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“The South China Sea is a growing focus of concern in Washington, at the head-
quarters of the US Pacific Command in Honolulu, and in a number of Southeast 
Asian capitals.”

Deep Danger: Competing Claims
in the South China Sea

Marvin C. Ott

The waters of the South China Sea are dot-
ted with hundreds of atolls, reefs, and small 
islands—only one of which has sufficient 

fresh water to qualify, under traditional interna-
tional law, as capable of supporting human habita-
tion. Nonetheless, these land features and the 1.35 
million square miles of water that surround them 
are the subject of competing territorial claims by 
China and Taiwan (whose claims appear to en-
compass the entire South China Sea and all of its 
land features) and by five Southeast Asian coun-
tries (Malaysia, Brunei, Vietnam, the Philippines, 
and Indonesia, though Indonesia’s claim is limited 
to waters at the sea’s extreme southern tip). Ma-
jor island groups in dispute include the Paracels, 
which are occupied by China, and the Spratlys, 
where multiple claimants have placed outposts. 

Despite the sea’s evident potential for generat-
ing conflict, it remained an obscure afterthought 
in international politics until the mid-1990s. Even 
China’s military occupation of the Paracels in 
1974, which involved a naval engagement with 
South Vietnamese forces, was barely noticed by the 
international press. Claimants to the rest of the sea 
were not in position to enforce claims or exercise 
effective authority over such a logistically daunting 
area. Moreover, the conflicts that inflamed South-
east Asia during the cold war were land-based, and 
the dominant naval power in the region, the United 
States, had neither claims of its own nor interest in 
championing the claims of others. 

All this began to change in 1995 when the Phil-
ippines discovered that China had erected a forti-

fied military outpost on the Spratly Islands’ remote 
but aptly named Mischief Reef. The facility was 
striking in large part because of its location—120 
nautical miles from the Philippines (Palawan) but 
over 600 nautical miles from China (Hainan). 
The Philippines protested to China. Manila also 
attempted unsuccessfully to enlist US military 
support, but did succeed in persuading the As-
sociation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to 
express strong collective concern to China.

Beijing responded with sustained outreach to 
Southeast Asia, and sought to strengthen ties in 
the region and burnish its image as a “good neigh-
bor.” A centerpiece of this was a Declaration on the 
Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea, signed 
by ASEAN and China in 2002, in which all parties 
pledged good behavior pending the resolution of 
conflicting claims. China also began to tout its 
willingness to engage in the “joint development” 
of presumed petroleum and mineral resources in 
the South China Sea while setting aside conflicting 
claims. China’s efforts at reassurance did not, how-
ever, involve abandoning its claims to the South 
China Sea or its facility on Mischief Reef—where 
construction and upgrades proceeded apace. 

By the beginning of 2010 the geopolitics of the 
South China Sea had settled into three themes. 
First, the incipient conflict between China’s claims 
and those of Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 
and Brunei had been put on the back burner as 
the governments concerned proceeded with other 
business. Second, Vietnam had emerged as the ex-
ception to this rule, as Chinese naval and maritime 
patrol vessels seized Vietnamese fishing boats and 
pressured Western oil companies exploring under 
Vietnamese licenses to cease activities. Despite the 
largely successful delineation of the land border 
between China and Vietnam, their sea boundary 
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in the Gulf of Tonkin remained in serious dis-
pute. Third, a few disturbing incidents occurred 
in which Chinese patrol craft challenged and ha-
rassed US naval surveillance ships operating in 
international waters within China’s exclusive eco-
nomic zone (EEZ). The most prominent incident, 
in March 2009, involved the Impeccable, which 
Chinese ships and aircraft tried to force from the 
area in which it was operating, about 75 miles 
from Hainan Island. In sum, the South China Sea 
remained relatively quiescent, yet some ominous 
storm clouds were visible on the horizon.

Call and response
In July 2010, US Secretary of State Hillary Clin-

ton spoke at a meeting of the ASEAN Regional 
Forum (ARF) in Hanoi. (The ARF convenes 27 
nations at a ministerial-level conclave to discuss 
security issues in Asia. Because it is organized 
around the 10 nations of ASEAN, the ARF’s regional 
focus tends to be Southeast Asian.) At the appar-
ent urging of host Vietnam, Clinton directed her 
remarks to issues involving the South China Sea. 
After noting that several 
Southeast Asian nations 
lay claim to at least some 
portion of the South Chi-
na Sea or its land features, 
she urged the attendees to 
endorse two traditional 
principles of international 
diplomacy: multilateral negotiations for multilat-
eral disputes and the international status of estab-
lished commercial sea-lanes.

Regarding the sea-lanes through the South Chi-
na Sea—which by some measures are the world’s 
busiest—Clinton said: “The United States has a 
national interest in freedom of navigation, open 
access to Asia’s maritime commons, and respect 
for international law.” That statement reiterated 
the long-standing US policy that sea-lanes in the 
South China Sea were not subject to control or 
ownership (sovereignty) by any country and that 
their status was a vital interest of the United States, 
which regularly traverses them with commercial 
and naval vessels. Twelve of the twenty-seven rep-
resentatives at the ARF, including a majority from 
ASEAN, spoke in support of the US position.

Had the Chinese foreign minister, Yang Jiechi, 
chosen not to respond, Clinton’s statement and 
the meeting itself would have received only per-
functory attention outside a small circle of special-
ists and regional officials. But the foreign minister 

did react—angrily. He accused the United States 
of meddling in matters that did not concern it and 
seemed particularly incensed that other countries, 
by supporting the United States, had engaged in 
orchestrated opposition to China.

Lest there be any doubt, a Foreign Ministry 
spokesperson in Beijing subsequently stated, “We 
resolutely oppose any country which has no con-
nection to the South China Sea getting involved 
in the dispute, and we oppose the international-
ization, multilateralization, or expansion of the is-
sue.” Meanwhile (following the Hanoi meeting), 
a spokesman for the Ministry of Defense declared 
on the record that “China has indisputable sover-
eignty” over the South China Sea. 

The effect of these developments has been to 
highlight the importance of the South China Sea 
as an arena of international tension and potential 
conflict, but also as a test and indicator of China’s 
strategic intentions toward Southeast Asia. Thus, 
the South China Sea is a growing focus of concern 
in Washington, at the headquarters of the US Pa-
cific Command in Honolulu, and in a number of 

Southeast Asian capitals.
For most of the past 

two decades, a remark-
able amount of uncer-
tainty has surrounded 
China’s strategic intent to 
its south. Academic stu-
dents of China and gov-

ernment officials, notably in Southeast Asia, have 
been—and remain—unsure and divided in their 
views. China has sent conflicting signals, whether 
inadvertently or by design, that have contributed 
substantially to the confusion. But since the ARF 
meetings, close observers have detected a discern-
ible coalescence of opinion—and concern. 

Peace and charm
For Southeast Asian governments, geography 

and population dictate that China will be a major, if 
not overwhelming, issue in their foreign relations. 
China shares a long land boundary with the region; 
through more than two millennia of history, impe-
rial China saw the Nanyang (South Seas), through 
the lens of Confucian civilization, as subordinate 
and tributary. From this perspective the European 
and American colonization of most of Southeast 
Asia interrupted a long-established and natural 
relationship. But colonization also attracted large 
numbers of Chinese settlers to the region. This has 
left contemporary Southeast Asia with a problem-

By asserting sovereignty over sea-lanes, 
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atic legacy—large, economically prominent, ethnic 
Chinese populations.

Southeast Asian governments in the decades 
since the People’s Republic was established have 
seen China move through the full spectrum of 
capabilities and behaviors. In the 1950s and even 
later, China promoted the idea of communist 
revolutionary power, which championed Marx-
ist insurgencies and urban movements that were 
intended to overthrow first the colonial and then 
the postcolonial regimes in the region. Ultimately 
communist movements came to power in the for-
mer states of French Indochina but not beyond.

From the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s China 
was consumed by Mao Zedong’s campaign of ex-
treme domestic radicalization—the Great Prole-
tarian Cultural Revolution. During this time Chi-
na virtually ceased to be a factor in Southeast Asia, 
and elsewhere overseas. But with Mao’s death, and 
with Deng Xiaoping’s ascent to the position of par-
amount leader and his embrace of Western-style 
economic reform, China’s overall trajectory and 
its presence in Southeast Asia took a sharp and 
welcome turn. Beijing became the champion of in-
creased economic ties as well as regional growth 
and stability. 

The message to Southeast Asia, capsu-
lized as “China’s peaceful rise,” was that of  
positive-sum, mutually advantageous relation-
ships. The contrast with earlier periods—all within 
the professional memory of senior Southeast Asian 
officials—could hardly have been more dramatic.

In terms of strategic outlook, China’s con-
temporary leaders evoke the classic realists of  
nineteenth-century Europe—vitally concerned 
with prerogatives of sovereignty and the sanctity 
of borders, animated by calculations of power and 
influence. From the standpoint of the Chinese re-
gime, Southeast Asia is properly understood as a 
natural and rightful Chinese sphere of influence, 
a region where China’s interests are paramount. 
When these are properly acknowledged, Beijing is 
prepared to adopt policies that benefit Southeast 
Asia as well as China—a dominion of Confucian 
harmony and benevolence.

China’s presentation of itself to Southeast Asia 
as a benign neighbor, sometimes characterized as 
a “charm offensive,” reached full flower beginning 
in the mid-1990s. Diplomatic efforts produced 
a series of tangible achievements including an 
ASEAN-China Free Trade Agreement; framework 
agreements for security cooperation between Chi-
na and each ASEAN member; the aforementioned 

Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South 
China Sea; and an elaborate “dialogue” process of 
regular, structured interaction on diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and defense issues.

All of this was underpinned by trade and in-
vestment ties, which have grown to the point that 
China has replaced Japan and America as ASEAN’s 
largest trading partner. Perhaps even more signifi-
cantly, China has invested heavily in infrastructure 
(rail, roads, river transport, pipelines, and electri-
cal grids), an undertaking designed to link South-
east Asia and southern China as a single economic 
unit. At the same time, China is building a “cas-
cade” of massive hydroelectric dams on the upper 
Mekong River in southern China. These dams will 
not only produce electric power but will also give 
China the ability to control the flow of the Me-
kong River system, with untold consequences for 
downstream states. 

China portrays all of these developments as 
natural and benign consequences of its “peace-
ful rise,” and as substantial, tangible benefits for 
Southeast Asia. But one need not be paranoid to 
see these same developments as consistent with—
or precursors to—a Chinese strategy for domi-
nance over Southeast Asia. In the region’s capitals, 
after years of giving credence to China’s portrayal 
of itself in soft-power terms, unease and doubt 
have grown perceptibly regarding China’s growing 
hard-power capabilities and apparent strategic in-
tent. These doubts are provoked—not exclusively, 
but in substantial part—by China’s statements, 
actions, and military buildup with regard to the 
South China Sea.

Follow the dotted line
Since its founding the People’s Republic of 

China has published maps adopting a maritime 
boundary (“the nine-dotted line”) first promulgat-
ed by the Republic of China in 1936 and encom-
passing the entire South China Sea. While some 
other boundary claims by Beijing have sparked 
immediate controversy (for example, regarding 
India, Tibet, and the Soviet Union), the expansive 
notion of China’s maritime boundary has usually 
generated little attention.

This changed only briefly with the Mischief 
Reef episode—which was followed by China’s ef-
forts to assuage Southeast Asian concerns and 
effectively remove the South China Sea from the 
diplomatic front burner. It was in Beijing’s interest 
to soft-pedal the issue: An aggressive claim to the 
entire South China Sea would have pitted China 
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against ASEAN, and China in any case lacked the 
military capacity to enforce its claim. Deng had 
often reminded his countrymen of a traditional 
Chinese aphorism that roughly translates as “bide 
your time and conceal your capabilities until you 
are ready to act.” For Beijing, clarity was a danger 
and ambiguity was an asset when it came to the 
South China Sea.

In the years following, a dense conceptual fog 
enveloped the Chinese position. Some of this was 
a natural byproduct of the fact that different Chi-
nese voices (academic, diplomatic, military, jour-
nalistic) addressed the issue without clear guid-
ance from on high. But much of it was calculated, 
and the result was uncertainty and disagreement in 
the small community of outside observers and of-
ficials who followed the issue. The prevailing view 
was that China was claiming something less than 
full sovereignty—largely because Beijing refrained 
from using that word. According to this view, the 
dotted line denoted something other than a legal 
international boundary, but just what it did denote 
was murky.

Ample grounds for 
confusion existed. At 
various times Chinese 
officials have cited as a 
basis for China’s claim 
different and mutually in-
consistent rationales, in-
cluding historic presence, 
an archipelagic principle, an EEZ principle, and a 
continental-shelf principle. China rebuts Japan’s 
claims to outcroppings in the East China Sea, not-
ing that they are not habitable as international law 
requires—but China has cited the same kind of 
land features to justify its own claims to the South 
China Sea. China’s 1958 “Declaration on China’s 
Territorial Sea” refers to “high seas” in the South 
China Sea—which contradicts the notion of a ter-
ritorial sea.

In addition, legislation adopted by China in 
1992 that put the dotted line into law referred to 
“historic Chinese waters”—a category that has 
no standing under international law. Beijing has 
drawn archipelagic baselines around the Paracels 
(which it claims) but not around the Spratlys 
(which it also claims). And China has ratified the 
UN Law of the Sea, but with reservations that make 
ratification almost meaningless.

Moreover, China has, by declaring a “coastal 
economic exclusion zone,” given the concept of 
an EEZ an interpretation unrecognized in interna-

tional law. In an effort to rebut a joint Malaysian-
Vietnamese submission to the United Nations, 
China in 2009 submitted a map that included its 
dotted-line boundary but contained no justifica-
tion for it. (Indonesia responded with a formal 
request to the United Nations that Beijing clarify 
its claim; China has remained silent.) Indeed, the 
dotted line has never been precisely demarcated, 
and large sections of it (for example, near the Na-
tuna Islands) remain entirely opaque.

The fog dissipates when we examine the propo-
sition that China’s dotted line is intended to be ex-
actly what Chinese officials have said it is—a de-
marcation of China’s maritime border. Inside the 
line is Chinese sovereign territory. 

Consider, first, that the dotted line that appears 
on all Chinese-produced maps extends around 
Taiwan—and no doubt whatsoever exists that Bei-
jing views Taiwan as sovereign Chinese territory. 
China in 1974 deployed naval forces to seize from 
Vietnam the Paracels, an archipelago that is not 
characterized by China as separate and distinct 

from the South China 
Sea. And the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) 
has built an impressive 
military outpost on a reef 
located over 600 nautical 
miles from China.

Consider, too, that 
China’s 1992 territorial 

law affirmed the dotted line and mandated that 
Chinese armed forces defend the country’s mari-
time territory. China’s rapid buildup in military ca-
pabilities has focused on projection of naval and air 
power beyond China’s shores. The Chinese navy, in 
the meantime, has stopped Vietnamese fishermen 
from operating well within Vietnam’s EEZ, while 
Beijing has warned international oil companies 
away from Vietnamese offshore leaseholds.

What is more, while China agreed to sign the 
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South 
China Sea, it refused to make the agreement legally 
binding or to refrain from building new structures. 
Two PLA senior colonels in a public symposium 
hosted by the US Pacific Command, when asked if 
the American Seventh Fleet had a right to traverse 
the South China Sea without China’s permission, 
answered “no.” And in a recent display of techno-
logical prowess, a Chinese submersible descended 
to the deepest portion of the South China Sea and 
planted a Chinese flag there. In various discus-
sions Chinese officials have referred to the South 

The Chinese foreign minister stared  
across the table at his ASEAN  

counterparts and observed that some  
countries are “small” and China is “big.”
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China Sea as a “core interest”—a term previously 
reserved for Taiwan and Tibet.

Against this backdrop, the ARF meetings in Ha-
noi provided a clarifying moment—perhaps no 
more so than when the Chinese foreign minister 
stared across the table at his ASEAN counterparts 
and pointedly observed that some countries are 
“small” and China is “big.”

Southeastern strictures
America’s willingness to stake out a position in 

support of a maritime commons, not a territorial 
sea, and in favor of multilateral diplomacy, as op-
posed to China’s determination to deal with the 
Southeast Asian countries one at a time, was wel-
come in many regional capitals. It provided a vital 
and long-overdue signal that the ASEAN govern-
ments did not have to cope with China alone and 
enjoyed the support of a powerful friend. In this 
sense, Clinton’s initiative has provided ASEAN a 
dose of courage and self-confidence in its relation-
ship with China. 

That said, US policy makers must maintain a 
healthy awareness of what Southeast Asian gov-
ernments are in fact able and willing to do. To em-
ploy an overused metaphor, at least some ASEAN 
members may be prepared to hold America’s coat 
if Washington duels Beijing. But, for a number of 
compelling reasons, they cannot be expected to 
enter the arena themselves in any but carefully cir-
cumscribed ways.

First, it has long been a truism that Southeast 
Asian governments fear being forced to choose be-
tween China and the United States. The region-
al consensus is that the US-China relationship is 
vitally important to all concerned. When leaders 
in the region are asked what kind of relationship 
best protects Southeast Asian interests, the answer 
is a variation on the Goldilocks principle—“not 
too hot and not too cold.” A cooperative relation-
ship, but not a deeply collaborative one, would 
be just right. Just as they fear China-US conflict, 
the ASEAN countries also fear its opposite—a great 
power condominium deciding regional issues with 
little input from Southeast Asia.

Second, China’s influence over and strategic 
reach into Southeast Asia are deep, powerful, 
and growing. This is particularly evident in the 
economic sphere. Between 2009 and 2010, ag-
gregate trade increased roughly 50 percent year-
on-year. Not coincidentally, the China-ASEAN 
Free Trade Area entered into force at the begin-
ning of 2010.

Third, despite significant investments in mili-
tary modernization, no Southeast Asian country 
is prepared to confront China militarily. The only 
country that has done so in recent decades is Viet-
nam, in response to China’s 1979 invasion across 
its northern boundary. Vietnamese forces acquit-
ted themselves well in that encounter, but Hanoi 
is under no illusion that such success could be 
replicated today. The only naval and air forces that 
can credibly face off against China in the South 
China Sea are American—and if it came to that, US 
commanders could expect little or no operational 
support from ASEAN, with the possible and limited 
exception of Vietnam.

Fourth, ASEAN is not the feckless cave of winds 
that some Westerners describe—but it is also not a 
unified, purposeful actor regarding the South China 
Sea. Several ASEAN governments, including those of 
Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar, are highly respon-
sive to Chinese interests and have no dog in the 
fight over the South China Sea. The best that Wash-
ington can expect—and only if it is assiduously 
nurtured—is cautious diplomatic support along the 
lines of what one saw at the ARF meeting in Hanoi. 

Beyond serious
The ramifications of a serious Chinese claim to 

the entire South China Sea are profound. By as-
serting sovereignty over the sea-lanes, China has 
taken a position that no major country in the 
world can support—not the Europeans, not Japan, 
not India, not Australia, not the United States, and 
not the principal ASEAN states. Obviously, when a 
rapidly rising global power takes such a step, the 
implications are beyond serious.

In addition, the South China Sea, like Taiwan, 
has the clear potential to spark armed conflict be-
tween the United States and China. This is a spec-
ter that keeps military planners at the US Pacific 
Command awake at night. The danger is made 
greater by China’s evident assumption that the 
United States is on the decline (along with its de-
fense expenditures) while China is on the rise (in-
cluding its defense expenditures).

Meanwhile, though it is generally underappre-
ciated, a remarkable and unique security architec-
ture has emerged in Southeast Asia. It is, in Victor 
Cha’s apt phrase, a “complex patchwork” of multi-
lateral dialogue mechanisms and bilateral security 
commitments involving the United States. It has 
effectively kept the peace in the region over the 
past 35 years and holds promise for continuing to 
do so for at least the medium term. A major con-
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frontation in the South China Sea has the potential 
to harm that architecture beyond repair.

Recent events and statements have clearly 
framed the current strategic landscape in the South 
China Sea. On one hand we have seen several ges-
tures by China that might be broadly character-
ized as conciliatory. General Chen Bingde, the PLA 
chief of staff, paid a weeklong visit to Washington 
in May 2011. In a major address to a US military 
audience, he stated that “China never intends to 
[militarily] challenge the [United States],” while 
noting the continued superiority of American 
armed forces. Meanwhile, Chinese diplomats have 
been at pains to suggest that previous references 
to a Chinese “core interest” in the South China 
Sea may have been misunderstood. At the annual 
Shangri-la Dialogue in Singapore in June, China’s 
defense minister declared that China did not “seek 
hegemony” in the region.

However, at virtually the same time, both Viet-
nam and the Philippines have registered public 
complaints over what they view as China’s hege-
monic behavior. Vietnam in 
May 2011 complained that 
Chinese patrol boats con-
fronted a Vietnamese oil 
exploration vessel operat-
ing off the coast of southern 
Vietnam and deliberately cut 
the ship’s cables—the second 
such incident in two weeks. 
This produced an anti-China protest demonstra-
tion in Hanoi. Manila in June accused the Chinese 
navy of firing on Filipino fishermen, intimidating 
an oil exploration ship from the Philippines, and 
placing markers (posts and a buoy) in areas of the 
Spratlys claimed by the Philippines.  

What is most interesting and significant is the 
Chinese reaction to these and similar events. A 
Foreign Ministry spokesman demanded that both 
countries stop infringing on China’s sovereign ter-
ritory. The authoritative China Daily carried an 
opinion piece by a prominent Chinese academic 
(Gong Jianhua) claiming that Vietnam and the 
Philippines had taken advantage of China’s re-
straint by trying to convert what was a bilateral 
dispute into a multilateral one.

“In the beginning,” the piece said, “the South 
China Sea dispute was not referred to any interna-
tional or regional organization. But after the for-
mation of ASEAN, Vietnam, the Philippines, and 
some other countries used it as a regional platform 
to coordinate their positions to ‘speak in one voice’ 

and gain strategic advantage against China. . . . 
[And] now the United States has jumped into the 
dispute.” The author went on to assert that China 
was at a disadvantage, “with only a small number 
of disputed islands under its control.” Also, “with-
out a formidable navy . . . China is in an unfa-
vorable position. To become an influential power, 
China has to transform from a ‘continental power’ 
to a ‘maritime power.’ And the South China Sea 
dispute is a real test for it to achieve that goal.”

No illusions
Then–US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, at 

his valedictory appearance before the Shangri-la 
Dialogue, offered an alternative view on the South 
China Sea. “The US position on maritime security 
remains clear,” he said. “We have a national inter-
est in freedom of navigation, in unimpeded eco-
nomic development and commerce, and in respect 
for international law . . . [including] . . . equal and 
open access to international waterways.”

Gates described America’s continuing and grow-
ing security presence in East 
and Southeast Asia: “Taken 
together, all of these develop-
ments demonstrate the com-
mitment of the United States 
to sustaining a robust mili-
tary presence in Asia, one 
that underwrites stability by 
supporting and reassuring 

allies while deterring, and if necessary defeating, 
potential adversaries.”

In sum, the South China Sea is a strategic arena 
of growing significance and not inconsiderable 
danger. Viewed globally, an era in American strat-
egy is ending as US forces begin their withdraw-
al from Iraq and Afghanistan. The next strategic 
era will surely have Asia at its center—the rapid 
growth of economic and military capability in that 
region makes it inevitable.

China constitutes the geographic and economic 
core of Asia, and China’s rising power and ambition 
will drive events and compel a response from oth-
er countries. The United States has long enjoyed 
dominance in the maritime domain. But Beijing’s 
growing naval and air capabilities seem clearly in-
tended to challenge that dominance in the South 
China Sea and in the sea-lanes on Asia’s rim—and 
thereby challenge a vital American interest in free-
dom of the seas. The senior leadership of the US 
Pacific Command has no illusions regarding the 
dimension of the emerging challenge.� ■

For most of the past two decades,  
a remarkable amount of  

uncertainty has surrounded  
China’s strategic intent to its south.


