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Abstract:

The text of the article aims to analyze the political-military situation in the Southeast Asia
area. It will emphasize the role of the Chinese state in regional politics and its impact on the
system of international relations from several perspectives. China’s position is grounded in
policies implemented internally and the foreign affairs directions adopted by the Chinese
Communist Party. The circumstances and consequences of the sharpening Security
Dilemma are fueled by the tensions created by the worsening relations between the PRC
and other states in the Pacific Ocean, the arms race, and the American intervention in
Asian geopolitical affairs.

The Pacific area is a territory where many states are emerging powers, which in the last
year of the century, have engaged in an arms race, which does not foresee a happy ending.
One of the biggest questions of the century is China’s weight in the Security Dilemma.
China’s regional rise has recently been a concern for the Great Powers. The processes
taking place in the Pacific area can compromise international peace.

Keywords:

China; international relations; security dilemma; Asia-Pacific; Taiwan; geopolitics;
political realism

Contact
details of the
authors:

E-mail: mihai.melintei@ulbsibiu.ro (1)
E-mail: olga.state@ulbsibiu.ro (2)

Institutional
affiliation of
the authors:

Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu, Department of International Relations, Political
Science and Security Studies

Institutions
address:

Victoriei Boulevard Nr. 10, Sibiu, 550024, Romania

Introduction

The realist paradigm is one of the most influential in the theoretical and methodological approach to
the analysis of international relations, despite the harsh criticism from many analysts and experiencing several
periodic crises in the history of political thought.

Coming from the realist perspective, realism explains that states’ tendency, as the main actors, is to
seek and prove power through conflicts. Realism is rooted in Thucydides' ideas, as well as in N. Machiavelli
(The Prince)®*, T. Hobbes (Leviathan)®*, Cardinal Richelieu (Raison d’Etat)®*, and H. J. Morgenthau
(Politics among Nations)®’. These personalities have stated the following ideas about political realism:

e The main source of conflicts is the selfish nature of the human nature;
o Power is the only regulating authority of international relations;
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e Morality is subordinated to the state’s interest, according to the concept of Raison d’Etat. The
international system is anarchic because there is no mandatory central power. The states are regulating
the international system. Unlike the liberalism adepts, who claim that states are driven by specific
universal morals, the realists claim that inter-state relations are by nature, conflictual, due to
incompatible interests;

e Morgenthau explains ,,interest” as an absolute standard of political action®,

Realists claim that the international system is anarchic since there is no binding central power.
Therefore, the function of regulating international relations rests on the units of the system, meaning the states.
The main interest of the state is the maximization of power, leading to the control of resources®*®. The power
allows the security and survival of international actors, and the greater the power, the stronger the security. As
a result, the international environment is an arena of a constant power struggle, a “zero-sum” game, in which
the world is striving for an absolute win®®, Currently, the system of international relations is facing one of the
most difficult periods of its history, a new multipolar architecture is being built. We are witnessing the end of a
long timeline of about 500 years, in which historically, economically, and financially, the political dominance
belonged to the West. The international relations system was Eurocentric, the fate of the nations was decided
by the “The Concert of the Great Powers”, which, was joined by the United States of America in the 20"
century. Nonetheless, in the last 10 years, we have witnessed a radical change in the development of
international relations. The world is in the process of reconfiguring geopolitical space. A new multipolar
system is being formed, which will correspond to the 21st-century realities and needs. The development of the
globalization process in different parts of the world has led to the emergence of new centers of power,
especially in the Asia-Pacific area. The biggest example is China, which due to its rapid economic growth is
among the first economies of the world and one of the influential powers of the system of international
relations. In this context, it should be noted that China is in a continuous modernization, and it is important to
note that this process is not implemented in a Western form but takes place in a unique shape®.

Background about China

The last years’ events have shown themselves to be an incentive to change the international point of
view regarding the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Previously, the PRC was not a subject for discussion,
but the political and economic development has raised the impact of China on international relations. China is
one of the fastest economic growing powers in the world®?, Still, the growth of China calls for insecurities
from other governments. At the base for the insecurities, are China’s Government decisions in the external
affairs domain, taken to strengthen its military abilities, as well as for the consolidation of its economic
position in the region and worldwide.

There should be considered multiple factors which have contributed to the current position of China
today. From the regional perspective, China plays one of the main roles in the Asia Pacific area. The state is
investing a generous number of resources into the development of the regional infrastructure, such as roads,
railways, bridges, ports, and airports in different Asian states, therefore, contributing to their economic and
social enhancement®®3, Moreover, China represents one of the biggest economic partners for multiple states in
the region, so, consequently, we can understand that China has an important vote in the decision-making
process in the economic field of those states. China’s influence on trade policies is manifested also within the
commercial agreements, signed by multiple governments, such as Pakistan, Iran, the Russian Federation, and
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so on®4, For example, during the Astana Economic Forum, Vice Minister of Commerce, Fu Ziying and the
Executive Chairman of the Eurasian Economic Union signed the Trade and Economic Cooperation Agreement
between China and the Eurasian Economic Union®®, In May 2015, the President of China, Xi Jinping, and the
President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin signed a Joint Statement of Docking Cooperation between
the Belt and Road Initiative and the Eurasian Economic Union®,

China’s military potential plays another factor in maintaining this state’s position and influence. In
recent years, China has actively strengthened its powers and defense potential. PRC, owning a large army and
well-trained navy, can directly or tacitly influence the political situation in the area®’. The last decades,
according to some authors, have known a peaceful development, only regarding the military agreements
previously signed by the United States and its allies and China during the postbellum years. As the latest news
shows, there are several states, based on their economic growths, indicate that they also pretend to have the
title of Great Power in the Pacific: South Korea, Russian Federation, Australia, New Zeeland, and Japan®®,

The sudden growth of the Chinese economic potential has allowed Beijing to gather enough resources
for modernizing and improving its military abilities, which transformed this state into a serious geopolitical
player in the Pacific region. As an effect, we see other stable powers from the Pacific start adopting policies to
equalize China’s development status. My experts have concluded that Asia Pacific is still in geopolitical
transition, due to the latest events. These events consist of an upsurge in military competition, arms races, and
the possibility of a catastrophic military conflict®®,

During the “Cold War” period, International Relations experts concluded that the Asia Pacific area was
“ripe for rivalry” due to the risk of increasing military competition®’. China’s ascension in the economic
global field, which has led to an augmentation of expenses for military modernization, has consequently
created a vicious circle of arming®!. The speed of these actions amplifies the insecurities and the threat
potential of each state. In case of a worse scenario of a conflict on a bigger scale in the Asia Pacific, the effects
could be disastrous for the global economy and world order.

As mentioned in the introduction, referring to China, its successes in different fields have made the
international society revise its attitude and considerations regarding this state. Mearsheimer, a neorealist adept,
has written several articles in which PRC is mentioned. He also expresses his theories regarding the possible
outcomes of where China’s fast enhancement leads. Furthermore, he mentions that “China won’t become a
power to confirm the existing status-quo, but it would become an aggressive state which will pretend to
consolidate its hegemony and power in the area®. There is a counter-opinion that supports the pacifist
intentions of China’s policies. It mainly claims that the PRC won’t recur for expansionism, unless it is done for
cultural purposes, under the plan implemented by Imperial China®.
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If we were to examine the current situation through the circumstances that the rise of China presents to
us, scholars predict a conflictual future. As realism expresses throughout its theory, according to human
instincts, it’s people’s nature to seek power and fight to express superiority. So, in conclusion, the human
known tendency to desire dominance over other people when gaining more power leads us to expect leaders to
adopt expansionist policies. PRC’s policies show the true intentions of the Chinese government, at least for
now we are talking about the regional outcomes. China is driven by self-made beliefs that affect its
orientations, goals, and purposes®+,

Regarding China’s military investments. In the last 25 years, the PRC has known a great development
in the military aspect. It has considerably increased its military expenses to improve its warfare quantitatively
and qualitatively®®. Militarization involves declaratory policy statements, media commentary, and operational
commitments®®. Since 2000, The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has experienced improvements in its
warfare programs®’.

Chinese officials are arguing that all these actions are taken only to fulfill its “active defense”®%, But
still, Beijing may construe any affronts to its “sovereignty and territorial integrity” as an “attack”%%, Specific to
China is its transparency when it comes to military programs. In the last few years, the PLA has been endowed
with aircraft carrier programs, stealth aircraft, unmanned aerial vehicles, submarines, medium-range ballistic
missiles, nuclear weapons, and cyberwarfare capabilities®™.

As for China’s neighbors, PLA represents an imminent threat objective, because China might be in a
long-term strategic plan with no awareness of the destabilizing consequences of regional and world order.
These unknowing factors contribute to the appearance of a process with irreversible results®?,

The Security Dilemma

The main outcome of the arms race and excessively implemented military enhancement policies is a
highly discussed subject, which is driven by insecurity, fear, uncertainty, and mistrust. In other words, it’s the
upcoming security dilemma, which even though now is affecting mainly the Far-East part of the world, could
be involving the entire world in the following years. The security dilemma itself represents situations where
each party involved, takes actions for defensive purposes, driven by insecurity and uncertainty regarding the
other states’ intentions, but prefers to avoid destabilizing competitions and mutual arming®?. The result is a
disastrous situation that could be fixed, only if each of the involved parties is restrained from proper action and
would express their defensive intentions®”®. The Security Dilemma itself is a consequence of an anarchic
environment. The changes that are occurring at a political and economic level have made scholars expect an
exacerbation of the military competition which could evolve into a catastrophic conflict.

Realists pay special attention to the balance of power in the international arena, which is currently
changing in several areas of the world. In the realist view, the ultimate principle of international relations is
power, and each state seeks to maximize it. Through the balance of power, international politics becomes a
“zero-sum” game, in which somebody’s win means a loss for the opponent. This is occurring in Central Asia
and Asia-Pacific where China has started to increase its presence. The modernization program of the Chinese
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armed forces, the space, maritime, and ballistic missile components, causes a series of concerns. In this sense,
the traditional drivers of US military supremacy in the Asia-Pacific region can be called into question®’,

From the Chinese realists’ perspective, they believe that Beijing must maintain its sovereignty in its
domestic politics and requires a strong, modernized army. Moreover, Beijing needs a rigid foreign policy,
oriented towards the defense of national interests. Many experts believe that China is slowly turning into a
state whose actions are aimed at changing the international status quo. This process gained momentum
following the global crisis of 2008-2009, which strengthened China's economic position®™.

Sino-American Rivalry

An explanation for the actions taken by China in this critical situation is for it to diminish the
military superiority of the United States. Also, the Chinese Government criticizes all the US efforts done to
“constrain the development” of China, because the USA declares itself a Great Power in the Asia Pacific®™®.
PRC has engaged itself in the process of realizing its defensive purposes through different tactics. From the
realist paradigm perspective, the US-China relations are reaching a dangerous level, where the main objective
is the open race for power and the formation of alliances. Under such conditions, any incident could cause a
large-scale conflict for example in the South China Sea or Taiwan.

Of course, neither the US nor China wants the uncontrolled escalation of a conflict. However, the
intensification of the military capabilities of both sides and the intentions of the leaders has their destructive
logic. Inside US intelligence and the military, where the planning horizon is not limited by the election cycle,
concerns about China's growing potential are far greater than in political circles. The picture is even more
different if we look at the struggle of interest groups in the US Congress. Many Republican congressmen share
the ideas of realists in international relations and are supporters of a hard line in relations with China, which is
seen as a competitor. For example, Randy Forbes has formed the "Congressional China Caucus"” in Congress,
which unites members of Congress who are concerned about China's global growth®7’,

An analysis of the official US documents regarding China from the last two decades shows us that the
concern for China is growing. In 2008, the Office of the Director of National Security started to operate with
the term multipolarity of international relations in its reports. In 2011, the Security Strategy of the USA
exposed a great concern for the modernization of China’s military forces. It is also mentioned that the US will
demonstrate the will to resist and allocate resources to ensure regional and global security®’®. In this context, in
November 2011, Hillary Clinton published the document "America's Pacific Century”. The Secretary of State
stated that "The future of international politics will be decided in Asia, not in Afghanistan and Irag, and the US
will be at the center of these events"8°, Taiwan, in this policy, becomes the place where the military-strategic
and political intensity in American Chinese relations escalates.

Taiwan’s Case

The best example would be the analysis of the disputed territory, Taiwan. The Taiwan issue has been
an old problem between China and the United States of America and has reemerged as a high-profile problem
on the agenda of Sino-US relations®®. The geostrategic position of Taiwan and its military potential have given
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these two powers a reason to fight. Following who holds the influence over Taiwan, that state would hold the
title of the Greatest Power in the Pacific, because as some experts claim, Taiwan itself represents a defensive
barrier against Chinese expansionism, but if China were to annex the island, Taiwan could become a launching
pad for Chinese aggression®!. Each of them claims this territory to achieve their own defensive and/or
offensive military goals®2. Still, it would be necessary to address the political importance of Taiwan as well,
not only the military benefit.

The position of the island in the Philippines Sea also adds to the motifs of influence. The geopolitical
position of this territory could be a worthy pretext for a conflict to start. China claims this area, introducing the
argument of the unified Chinese nation, not clearly expressing all the supposed reasons, including the west side
of the Philippines Sea. The United States' goal is to freely operate in the Philippine Sea without China’s
interference, with the help of the US allies, to perform “containment” against China®®. The military value of
Taiwan is very important to China and motivates reunification beyond the purely nationalist impulses that are
most referenced®,

The unification of the Chinese nation would offer scenarios for all the parts involved, China, Taiwan,
and the United States. Because each of the states has different interests in the area, it would have more than
slightly distinct outcomes. To take the first scenario, the one before unification, it is worth pointing out that the
United States has already installed submarine detectors against Chinese submarines®®. Limiting the possibility
of Chinese navy and submarine access in the area is giving the US the possibility to surveil the entire region of
the Philippines Sea without China’s interference.

Considering the next one after the nation unification, gaining control of this territory would allow
China to install military bases in several coastal places, including the ports of Taiwan®®, If China ends up
annexing the whole Taiwanese territory, the Chinese submarines will have a green light to enter the sea
without meeting any of the American barriers, because they would be banned from patrolling among those
islands. There is still speculation that if China indeed annexes Taiwan, it will use it as a launching zone for
future attacks, using advanced technologies. The American alternative would suppose the fact that it would
limit any Chinese expansion, and to not accept any compromises®’.

Taiwan, besides being an important region from a strategic point of view for China, has also
interdependent economic links and their lack would considerably compromise China. Taiwan is one of the
biggest producers of microchips, used in the warfare construction industry, which benefits both the US and
China. Still, economic interdependence does not always guarantee peace. Unfortunately, sometimes, like in
this case, it only adds fuel to the fire in any scenario. It is lacking and its presence predicts a compromising
future. US-China economic, ideological, and security competition further intensifies, rather than coming to an
end. This is because cooperation would be seen as self-harming when the two countries are locked in a zero-
sum competition for global leadership®,

Conclusions

The rise of China is one of the most important events with outcomes for the world order. The rise of
China and rapid economic development throughout the Asia Pacific has consequently worsened and
destabilized military competition®,
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The regional ascension of China has become a subject of worry for the Great Powers. The processes
that are occurring in the Pacific area can compromise world peace. Mearsheimer and other authors support the
idea that the Chinese ascension became dangerous because it launched the chained reaction of excessive
arming. Still, China’s counterargument is the fact that its goals only aim to rebalance the American influence
in the Pacific. China’s position could be characterized by a defensive realism, rather than by an offensive one.
Coming from the study case example, the one exposing the Taiwanese importance, the sole danger that China
presents to the United States is the fact that it would compromise some activity fields with the allies and use
the geopolitical benefits Taiwan is presenting®®.

The United States and its allies should instead be competing with China in economic diplomacy®,
Even though the Chinese state has not shown its full power yet, nor its hegemony from the political point of
view, China has manifested itself from the economic point of view at its fullest. China holds membership in
multiple international organizations, such as the UN, WTO, and SCO®®, China could become a prospering
source for the Far East®®,

The goal, however, should not be to prevent or preempt China’s activities but to incentivize Beijing to
provide more transparency and accountability in its lending®®*. Using economic tools, including building closer
trading relations and providing foreign aid, has been China’s second main means to wield influence in the
Pacific8%,

China continues to play a generally constructive role in the key international, political, and economic
institutions. "China has determined that in most circumstances - and at least for now - its needs are best met by
seeking to shape the current global framework from inside the tent". The Chinese Communist Party holds the
highest positions in multiple international ports. This fact serves as a worrying reason for the experts because
China would be able to use this position in ports not only for peaceful reasons but also to fulfill its military
goals®®,

The most promising solution would be integrating China into the multipolar international system, at its
full power and capacity, rather than isolating and limiting it from its expansionist policies, to reach a stable and
safe situation in the region, because that would benefit the whole world. Being part of the solution is better
than being part of a problem.
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