietnamese authorities emphasised 

that the country's legal and historical evidence was sufficient to defend its claims and 

activities in accordance with international law, and that its claims in the South China 

Sea would never be compromised. 

Malaysia claims a number of features in the southern Spratly Islands within its 

claimed Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), including a portion of the Paracel Islands 

and other minor features, all of which are within China's nine-dash line. Several 

features have been controlled by Malaysia but claimed by others. Malaysia's claim to 

the South China Sea is firmly grounded on its own continental shelf acts of 1966, 1969, 

and 1979. In 2009, Malaysia and Vietnam filed a combined lawsuit with the CLCS 

against China. Malaysia and China reached an accord in 2004, when they signed the 

Joint Communique. However, this did not resolve the problem. Malaysia made another 

submission to the CLCS in December 2019 about its continental shelf claims in the 

northern South China Sea. Tensions between Malaysia and China rose further in April 

2020, when a Chinese survey vessel patrols the South China Sea alongside Chinese 

Coast Guard ships and maritime militia vessels. It was the area that is within Malaysia's 
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EEZ. The Malaysian government has stationed military personnel on the atolls it 

occupies to protect its sovereign rights in the South China Sea. 

Among the claimant parties, Brunei is known for its civility, as evidenced by 

its modest response to escalating tensions in the South China Sea. Brunei gained 

independence in 1984, inheriting a continental shelf partially circumscribed by the 

United Kingdom, on the basis of which it had already contested Malaysia's claim to 

the Louisa Reef on its 1979 chart. The majority of Brunei's claims in the southern 

South China Sea are based on UNCLOS (1982) and are within its EEZ. In the South 

China Sea, Brunei claims Spratly Island, Louisa Reef, and Rifleman Bank. The Spratly 

Islands' continental shelf includes Louisa Reef, which is claimed by both China and 

Vietnam. Previously, Brunei and Malaysia had jurisdictional overlaps with Rifleman 

Bank, but this was addressed peacefully at a diplomatic level in 2009. 

The Philippines has claims in the South China Sea, mostly on the north-eastern 

part of the Spratly Islands. Scarborough Shoal, Thomas Shoal, Reed Bank, Fiery Cross 

Reef, and a number of other features in the Spratly known as the Kalayaan Island 

Group are included in its claim (KIG), which is based on discovery and effective 

possession. The Spanish–American Treaty of 1898 had become the primary source of 

contention between the Philippines and China over Spratly Island. Aside from that, 

China and the Philippines have been at odds over the Scarborough Shoal, which 

contains potentially lucrative resources. To supplement its claims in the South China 

Sea, the Philippines government has enacted a number of laws, including the 1949 

Petroleum Act, the 1961 Philippine territorial sea baseline, the 1973 Constitution, and 

the 2009 Philippines Archipelagic Law, all of which refer to the Philippines' historic 

rights and entitlement in its West Sea (South China Sea). On April 8, 2012, tensions 

were high as the Philippines sought to arrest Chinese fishermen in the Scarborough 

Shoal, which it claimed and controlled. China quickly countered with China Maritime 

Surveillance (CMS), resulting in an uneasy stalemate. 

To supplement its claims in the South China Sea, the Philippines government 

has enacted a number of laws, including the 1949 Petroleum Act, the 1961 Philippine 

territorial sea baseline, the 1973 Constitution, and the 2009 Philippines Archipelagic 

Law, all of which refer to the Philippines' historic rights and entitlement in its West 

Sea (South China Sea). On April 8, 2012, tensions were high as the Philippines sought 

to arrest Chinese fishermen in the Scarborough Shoal, which it claimed and controlled. 

China quickly countered with China Maritime Surveillance (CMS), resulting in an 
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uneasy stalemate. In 2013, Philippines approached international tribunal and filed a 

case against China. In 2016, an international arbitration panel ruled in Manila's favour 

in its dispute with China over the South China Sea. Chinese politicians, media, and 

writers, on the other hand, vehemently opposed and rejected the tribunal's judgement. 

Despite the fact that Manila was awarded by an international tribunal, no progress has 

been made thus far. The Chinese side is maintaining its force projection actions in the 

South China Sea. The Duterte administration chose to reply favourably but cautiously, 

showing a willingness to begin bilateral talks with China on the South China Sea 

dispute.  

Taiwan's claim to sovereignty in the South China Sea, like that of other claimants, 

is founded on historical, legal, and international treaties from the colonial era. To 

establish their claims, the Taiwanese have largely relied on the Treaty of San Francisco 

of 1951 and the Sino–Japanese Peace Treaty of 1952. Japan has given up its claims to 

Taiwan, the Penghu Islands, and the Spratly Islands, according to these two 

agreements. However, there are three complicated concerns pertaining to Taiwan's 

standpoint. The most contentious question regarding Taiwan's South China Sea claims 

is whether Taiping Island (Itu Aba) conforms with UNCLOS Article 121 standards. 

The Taiwanese, on the other hand, self-identify Itu Aba as an island capable of 

supporting human life and habitation, therefore the ROC has full sovereignty rights 

under UNCLOS. Third, given the inherently problematic relationship between the 

PRC and the ROC, Taiwan's position on China's U-shaped line remained puzzling. 

Taiwan has never asserted any rights based on the U-shaped line. Clarification of the 

U-shaped border by Taiping island, from China's standpoint, would severely 

undermine the country's sovereignty and 'One China policy.' Taiwan, on the other 

hand, has made it clear that it would not make any concessions to the mainland on this 

matter. As a result, Taiwan stands remains ambiguous in the literal sense. There is yet 

to be a breakthrough between China and Taiwan on the U-shaped line issue.  

Complications added when the issue was put up in the international arbitration in 

2016. Despite the judgement of the PCA ruled against the legality of the U-shaped line 

and that Taiwan controlled Taiping or Itu Aba in the South China Sea are reefs and 

not island that do not generate an EEZ or continental shelf. Consequently, the 

statement from Taiwan’s President’s office on the PCA ruling expressed its 

displeasure with the tribunal for uninviting the ROC to participate in the Court 

proceedings, and for not soliciting the ROC's opinions. Tsai Ing-election Wen's as 
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President in 2016 marks a shift in Taiwan's international strategy and relations with 

China from its predecessor, Ma Ying-Jeo'su. President Tsai, unlike her predecessor, 

took a more pragmatic approach to dealing with China. This is exemplified by the 

ROC's reaffirmation of sovereignty over the South China Sea.  President Tsai alleged 

China of “aggressive and ambitious” in its dealings with Taiwan. Just a year after the 

PAC ruled on the Philippines issue (when the ROC was not invited), the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, in 2017 emphasised that the country must be part in any dispute 

resolution mechanism proceeding. 

Disputes in the South China Sea have heightened tensions between Taiwan and 

Vietnam in the Spratly Islands, following the release of a stamp portraying a lighthouse 

in the disputed South China Sea area by Taiwan's official postal service agency, 

Chunghwa Post in 2021. The Taiwanese move necessitates an immediate response 

from Vietnam. The ROC's situation in the South China Sea may be more problematic 

in reference to China. Neither the PRC nor the ROC recognise the other's claim. 

Furthermore, the issue is not limited to the South China Sea claims. The complicated 

position stems from China's "One China" concept. The development of China in the 

contemporary era complicates matters even further. The change in Taiwanese 

government will also have a significant impact on Taiwan's position in the South China 

Sea and its relations with China. As a result, resolving the South China Sea dispute 

between the ROC and the PRC will be a cumbersome process. 

China is the South China Sea's most powerful and largest claimant, claiming 

ownership over almost the entirety of the South China Sea, according to a map 

published by the country. Based on historical documents, maps, and archaeological 

data, the Chinese argued that the South China Sea had always been part of their internal 

lake, and that no other country had jurisdiction over the sea. Chinese scholars, analysts 

and politicians hold a consensus view that the South China Sea was an inalienable part 

of China's territory, both historically and geographically. It should be noted that the 

Chinese were well-versed in the geography of their neighbouring countries, which 

contributed in the development of cartography. The most contentious issue in the 

South China Sea conflicts today is the 1946 portrayal of a U-shaped line with eleven 

dotted lines, amended in 2009 with a nine-dash line, which indicates China's claims in 

the South China Sea. 

Consequently, China's huge area of claim, as well as its historic unilateral 

activities in the South China Sea, appears to be provocative. There was scepticism, 
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particularly among western intellectuals, about the legitimacy of China's historical 

claims. Since 1988 PRC’s occupation of the Johnson reef, several minor skirmishes 

happened between China and its disputant parties in the South China Sea. 

Land reclamation operations in the South China Sea appeared to be the most 

common initiatives undertaken by the claimant states. These reclamations were later 

on utilised for building artificial islands, which had serious political ramifications. As 

such, China, being the most powerful claimant had been heavily engaged in large-scale 

land reclamation projects. All the claimant parties, except Brunei have outposts in the 

South China Sea, which they use to establish a presence in neighbouring waters, 

enforce sovereignty claims, and monitor rival claimant activities. This occurred mostly 

in the most-contested area of Spratly islands, which included Johnson Reef, Cuarteron 

Reef, Fiery Cross Reef, Gaven Reef , Subi Reef and Paracel islands and Scarborough 

Shoal. This had raised serious concerns among the claimant parties as well as external 

countries. Given the number of claimant states interested in the South China Sea 

dispute, the conflict does not appear to be a regional conflict between parties. The 

conflicts in the South China Sea appear to have the features of by-party conflicts. On 

the one hand, this was undoubtedly owing to China's audacious claims of sovereignty 

and its intimidating support for them. Second, the Southeast Asian republics have an 

entrenched belief that China is vastly superior to them. 

The Chinese, Vietnamese, Filipinos, Taiwanese and Malaysians assert 

sovereignty based on discovery and occupation. Competition arises on the issue of 

earlier and longer occupation. As such, the conflict among these countries arises.  

Recent years development illustrates the fact that due to the increasing awareness of 

legal entitlement, military and technological innovations, the nature and forms of 

conflicts in the South China Sea turns highly exacerbating and intensifying more than 

ever. The year 2020 marks rising China’s manoeuvre in the South China Sea. China is 

accused of holding numerous military drills in the South China Sea amid an uptick in 

such activity in the area highlighting growing tensions. It is apparent that China has 

been successfully using steady incremental moves to increase its effective control over 

disputed areas while avoiding direct military conflict with its rival claimants.  

 Throughout historical developments, the 21st century marks the era of 

considerable involvement of littoral parties in the disputes. The claimant parties 

become more vociferous in their defence of their position than ever before. There were 

rising tensions with Chinese expedition and building artificial island in the South 
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China Sea. The last decade also witnessed the ground-breaking efforts towards 

resolution of conflicts among the six parties of the South China Sea disputes. ASEAN 

has truly blazed a trail by taking creative approaches toward peaceful resolution of 

problems in the South China Sea. As a result, in November 2002, ASEAN and China 

agreed on a non-binding Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea 

(DOC). A decade later, in 2012, ASEAN and China issued a joint declaration to 

reaffirm the DOC. 

 The above elaboration on the South China Sea disputes clearly depicts that the 

territorial conflicts over rocks and reefs in the Sea is not a recent phenomenon. The 

conflict has a convoluted history that began with the tough policies of early Chinese 

emperors toward Southeast Asia. This was followed by the European colonialism. The 

matter was certainly intricated by the external powers who relished their dominance 

in the region. The current scenario of the conflicts is truly the impacts of historical 

incidences. 

The United Nations Conventions on the Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

commonly referred to as the Constitution for the Oceans was signed in 1982. It became 

the yardstick for the code of legal rights in the seas. Hence, the UNCLOS clearly 

specify coastal state’s boundaries and its jurisdiction over areas of water principally 

entailing territorial water, contiguous zone and Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ). All 

the claimant parties are committed to international judiciary and are signatories of the 

UNCLOS. Though the UNCLOS which is the recognised as an international treaty  is 

quite relevant, there are certain challenges and complications regarding the practical 

applicability. In the South China Sea, sovereignty issues cannot be resolved 

straightforwardly with the UNCLOS. There are certain issues in the clauses of 

UNCLOS in order to address the core issues in the South China Sea.  

Under international law, the island takes precedence, therefore it is debatable 

whether several features of the South China Sea have the inherent value of forming 

their own maritime zones. Hence, enormous difficulty emerges in the interpretation of 

the law, notably on the issue of the ability of supporting human habitation and 

economic life to qualify for EEZ. All of the South China Sea's littorals have been 

involved in land reclamation projects, which have been used to construct artificial 

islands. Another core issue of the South China Sea disputes is the delimitation of the 

maritime boundaries of EEZ and continental shelf.  The difficulty of the provision on 

CLCS in reality is that the mode of CLCS recommendations is vague and require all 
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the disputant party’s consent. In the context of the South China Sea dispute, not all of 

them have declared whether or not the occupied features will be subject to international 

conventions. This has further enhanced the complication of international law in its 

practice in the South China Sea. Another challenging issue with the application of 

UNCLOS is the concept of ‘historic entitlement’. Article 10 (6), 15 and 46 (b)of the 

UNCLOS mentioned the term ‘historic rights’, but the concept remains vague as the 

UNCLOS remain silent on the specific definition of the term. As such, there are huge 

complexities and difficulties in practical applicability of the historic rights under 

international convention. Furthermore, precedent from an earlier ICJ case shows that 

the verdict omitted to identify any principle on historic rights and only seldom 

examined historical elements. The most difficult and challenging provision is the 

settlement of disputes contained in Part XV of the UNCLOS, which provides wide 

range for the states’ choice of procedure. In this condition, there is less certainty that 

disputant parties smoothly agreed on common judicial body to interpret the 

international convention. Finally, international legal system suffers from a lack of 

enforcement mechanisms. Even if a verdict or award were issued in the South China 

Sea conflict, there is no guarantee that the ruling would be executed due to the lack of 

an enforcement mechanism in the international legal system. Moreover, due to a range 

of factors, such as politics, geography, economy, marine biodiversity, mineral 

resources, and so on, must be considered, settling maritime disputes under 

international law is significantly more complex and time-consuming. In a nutshell, 

conflict resolution in the South China Sea has gotten increasingly complicated due to 

factors such as maritime zone demarcation, dispute resolution difficulties, a lack of 

law enforcement capacity, and interpretation of international law. All of these issues 

imply that a permanent solution is still a long way off. 

A landmark decision of the International Tribunal in the South China was 

delivered on 12 July 2016 in the Philippines case against China. However, this only 

end up in reflection of the ineffectiveness of international law as China declared its 

complete objection of the tribunal ruling.  

China's growing actions in the South China Sea are increasingly being 

considered as a potential threat from Chinese aggression. It is unlikely that China 

would use its military power to incorporate the entire Sea. Despite the fact that all 

claimed parties are obligated by international conventions requiring non-use of force 

and peaceful resolution of disputes, there are no guarantees in light of the parties' rising 
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actions, particularly China. Because China is the most powerful claimant country, 

rapidly aiming to become a superpower, and international law is ineffective, it may 

not hesitate to push its rivals into consolidating its unilateral activities in the South 

China Sea. There is a concern that China might announce an ADIZ in the South China 

Sea, as it did in the East China Sea in 2013, further aggravating the situation.  

ASEAN's position as a key organisation in the area embodies the region's 

security guarantor. As such, the organisation is in charge of dealing with and resolving 

geopolitical crises in the region. The South China issue has hold significant agenda in 

several ASEAN meeting. In 2002, ASEAN and China issued a non-legally enforceable 

declaration titled the Declaration on the Code of Conduct in the South China Sea. The 

DOC was created to manage good behaviour among South China Sea parties. 

However, there are several limitations to the practical efficacy of ASEAN's function 

and the full implementation of the DOC.  

The study takes into account big power politics in the South China Sea with 

special reference to China, USA, India and Russia. It acknowledges that international 

politics has been shaped and reshaped by the rise and decline of states over the past 

centuries. In essence, the history of Southeast Asia was largely shaped by colonizers 

and major events of the world like the world war and cold war dilemma shaped the 

fate of Southeast Asia today. In the 21st century disputes in the South China Sea turned 

out to be a hotbed of big powers like USA, China, Russia and India. 

The study begins by examining China's (the most powerful claimant state) 

activities in the South China Sea. History has proven that China was once a strong 

Asian kingdom with regional hegemony. The early Chinese empires held a separate 

philosophy that enunciated their supremacy based on the "Son of Heaven" attitude and 

the "tributary or tianxia system." This notion gradually contributed to the maintenance 

of a vast marine network of trade, as well as to China's control in the region. The 

Chinese dubbed the South China Sea "Nanhai," which translates to "South Sea.".  

Based on their self-evidence, it is clear that trade in Nanhai has existed since antiquity. 

China experienced tremendous nautical, economic, and maritime dominance under 

powerful Chinese dynasties such as the Sung, Yuan, and Ming dynasties. The Chinese 

navy held the first commanding position in the East and South China Seas. This has 

clearly demonstrated that its ships were adequately built to withstand natural disasters 

produced by winds and rainfall. Nonetheless, the Chinese authorities have used the 

country's naval capabilities for a variety of aggressive acts. It had carried out multiple 
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naval campaigns and captured various lands, particularly in its neighbours' south. 

However, when compared to other parts of the world, China's naval capability cannot 

be recognised as a significant naval force. China is clearly considered as a true master 

of the Asian seas. 

Since the 16th century, prominent Western powers have been establishing 

themselves in Southeast Asia. The arrival of the Europeans had significant 

ramifications. With the advent of Europeans in maritime Southeast Asia, the "era of 

commerce" began with a massive surge. Second, under the framework of European 

commerce, Sino-European contacts under Chinese dominance dominated Southeast 

Asian maritime trade. Third, throughout the first decades of the European period, 

China dominated trade and marine dimensions. This may be seen in the fact that 

European traders in the South China Sea were required to pay respect to the Ming 

rulers as a mark of the "tributary system" in order to freely trade with China in Chinese 

ports. Third, many modes of adversarial behaviour can be observed among European 

powers. Fourth, the increased influx of Portuguese, Dutch, Spanish, British, and 

French citizens challenged the Chinese hegemony in the region for the first time. 

Maritime trade and commerce were no longer dictated by Chinese power, nor were 

European traders bound by the Chinese 'tributary system.' The Chinese rulers were not 

powerful enough to exert convincing control over the region's nautical trade. As a 

result of the demise of the 'tributary system,' the Chinese central dominance in the 

region was reduced to pieces of myth and history. The arrival of Europeans 

dramatically altered the geopolitical and economic history of Asia. This was followed 

by the 19th century, which was an era of humiliation for China, during which the 

ancient Chinese greatness was greatly diminished. 

With the arrival of the twentieth century, Chinese political leaders adopted the 

phrase "rejuvenation of the Chinese nation." And post-Cold War China has a 

revisionist inclination in line with her exceeding growth and expanding spheres of 

influence, which many commentators have labelled "China's ascent." This was 

supported by China's broad strategy of achieving what they called "Peaceful 

Development." Many commentators see China's rise in the twenty-first century as a 

revisionist response to her humiliating circumstances. China's interests expand in 

tandem with its power and influence. For better or worse, China's rise will reshape 

Southeast Asia's security framework and impact the global balance of power. 
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The study analyses the rise of Chinese economy as a maritime factor. Since Xi 

Jinping became President in 2012, reformation of the Chinese economy and security 

became his vested interests. In line with this, Xi had undertaken different dictums like 

‘China dream’, Asia-Pacific Dream’, ‘One Belt One Road Initiative’, ‘21st century 

maritime silk road’ etc. Today, China’s international trade is largely reliant on 

transportation by sea. At any rate, China strives to preserve its sea lanes and maritime 

routes. Chinese policymakers now attach high priority to neighbourhood diplomacy. 

Through this, China wishes to boost regional investment and better interconnectivity, 

enhancing its dominance in the region. Soon after succeeding Hu Jintao, Xi declared 

that China would play a “proactive” role in Asia. Since then, China has prioritized 

“neighbourhood diplomacy” and begun to formulate concrete policies in its Asian 

neighbourhood. China aspires to re-establish her historical sphere of influence and 

China’s main approach is the expansion of economic strategy and purposefully used it 

as a diplomatic negotiating apparatus. China’s infrastructure diplomacy occupies the 

central part in its national rejuvenation strategy. It can be analysed that China is 

establishing its international status with the aforementioned major initiatives. This has 

repercussions for the regional and global status quo. China is seen as a major economic 

power in the 21st century and its peers in the South China Sea region fully 

acknowledge this. This, in turn, has substantial impact on the ongoing conflicts in the 

South China Sea. 

The study investigates how energy security affects the maritime component. 

China's demand capacity for energy resources has increased quickly in recent years, 

owing primarily to its economic expansion, and it is dependent on imports from other 

countries. Currently, China is the world's largest importer of oil, with imports 

accounting for the vast bulk of China's oil and gas consumption. Furthermore, the 

majority of China's oil and gas usage is imported. It is critical for China that its oil and 

gas pipelines, which pass via many straits and routes, be secure and do not disrupt the 

supply chain. And that connections with hydrocarbon-rich countries such as Russia 

will become increasingly important in the future. Given these circumstances, China is 

extremely vulnerable to energy security. 

China’s rejuvenation program and its economic boom in the recent decades 

have been deliberately aligned with its sharp defense buildup. The PRC's Military 

Strategy, published in 2015, comprehensively broadcasts the country's commitment to 
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'active defence,' underscoring the need to develop marine military capabilities to take 

pre emptive actions to ensure its national sovereignty. Many international analysts and 

observers maintained that China's rise is concerning for China's neighbours since the 

"Chinese Dream" is inextricably tied with military power. Beyond economic and 

technological advancement, The PRC’s ambition in the 21st century encompass 

domination of maritime domain and develop powerful, self-sufficient and multi-

tasking navy in the world. In the South China Sea, the PLAN, PAFMM and PLANMC 

plays a crucial role in enhancing China’s national power through its maritime 

capability.  

With such high-profile military and economic capability, China is making 

significant efforts to consolidate its advantages in the South China Sea. The so-called 

geo-strategic construct of the first island chain, in particular, occupies a critical line of 

defence in achieving 'China's Dream' and 'rejuvenation.' China's objectives in the 

South China Sea are based on its national "core interests." China's 'incrementalism' 

policy may be seen in its defence of its territorial claims in the South China Sea along 

the U-shaped line. This method brings China to engage in the strategy of 

‘brinkmanship’. While China has consistently declared its intention to rise peacefully 

in the twenty-first century, a number of daring acts in recent decades indicate a more 

expansionist bent. Aside from that, the annexation of Scarborough Shoal from the 

Philippines in 2012 exemplifies how far China is willing to go to solidify its claims. 

Because of these circumstances, China's "peaceful rise" remains questionable, and 

military action to buttress its claims in the South China Sea seems almost imminent. 

China has been constructing artificial islands in the South China Sea since 

2013, irritating claimant governments and raising tensions among external powers. 

Other countries with interests in the region have been alarmed by China's rapid and 

massive island-building frenzy. China is building port facilities, military installations, 

and an airfield on South China Sea islands, according to satellite imagery. All of 

China's operations and policies reflect the historical narrative that the Chinese pioneers 

have a sense of superiority over other South China Sea claimants. In general, this is 

mostly motivated by the fundamental concept of 'tianxia' worldview. According to 

Chinese authorities' speeches and publications, China owns the South China Sea and 

intends for other claims to 'return' to its domain. This concept argued that China had 

absolute hegemony over other countries. Obviously contemporary China's way to deal 
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with regional struggles plainly signifies Deng Xiaoping's theory of "putting aside 

dispute and promoting shared development." 

In this framework, the study analyses the response of the South China Sea 

disputes from other big powers. Since China is expanding its activities in the South 

China Sea, many countries remain sceptical about China’s behaviour. First, the United 

States role in the South China Sea was examined. Since 2009, America is paying heed 

to the East with its ‘Pivot to Asia’ policy. In this respect, America’s interest in the 

South China sea can be understood through the prism of its revived interests in the 

Asia Pacific region. For a long time, the United States has undertaken a ‘hub and 

spoke’ approach in the east to counteract the spread of Communist influence. The 

United States and its Asian allies established the multilateral Southeast Asia Treaty 

Organization (SEATO) in 1954, but it withered, in part due to a lack of regional 

support for the United States and France in the Vietnam War. Following the Cold War, 

however, the United States adjusted its multilateral policy by emphasising bilateral 

ties with East and Southeast Asian countries. In view of this development, America's 

South China Sea strategies have been emphasised in the course of building bilateral 

ties with majority of the littoral countries. 

The United States has insisted Indo-pacific as its core priority. It had brought 

forward “free and open Indo-Pacific” catchword  and increasingly marked its presence 

in the name of “freedom of navigation”. FONOP has become a critical issue in 

geopolitics. And since 2015, United States ships have transited through the South 

China Sea four to six FONOPs each year in order to uphold the right of innocent 

passage. The US Navy aircraft carriers are also seen in the South China Sea in the 

recent years. Another aspect of America’s approach in the South China Sea is the 

upliftment of the ‘rule-based’ international order. The Unites States also looked the 

South China Sea conflict from the perspective of international law and encouraging all 

parties to adhere to international law and standards. Regardless of the fact that the US 

has publicly maintained that it does not take sides in the South China Sea disputes, its 

inclinations fill in as a vital area for leveraging strategic competition with China. The 

United States openly stated the unlawfulness of the Chinese nine-dash line and its 

support for 2016 PCA ruling on Philippines case. 

To achieve its long-term goal, the United States launched a pivot to Asia. The 

reengagement of the US's allies and quasi-allies in the Asian area is central to the US 

pivot. Washington is eager to push its relationship with Asian countries to the next 
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level as a result of this. The United States justified its presence in the Asia-Pacific area 

as critical to the region's peace and stability. From President Trump's 'America First' 

approach, President Joe Biden's foreign policy concocted his tagline 'America is back,' 

which placed a high value on US allies both within and outside the region. As such, 

the strengths of America’s soft power have been efficaciously maneuvered in the 

Southeast Asian region. Being a global big power, United States resources in matters 

of economy, defense and military, science and technology, education, trade and 

commerce bear much more than sufficient to provide contentment for the not so 

powerful Southeast Asian states. The United States mission to Southeast Asia is very 

critical at this moment of disputes in the South China Sea remain exacerbated. USA 

and South China Sea littorals have convergence interests and concerns in several 

regional and global aspects which have been predominantly tied-up in bilateral 

engagements.  

Another major power taken into account is the role of Russia in the South 

China Sea. Russia, like USA and India is not a South China claimant party. However, 

as compared to USA and India, Russia’s stance in the South China Sea is relatively 

unstated. Yet, this does not undermine Russia as a significant political actor in the 

region. The post-1990 international politics turn out to be a critical situation for Russia 

with several economic, political and security calculations. Russia is a great old power 

that has been weakened by economic and political crisis. To reclaim its worldwide 

stature, Russia reconsider its foreign policy options through diverse relations. Russia 

turned its attention to the east can be witnessed more so than in the past with President 

Putin’s dictum called ‘pivot to the East’. In addition, Russia began to prioritise 

building relations with South East Asian nations. As a result, Russia's main component 

of its policies, namely military and arms trade, play an important role in the regional 

security system in Southeast and East Asia. 

One of the crucial elements of Russia’s role is its defence diplomacy with the 

littoral states of the South China Sea. Russia remained the longstanding supplier of 

arms to Southeast Asia and China. For the past two decades, Russia was the largest 

arms supplier to Southeast Asia. Russia’s interest in the South China Sea can be seen 

in its energy security policy dating back to 1980’s, which function till today. In the 

maritime sector, Moscow’s naval presence in Cam Ranh Bay appears to be immensely 

crucial. Since 1980’s Soviet navy’s presence in the South China Sea can be seen, 

which was renewed in 2014. In the recent years, Russia has been conducting joint 
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naval drills with Southeast Asian countries. However, Russia’s relationship with the 

Southeast Asian countries particularly in the defence sector makes her position 

complicated viz-a-viz China in the region. As mentioned earlier, China is the largest 

importer of oil in the world and outside the Middle East, Russia has the second largest 

oil reserves in the world.  

Russia has so far refrained from taking China’s side in its maritime disputes in 

the East and South China Sea. It is apparent that Russia has pursued its own interests 

instead. Russia’s stance is expected to be stable due to the fact that Russia’s main 

interest does not lie in the South China Sea nor in the Southeast Asian region. Russia 

is, and will be European in its approach and strategic thinking. Southeast Asia will not 

immediately be a high-priority focus of Russia. The Asia-Pacific region is significant 

to Russia pertaining to the increased US interests in the region. But the South China 

Sea is of less geopolitical value to Russia. As such it is futile to hope Russia’s hard 

approach in the region. Since the adoption of pivot to the East policy, successful results 

remain meagre in nature. Hence, Russia has been regarded as playing a quiet 

diplomacy in the region.  

India is not a littoral state in the South China Sea, and it has no territorial 

ambitions there. For decades, India's marine concerns were mostly focused on its near 

surroundings. The convincing 'Look East Policy,' which has now been decisively 

upgraded to the 'Act East Policy,' began in the post-liberalization 1990s, breaking the 

bar of India's strategic calculations. As a result, India's marine policy has gradually 

gained prominence in the country's foreign policy decisions. However, as a maritime 

nation, India has been paying close attention to the developments in the South China 

Sea conflicts. In India's 2009 Maritime Doctrine, the South China Sea is categorised 

as a ‘secondary area of interest.' In addition, recent events in the South China Sea have 

revealed India's growing sphere of influence. In the backdrop of the increasing events 

in the South China Sea, the primary causes driving India's maritime interests are 

explained. 

Because of India's geostrategic location, she is more exposed to any incident 

or development in Asia. In this context, the significance of the South China Sea for 

India's economic and geostrategic interests cannot be emphasised. The Indian 

economy is heavily reliant on the oceans for trade. The South China Sea is an important 

trading route for India's eastward trade. As a country that relies heavily on international 

trade, India must ensure that all modes of transportation, including air, sea, and land, 
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are safe and secure. In terms of India's developing business ties with the east, India 

recognises the importance of maintaining sea security in the South China Sea. Growth 

in the economic sector undeniably demands growth in energy demands. In the energy 

sector, India has joint project with Vietnam in the South China Sea. Moreover, The 

dynamic nature of international political landscape in the twenty-first century is one 

of the multiple factors that has piqued India's interest in the South China Sea. The 

changing security political environment in East and Southeast Asia provides immense 

opportunities for India to present itself as a security contributor to many small nations 

in the region. It is thus important for India to build up bilateral defence ties with the 

South China Sea littoral states who are also member of ASEAN. 

Freedom of navigation and overflight is India's primary priority in the South 

China Sea. Many a times India has voiced for its support for freedom of navigation 

and overflight and resolution of conflicts in the South China Sea according to 

international law. Having manifold interests in the disputed South China Sea, which 

holds significant lifeline in India’s geo-strategic and economic build up, India thereby 

approaches its maritime policies through various means and measures. The most 

important maritime policies of India in the South China Sea has been exerted by the 

Indian Navy. Indian Navy ships have significantly expanded its presence and 

operational reach in the Indo-Pacific region in recent years. The INS has regularly 

made courtesy visits and joint naval patrols with the Southeast Asian states. More 

significantly, China and India, the two Asian giants are locked in a tug of war over 

land and water, competing for rapid growth. India’s interests in the South China Sea 

can be viewed from a reaction to China’s Indian Ocean policy. China’s Maritime Silk 

Road has been intensifying for India with regard to the String of Pearls strategy. 

China’s maritime policies has been regarded by Indian strategies as a policy of 

containing India. Moreover many of the Indian neighbours in South Asia such as, 

Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Maldives 

have good relations with China and perceived China’s presence in the region as a 

crucial balancer to India’s rise. Given the ongoing territorial conflicts in the South 

China Sea, it is vital for India to fortify bilateral defence and economic ties with 

China’s territorial adversaries of the Southeast Asian countries. Aside from that, 

India's influence in the region has been mediated through the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN). The overall interaction of India in the South China Sea is 
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more visible in bilateral relations with individual countries of Vietnam, Malaysia, 

Brunei, Philippines and Taiwan. 

The study then looks into how the South China Sea disputes affect international 

security. The study established that nation-state conflict has long been a prevalent and 

intricate event in international politics. Several countries throughout the world have 

been at odds in the past over little matters, but the ultimate goal has remained the same 

to this day: to be in a dominant position and control the international system. These 

occurrences frequently threaten world peace and stability. The current century has also 

seen the rise of a power that is posing a threat to the established American world order. 

Great powers are strategically positioned in this moment to reinvent world order. In 

such a complicated international context, the sea has become a strategic arena of 

competition, much like it was in the past when great power status was determined and 

world politics was greatly influenced. In the context of this study, the two great powers 

of the past, the United States and Russia are on the scene, as are China and the United 

States, the two most powerful countries in the world at the moment, engaged in fierce 

struggle in broader trends, and India and China, the two Asian competitor powers. All 

of these countries have been inculpated in the South China Sea, either directly or 

indirectly, with diverse sets of interests. 

The rising role of external powers, notably the rising tensions between United 

States and China in the South China Sea has become a major source of destabilisation 

for Asia's security. From a century of humiliation to a leader of third world, China 

today has risen to a position of a responsible global great power. However, China’s 

rise has been a concept of much debate among observers and the notion of Xi Jinping’s 

‘China’s Dream’ and ‘Peaceful rise’ remain suspicious to many countries of the world. 

As a result, China is viewed by many countries and analysts as a critical security threat, 

with a long-term goal of global supremacy.  

In the global political game of the twenty-first century, this so-called China's 

rapid rise has collided with the United States' steadfast commitment to maintaining the 

status quo. The United States and China are on a collision course that could possibly 

lead to war sooner or later. Different perspectives exist on how Sino-American ties 

will develop in the coming years, as well as how it will impact global politics. China 

and the United States have been exerted a policy of influencing weaker and middle 

countries in whatever possible ways. Both the countries have been engaged in 

deterring action in each other’s area of interests and being in an obstacle to hamper 
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each other’s power growth. The United States and other three like-minded countries 

such as, Australia, Japan and India have established a security cooperation called 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) has been viewed with much suspicion by 

China and Russia. 

Russia and China are united in a common wish to devote to multipolar Asian 

order, transcending the Western liberal world order. Russia-China axis could be 

challenging for the Unites States not only in the Asia-Pacific region, but also influence 

the geopolitical security in the South China Sea. However, the present study examined 

the possible complications that could jeopardise the relations between China and 

Russia in the future. Beijing is sensitive to Russian concerns about China’s growing 

presence in Central Asia—a region Moscow regards as its sphere of influence. The 

growing power imbalance in Beijing's favour is the second noteworthy incident in the 

Sino-Russian relationship. Beijing and Moscow will need time to acclimate to the fact 

that China has advanced from junior to senior status in the relationship. Moreover, it 

is unknown to what extent they are willing to defend each other's interests. Beijing 

wishes to ensure that Russia does not intervene if China takes military action against 

the disputant states in the South China Sea. In a variety of fields, China's rivals in the 

South China Sea disputes have formed collaborative bilateral partnerships with Russia. 

Defense ties, arms sales, and high-level visits are all still going ongoing. All these 

issues will have to be dealt with both China and Russia in the near future.  

In such a global framework, the security challenges for India in the 21st century 

is much more complicated. Managing the rise of China is obviously the most pressing 

national, regional and international security problem for India. The post-Cold War 

turned into a situation that India relies more on the United States looking as more sided 

with the West. The two countries are bind by democratic ideals and principles. United 

States and India have been collaborated in several arenas and is seen to have 

convergent views on international order. Washington and Delhi’s standpoint in the 

South China Sea dispute is joint in freedom of navigation and rule-based international 

order. Both countries convergent views are deeply rooted in countering China’s rise. 

In the meantime, Russia has been the longstanding arms supplier to India. The 

amicable connections between India and Russia are known as ‘Hindi-Rusi bhai bhai’, 

which denotes India and Russia are brothers. Russia strives to maintain a balanced 

relationship with both India and China. But in terms of economic and defence 

collaboration, however, Sino-Russian connections are significantly greater than India-
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Russia ties, adding scepticism to Indian strategic thinking. Russia's political officials 

have openly criticised QUAD on numerous occasions, and India's involvement in the 

QUAD entente is viewed sceptically by Russia. With an eye on China and India’s 

expanding economic ties in the east, India needs not to distance itself from the South 

China Sea disputes, rather it needs to ensure peace and stability in the region. 

Persuading China will be a crucial tool for India for the furtherance of its interests and 

to enhance its primacy in the region.   

In today's complicated interdependent world, no nation can become great by 

isolating itself from other nations. Even the most powerful country requires a tangible 

support system in order to carry out its national interests. The emergence of China has 

pulled the United States and India closer together, but it has also brought China and 

Russia closer together. While it is too early to say that power transition takes place, 

the world today is different from the era of disintegration of the Soviet Union and 

American hegemony prevailed. In line with this, the geopolitical alignments in the 

South China Sea have grown more complex. The current situation is that Sino-US 

competition has certainly altered international scenario. The impact of this competition 

may be detrimental for international peace and security. 

Historically, power transitions used to be accompanied by major wars in the 

international system. But it cannot be surely predicted that US-China hegemonic 

competition will end up in warfare and peaceful outcome is inevitable. The study 

examines few historical stories where power rising power replaced the existing power. 

Some analysts also compare Sino-American competition with Soviet-America 

competition during the Cold War, and even project that the world will face another 

Cold War. However, unlike US-Soviet relations during the Cold War, there is no bitter, 

irreconcilable ideological conflict between the US and a China. Intellectual debates 

are ongoing, centred on whether China will supersede America as a global hegemon. 

Based on the latest data, the United States military spending is three times higher than 

China and far larger than China and Russia combined. Considering the South China 

Sea dispute, the United States have many allies and collaborations in the region. 

China’s territorial adversaries are either in good terms with the United States or in 

collaborative defence and economic relations with the United States.  

However, mention must be made that the global interdependence in the 

economic sphere is so deep that it linked countries of the world in a deeper connection 

which either of the countries could not withdraw from the system. This has prevented 
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states from taking major risks that could have a negative impact on their own country's 

national interests. Countries around the world are restricted by complicated 

interdependence and geopolitical conflict under this situation. In the coming years, 

competition between the two major powers, such as the United States and China, will 

heat up. Minor skirmishes could escalate into a world war, as has happened in the past. 

Similarly, disagreements in the South China Sea could devolve into a political contest 

between the world's major nations. 

As previously said, Southeast Asia is no stranger to the interplay of external 

powers. Today, the Asia-Pacific region has once again become a source of tension 

among the world's major nations. The intriguing question now is how the littoral 

governments will posture themselves or respond to heightened international attention 

in the South China Sea dispute. The final chapter of the present study examines 

country-by-country responses to external powers' roles in the region, particularly in 

the South China Sea.  

By far the most powerful and active outer power in the South China Sea is the 

United States of America. From a tumultuous past, the US-Vietnam relationship has 

gone through intense ups and downs throughout the years, fundamentally grounded in 

Cold War dilemma, culminating in the current "comprehensive partnership." Ranging 

from regular official visits, high-level dialogues and joint naval exercises to 

humanitarian assistance USA and Vietnam have boost their area of cooperation from 

time to time. In the maritime realm, United States nourished the Vietnam Coast Guard 

through maritime assistance since it fully lifted ban on lethal sale weapons to Vietnam. 

America’s lifting of ban on lethal weapons sale to Vietnam in 2016 imprints crucial 

milestone in bilateral defence ties. The US stimulation of weapons access to Vietnam 

has been widely applauded by Hanoi in terms of its prominence in the South China 

Sea. Moreover, access to US equipment has been a great confidence booster pertaining 

to Hanoi’s heavy dependence on Russia’s military assistance. 

 In Southeast Asia, Vietnam falls to be a country having highest tensions with 

China. This became the strategic advantage of United States in its relationship with 

Vietnam. However, several hurdles drive the wedge for the smooth functioning of 

America’s Asia strategy. The first consideration is China. Because of Hanoi's reliance 

on China's economy, Vietnamese leaders are concerned of Chinese resentment for 

being too close to the United States. Another problem is trust issues. The United States 

had previously abandoned the government of South Vietnam, resulting in the fall of 



265 
 

Saigon in 1975. From Hanoi's perspective, there is no guarantee that the US will depart 

in time if tensions in the South China Sea worsen and China's assertiveness and 

pressure escalate. 

Vietnam's policymakers chose to maintain amicable relations with China and 

the United States by balancing and hedging their positions. Because of two concerns, 

Vietnam is hesitant to support either the United States or China. On the one hand, 

America's military support has reinforced Vietnam's position on maritime security and 

the preservation of its South China Sea rights. Simultaneously, Vietnam will find it 

impossible to avoid Beijing's economic support.  

In the economic and defence sectors, the United States has been one of 

Malaysia's most important partners. US-Malaysia ties have expanded during Obama 

and Najib period with a focus on counterterrorism. This illustrates Malaysia's support 

for America's approach to world peace and security, in spite of the fact that the country 

is dominated by Muslims. Despite Kuala Lumpur has appreciated the United States' 

defence, economic, and diplomatic efforts, challenges persist. As a Muslim-majority 

country, Malaysia continues to adhere to Islamic theology, which has an impact on its 

policy perspectives. The election of Donald Trump as President in 2017 with the 

catchphrase "America First" was a setback for several countries, including Malaysia. 

Trump’s controversial agenda on climate change, health and Muslim travel ban etc. 

was setting the bad image of America from Muslim dominated Malaya perspective. 

Another stumbling barrier in the US-Malaysia alliance is the China issue. The year 

2020 marks China as the largest trading partner of Malaysia for the 12 consecutive 

years in a row. As such, Kuala Lumpur clearly recognise that sustaining a stable 

relationship is a sine quo non for its national growth. On the other hand, Biden's 

triumph, with its slogan "America is back," has created hopes for future development 

of the Malaysia-US partnership and for new areas of collaboration.  Malaysia is 

projected to continue moving towards Beijing in the future while maintaining keeping 

up with conciliatory binds with Washington. Malaysia is anticipated to maintain better 

commercial ties with Beijing while prioritising distinct defence ties with the United 

States. 

In recent years, there has been a perceptible reorientation in the friendly ties 

between the United States and the Philippines. President Duterte's reversion to a pro-

China stance after 2016 has had a significant impact on US-Philippine relations. The 

fundamental predicament in bilateral relations of the United States and Philippines is 
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the codified defence relationship called the VFA. From giving humanitarian 

assistance, import and export of equipment, the VFA likewise sets the legal framework 

for the US military operations in the Philippines. As such this settlement is the US 

legal coupon to act effectively in its perplexing area of interests and is thus vital for 

the United States to handle China’s rise in the South China Sea effectively. Overall, 

the VFA serves as US geographical proximity in the region. However, since President 

Duterte's election in 2016, the legality of the VFA, the primary cornerstone of US-

Philippine ties, has been in questioned. President Duterte was enraged by the United 

States' cuts to aid through the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) and 

cautioned that other major powers, such as China and Russia, might usurp America's 

position. President Duterte even bid a farewell to America and pronounced China as 

Philippines’ new best friend. But after four years of suspension of the VFA, President 

Duterte announced the renewal of VFA on 15th June 2021. President Duterte 

exemplifies how a weaker country should not always act in the interests of a stronger 

one. From the bumpy road of the restoration of VFA, it can be observed that 

Philippines wishes to see a more US commitment in the region. 

As tensions in the South China Sea have risen in recent years, the Philippines 

has been increasingly vulnerable to Beijing's actions. Notwithstanding President 

Duterte's pro-Beijing leanings, things have not gone smoothly. Despite increased 

collaboration in other areas, the long-standing impasse in the South China Sea is still 

the diplomatic spat between Manila and Beijing. The Philippines, however, gave the 

United States a clear signal that if it fails to meet the expectation of Philippines, it can 

display a quid pro quo even to the big power. It is apparent that the Philippines most 

discerning choice is neither alliancing with the United States nor China. The United 

States' stronger commitment in the region will be put to the test in the coming years. 

In terms of navigating the US-China competition in the region, like other 

Southeast Asian states, Brunei has tried to maintain a balance between the two-but 

finds itself increasingly the object of Chinese attention and influence.  The 2021 

Defence White Paper also forecast the security challenges that Brunei and Southeast 

Asian region as a whole could face in the next 15 years. These includes the influence 

of major power dynamics in the region, regional and global instability. Brunei also 

recognises global strategic polarity shift towards multipolarity. It asserted to work with 

like-minded countries in the political, economic and security domains.  



267 
 

Taiwan and America have a cooperation on the foundation of democratic 

principles and often refer each other as ‘like-minded partner.’ Taiwan has been 

receptive of United States in the region and often stated by its national leaders. A 

ground breaking bilateral pact was signed between Taiwan and U.S. on March 25 

2021. According to the MOFA, the MOU reaffirms the determination of the two sides 

to formalize bilateral exchanges and partnership, the ministry said.  

From the perspective of a country with less powerful economic and military 

might, the interests of the most powerful military force in its fight against their 

powerful counterpart are extremely important. In this manner, the study identifies that 

there are general consensus among the Southeast Asian states that the United States 

serves as a crucial balancer to China in the region. The Southeast Asian states are also 

optimistic towards America’s renewed interests and commitment in the Asia-Pacific.  

Despite sharing comparable goals, the United States' efforts to build a foothold 

in Southeast Asia are tough and laden with peril. President Trump's entrance with the 

'America first' catchphrase has further harmed the US's reputation in the Asia-Pacific 

region, particularly in Southeast Asia. There is widespread scepticism regarding the 

US's capability and commitment in the region. Southeast Asians have ambivalent 

sentiments about, or distrust of, the United States for a variety of reasons. Moreover, 

the Southeast Asian South China Sea littorals have conceded that the world is 

undergoing transformation, casting doubts on America’s predominance. Hence, there 

is a pervasive impression that America is a declining power. On the other hand, some 

Southeast Asian states are concerned of becoming unduly reliant on a distant power 

like the United States and having a powerful antagonist in the neighbour. It is also 

analysed that these Southeast Asian nations are fearful of being under the domineering 

impact of the United States hegemony. However, promising catchwords like ‘pivot to 

east’, ‘America is back’ and Secretary Pompeo’s statement in the South China Sea 

aroused optimism among the Southeast Asian countries. 

With America’s Pivot to Asia vis-à-vis China’s rise, the two countries have 

emerged as the protagonists of the 21st century’s Asia-Pacific geopolitical and 

economic order. The two countries have been aggressively exploring strategies to 

expand their worldwide influence. In various circumstances, the interests of one 

country cannot be denied by the other. Among Chinese intellectuals, politicians, 

journalists, and political experts, there are numerous analyses on US actions in the 

region. Popular perception in China hailed United States interests and strategies in the 
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east as Cold war syndrome with a determination to counter China. Furthermore, 

majority of the Chinese media, observers and political leaders viewed the United States 

as overwhelmingly disrupt peace and security in the region. Many Chinese see 

America's activity pertaining to America conducting FONOPs in the South China Sea, 

as a severe infringement on Chinese sovereignty. China also claimed that the United 

States sought to form alliances with the Southeast Asian states to challenge China. As 

a result, China's political authorities have frequently urged the United States not to 

intervene in its so called “core interests”. Chinese political elites have also accused the 

United States for jeopardising China-US relations. 

The South China Sea littoral states’ perception on Russia is then examined. 

The Vietnamese government have embraced Russia's weaponry supply, and this has 

been a critical aspect in the two nations' growing ties. Manila have thoroughly 

expressed its interests in deepening collaboration in the areas of investment, energy 

and defence. Although Malaysia and the Philippines have frequently discussed the 

future of their economic and defence relations and have signed numerous agreements, 

reality shows that such accords have yet to gain traction. Since 2016, relations between 

Russia and the Philippines have progressed rapidly. With President Duterte's victory, 

the Philippines' foreign policy has shifted to a focus on mending relations with the 

East. President Duterte has promised to work with China and Russia to improve their 

ties. As of current situations, Russia-Philippines relations remain deepened and 

extensive in several spheres. In the midst of deteriorating relations with the West, 

President Duterte is pushing cooperation with Russia and China. Brunei is anticipated 

to strengthen its connections with Russia in the future, owing to Russia's energy and 

military capabilities. Despite the boost in trade and investment, there has been trade 

imbalance between the two. Russia-Taiwan relations in other sectors like security and 

significant areas gets largely constrained due to the China factor. 

 In the regional sector, China and Russia have similar views on the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO) and ASEAN, and are opposed to NATO's continued 

expansion. On the international stage, Russia and China shared a common worldview. 

Both nations reaffirmed their commitment to multilateralism. The fundamental 

convergent interests coincide in restraining international order dominated by United 

States. The fact that Russia sells a lot of weapons to other countries has long been a 

topic of contention. Russia has been the principal supplier to India, Vietnam, and other 

countries with which China has territorial disputes. China urges Russia to reduce its 
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armaments diplomacy with its opponents. As a result, escalating South China Sea 

tensions will put Russia-China relations to the ultimate test. With the growth of 

external power’s interests in the region, stronger ties with Russia is critical to China 

strategic influence in the South China Sea. Russia’s support to China’s stance in the 

region would be highly significant for China’s strategic objective.  

Finally, the South China Sea littoral states perception on India’s role was taken 

into account. Although India is not a major player in the South China Sea, it is a 

substantial and powerful external force. Developments in the South China Sea have a 

significant impact on the country's political and security paradigms, as it is one of 

Asia's key regional powers. The Act East Policy has been an important tool for India 

in maintaining its presence in the region and engaging with its eastern neighbours. As 

a result, the claimant nations' reactions to India's position in the South China Sea are 

divided. Though India’s private interests lies in the Indian Ocean, but  maintaining a 

robust stance in South China Sea will rises India’s value. However, India has 

significantly developed its blue-water capacity, this falls short on containing China’s 

capability.  

 India-Vietnam’s joint exploration in the South China Sea which has been 

operated since 1992 has been a subject of much criticisms especially from China due 

to the fact that the area falls within China’s territorial claim. Despite China’s 

opposition, the Vietnamese side still wishes to pursue and ignored China’s objection. 

The Vietnamese side reaffirmed Vietnam's support for India's Act East Policy and 

welcomed a greater role for India in the regional and international arena. Defence and 

security cooperation has been an important pillar between India and Vietnam. From 

Vietnam's standpoint, India's interest in the South China Sea is significant since it 

serves as a check against China’s expanding power. Hanoi has pledged its support for 

India's push for South China Sea freedom of navigation.  

 India-Philippines cooperation on defence and other sector is crucial in their 

bilateral relations. The Philippines are optimistic about India’s role in the South China 

Sea. Officials from the Philippines remarked that they are grateful for India's support 

of the Philippines' activities in proceeding with the arbitration tribunal under the PCA 

and in resolving the conflicting claims we have with China. The relationship between 

India and Malaysia has deteriorated in recent years. Despite the fact that the two 

countries have similar territorial conflicts, things have not been as smooth as predicted. 

India-Malaysia bilateral relations faltered with several internal matters like the 
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revocation of Article 370 in Jammu and Kashmir, Citizenship Amendment Act, the oil 

palm dilemma, etc. For this reason, Malaysia’s stance towards India remains unclear. 

Malaysia reiterated its neutrality posture in the other country’s matter. Malaysia 

appears to be a country that prefers to maintain a public neutrality. Despite the fact 

that Malaysia and China have a territorial dispute, Malaysia's major attitude is 

motivated by expanding China-Malaysia connections and an Islamic approach while 

advancing economic ties with China. This has had a significant impact on its stance in 

the South China Sea. Malaysia appears to have sought a middle ground between India 

and China. 

 While Brunei and Taiwan do not see Delhi as a security guarantee, defence and 

economic cooperation with India is a vital aspect in their state's survival. Taiwan's 

government has recently taken a historically gentle approach to improving the 

country's economic development and regional participation. In terms of improving 

bilateral connections, India's Act East and Taiwan's South Bound Policy appeared to 

be mutually beneficial. 

 ASEAN not only express satisfaction over Indias’ increasing involvement but 

also urged India to play a proactive role in the South China Sea.  Thus, it may be 

contended that ASEAN’s position to India’s position with its Act East policy ambit 

has an acknowledgement and acceptance in the region. Specifically, to the South China 

Sea ASEAN and India stood cooperatively for the peaceful and security of the Sea 

with rule-based international order. ASEAN and India stood on the same page with 

respect to the effective implementation of the 2002 Declaration on the Conduct of the 

Parties in the South China Sea. 

 India and China have a complicated interwoven storey that is mostly based on 

security concerns. The two countries have long had competing geopolitical goals in 

the region, extending the boundaries of their presence on each other's peripheries. 

Accounts of both countries' behaviour revealed rivalry, schadenfreude over each other, 

miscalculations, counter-encirclement, alliance formation, friction, and even direct 

confrontation, which sums up Indo-China relations. India’s involvement in the South 

China Sea is regarded by the Chinese as ‘provocative’ and viewed with great 

suspicion. Four aspects can be drawn from China’s reaction to India’s approach in the 

South China Sea. First, in the name of maintaining freedom of navigation, Indian Navy 

has maintained frequent naval visits and joint exercises with South China Sea littoral 

states over the years. China remained highly sensitive and alert towards India’s joint 
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naval exercises with its rivals in the South China Sea. Second, China did not want any 

outside interference in terms of resolution of disputes. Third, India and Vietnam 

cooperation in energy exploration in the South China Sea has been very much disliked 

by China. Lastly, India’s concerns over the South China Sea have been seen by many 

Chinese observers as a counter-action to China’ actions in the Indian Ocean. 

 In fine it can be assessed that Southeast Asia’s current geopolitical situation is 

complex and the escalating tension in the South China Sea turn out to be the 

conundrum of Asia today. China’s counterparts in the South China disputes are 

intimidated by the rise of China and its unilateral activities. However, it is clear that 

the Southeast Asian littoral states did not find themselves in a position of direct fight 

against China. The crux of the matter is the power asymmetry among the littoral 

parties, which gives external countries the opportunity to set foot in. In this connection, 

Southeast Asia's geostrategic significance has enlarged in current dynamics of 

international relations. Major world powers have refocused their attention on the 

region, most likely as a result of China's rise in tandem with the region's economic 

growth. External powers such as the United States, India, Japan, the United Kingdom, 

and Australia, among others, reacted sharply to China's declaration of unilateral 

sovereignty over almost the entirety of the South China Sea.  

The current study acknowledges that Southeast Asia has become entangled in 

great power competition in the contemporary age. The South China Sea today has 

evolved into a huge geopolitical tussle between the two competing powers, the United 

States and China.  This provides a huge potential for the United States to confront 

China in its own backyard. Currently, the United States and China are engaged in 

blame game over their actions in the South China Sea. Moreover the Biden 

administration’s pledge to foster deeper engagement with its so called ‘allies’ and 

China’s deeper engagement with the Southeast Asian countries might keep the 

competition intense. For this reason, intellectuals and observers are deeply concerned 

about the escalation of regional polarisation.  

Looking at the big picture, being at the centre of major power’s programmes such 

as BRI, Act East Policy, Free and Open Indo-Pacific, Pivot to the East, and so on limits 

the alternatives accessible to Southeast Asian emerging nations. All of these related 

factors presented developing powers with significant opportunities and difficulties. 

The irony is that the Southeast Asian governments have become economically 

dependent on their biggest territorial enemy, China. The lingering question is whether 
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Southeast Asian countries will benefit collective security by relying on the US. The 

South China Sea's fate would have been decided if Southeast Asian governments 

joined forces with strong external powers such as the United States and India. On the 

other hand, there is no guarantee that Southeast Asian states will prefer distant military 

strength over close economic power. According to the study, the Southeast Asian 

littorals have consistently expressed steadfast support for external powers' stance on 

conflict settlement in the South China Sea. The greater the large countries' 

competitiveness and escalation of tension, the more afraid smaller states will be of 

being caught in conflicts against their will. As a result, great power competition in the 

region provides both possibilities and problems for the region's middle powers. 

The major catalyst is that external powers main interests in the South China 

Sea disputes has been garnered with the rise of China. With its wealth and capabilities, 

China is now consolidating its claims by engaging in multi-pronged maritime strategy 

in the South China Sea. Its array has also challenged the existing international order.  

China wants to sustain its regional leadership and intended to have ambition of global 

expansion. It is less futile to hope China silenced with the more active external power. 

South China Sea will be used by US and China to redefine their international status. 

Global power arrangement will be restructured. The act of retracting or ceding 

territorial claims by any power in the South China Sea would demonstrate a country's 

weakness and incapability, particularly in terms of the United States and China. It will 

be foolish to seek for a compromise in any case. As a result, how the conflict in the 

South China Sea is resolved will have a long-term impact on worldwide power 

dynamics. If America is removed from the South China Sea, it will determine or mark 

the beginning of China's march out of the region. There is a massive blame game going 

on not only between the US and China for the escalating tensions in the South China 

Sea, but also among experts and observers. 

Most Southeast Asian governments utilise hedging diplomacy to manage 

major powers as a middle power entity. This is by far the most convenient and 

influential strategy to use. The Southeast Asian South China Sea littorals envisage 

multilateral world order and against any form of unilateral regional architecture. As 

such, these countries governments have diversify their relations with external big 

powers. South China Sea littoral states seek to benefit from the leverage of China's 

economy as well as the US and Russia’s military and technology. The ability of these 

Southeast Asian governments to 'successfully hedge' the big powers will be called into 
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question. Regardless of ideological differences and political systems, the China factor 

plays a significant role in bilateral relations between the United States and Southeast 

Asian countries. These countries have been wary of moving too close to either Beijing 

or Washington. The Southeast Asian countries clearly noted that maintaining stable 

relations with Beijing is of paramount importance for its economic security. It is 

evident that India, the United States, and Russia want to keep Southeast Asian states 

stronger in order to besiege China. Whether the Southeast Asian states and 

Washington's, Indian’s and Russian’s policymakers will elevate their bilateral 

relationship to new heights or remain firmly entrenched.  

It can be observed that the littoral countries except China regard the increasing 

role of external powers interests in the South China Sea more of an opportunity than a 

threat. The United States, Russia and India all served as a political and geostrategic 

shield for these countries. However, objectively, Southeast Asian countries perceive 

China as an economic and geopolitical power. This raises the prospect of Chinese 

dominance in the region. As a result, it is evident that the United States' diplomatic 

effort in the region fell short of expectations. There is no guarantee that the US will 

become involved in the disputes if the Southeast Asian governments engage in military 

war with China. As a result, the Southeast Asian littoral states of the South China Sea 

remain concerned about commitment issues and try to avoid potential risks in the 

South China Sea. 

China's actions in the South China Sea, as well as the Southeast Asian states mode 

of handling disputes with China, embody Deng Xiaoping's maxim of "putting aside 

dispute and pursuing shared development," which is still echoed in Chinese political 

thinking. This implies that Southeast Asia still pursue economic ties amidst territorial 

tensions with China. This primarily parallels China’s effective diplomacy in Southeast 

Asia on the one hand, and Southeast Asian states’ preference for the economy over 

other sectors on the other.  

In essence, any China’s actions through military force would obviously be 

backlashed by not only US and India but by international community. China's 

economic might has made inroads into Southeast Asia. China, on the other hand, sees 

any outside meddling as distorting. As a result, the South China Sea became embroiled 

in a rivalry between the two main countries in the contemporary era. There is a fear of 

regional polarisation among different analysts. Nevertheless, due to China's economic 



274 
 

influence in the region, it will be difficult for the US to build alliances or quasi-

alliances with Southeast Asian states. 

Territorial disputes between states are easily prone to escalation of hostilities 

with complicated settlement in international relations. The South China Sea dispute is 

one such conceivable venue, with multiple parties involved. The South China Sea is 

in a geopolitical bind in the twenty-first century. What is the best suitable situation for 

reducing tensions in South China Sea disputes? It is difficult to imagine a peaceful 

win-win situation in the foreseeable future. The backing of littoral nations and foreign 

governments advocating for a rule-based regime is still outstanding, despite Chinese 

opposition. It is evident that international law under UNCLOS is restricted in its ability 

to resolve disputes permanently, and it will not do so in the near future unless the rules 

and conditions are amended. The answer is that, in addition to the claimant states, 

external actors, primarily the United States and China, should seek wider areas of 

collaboration. To say the least, maintaining the status quo would be beneficial to the 

South China Sea's tranquilly.  

Moreover, durable peaceful situation in the South China Sea will be largely 

depended on Sino-American policies and each side reluctance to compromise on 

several issues may worsen the situation. The most palpable reality that can be drawn 

as of now is that prospects of the South China Sea is obscure. Having outlined the 

spectrum in the ongoing tensions in the South China Sea, ideally the best situation 

would be all parties adherence to international law and compliance to its award. It is 

highly suggested that the activities of the claimant parties be carried out in a manner 

of good faith and respect for the existing agreement like the DOC, SDNT, TAC in the 

South China Sea. In this regard, it is strongly recommended that ASEAN's centrality 

in the area be strengthened. Aside from that, the littoral parties should avoid unilateral 

actions that could jeopardise the situation and assure good behaviour in the region. 

The use of force should also be avoided, as such actions would need the intervention 

of a third party. To mitigate hazards in the maritime domain, the parties must also take 

measures to enforce potential areas of collaboration, such as marine environment 

conservation. However, the actuality is still on paper and far from being realistic. The 

best hope for the South China Sea's unresolved maritime boundary is a reduction in 

tension.  
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Appendices 

Appendix I: The Law on the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone of the 
People's Republic of China, adopted at the 24th meeting of the Standing 
Committee of the National People's Congress on 25 February 1992.  

Article 1 

This law is formulated in order to enable the People's Republic of China (PRC) to 

exercise its sovereignty over its territorial sea and its rights to exercise control over its 

contiguous zone, and to safeguard State security as well as its maritime rights and 

interests.  

Article 2 

The PRC's territorial sea refers to the waters adjacent to its territorial land.  

The PRC's territorial land includes the mainland and its offshore islands, Taiwan and 

the various affiliated islands including Diaoyu Island, Penghu Islands, Dongsha 

Islands, Xisha Islands, Nansha (Spratly) Islands and other islands that belong to the 

People's Republic of China.  

The PRC's internal waters refer to the waters along the baseline of the territorial sea 

facing the land.  

Article 3 

The extent of the PRC's territorial sea measures 12 nautical miles from the baseline of 

the territorial sea. The PRC's baseline of the territorial sea is designated with the 

method of straight baselines, formed by joining the various base points with straight 

lines.  

The outer limit of the PRC's territorial sea refers to the line, every point of which is at 

a distance of 12 nautical miles from the nearest point of the baseline of the territorial 

sea.  

Article 4 

The PRC's contiguous zone refers to the waters that are outside of, but adjacent to, its 

territorial sea. The extent of the contiguous zone has a width of 12 nautical miles.  

The outer limit of the PRC's contiguous zone is a line, every point of which has a 

nearest distance of 24 nautical miles from the baseline from which the territorial sea is 

measured.  

Article 5 

The People's Republic of China exercises sovereignty over its territorial sea and the 

airspace over the territorial sea, as well as its seabed and subsoil.  
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Article 6 

Non-military foreign ships enjoy the right of innocent passage through the territorial 

sea of the People's Republic of China according to law.  

To enter the territorial sea of the People's Republic of China, foreign military ships 

must obtain permission from the Government of the People's Republic of China.  

Article 7 

While passing through the territorial sea of the People's Republic of China, foreign 

submarines and other underwater vehicles shall navigate on the surface of the sea and 

show their flags.  

Article 8 

While passing through the territorial sea of the People's Republic of China, foreign 

ships shall abide by the laws and regulations of the People's Republic of China and 

shall not impair the peace, security and good order of the People's Republic of China.  

Foreign nuclear-powered ships and other ships carrying nuclear, toxic or other 

dangerous substances must carry certain documents and observe special precautionary 

measures when they pass through the territorial sea of the People's Republic of China.  

The Government of the People's Republic of China has the right to adopt all necessary 

measures to prevent and stop the passage of a ship which is not innocent through its 

territorial sea.  

Foreign ships which violate the laws and regulations of the People's Republic of China 

shall be dealt with according to law by relevant departments of the People's Republic 

of China.  

Article 9 

To ensure the safety of navigation and satisfy other requirements, the Government of 

the People's Republic of China may require foreign ships passing through its territorial 

sea to use the designated sea lane or prescribed traffic separation scheme. Concrete 

methods should be issued by the Government of the People's Republic of China or its 

relevant responsible departments.  

Article 10 

The relevant responsible organs of the People's Republic of China shall have the right 

to order an immediate eviction of foreign military ships or ships owned by foreign 

Governments and operated for non-commercial purposes that violate the laws or 

regulations of the People's Republic of China while passing through the territorial sea 
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of the People's Republic of China. Losses or damage caused shall be borne by the 

nations whose flag is being flown by the ship in question.  

Article 11 

Any international, foreign organization, or individual who intends to conduct activities 

connected with scientific research or marine survey shall first seek the consent of the 

People's Republic of China or its relevant responsible departments and abide by the 

laws and regulations of the People's Republic of China.  

Whoever is found illegally entering the territorial sea of the People's Republic of China 

to conduct activities connected with scientific research or marine survey in violation 

of the preceding provisions shall be dealt with by the relevant organs of the People's 

Republic of China according to law.  

Article 12 

Foreign aircraft may not enter the air above the territorial sea of the People's Republic 

of China unless they do so in accordance with agreements or accords which the 

Governments of their countries have signed with the Government of the People's 

Republic of China, or they have been approved or accepted by the Government of the 

People's Republic of China or organs it has authorized.  

Article 13 

The People's Republic of China has the authority to exercise powers within its 

contiguous zone for the purpose of preventing or punishing infringement of its 

security, customs, fiscal sanitary laws and regulations or entry-exit control within its 

land territories, internal waters or territorial sea.  

Article 14 

When competent authorities of the People's Republic of China have good reasons to 

believe that a foreign ship has violated the laws and regulations of the People's 

Republic of China, they may exercise the right of hot pursuit.  

The hot pursuit commences when the foreign ship, or one of its small boats, or other 

craft working as a team and using the ship pursued as a mother ship is within the limits 

of the internal waters, territorial sea or contiguous zone of the People's Republic of 

China.  

If the foreign ships are in the contiguous zone of the People's Republic of China, the 

hot pursuit may proceed only when the rights of the relevant laws and regulations set 

forth in article 13 above have been violated.  



278 
 

As long as the hot pursuit is not interrupted, it may continue outside the territorial sea 

of the People's Republic of China or the contiguous zone. The hot pursuit ceases as 

soon as the ship pursued enters the territorial sea of its own country or of a third 

country.  

The right of hot pursuit in this article is exercised by warships or military aircraft of 

the People's Republic of China, or by ships or aircraft authorized by the Government 

of the People's Republic of China to that effect.  

Article 15 

The baseline of the territorial sea of the People's Republic of China shall be established 

by the Government of the People's Republic of China.  

Article 16 

The Government of the People's Republic of China shall draw up relevant regulations 

in accordance with this law.  

Article 17 

This law becomes effective upon promulgation.  
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Appendix II: Joint Communique of the Government of Japan and the 
Government of the People's Republic of China, September 29, 1972 

Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka of Japan visited the People's Republic of China at the 

invitation of Premier of the State Council Chou En-lai of the People's Republic of 

China from September 25 to September 30, 1972. Accompanying Prime Minister 

Tanaka were Minister for Foreign Affairs Masayoshi Ohira, Chief Cabinet Secretary 

Susumu Nikaido and other government officials. 

Chairman Mao Tse-tung met Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka on September 27. They 

had an earnest and friendly conversation. 

Prime Minister Tanaka and Minister for Foreign Affairs Ohira had an earnest and frank 

exchange of views with Premier Chou En-lai and Minister for Foreign Affairs Chi 

Peng-fei in a friendly atmosphere throughout on the question of the normalization of 

relations between Japan and China and other problems between the two countries as 

well as on other matters of interest to both sides, and agreed to issue the following 

Joint Communique of the two Governments: 

Japan and China are neighbouring countries, separated only by a strip of water with a 

long history of traditional friendship. The peoples of the two countries earnestly desire 

to put an end to the abnormal state of affairs that has hitherto existed between the two 

countries. The realization of the aspiration of the two peoples for the termination of 

the state of war and the normalization of relations between Japan and China will add 

a new page to the annals of relations between the two countries. 

The Japanese side is keenly conscious of the responsibility for the serious damage that 

Japan caused in the past to the Chinese people through war, and deeply reproaches 

itself. Further, the Japanese side reaffirms its position that it intends to realize the 

normalization of relations between the two countries from the stand of fully 

understanding "the three principles for the restoration of relations" put forward by the 

Government of the People's Republic of China. The Chinese side expresses its 

welcome for this. 

In spite of the differences in their social systems existing between the two countries, 

the two countries should, and can, establish relations of peace and friendship. The 

normalization of relations and development of good-neighborly and friendly relations 

between the two countries are in the interests of the two peoples and will contribute to 

the relaxation of tension in Asia and peace in the world. 
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1. The abnormal state of affairs that has hitherto existed between Japan and the 

People's Republic of China is terminated on the date on which this Joint Communique 

is issued. 

2. The Government of Japan recognizes that Government of the People's Republic of 

China as the sole legal Government of China. 

3. The Government of the People's Republic of China reiterates that Taiwan is an 

inalienable part of the territory of the People's Republic of China. The Government of 

Japan fully understands and respects this stand of the Government of the People's 

Republic of China, and it firmly maintains its stand under Article 8 of the Postsdam 

Proclamation. 

4. The Government of Japan and the Government of People's Republic of China have 

decided to establish diplomatic relations as from September 29, 1972. The two 

Governments have decided to take all necessary measures for the establishment and 

the performance of the functions of each other's embassy in their respective capitals in 

accordance with international law and practice, and to exchange ambassadors as 

speedily as possible. 

5. The Government of the People's Republic of China declares that in the interest of 

the friendship between the Chinese and the Japanese peoples, it renounces its demand 

for war reparation from Japan. 

6. The Government of Japan and the Government of the People's Republic of China 

agree to establish relations of perpetual peace and friendship between the two countries 

on the basis of the principles of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, 

mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and 

mutual benefit and peaceful co-existence. 

The two Governments confirm that, in conformity with the foregoing principles and 

the principles of the Charter of the United Nations, Japan and China shall in their 

mutual relations settle all disputes by peaceful means and shall refrain from the use or 

threat of force. 

7. The normalization of relations between Japan and China is not directed against any 

third country. Neither of the two countries should seek hegemony in the Asia-Pacific 

region and each is opposed to efforts by any other country or group of countries to 

establish such hegemony. 

8. The Government of Japan and the Government of the People's Republic of China 

have agreed that, with a view to solidifying and developing the relations of peace and 
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friendship between the two countries, the two Governments will enter into negotiations 

for the purpose of concluding a treaty of peace and friendship. 

9. The Government of Japan and the Government of the People's Republic of China 

have agreed that, with a view to further promoting relations between the two countries 

and to expanding interchanges of people, the two Governments will, as necessary and 

taking account of the existing non-governmental arrangements, enter into negotiations 

for the purpose of concluding agreements concerning such matters as trade, shipping, 

aviation, and fisheries. 

 

 

 

 

Done at Peking, September 29, 1972 

 

 

Prime Minister of Japan  Premier of the State Council of the 

People's Republic of China 

Minister for Foreign Affairs of Japan  Minister for Foreign Affairs of the 

People's Republic of China 

 

 

 

 

 

  



282 
 

Appendix III: Philippines Archipelagic Sea Lanes Act, 2009.  
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Appendix IV: Continental Shelf Act 1966 (Revised 1972), Laws of Malaysia 

An Act relating to continental shelf of Malaysia, the exploration thereof and the 

exploitation of its natural resources and for matters connected therewith. 

[Peninsular Malaysia--28 July 1966; 

Sabah & Sarawak--8 November 1969, 

P.U. (A) 467/1969] 

Citation 

1. (1) This Act may be cited as the Continental Shelf Act 1966.  

Interpretation 

2. In this Act, unless the context otherwise requires-- "continental shelf" means the 

sea-bed and subsoil of submarine areas adjacent to the coast of Malaysia but beyond 

the limits of the territorial waters of the States, the surface of which lies at a depth no 

greater than two hundred metres below the surface of the sea, or, where the depth of 

the super adjacent waters admits of the exploitation of the natural resources of the said 

areas, at any greater depth; "natural resources" means-- 

(a) the mineral and other natural non-living resources of the sea-bed and subsoil; and 

(b) living organisms belonging to sedentary species, that is to say, organisms which, 

at the harvestable stage, either are immobile on or under the sea-bed or are unable to 

move except in constant physical contact with the seabed or the subsoil; "petroleum" 

includes any mineral oil or relative hydrocarbon and natural gas existing in its natural 

condition in strata, but does not include coal or bituminous shales or other stratified 

deposits from which oil can be extracted by destructive distillation. Rights with respect 

to continental shelf 

3. All rights with respect to the exploration of the continental shelf and the exploitation 

of its natural resources are hereby vested in Malaysia and shall be exercisable by the 

Federal Government. Mining within the continental shelf 

4. (1) No person shall explore, prospect or bore for or carry on any operations for the 

getting of petroleum in the sea-bed or subsoil of the continental shelf except under and 

in accordance with the Petroleum Mining Act 1966 [Act 95]. 

(2) For the purposes of the following subsections, the expression "minerals" shall be 

construed to mean minerals other than petroleum.  
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(3) No person shall explore, prospect or bore for or carry on any operations for the 

getting of minerals in the sea-bed or subsoil of the continental shelf except in 

pursuance of a licence issued under the following subsections. 

(4) The Minister may from time to time, on an application made in that behalf, grant 

to any person a licence authorizing the person to explore, prospect, bore and mine for 

and to carry on operations for the getting of minerals of any specified kind in any 

specified area of the continental shelf. 

(5) Every application for a licence and every licence granted under subsection (4) shall 

be in such form and subject to the payment of such fees and other payments as may be 

prescribed by the Minister and be subject to such conditions as the Minister, when 

granting the licence, thinks fit to impose in the circumstances of each case, including, 

but without limiting the generality of the foregoing provisions of this section, 

conditions requiring the licensee-- 

(a) to comply with such conditions as to safety as are specified in the licence; and 

(b) to pay to the Federal Government in respect of any minerals recovered by the 

licensee from the continental shelf such royalties as are specified in the licence. 

(6) The grant of a licence under subsection (4) shall in every case be in the absolute 

discretion of the Minister and any number of licences may be granted to the same 

person; and every licence may be so granted that the rights thereunder are to be enjoyed 

by the licensee in common with other licensees to whom licences under subsection (4) 

may have been granted or may thereafter be granted. 

(7) Any person who explores, prospects, bores or mines for, or carries on operations 

for the recovery of any minerals in the sea- bed or subsoil of the continental shelf 

otherwise than in pursuance of a licence under subsection (4) and in accordance with 

the conditions of the licence (not being a condition relating to the payment of royalties 

to the Federal Government) shall be guilty of an offence, and shall, on conviction, be 

liable to a fine not exceeding twenty thousand ringgit or to imprisonment for a term 

not exceeding two years or to both; and all machinery, tools, plant, buildings and other 

property together with any minerals or other products which may be found upon or 

proved to have been obtained from the area of the continental shelf so unlawfully 

explored, prospected or mined shall be liable to forfeiture. 

Application of criminal and civil law 

5. (1) Subject to this Act, for the purposes of this Act and of every other written law 

(whether enacted before or after the passing of this Act) for the time being in force in 
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Malaysia-- (a) every act or omission which takes place on or under or above, or in any 

waters within five hundred metres of, any installation or device (whether temporary or 

permanent) constructed, erected, placed, or used in, on, or above the continental shelf 

in connection with the exploration of the continental shelf or the exploitation of its 

natural resources shall be deemed to take place in Malaysia; (b) every installation or 

device and any waters within five hundred metres of an installation or device as 

aforesaid shall be deemed to be situated in Malaysia, and for the purposes of 

jurisdiction shall be deemed to be situated in that part of Malaysia above highwater 

mark at ordinary spring tides which is nearest to that installation or device; 8 Laws of 

Malaysia ACT 83 

(c) every court in Malaysia which would have jurisdiction (whether civil or criminal) 

in respect of that act or omission if it had taken place in Malaysia shall have jurisdiction 

accordingly; 

(d) every power of arrest or of entry or search or seizure or other power that could be 

exercised under any written law (whether enacted before or after the passing of this 

Act) in respect of any such act or omission or suspected act or omission if it had taken 

place or was suspected to have taken place in Malaysia may be exercised on or in 

respect of any such installation or device or any waters within five hundred metres 

thereof as if the installation or device or waters were in Malaysia; and 

(e) without prejudice to the Customs Act 1967 [Act 235], every installation or device, 

and any materials or parts used in the construction of an installation or device, which 

are brought into the waters above the continental shelf from parts beyond the seas shall 

be deemed to have been imported at the time when the installation or device is 

constructed, erected, or placed in, on, or above the continental shelf in connection with 

the exploration of the continental shelf or the exploitation of its natural resources. 

(2) The Yang di-Pertuan Agong may from time to time, by order-- 

(a) modify or exclude any of the provisions of any written law (whether enacted before 

or after the passing of this Act) to such extent as may be necessary for the purpose of 

giving full effect to subsection (1); 

(b) declare that the provisions of any written law (whether enacted before or after the 

passing of this Act), with such modifications or exceptions as he thinks fit, shall apply 

with respect to the continental shelf or any specified part thereof, or to acts or 

omissions taking place in, on, or above the continental shelf or any specified part 

thereof, in connection with the exploration of the continental shelf or of that part or 
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the exploitation of its natural resources, and thereupon the provisions of that written 

law, with those modifications and exceptions, shall apply as if the continental shelf or 

that part thereof were within Malaysia. 

(3) Nothing in this section shall limit the provisions of any written law relating to the 

liability of persons in respect of acts done or omitted beyond Malaysia or the 

jurisdiction of any court in Malaysia under any such written law. 

(4) Notwithstanding anything in any other written law, proceedings for the trial and 

punishment of any person charged with having committed an offence in respect of 

which the courts in Malaysia have jurisdiction by virtue only of this section shall not 

be instituted in any court except with the consent of the Public Prosecutor: Provided 

that a person so charged may be arrested or a warrant for his arrest may be issued and 

executed, and any such person may be remanded in custody or released on bail, 

notwithstanding that the consent of the Public Prosecutor to the institution of a 

prosecution for the offence has not been obtained, but the case shall not be further 

prosecuted until the consent has been obtained.  

(5) In this section the term "device" includes any ship, floating platform, or aircraft 

that is used in connection with any installation or device. 

6. (1) The Yang di-Pertuan Agong may make regulations for-- (a) regulating the 

construction, erection, or use of installations or devices in, on, or above the continental 

shelf, or any specified part thereof, in connection with the exploration of the 

continental shelf or that part thereof or the exploitation of its natural resources; 

(b) prohibiting the construction, erection, placing, or use of installations or devices in, 

on, or above the continental shelf in places where they could cause interference with 

the use of recognized sea lanes essential to coastwise or international navigation; 

(c) establishing safety zones, extending to a distance not exceeding five hundred 

metres measured from each point of the outer edge of the installation or device, around 

any such installations or devices in, on, or above the continental shelf; 

(d) prescribing such measures as he considers necessary in any such safety zone for 

the protection of the installation or device with respect to which the safety zone is 

established; 

(e) regulating or prohibiting the entry of ships into any such safety zone; 

(f) prescribing measures to be taken in any such safety zone for the protection of the 

living resources of the sea and the natural resources of the continental shelf from 

harmful agents; 
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(g) prescribing the notice to be given of the construction, erection, or placing of 

installations or devices in, on, or above the continental shelf; 

(h) prescribing the permanent means to be installed for the purpose of giving warning 

to shipping and aircraft of the presence of installations or devices in, on, or above the 

continental shelf; 

(i) providing for the removal of installations or devices constructed, erected, or placed 

in, on, or above the continental shelf which have been abandoned or become disused; 

(j) prohibiting or restricting any exploration of the continental shelf or any specified 

part thereof or any exploitation of its natural resources which in the opinion of the 

Yang di-Pertuan Agong could result in any unjustifiable interference with navigation, 

fishing, or the conservation of the living resources of the sea, or could interfere with 

national defence or with oceanographic or other scientific research or with submarine 

cables or pipelines; 

(k) providing for such matters as are necessary for giving full effect to this Act and for 

the due administration thereof; and 

(l) prescribing penalties for breaches of the regulations, not exceeding five thousand 

ringgit. 

(2) In this section the term "continental shelf" includes the sea- bed and subsoil of the 

submarine areas within the limits of the territorial waters of the States: 

Provided that nothing in this section shall affect the rights and powers of the State 

Authority under the appropriate land law or any other written law in respect of areas 

within the limits of the territorial waters of the State. 

7. (1) Any prospecting licence, mining lease or agreement issued or made under any 

written law in force in Sabah and Sarawak immediately before 8 November 1969, for 

the exploration, prospecting or mining for minerals other than petroleum on the 

continental shelf shall continue to be in force subject to subsections (2), (3) and (4). 

(2) All rights accrued or due to and all liabilities and obligations imposed on or borne 

by the Governments of Sabah and Sarawak under or by virtue of any prospecting 

licence, mining lease or agreement referred to in subsection (1) shall accrue and be 

due to and shall be imposed on and borne by the Federal Government. (3) The 

prospecting licence, mining lease or agreement referred to in subsection (1) shall be 

construed subject to this Act. (4) The Yang di-Pertuan Agong may at any time before 

31 December 1972, by order make such further transitional or saving provision as he 

may consider necessary or expedient. 12 Laws of Malaysia ACT 83. 
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Appendix V: Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea  

The Governments of the Member States of ASEAN and the Government of the 

People's Republic of China, REAFFIRMING their determination to consolidate and 

develop the friendship and cooperation existing between their people and governments 

with the view to promoting a 21st century-oriented partnership of good 

neighbourliness and mutual trust;  

COGNIZANT of the need to promote a peaceful, friendly and harmonious 

environment in the South China Sea between ASEAN and China for the enhancement 

of peace, stability, economic growth and prosperity in the region; COMMITTED to 

enhancing the principles and objectives of the 1997 Joint Statement of the Meeting of 

the Heads of State/Government of the Member States of ASEAN and President of the 

People's Republic of China; DESIRING to enhance favourable conditions for a 

peaceful and durable solution of differences and disputes among countries concerned;  

HEREBY DECLARE the following: 

1. The Parties reaffirm their commitment to the purposes and principles of the Charter 

of the United Nations, the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, the Treaty of 

Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia, the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, 

and other universally recognized principles of international law which shall serve as 

the basic norms governing state-to-state relations; 

2. The Parties are committed to exploring ways for building trust and confidence in 

accordance with the above-mentioned principles and on the basis of equality and 

mutual respect; 

3. The Parties reaffirm their respect for and commitment to the freedom of navigation 

in and overflight above the South China Sea as provided for by the universally 

recognized principles of international law, including the 1982 UN Convention on the 

Law of the Sea; 

4. The Parties concerned undertake to resolve their territorial and jurisdictional 

disputes by peaceful means, without resorting to the threat or use of force, through 

friendly consultations and negotiations by sovereign states directly concerned, in 

accordance with universally recognized principles of international law, including the 

1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea; 

5. The Parties undertake to exercise self-restraint in the conduct of activities that would 

complicate or escalate disputes and affect peace and stability including, among others, 
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refraining from action of inhabiting on the presently uninhabited islands, reefs, shoals, 

cays, and other features and to handle their differences in a constructive manner. 

Pending the peaceful settlement of territorial and jurisdictional disputes, the Parties 

concerned undertake to intensify efforts to seek ways, in the spirit of cooperation and 

understanding, to build trust and confidence between and among them, including:  

a. holding dialogues and exchange of views as appropriate between their defense and 

military officials;  

b. ensuring just and humane treatment of all persons who are either in danger or in 

distress; 

c. notifying, on a voluntary basis, other Parties concerned of any impending 

joint/combined military exercise; and 

d. exchanging, on a voluntary basis, relevant information.  

6. Pending a comprehensive and durable settlement of the disputes, the Parties 

concerned may explore or undertake cooperative activities. These may include the 

following:  

a. marine environmental protection; 

b. marine scientific research; 

c. safety of navigation and communication at sea; 

d. search and rescue operation; and 

e. combating transnational crime, including but not limited to trafficking in illicit 

drugs, piracy and armed robbery at sea, and illegal traffic in arms.The modalities, 

scope and locations, in respect of bilateral and multilateral cooperation should be 

agreed upon by the Parties concerned prior to their actual implementation.  

7. The Parties concerned stand ready to continue their consultations and dialogues 

concerning relevant issues, through modalities to be agreed by them, including regular 

consultations on the observance of this Declaration, for the purpose of promoting good 

neighbourliness and transparency, establishing harmony, mutual understanding and 

cooperation, and facilitating peaceful resolution of disputes among them;  

8. The Parties undertake to respect the provisions of this Declaration and take actions 

consistent therewith; 

9. The Parties encourage other countries to respect the principles contained in this 

Declaration; 

10. The Parties concerned reaffirm that the adoption of a code of conduct in the South 
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China Sea would further promote peace and stability in the region and agree to work, 

on the basis of consensus, towards the eventual attainment of this objective.  

Done on the Fourth Day of November in the Year Two Thousand and Two in Phnom 

Penh, the Kingdom of Cambodia.  
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Appendix VI: The Permanent Mission of the People’s Republic of China to the 
United Nations to the United Nations on 7th May 2009. 
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Appendix VII: The Permanent Mission of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam to 
the United Nations presents its compliments to the Secretary-General of the 
United Nations 

No. 25 / HC-2020  

The Permanent Mission of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam to the United 

Nations presents its compliments to the Secretary-General of the United Nations and, 

with reference to Note Verbales No. 000191-2020 and 000192-2020 dated 06 March 

2020 addressed to the Secretary-General of the United Nations by the Permanent 

Mission of the Republic of the Philippines to the United Nations, has the honour to 

state the consistent position of the Government of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 

as follows:  

Viet Nam has ample historical evidence and legal basis to affirm its 

sovereignty over the Hoang Sa (Paracel) Islands and the Truong Sa (Spratly) Islands 

in accordance with international law. Viet Nam also has sovereignty, sovereign rights 

and jurisdiction over its maritime zones established in accordance with the 1982 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. This position of Viet Nam has been 

enunciated in various documents circulated at the United Nations and submitted to 

relevant international bodies.  

The Permanent Mission has further the honour to request that this Note Verbale 

be circulated to all States Parties to the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law 

of the Sea as well as all Members of the United Nations.  

The Permanent Mission of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam to the United 

Nations avails itself of this opportunity to renew to the Secretary-General of the United 

Nations the assurances of its highest consideration.  

        New York, 10 April, 2020 

His Excellency  

Mr. António Guterres Secretary-General of the United Nations  

New York  
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Introduction 

 
Seas and oceans have been essential to human civilisation from the dawn of time, 

whether in terms of economic, transportation, or political elements. Besides its convenient 

waterways and vital resources, the maritime domain is vulnerable to maritime crimes and 

transnational conflicts. Walter Raleigh rightly remarked that if a country wants to dominate the 

world, it needs to dominate oceans. As such, profound sea power remained a top priority 

concern for political leaders from the early kingdoms through the modern and contemporary 

periods. In this sense, the contemporary era of international politics is dominated by countries’ 

conflicts over sovereignty in the seas. Hence, maritime security happens to be a tremendously 

challenging issue for policymakers.  

In the aftermath of the cold war, the international order is confronted with a slew of 

security challenges in every corner of the world, posing grave danger. Hence, the concept of 

security has shrunk considerably. The fast pace global interdependence entails economic and 

political orientations that are based on the free flow of goods and people. Freedom in the 

maritime realm on the other hand is on the brink of more serious ruin due to several influences. 

In essence, the maritime security environment has become susceptible to the influence of big 

powers’ competition. Today, there is a high risk that global peace and security will be 

jeopardised due to several insecurities in the seas vis-a-vis states and non-states actors’ 

responses. 

In a larger landscape of Asia-Pacific, maritime security is the linchpin of the growing 

complexity in the region. Territorial conflicts in the South China Sea have emerged as one of 

the most difficult strategic questions in the region. By and large, Southeast Asia is currently 

being examined through a security lens by major global players, which incurred China’s wrath. 

Disputes in the South China Sea have become contentious issues for not only the claimant 

parties but also significant world powers. As such, the geopolitical tensions in the South China 

Sea have been increasingly becoming global interests and significance, which epitomises the 

ground of major power competition. The South China Sea has since emerged as one of the 

centres of an unsettled international dispute with the potential to become a future casus belli.  

 

Statement of the problem 
The South China Sea is located in Southeast Asia’s heartland. The geostrategic location 

of the South China Sea occupies a crucial international crossroads from the Pacific to the Indian 

Ocean. The Sea is home to hundreds of islands, reefs, rocks, and islets. It is assumed that the 
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South China Sea embraced a rich marine ecosystem as well as large reserves of natural resource 

deposits. The South China Sea is bordered on the north by China, on the west by Vietnam, on 

the south by Malaysia, on the east by the Philippines and Brunei, and on the northeast by 

Taiwan. Each of the littoral countries draws a line in the South China Sea to demarcate their 

sovereignty claims. With such great economic, political, and geostrategic significance, 

sovereignty over the South China Sea, in part or in whole, could entail massive economic, 

political, and geostrategic benefits. 

All the littoral countries have proclaimed their jurisdictional claims over the South 

China Sea. The intertwined borders set by the six littoral countries became the root of the 

conflict of the Sea. Despite rising tensions, major confrontations have not yet happened except 

for some minor clashes between China on the one hand and another party on the other. Under 

these circumstances, Southeast Asia is one of the prime foci of major powers of the globe today. 

Apart from these, China as the major claimant of the South China Sea is found to be blatantly 

increased her activities in the South China Sea in recent decades. China’s incremental moves 

provoked frightening signals not only to its rival claimants but also to the rest of the globe.  

In course of time, China in the 21st century has been rising rapidly in all aspects and the 

South China Sea occupies one of the main centres for the exertion of Chinese power. As a 

result, the emergence of so-called China’s rise coincided with America’s newfound interests in 

the East. It has become the primary spotlight of many countries’ foreign policy. As such, the 

South China Sea turned out to be a critical arena of major power competition in the 

contemporary period. As an upshot to the South China Sea disputes the Southeast Asian 

countries are locked up into a complex regional environment. Major initiatives of countries like 

Free and Open Indo Pacific, One Belt One Road, Pivot the East, Pivot to Asia, Act East, etc. 

have been centred around Southeast Asia. As such it is a test of time for the middle powers in 

Southeast Asia to reap the benefits of tilting towards big powers. Major actors of the world are 

demonstrating geopolitical ambitions in the region. External countries of the world are playing 

an influential role in the regional politics of South East Asia with the United States playing the 

anchor role. These external powers are altering the status quo of the South China Sea conflict 

which was previously managed by China. Many of the western countries and that of Asia 

posted scathing rebuke to China’s behavior in the South China Sea. This has opened a new 

dimension in South China Sea politics. As a result, it is apparent that the United States and 

other external countries are willing to engage in one of the complicated regional issues of the 

twenty-first century.  
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Stepping ahead from its longstanding foreign policy priority, the United States since 

the Obama administration has refocused on the Asia-Pacific under the theme of ‘Pivot to Asia’. 

In essence, the United States’ considerable interests in the South China Sea are essentially 

based on access to the water and maintaining stability in the region. Washington firmly 

believed in the freedom of navigation based on the United Nations Convention on the Law of 

the Sea (UNCLOS). To this purpose, the United States has conducted multiple “operational 

assertions” of such freedoms with the Southeast Asian states. The United States’ interest in the 

South China Sea essentially lies dormant in countering the rise of China. For the first time since 

the end of the Cold War, the United States’ uncontested hegemony remain endangered with 

the rise of China. The United States strategy to bolster its role in Asia and specifically in the 

South China Sea dispute has considerably unease China. As such, the South China Sea provides 

a critical arena for the US and China to redefine their international status.  

Russia, the great old power is of course a significant influencer in Southeast Asia. 

Russia’s renewed interests in the East with the coming of President Putin in 2000 has a crucial 

role in the region. By sharing a common enemy with China, the role of Russia in the South 

China Sea vis-à-vis the US increasing interest in the region adds further complications in the 

dispute. On the other hand, some scholars argued that Russia’s growing relations with the 

Southeast Asian states, especially in energy and defense remain skeptical to China. Moreover, 

interestingly Russia and China, though best regarded as natural partners may have convergent 

global perceptions, but on a regional level the long-term bilateral relations remain ambiguous. 

Russia has been equipped with a complex position due to the fact that it maintains its traditional 

relationship with the South East Asian countries while verbally supporting China in the South 

China Sea dispute. Some scholars argued that Russia does not have any special interests in the 

South China Sea but the rising external powers’ role in the region may have vital ramifications 

for Russia in its approach towards the South China Sea. 

India, as a marine nation with an energy deficit, has been acutely conscious of the 

conflict in the South China Sea. In the South China Sea, India has become a more influential 

external player. The nation's priority is still focused on the East, as seen by the 'Act East' 

confirmation of the 1991 Look East Policy. As a result, India's concern and activity in the South 

China Sea have escalated in recent years. Given India's longstanding border disputes with 

China and the Indian Ocean's encirclement difficulties, the South China Sea has become a vital 

battlefield for India to retaliate against China. As a result, another point of contention between 

India and China appears to be the South China Sea. 
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From a broader perspective, Russia and USA have decade-long competition in the 

international sphere. On the other hand, China and USA are the two great contenders of the 

21st century. While China and India, the two Asian competing powers are defied with numerous 

difficulties. China, being the most powerful country in the region wishes to build Sinocentric 

based regional order and intolerance to any external powers influence. This multitude of 

conditions brings the problems of the South China Sea all the more difficult. From China’s 

perspective, the position taken by external powers like India and USA has become a matter of 

partiality and assumed that these countries are increasingly involved in Chinese sovereignty. 

Thus, while some claimant states welcomed the influence made by non-claimant states, China 

stood in complete opposition the influence made by extra-regional power.  

Given this backdrop, the current work examines the South China Sea disputes in the 

context of big power competition in the contemporary period. The study takes into account the 

nature of the conflicts in the South China Sea and the role of three external powers- USA, 

Russia and India.  

The South China Sea became the flash point of global conflicts in today’s scenario. In 

view of the circumstances, the role of middle power which is increasing in the recent 

international political system is also analysed. The present work examines the regional 

ramifications of the three external power’s roles. Towards an understanding of the conflicting 

situations among big powers in the South China Sea, the study examines how disputes in the 

South China Sea could turn out to be a crucial weapon for redefining international politics and 

how the globe could enter the zone of transition in order to gain a better grasp of the competing 

situations among big countries in the South China Sea. This study will provide an opportunity 

to study in detail the origin of India’s maritime security and the pertinent concern in the Indian 

Ocean and beyond. Furthermore, it will provide an opportunity to examine the role of external 

powers like Russia, USA and India, which is unusual in the academic arena. Additionally, there 

is scarcity of adequate research on India’s maritime policy. Being one of the most important 

seas of the world- geopolitically, economically and strategically, study on the conflict in the 

South China Sea is increasing, but there is still dearth of proper analysis of external powers 

actions in the South China Sea. Hence, the present research work has been taken up to study 

big power politics in the South China Sea with an emphasis on the role of India. 
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Review of Literature 
 Studies relating to South China Sea and maritime strategies of external powers like 

USA, India and Russia as well as foreign policy have been undertaken by numerous scholars. 

A review of some of the relevant literature is presented here. 

 A Maritime History of India is a book written by Commander K. Sridharan which 

provides an in-depth historical survey of India’s maritime development from the ancient period 

up to the post independent period of 1964. It throws light on the maritime activities of the early 

Indian kingdoms and how the European powers helped shaped the maritime development of 

India today. This book covers authentic statements and photographs which provides valuable 

knowledge and information. The author also traces the evolution of Indian Navy and 

shipbuilding.  

 K.M. Panikkar in his book India and the Indian Ocean gives a detail illustration of how 

the India Ocean remain an asset for Indian rulers and the changing dynamics with the arrival 

of the Europeans. The book also elaborated the significance of the sea facet and the historical 

evidences of European rulers fighting for supremacy over the Indian Ocean.  

 Pius Malekandathil in his book Maritime India, Trade, Religion and Polity in the Indian 

Ocean gives a detail information on the maritime economy during the early medieval India. 

The book trails the dynamics of India’s maritime trade shouldered by Indian dynasties and how 

the foreign powers like the Ottoman and the European particularly the Portuguese seized the 

hold of maritime trade network in the Indian Ocean. 

 Stephen Turnbull and Wayne Reynolds in their book, Fighting Ships of the Far East 

draws a picture on naval fighting history in the ancient and medieval far east. The book 

particularly gives an elaboration on the techniques of shipbuilding in ancient Southeast Asia. 

It also provides case study of Chinese and Southeast Asian fighting ships in several battles. 

The authors highlighted the fleets and vessels of this period were active and survived for several 

decades.   

  The work of Keith W. Taylor entitled The Early Kingdoms in Nicholas Tarling’s edited 

book The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia Volume I From Early Times to C 1800 gives 

a historical record of the early encounter of Vietnam by China. The author takes into account 

how the formidable power of the Viet kings annexation policies.  

 Stein Tonnesson in his work The History of the Dispute in an edited book War or Peace 

in South China Sea by Timo Kivimaki traces the situation of the South China Sea before the 

entry of the Europeans and how the Chinese were the leading power in the South China Sea 
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trade before the 15th century. The author also elaborated the various powers of the Europeans 

and Japanese power entered into rivalry in Southeast Asia. 

 Zou Keyuan in his article, Historic Rights in International Law and in China's Practice, 

published in Ocean Development & International Law, 2001 deals with the evolution and 

validity of Historical Rights in international law. The author sets out the Chinese perceptions 

and its practice in the South China Sea.  

 Florian Dupuy and Pierre-Marie Dupuy’s work, A Legal Analysis of China's Historic 

Rights Claim in the South China Sea published in The American Journal of International Law, 

January 2013 deals with the ambiguity and uncertainties in China’s claim of historical rights, 

historical title and historical water. It also deals with the legal relevance of the nine-dash line 

map and how far it sustains to uphold China’s claims.  

 Lukas K. Danner in his book China’s Grand Strategy: Contradictory Foreign Policy? 

produced an extensive work on the ancient Chinese foreign policy and the changing contours 

in the 21st century. In analyzing the Chinese Grand Strategy, the author uses the approach of 

diplomatic, economic and military case studies of China and developed that the notion of 

China’s rise is in a state of delusion. 

 The South China Sea: The Struggle for Power in Asia written by Bill Hayton in 2014 

reflects the historical scenery of the South China Sea from prehistoric times. The author 

provides the cartographic display of the South China Sea since the ancient times and the 

diplomatic approaches of the Southeast Asian countries and China. It focuses on how the 

Chinese increasing sphere of influence has its impact in the South China Sea.  The author also 

speculates that the small skirmishes over the disputes in the South China Sea could turn into a 

catastrophe in the future.  

  Nguen Thi Lan Anh in a work Origin of the South China Sea Dispute in a book 

Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters by Jing Huang and 

Andrew Billo contains an elaborative study on the South China Sea as an important trade route 

for colonial powers of the West. The author stresses the geostrategic and economic 

significances of the Sea. It further argued how the historical factors and development of 

international law have further complicated the disputes in the South China Sea. 

 Hãn Nguyên Nguyễn Nhã’s book Vietnam, Territoriality and the South China Sea 

Paracel and Spratly Islands, translated and edited by Vinh-The Lam, published by Routledge, 

New York in 2019 provides an elaborative study on Vietnam’s claims from historical and legal 

perspectives. The author draws out the ASEAN Code of Conduct and international law and 

how does it remain compatible with the present Vietnamese claims. 
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 ASEAN’s Position on the South China Sea and Implications for Regional Peace and 

Security by Yee Kuang Heng in an edited book of Jing Huang and Andrew Billo titled 

Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters assesses the role and 

limits of ASEAN in the South China Sea. The author examines the difficulties of ASEAN’s 

position amidst its longstanding principle of ASEAN centrality and maintaining effective 

impact in regional security.   

 Ralf Emmers in his book Cooperative Security and the Balance of Power in ASEAN 

and the ARF deals with how ASEAN as a multilateral forum has its role in maintaining balance 

of power in the region within the ARF. The author makes a study of the South China Sea from 

international law perspectives. It further analyses ASEAN’s weakness to conduct itself as an 

associative body particularly in response to China’s actions in the South China Sea.   

 Ralph Emmers in his book The changing power distribution in the South China Sea: 

Implications for conflict management and avoidance examine the inadequacy of ASEAN’s 

model of conflict management in the South China Sea. The author further observed that Beijing 

is not solely responsible for rising tensions and that actions taken by other claimants in reaction 

to Chinese assertive behaviour is inadequate. In such situation, the author suggest a stronger 

multilateral approach for mitigating unequal power distribution in the South China Sea. 

 Chih-Mao Tang’s work, Power, international law, and the Philippine hedging strategy 

in the South China Sea in Yih-Jye Hwang and Edmund Frettingham’s edited book, Maritime 

and Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Faces of Power and Law in the Age of China’s 

Rise, published by Routledge, New York in 2021 deals with hedging strategy in international 

relations and how Philippines adopted in dealing with China and USA with regard to disputes 

in the South China Sea. The work focuses on the evolution of Philippines claim and its faith in 

international law.  

 The work of Angelo A. Jimenez Philippines’ Approaches to the South China Sea 

Disputes: International Arbitration and the Challenges of a Rule-Based Regime in Jing Huang 

and Andrew Billo edited book Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea: Navigating Rough 

Waters published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2015 provides the understanding of Philippines’ 

claims in the South China Sea and how it sustain its claims. The author focuses on how 

Philippines calls for rule-based order in the South China Sea through regional and international 

organisation.  

 Yih-Jye Hwang and Edmund Frettingham’s work  Sovereignty and identity: Taiwan’s 

claims in the South China Sea in their edited book, Maritime and Territorial Disputes in the 

South China Sea: Faces of Power and Law in the Age of China’s Rise, published by Routledge, 
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New York in 2021provides the historical analysis of Taiwan’s claim and its legality from 

international law perspectives. The authors explains the ambiguity of Taiwan’s claim and its 

challenges in consolidating its claims. 

 Taiwan in the South China Sea Disputes: Policies and Prospects by Hui-Yi Katherine 

Tseng in Jing Huang and Andrew Billo edited book Territorial Disputes in the South China 

Sea: Navigating Rough Waters published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2015 establishes a close 

examination on Taiwan’s policy in the South China Sea. The work enhanced how Taiwan has 

shared its claims under the purview of China’s professed jurisdiction. It further exposed how 

Taiwan’s policy in the South China Sea has been largely influenced by China’s political 

orientation. 

 Teh-Kuang Chang in an article China 's Claim of Sovereignty over Spratly and Paracel 

Islands: A Historical and Legal Perspective published in Case Western Reserve Journal of 

International Law, 1991. Vol 23. No.3 deals with the development of Chinese exploration and 

exercise of sovereignty over the islands in the South China Sea. It provides the essential 

documents of Chinese historical evidences since the ancient time and the colonial period and 

how the historical records of China stands valid over other claimant states. 

 The work of Patrick M. Cronin  titled, The United States, China, and Cooperation in 

the South China Sea in Jing Huang and Andrew Billo edited book Territorial Disputes in the 

South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2015 gives 

an elaboration on how the disputes in the South China Sea provides a competition ground for 

US and China. The author provides the challenges and opportunities for the two big powers 

USA and China. Further, the author suggests for more effective international covenant for 

peaceful resolution of disputes.  

 Andrew Billo in his work Harmony from Disunity: Core Issues and Opportunities in 

the South China Sea in Jing Huang and Andrew Billo edited book Territorial Disputes in the 

South China Sea: Navigating Rough Waters published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2015 provides 

how the US resurgent in the East has been colliding with China’s possessive attitude in the 

region. The author observed that China has been able to resist America’s sphere of influence 

in the East and Southeast Asia. 

 Gareth Porter in a work The Decline of US Diplomacy in Southeast Asia in the SASIAS 

Review of 1981 elaborates how the United States role has been waning in Southeast Asia. 

Despite its military and technological superiority in the Southeast Asia, America occupies 

secondary to Beijing in its influence in the region. The book focus on how the trust level of the 

ASEAN as an institution and its members has been declining over the years.  
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  Thanh-Dam Truong and Karim Knio’s book The South China Sea and Asian 

Regionalism: A Critical Realist Perspective, published by Springer, Switzerland, 2016 gives a 

distinct study of South China Sea studies from the domain of Asian regionalism in the midst 

of China’s rise. The authors outlined a critical realist approach in understanding the South 

China Sea disputes. They elaborates how the South China Sea occupies a complex substance 

in international relations and brings out the compatibility of claims made by parties particularly 

China with international law and ASEAN principles.  

Ron Huisken in his work The Regional Security Outlook 2020: A prolonged US-China 

two-step has left us questioning interdependence, published in Council for Security 

Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) Regional Security Outlook, 2020 presents the key 

trends of Sino-American rivalry which has deepened antagonism of international system. In 

these circumstances, the author questioned about the survival of interdependence in the midst 

of rapid competition between US and China.  

Alexander Lukin in his work Russia’s Approach to Security Architecture in the Asia 

Pacific published in Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) Regional 

Security Outlook, 2020 laid out Russia’s underlying interests in the Asia-Pacific particularly 

after the Ukraine crisis. The author provides how Russia could play a significant role in the 

security architecture of Asia-Pacific and how US add up to anxiety in Russia’s strategic 

objectives in the region. 

Teng Jianqun in an article Sino-US Strategic Competition: Impact on the Security 

Situation in the Asia Pacific Region published in Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia 

Pacific (CSCAP) Regional Security Outlook, 2021 outlined how trade frictions between the 

two countries had further aggravated tensions in the competition. The author pointed out the 

change in political leadership in United States would have positive impact in Sino-US relations.  

Battlefield or playground? The rising tensions between the US and China in the South 

China Sea jointly written by Huiyun Feng and Kai He in Huiyun Feng and Kai He edited book 

US–China Competition and the South China Sea Disputes, published by Routledge in 2018 

describes how the South China Sea, the emerging agenda of Sino-US competition shaped the 

dynamics of Asian Security. The authors pointed out the fault moves taken by US and China 

pertaining to the South China Sea. The authors conclude by having an optimistic vision of the 

South China Sea in regard to Sino-US competition. 

Huiyun Feng and Kai He’s work The bargaining dilemma between the United States 

and China in the South China Sea in Huiyun Feng and Kai He edited book US–China 

Competition and the South China Sea Disputes, published by London and New York Routledge 
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in 2018 studies the South China Sea disputes from Sino-US bargaining dynamics. Taking a 

note of bargaining theory in international relations, the authors elaborates how successful 

bargaining is significant for peaceful situation in international system. So does the same 

depends on Sino-US bargaining capacity in the South China Sea.  

Wu Shicun Solving Disputes for Regional Cooperation and Development in the South 

China Sea: A Chinese perspective is an Asian Studies Series book, published by Chandos 

Publishing, UK in 2013 laid out the China’s historical validation that substantiates its claims 

in the South China Sea. The book break the bar on the popular notions of China’s standpoint 

in the South China Sea.  

Thanh-Dam Truong and Karim Knio’s work The South China Sea and Asian 

Regionalism: A Critical Realist Perspective in Peace and Security Studies Volume 24, 

published by Springer in 2016 provides present day disputes in the South China Sea in the 

context of Asian regionalism.  This book takes into account the South China Sea in the context 

of critical Realist framework.  The author provides how the South China Sea occupies the 

subject of concern in international arena and laid out United Nation’s legal framework vis-a-

vis Chinese assertions in the South China Sea.  

Robert D. Kaplan’s book Asia’s Cauldron: The South China Sea and the End of a Stable 

Pacific published in New York by Random House in 2014 provides factors of the South China 

Sea disputes from different angles since the collapse of the ancient Southeast Asian power 

called Champa. The author laid out the various incidences in the region which added the 

challenges of the South China Sea in the contemporary period.  

  Stein Tønnesson’s work, Four aspects of the crisis in the South China Sea in The South 

China Sea: From a Regional Maritime Dispute to Geo-Strategic Competition, edited by Leszek 

Buszynski and Do Thanh Hai published by Routledge, New York in 2020 brings out major 

chronological incidents of the South China Sea disputes since 1909 Japanese occupation to the 

crisis in the contemporary period. The author has analysed China’s claims and activities from  

international law perspectives and how the worsening of Sino-US competition could have 

impact in the South China Sea disputes.  

In an article, The Modern Origins of China’s South China Sea Claims: Maps, 

Misunderstandings, and the Maritime Geobody written by Bill Hayton in 2019, published in 

Modern China, gives an insightful account on various episodes of the South China Sea disputes 

before and at the time of the entry of foreign powers in the region. It brings out the earlier 

Chinese kingdom negligence of incorporating maritime spaces into their territory. The author 
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exposed the differential notions of Chinese and Westerners on the nature of sovereignty in the 

South China Sea.  

Hãn Nguyên Nguyễn Nhã’s book Vietnam, Territoriality and the South China Sea, 

edited by Vinh-The Lam, published by Routledge, London and New York, 2019 gives a detail 

historical data and legal facts of Vietnam’s claim in the South China Sea. The author produced 

several evidences in pursuance of Vietnam’s claims in the South China Sea. 

  G. John Ikenberry’s work A New Order of Things? China, America, and the Struggle 

over World Order in Asle Toje’s edited book, Will China’s Rise Be Peaceful? Security, 

Stability, and Legitimacy published by Oxford University Press, 2018 elaborates how 

international system has been shaped and reshaped by the transitions of big powers over the 

years. In this context, the author takes into account the contemporary situation and geopolitical 

settings under US-China competition. The author thus concludes by analysing the obstacles for 

China in its path towards surpassing the Unites States.  

 In his edited book, The Chinese world order: Traditional China’s foreign relations, 

published by Harvard University Press,1968, John King Fairbank titled The Early Treaty 

System in the Chinese World Order provides an elaborative sketch on the earlier Chinese 

notions of the ‘tianxia system’. The author address how this system occupies a domineering 

tradition of the Chinese in the earlier period.  

 John E. Wills, Jr. in his edited book China and Maritime Europe, 1500-1800, published 

by Cambridge University Press, New York, 2011 gives an elaboration of Chinese encounter 

with the West under the Ming dynasty. The author exposed how the earlier Chinese notion of 

superiority has been successfully applied to the Europeans coming in the region. 

 Lo Jung-pang in his work, China as a sea power 1127–1368: A preliminary survey of 

the maritime expansion and naval exploits of the Chinese people during the Southern Song and 

Yuan periods edited by Bruce A. Elleman and published by Hong Kong University Press, 

Singapore in 2011 provides the various factors contributing to China’s maritime expansion. 

The author made a special reference to the Yuan dynasty, their formidable maritime power of 

the time, their expeditions in the South and their overseas trade empire.   

 Wang Gungwu in an article, The Nanhai Trade: A Study of the Early History of Chinese 

Trade in the South China Sea, published in Journal of the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic 

Society in June 1958 provides the ancient trade between the Chinese and the Southeast Asian 

states. It gives an important account of trade links which were earlier formed before political 

and cultural links. The author produced how trade occupies an important role in the earlier 

Chinese period.  
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 Lukas K. Danner in his book China’s Grand Strategy: Contradictory Foreign Policy? 

published by Palgrave Macmillan, Switzerland in 2018 provides the economic, military and 

diplomatic case studies of China. The author brings out how the Chinese nation has overcome 

the century of humiliation and developed into one of the powerful countries in the world 

through its so called ‘peaceful development’. The author thereby linked Chinese peaceful 

development with its ancient notions of Chinese superiority. 

 Sulmaan Wasif Khan in his book Haunted by Chaos: China’s Grand Strategy from 

Mao Zedong to Xi Jinping, published by Harvard University Press in 2018 produced an 

important work on how different Chinese leaders since Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang 

Zemin, Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping have helped shaped today’s China’s political development 

through the common perception of ‘Great China’.  

 Klaus Heinrich Raditio in his book, Understanding China’s Behaviour in the South 

China Sea: A Defensive Realist Perspective published by Palgrave Macmillan, Singapore in 

2019 construct theoretical perspectives in understanding China’s claims in the South China 

Sea. The author provides the security dilemma in the South China Sea with regard to the 

claimant states and China-US rivalry. The author asserts that China had made defensive Realist 

approach initially in the South China Sea and observed how China has exercised self-restraint 

and reassurance strategy in the South China Sea.  

Hugh White in a book, The China Choice: Why America Should Share Power published 

by Black Inc. Australia in 2013 offers how the US-China relations is crucial is significant in 

international politics. The author describes how the worsening of Sino-American relations 

could be a catastrophe for international community. However, the author provides options 

available to America for peace and stability in the region.  

Kenneth Lieberthal and Wang Jisi’s book Addressing US-China Strategic Distrust, 

published by John L. Thorton China Center Monograph Series in March 2012 deals with 

research on the basic underlying strategic distrust of both the US and China’s side. The authors 

addressed the difficulties of overcoming strategic distrust between the two great powers. They 

further enhanced the need for cooperation to avoid further escalating tensions. 

David Shambaugh in his book Where Great Powers Meet published by  Oxford 

University Press, USA in November 2020 deals with an in-depth analysis of Sino-American 

competition and its implications in Southeast Asia. The author provides an analysis of 

individual states of Southeast Asia and their relations with great powers particularly US and 

Russia.  



 13 

Alexander L. Vuving in his work, Power rivalry, party crisis and patriotism: New 

dynamics in the Vietnam–China–US triangle in Li Mingjiang and Kalyan M. Kemburi edited 

book New Dynamics in US–China Relations: Contending for the Asia-Pacific, published by 

Routledge in 2015 examine the significance of small and middle powers in shaping global 

political order. The author laid out the hedging diplomacy employed by emerging powers like 

in dealing with big powers.  

Sir Tony Brenton in his article Russia and China: An Axis of insecurity published in 

Asian Affairs journal, 2013 elaborate Sino-Russian collaborations from ideological, economic 

and international perspectives. Brenton laid out the possible area of conflict for China and 

Russia by underlining the strategic calculations of both countries to be dominanated by one 

another. 

Richard Javad Heydarian in his article, Southeast Asian countries edging closer to the 

US published in Asia Times, June 3, 2021 deals with how Chinese assertive behaviour towards 

its neighbours prompted these countries to move closer to the United States. Heydarian deals 

with how the Southeast Asian nations made their security calculations out of China’s ambitious 

rise in the 21st century. 

The US Strategic Pivot to Asia and Cross-Strait Relations: Economic and Security 

Dynamics , edited by Peter C. Y. Chow, published by Palgrave Macmillan, New York in 2014 

deals with an analysis of America’s pivot to Asia and its unsinkable interests in Taiwan Strait.  

John J. Mearsheimer in his book, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics published in 

2001 deals with offensive realist perspectives with primary focus on Great powers who have 

immense impact in international politics. The author addressed how great powers seek more 

and more interests in this multipolar world and how this could lead to more difficult situations. 

The author also made a forecast on the future of great power relations.  

Joseph Yu-shek Cheng in his book, Multilateral Approach in China’s Foreign Policy, 

published by World Scientific Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd. in 2018 provides the theoretical 

approach of multilateralism and related to China’s engagement in East and Southeast Asia’s 

multilateral institutions. The author focuses on the Chinese political leaders pushes for 

multipolar world in the 21st century. 

Jenny Clegg in her book China’s Global Strategy Towards a Multipolar World, 

published by Pluto Press, New York, 2009 sets out China’s rise and its strategies in the 

contemporary period. In the light of prevailing Sino-US competition, the author elaborates how 

the Chinese strategic approach and its path of development could well survived in this 

multipolar world.  
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David Shambaugh’s book China’s Future published in 2016 by Polity Press, UK deals 

with the conjecture of China’s future. The author made an elaborative study on three Chinese 

pathways- economy, polity and society unfolds. Besides these, the author sets out different 

variables of China’s future, which will have consequences on the world at large.  

James Guild in his article “How the US is Losing China in Southeast Asia,” published 

in the Diplomat on 25th October 2017, sets out how the growing Chinese economy has made 

its headways in the Southeast Asian countries. Accordingly, the author pointed out this as a 

strategic advantage of China over the United States in the region.  

Ely Ratner and Samir Kumar article The United States Is Losing Asia to China,” 

published in Foreign Policy on 12 May 2017 deals with how the Trump administration’s 

attempt to make footholds in the Asia-Pacific would be waned by China’s economic power.  

 Jo Inge Bekkevold and Bobo Lo edited book Sino-Russian Relations in the 21st Century 

published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2019. The book deals with the dynamics of Russia’s 

relationship with China in the contemporary period and how several factors have been shaping 

the two country’s bilateral relations. 

The article of M. Taylor Fravel (2014) ‘U.S. Policy Towards the Disputes in the South 

China Sea Since 1995’ elaborate the underlying interests of USA in the South China Sea. Fravel 

points out how the increased involvement of United States in the South China Sea shape 

China’s behaviour in the South China Sea by highlighting the costs of coercion and the pursuit 

of claims that are inconsistent with customary international law.  

Buszynski Leszek (2012), in his work ‘The South China: Oil, Maritime Claims and US-

China Strategic Rivalry’ explains the South China Sea disputes relating to territorial, oil, 

fisheries and stresses how the South China Sea becomes a focal point in US-China rivalry in 

the Western Pacific especially since 2010.   

Joshua P.Rowan (2005), in his article ‘The US-Japan Security alliance, ASEAN and the 

South China Sea Dispute’ assess the situation of the South China Sea dispute and explain how 

the disputes could be safely resolved by US-Japan security alliance and the Association of the 

South East Asian Nations (ASEAN). 

Commodore Agus Rustandi (2016), in his work, ‘The South China Sea Dispute: 

Opportunities for ASEAN to enhance its policies in order to achieve resolution’, reflects the 

evolution and current developments of the South China Sea dispute. Rustandi examines the 

role of ASEAN in resolving the disputes in the Sea and thereby suggesting some opportunities 

of ASEAN to manage the disputes. 



 15 

Elizabeth Wishnik (2013), in her work, ‘Russia: New Player in the South China Sea?’ 

examines multifaceted developments of Russian bilateral ties with the claimant states of the 

South China Sea and how this cooperation have a say on Russia’s position in the South China 

Sea dispute.  

In his article, Alok Kumar Gupta (2017), ‘Russia’s Stand on South China Sea: Is it 

Appeasement, Accommodation or Support to China? Gupta laid out several issues involve in 

the South China Sea and Russia’s stand on the South China Sea dispute. This article examines 

USA as a common enemy factor in Russia and China bilateral cooperation and how this 

relations impact Russia’s stands on the South China Sea dispute.   

Kun-Chin Lin and Andrés Villar Gertner (2015) in their work ‘Maritime Security in the 

Asia-Pacific: China and the Emerging Order in the East and South China Sea’, evaluates the 

fundamental dimensions of tensions in the East China Sea and South China Sea from four 

perspective- geostrategic balance, national identity politics, regional and domestic institutions, 

and international maritime law with the main focus on China’s role. 

 In the work of Gregory B.Poling (2013), ‘The South China Sea in Focus: Clarifying the 

Limits of Maritime Disputes’, the South China Sea was viewed through the legal claims of each 

claimant, without taking into consideration the unresolvable land features in the sea and the 

consequences of the dispute. 

Sheldon W. Simon (2012) in ‘Conflict and Diplomacy in the South China Sea’, 

discusses the South China Sea conflict from the existing  diplomacy among the claimant states 

either bilaterally or multilaterally and finds that if diplomacy fails, the claimants are building 

their militaries to assert their rights through force. 

In an article, ‘Conflict Irresolution in the South China Sea’, written by David Scott 

(2012), conflict in the South China Sea was looked through various problems- international, 

regional and bilateral in the process of resolving conflicts. Scott examine the intricated 

territorial disputes in the South China Sea and the cumbersome process of conflict resolution. 

In her article titled ‘India’s stakes in the South China Sea’, Munmun Majumdar (2013) 

while not dealing much with the nature of dispute in the South China Sea, dealt extensively 

with India-Vietnam oil and gas exploration in the South China Sea, which has been a cause of 

concern for Vietnam, China-Vietnam hostile relations and few possible challenges that might 

arise out of India’s strategic move.  

Aditi Malhotra (2012) in an article, ‘Indo-Vietnam relations: An answer to Sino- Pak 

Partnership?’ explains China’s assertive rise in the Asian region through its military forces 

and her continued interest in the Indian Ocean. The article largely elaborate the all time friendly 
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relations between China and Pakistan particularly the defense cooperation and mention India’s 

concern to this  which is perceived by India as a threat to her security interest. The author then 

compare this to India’s security relations with Vietnam which has been a major obstacle from 

the Chinese point of view.  

In an article, ‘Disputes Between Vietnam and China in the South China Sea: A Legal 

Analysis’, written by Vu Hai Dang(2014), Vu provides different reasons why India-Vietnam 

ties has been so much a cause of concern for China and provides a legal analysis of the most 

challenging dispute between China and Vietnam in the South China Sea. 

Amitav Acharya, in the article ‘China and South-East Asia: Security Aspects’, 

examines South-East Asia’s dilemmas in dealing with rising Chinese power. Acharya states 

that China’s relations with South-East Asia have been and will continue to be marked by a mix 

of competition and collaboration due to largely two key developments in China-South-East 

Asian relations- the South China Sea dispute and the issue of investment and trade diversion. 

In a book written by Martin Jacques (2009), When China Rules the World: The rise of 

the Middle Kingdom and the End of the Western World, Jacques explicitly gave a distinctive 

approach to the world order in the 21st century and recognizes that the rapid growth of non-

Western world and specifically China as a dominant role in the 21st century. 

 The work of Vallabhu Srilatha (2005) ‘India-ASEAN: Prospects for Maritime 

Cooperation’, deals with several naval activities of India and countries of ASEAN and laid 

down some possible threats that might deter maritime cooperation of India and ASEAN and 

suggested some recommendations for future maritime cooperation. 

 Deepek Yadav (2016) in his article ‘Indian Maritime Diplomacy and the South China 

Sea’, explains the status and features of the South China Sea. Yadav examines how Chinese 

assertive policy fuel the tensions in the South China Sea and how India makes her position 

especially after the Permanent Court of Arbitration  ruling on South China Sea disputes in 

2016.  

Rajaram Panda (2016) in his article, ‘South China Sea: Aftermath of the PCA Ruling’, 

give the details of the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling on the South China Sea on 12 July 

2016. It examines how this ruling had a reaction and viewpoint of the littoral states and 

specifically China.  

S. Jaishankar’s book The India Way: Strategies for an Uncertain World published by 

Harper Collins in 2020 gives an in depth insights into India’s international strategy. It deals 

with how India could effectively manage a robust diplomacy in the complicated world of the 

21st century.  
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An examination of some of the works relevant to the South China Sea and the role of 

key powers in the region demonstrates the importance of attentively scrutinizing India's 

maritime security policy in relation to the South China Sea. In fact, none of the publications 

exclusively dealt with the role of major nations, particularly India, in the South China Sea 

dispute. The current study aims to highlight India's participation in the South China Sea, 

alongside other significant nations such as the United States, Russia and China. 

 

Objectives of the study 
The objectives of the thesis are as follows: 

1. To study the historical development of India’s maritime security policy. 

2. To analyze the nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea.  

3. To examine big power politics in South China Sea. 

4. To evaluate the implications of external powers specifically USA, Russia and India on 

the littoral states of the South China Sea. 

 

Research Questions 
The thesis will probe into detail the following research questions: 

1. What are the historical development of India’s maritime security policy? 

2. What is the nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea? 

3. What are the policies adopted by external big powers in the South China Sea? 

4. What are the implications of external big powers specifically USA, Russia and India 

policies on the littoral states of the South China Sea? 

 

Methodology 

 The present study adopts historical and analytical approach. The study uses both 

primary and secondary sources of data collection. Qualitative method is used to analyse the 

data collected from these sources.  

 For primary sources, data has been collected from relevant websites of governments of  

India, USA, Russia, as well as China, Vietnam, the Philippines, Brunei, Taiwan, Malaysia. 

Secondary data were collected from books, journals, magazines, newspapers, seminar 

papers, websites, electronic books, Working Papers, reports and publications from topic related 

associations and agencies, etc. 
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Chapterisation 
 The present study consisted of six chapters, such as:  

CHAPTER I: Introduction 

The first chapter broadly gives a general introduction of the topic. It covers 

statement of the research problem, review of literature, objectives of the study, 

research questions, methodology, and chapterisation  

CHAPTER II: Historical background and development of India’s maritime security  policy 

This chapter traces the historical development of India’s maritime security 

policy from the earlier period. It examines how the various kingdoms of India 

formulate their naval policies and how India in the ancient world utilizes sea as 

an instrument of connecting the outside world. In this chapter, the study takes 

into account the colonial period and how the European powers shape the 

maritime dimensions of India. It also throws a light on the maritime strength and 

diplomacy in contemporary period. 

CHAPTER III: The nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea 

This chapter analyzes the geostrategic importance of the South China Sea and 

the nature of conflicts in the South China Sea. It examine individual claims 

made by the conflicting parties and the legal dimensions of the claims on the 

basis of United Nations Conventions on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) under 

which all the claimants were parties of this international law.  

CHAPTER IV: Big Power Politics in South China Sea 

This chapter elaborates the role, interests and policies adopted by major 

external powers in the South China Sea with special reference to Russia, USA, 

China and India.  

CHAPTER V: South China Sea: The implications of Big Powers for the littoral states 

This chapter deals with bilateral relations of the littoral parties with USA, 

Russia and India. It analyses how the six littoral parties perceived the role of 

external big powers (USA, Russia and India) policies and activities on the 

littoral states of the South China Sea.  

CHAPTER VI: Summary and Conclusion 

The last chapter summarizes the study. 
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Summary and Conclusion 
 

The security environment in the Asia-Pacific in has changes with complex regional 

disputes in the 21st century. Oceans and seas have become a high ground of competition and 

resort to security dilemma in the world of today. The fundamental notion of sovereignty has 

become the core issue of multidimensional territorial disputes in the South China Sea. The 

South China Sea has been vital interests of major powers of the globe in the post-Cold War 

geopolitical order. Asia-Pacific has gained relevance in international relations from 

geopolitical and economic perspective. Among the maritime domains in the Asia-Pacific, the 

South China Sea has been hotly contested by the littoral parties with external states influences. 

The current geopolitical image of Asia may be essentially described as wars over sea with 

conflicting clout from big powers. 

 The reality of the post-Cold War international structure has evolved into America’s 

favour, endowed with uninterrupted hegemony for almost three decades. For the first time since 

the end of the Cold War, the United States uncontested hegemony became endangered with the 

rise of China. By the same token, the Asian economy has a burgeoning performance in the 21st 

century which is expected to have potentially promising future. The PRC’s newly gained 

international entitlement has been exerted in the form of expanding its capabilities and sphere 

of influence which become the major concerns of big powers today. In the meantime, the 

interconnected world has become more complex and vulnerable to security with regard to the 

Sea Lanes of Communication. Against this backdrop, the thesis examined the escalating 

tensions in the South China Sea from the point of major powers like China, USA, Russia and 

India’s political interest. The study looks into the current complex geopolitical situation of 

Southeast Asia pertaining to the South China Sea disputes which does not confine mainly to 

the littoral parties. Consequently, complexities in the South China Sea have turn out to be the 

conundrum of major powers of the globe.  

In an attempt to understand India’s strategic role in the South China Sea, the present 

study takes into account the historical background and development of India’s maritime 

security policy. The study examines the facts and realities from various historical evidences 

which sufficiently indicates that the earliest people of India were seafarers, habitually engaged 

in sea-borne trade even with the outside world. Besides these, several sources like archaeology, 

inscriptions and numismatics also revealed the richness of India’s maritime antiquity. The 

study examines the pre-historic period of India’s maritime dimensions and found out that the 

ancient period witnessed several trade missions carried out with the West through the vast 
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oceans. The Vedic period also witnessed the use of seas for various trade purposes.  In the 

ancient Indian texts like the Rig Veda and Mahabharata, there were references on the various 

insecurities of the sea during the Vedic period roughly from 2000 BC to 500 BC. The study 

assessed that the ancient India’s maritime reached its zenith during the age of the Nandas and 

the Mauryas (500-200 BC). It was during this period that the Indian maritime trade largely 

developed and extended in East and West, the Indian culture and religion was also enormously 

spread in the East reaching Southeast Asian nations. Taking into account the era of the ancient 

India, the pre-historic people were proved to be possessing persuasive maritime skills of the 

time. Maritime domain during this period was more characterized by economic purposes rather 

than geographical and political ends. By that means, apart from the insecurities induced by 

natural calamities, the ancient time demonstrated peaceful uses of seas. The Indian culture and 

religious influences in Southeast can also be witnessed in the ancient time. India had 

established frequent trans-oceanic contacts with its neighbours. Therefore, based on the 

available historical records, the study showcases that India is a maritime nation and had a 

glorious maritime past.  

The study also examined the medieval period of India’s maritime dimension and 

maintains that various kingdoms and dynasties had perpetuated development of India’s 

maritime status during their reigns. In this connection, one such notable contribution was made 

by the Sassanid empire which maintained systematic commercial links with foreigners like the 

Arab traders. The study also analyses the pitfall of Indian kingdoms during the medieval period 

for their leniency towards tolerating the foreigners in the country. Another notable feature 

analysed by the study during this period is that defence development in the maritime sector 

hugely flourished under the Hindu kingdoms like the Gupta dynasty, the Sailendras and the 

Cholas. These kingdoms were found to have a formidable navy and military force and even 

utilized it for political ends. This period also witnessed campaigns that resulted in the 

annexation of several territories in the eastern neighbours. Unfortunately, towards the end of 

the 8th century, the Indian kingdoms’ scant attention on the overseas battle and heavy attention 

on land-based battles led to the weaning condition of Indian maritime might, allowing external 

powers to take the advantage. India’s maritime force during the 9th and 10th centuries was weak 

and the Indian ruler’s selfish and short sightedness opened the door for the Arabs to gain 

supremacy over the economy, and to a lesser extent, the politics of Southern Indian states. The 

medieval period witnessed the intrusion of Indian kingdoms by Arabs, followed by the 

European kingdoms.  
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It is worth noting that the ancient and mediaeval Indian kingdoms were not very concerned 

with maintaining shipping lanes that were later exploited as trading routes between east and 

west. During the 15th century, Indian monarchs on the western coast of India were relatively 

tolerant of European traders. The Indian monarchs of the time, on the other hand, were not 

united or powerful enough to argue about external influences. Rather, they were content with 

minor perks from the foreign traders' services. The Indian monarchs had also fought several 

battles and had countless skirmishes with the Portuguese, but none of them were significant; 

yet, the materialistically weaker Indian rulers could not stand up to the Portuguese for long and 

suffered a catastrophic defeat in the end. After breaking the Portuguese monopoly, the Dutch 

East India Company landed in Indian waters with a clever policy known as the 'ferman.' The 

Dutch traders were granted a token to establish commercial activity, custom duty concessions 

at ports, and authorization to build factories in various Mughal domains as a result of this token. 

The Mughal rulers were compensated handsomely by the Dutch East India Company. 

India’s maritime security policy in a more systematic manner largely took place under 

the dominance of the British. However, with the rising challenge of the French to the British 

established power, there was a thaw in British reigned naval supremacy in the Indian Ocean. 

Apart from the other advancements in the maritime dimension, the Indian Navy in a more 

organized manner developed under the British supremacy.  

The study then proceed to analyse the development of India’s maritime policy in the 

21st century. India’s strategic location and the rapid changing and development of the globe, 

comprehensively had wide range of maritime implications for  the country. India’s geostrategic 

environment endowed with a transformed security and foreign political perceptions sends a 

clear signal to the country that its imminent maritime strategies and resources are insufficient, 

and that a vibrant and robust maritime policy is urgently needed. With this scenario, today’s 

maritime security policy of India has been shaped and moulded from time to time. For ages, 

India’s maritime dimensions and interests essentially remain Indian Ocean centered. But a 

strident maritime policy has been developed in 2004 with the publication of a blueprint of 

Indian Maritime Doctrine, which was followed by further publications in 2007 and 2015. All 

of these official documents provide an elaboration on India’s maritime security development 

as well as broad viewpoints and direction of India’s maritime policies in the 21st century. The 

recent years India’s maritime attention decisively bordened its focus outside the Indian Ocean 

and denotes the South China Sea as its “secondary area” of interests. The 21st century India’s 

maritime objectives focuses on maintaining Stability, Security and Safety at Sea and India’s 

maritime ambition is highly compelled and shaped by her determination as an influential 
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regional and global power. Based on the latest rankings, the India Navy topped the 7th of the 

most powerful navy in the world.  

China's forceful rise has regularly collided with India's aspirational rise as a regional 

and global power. The two Asian titans, China and India, regularly clashed over opposing 

interests, resulting in war. In the twenty-first century, the rising tensions between the two 

countries have far-reaching ramifications for India's marine features. India's naval capabilities 

are improving, and the country is eager to project its strength abroad in order to further its 

national objectives. Since India's independence, maritime diplomacy has played a key role in 

the country's diplomacy. 

The study analyses the nature and scope of the conflict in the South China Sea and 

contemplated disputes in the South China Sea as one of the longstanding unresolved territorial 

lines in the world. It examines the geostrategic significance of the South China Sea which 

consists of islands, rocks and reefs with rich natural reserves of hydrocarbons. The Sea also 

serves as vital maritime lifelines not only for the coastal states, but also many countries of East 

and West. Sea transport accounts for around 80% of world trade by volume and 70% by value, 

according to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and 60 

percent of worldwide marine traffic travels via Asia, with the South China Sea accounting for 

roughly a third of all global shipping. As a result, the South China Sea is vital to many countries' 

economic and geopolitical security. 

The thesis then considers the historical ramifications of the South China Sea disputes, 

concluding that the South China Sea has served as a crossroads for thousands of years. 

According to historical sources, the South China Sea has been a major crossroads in the region 

since ancient times. The earliest records suggested that China was the leading nation during 

the ancient time in the region, and the Chinese were never strangers to the southern side of her 

neighbours. China had purposefully used the marine route as a maritime trading nation. In 

essence, the early Chinese rulers' need to protect southern trade routes drove their southerly 

expansionist tendencies. 

Another noteworthy feature from evidences and interpretations is that the South China 

Sea amounted to valuable asset, and mirrors the cardinal prestige for rulers of the time. 

Evidences maintained that numerous Southeast Asian states rose to prominence in the sixth 

century, aiming to establish themselves as the region's dominant trading centre. The Srivijaya 

kingdom had effective authority over the region's sea channels. External kingdoms such as the 

Cholas of India, the Chinese, and the Javanese had commercial interests in the Southeast Asian 

region, which were mostly based on the instructions of Srivijaya domains. As a result, the 
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ancient period was marked by land-based fighting, and no important naval-based conflict 

incidents have been recorded in the South China Sea. The matter of 'ownership,' which is 

currently being debated, was not an issue in the South China Sea at the time. 

Evidences maintained that the sixth century saw the rise of various Southeast Asian 

states attempting to emerge as dominating trading center in the region. The Srivijaya kingdom 

enjoyed effective hegemony over maritime routes in the region. External kingdoms like the 

Cholas of India, Chinese and Javanese took interests in the Southeast Asian region for 

commercial purposes which largely depended on the directions of Srivijaya jurisdictions. 

Hence, the ancient period was characterized by land-based warfare and can be regarded that no 

major naval-based warfare incident can be witnessed in the South China Sea. The matter of 

‘ownership’, which is in question today was not an issue in the South China Sea during this 

period.  

Colonialism also makes its foothold in Southeast Asia. And within no time, the 

economic routes were controlled by the Europeans, economic gains also transformed into 

political goals. The advent of foreigners and the development of trade channels in the South 

China Sea appear to be undermining China's hegemony in the region. Southeast Asia's trade 

with Chinese and European powers boomed in the 15th and 16th centuries, and the South China 

Sea had established itself as a crucial trade and economic zone. With the occupation of several 

Southeast Asian states by the British, the Dutch, Portuguese and the Germans and the French, 

the South China Sea became the battlefield of external powers by the 19th century.  

In many ways, the history of the South China Sea is a history of great power politics. 

Despite the fact that the validity of each acquisition activity can be questioned, claimants have 

continued to cite discoveries and occupations from the colonial period to argue sovereignty 

over the Paracels and Spratlys. The occupation of Taiwan by Japan is one of the reasons behind 

Taiwan's claim. Vietnam's claims are also based on the succession of France's declaration of 

sovereignty and occupation. Brunei attained independence in 1984, inheriting a continental 

shelf partially circumscribed by Britain, based on which it had already contested Malaysia's 

claim to the Louisa Reef on its 1979 map. 

In summary, the history of South China Sea disputes is one of colonial power, with 

China and Vietnam playing small roles in the squabble. European colonisers are credited as 

being the genuine originators of the Westphalian concept of sovereignty in the region. This had 

far-reaching consequences on the current states of the South China Sea disputes. With all of 

these episodes and their implications, the European period can be defined as the "biggest 
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reshaping" in the history of the South China Sea disputes, and the South China Sea sovereignty 

concerns in the modern time appear to be one of the colonial legacies. 

The study also takes into account the 20th century predicament in South China Sea. 

With the dawn of the 20th Century, the European’s monopoly in the South China Sea remained 

perturbed. Japan, as a major regional power in the East emerged as a prime challenger to the 

existing French domination in the South China Sea in the late twentieth century. Japan 

gradually incorporated the islands of Pratas, Paracel, and Spratly under its sovereignty, 

primarily through discovery. This was then expanded to Itu Aba and the Gulf of Tonkin. 

Furthermore, islands and other features in the South China Sea have been given Japanese 

names, such as the Hirata Archipelago for Paracel and the Nishizawa Reefs for other reefs in 

the Pratas islands. In these circumstances, the Second World War ended with two external 

forces, Japan and France, occupying islands in the South China Sea. China, on the other hand, 

renewed its interest in sovereignty claims during the late Qing period. Throughout European 

authority in the East, Beijing simply lacked the tools to contest their dominance; but, this did 

not mean it had abandoned its claims. The Chinese government released the 'eleven dotted line' 

map in 1935, which was reinforced by the 'nine dash line' map in 1949, and Chinese units were 

established on Woody Island by 1955.  

Besides Britain, French and Japan, the entry of the United States and USSR marked a 

great shift in South China Sea order. Within this framework, another political and security 

pressure was instigating on the South China Sea littorals specifically to China. Meanwhile, the 

fate of the South China Sea was heavily influenced by the Second World War. Japan's power 

began to wane after the signing of the San Francisco Peace Conference in 1951. However, the 

withdrawal of Japanese forces from the South China Sea islands left it unclear to whom the 

remaining islands were ceded. In 1972, the PRC and Japan signed a 'Joint Communique' in 

which both parties vowed to uphold the Potsdam Declaration, which abolished all Japanese 

sovereignty in the South China Sea.  

 The Sino-Soviet divide in the 1960s, on the other hand, makes the US presence in the 

region as necessary as ever. To the South China Sea's littoral governments, America's presence 

in the region was seen as a counterbalance to the developing Soviet influence. The power tussle 

between the two superpowers has limited the Asia-Pacific region's prospects. The South China 

Sea issue is thought to be more intensified in the contemporary era. China, Vietnam, Malaysia, 

Brunei, the Philippines, and Taiwan have been entangled in territorial conflicts in the South 

China Sea. The South China Sea's major islands, such as the Paracel, Spratly, Pratas, Taiping, 
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Woody, Scarborough Shoal, Shallow reefs, Macclesfield bank, and hundreds of minor islands, 

are all located in the contested waters of the six littoral states. 

The study analyses the individual claims made in the South China Sea. On historical 

grounds, Vietnam claimed the Paracels and Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, claiming 

to be the first to discover, occupy, and control the territory. This claim was strengthened by the 

delimitation made by the French imperialism, The Vietnam Ministry of Foreign Affairs White 

Papers in 1975, 1979, 1981, and 1988, the 2003 Law on National Boundary, and the 2012 

maritime law on the South China Sea. According to these documents, Vietnam has enjoyed 

sovereignty over these archipelagos since at least the 17th century, through genuine 

administrative activities of the State that met the requirements of international law at the time 

and are in accordance with the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. 

 Vietnam claimed the South China sea based on historical rights. Based on the evidence 

proved by itself, Vietnam seems to have discovered the Paracels in at least the 15th century and 

started to exploit and administrate them as a sovereign state in the 17th century. In 1974, there 

was military standoff between China and Vietnam over the issue of Paracel island. The first 

major step taken by Vietnam in consolidating its claim is the publication of White paper on 

defence to the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) titled, “Vietnam? Consolidating National 

Defence, Safeguarding the Homeland” in July 1998. Another remarkable move made by 

Vietnam at the international level is the joint submission with Malaysia to the Commission on 

the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) in 2009.Thus, based on Article 76, paragraph 8, of 

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, both Malaysia and Vietnam seek an 

information on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines 

from which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured in respect of the southern part of the 

South China Sea. The Vietnamese political leaders reiterated that it will never compromise its 

claims until and unless the disputes are jointly handled through United Nations Conventions 

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).  

The Vietnamese government claims in the South China Sea are at odds with those of 

China and Taiwan. In 1979, a military confrontation erupted over the issue of sovereignty over 

the Paracel. Vietnam and Taiwan are at odds on the South China Sea island of Itu Aba, which 

is now held by Taiwan. The Vietnamese have a strong belief in international tribunals and 

international law for conflict resolution, and sought the ARF in 1988 and the CLCS with 

Malaysia in 2009 for information on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical 

miles. The Vietnamese authorities emphasised that the country's legal and historical evidence 
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was sufficient to defend its claims and activities in accordance with international law, and that 

its claims in the South China Sea would never be compromised. 

Malaysia claims a number of features in the southern Spratly Islands within its claimed 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), including a portion of the Paracel Islands and other minor 

features, all of which are within China's nine-dash line. Several features have been controlled 

by Malaysia but claimed by others. Malaysia's claim to the South China Sea is firmly grounded 

on its own continental shelf acts of 1966, 1969, and 1979. In 2009, Malaysia and Vietnam filed 

a combined lawsuit with the CLCS against China. Malaysia and China reached an accord in 

2004, when they signed the Joint Communique. However, this did not resolve the problem. 

Malaysia made another submission to the CLCS in December 2019 about its continental shelf 

claims in the northern South China Sea. Tensions between Malaysia and China rose further in 

April 2020, when a Chinese survey vessel patrols the South China Sea alongside Chinese Coast 

Guard ships and maritime militia vessels. It was the area that is within Malaysia's EEZ. The 

Malaysian government has stationed military personnel on the atolls it occupies to protect its 

sovereign rights in the South China Sea. 

Among the claimant parties, Brunei is known for its civility, as evidenced by its modest 

response to escalating tensions in the South China Sea. Brunei gained independence in 1984, 

inheriting a continental shelf partially circumscribed by the United Kingdom, on the basis of 

which it had already contested Malaysia's claim to the Louisa Reef on its 1979 chart. The 

majority of Brunei's claims in the southern South China Sea are based on UNCLOS (1982) and 

are within its EEZ. In the South China Sea, Brunei claims Spratly Island, Louisa Reef, and 

Rifleman Bank. The Spratly Islands' continental shelf includes Louisa Reef, which is claimed 

by both China and Vietnam. Previously, Brunei and Malaysia had jurisdictional overlaps with 

Rifleman Bank, but this was addressed peacefully at a diplomatic level in 2009. 

The Philippines has claims in the South China Sea, mostly on the north-eastern part of 

the Spratly Islands. Scarborough Shoal, Thomas Shoal, Reed Bank, Fiery Cross Reef, and a 

number of other features in the Spratly known as the Kalayaan Island Group are included in its 

claim (KIG), which is based on discovery and effective possession. The Spanish–American 

Treaty of 1898 had become the primary source of contention between the Philippines and China 

over Spratly Island. Aside from that, China and the Philippines have been at odds over the 

Scarborough Shoal, which contains potentially lucrative resources. To supplement its claims 

in the South China Sea, the Philippines government has enacted a number of laws, including 

the 1949 Petroleum Act, the 1961 Philippine territorial sea baseline, the 1973 Constitution, and 

the 2009 Philippines Archipelagic Law, all of which refer to the Philippines' historic rights and 
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entitlement in its West Sea (South China Sea). On April 8, 2012, tensions were high as the 

Philippines sought to arrest Chinese fishermen in the Scarborough Shoal, which it claimed and 

controlled. China quickly countered with China Maritime Surveillance (CMS), resulting in an 

uneasy stalemate. 

To supplement its claims in the South China Sea, the Philippines government has 

enacted a number of laws, including the 1949 Petroleum Act, the 1961 Philippine territorial 

sea baseline, the 1973 Constitution, and the 2009 Philippines Archipelagic Law, all of which 

refer to the Philippines' historic rights and entitlement in its West Sea (South China Sea). On 

April 8, 2012, tensions were high as the Philippines sought to arrest Chinese fishermen in the 

Scarborough Shoal, which it claimed and controlled. China quickly countered with China 

Maritime Surveillance (CMS), resulting in an uneasy stalemate. In 2013, Philippines 

approached international tribunal and filed a case against China. In 2016, an international 

arbitration panel ruled in Manila's favour in its dispute with China over the South China Sea. 

Chinese politicians, media, and writers, on the other hand, vehemently opposed and rejected 

the tribunal's judgement. Despite the fact that Manila was awarded by an international tribunal, 

no progress has been made thus far. The Chinese side is maintaining its force projection actions 

in the South China Sea. The Duterte administration chose to reply favourably but cautiously, 

showing a willingness to begin bilateral talks with China on the South China Sea dispute.  

Taiwan's claim to sovereignty in the South China Sea, like that of other claimants, is 

founded on historical, legal, and international treaties from the colonial era. To establish their 

claims, the Taiwanese have largely relied on the Treaty of San Francisco of 1951 and the Sino–

Japanese Peace Treaty of 1952. Japan has given up its claims to Taiwan, the Penghu Islands, 

and the Spratly Islands, according to these two agreements. However, there are three 

complicated concerns pertaining to Taiwan's standpoint. The most contentious question 

regarding Taiwan's South China Sea claims is whether Taiping Island (Itu Aba) conforms with 

UNCLOS Article 121 standards. The Taiwanese, on the other hand, self-identify Itu Aba as an 

island capable of supporting human life and habitation, therefore the ROC has full sovereignty 

rights under UNCLOS. Third, given the inherently problematic relationship between the PRC 

and the ROC, Taiwan's position on China's U-shaped line remained puzzling. Taiwan has never 

asserted any rights based on the U-shaped line. Clarification of the U-shaped border by Taiping 

island, from China's standpoint, would severely undermine the country's sovereignty and 'One 

China policy.' Taiwan, on the other hand, has made it clear that it would not make any 

concessions to the mainland on this matter. As a result, Taiwan stands remains ambiguous in 
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the literal sense. There is yet to be a breakthrough between China and Taiwan on the U-shaped 

line issue.  

Complications added when the issue was put up in the international arbitration in 2016. 

Despite the judgement of the PCA ruled against the legality of the U-shaped line and that 

Taiwan controlled Taiping or Itu Aba in the South China Sea are reefs and not island that do 

not generate an EEZ or continental shelf. Consequently, the statement from Taiwan’s 

President’s office on the PCA ruling expressed its displeasure with the tribunal for uninviting 

the ROC to participate in the Court proceedings, and for not soliciting the ROC's opinions. Tsai 

Ing-election Wen's as President in 2016 marks a shift in Taiwan's international strategy and 

relations with China from its predecessor, Ma Ying-Jeo'su. President Tsai, unlike her 

predecessor, took a more pragmatic approach to dealing with China. This is exemplified by the 

ROC's reaffirmation of sovereignty over the South China Sea.  President Tsai alleged China of 

“aggressive and ambitious” in its dealings with Taiwan. Just a year after the PAC ruled on the 

Philippines issue (when the ROC was not invited), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in 2017 

emphasised that the country must be part in any dispute resolution mechanism proceeding. 

Disputes in the South China Sea have heightened tensions between Taiwan and 

Vietnam in the Spratly Islands, following the release of a stamp portraying a lighthouse in the 

disputed South China Sea area by Taiwan's official postal service agency, Chunghwa Post in 

2021. The Taiwanese move necessitates an immediate response from Vietnam. The ROC's 

situation in the South China Sea may be more problematic in reference to China. Neither the 

PRC nor the ROC recognise the other's claim. Furthermore, the issue is not limited to the South 

China Sea claims. The complicated position stems from China's "One China" concept. The 

development of China in the contemporary era complicates matters even further. The change 

in Taiwanese government will also have a significant impact on Taiwan's position in the South 

China Sea and its relations with China. As a result, resolving the South China Sea dispute 

between the ROC and the PRC will be a cumbersome process. 

China is the South China Sea's most powerful and largest claimant, claiming ownership 

over almost the entirety of the South China Sea, according to a map published by the country. 

Based historical documents, maps, and archaeological data, the Chinese argued that the South 

China Sea had always been part of their internal lake, and that no other country had jurisdiction 

over the sea. Chinese scholars, analysts and politicians hold a consensus view that the South 

China Sea was an inalienable part of China's territory, both historically and geographically. It 

should be noted that the Chinese were well-versed in the geography of their neighbouring 

countries, which contributed in the development of cartography. The most contentious issue in 
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the South China Sea conflicts today is the 1946 portrayal of a U-shaped line with eleven dotted 

lines, amended in 2009 with a nine-dash line, which indicates China's claims in the South China 

Sea. 

Consequently, China's huge area of claim, as well as its historic unilateral activities in 

the South China Sea, appears to be provocative. There was scepticism, particularly among 

western intellectuals, about the legitimacy of China's historical claims. Since 1988 PRC’s 

occupation of the Johnson reef, several minor skirmishes happened between China and its 

disputant parties in the South China Sea. 

Land reclamation operations in the South China Sea appeared to be the most common 

initiatives undertaken by the claimant states. These reclamations were later on utilised for 

building artificial islands, which had serious political ramifications. As such, China, being the 

most powerful claimant had been heavily engaged in large-scale land reclamation projects. All 

the claimant parties, except Brunei have outposts in the South China Sea, which they use to 

establish a presence in neighbouring waters, enforce sovereignty claims, and monitor rival 

claimant activities. This occurred mostly in the most-contested area of Spratly islands, which 

included Johnson Reef, Cuarteron Reef, Fiery Cross Reef, Gaven Reef , Subi Reef and Paracel 

islands and Scarborough Shoal. This had raised serious concerns among the claimant parties 

as well as external countries. Given the number of claimant states interested in the South China 

Sea dispute, the conflict does not appear to be a regional conflict between parties. The conflicts 

in the South China Sea appear to have the features of by-party conflicts. On the one hand, this 

was undoubtedly owing to China's audacious claims of sovereignty and its intimidating support 

for them. Second, the Southeast Asian republics have an entrenched belief that China is vastly 

superior to them. 

The Chinese, Vietnamese, Filipinos, Taiwanese and Malaysians assert sovereignty 

based on discovery and occupation. Competition arises on the issue of earlier and longer 

occupation. As such, the conflict among these countries arises.  Recent years development 

illustrates the fact that due to the increasing awareness of legal entitlement, military and 

technological innovations, the nature and forms of conflicts in the South China Sea turns highly 

exacerbating and intensifying more than ever. The year 2020 marks rising China’s manoeuvre 

in the South China Sea. China is accused of holding numerous military drills in the South China 

Sea amid an uptick in such activity in the area highlighting growing tensions. It is apparent that 

China has been successfully using steady incremental moves to increase its effective control 

over disputed areas while avoiding direct military conflict with its rival claimants.  
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 Throughout historical developments, the 21st century marks the era of considerable 

involvement of littoral parties in the disputes. The claimant parties become more vociferous in 

their defence of their position than ever before. There were rising tensions with Chinese 

expedition and building artificial island in the South China Sea. The last decade also witnessed 

the ground-breaking efforts towards resolution of conflicts among the six parties of the South 

China Sea disputes. ASEAN has truly blazed a trail by taking creative approaches toward 

peaceful resolution of problems in the South China Sea. As a result, in November 2002, 

ASEAN and China agreed on a non-binding Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South 

China Sea (DOC). A decade later, in 2012, ASEAN and China issued a joint declaration to 

reaffirm the DOC. 

 The above elaboration on the South China Sea disputes clearly depicts that the territorial 

conflicts over rocks and reefs in the Sea is not a recent phenomenon. The conflict has a 

convoluted history that began with the tough policies of early Chinese emperors toward 

Southeast Asia. This was followed by the European colonialism. The matter was certainly 

intricated by the external powers who relished their dominance in the region. The current 

scenario of the conflicts is truly the impacts of historical incidences. 

The United Nations Conventions on the Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS) commonly 

referred to as the Constitution for the Oceans was signed in 1982. It became the yardstick for 

the code of legal rights in the seas. Hence, the UNCLOS clearly specify coastal state’s 

boundaries and its jurisdiction over areas of water principally entailing territorial water, 

contiguous zone and Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ). All the claimant parties are committed 

to international judiciary and are signatories of the UNCLOS. Though the UNCLOS which is 

the recognised as an international treaty  is quite relevant, there are certain challenges and 

complications regarding the practical applicability. In the South China Sea, sovereignty issues 

cannot be resolved straightforwardly with the UNCLOS. There are certain issues in the clauses 

of UNCLOS in order to address the core issues in the South China Sea.  

Under international law, the island takes precedence, therefore it is debatable whether 

several features of the South China Sea have the inherent value of forming their own maritime 

zones. Hence, enormous difficulty emerges in the interpretation of the law, notably on the issue 

of the ability of supporting human habitation and economic life to qualify for EEZ. All of the 

South China Sea's littorals have been involved in land reclamation projects, which have been 

used to construct artificial islands. Another core issue of the South China Sea disputes is the 

delimitation of the maritime boundaries of EEZ and continental shelf.  The difficulty of the 

provision on CLCS in reality is that the mode of CLCS recommendations is vague and require 
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all the disputant party’s consent. In the context of the South China Sea dispute, not all of them 

have declared whether or not the occupied features will be subject to international conventions. 

This has further enhanced the complication of international law in its practice in the South 

China Sea. Another challenging issue with the application of UNCLOS is the concept of 

‘historic entitlement’. Article 10 (6), 15 and 46 (b)of the UNCLOS mentioned the term ‘historic 

rights’, but the concept remains vague as the UNCLOS remain silent on the specific definition 

of the term. As such, there are huge complexities and difficulties in practical applicability of 

the historic rights under international convention. Furthermore, precedent from an earlier ICJ 

case shows that the verdict omitted to identify any principle on historic rights and only seldom 

examined historical elements. The most difficult and challenging provision is the settlement of 

disputes contained in Part XV of the UNCLOS, which provides wide range for the states’ 

choice of procedure. In this condition, there is less certainty that disputant parties smoothly 

agreed on common judicial body to interpret the international convention. Finally, international 

legal system suffers from a lack of enforcement mechanisms. Even if a verdict or award were 

issued in the South China Sea conflict, there is no guarantee that the ruling would be executed 

due to the lack of an enforcement mechanism in the international legal system. Moreover, due 

to a range of factors, such as politics, geography, economy, marine biodiversity, mineral 

resources, and so on, must be considered, settling maritime disputes under international law is 

significantly more complex and time-consuming. In a nutshell, conflict resolution in the South 

China Sea has gotten increasingly complicated due to factors such as maritime zone 

demarcation, dispute resolution difficulties, a lack of law enforcement capacity, and 

interpretation of international law. All of these issues imply that a permanent solution is still a 

long way off. 

A landmark decision of the International Tribunal in the South China was delivered on 

12 July 2016 in the Philippines case against China. However, this only end up in reflection of 

the ineffectiveness of international law as China declared its complete objection of the tribunal 

ruling.  

China's growing actions in the South China Sea are increasingly being considered as a 

potential threat from Chinese aggression. It is unlikely that China would use its military power 

to incorporate the entire Sea. Despite the fact that all claimed parties are obligated by 

international conventions requiring non-use of force and peaceful resolution of disputes, there 

are no guarantees in light of the parties' rising actions, particularly China. Because China is the 

most powerful claimant country, rapidly aiming to become a superpower, and international law 

is ineffective, it may not hesitate to push its rivals into consolidating its unilateral activities in 
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the South China Sea. There is a concern that China might announce an ADIZ in the South 

China Sea, as it did in the East China Sea in 2013, further aggravating the situation.  

ASEAN's position as a key organisation in the area embodies the region's security 

guarantor. As such, the organisation is in charge of dealing with and resolving geopolitical 

crises in the region. The South China issue has hold significant agenda in several ASEAN 

meeting. In 2002, ASEAN and China issued a non-legally enforceable declaration titled the 

Declaration on the Code of Conduct in the South China Sea. The DOC was created to manage 

good behaviour among South China Sea parties. However, there are several limitations to the 

practical efficacy of ASEAN's function and the full implementation of the DOC.  

The study takes into account big power politics in the South China Sea with special 

reference to China, USA, India and Russia. It acknowledges that international politics has been 

shaped and reshaped by the rise and decline of states over the past centuries. In essence, the 

history of Southeast Asia was largely shaped by colonizers and major events of the world like 

the world war and cold war dilemma shaped the fate of Southeast Asia today. In the 21st century 

disputes in the South China Sea turned out to be a hotbed of big powers like USA, China, 

Russia and India. 

The study begins by examining China's (the most powerful claimant state) activities in 

the South China Sea. History has proven that China was once a strong Asian kingdom with 

regional hegemony. The early Chinese empires held a separate philosophy that enunciated their 

supremacy based on the "Son of Heaven" attitude and the "tributary or tianxia system." This 

notion gradually contributed to the maintenance of a vast marine network of trade, as well as 

to China's control in the region. The Chinese dubbed the South China Sea "Nanhai," which 

translates to "South Sea.".  Based on their self-evidence, it is clear that trade in Nanhai has 

existed since antiquity. China experienced tremendous nautical, economic, and maritime 

dominance under powerful Chinese dynasties such as the Sung, Yuan, and Ming dynasties. The 

Chinese navy held the first commanding position in the East and South China Seas. This has 

clearly demonstrated that its ships were adequately built to withstand natural disasters produced 

by winds and rainfall. Nonetheless, the Chinese authorities have used the country's naval 

capabilities for a variety of aggressive acts. It had carried out multiple naval campaigns and 

captured various lands, particularly in its neighbours' south. However, when compared to other 

parts of the world, China's naval capability cannot be recognised as a significant naval force. 

China is clearly considered as a true master of the Asian seas. 

Since the 16th century, prominent Western powers have been establishing themselves 

in Southeast Asia. The arrival of the Europeans had significant ramifications. With the advent 
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of Europeans in maritime Southeast Asia, the "era of commerce" began with a massive surge. 

Second, under the framework of European commerce, Sino-European contacts under Chinese 

dominance dominated Southeast Asian maritime trade. Third, throughout the first decades of 

the European period, China dominated trade and marine dimensions. This may be seen in the 

fact that European traders in the South China Sea were required to pay respect to the Ming 

rulers as a mark of the "tributary system" in order to freely trade with China in Chinese ports. 

Third, many modes of adversarial behaviour can be observed among European powers. Fourth, 

the increased influx of Portuguese, Dutch, Spanish, British, and French citizens challenged the 

Chinese hegemony in the region for the first time. Maritime trade and commerce were no longer 

dictated by Chinese power, nor were European traders bound by the Chinese 'tributary system.' 

The Chinese rulers were not powerful enough to exert convincing control over the region's 

nautical trade. As a result of the demise of the 'tributary system,' the Chinese central dominance 

in the region was reduced to pieces of myth and history. The arrival of Europeans dramatically 

altered the geopolitical and economic history of Asia. This was followed by the 19th century, 

which was an era of humiliation for China, during which the ancient Chinese greatness was 

greatly diminished. 

With the arrival of the twentieth century, Chinese political leaders adopted the phrase 

"rejuvenation of the Chinese nation." And post-Cold War China has a revisionist inclination in 

line with her exceeding growth and expanding spheres of influence, which many commentators 

have labelled "China's ascent." This was supported by China's broad strategy of achieving what 

they called "Peaceful Development." Many commentators see China's rise in the twenty-first 

century as a revisionist response to her humiliating circumstances. China's interests expand in 

tandem with its power and influence. For better or worse, China's rise will reshape Southeast 

Asia's security framework and impact the global balance of power. 

The study analyses the rise of Chinese economy as a maritime factor. Since Xi Jinping 

became President in 2012, reformation of the Chinese economy and security became his vested 

interests. In line with this, Xi had undertaken different dictums like ‘China dream’, Asia-Pacific 

Dream’, ‘One Belt One Road Initiative’, ‘21st century maritime silk road’ etc. Today, China’s 

international trade is largely reliant on transportation by sea. At any rate, China strives to 

preserve its sea lanes and maritime routes. Chinese policymakers now attach high priority to 

neighbourhood diplomacy. Through this, China wishes to boost regional investment and better 

interconnectivity, enhancing its dominance in the region. Soon after succeeding Hu Jintao, Xi 

declared that China would play a “proactive” role in Asia. Since then, China has prioritized 

“neighbourhood diplomacy” and begun to formulate concrete policies in its Asian 
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neighbourhood. China aspires to re-establish her historical sphere of influence and China’s 

main approach is the expansion of economic strategy and purposefully used it as a diplomatic 

negotiating apparatus. China’s infrastructure diplomacy occupies the central part in its national 

rejuvenation strategy. It can be analysed that China is establishing its international status with 

the aforementioned major initiatives. This has repercussions for the regional and global status 

quo. China is seen as a major economic power in the 21st century and its peers in the South 

China Sea region fully acknowledge this. This, in turn, has substantial impact on the ongoing 

conflicts in the South China Sea. 

The study investigates how energy security affects the maritime component. China's 

demand capacity for energy resources has increased quickly in recent years, owing primarily 

to its economic expansion, and it is dependent on imports from other countries. Currently, 

China is the world's largest importer of oil, with imports accounting for the vast bulk of China's 

oil and gas consumption. Furthermore, the majority of China's oil and gas usage is imported. It 

is critical for China that its oil and gas pipelines, which pass via many straits and routes, be 

secure and do not disrupt the supply chain. And that connections with hydrocarbon-rich 

countries such as Russia will become increasingly important in the future. Given these 

circumstances, China is extremely vulnerable to energy security. 

China’s rejuvenation program and its economic boom in the recent decades have been 

deliberately aligned with its sharp defense buildup. The PRC's Military Strategy, published in 

2015, comprehensively broadcasts the country's commitment to 'active defence,' underscoring 

the need to develop marine military capabilities to take pre emptive actions to ensure its 

national sovereignty. Many international analysts and observers maintained that China's rise is 

concerning for China's neighbours since the "Chinese Dream" is inextricably tied with military 

power. Beyond economic and technological advancement, The PRC’s ambition in the 21st 

century encompass domination of maritime domain and develop powerful, self-sufficient and 

multi-tasking navy in the world. In the South China Sea, the PLAN, PAFMM and PLANMC 

plays a crucial role in enhancing China’s national power through its maritime capability.  

With such high-profile military and economic capability, China is making significant 

efforts to consolidate its advantages in the South China Sea. The so-called geo-strategic 

construct of the first island chain, in particular, occupies a critical line of defence in achieving 

'China's Dream' and 'rejuvenation.' China's objectives in the South China Sea are based on its 

national "core interests." China's 'incrementalism' policy may be seen in its defence of its 

territorial claims in the South China Sea along the U-shaped line. This method brings China to 
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engage in the strategy of ‘brinkmanship’. While China has consistently declared its intention 

to rise peacefully in the twenty-first century, a number of daring acts in recent decades indicate 

a more expansionist bent. Aside from that, the annexation of Scarborough Shoal from the 

Philippines in 2012 exemplifies how far China is willing to go to solidify its claims. Because 

of these circumstances, China's "peaceful rise" remains questionable, and military action to 

buttress its claims in the South China Sea seems almost imminent. 

China has been constructing artificial islands in the South China Sea since 2013, 

irritating claimant governments and raising tensions among external powers. Other countries 

with interests in the region have been alarmed by China's rapid and massive island-building 

frenzy. China is building port facilities, military installations, and an airfield on South China 

Sea islands, according to satellite imagery. All of China's operations and policies reflect the 

historical narrative that the Chinese pioneers have a sense of superiority over other South China 

Sea claimants. In general, this is mostly motivated by the fundamental concept of 'tianxia' 

worldview. According to Chinese authorities' speeches and publications, China owns the South 

China Sea and intends for other claims to 'return' to its domain. This concept argued that China 

had absolute hegemony over other countries. Obviously contemporary China's way to deal with 

regional struggles plainly signifies Deng Xiaoping's theory of "putting aside dispute and 

promoting shared development." 

In this framework, the study analyses the response of the South China Sea disputes from 

other big powers. Since China is expanding its activities in the South China Sea, many countries 

remain sceptical about China’s behaviour. First, the United States role in the South China Sea 

was examined. Since 2009, America is paying heed to the East with its ‘Pivot to Asia’ policy. 

In this respect, America’s interest in the South China sea can be understood through the prism 

of its revived interests in the Asia Pacific region. For a long time, the United States has 

undertaken a ‘hub and spoke’ approach in the east to counteract the spread of Communist 

influence. The United States and its Asian allies established the multilateral Southeast Asia 

Treaty Organization (SEATO) in 1954, but it withered, in part due to a lack of regional support 

for the United States and France in the Vietnam War. Following the Cold War, however, the 

United States adjusted its multilateral policy by emphasising bilateral ties with East and 

Southeast Asian countries. In view of this development, America's South China Sea strategies 

have been emphasised in the course of building bilateral ties with majority of the littoral 

countries. 

The United States has insisted Indo-pacific as its core priority. It had brought forward 

“free and open Indo-Pacific” catchword  and increasingly marked its presence in the name of 
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“freedom of navigation”. FONOP has become a critical issue in geopolitics. And since 2015, 

United States ships have transited through the South China Sea four to six FONOPs each year 

in order to uphold the right of innocent passage. The US Navy aircraft carriers are also seen in 

the South China Sea in the recent years. Another aspect of America’s approach in the South 

China Sea is the upliftment of the ‘rule-based’ international order. The Unites States also 

looked the South China Sea conflict from the perspective of international law and encouraging 

all parties to adhere to international law and standards. Regardless of the fact that the US has 

publicly maintained that it does not take sides in the South China Sea disputes, its inclinations 

fill in as a vital area for leveraging strategic competition with China. The United States openly 

stated the unlawfulness of the Chinese nine-dash line and its support for 2016 PCA ruling on 

Philippines case. 

To achieve its long-term goal, the United States launched a pivot to Asia. The 

reengagement of the US's allies and quasi-allies in the Asian area is central to the US pivot. 

Washington is eager to push its relationship with Asian countries to the next level as a result 

of this. The United States justified its presence in the Asia-Pacific area as critical to the region's 

peace and stability. From President Trump's 'America First' approach, President Joe Biden's 

foreign policy concocted his tagline 'America is back,' which placed a high value on US allies 

both within and outside the region. As such, the strengths of America’s soft power have been 

efficaciously maneuvered in the Southeast Asian region. Being a global big power, United 

States resources in matters of economy, defense and military, science and technology, 

education, trade and commerce bear much more than sufficient to provide contentment for the 

not so powerful Southeast Asian states. The United States mission to Southeast Asia is very 

critical at this moment of disputes in the South China Sea remain exacerbated. USA and South 

China Sea littorals have convergence interests and concerns in several regional and global 

aspects which have been predominantly tied-up in bilateral engagements.  

Another major power taken into account is the role of Russia in the South China Sea. 

Russia, like USA and India is not a South China claimant party. However, as compared to USA 

and India, Russia’s stance in the South China Sea is relatively unstated. Yet, this does not 

undermine Russia as a significant political actor in the region. The post-1990 international 

politics turn out to be a critical situation for Russia with several economic, political and security 

calculations. Russia is a great old power that has been weakened by economic and political 

crisis. To reclaim its worldwide stature, Russia reconsider its foreign policy options through 

diverse relations. Russia turned its attention to the east can be witnessed more so than in the 

past with President Putin’s dictum called ‘pivot to the East’. In addition, Russia began to 
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prioritise building relations with South East Asian nations. As a result, Russia's main 

component of its policies, namely military and arms trade, play an important role in the regional 

security system in Southeast and East Asia. 

One of the crucial elements of Russia’s role is its defence diplomacy with the littoral 

states of the South China Sea. Russia remained the longstanding supplier of arms to Southeast 

Asia and China. For the past two decades, Russia was the largest arms supplier to Southeast 

Asia. Russia’s interest in the South China Sea can be seen in its energy security policy dating 

back to 1980’s, which function till today. In the maritime sector, Moscow’s naval presence in 

Cam Ranh Bay appears to be immensely crucial. Since 1980’s Soviet navy’s presence in the 

South China Sea can be seen, which was renewed in 2014. In the recent years, Russia has been 

conducting joint naval drills with Southeast Asian countries. However, Russia’s relationship 

with the Southeast Asian countries particularly in the defence sector makes her position 

complicated viz-a-viz China in the region. As mentioned earlier, China is the largest importer 

of oil in the world and outside the Middle East, Russia has the second largest oil reserves in 

the world.  

Russia has so far refrained from taking China’s side in its maritime disputes in the East 

and South China Sea. It is apparent that Russia has pursued its own interests instead. Russia’s 

stance is expected to be stable due to the fact that Russia’s main interest does not lie in the 

South China Sea nor in the Southeast Asian region. Russia is, and will be European in its 

approach and strategic thinking. Southeast Asia will not immediately be a high-priority focus 

of Russia. The Asia-Pacific region is significant to Russia pertaining to the increased US 

interests in the region. But the South China Sea is of less geopolitical value to Russia. As such 

it is futile to hope Russia’s hard approach in the region. Since the adoption of pivot to the East 

policy, successful results remain meagre in nature. Hence, Russia has been regarded as playing 

a quiet diplomacy in the region.  

India is not a littoral state in the South China Sea, and it has no territorial ambitions 

there. For decades, India's marine concerns were mostly focused on its near surroundings. The 

convincing 'Look East Policy,' which has now been decisively upgraded to the 'Act East Policy,' 

began in the post-liberalization 1990s, breaking the bar of India's strategic calculations. As a 

result, India's marine policy has gradually gained prominence in the country's foreign policy 

decisions. However, as a maritime nation, India has been paying close attention to the 

developments in the South China Sea conflicts. In India's 2009 Maritime Doctrine, the South 

China Sea is categorised as a ‘secondary area of interest.' In addition, recent events in the South 

China Sea have revealed India's growing sphere of influence. In the backdrop of the increasing 
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events in the South China Sea, the primary causes driving India's maritime interests are 

explained. 

Because of India's geostrategic location, she is more exposed to any incident or 

development in Asia. In this context, the significance of the South China Sea for India's 

economic and geostrategic interests cannot be emphasised. The Indian economy is heavily 

reliant on the oceans for trade. The South China Sea is an important trading route for India's 

eastward trade. As a country that relies heavily on international trade, India must ensure that 

all modes of transportation, including air, sea, and land, are safe and secure. In terms of India's 

developing business ties with the east, India recognises the importance of maintaining sea 

security in the South China Sea. Growth in the economic sector undeniably demands growth 

in energy demands. In the energy sector, India has joint project with Vietnam in the South 

China Sea. Moreover, The dynamic nature of international political landscape in the twenty-

first century is one of the multiple factors that has piqued India's interest in the South China 

Sea. The changing security political environment in East and Southeast Asia provides immense 

opportunities for India to present itself as a security contributor to many small nations in the 

region. It is thus important for India to build up bilateral defence ties with the South China Sea 

littoral states who are also member of ASEAN. 

Freedom of navigation and overflight is India's primary priority in the South China Sea. 

Many a times India has voiced for its support for freedom of navigation and overflight and 

resolution of conflicts in the South China Sea according to international law. Having manifold 

interests in the disputed South China Sea, which holds significant lifeline in India’s geo-

strategic and economic build up, India thereby approaches its maritime policies through various 

means and measures. The most important maritime policies of India in the South China Sea 

has been exerted by the Indian Navy. Indian Navy ships have significantly expanded its 

presence and operational reach in the Indo-Pacific region in recent years. The INS has regularly 

made courtesy visits and joint naval patrols with the Southeast Asian states. More significantly, 

China and India, the two Asian giants are locked in a tug of war over land and water, competing 

for rapid growth. India’s interests in the South China Sea can be viewed from a reaction to 

China’s Indian Ocean policy. China’s Maritime Silk Road has been intensifying for India with 

regard to the String of Pearls strategy. China’s maritime policies has been regarded by Indian 

strategies as a policy of containing India. Moreover many of the Indian neighbours in South 

Asia such as, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and 

Maldives have good relations with China and perceived China’s presence in the region as a 

crucial balancer to India’s rise. Given the ongoing territorial conflicts in the South China Sea, 
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it is vital for India to fortify bilateral defence and economic ties with China’s territorial 

adversaries of the Southeast Asian countries. Aside from that, India's influence in the region 

has been mediated through the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). The overall 

interaction of India in the South China Sea is more visible in bilateral relations with individual 

countries of Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei, Philippines and Taiwan. 

The study then looks into how the South China Sea disputes affect international 

security. The study established that nation-state conflict has long been a prevalent and intricate 

event in international politics. Several countries throughout the world have been at odds in the 

past over little matters, but the ultimate goal has remained the same to this day: to be in a 

dominant position and control the international system. These occurrences frequently threaten 

world peace and stability. The current century has also seen the rise of a power that is posing a 

threat to the established American world order. Great powers are strategically positioned in 

this moment to reinvent world order. In such a complicated international context, the sea has 

become a strategic arena of competition, much like it was in the past when great power status 

was determined and world politics was greatly influenced. In the context of this study, the two 

great powers of the past, the United States and Russia are on the scene, as are China and the 

United States, the two most powerful countries in the world at the moment, engaged in fierce 

struggle in broader trends, and India and China, the two Asian competitor powers. All of these 

countries have been inculpated in the South China Sea, either directly or indirectly, with diverse 

sets of interests. 

The rising role of external powers, notably the rising tensions between United States 

and China in the South China Sea has become a major source of destabilisation for Asia's 

security. From a century of humiliation to a leader of third world, China today has risen to a 

position of a responsible global great power. However, China’s rise has been a concept of much 

debate among observers and the notion of Xi Jinping’s ‘China’s Dream’ and ‘Peaceful rise’ 

remain suspicious to many countries of the world. As a result, China is viewed by many 

countries and analysts as a critical security threat, with a long-term goal of global supremacy.  

In the global political game of the twenty-first century, this so-called China's rapid rise 

has collided with the United States' steadfast commitment to maintaining the status quo. The 

United States and China are on a collision course that could possibly lead to war sooner or 

later. Different perspectives exist on how Sino-American ties will develop in the coming years, 

as well as how it will impact global politics. China and the United States have been exerted a 

policy of influencing weaker and middle countries in whatever possible ways. Both the 

countries have been engaged in deterring action in each other’s area of interests and being in 
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an obstacle to hamper each other’s power growth. The United States and other three like-

minded countries such as, Australia, Japan and India have established a security cooperation 

called Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) has been viewed with much suspicion by 

China and Russia. 

Russia and China are united in a common wish to devote to multipolar Asian order, 

transcending the Western liberal world order. Russia-China axis could be challenging for the 

Unites States not only in the Asia-Pacific region, but also influence the geopolitical security in 

the South China Sea. However, the present study examined the possible complications that 

could jeopardise the relations between China and Russia in the future. Beijing is sensitive to 

Russian concerns about China’s growing presence in Central Asia—a region Moscow regards 

as its sphere of influence. The growing power imbalance in Beijing's favour is the second 

noteworthy incident in the Sino-Russian relationship. Beijing and Moscow will need time to 

acclimate to the fact that China has advanced from junior to senior status in the relationship. 

Moreover, it is unknown to what extent they are willing to defend each other's interests. Beijing 

wishes to ensure that Russia does not intervene if China takes military action against the 

disputant states in the South China Sea. In a variety of fields, China's rivals in the South China 

Sea disputes have formed collaborative bilateral partnerships with Russia. Defense ties, arms 

sales, and high-level visits are all still going ongoing. All these issues will have to be dealt with 

both China and Russia in the near future.  

In such a global framework, the security challenges for India in the 21st century is much 

more complicated. Managing the rise of China is obviously the most pressing national, regional 

and international security problem for India. The post-Cold War turned into a situation that 

India relies more on the United States looking as more sided with the West. The two countries 

are bind by democratic ideals and principles. United States and India have been collaborated 

in several arenas and is seen to have convergent views on international order. Washington and 

Delhi’s standpoint in the South China Sea dispute is joint in freedom of navigation and rule-

based international order. Both countries convergent views are deeply rooted in countering 

China’s rise. 

In the meantime, Russia has been the longstanding arms supplier to India. The amicable 

connections between India and Russia are known as ‘Hindi-Rusi bhai bhai’, which denotes 

India and Russia are brothers. Russia strives to maintain a balanced relationship with both India 

and China. But in terms of economic and defence collaboration, however, Sino-Russian 

connections are significantly greater than India-Russia ties, adding scepticism to Indian 

strategic thinking. Russia's political officials have openly criticised QUAD on numerous 
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occasions, and India's involvement in the QUAD entente is viewed sceptically by Russia. With 

an eye on China and India’s expanding economic ties in the east, India needs not to distance 

itself from the South China Sea disputes, rather it needs to ensure peace and stability in the 

region. Persuading China will be a crucial tool for India for the furtherance of its interests and 

to enhance its primacy in the region.   

In today's complicated interdependent world, no nation can become great by isolating 

itself from other nations. Even the most powerful country requires a tangible support system in 

order to carry out its national interests. The emergence of China has pulled the United States 

and India closer together, but it has also brought China and Russia closer together. While it is 

too early to say that power transition takes place, the world today is different from the era of 

disintegration of the Soviet Union and American hegemony prevailed. In line with this, the 

geopolitical alignments in the South China Sea have grown more complex. The current 

situation is that Sino-US competition has certainly altered international scenario. The impact 

of this competition may be detrimental for international peace and security. 

Historically, power transitions used to be accompanied by major wars in the 

international system. But it cannot be surely predicted that US-China hegemonic competition 

will end up in warfare and peaceful outcome is inevitable. The study examines few historical 

stories where power rising power replaced the existing power. Some analysts also compare 

Sino-American competition with Soviet-America competition during the Cold War, and even 

project that the world will face another Cold War. However, unlike US-Soviet relations during 

the Cold War, there is no bitter, irreconcilable ideological conflict between the US and a China. 

Intellectual debates are ongoing, centred on whether China will supersede America as a global 

hegemon. Based on the latest data, the United States military spending is three times higher 

than China and far larger than China and Russia combined. Considering the South China Sea 

dispute, the United States have many allies and collaborations in the region. China’s territorial 

adversaries are either in good terms with the United States or in collaborative defence and 

economic relations with the United States.  

However, mention must be made that the global interdependence in the economic 

sphere is so deep that it linked countries of the world in a deeper connection which either of 

the countries could not withdraw from the system. This has prevented states from taking major 

risks that could have a negative impact on their own country's national interests. Countries 

around the world are restricted by complicated interdependence and geopolitical conflict under 

this situation. In the coming years, competition between the two major powers, such as the 

United States and China, will heat up. Minor skirmishes could escalate into a world war, as has 
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happened in the past. Similarly, disagreements in the South China Sea could devolve into a 

political contest between the world's major nations. 

As previously said, Southeast Asia is no stranger to the interplay of external powers. 

Today, the Asia-Pacific region has once again become a source of tension among the world's 

major nations. The intriguing question now is how the littoral governments will posture 

themselves or respond to heightened international attention in the South China Sea dispute. 

The final chapter of the present study examines country-by-country responses to external 

powers' roles in the region, particularly in the South China Sea.  

By far the most powerful and active outer power in the South China Sea is the United 

States of America. From a tumultuous past, the US-Vietnam relationship has gone through 

intense ups and downs throughout the years, fundamentally grounded in Cold War dilemma, 

culminating in the current "comprehensive partnership." Ranging from regular official visits, 

high-level dialogues and joint naval exercises to humanitarian assistance USA and Vietnam 

have boost their area of cooperation from time to time. In the maritime realm, United States 

nourished the Vietnam Coast Guard through maritime assistance since it fully lifted ban on 

lethal sale weapons to Vietnam. America’s lifting of ban on lethal weapons sale to Vietnam in 

2016 imprints crucial milestone in bilateral defence ties. The US stimulation of weapons access 

to Vietnam has been widely applauded by Hanoi in terms of its prominence in the South China 

Sea. Moreover, access to US equipment has been a great confidence booster pertaining to 

Hanoi’s heavy dependence on Russia’s military assistance. 

 In Southeast Asia, Vietnam falls to be a country having highest tensions with China. 

This became the strategic advantage of United States in its relationship with Vietnam. 

However, several hurdles drive the wedge for the smooth functioning of America’s Asia 

strategy. The first consideration is China. Because of Hanoi's reliance on China's economy, 

Vietnamese leaders are concerned of Chinese resentment for being too close to the United 

States. Another problem is trust issues. The United States had previously abandoned the 

government of South Vietnam, resulting in the fall of Saigon in 1975. From Hanoi's 

perspective, there is no guarantee that the US will depart in time if tensions in the South China 

Sea worsen and China's assertiveness and pressure escalate. 

Vietnam's policymakers chose to maintain amicable relations with China and the 

United States by balancing and hedging their positions. Because of two concerns, Vietnam is 

hesitant to support either the United States or China. On the one hand, America's military 

support has reinforced Vietnam's position on maritime security and the preservation of its 
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South China Sea rights. Simultaneously, Vietnam will find it impossible to avoid Beijing's 

economic support.  

In the economic and defence sectors, the United States has been one of Malaysia's most 

important partners. US-Malaysia ties have expanded during Obama and Najib period with a 

focus on counterterrorism. This illustrates Malaysia's support for America's approach to world 

peace and security, in spite of the fact that the country is dominated by Muslims. Despite Kuala 

Lumpur has appreciated the United States' defence, economic, and diplomatic efforts, 

challenges persist. As a Muslim-majority country, Malaysia continues to adhere to Islamic 

theology, which has an impact on its policy perspectives. The election of Donald Trump as 

President in 2017 with the catchphrase "America First" was a setback for several countries, 

including Malaysia. Trump’s controversial agenda on climate change, health and Muslim travel 

ban etc. was setting the bad image of America from Muslim dominated Malaya perspective. 

Another stumbling barrier in the US-Malaysia alliance is the China issue. The year 2020 marks 

China as the largest trading partner of Malaysia for the 12 consecutive years in a row. As such, 

Kuala Lumpur clearly recognise that sustaining a stable relationship is a sine quo non for its 

national growth. On the other hand, Biden's triumph, with its slogan "America is back," has 

created hopes for future development of the Malaysia-US partnership and for new areas of 

collaboration.  Malaysia is projected to continue moving towards Beijing in the future while 

maintaining keeping up with conciliatory binds with Washington. Malaysia is anticipated to 

maintain better commercial ties with Beijing while prioritising distinct defence ties with the 

United States. 

In recent years, there has been a perceptible reorientation in the friendly ties between 

the United States and the Philippines. President Duterte's reversion to a pro-China stance after 

2016 has had a significant impact on US-Philippine relations. The fundamental predicament in 

bilateral relations of the United States and Philippines is the codified defence relationship 

called the VFA. From giving humanitarian assistance, import and export of equipment, the 

VFA likewise sets the legal framework for the US military operations in the Philippines. As 

such this settlement is the US legal coupon to act effectively in its perplexing area of interests 

and is thus vital for the United States to handle China’s rise in the South China Sea effectively. 

Overall, the VFA serves as US geographical proximity in the region. However, since President 

Duterte's election in 2016, the legality of the VFA, the primary cornerstone of US-Philippine 

ties, has been in questioned. President Duterte was enraged by the United States' cuts to aid 

through the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) and cautioned that other major powers, 

such as China and Russia, might usurp America's position. President Duterte even bid a 
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farewell to America and pronounced China as Philippines’ new best friend. But after four years 

of suspension of the VFA, President Duterte announced the renewal of VFA on 15th June 2021. 

President Duterte exemplifies how a weaker country should not always act in the interests of a 

stronger one. From the bumpy road of the restoration of VFA, it can be observed that 

Philippines wishes to see a more US commitment in the region. 

As tensions in the South China Sea have risen in recent years, the Philippines has been 

increasingly vulnerable to Beijing's actions. Notwithstanding President Duterte's pro-Beijing 

leanings, things have not gone smoothly. Despite increased collaboration in other areas, the 

long-standing impasse in the South China Sea is still the diplomatic spat between Manila and 

Beijing. The Philippines, however, gave the United States a clear signal that if it fails to meet 

the expectation of Philippines, it can display a quid pro quo even to the big power. It is apparent 

that the Philippines most discerning choice is neither alliancing with the United States nor 

China. The United States' stronger commitment in the region will be put to the test in the 

coming years. 

In terms of navigating the US-China competition in the region, like other Southeast 

Asian states, Brunei has tried to maintain a balance between the two-but finds itself 

increasingly the object of Chinese attention and influence.  The 2021 Defence White Paper also 

forecast the security challenges that Brunei and Southeast Asian region as a whole could face 

in the next 15 years. These includes the influence of major power dynamics in the region, 

regional and global instability. Brunei also recognises global strategic polarity shift towards 

multipolarity. It asserted to work with like-minded countries in the political, economic and 

security domains.  

Taiwan and America have a cooperation on the foundation of democratic principles and 

often refer each other as ‘like-minded partner.’ Taiwan has been receptive of United States in 

the region and often stated by its national leaders. A ground breaking bilateral pact was signed 

between Taiwan and U.S. on March 25 2021. According to the MOFA, the MOU reaffirms the 

determination of the two sides to formalize bilateral exchanges and partnership, the ministry 

said.  

From the perspective of a country with less powerful economic and military might, the 

interests of the most powerful military force in its fight against their powerful counterpart are 

extremely important. In this manner, the study identifies that there are general consensus 

among the Southeast Asian states that the United States serves as a crucial balancer to China 

in the region. The Southeast Asian states are also optimistic towards America’s renewed 

interests and commitment in the Asia-Pacific.  
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Despite sharing comparable goals, the United States' efforts to build a foothold in 

Southeast Asia are tough and laden with peril. President Trump's entrance with the 'America 

first' catchphrase has further harmed the US's reputation in the Asia-Pacific region, particularly 

in Southeast Asia. There is widespread scepticism regarding the US's capability and 

commitment in the region. Southeast Asians have ambivalent sentiments about, or distrust of, 

the United States for a variety of reasons. Moreover, the Southeast Asian South China Sea 

littorals have conceded that the world is undergoing transformation, casting doubts on 

America’s predominance. Hence, there is a pervasive impression that America is a declining 

power. On the other hand, some Southeast Asian states are concerned of becoming unduly 

reliant on a distant power like the United States and having a powerful antagonist in the 

neighbour. It is also analysed that these Southeast Asian nations are fearful of being under the 

domineering impact of the United States hegemony. However, promising catchwords like 

‘pivot to east’, ‘America is back’ and Secretary Pompeo’s statement in the South China Sea 

aroused optimism among the Southeast Asian countries. 

With America’s Pivot to Asia vis-à-vis China’s rise, the two countries have emerged as 

the protagonists of the 21st century’s Asia-Pacific geopolitical and economic order. The two 

countries have been aggressively exploring strategies to expand their worldwide influence. In 

various circumstances, the interests of one country cannot be denied by the other. Among 

Chinese intellectuals, politicians, journalists, and political experts, there are numerous analyses 

on US actions in the region. Popular perception in China hailed United States interests and 

strategies in the east as Cold war syndrome with a determination to counter China. 

Furthermore, majority of the Chinese media, observers and political leaders viewed the United 

States as overwhelmingly disrupt peace and security in the region. Many Chinese see America's 

activity pertaining to America conducting FONOPs in the South China Sea, as a severe 

infringement on Chinese sovereignty. China also claimed that the United States sought to form 

alliances with the Southeast Asian states to challenge China. As a result, China's political 

authorities have frequently urged the United States not to intervene in its so called “core 

interests”. Chinese political elites have also accused the United States for jeopardising China-

US relations. 

The South China Sea littoral states’ perception on Russia is then examined. The 

Vietnamese government have embraced Russia's weaponry supply, and this has been a critical 

aspect in the two nations' growing ties. Manila have thoroughly expressed its interests in 

deepening collaboration in the areas of investment, energy and defence. Although Malaysia 

and the Philippines have frequently discussed the future of their economic and defence relations 
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and have signed numerous agreements, reality shows that such accords have yet to gain 

traction. Since 2016, relations between Russia and the Philippines have progressed rapidly. 

With President Duterte's victory, the Philippines' foreign policy has shifted to a focus on 

mending relations with the East. President Duterte has promised to work with China and Russia 

to improve their ties. As of current situations, Russia-Philippines relations remain deepened 

and extensive in several spheres. In the midst of deteriorating relations with the West, President 

Duterte is pushing cooperation with Russia and China. Brunei is anticipated to strengthen its 

connections with Russia in the future, owing to Russia's energy and military capabilities. 

Despite the boost in trade and investment, there has been trade imbalance between the two. 

Russia-Taiwan relations in other sectors like security and significant areas gets largely 

constrained due to the China factor. 

 In the regional sector, China and Russia have similar views on the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO) and ASEAN, and are opposed to NATO's continued 

expansion. On the international stage, Russia and China shared a common worldview. Both 

nations reaffirmed their commitment to multilateralism. The fundamental convergent interests 

coincide in restraining international order dominated by United States. The fact that Russia 

sells a lot of weapons to other countries has long been a topic of contention. Russia has been 

the principal supplier to India, Vietnam, and other countries with which China has territorial 

disputes. China urges Russia to reduce its armaments diplomacy with its opponents. As a result, 

escalating South China Sea tensions will put Russia-China relations to the ultimate test. With 

the growth of external power’s interests in the region, stronger ties with Russia is critical to 

China strategic influence in the South China Sea. Russia’s support to China’s stance in the 

region would be highly significant for China’s strategic objective.  

Finally, the South China Sea littoral states perception on India’s role was taken into 

account. Although India is not a major player in the South China Sea, it is a substantial and 

powerful external force. Developments in the South China Sea have a significant impact on the 

country's political and security paradigms, as it is one of Asia's key regional powers. The Act 

East Policy has been an important tool for India in maintaining its presence in the region and 

engaging with its eastern neighbours. As a result, the claimant nations' reactions to India's 

position in the South China Sea are divided. Though India’s private interests lies in the Indian 

Ocean, but  maintaining a robust stance in South China Sea will rises India’s value. However, 

India has significantly developed its blue-water capacity, this falls short on containing China’s 

capability. 



 47 

 India-Vietnam’s joint exploration in the South China Sea which has been operated since 

1992 has been a subject of much criticisms especially from China due to the fact that the area 

falls within China’s territorial claim. Despite China’s opposition, the Vietnamese side still 

wishes to pursue and ignored China’s objection. The Vietnamese side reaffirmed Vietnam's 

support for India's Act East Policy and welcomed a greater role for India in the regional and 

international arena. Defence and security cooperation has been an important pillar between 

India and Vietnam. From Vietnam's standpoint, India's interest in the South China Sea is 

significant since it serves as a check against China’s expanding power. Hanoi has pledged its 

support for India's push for South China Sea freedom of navigation.  

 India-Philippines cooperation on defence and other sector is crucial in their bilateral 

relations. The Philippines are optimistic about India’s role in the South China Sea. Officials 

from the Philippines remarked that they are grateful for India's support of the Philippines' 

activities in proceeding with the arbitration tribunal under the PCA and in resolving the 

conflicting claims we have with China. The relationship between India and Malaysia has 

deteriorated in recent years. Despite the fact that the two countries have similar territorial 

conflicts, things have not been as smooth as predicted. India-Malaysia bilateral relations 

faltered with several internal matters like the revocation of Article 370 in Jammu and Kashmir, 

Citizenship Amendment Act, the oil palm dilemma, etc. For this reason, Malaysia’s stance 

towards India remains unclear. Malaysia reiterated its neutrality posture in the other country’s 

matter. Malaysia appears to be a country that prefers to maintain a public neutrality. Despite 

the fact that Malaysia and China have a territorial dispute, Malaysia's major attitude is 

motivated by expanding China-Malaysia connections and an Islamic approach while advancing 

economic ties with China. This has had a significant impact on its stance in the South China 

Sea. Malaysia appears to have sought a middle ground between India and China. 

 While Brunei and Taiwan do not see Delhi as a security guarantee, defence and 

economic cooperation with India is a vital aspect in their state's survival. Taiwan's government 

has recently taken a historically gentle approach to improving the country's economic 

development and regional participation. In terms of improving bilateral connections, India's 

Act East and Taiwan's South Bound Policy appeared to be mutually beneficial. 

 ASEAN not only express satisfaction over Indias’ increasing involvement but also 

urged India to play a proactive role in the South China Sea.  Thus, it may be contended that 

ASEAN’s position to India’s position with its Act East policy ambit has an acknowledgement 

and acceptance in the region. Specifically, to the South China Sea ASEAN and India stood 

cooperatively for the peaceful and security of the Sea with rule-based international order. 
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ASEAN and India stood on the same page with respect to the effective implementation of the 

2002 Declaration on the Conduct of the Parties in the South China Sea. 

 India and China have a complicated interwoven storey that is mostly based on security 

concerns. The two countries have long had competing geopolitical goals in the region, 

extending the boundaries of their presence on each other's peripheries. Accounts of both 

countries' behaviour revealed rivalry, schadenfreude over each other, miscalculations, counter-

encirclement, alliance formation, friction, and even direct confrontation, which sums up Indo-

China relations. India’s involvement in the South China Sea is regarded by the Chinese as 

‘provocative’ and viewed with great suspicion. Four aspects can be drawn from China’s 

reaction to India’s approach in the South China Sea. First, in the name of maintaining freedom 

of navigation, Indian Navy has maintained frequent naval visits and joint exercises with South 

China Sea littoral states over the years. China remained highly sensitive and alert towards 

India’s joint naval exercises with its rivals in the South China Sea. Second, China did not want 

any outside interference in terms of resolution of disputes. Third, India and Vietnam 

cooperation in energy exploration in the South China Sea has been very much disliked by 

China. Lastly, India’s concerns over the South China Sea have been seen by many Chinese 

observers as a counter-action to China’ actions in the Indian Ocean. 

 In fine it can be assessed that Southeast Asia’s current geopolitical situation is complex 

and the escalating tension in the South China Sea turn out to be the conundrum of Asia today. 

China’s counterparts in the South China disputes are intimidated by the rise of China and its 

unilateral activities. However, it is clear that the Southeast Asian littoral states did not find 

themselves in a position of direct fight against China. The crux of the matter is the power 

asymmetry among the littoral parties, which gives external countries the opportunity to set foot 

in. In this connection, Southeast Asia's geostrategic significance has enlarged in current 

dynamics of international relations. Major world powers have refocused their attention on the 

region, most likely as a result of China's rise in tandem with the region's economic growth. 

External powers such as the United States, India, Japan, the United Kingdom, and Australia, 

among others, reacted sharply to China's declaration of unilateral sovereignty over almost the 

entirety of the South China Sea.  

The current study acknowledges that Southeast Asia has become entangled in great 

power competition in the contemporary age. The South China Sea today has evolved into a 

huge geopolitical tussle between the two competing powers, the United States and China.  This 

provides a huge potential for the United States to confront China in its own backyard. 

Currently, the United States and China are engaged in blame game over their actions in the 



 49 

South China Sea. Moreover the Biden administration’s pledge to foster deeper engagement 

with its so called ‘allies’ and China’s deeper engagement with the Southeast Asian countries 

might keep the competition intense. For this reason, intellectuals and observers are deeply 

concerned about the escalation of regional polarisation.  

Looking at the big picture, being at the centre of major power’s programmes such as BRI, 

Act East Policy, Free and Open Indo-Pacific, Pivot to the East, and so on limits the alternatives 

accessible to Southeast Asian emerging nations. All of these related factors presented 

developing powers with significant opportunities and difficulties. The irony is that the 

Southeast Asian governments have become economically dependent on their biggest territorial 

enemy, China. The lingering question is whether Southeast Asian countries will benefit 

collective security by relying on the US. The South China Sea's fate would have been decided 

if Southeast Asian governments joined forces with strong external powers such as the United 

States and India. On the other hand, there is no guarantee that Southeast Asian states will prefer 

distant military strength over close economic power. According to the study, the Southeast 

Asian littorals have consistently expressed steadfast support for external powers' stance on 

conflict settlement in the South China Sea. The greater the large countries' competitiveness and 

escalation of tension, the more afraid smaller states will be of being caught in conflicts against 

their will. As a result, great power competition in the region provides both possibilities and 

problems for the region's middle powers. 

The major catalyst is that external powers main interests in the South China Sea 

disputes has been garnered with the rise of China. With its wealth and capabilities, China is 

now consolidating its claims by engaging in multi-pronged maritime strategy in the South 

China Sea. Its array has also challenged the existing international order.  China wants to sustain 

its regional leadership and intended to have ambition of global expansion. It is less futile to 

hope China silenced with the more active external power. South China Sea will be used by US 

and China to redefine their international status. Global power arrangement will be restructured. 

The act of retracting or ceding territorial claims by any power in the South China Sea would 

demonstrate a country's weakness and incapability, particularly in terms of the United States 

and China. It will be foolish to seek for a compromise in any case. As a result, how the conflict 

in the South China Sea is resolved will have a long-term impact on worldwide power dynamics. 

If America is removed from the South China Sea, it will determine or mark the beginning of 

China's march out of the region. There is a massive blame game going on not only between the 

US and China for the escalating tensions in the South China Sea, but also among experts and 

observers. 



 50 

Most Southeast Asian governments utilise hedging diplomacy to manage major powers 

as a middle power entity. This is by far the most convenient and influential strategy to use. The 

Southeast Asian South China Sea littorals envisage multilateral world order and against any 

form of unilateral regional architecture. As such, these countries governments have diversify 

their relations with external big powers. South China Sea littoral states seek to benefit from the 

leverage of China's economy as well as the US and Russia’s military and technology. The 

ability of these Southeast Asian governments to 'successfully hedge' the big powers will be 

called into question. Regardless of ideological differences and political systems, the China 

factor plays a significant role in bilateral relations between the United States and Southeast 

Asian countries. These countries have been wary of moving too close to either Beijing or 

Washington. The Southeast Asian countries clearly noted that maintaining stable relations with 

Beijing is of paramount importance for its economic security. It is evident that India, the United 

States, and Russia want to keep Southeast Asian states stronger in order to besiege China. 

Whether the Southeast Asian states and Washington's, Indian’s and Russian’s policymakers 

will elevate their bilateral relationship to new heights or remain firmly entrenched.  

It can be observed that the littoral countries except China regard the increasing role of 

external powers interests in the South China Sea more of an opportunity than a threat. The 

United States, Russia and India all served as a political and geostrategic shield for these 

countries. However, objectively, Southeast Asian countries perceive China as an economic and 

geopolitical power. This raises the prospect of Chinese dominance in the region. As a result, it 

is evident that the United States' diplomatic effort in the region fell short of expectations. There 

is no guarantee that the US will become involved in the disputes if the Southeast Asian 

governments engage in military war with China. As a result, the Southeast Asian littoral states 

of the South China Sea remain concerned about commitment issues and try to avoid potential 

risks in the South China Sea. 

China's actions in the South China Sea, as well as the Southeast Asian states mode of 

handling disputes with China, embody Deng Xiaoping's maxim of "putting aside dispute and 

pursuing shared development," which is still echoed in Chinese political thinking. This implies 

that Southeast Asia still pursue economic ties amidst territorial tensions with China. This 

primarily parallels China’s effective diplomacy in Southeast Asia on the one hand, and 

Southeast Asian states’ preference for the economy over other sectors on the other.  

In essence, any China’s actions through military force would obviously be backlashed by 

not only US and India but by international community. China's economic might has made 

inroads into Southeast Asia. China, on the other hand, sees any outside meddling as distorting. 
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As a result, the South China Sea became embroiled in a rivalry between the two main countries 

in the contemporary era. There is a fear of regional polarisation among different analysts. 

Nevertheless, due to China's economic influence in the region, it will be difficult for the US to 

build alliances or quasi-alliances with Southeast Asian states. 

Territorial disputes between states are easily prone to escalation of hostilities with 

complicated settlement in international relations. The South China Sea dispute is one such 

conceivable venue, with multiple parties involved. The South China Sea is in a geopolitical 

bind in the twenty-first century. What is the best suitable situation for reducing tensions in 

South China Sea disputes? It is difficult to imagine a peaceful win-win situation in the 

foreseeable future. The backing of littoral nations and foreign governments advocating for a 

rule-based regime is still outstanding, despite Chinese opposition. It is evident that international 

law under UNCLOS is restricted in its ability to resolve disputes permanently, and it will not 

do so in the near future unless the rules and conditions are amended. The answer is that, in 

addition to the claimant states, external actors, primarily the United States and China, should 

seek wider areas of collaboration. To say the least, maintaining the status quo would be 

beneficial to the South China Sea's tranquilly. 

Moreover, durable peaceful situation in the South China Sea will be largely depended 

on Sino-American policies and each side reluctance to compromise on several issues may 

worsen the situation. The most palpable reality that can be drawn as of now is that prospects 

of the South China Sea is obscure. Having outlined the spectrum in the ongoing tensions in the 

South China Sea, ideally the best situation would be all parties adherence to international law 

and compliance to its award. It is highly suggested that the activities of the claimant parties be 

carried out in a manner of good faith and respect for the existing agreement like the DOC, 

SDNT, TAC in the South China Sea. In this regard, it is strongly recommended that ASEAN's 

centrality in the area be strengthened. Aside from that, the littoral parties should avoid 

unilateral actions that could jeopardise the situation and assure good behaviour in the region. 

The use of force should also be avoided, as such actions would need the intervention of a third 

party. To mitigate hazards in the maritime domain, the parties must also take measures to 

enforce potential areas of collaboration, such as marine environment conservation. However, 

the actuality is still on paper and far from being realistic. The best hope for the South China 

Sea's unresolved maritime boundary is a reduction in tension.  
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