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ABSTRACT

China is not only the world’s largest exporting nation, soon to become the 
world’s largest economy, and increasingly a top source of foreign investments 
across the developing world, but it is also rapidly modernizing the world’s 
largest armed forces. China is developing its asymmetric anti-access/area 
denial (A2/AD) capabilities and its conventional warfare capabilities. It 
has expanded its fleet of fifth generation fighter jets, aircraft carriers, and 
nuclear submarines, while consolidating its C4ISR (Command Central 
Communication and Intelligence Surveillance Reconnaissance). As the scale 
and breadth of China’s rise can’t be overstated, even when compared to other 
rising powers in modern history, it is rapidly catching up with the US in all 
key dimensions of power. It is also expanding its military and commercial 
footprint across different strategic bases and port facilities in the Indo-Pacific. 
Beijing has now laid its gaze on dominating what it describes as its “blue 
national soil”, namely the South China Sea. Hence, it poses a direct threat to 
smaller claimant states such as the Philippines, which has yet to develop a 
minimum deterrence capability against growing Chinese incursions into its 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) and continental shelf. The United States has 
been pursuing a ‘constrainment’ strategy in conjunction with key regional 
allies and like-minded powers to tame China’s revisionist instincts in the 
Indo-Pacific. However, unlike the constrainment strategy in the Cold War 
Era, a US-led ‘constrainment’ strategy, instead, embraces a more calibrated, 
alliance-based deployment of a combination of diplomatic, economic and 
military countermeasures to deter Beijing’s revisionist instincts short of direct 
armed conflict. The ultimate aim is to create an ‘integrated deterrence’ against 
Beijing’s coercive activities. As a US treaty ally, and a strategic partner of key 
regional powers such as Australia and Japan, the Philippines should leverage 
these new regional alignments in order to uphold its sovereign rights and 
defend its territorial integrity.  
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The Revisionist Challenge   

Envisioning the future of Asia’s rapidly evolving security architecture, the late 
Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew cautioned, “The size of China’s 
displacement of the world balance is such that the world must find a new balance. 
It is not possible to pretend that this is just another big player. This is the biggest 
player in the history of the world.” In short, Lee argued, China’s re-emergence 
as the primary indigenous security actor in Asia may not only require tactical 
‘balance-of-power’ readjustment, especially among immediate neighbours and 
rivals, but instead potentially portends an overhaul of the entire regional security 
architecture. This is especially true in Southeast Asia -- China’s strategic depth in 
ancient times and, now, the new theatre of great power competition in the 21st 
century.1  

The scale and breadth of China’s rise can’t be overstated, even when compared 
to other rising powers in modern history (See Figure 1 and Figure 2). Today, 
the Asian powerhouse is the world’s leading consumer of basic goods, largest 
exporting nation, and increasingly a top source of foreign investments, especially 
in critical infrastructure, across the developing world. Already one of the world’s 
biggest lenders, having surpassed the World Bank and other international financial 
organization years earlier, Beijing also has been spearheading the establishment 
of parallel international initiatives such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
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Source: Foreign Policy, World Bank 

Figure 1 . Rising Powers’ Share of Global GDP in their Peak Decades
(In Percent)
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Figure 2 . Share of Total Regional Trade
(1990-2014)
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Bank (AIIB), headquartered in Beijing, as well as the New Development Bank, 
headquartered in Shanghai. But the real deal is arguably China’s much-vaunted 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which covers 2,600 projects across 64 nations, 
representing 62% of the world’s population, and spanning, so far, at least three 
continents. China’s gigantic policy banks, namely the Industrial and Commercial 
Bank of China, China Development Bank, Bank of China, and Export-Import 
Bank of China, have underwritten this ambitious initiative, which President Xi 
Jinping has proudly described as “the project of the century.”2  
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In fact, China has arguably overseen the most impressive capitalist expansion 
in human history. The Asian powerhouse managed to, within a single generation, 
transform from an impoverished and isolated communist nation into the world’s 
second largest economy. In East Asia, China’s rise was even more disruptive, 
firmly displacing Japan from its historical position as the economic engine of the 
region. Between 1990 to 2014, China’s share of regional GDP grew from only 8% 
to 51%, while its share of regional trade went from only 8% to 39%.3 But there is 
more: During the COVID-19 pandemic, China was the only major economy to 
post growth, placing it in a strong position to become the world’s largest economy 
before 2030.4 

In The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, the historian Paul Kennedy argued 
that “there is a noticeable ‘lag time’ between the trajectory of a state’s relative 
economic strength and the trajectory of its military/territorial influence.”5  Yet, 
China has been a gigantic outlier, having rapidly modernized the world’s largest 
armed forces. At once, Beijing is deepening both is asymmetric anti-access/area 
denial (A2/AD) capabilities – namely, “carrier killer” anti-ship ballistic missiles 
(ASBMS) such as the DF-21D and DF-26 platforms, which allow it to leverage 
China’s geographic advantages as a major continental nation-state surrounded 
by four seas – as well as its conventional warfare capabilities.6  The million-strong 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has also expanded its fleet of fifth-generation 
fighter jets, aircraft carriers, and nuclear submarines, while consolidating its 
overall C4ISR (Command Control Communication Computer and Intelligence 
Surveillance Reconnaissance). In fact, a more accurate estimate of China’s defense 
spending, in purchasing power parity (PPP) rather than market exchange rates, 
places the Asian powerhouse only second to, and not far behind from, the United 
States (US) (See Figure 3). 

Already boasting the world’s largest marine fleet, with gigantic coast guard 
vessels dwarfing warships of smaller neighbouring states, China is also expanding 
its military and commercial footprint across a string of strategic bases and port 
facilities in the Indo-Pacific. Having secured or imposed its will across much of 
its expansive land borders, Beijing has now laid its gaze on dominating what it 
describes as its “blue national soil”, namely the South China Sea and the East 
China Sea.7  

With economic and military power has come growing ideological posturing, 
with China’s new paramount leader, Xi Jinping now openly promoting a “uniquely 



Source: Kang 2018, World Bank

Figure 3 . Top Countries by Defense Spending: Nominal vs. 
Adjusted for Military Purchasing-Power Parity (PPP) 
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Chinese model” of development overseas,8 advocating for the establishment of an 
‘Asia for Asians’9 across the Eurasian landmass and rimlands. Flushed with cash, 
Xi is also touting his ‘project of the century’, namely the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI), which may ultimately serve as the foundation of a ‘Chinese world order.’10 
One could argue that Xi is the Mao Zedong with money: namely, an ideologically 
committed, decisive, and powerful leader, who also happens to oversee a military 
behemoth and the world’s industrial heartland. 

With growing power, however, often comes more aggressive ambitions, 
especially among revanchist former empires with expansionist impulse. The late 
Singaporean leader clearly saw this coming, having correctly anticipated that the 
geopolitical shock of a resurgent China will be most directly and immediately 
felt in his region, Southeast Asia. Ever the wide-eyed realist, Lee maintained that 
there is a widely “held consensus that the U.S. presence in the region should be 
sustained”, since “military presence does not need to be used to be useful”, but 
American “presence [alone] makes a difference and makes for peace and stability 
in the region.” The Singaporean leader saw this formula – namely, the need for the 
U.S. to act as an ‘onshore balancer’ – most relevant in the case of the South China 
Sea disputes, since “China will not let an international court arbitrate territorial 
disputes in the South China Sea”. 

Lee proved prescient, especially when years later China categorically rejected 
the South China Sea Arbitral Tribunal award at The Hague, under the aegis of the 



5HEYDARIAN

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), as a piece of ‘trash 
paper’, having unabashedly adopted the ‘three nos’ policy of non-participation, 
non-recognition, and non-compliance vis-à-vis a final and binding international 
ruling. For the Singaporean leader, the best antidote to Chinese revanchist 
instincts, and defiance of international law, is “the [continued] presence of U.S. 
firepower in the Asia-Pacific” so that the “[United Nations] Law of the Sea [will] 
prevail.”11 In short, he saw international law, and by extension the observation of 
regional norms and principles, effective if, and only if, it’s anchored by American 
naval prowess and overall geopolitical leadership. In many ways, this is the story 
of the emerging security architecture in the Indo-Pacific, as the Joseph Biden 
administration tries to rally treaty allies and like-minded powers to constrain 
China’s worst instincts. If anything, the late Singaporean leader was effectively 
espousing what political scientist Gerald Segal described as a ‘constrainment’ 
strategy, which “is intended to tell [China] that the outside world has interests 
that will be defended by means of incentives for good behavior, deterrence of bad 
behavior, and punishment when deterrence fails.”12 

The overarching geopolitical reality of our time is that China is too big and too 
integral to the global economy to be “contained” in terms envisioned by George 
Kennan at the onset of Cold War between the West and the Soviet Union.13 The 
containment strategy entailed an aggressive and, at times, even pre-emptive 
deployment of military force to prevent the expansion of Soviet influence in 
Europe and the post-colonial world, thus the massive conflicts in the Korean 
Peninsula, Indo-China and the Eurasian region. In contrast, a ‘constrainment’ 
strategy embraces a more calibrated, alliance-based deployment of a combination 
of diplomatic, economic and military countermeasures to deter Beijing’s 
revisionist instincts. 

While China may not have a feet of clay, it does have its own good share 
of structural vulnerabilities and internal challenges.14 After all, China is still a 
developing nation, which is home to hundreds of millions of workers with 
precarious jobs in a rapidly evolving economy. The Asian powerhouse also 
grapples with massive bubbles in the highly-leveraged financial as well as 
property markets, with the recent Evergrande Group collapse as its most potent 
expression; deeply monopolistic practices in the digital economy with potentially 
destabilizing effect on the most dynamic sectors; restive peripheries, where ethnic 
minority groups have been facing systematic repression and discrimination; and 
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a plethora of environmental and social challenges, which constantly keep Chinese 
leaders on their toes.15  Xi Jinping’s draconian reforms in the past year – from his 
crackdown on fintech monopolies and private tutors to his emphasis on “common 
prosperity” and primary of the communist party – is less a reflection of executive 
strength than the depth of policy dilemmas faced by Beijing.16 

Almost half-a-century since the Nixon-Mao meeting, and the ensuing détente 
between the two former rivals, the US and China have once again found themselves 
on a collision course. But was this inevitable? At the heart of rising tensions in the 
Indo-Pacific, and the emerging New Cold War between the two superpowers, is 
Beijing’s brazen opportunism since the 2007-2008 Great Recession, which shook 
the foundations of American power. 

Over the succeeding sections, the paper provides an overview of the emerging 
geopolitical alignments in the Indo-Pacific in response to China’s strategic 
opportunism. It covers the roots and trajectory of China’s strategic revisionism 
in the Indo-Pacific, efforts by various US administrations as well as key middle 
powers such as Japan and Australia to constrain Beijing’s expansionist instincts, 
as well as the need for greater ‘minilateral’ cooperation between key Southeast 
Asian countries, including the Philippines, and like-minded external powers, 
which share a common interest in preserving rule of law as well as freedom of 
navigation and overflight in vital sea lines of communications such as the South 
China Sea. 

Strategic Opportunism

In his classic work, World Order, Henry Kissinger argued that an ‘order’ – namely 
a set of commonly-accepted rules governing inter-state relations – is challenged 
when there is “either a re-definition of legitimacy or a significant shift in the 
balance of power.”17 In many ways, this is exactly what’s taking place in the Indo-
Pacific as China presses ahead with its revisionist grand strategy, purposefully 
drawing on its enormous resources and vast networks of influence to advance a 
Sino-centric geopolitical order in the region, not only at the expense of America, 
the traditional hegemon, but also to the sovereignty and sovereign rights of 
smaller neighbors, especially those with territorial and maritime disputes with 
the Asian powerhouse. 
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For decades, Beijing followed Deng Xiaoping’s “Hide your strength, bide your 
time” dictum, itself drawn from Sun Tzu’s legendary Art of War. From the late-
1970s to the late-2000, China adopted what the Italian thinker Antonio Gramsci 
dubbed as the War of Position, namely strengthening the foundations of its power 
while avoiding War of Maneuver, namely a direct confrontation with the West as 
well as powerful neighbors such as Japan and India.18 Deng managed to cajole 
even the hardliners (Ying Pai), who couldn’t ignore the tremendous asymmetry in 
power between China and America in every major indicator of national power.19

Thus, what began as a “Cold Peace” between Washington and Beijing in the 
twilight years of the Cold War soon transformed into an even seemingly cordial 
relationship, especially during the George W. Bush administration, which either 
ignored the rise of or saw a potential partner in China for his Global War on 
Terror (GWOT). Things, however, took a dramatic turn following the 2007-08 
Great Recession, which exposed structural vulnerabilities in Western economies 
and accentuated triumphalist sentiments among Chinese hardliners. The new 
mood in Beijing was fully on display during the 2009 World Economic Forum 
in Davos, when the usually taciturn and diplomatic Chinese premier Wen 
Jiabao joined his then Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin, in lambasting the 
West’s “inappropriate macroeconomic policies,” and its “unsustainable model of 
development characterized by prolonged low savings and high consumption,” 
“blind pursuit of profit”, and the widespread “failure of financial [regulatory] 
supervision” in the US. It didn’t take long before Beijing adopted a more strident 
tone towards its Western diplomatic guests.  In a 2010 diplomatic cable, titled 
‘Stomp around and carry a small stick: China’s new “global assertiveness”,’ the 
American embassy warned of “China’s muscle-flexing, triumphalism and 
assertiveness in its diplomacy” as well as “its newly pugnacious attitude”, which 
is best reflected in “the nationalistic, jingoistic and Chinese Communist Party-
affiliated newspaper” Global Times (Huanqiu Shibao) “it’s about time” mindset. 
Then US ambassador to Beijing, Clark T. Randt Jr. also noted the new mood among 
increasingly emboldened Chinese leaders, who could “change their assessment 
[of American power] and [accordingly] exert economic pressures on U.S. allies 
like Thailand or the Philippines to choose between Beijing and Washington.”20 

Meanwhile, China also began to step up its expansive claims across adjacent 
waters, from the East China Sea (against Japan) to the South China Sea, where the 
Asian powerhouse has been at loggerheads with smaller Southeast Asian states of 



8 THE GREAT CAULDRON: CHINA, US, AND THE NEW COLD WAR IN THE INDO-PACIFIC  

Vietnam, Malaysia and the Philippines. Perturbed by China’s growing maritime 
assertiveness, Malaysia and Vietnam decided to submit their continental shelves 
claims to the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS). In 
response, China officially unveiled its “nine-dashed-line”21 claims, which covers the 
bulk of the South China Sea basin as well as huge portions of the Exclusive Economic 
Zone (EEZ) of Malaysia, Vietnam and the Philippines. During the 2010 ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF), China’s Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi, a veteran diplomat and 
former ambassador to Washington, lashed out at smaller Southeast Asian nations by 
warning, ‘China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and that’s 
just a fact.’22  The Chinese diplomat was reportedly riled up by concerted calls by 
key Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) states for greater American 
role in the region, which culminated with then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s 
declaration that freedom of navigation in the South China Sea is in America’s 
“national interest” and that Washington is willing to assist in the negotiation of 
legally-binding Code of Conduct (COC) to resolve the regional disputes. 

This was clearly a response to Beijing’s characterization of the maritime 
disputes as a matter of “core interest.”23 The following year, between February and 
March 2011, China was involved in at least five major incidents in the disputed 
waters, as Beijing began to flex its naval muscle, deploy its “five dragons in the 
high seas” armada of coast and paramilitary vessels to the area, and harass energy 
exploration and fisheries activities by smaller neighbors.24 Amid a seismic political 
transition from the Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping administration, China upped the 
ante by effectively seizing the Scarborough Shoal from the Philippines following 
a months-long naval stand-off in 2012 as well as launching an island-building 
spree across the Paracel and Spratly group of islands in late-2013. It was precisely 
China’s growing assertiveness, and the protean challenge to the post-war liberal 
international order in East Asia, which encouraged the Obama administration to 
adopt the Pivot to Asia (P2A) policy, which at once reinforced American regional 
leadership and signaled its determination to check Beijing’s worst instincts. It 
was also in response to China’s island-grab in the South China Sea, particularly 
the Scarborough Shoal, that the Philippines decided to file an unprecedented 
arbitration award against China at The Hague.25

If there were any illusions about China’s supposedly peaceful strategic 
ambitions, the year 2020 has put them to rest. Even at the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has ravaged nations across continents and infected top military 
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officials in neighboring countries, China could not help pushing the envelope 
and imposing its will on smaller powers across adjacent waters. Throughout the 
first six months of 2020, Beijing’s naked opportunism was on full display, unlike 
any point in contemporary history. This is especially true in the South China 
Sea, an artery of global trade, where smaller claimant states have faced China’s 
harassment of their fishermen (Vietnam), warships (the Philippines) and oil 
exploration activities (Malaysia), just as the US and other external powers had 
to temporarily suspend military deployments to the region as they grappled with 
COVID-19 outbreaks and fears of contagion. 

But China’s growing naval assertiveness was not confined to intimidating much 
weaker rival claimants. In mid-2020, US Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Southeast Asia, Reed Werner, cited “at least nine” instances of harassment 
by Chinese fighter jets of US reconnaissance aircraft.26 Neighboring Taiwan, the 
de facto independent island, has had to grapple with ever-increasing numbers 
of Chinese incursions into its airspace, as well as massive Chinese naval drills, 
including multiple “four seas” military exercises extending from the Yellow Sea 
and East China Sea all the way to the Taiwan Strait and the South China Sea, 
which were clearly intended to intimidate rivals and demonstrate the Asian 
powerhouse’s military muscle.27 On top of this, China unabashedly reinforced its 
expansive claims in adjacent waters by unveiling new facilities on the disputed 
Spratly Islands,28 as well as announcing two new administrative regions, Xisha 
and Nansha, covering the bulk of the South China Sea—a clear violation of 
prevailing international law, as specified by the 2016 arbitral tribunal award at 
The Hague under the auspices of the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (UNCLOS). And almost exactly a year into the pandemic, China upped 
the ante by passing a new maritime law, which effectively greenlights the use of 
force by China’s massive coast guard and paramilitary maritime forces against 
rival claimants, as part of a broader effort to operationalize Beijing’s claims over 
much of the South China Sea.29  

Constraining China  

“This is the alliance we reaffirm today – rooted in our values; renewed by every 
generation,” declared President Barack Obama during his historic speech before 
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the Australian Parliament in 2011. “And today I can stand before you and say 
with confidence that the alliance between the United States and Australia has 
never been stronger.” In a speech drenched in pathos, the United States president 
the “solidarity” between the two allies and, accordingly, Australia’s unprecedented 
decision to invoke the ANZUS (Australia-New Zealand-US) treaty to assist in 
the Global War on Terror.  What made the speech particularly important is not 
its sonorous rhetoric per se, but instead the Obama administration’s official 
declaration of its “Pivot to Asia” (P2A) doctrine. 

The US president hailed “a broader shift” away from “two wars that cost us 
dearly, in blood and treasure” in favor of “the vast potential of the Asia Pacific 
region”. In no uncertain terms, Obama underscored “[o]ur new focus on this 
region reflects a fundamental truth – the United States has been, and always will 
be, a Pacific nation.”  Nevertheless, the former US president made it clear that its 
strategic recalibration is not directed against any specific country, emphasizing 
his commitment to “continue our effort to build a cooperative relationship with 
China.” Almost exactly a decade later, the US President Joseph Biden, who served 
as Obama’s number two, has introduced a far more assertive twist to the P2A 
strategy by building a new ‘coalition of willing’, if not an “Asian NATO”, against a 
resurgent China. As Biden put it in his first State of the Union speech,  ‘We are in a 
competition with China to win the 21st century.’30  While welcoming constructive 
engagement with Beijing, the Biden administration has repeatedly drawn the line 
against China’s predatory practices, whether in the seas, on land or in the realm 
of high-tech competition.

This radical shift in America’s China policy is a reflection of a new and 
enduring bipartisan consensus. After all, it was the Trump administration, 
which first employed key elements of a ‘constrainment’ strategy under the so-
called “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) doctrine.31,32 While there was a 
misguided abandonment of the Obama administration’s economic initiatives, 
most notably the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) deal, a degree of much-needed 
military pushback against China’s excessive claims and unlawful activities 
ramped up. For instance, the US Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs) 
became more regular, more aggressive, and more geographically expansive,33  
while Foreign Military Financing (FMF) to frontline regional allies such as the 
Philippines almost doubled. Public and legally-relevant reassurances of support 
in an event of contingency, namely the precise circumstances of the applicability 
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of the Philippine-US Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT) in the South China Sea, 
were also provided. In a sense, we saw a revamped version of the Pivot to Asia 
(P2A) policy, which suffered from military reticence under the preceding Obama 
administration. To put things into context, the Obama administration consistently 
prevaricated on the applicability of the MDT to any potential conflict between the 
Philippines and China, while woefully fell short in fulfilling its own promise of 
regularized, quarterly FONOPs in the South China Sea.34 During its twilight years 
in office, the Obama administration conducted only two such operations in 2015 
and only three in 2016.35 In contrast, the Trump administration conducted as 
many as six in 2017 and nine in 2019, with an average of around six FONOPs per 
year in its four years in office.36  

Expanded naval deployments and greater military assistance to allies went 
hand in hand with an unprecedented set of punitive measures against China’s 
predatory trade and investment practices, unlawful reclamation activities in the 
South China Sea, as well as systematic human rights violations from Xinjiang 
to Hong Kong. By and large, the Biden administration has largely built on its 
predecessor’s tough China policy,37 albeit with (i) greater emphasis on proactive 
engagement with treaty allies,38 strategic partners and like-minded powers in the 
Indo-Pacific and (ii) more measured diplomatic language under veteran experts 
now in charge of the State Department and the Department of Defense.39  

The Quad 

Upon closer examination, it’s increasingly clear that this is no longer just a 
question of US-China rivalry, but instead growing efforts by a coalition of like-
minded powers, stretching from Europe to India, Australia, and Japan, which aim 
to constrain Beijing’s expansionist ambitions. The resurgence of the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue, better known as the “Quad”, is the most powerful expression 
of this seismic shift in regional geopolitical alignments – and an emerging US-led 
‘constrainment’ strategy against China. Barely two months into office, the Biden 
administration organized the third Quad ministerial-level meeting and, more 
dramatically, the first-ever Quad summit. The White House admitted that the 
palpable urgency behind the Quad gatherings reflected “the importance we place 
on close cooperation with our allies and partners in the Indo-Pacific.” As Biden’s 
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National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan put it, the Quad has now become the 
pivot of U.S. policy in the region, “a foundation upon which to build substantial 
American policy.”40,41   

When the Quad was first conceptualized as a ‘minilateral’ initiative in mid-
2000s, it quickly petered out. Back in 2007, both Australia and India, then under 
more Beijing-friendly governments, succumbed to Chinese pressure by not 
pressing ahead with quadrilateral naval exercises, leaving the future of the entire 
Quad in limbo. During a visit to China in 2008, Australia’s then-foreign minister 
Stephen Smith went so far as to announce his country’s withdrawal from the Quad, 
reflecting Canberra’s determination to maintain cordial ties with China. The Bush 
administration, meanwhile, was bogged down in conflicts in the Middle East. 
As for Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, who was among the chief architects 
of the concept of the “Indo-Pacific” and, by extension, the Quad, his first term 
in office barely lasted a year. In recent years, however, China’s increasingly 
assertive foreign policy as well as expanding naval footprint in adjacent waters 
has triggered a Quad renaissance. Australia and other like-minded Indo-Pacific 
powers, including France, Britain and Germany, have since stepped up their 
strategic and military cooperation in the South China Sea and Western Pacific.42 

The Quad’s growing military significance is best represented by the Malabar 
exercises, which began in 1992 between Indian and US naval forces and were 
initially held off the Indian coast, specifically in the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian 
Sea, but later expanded to include the Western Pacific. Since 2015, Japan has 
consistently joined the naval drills, which aim at enhancing interoperability and 
military-to-military diplomacy among Indo-Pacific powers. But it was not until 
last year that Australia, a US treaty ally, decided to rejoin the exercises following a 
13-year hiatus. China has lashed out at the various exercises as an effort to “contain” 
its rise, while conducting its own major war games in adjacent waters just days 
before the latest Malabar exercises off of Guam. Australia is set to formally invite 
India to join the Exercise Talisman Sabre joint exercise in 2023, the latest iteration 
of which saw 17,000 military personnel from seven nations, including Britain, 
South Korea and New Zealand, participating in massive war games on land, air 
and sea. Back in April, 2021, the Quad and France also conducted the La Pérouse 
exercise in the Bay of Bengal. Following other Indo-Pacific powers and adding a 
new geostrategic twist to the contest, India has also deployed a naval contingent 
to the South China Sea this year, a reflection of the growing anxiety over the 
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inability of smaller Southeast Asian nations to hold China’s sea ambitions at bay.43 
On a bilateral level, meanwhile, a whole host of Indo-Pacific powers have 

been rapidly enhancing defense ties, while the US has been doubling down on 
its key regional alliances. The Australia-UK-US (AUKUS) nuclear submarine 
deal, for instance, is a clear indication of growing focus on high-stakes defense 
cooperation in the Biden administration’s overall constrainment strategy against 
China. Meanwhile, India has stepped up its defense deals with France and Japan, 
which have offered the South Asian powerhouse advanced military technology -- 
underscoring the multifarious and cross-cutting networks of military cooperation 
across the Indo-Pacific. On its part, the Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPACOM), 
which oversees the Pentagon’s operations in the region, has sought up to USD 
27 billion in additional spending between 2022 and 2027, with USD 4.6 billion 
allocated for next year. Earlier, former INDOPACOM chief Admiral Philip 
Davidson lobbied for extra funding for expanded deployment of US strategic 
missile defense systems and surveillance radars to key US bases in the region in 
order to create “highly survivable, precision-strike networks along the First Island 
Chain”, which stretches from the East China Sea in the north to the South China 
Sea in the south. The Pentagon is also exploring the prospects of establishing 
a new “expeditionary” fleet to primarily counter China’s naval ambitions and 
signal a strong new commitment to its regional allies. The Biden administration, 
however, also recognized the need for a comprehensive strategy, which has both 
a defense as well as an economic component.44  

Alternatives to the BRI

In response to China’s growing economic influence in the Indo-Pacifc, the Trump 
administration lambasted Beijing’s infrastructure projects as nothing short of 
“predatory” investments. At times, top US officials even threatened military allies 
to shun the BRI, especially telecommunications investments, or face the music. The 
former administration also established an Indo-Pacific Transparency Initiative 
to expose and shed light on the predatory aspects of Chinese investments. The 
problem, however, is that the trump administration repeatedly failed to provide 
an actual alternative beyond just lambasting China’s. And it’s much-touted USD 
60 billion Better Utilization of Investments Leading to Development (BUILD) 
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initiative, which aimed at countering Beijing’s economic influence in strategic 
regions, never took off.45 

Recognizing the need for a literally constructive agenda, President Joseph 
Biden has pressed ahead with whole host of multilateral initiatives from the 
Blue Dot Network (BDN), a joint project with Japan and Australia, to the Build 
Back Better World (B3W) initiative with fellow G7 powers. It has also sought 
to transform the Quad into a multidimensional vector of cooperation, including 
on issues such as ‘vaccine diplomacy’ and climate change. Unlike Beijing’s state-
driven BRI, these US-led efforts are multi-stakeholder initiatives, which tap into 
a broader pool of expertise, including from the civil society, as well as potential 
investors, including from the Wall Street, Big Tech companies, and sovereign 
wealth funds in emerging economies. In fact, the Biden administration can take 
the lead in tapping into USD 110 trillion in estimated private investments across 
the West by facilitating reliable, long-term projects in the developing world.  The 
US can also oversee the consolidation of major multilateral initiatives such as the 
“Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure” between 
Japan and the European Union (EU) under an overarching global initiative. Down 
the road, other like-minded powers such as Australia, South Korea, Singapore 
and India can also pitch in.46  

Boosted by bipartisan support at home, the Biden administration has also 
stepped America’s own infrastructure investment strategy in order to directly 
compete with China. The US taxpayer-funded Development Finance Corporation 
(DFC), for instance, is set to raise billions of dollars on climate-focused 
infrastructure investments among developing countries. Moreover, top Biden 
officials are also contemplating a new, Trans-Pacific Digital Trade Agreement. 
The proposed deal will cover US digital trade with Canada and Chile in the 
Western hemisphere to Australia and New Zealand in the Pacific as well as Japan, 
Singapore, and Malaysia in East Asia. Other top US allies, especially South Korea, 
as well as major strategic partners such as Vietnam and India are among other top 
candidates. The proposed deal promises to be more inclusive and flexible than the 
TPP, which demands massive structural economic reforms among negotiating 
partners and thus bypassed many key US allies such as Thailand, the Philippines 
and Indonesia, Southeast Asia’s largest economy. Former acting Deputy US 
Trade Representative Wendy Cutler is widely seen as a top advocate of the deal, 
which would complement the existing US-Japan Digital Trade Agreement, the 
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Singapore-New Zealand-Chile Digital Economy Partnership Agreement and the 
Singapore-Australia Digital Trade Agreement.47 

Fortunately for the US, it can also rely on the contribution of its ‘middle power’ 
allies. On the trade front, Japan, together with Australia and other Indo-Pacific 
partners, has effectively rescued the TPP under the rebooted Comprehensive 
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP); facilitated, 
in conjunction with Indonesia and ASEAN, the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP) negotiations, the biggest of its kind anywhere in 
the world; and secured a trade deal with the European Union, the world’s biggest 
bilateral free trading agreement on record, pushing back against Trump’s populist 
protectionism. All of these initiatives were part of Abe’s vision of a ‘security 
diamond’ among like-minded democratic powers across the Indo-Pacific, most 
especially India, and with the rise of China as a key driving force.48 On the 
infrastructure front, Japan, under the “Asia connectivity” strategy, has been the 
leading investor in Southeast Asia, where there is growing worries about debt 
sustainability and corrosive investments under China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). Under Prime Minster Shinzo Abe, arguably the ultimate architect of the 
“Indo-Pacific” strategic concept,49 Japan launched a US$110 billion infrastructure 
investment program, which emphasized high-quality, employment-generating, 
transparent and big-ticket projects. In the critical region of Southeast Asia, a 
theatre of superpower rivalry, Japan proved strategically nimble. Its total pledges 
to infrastructure investments in the region amounted to USD 367 billion, much 
higher than China’s USD 255 billion. In key Southeast Asian countries, like 
the Philippines, the margin is even more prominent, with Japan involved in 29 
infrastructure projects worth USD 43.5 billion compared to Beijing’s only eight 
big-ticket yet still mostly prospective projects worth around USD 7.4 billion.50   

Japan has also teamed up with the EU to combat the risk of Eastern European 
nations’ potential fall into a so-called Chinese “debt trap.”51 Under Abe’s successors, 
Japan is set to further expand its global infrastructure blueprint, with a bilateral 
USD 4.5 billion hi-tech initiative with the US,52 a trilateral Blue Dot Network 
with the US and Australia,53 as well as a multilateral Build Back Better World 
(B3W) partnership with other G7 powers.54 It must be said, however, that Japan’s 
infrastructure vision is not necessarily matching China’s investment pledges on a 
dollar-to-dollar (or yen-to-renminbi) basis, but instead advocating transparent, 
sustainable, quality infrastructure across the Indo-Pacific and Eurasian landmass. 
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And this has gone hand in hand with Japan’s tightening maritime security 
partnership with ASEAN members, especially the Philippines and Vietnam, and 
to a lesser degree Malaysia, which have benefited from Japanese assistance in the 
realm of domain awareness and the development of nascent coast guard forces 
across maritime Southeast Asia.55  Similar to Japan, Australia has also upgraded 
its strategic ties with ASEAN, with the inaugural 2018 Australia-ASEAN summit 
underscoring the depth of burgeoning strategic partnership. The two sides have, 
inter alia, signed an investment agreement that aims to “develop a pipeline of 
high-quality infrastructure projects, to attract private and public investment.”56  
Separately, India, which held its own inaugural bilateral summit with ASEAN 
in early 2019, has been expanding its technical and developmental assistance to 
ASEAN and its key countries, especially Vietnam, but increasingly also to the 
Philippines and Indonesia.57  

The Case for Minilateralism 

If there is one lesson of history, however, it is that ASEAN is not a monolithic 
organization, hence its potential to truly become a ‘central’ player in shaping the 
Indo-Pacific order. What both unnuanced critics and obstinate apologists of the 
regional body tend to miss is that ASEAN has displayed remarkable flexibility 
and adaptation throughout a half-century of experimentation in regional 
integration, often under the most impossible conditions. The path forward, 
therefore, is two-fold. On the one hand, ASEAN needs to seriously reconsider 
its existing unanimity-based decision-making structure, which is a recipe for 
disaster not only on the South China Sea disputes but also on humanitarian 
crises such as the anti-Rohingya ethnic cleansing campaigns in Myanmar in 
recent years. Unanimity is often the pretext for inaction, a mockery of ASEAN’s 
aspirations for ‘centrality.’ To be relevant, autonomous and capable of serving as 
an agent of stability (rather than subservience), ASEAN has to dispense with its 
‘cult of consensus.’ The regional body can, for instance, rely more on the rarely 
deployed yet tried-and-tested “ASEAN Minus X” formula, whereby unanimity 
is not a prerequisite for decisive action or even just a robust joint statement 
on a matter of immense geopolitical relevance such as the South China Sea 
disputes.58  
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Even better, ASEAN could adopt the European Union’s often-used 
weighted qualified majority voting modality, where the population density and 
geopolitical heft of member states is taken into consideration.59 But the second, 
and perhaps more feasible, way to augment ASEAN’s quest for ‘centrality’ is to 
expand minilateral cooperative patterns. As Naim Moises, who coined the term 
‘minilateralism put it, the trick is to deepen cooperation on specific, high-stakes 
issues among minimum number of countries, who collectively possess maximum 
possible impact“: By minilateralism, I mean a smarter, more targeted approach: 
We should bring to the table the smallest possible number of countries needed to 
have the largest possible impact on solving a particular problem.”60  

Thus, like-minded and more independent nations within ASEAN, namely 
Indonesia, Vietnam and Singapore, can seize the initiative and expand issue-
specific minilateral cooperation among themselves on issues of common and 
urgent concern. The list is long, but there are two major events that are worth 
mentioning, underscoring a long tradition of pragmatic activism among key 
regional states, which acted ‘minilaterally’ with maximum flexibility rather than 
based on perfect unanimity. ASEAN as a whole may not take a tough stance on 
China, but key members are taking matters into their own hands. In 2020, Jakarta 
even invoked the Philippines’ 2016 arbitral tribunal award against China at the 
United Nations, just as it reiterated its uncompromising stance against Beijing’s 
creeping invasion of Indonesian waters off the resource-rich Natuna islands.61 
In recent years, even previously quiescent claimant states such as Malaysia 
have adopted a tougher stance against China, including the direct questioning 
of Beijing’s expansive maritime claims as well as initiating unilateral energy 
exploration activities within China’s claimed nine-dash line area.62  

Externally, America and its allies will not have to convince and engage all of 
ASEAN per se, but instead focus on key powers within Southeast Asia in order to 
constrain China’s aggressive behavior. The key here is for “Quad” powers of the US, 
Japan, Australia and India to support capacity-building and self-reliance among 
the members of ASEAN that are at the frontline of China’s expansionism from the 
South China Sea all the way to the North Natuna Sea. Moving forward, the Biden 
administration should advocate for the expansion of minilateral cooperation, not 
only among Quad powers but also between the major regional players and key 
members of ASEAN. Perhaps it’s time to expand the so-called “SQUAD,” namely 
Singapore and the four Quad powers, through institutionalized maritime security 
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cooperation with other relevant ASEAN members such as Vietnam, Indonesia, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam, as part of a broader effort to uphold international 
law and freedom of navigation and overflight in Asian waters. 

In fact, authoritative surveys reflect immense Southeast Asian policy elite 
support for deepened cooperation between the Biden administration and ASEAN 
amid rising anxieties about China’s hegemonic ambitions in the South China Sea 
and beyond.63 Minilateral cooperation should also extend to the major European 
powers64 of Britain, France and Germany, all three of which have demonstrated 
their commitment to play a more decisive strategic and maritime security role 
in the Indo-Pacific, including in the South China Sea. Collectively, the Quad 
and the “E3” European powers can significantly enhance the maritime security 
capabilities and strategic position of ASEAN countries on the frontline of the 
South China Sea disputes. Perhaps, the best way to save ‘ASEAN centrality’ is 
precisely to transcend its broken multilateralism in favor of a more dynamic 
minilateralism, until the regional body gets its own institutional house in order.65  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

China’s revisionist challenge to the post-war order in the Indo-Pacific is arguably 
the single most consequential geopolitical development of our era. On both the 
economic and military fronts, the Asian powerhouse is gradually creating a new 
order with Chinese communist characteristics. In the South China Sea, Beijing 
is literally recreating the map by establishing large-scale artificial islands, which 
host a wide network of airstrips and military bases at the expense of smaller 
claimant states such as the Philippines. As the decades-long hegemonic power in 
the region, the US has responded in kind by not only expanding its own strategic 
footprint in the Indo-Pacific, but also fortifying regional networks of alliances 
and strategic partnerships in order to collectively constrain China’s expansionist 
instincts. 

Earlier this year, however, the Biden administration came under heavy 
criticism for seemingly snubbing smaller Southeast Asian nations in favor of 
consolidating burgeoning strategic ties with Quad powers as well as regaining 
the trust and confidence of European allies. But the Biden administration more 
than made up for its relatively slow start earlier this year with a concerted charm-
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offensive in the third quarter of this year. US Secrteary of State Antony Blinken’s 
frank yet cordial, hours-long summit with ASEAN counterparts in mid-July was 
broadly praised by Southeast Asian diplomats as “very civil” and a demonstration 
of the United States’ “refreshed commitment” to the region. Then came the back-
to-back visits of cabinet-level U.S. officials to the key Southeast Asian states of 
Singapore, Vietnam, and the Philippines. During their visits to Singapore, both 
Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin and Vice President Harris emphasized the U.S. 
commitment to its regional alliances and partnerships, a cooperative “integrated 
deterrence” approach to preserving a free and open order in the Indo-Pacific, and 
a more nuanced and coherent pushback against China’s expansionist instincts 
and “bullying” in the South China Sea.66 

Amid a new spike in COVID-19 infections in the region, the Biden 
administration has also doubled-down on its “vaccine diplomacy” in Asia. The 
two high-level visits to Southeast Asia coincided with the donation of millions 
of American-made COVID-19 vaccine doses to key ASEAN states. In fact, 
Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam are among the largest recipients of 
U.S.-made COVID-19 vaccine aid in the world. The greatest indication of the 
effectiveness of the Biden administration’s charm offensive is arguably the full 
restoration of the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) which governs large-scale 
joint military exercises between Philippine and U.S. military forces. Philippine 
president Rodrigo Duterte made the unexpected decision following his cordial 
meeting with Austin, who deftly navigated fault lines in the Philippine-U.S. 
alliance in recent years, including disagreements over China and human rights 
issues. The vaccine donations seem to have contributed to Duterte’s about-
face.67 As Philippine defense secretary Delfin Lorenzana told the author, “So the 
President has said he’s recalled, retracted the [VFA termination] because of the 
vaccines that [the United States] is giving us.” But as the Philippines’ defense chief 
admitted, much more was at play: “Personally, playing at the back of my mind, I 
said it seemed that the President was not serious in terminating the VFA [to begin 
with]. Otherwise, he should have let the 180 days lapse and then it’s done.”68 

The VFA renewal saga is representative of the major long-term challenge for 
the Biden administration and its successors: reassuring the Philippines and other 
frontline Southeast Asian states against a resurgent China, most especially in 
the realm of maritime security and national defense. Duterte’s Beijing-friendly 
views are broadly unpopular at home, but his expressed reservations with regard 
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to the United States’ reliability as an ally are more broadly shared among his top 
generals as well as the Filipino populace. In recent years, authoritative surveys 
have revealed lingering concerns over the United States’ commitment to come to 
the rescue of treaty allies such as the Philippines in an event of major contingency 
in the South China Sea. In a 2017 survey, close to half of Filipinos did not agree 
to the statement that the United States has been “beneficial to the Philippines” 
in the context of the maritime disputes. While a welcome development, the 
restoration of the VFA alone doesn’t go nearly far enough in consolidating the 
Biden administration’s plans for an “integrated deterrence” strategy against 
China’s maritime expansionism.69  

In the near future, the real challenge for the Philippine-US alliance is 
the full implementation of the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement 
(EDCA), which is pivotal to the development of an optimal joint response to 
China’s growing presence within Philippine waters and across the disputed 
South China Sea. Throughout the years, Duterte has repeatedly hamstrung the 
ability of both allies to fully operationalize EDCA, which was designed to grant 
U.S. forces expanded access, including the right to preposition weapons and 
advanced surveillance systems, across strategic bases such as Basa and Bautista 
airbases, which are close to disputed land features in the South China Sea. But 
developments in recent weeks suggest that, after years of stalling out, positive 
momentum is building.

On the eve of 70th anniversary of the Philippine-U.S. Mutual Defense Treaty 
(MDT) this year, the two allies agreed to move forward with the implementation 
of EDCA and to negotiate a bilateral maritime security framework. During the 
recent visit of Defense Secretary Lorenzana and Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro 
Locsin Jr. to Washington, both sides agreed to press ahead with operationalizing 
EDCA through the establishment of “infrastructure improvement projects”, 
resume the Bilateral Strategic Dialogue later this year, and conduct a 2 Plus 2 
Ministerial Dialogue early next year, as the Philippines prepares to transition into 
a new administration.70 Clearly, the Philippines has signaled its commitment to 
upgrading bilateral defense ties following years of strategic uncertainty under 
Duterte’s watch. During his keynote speech at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies this year, Lorenzana proposed major upgrades in the alliance, 
including greater clarity in terms of the parameters of the MDT and revisions to 
the guidelines of the defense pact in order to focus on “gray zone” threats in the 
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South China Sea. The finalization of the pending multi-billion-dollar F16 fighter 
jet deal between the Pentagon and the Armed Forces of the Philippines would 
be also crucial to upgrading the alliance as well as the Philippines’ “minimum 
credible deterrence” capabilities against China.71 

Overall, there is still huge room for improvement in terms of the United States’ 
defense and strategic engagement in the Philippines and across Southeast Asia, 
especially in light of China’s rapidly expanding footprint across the South China 
Sea. But if Washington and Manila can continue on the trajectory they have set 
in recent months, they may be able to achieve significant progress in the years 
ahead.

Moving forward, the Philippines, especially under the next administration, 
should respond to China’s strategic opportunism and leverage the broader shifts 
in geopolitical alignments in the Indo-Pacific on four different fronts: 

1. Optimize, leverage and upgrade the Philippines’ existing defense agreements 
with the US, Australia and, overtime, Japan, South Korea and other key regional 
powers. As a US treaty ally, the Philippines has a unique opportunity to optimize 
its position within the emerging US-led “integrated deterrence” strategy, drawing 
on a vast network of interlocking alliances and defense partnerships in the region, 
against China’s naval and territorial assertiveness. To this end, the Philippines-
Australia Status of Visiting Forces Agreement (SOVFA) provides significant 
room for expanded defense cooperation, especially in the realm of maritime 
security and in light of the AUKUS nuclear submarine deal, which portends a 
far more consequential and nimble Australian defense policy in the Indo-Pacific. 
Meanwhile, the Philippines’ rapidly burgeoning bilateral defense ties with Japan 
and South Korea should pave the way for expanded military cooperation and 
even upgraded defense deals, in consonance with constitutional requirements of 
relevant parties, with the two other major US treaty allies in East Asia; 

2. Pursue and ensure the full implementation of EDCA, following the 
restoration of the VFA, which will be key to operationalizing the Philippine-
US alliance and, accordingly, creating latent deterrence against further Chinese 
encroachment into Philippine waters. Overtime, the two allies should revisit and 
update relevant provisions and guidelines in the US-Philippine MDT in order to 
ensure maximal inter-operability vis-à-vis new and emerging threats, especially 
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China’s increasingly aggressive ‘gray zone’ tactics employed in the South China 
Sea; 

3. Ensuring continuity in 15-year, three-phased Armed Forces of the 
Philippines (AFP) modernization program, with greater focus on acquisition 
of advanced naval, aerial, and strategic defense assets in cooperation with key 
allies and strategic partners. Both the Aquino and Duterte administrations 
have made significant strides on this front, yet the next administration should 
ensure the completion of the second as well as the full implantation of the third 
phase, or “horizon” of the multi-billion-dollar program. The modernization of 
the Philippines’ conventional military capabilities, however, should be coupled 
with sustained improvement of our coast guard and Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities, given the importance of overall maritime 
domain awareness amid rising maritime tensions in the region;

4. Maintaining a firm, consistent and uncompromising position in terms of 
the Philippines’ sovereign rights in the South China Sea/West Philippine Sea in 
accordance to the relevant provisions of the 1987 Constitution as well as 2016 
Arbitral Tribunal Award under the aegis of the UNCLOS. This means that the 
Philippines should categorically shun any resource-sharing and exploration 
agreement, namely a Joint Development Agreement (JDA), which undermines 
and compromises the country’s sovereign rights. Nor should the Philippines 
accede to any ASEAN-China Code of Conduct (COC) that is contrary to the 
Philippine constitution and the 2016 arbitral tribunal award at The Hague. At 
the very least, the Philippines should pursue minilateral cooperation with like-
minded ASEAN countries, especially fellow claimant states such as Malaysia and 
Vietnam. If anything, the negotiation of a COC, based on relevant provisions of 
UNCLOS, among ASEAN countries is a far more feasible and mutually-beneficial 
option in light of the uncertainties surrounding the fate of the ASEAN-China 
COC;

5. Finally, beyond an inter-agency response to rising maritime tensions in the 
region, the Philippines should adopt a “whole-of-nation” approach to upholding 
the country’s sovereign rights in the South China Sea/West Philippine Sea. 
This means, among others, multistakeholder consultations; capacity-building 
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and empowerment of Local Government Units (LGUs) on the frontline of the 
maritime dispute; institutionalized dialogue among the executive, legislative, and 
judicial branches of the states; and introduction of a patriotic, objective national 
curriculum program to ensure sincere and informed public awareness of the 
Philippines’ legitimate and lawful rights in the West Philippine and the South 
China Sea. Moreover, the Philippines’ lawfare (legal warfare) strategy should 
be backed by a credible defense and fortification of Philippine position on the 
ground, thus the importance of continuing recent efforts at maintaining and 
upgrading facilities in Philippine-held land features in the South China Sea in 
accordance to international law and the country’s national interest.



24 THE GREAT CAULDRON: CHINA, US, AND THE NEW COLD WAR IN THE INDO-PACIFIC  

1 Allison, Graham, Robert Blackwill, and Ali Wyne. Lee Kuan Yew: The Grand Master’s Insights on 
China, the United States and the World. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2013. 

2 See Cai, Peter. “Understanding China’s Belt and Road Initiative.” Lowly Institute. March 22, 2017. 
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/ understanding-belt-and-road-initiative; Heydarian, Richard Javad. 
2019. “The Indo-Pacific: Trump, China and the New Struggle for Indo-Pacific”, Palgrave Macmillan: Singapore, 
pp. 93-118; Reuters Staff, 2020. “China says one-fifth of Belt and Road projects ‘seriously affected’ by pandemic”, 
Reuters  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-china-silkroad-idUSKBN23Q0I1

3  Kang, David. “A Looming Arms Race in East Asia?” The National Interest. May 14, 2014. https://
nationalinterest.org/feature/ looming-arms-race-east-asia-10461. 

4  Bradsher, Keith. “With Covid-19 Under Control, China’s Economy Surges Ahead”, The New York 
Times. October 8, 2020.

5  Kennedy, Paul. The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers. Penguin: New York, p. xxiii, 1989
6  See Economist (2012) ‘China’s military rise: the dragon’s new teeth’, The Economist, 4 April, www.

economist. com/node/21552193; 
7  Holmes, James. “The Commons: Beijing’s ‘Blue National Soil’.” The Diplomat. January 3, 2013. 

https://thediplomat.com/2013/01/a-threat- to-the-commons-blue-national-soil/. 
8  Bloomberg. “Here’s a Peek at Xi Jinping’s ‘Uniquely Chinese Model’ for World Domination.” Business 

Standard. December 29, 2018. https://www. business-standard.com/article/international/here-s-a-peek-at-xi-
jinping-s- uniquely-chinese-model-for-world-domination-118122900386_1.html. 

9  Jakobson, Linda. “Reflections from China on Xi Jinping’s ‘Asia for Asians’.” Asian Politics & Policy 8 
(2016): 219–223. https://doi.org/10.1111/ aspp.12230. 

10  Maçães, Bruno. Belt and Road: A Chinese World Order. London: Hurst, 2019. 
11  Allison, Graham, Robert Blackwill, and Ali Wyne. Lee Kuan Yew: The Grand Master’s Insights on 

China, the United States and the World. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2013.
12  Segal, Gerald, “East Asia and the ‘Constrainment’ of China,” International Security. 20, no. 4 (1996): 

107-35. doi:10.2307/2539044.
13  See Kennan, George. “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” Foreign Affairs. July 1947. https://

www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/1947-07-01/sources-soviet-conduct; Kennan, George. 
“Containment: 40 Years Later: The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs, Spring, 1987, https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/1987-03-01/containment-40-years-later- sources-soviet-conduct.

14  Luttwak, Edward. The Rise of China vs. the Logic of Strategy. New York: Belknap Press, 2012.
15  See Sharma, Ruchir. “10 Reasons to Believe in China Slowdown Story.” The Economic Times. July 

9, 2012. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opin- ion/et-commentary/10-reasons-to-believe-in-china-
slowdown-stor; Babones, Salvatore. “China Hits the Wall.” Foreign Affairs. August 16, 2015a. https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2015-08-16/china-hits-wall.

16  Buckley, Chris, Alexandra Stevenson & Cao Li. “Warning of Income Gap, Xi Tells China’s Tycoons 
to Share Wealth” The New York Times, September 7, 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/07/world/asia/
china-xi-common-prosperity.html

17  Kissinger, Henry. World Order. London: Penguin Books, 2015. p. 365
18  Egan, Daniel. “Rethinking War of Maneuver/War of Position: Gramsci and the Military Metaphor.” 

Critical Sociology 40 no. 4 (2013). https://doi. org/10.1177/0896920513480222. 
19  Pillsbury, Michael. Hundred-Year Marathon. New York: Henry Holt, 2015. 
20  Assange, Julian. The WikiLeaks Files: The World According to US Empire, eds. Verso: New York. 
21  Actually, it isn’t yet clear whether China is claiming the entire South China Sea, or just the land 

features in the area and their surrounding territorial waters. The Philippines’ arbitration case against China was 
partly designed to force China to clarify this issue. 

22  Pomfret, John. “U.S. Takes a Tougher Tone with China.” Washington Post. July 30, 2010. http://www.
washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/arti- cle/2010/07/29/AR2010072906416.html.

23  Buckley, Chris. “China Leader Affirms Policy on Islands.” The New York Times. January 29, 2013. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/30/world/asia/ incoming-chinese-leader-will-not-to-bargain-on-disputed-
territor y.html. 



25HEYDARIAN I REFERENCES

24  Erickson, Andrew, and Gabe Collins. “Limited Liftoff Looming: Y-20 Transport Prepares for 1st 
Test Flight.” The Diplomat. January 8, 2013. https://thediplomat.com/2013/01/limited-liftoff-looming-y- 
20-transport-prepares-for-1st-test-flight/. 

25  Heydarian, Richard Javad. “Asia’s New Battlefield: US, China, and the Struggle for the Western 
Pacific”.  

26  Heijmans, Philip,“US-China Confrontation Risk is Highest in the South China Sea,” Bloomberg, 
May 27, 2020, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-27/this-is-where-a-u-s-china-accident-is-
most-likely-to-happen

27 “China holds simultaneous military drills in four seas: Report,” Al Jazeera, September 28, 2020, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/28/china-holds-simultaneous-military-drills-in-four-seas-again.

28  Viray, Patricia Lourdes, “With world busy fighting coronavirus, China quietly builds 
installations on Philippine-claimed reefs,” Philstar Global, March 24, 2020, https://www.philstar.com/
headlines/2020/03/24/2003124/world-busy-fighting-coronavirus-china-quietly-builds-installations-
philippine-claimed-reefs

29  “US concerned China’s new coast guard law could escalate maritime disputes,” Reuters,  February 19, 
2021,. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-coastguard-idUSKBN2AJ2GN.

30  https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Biden-s-Asia-policy/Biden-We-are-in-a-
competition-with-China-to-win-the-21st-century

31  Segal, Gerald, “East Asia and the ‘Constrainment’ of China,” International Security. 20, no. 4 (1996): 
107-35. doi:10.2307/2539044.

32  Segal, Gerald, “East Asia and the ‘Constrainment’ of China,” International Security. 20, no. 4 (1996): 
107-35. doi:10.2307/2539044.

33  Squitieri, Tom, “On Sea and in Air This Week, US Reminds China the South China Sea is 
International and Open,” Talk Media News, March 15, 2019, https://web.archive.org/web/20190420235916/
http://www.talkmedianews.com/world-news/2019/03/15/on-sea-and-in-air-this-week-us-reminds-china-the-
south-china-sea-is-international-and-open/

34  Heydarian, Richard Javad,  Asia’s New Battlefield: US, China, and the Struggle for Western  Pacific, 
London, Zed, 2015, p.165

35  Power, John, “US freedom of navigation patrols in South China Sea hit record high in 2019,” South 
China Morning Post, February 5, 2020, https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3048967/us-freedom-
navigation-patrols-south-china-sea-hit-record-high.

36  Power, John, “US freedom of navigation patrols in South China Sea hit record high in 2019,” South 
China Morning Post, February 5, 2020, https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3048967/us-freedom-
navigation-patrols-south-china-sea-hit-record-high.

37  Heydarian, Richard Javad, “Why US and China’s push to set up rival power blocs are likely to fail,” 
South China Morning Post, April 10, 2021, https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3128654/why-us-
and-chinas-push-set-rival-power-blocs-are-likely-fail.

38  Heydarian, Richard Javad, The Quad: An “Asian NATO” against China?, China-US Focus, March 22, 
2021, https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/the-quad-an-asian-nato-against-china.

39  Heydarian, Richard Javad, Cold Peace: America’s New South China Sea Strategy, China-US Focus, 
March 11, 2021, https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/cold-peace-americas-new-south-china-sea-
strategy.

40  Madan, Tanvi. “The Rise, Fall, and Rebirth of the ‘Quad’.” War on the Rocks. November 16, 2017. 
https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/rise-fall-rebirth-quad/.

41  Japan Times. “U.S. national security adviser says ‘Quad’ key in Indo-Pacific”, Retrieved October 
22, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2021/01/30/asia-pacific/politics-diplomacy-asia-pacific/sullivan-quad-
china/ 

42  Madan, Tanvi. “The Rise, Fall, and Rebirth of the ‘Quad’.” War on the Rocks. November 16, 2017. 
https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/rise-fall-rebirth-quad/.

43 See Heydarian, Richard Javad. “Beijing revs up South China Sea domination strategy,” Asia Times. 
Retrieved Oct 22, 2021 https://asiatimes.com/2021/09/beijing-revs-up-south-china-sea-domination-strategy/

44  Ibid. 



26 THE GREAT CAULDRON: CHINA, US, AND THE NEW COLD WAR IN THE INDO-PACIFIC  

45  Heydarian, Richard Javad. “Twenty First Century Silk Road: China, the West and The Global 
Infrastructure Scramble”, Trends. April 22, 2021. https://trendsresearch.org/insight/twenty-first-century-silk-
road-china-the-west-and-the-global-infrastructure-scramble/

46  Ibid. 
47  Martin, Peter, Eric Martin & Saleha Mohsin. “Biden Team Weighs Digital Trade Deal to Counter 

China in Asia,” Bloomberg, Retrieved Oct 12, 2021https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-12/
biden-team-weighs-digital-trade-deal-to-counter-china-in-asia

48 Heydarian, Richard Javad, The Indo-Pacific: Trump, China, and the New Struggle for Global Mastery, 
London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2020, p.235

49 Madan, Tanvi, “The Rise, Fall, and Rebirth of the ‘Quad’,” War On The Rocks, November 16, 2017, 
https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/rise-fall-rebirth-quad/.

50 Jamrisko, Michelle, “China No Match for Japan in Southeast Asia Infrastructure Race,” Bloomberg, 
June 22, 2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-06-23/china-no-match-for-japan-in-southeast-
asia-infrastructure-race.

51 Eva, Joanna, “Japan and the EU sign infrastructure deal to rival China’s Belt and Road,” European 
Views, September 30, 2019, https://www.european-views.com/2019/09/japan-and-the-eu-sign-infrastructure-
deal-to-rival-chinas-belt-and-road/.

52 “US and Japan to invest $4.5bn in next-gen 6G race with China,” Nikkei Asia, April 18, 2021, https://
asia.nikkei.com/Business/Telecommunication/US-and-Japan-to-invest-4.5bn-in-next-gen-6G-race-with-
China. 

53 Fang, Alex, Biden pushes Belt and Road rival ‘Blue Dot’ with Japan and Australia, Nikkei Asia, 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Belt-and-Road/Biden-pushes-Belt-and-Road-rival-Blue-Dot-with-Japan-
and-Australia.

54 Reuters, G7 leaders adopt ‘Build Back Better World’ plan to rival China’s belt and road strategy, 
South China Sea Morning Post, June 12, 2021, https://www.scmp.com/news/world/europe/article/3137097/g7-
leaders-adopt-build-back-better-world-plan-rival-chinas-belt.

55 Hart, Michael, “Japan’s Maritime Diplomacy Mission in Southeast Asia,” The Diplomat, August 28, 
2017, https://thediplomat.com/2017/08/japans-maritime-diplomacy-mission-in-southeast-asia/.

56 Westbrook, Tom, “Australia, ASEAN agree to start regional infrastructure cooperation,” Reuters, 
March 19, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-asean-australia-infrastructure/australia-asean-agree-to-
start-regional-infrastructure-cooperation-idUSKBN1GV09V.

57 Pant, Harsh, “The Future of India’s Ties with ASEAN,” The Diplomat, January 26, 2018, https://
thediplomat.com/2018/01/the-future-of-indias-ties-with-asean/.

58 Emmers, Ralf, “ASEAN Minus X: Should This Formula Be Extended?,” RSiS, October 24, 2017, 
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/cms/co17199-asean-minus-x-should-this-formula-be-extended/#.
XNEWoo4zbIU.

59 The Council of the European Union, Voting System – Qualified Majority, Last Reviewed March 23, 
2020, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/voting-system/qualified-majority/.

60 Naim, Moises, “Minilateralism,” Foreign Policy, June 21, 2009, https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/06/21/
minilateralism/.

61 Panda, Ankit, “Indonesia Cites 2016 South China Sea Arbitral Tribunal Award at UN. Is That a Big 
Deal?,” The Diplomat, June 3, 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/06/indonesia-cites-2016-south-china-sea-
arbitral-tribunal-award-at-un-is-that-a-big-deal/

62 “Update: Chinese Survey Ship Escalates Three-Way Standoff,” CSIS: Asia Maritime Transparency 
Initiative, April 30, 2020, https://amti.csis.org/chinese-survey-ship-escalates-three-way-standoff/

63 Hoang, Thi Ha, Melinda Martinus, Pham Thi Phuong Thao, and Sharon Seah, “The State of Southeast 
Asia: Survey Report 2021,” ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute, February 10, 2021, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-
content/uploads/2021/01/The-State-of-SEA-2021-v2.pdf

64 Heydarian, Richard Javad, “Europe Joins the South China Sea Fray,” China-US Focus, September 25, 
2020, https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/europe-joins-the-south-china-sea-fray. 

65 Heydarian, Richard Javad, “Time For ASEAN Minilateralism,” Think-Asia, November 2017, https://
www.think-asia.org/handle/11540/7852. 

66 See Heydarian, Richard Javad. “Strategic Catch Up: Biden’s Team Is Stepping Up in Southeast Asia”, 



27HEYDARIAN I REFERENCES

Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative. Retrieved October 15, 2021https://amti.csis.org/strategic-catch-up-
bidens-team-is-stepping-up-in-southeast-asia/

67 Ibid. 
68 GMA News. “Lorenzana: Duterte didn’t seem keen to end VFA with US,” Retrieved October 15, 2021 

https://www.gmanetwork.com/news/news/nation/798362/lorenzana-duterte-didn-t-seem-serious-on-ending-
vfa-with-us/story/?amp

69  Heydarian, Richard Javad. “Rise of Duterte:A Populist Revolt Against Elite Democracy”, Palgrave: 
Singapore, p. 80.  

70 Heydarian, Richard Javad. “US-Philippines thaw lets militaries draw closer”, Asia Times. Retrieved 
October 15, 2021https://asiatimes.com/2021/09/us-philippines-thaw-lets-militaries-draw-closer/

71 Yeo, Mike. “Philippines gets approval for F-16, missile buy worth over $2 billion,” Defense News. 
October 15, 2021 https://www.defensenews.com/global/the-americas/2021/06/25/philippines-gets-approved-
for-f-16-missile-buy-worth-over-2-billion/



28 THE GREAT CAULDRON: CHINA, US, AND THE NEW COLD WAR IN THE INDO-PACIFIC  

The Stratbase ADR Institute extends its deepest gratitude to all involved in 
developing this strategic agenda. This publication would not have been possible 
without your commitment, collaboration, and support. 

The strength of this strategic agenda comes not from any single policy. Rather, 
it draws from the collective insight of our expert authors from the academe, 
public and private sectors, and civil society. Hence, we are grateful for our authors’ 
generous sharing of knowledge and experiences that make up this strategic 
agenda.

We would especially like to thank Prof. Victor Andres ‘Dindo’ Manhit, 
President of the Stratbase ADR Institute, for this initiative would never have come 
to fruition without his leadership, vision, and direction.

Finally, we would like to thank the tireless and dedicated members of the 
Stratbase ADR Institute;

Our design consultant, Ms. Carol Manhit, for the publication layout and cover 
design; 

Stratbase ADR Institute’s leadership team, led by Executive Director Paco 
A. Pangalangan, Deputy Executive Director for Programs, Ms. Ma. Claudette 
Guevara-Hizon, and Deputy Executive Director for Research, Dr. Jimmy Jimenez, 
for their guidance;

And our research team, led by Research Managers Venice Rañosa and Jikko 
Puzon, and the project management team composed of Program Managers 
Kim Bay and Clarisse Dacanay and Program Associate Karl Martinez, for their 
diligence and hard work.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



29HEYDARIAN I ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Richard Javad Heydarian
Professor
Polytechnic University of the Philippines 

is a non-resident fellow at the Stratbase Albert Del Rosario Institute and an Asia-
based academic, columnist, and policy adviser. He is a Professorial Chairholder 
on Geopolitics at the Polytechnic University of the Philippines and a Special 
Lecturer at San Beda University. He has also delivered lectures at renowned 
universities, including Harvard, Stanford, and Columbia universities. Previously, 
Prof. Heydarian was a visiting fellow at National Chengchi University in Taiwan 
and an assistant professor in political science at De La Salle University-Manila 
(DLSU).  

Prof. Heydarian is a columnist at the Philippine Daily Inquirer and a resident 
analyst at GMA Network. He has also written for various local and international 
publications, including The New York Times, Washington Post, The Guardian, 
and Foreign Affairs. He is also a regular contributor to Aljazeera English, Nikkei 
Asian Review, South China Morning Post, and The Straits Times. Prof. Heydarian 
has written extensively on Philippine politics, populism, and Asian affairs. His 
latest books are “The Rise of Duterte: A Populist Revolt against Elite Democracy” 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2017) and “The Indo-Pacific: Trump, China, and the New 
Global Struggle for Mastery” (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). His forthcoming book 
is “China’s New Empire” (Melbourne University Press, 2022). 

Among Prof. Heydarian’s latest academic works are “Penal Populism in 
Emerging Markets” (Cambridge University Press, 2020) and “The Ascent of 
Asian Strongmen: Emerging Market Populism and the Revolt Against Liberal 
Globalization” (Springer 2020); “Philippine Politics: From Rizal to Duterte” 



30 THE GREAT CAULDRON: CHINA, US, AND THE NEW COLD WAR IN THE INDO-PACIFIC  

(Oxford University Press, 2020), “Subaltern Populism: Dutertismo and the War 
on Constitutional Democracy” (Cambridge University Press, forthcoming). He 
is also a regular contributor to leading global think tanks such as the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), Brooking Institution, and Council on 
Foreign Relations (CFR). Prof. Heydarian has also written various special studies 
and occasional papers for the Stratbase ADR Institute.

The views, opinions and conclusions expressed in this paper are those of the 
author and do not necessarily reflect those of the Institute or any of its officers and 
trustees.

The author is solely responsible for its content.









ADRi PUBLICATIONS
STRATBASE ADRi FOR STRATEGIC AND INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

The Financial Tower
6794 Ayala Avenue
Makati City, 
Philippines 1226

www.adrinstitute.org


