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Introduction
The overarching theme of this essay is 

the question of China’s rise to prominence 

in the international community follow-

ing the end of the Cold War and whether 

or not this rise will be peaceful. Growth in 

economic power and population numbers 

project that China will become the leading 

world power within several decades, regard-

less of the course its government takes.

Historically, power transitions have 

been accompanied by military conflict as 

one power seeks to maintain its hegemony 

and the associated international system un-

derpinning its rule while an emerging pow-

er seeks to carve out spheres of influence 

and change international institutions to suit 

its interests. This is the realist interpreta-

tion of international relations. In fact, real-

ist scholars such as John Mearsheimer insist 

that China will try to push the US out of the 

Asia-Pacific region.1

While the US-China rivalry is about 

great power competition on a global scale, 

there is also the question of China’s rivalry 

with regional powers. To the north, it faces 

Russia, which is re-emerging from the cri-

sis-riddled aftermath of the Cold War to the 

centre stage of international politics. To the 

South, India, the world’s most populous 

democracy is rising almost as dynamically 

as China. To the East and Southeast, China 

is facing a host of middle powers in Japan, 

Korea and Australia, as well as an increas-

1 Tow, W. and Rigby, R. China s Pragmatic Security 
Policy: The Middle-Power Factor // The China 
Journal. 2011. No. 65. P. 160.

ingly close-knit group in the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

As China grows stronger in the face of 

its neighbours, we could expect Beijing to 

become more expansionist.2 The PRC has 

invested heavily in military modernisation, 

acquiring capabilities to project force be-

yond the borders of China. Yet, in many 

territorial disputes, it has refrained from us-

ing force to achieve favourable outcomes 

against often much weaker neighbours. 

To the contrary, compromises were achieved 

in several of these disputes. This study seeks 

to examine why this occurred in some dis-

putes but not others. 

Many of the more theoretical texts on 

the subject have adopted a “billiard-ball” 

model of interaction between states, with 

states being portrayed as unitary actors.3 

However, in the cases that will be examined 

here, it becomes evident that different ac-

tors and institutions within states need to 

be taken into account. Any foreign policy 

move is restricted by domestic issues and the 

acceptance of foreign policy outcomes by 

the domestic audience.4 Balancing actions 

within China as well as within the states it 

has negotiated with are important to under-

standing the dynamics that led to resolu-

tion of some disputes and not others. In the 

2 Mearsheimer, J. China’s Unpeaceful rise // 
Current History. 2006. No. 105. P. 160-162.

3 Krasner, S. Regimes and the limits of realism: 
regimes as autonomous variables // International 
Organisation. 1982. Vol. 36. No. 2. P. 497-510.

4 Putnam, R. Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: 
The Logic of Two-Level Games //International 
Organisation. 1988. Vol. 42. No. 3. P. 427-460.
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disputes analysed in this study, we consid-

er tensions within governments, such as the 

competition between Chinese government 

agencies in the South China Sea as well as 

the tensions between Kyrgyzstan’s Presi-

dency and Parliament in the country’s bor-

der dispute with China.

Issues of territory have become one of 

the main drivers of military confrontation 

between states.5 National borders may lose 

importance, yet they remain the main cause 

for armed confrontation between countries. 

Understanding the dynamics of border dis-

putes therefore increases our understanding 

of and our ability to prevent violent conflict.

At the same time China is becoming one 

of the most important countries in the world. 

It would therefore be useful for the interna-

tional community to understand the way Bei-

jing operates in territorial disputes in order to 

prevent the large-scale wars that proponents 

of the rise of a “revisionist China” expect. 

Seeing as we have entered a period of power 

transition and uncertainty under a multipolar 

world order, understanding territorial dispute 

settlement around China also helps to shed 

light on whether such transitions must inevi-

tably lead to armed conflict or under what cir-

cumstances this can be avoided.

This study aims to contribute in an-

swering this question through a compara-

tive analysis of resolved and unresolved ter-

ritorial disputes between China and groups 

of neighbouring states between 1986 and 

2013. It will draw on evidence from previ-

ous comparative analysis such as those un-

dertaken by Taylor Fravel6 and more issue-

specific evidence on the individual cases. 

5 Hensel, P. Theory and Evidence on Geography 
and Conflict / What do we know about War? / 
edited by John Vasquez. Boulder: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2000.

6 Fravel, T., Strong Borders, Secure Nation: 
Cooperation and Conflict in China s Territorial 

While previous studies have focussed rather 

exclusively on Chinese behaviour, this text 

will examine both sides of the dispute. It 

is true that, as the more powerful state, the 

decision between compromise and conflict 

often rests with China. But no dispute can 

be solved without the will of both sides and 

even small powers can be very intransigent 

when it comes to territorial compromise. 

Furthermore, this study will examine the 

conflicts in light of regional dynamics, hop-

ing to shed light on their influence in bilat-

eral and mulitlateral phases in the disputes.

The territorial perspective: 
Characteristics of the disputed areas
Disagreements over territory have come 

to be seen as “perhaps the most important 

single cause of war between states in the last 

two or three centuries”.7 Scholars who have 

analysed the impact of territorial disputes 

on interstate conflict have found that terri-

tory matters for three reasons: “its tangible 

contents or attributes, its intangible or psy-

chological value, and its effects on a state’s 

reputation”.8 If this is the case, then states 

should also be expected to go to war more of-

ten over stretches of land that are perceived 

to be more valuable and be less likely to give 

up valuable territories to other states. This al-

lows us to define the first independent vari-

able and to form our first hypothesis:

Independent Variable 1: The value of the 
territory

Hypothesis 1: The higher the value at-
tached to a given territory, the less likely a 

Disputes. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2008. 

7 Luard, E., The International Regulation of 
Frontier Disputes. New York: Preager, 1970. P. 7.

8 Hensel, P. Theory and Evidence on Geography 
and Conflict / What do we know about War? / 
edited by John Vasquez. Boulder: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2000. P. 2.
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state is to compromise it in a territorial dis-
pute

It is difficult to assign numerical values 

to a given part of territory. While area and 

population figures can be found, other po-

tential sources of value such as the econom-

ic capacity and the exact volume of natural 

resources the area contains are not easi-

ly available. Furthermore, intangible and 

psychological factors such as the distance 

to centres of power cannot be easily quan-

tified. Apart from this, the loss or gain to 

a states’ reputation is also not measurable. 

However, in the case studies considered in 

this paper we can compare the value at-

tached to the territories and draw connec-

tions to whether or not compromises have 

been reached in the disputes over these ter-

ritories.

In terms of area, the disputed territories 

in Central and Northern Asia are far larger 

than the combined land area of the islands 

in the South China Sea. However, consider-

ing that control of the islands allows states 

to claim far ranging EEZs in the South Chi-

na Sea, the latter could be considered as the 

larger area under dispute. Nonetheless, we 

should keep in mind that for small states 

such as Tajikistan, the relatively small area 

under dispute constituted a sizeable portion 

of the country.

In terms of natural resources, while the 

South China Sea promises to contain large 

reserves of oil and fish resources, territories 

in Central Asia also contain hydrocarbons. 

The question of oil and gas exploration il-

lustrates the problematic aspects of analys-

ing territorial values for dispute resolution. 

Intransigence in territorial disputes 

over land containing oil and gas deposits 

does not actually yield access to these de-

posits. While China could begin drilling in 

the South China Sea, it is unlikely to gain 

international partners that could provide 

necessary technologies unless the dispute is 

settled. In Central Asia, the peaceful settle-

ment of territorial issues has allowed China, 

Russia and the states of Central Asia to en-

gage in far-reaching agreements over joint 

exploration of hydrocarbon resources. With 

reaching a compromise, China may have 

ceded a large part of disputed territory but 

has gained partners in its intensifying search 

for oil and gas.9

The benefits of territory can therefore 

not only be measured by the resources they 

contain as benefits achieved from cooper-

ation can far outweigh the value of disput-

ed territory. In this regard, the South China 

Sea is actually less valuable. Economic re-

lations with Southeast Asian states are al-

ready established and are not contingent on 

dispute resolution. Even though escalations 

in the South China Sea could disrupt bilat-

eral economic relations, the incidents over 

the last two decades have passed without se-

rious disruptions.

Central Asian states had strong incen-

tives to normalise their relations with Chi-

na: economic aid, joint development of in-

dustry, and new export markets for natural 

resources and other goods for landlocked 

countries with few other close by markets 

and none as dynamically developing as Chi-

na’s. Central Asia has a geographic disad-

vantage compared to South East Asia, they 

are landlocked and thus less able to access 

international markets by sea. Overland, on-

ly Russia and China are close, while in-

stability in Afghanistan prevents transit to 

South Asia. However, it is possible that the 

benefits are only tangible for elites. While 

national territory is traded away for other 

9 Lee, J. China’s Geostrategic Search for Oil // 
The Washington Quarterly. 2012. Vol. 35. No. 3. 
P. 75-92.
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concessions, it is questionable, whether the 

population benefits or closely knit govern-

ment circles, as the disagreements between 

Kyrgyzstan’ President and Parliament illus-

trate. Nonetheless, the psychological value 

is equally shared between elites and popula-

tion 

In terms of psychological value, the 

South China Sea seems to be more sa-

lient because of the high degree of politi-

cisation of the dispute in China, Vietnam 

and the Philippines.10 The disputed territo-

ries in Central Asia were both far from Bei-

jing and China’s economic and population 

core along its eastern coastline. However, 

for Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, 

the disputed areas were part of their state 

core, while Russia saw its Far Eastern re-

gions threatened by potential Chinese en-

croachment. 

For these reasons, it is impossible to 

conclude that there is a marked difference 

in perceived value between the South Chi-

na Sea and the territories in Central and 

Northern Asia. If only China’s position is 

analysed, the latter territories are less valu-

able both economically and psychologi-

cally. And China’s compromises in Cen-

tral Asia can be somewhat explained by this 

variable. Nonetheless, Xinjiang and Man-

churia (especially in its historical dimen-

sions) cannot be discounted easily in value 

for Beijing. Additionally, if we take the at-

tached values of states other than China in-

to account, the value of territories loses its 

explanatory power.

Related to the question of value as an 

explanatory factor is the type of territo-

ry under dispute. Quantitative studies show 

that territorial disputes are more likely to 

lead to militarised conflict and less likely to 

10 International Crisis Group. Stirring up the South 
China Sea (II. 2012)

be settled peacefully than maritime or river 

disputes.11 Again, we cannot find evidence 

for this explanation to apply to the disputes 

analysed in this study.

An illustration can be found in the con-

flicts between China and Vietnam: The two 

countries fought a fierce border war in 1979.

While the confrontation took place along 

a disputed border, it was not fought main-

ly for territorial reasons. China had a wid-

er strategic objective of limiting Soviet and 

Vietnamese expansion in Southeast Asia, 

most recently in Cambodia, and launched 

the offensive.12 Despite a history of con-

frontations, the border dispute was resolved 

on Vietnam’s initiative in 1999 while the 

two countries’ maritime border in the Gulf 

of Tonkin was resolved in 2000.13 Mean-

while, the dispute over the Paracel Islands 

continues.

As demonstrated above, neither the val-

ue nor the type of territory provide a suf-

ficient explanation for the resolution of 

territorial disputes between China’s north-

ern neighbours and the irresolution of the 

South China Sea disputes.

Strategic balancing 
and regional rivalries

Disagreements over territory do not ex-

ist in a void free from other political and 

strategic questions. While negotiators may 

be occupied solely with the dispute, lead-

ers have to sign the agreements. Their deci-

sions depend not only on the factors within 

11 Hensel, P. Mitchell, S., Sowers, T., and Thyne, 
C. Bones of Contention: Comparing Territorial, 
Maritime and River Issues // The Journal of Conflict 
Resolution. 2008. Vol. 52. No.1. P. 117-143. 

12 Xiaoming, Z. China s 1979 War with Vietnam: 
A Reassessment // The China Quarterly. 2005. 
No. 184. P. 851-874. 

13 Vuving, A. Strategic Evolution of Vietnam s 
China Policy: A Changing Mixture of Pathways // 
Asian Survey. 2006. Vol. 46. No. 6. P. 805-824.



COMPARATIVE POLITICS • 2 (15-16) / 2014 47

СРАВНИТЕЛЬНАЯ ПОЛИТИКА И ГЕОПОЛИТИКА

the dispute but on larger questions affect-

ing the situation of their states. One of these 

factors is the presence or absence of a stra-

tegic rivalry between the parties: 

“The prevailing idea that contested terri-

torial claims emerge, lead to militarized uses 

of force when states assert contending claims, 

and then produce interstate rivalries that oc-

casionally lead to war escalation is not in fact 

the norm. More commonly, we find that some 

territorial disagreements are embedded with-

in rivalry contexts and that these are the ones 

that are most likely to develop into armed 

clashes.”14 

Therefore we can analyse whether stra-

tegic rivalries and balancing strategies ex-

plain the different outcomes found in the 

two cases.

Independent Variable 2: The presence of 
strategic rivalries

Hypothesis 2: The stronger strategic ri-
valries between parties to a territorial dis-
pute, the less likely is a peaceful resolution

In both of the two cases discussed 

above, strategic rivalries were present. The 

ideological and strategic struggle between 

the Soviet Union and China correspond-

ed to decades of irresolution in their ter-

ritorial dispute. Only with the impending 

collapse of the USSR a compromise solu-

tion became possible. Furthermore, as the 

strategic rivalry between Russia and Chi-

na weakened, there emerged a shared con-

cern over the predominance of the Unit-

ed States in the international system. This 

“unipolar moment”15 in the early 1990s, 

when the U.S. assumed a leading role as the 

14 Rasler, K. and Thompson, W. Contested 
Territory, Strategic Rivalries and Conflict 
Escalation // International Studies Quarterly. 
2006. Vol. 50. No. 1. P. 145-167. 

15 Krauthammer, C. The Unipolar Moment // 
Foreign Affairs. 1990. Vol. 70. No.1. P. 23-33. 

remaining superpower, led Russia and Chi-

na to look to each other as a counterbalance 

to the United States. This could mean that 

the stronger a strategic interest is shared 

between the parties to a dispute, the more 

likely a resolution is.

The predominance of the United States 

was not the only strategic concern shared 

between Russia, China and the states of 

Central Asia. As we have discussed in the 

case study above, the formation of the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, while 

emerging from the boundary negotiations, 

is closely tied to a shared strategic con-

cern with battling separatism and extrem-

ism in the region. Additionally, regional or-

ganisations create network effects that act 

in parallel to direct diplomatic ties, further 

strengthening shared strategic interests.16 In 

fact, the SCO can be understood as an al-

liance that conducts military exercises and 

aims to increase coordination potentials be-

tween the armed forces of regional states. 

While they are primarily directed against 

insurgencies, coordination effects apply on 

a broader scale.17

Therefore, the successful resolution 

process in China’s border disputes with 

Russia and Central Asia could be under-

stood as an effect of shared strategic inter-

ests. However, a central motive of region-

al cooperation in Central Asia is the stabili-

ty of regimes.18 Prior to U.S. involvement in 

Central Asia, unipolarity and the growth of 

the United States’ status as a remaining su-

16 Dorussen, H. and Ward, H. Intergovernmental 
Organisations and the Kantian Peace: A Network 
Perspective // Journal of Conflict Resolution. 
2008. Vol. 53. No. 2. P. 189-212.

17 Castillo, A. SCO: Rise of NATO East? 2008.
18 Ambrosio, T. Catching the “Shanghai Spirit”: 

How the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
Promotes Authoritarian Norms in Central 
Asia // Europe-Asia Studies. 2008. Vol. 60. No. 8. 
P. 1321-1344. 
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perpower was not of much concern to the 

newly independent states of Central Asia. 

Even after September 11th, these states 

largely profited from U.S. presence both in 

terms of financial and military assistance as 

well as a balancing factor to the growth of 

Russian power in the region. 

While cooperation with China could be 

understood as a balancing strategy for Cen-

tral Asian states that feared Russian pre-

dominance, the evidence of the negotiation 

process (which involved joint delegations 

under Russian leadership) as well as the 

emerging regional organisations (in which 

Russia is a leading member) points in the 

opposite direction. This means that, from a 

Central Asian perspective, the strategic ri-

valry factor is of secondary importance.

The case of the South China Sea pro-

vides better evidence for the importance of 

strategic rivalries. The leading regional for-

mat with ASEAN and China is often char-

acterised as a strategic rivalry in itself. The 

smaller states of Southeast Asia prefer using 

the multilateral format offered by ASEAN to 

confront the regional superpower China.19 

This is particularly salient if the U.S. 

support for ASEAN members is taken into 

account. In 1951, the United States signed 

a mutual defence treaty with the Philippines 

and has extensive partnerships with Thai-

land. While the islands claimed by the in the 

South China Sea disputes are not covered 

by the agreement with the U.S., the stra-

tegic rivalry continues over the recent U.S. 

“pivot” to Asia and its continued support 

for Japan and Taiwan. 20

In China’s disputes with Vietnam, the 

reduction of strategic rivalry after the col-

19 Tow, W. and Rigby, R. China s Pragmatic Security 
Policy: The Middle-Power Factor //The China 
Journal. 2011. No. 65. P. 157-178. 

20 Dzurek, J. China Occupies Mischief Reef in 
Latest Spratly Gambit. 1995.

lapse of the Soviet Union has led to al-

most immediate resumption of negotia-

tions and the eventual conclusion of an 

agreement on the land border and the mar-

itime boundary between the two countries 

in the Gulf of Tonkin.21 Nonetheless, there 

were no negotiations concerning the status 

of the Paracel Islands, occupied by China 

in 1974 and continuing to be under its sole 

control.

The case of the South China Sea pro-

vides evidence to the importance of stra-

tegic rivalries in the resolution of territo-

rial disputes. However, China has behaved 

differently in past disputes along its other 

borders. Comprehensive studies of China’s 

behaviour have shown that concerns over 

regime security are the most important mo-

tivator for compromise and that alliances or 

open rivalries made little difference in Bei-

jing’s stance on territorial disputes.22

Additionally, concerning the South 

China Sea we find that increased Chinese 

moderation seems to come as a response to 

increased US involvement in Asia.23 As Bei-

jing is not willing to risk open confronta-

tion with the United States over islands in 

the South China Sea, it has reduced its as-

sertiveness over the island dispute. Howev-

er, the main question is over how long this 

state of affairs will last.

There is a vibrant debate on wheth-

er China can be considered a “status-quo” 

power without territorial ambitions beyond 

its borders or whether it is a revisionist pow-

er seeking to expand its influence and be-

come a regional or even global hegemon 

21 Vuving, A. Strategic Evolution of Vietnam’s 
China Policy. 2006.

22 Fravel, T. Regime Insecurity and International 
Cooperation: Explaining China s Compromises 
in Territorial Disputes // International Security. 
2005. Vol. 30. No. 2. P. 46-83. 

23 Fravel, T. All Quiet in the South China Sea. 2012. 
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against the background of its growing eco-

nomic and military power.

Realists like John Mearsheimer ar-

gue that the latter development is unavoid-

able and that China, as a rising power, is 

doomed to clash with the current hegemon, 

the United States, eventually.24 Others, like 

Robert Ross, argue that China is a conser-

vative power that seeks to “consolidate re-

gional trends and promote stability”.25

Evidence for the latter proposition is 

provided by the resolution process in Cen-

tral Asia, as discussed in the first case study. 

The disagreements over borders in Central 

Asia demonstrated that it is difficult for any 

side to make an argument based on histor-

ic grievances. The Russian Empire’s expan-

sion is named the “longest and widest land 

corridor of territorial expansion in the his-

tory of colonialism”26. Nonetheless, China 

did not seek to regain lost territories, even 

in a moment of profound Russian weak-

ness in the early 1990s. Historic rhetoric, 

while used both in Northeast Asia and in 

the South China Sea, does not necessarily 

correspond with political demands. China 

is defining its moment of maximum expan-

sion much in the same way that Russia is de-

fining territories acquired in the 19th centu-

ry as its legitimate sovereign territory. Both 

countries have recognised the futility of en-

gaging in discussions of legitimacy of cen-

tury-old conquests in today’s international 

system. Even though governments can score 

points domestically, the risks to peaceful re-

24 Mearsheimer, J. The Tragedy of Great Power 
Politics. New York: Norton, 2001.

25 Ross, R. Beijing as a Conservative Power // 
Foreign Affairs. 1997. URL: http://www.ou.edu/
uschina/texts/Ross.97.FA.Beijing%20as%20
a%20Conservative%20Power.pdf (accessed: 
23.09.2013).

26 Hauner, M. What is Asia to Us? Russia’s Asian 
Heartland Yesterday and Today. New York: 
Routledge, 1990. P. 14.

lations with neighbours outweigh the ben-

efits. This issue has been recognised by 

Chinese scholars and a change in Chinese 

historiography has taken place in the 1990s, 

portraying national borders as the product 

of an evolutionary process, rather than an 

unchangeable historic fact.27

In the South China Sea, the strategic 

rivalry is not only based on historic claims 

but also on current strategic imperatives for 

China, the states of Southeast Asia and the 

United States. If the latter decides to see 

China’s rise as a threat to its own interests 

and takes preventive measures, a self-fulfill-

ing prophecy could be the result and Chi-

na would become the antagonist feared by 

the U.S.28

If such a confrontation takes place, it 

will likely be played out in the South China 

Sea. There is ample evidence that the factor 

of strategic rivalry explains the lack of dis-

pute resolution over the Paracel and Sprat-

ly Islands. At the same time, it only partial-

ly explains the success of dispute resolution 

in Central Asia, where a shared concern 

over regime security seems to have played a 

larger role.

Regime insecurity 
as a motivator for cooperation

Based on analyses of Chinese behaviour 

in territorial disputes, the question of strat-

egy between compromise, delay and escala-

tion has been found to be related to phases 

of regime insecurity for Beijing. As a result 

of uncertainty over its position, the gov-

ernment in Beijing has reacted to internal 

27 Voskressenski, A. The Difficult Border: Current 
Russian and Chinese Concepts of Sino-Russian 
Relations and Frontier Problems. New York: 
Nova Science Publishers, 1995. P. 25.

28 Friedberg, A. Ripe for Rivalry, Prospects for 
Peace in a Multipolar Asia // International 
Security. 1993. Vol. 18. No. 3. P. 5-33. 
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crises by cooperating in its territorial dis-

putes.29

Independent Variable 3: Regime security
Hypothesis 3: The more insecure the re-

gime of a party to a territorial dispute, the 
more likely it is to compromise and the more 
likely a successful resolution

It is difficult to measure regime securi-

ty. However, we can point to events within 

the country that have made the government 

more or less secure in its position of power 

and legitimacy.

In the case of Central Asia, the Tianan-

men Square demonstrations and uprisings 

in its predominantly ethnic Uighur region 

of Xinjiang have corresponded with Chi-

nese compromises in territorial disputes in 

Central Asia. Additional evidence is pro-

vided by the fact that China was assured of 

Central Asian cooperation in limiting eth-

nic Uighur political groups at home in ex-

change for Chinese compromises on terri-

tory.30

The regime security argument could al-

so be applied to China’s neighbours. In the 

case of the border negotiations in Central 

Asia, all sides’ regimes were insecure, hav-

ing just emerged into independence. The 

collapse of the Soviet Union has also led to 

a political and economic crisis in Russia at 

the beginning of the 1990s. Compared to 

the turmoil following the dismantling of the 

USSR, the regimes of Southeast Asia can be 

considered relatively stable. 

However, it does not appear that fluc-

tuation in Southeast Asian regime security 

has affected the willingness of these states 

to compromise in territorial disputes in the 

South China Sea. The Philippines went 

29 Fravel, T. Regime Insecurity and International 
Cooperation: Explaining China’s Compromises 
in Territorial Disputes. 2005. 

30 International Crisis Group. China and Central 
Asia: Decay and Decline. 2011. 

through different administrations and mo-

ments of government crises, but with on-

ly marginal changes to its negotiating po-

sition in the South China Sea disputes. 

Vietnam has remained relatively stable, 

although the loss of the Soviet Union as 

a sponsor has led the country to be more 

open to negotiations with China over ter-

ritory that did not include the islands in 

the South China Sea.31 Having already lost 

the Paracels in 1974, national sentiment is 

strongly clinging to the territories they still 

hold. Taiwan is preoccupied with the issues 

of its own sovereignty and largely aligns its 

claims to those of the PRC. The evidence 

so far is inconclusive and a closer examina-

tion of Southeast Asian countries is need-

ed to ascertain whether they have changed 

their position as a result of fluctuations in 

regime security.

Even applied to China, the regime se-

curity argument does not always hold in its 

position on the South China Sea. The tran-

sition to the 5th generation leadership of 

the Chinese Communist Party constitut-

ed a profound moment of insecurity for the 

regime, sometimes described as “the great-

est political upheaval in years”.32 The Com-

munist Party faced various challenges from 

outside, e.g. a rise in protest movements and 

internet-based criticism of its policies, as 

well as from within, as the rise and fall of Bo 

Xilai illustrates. While it is difficult to esti-

mate the intrigues in the Zhongnanhai and 

the vast apparatus that is the Chinese Com-

munist Party, we can nonetheless assume 

31 Vuving, A. Strategic Evolution of Vietnam’s China 
Policy: A Changing Mixture of Pathways //Asian 
Survey. 2006. Vol.46. No.6. P. 805-824.

32 Branigan, T. Change is Coming to China but 
will Beijing lead a Social Revolution? // The 
Guardian. 2012. URL: http://www.theguardian.
com/world/2012/mar/18/china-beijing-social-
revolution (accessed: 13.08.2013).
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that there was a period of regime insecurity 

as the leadership changed in 2012. 

While China did not change its stance 

to one of compromise, even heightening 

nationalist rhetoric on the South China Sea 

disputes, it did become more moderate fol-

lowing a rise in U.S. involvement in South-

east Asia in 2011. The timing of these pol-

icy changes is pointing somewhat more in 

favour of strategic balancing rather than re-

gime security as the most important factor. 

Instead, China has behaved less assertive-

ly even before instability over the leader-

ship transition became apparent, possibly 

believing that without further escalation 

the U.S. will not increase its presence in 

the South China Sea. The signing of the 

ASEAN Declaration of Conduct declara-

tion is also seen as largely motivated by in-

creased US involvement in 1998.33

In conclusion, regime security remains 

the factor that best explains success in Cen-

tral Asia’s territorial disputes and provides 

a partial explanation for the lack of suc-

cess in the South China Sea. However, a 

more thorough consideration of the oth-

er Southeast Asian states, Vietnam, Philip-

pines, Malaysia, in this dispute is necessary 

to understand the impact of this variable. 

While observing China may yield valuable 

insights, we must not forget that there is 

more than one party to any territorial dis-

pute, even though there may be vast power 

asymmetries between them.

Conclusion
The history of territorial disputes be-

tween China and its neighbours to the 

Northwest and Southeast illustrates the 

shortcomings of the arguments that China 

is an expansionist power seeking to regain 

33 Buszynski, L. ASEAN, the Declaration on 
Conduct, and the South China Sea. 2003.

lost territories. On the contrary, China 

seems to remain rooted in the mindset of 

a “satisfied empire with limited territori-

al ambitions”34 as under the Qing dynasty. 

Nonetheless, China has shown that it is 

willing and able to achieve its objectives by 

force, as was seen in the Sino-Soviet border 

clash of 1969 and the incident with Viet-

nam over the Paracel Islands. China’s mili-

tary build-up in the South China Sea can be 

seen as preparing for such a step by making 

it physically possible as well as by preparing 

the domestic audience for escalation.

However, this study has shown that 

other factors that an inherent expansion-

ism play a more important role in whether 

or not territorial disputes around China are 

resolved peacefully. The disputes in Central 

Asia and in the South China Sea have more 

in common than widely assumed. Similar 

obstacles existed in Central Asia to those 

that preclude a breakthrough in the disputes 

over the South China Sea. At the forefront is 

a shared interest for joint exploration of the 

resources these regions have to offer. While 

the settlement of border disputes paved the 

way for economic cooperation in Central 

Asia, economic partnerships in the South 

China Sea are already strong and growing 

despite latent tensions. 

What seems to preclude the settlement 

of the South China Sea dispute is a wider 

strategic rivalry between ASEAN and Chi-

na. However, we also need to take into ac-

count regime security factors for China 

and possibly other states in Southeast Asia. 

If the region experiences a crisis that limits 

the existing economic cooperation, the par-

ties could be forced to come to agreement 

over the South China Sea. Joint develop-

ment may become a necessity.

34 Kissinger, H. On China. P. 29.
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Confrontation between China and the 

United States over the South China Sea 

is not inevitable, as concerns over strate-

gic rivalry can be overcome by phases of re-

gime insecurity that prompt China, and 

possibly the other countries surround-

ing the South China Sea to an agreement. 

Futher analysis of regime security dynam-

ics in Southeast Asia could shed light on this 

problem but are beyond the scope of this 

study.

As this study has demonstrated, strategic 

rivalry and regional dynamics matter in the 

two cases. The implication for the wider disci-

pline of peace and conflict studies is that other 

disputes may benefit from an analysis in a re-

gional perspective, including not just the two 

sides but the wider international framework.

Сравнительный анализ динамики 
разрешения конфликтов в Азии

Павел Воронин, политолог, выпускник магистратуры МГИМО (У) МИД 

России

Аннотация. Изменение положения Китая в международном сообществе после окончания 
холодной войны и усиление его экономической мощи, рост населения свидетельствуют о 
скором превращении Китая в ведущую мировую державу вне зависимости от политиче-
ского курса. Отвечая на вопрос, будет ли подъем Китая мирным, автор проводит срав-
нительный анализ разрешенных и неразрешенных территориальных конфликтов Китая 
и соседних государств в период с 1986 по 2013 г. В то время как предыдущие исследова-
ния фокусировались на поведении Китая, в данной статье рассматриваются обе сторо-
ны конфликтов, а также поведение сторон через призму региональной динамики.
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A Comparative Analysis of Dispute Resolution Dynamics in Asia

Pawel Voronin, Political Scientist, M.A. graduate of MGIMO-University

Abstract. China’s rise to prominence in the international community following the end of the Cold 
War, the growth in economic power and population numbers project that China will become the 
leading world power within several decades, regardless of the course its government takes. The 
article aimes to contribute to answering the question whether this rise will be peaceful through a 
comparative analysis of resolved and unresolved territorial disputes between China and groups 
of neighbouring states between 1986 and 2013. While previous studies have focused rather 
exclusively on Chinese behaviour, this text will examine both sides of the dispute and the behavior 
of the parties in light of regional dynamics.
Key words: China, territorial dispute, ASEAN, Asia-Pacific region.
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