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False alarm
The world has not entered an era of strategic competition, 

as China will not be dragged into such zero-sum games

Chheang Vannarith

Common, comprehensive 
and cooperative

In Southeast Asia and beyond, the security of countries 
is interconnected, interdependent and indivisible

T he world is obviously 
at a critical juncture 
as multiple complex 
crises are posing 

unprecedented threats to the 
very foundations of peace, sta-
bility and the progress of 
humanity in different parts of 
the world. 

The international security 
environment is becoming 
increasingly complex, uncertain 
and fragile as geopolitical rival-
ries have led to armed conflicts 
and tensions in some places, 
compounded by the looming 
global economic recession and 
the climate crisis. 

The formation of geopolitical 
fault lines and bloc politics, the 
strategic trust deficit, and sharp-
ly increased geoeconomic frag-
mentation have put strain on the 
multilateral system and global 
governance. In other words, 
multilateralism is in decline and 
protectionism and populism on 
the rise. 

The World Economic Forum’s 
Global Risks Report 2023 voices 
concern over the rising geopoli-
tical fragmentation that height-
ens the risk of multi-domain 
conflict. Global security issues 
are becoming more multidimen-
sional with cross-border impli-
cations. 

Like the fight against the 
COVID-19 pandemic, no one is 
safe unless everyone is safe. We 
need to acknowledge that our 
security and well-being are 
intrinsically intertwined. 

The escalating hostilities in 
Ukraine, heightening geopoliti-
cal rivalries, soaring food and 
energy prices, and the climate 
crisis are among top global secu-
rity issues that require unprece-
dented international 
cooperation and partnership. 

In the Asia-Pacific region, the 
US-China competition is struc-
turally complex in tandem with 
the global power shift from the 
West to the East. The United 
States, since 2016 when Donald 
Trump came to power, has taken 
an assertive approach to check 
the rising power of China in 
order to maintain the US’ 
supremacy. 

US-China competition has 
led to heightened tensions in 
the Taiwan Straits, the South 
China Sea, and to some extent 
the Mekong region. Making 
things worse, the US’ zero-sum 
game mentality and the forma-
tion of security blocs aimed at 
containing China are among 
the main disabling factors in 
the region. 

Things are getting black and 
white as the grey area is 
shrinking. Some countries have 
opted to choose sides either 

through a formal or informal 
alliance system. Some coun-
tries have been forced to band-
wagon against their legitimate 
interests. Some are struggling 
to stay independent and neu-
tral. 

Against this backdrop, there 
is a need to search for wisdom, 
strengthen international coop-
eration, and promote strategic 
trust to address the multidi-
mensional, entangled global 
issues and challenges. In 2022, 
China introduced the Global 
Security Initiative to promote 
common, comprehensive, coop-
erative and sustainable securi-
ty. 

In Southeast Asia, countries 
are striving to maintain region-
al peace and stability through 
the promotion of open and 
inclusive multilateralism and 
rules-based international order. 
The Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations is compelled to 
develop innovative and effec-
tive solutions to deal with 
regional and international 
issues. 

To navigate such uncertain 
and turbulent times, ASEAN is 
working hard to maintain a cul-
ture of dialogue and trust 
building by providing safe, 
open, and constructive plat-
forms for dialogue and trust 
building. 

Speaking at the ASEAN 
Defence Ministers’ Meeting 
Plus in Siem Reap in Novem-
ber 2022, Cambodian Prime 
Minister Hun Sen proposed the 
concept of “harmonious securi-
ty” which refers to viable, 
inclusive and sustainable secu-
rity. 

Hun Sen said that five ele-
ments are needed to realize 
harmonious security in the 
region, namely strengthening 
ASEAN unity, centrality, and 
effectiveness; promoting an 
open, inclusive and rules-

based regional security archi-
tecture; strengthening people-
centric and trust-based 
security cooperation; embrac-
ing comprehensive security; 
and nurturing cooperative 
security. 

The philosophical foundations 
of harmonious security rest on 
three concepts: common securi-
ty, comprehensive security and 
cooperative security. 

Common security refers to 
the shared understanding and 
assessment of security risks 
and threats between countries. 
Instead of using “deterrence” 
to protect national security, 
states should adopt confidence-
building measures. In other 
words, security is indivisible, 
interconnected and interde-
pendent. 

Comprehensive security is 
gaining more relevance as the 
non-military risks are increas-
ing. Climate security, public 
health security, cybersecurity 
and water-food-energy security 
are all major security risks. 

Cooperative security is 
based on the consolidation of 
shared norms, values and 
interests. The Treaty of Amity 
of Cooperation, for instance, 
provides crucial norms to gov-
ern international relations in 
Southeast Asia and beyond. 
The key norms include mutual 
respect for independence, sov-
ereignty, equality, territorial 
integrity and the national 
identity of all nations, and the 
right of every state to lead its 
national existence from exter-
nal interference, subversion or 
coercion. 

Harmonious security might 
sound unrealistic to some, but 
the world needs a constructive 
strategic narrative to influence 
decision-making and state 
behavior. If all states perceive 
and approach security from the 
perspective of promoting har-
mony, peace will prevail. Experi-
ences from Southeast Asia can 
be a source of inspiration and 
wisdom for the world. 

ASEAN and China should 
inject more momentum and 
resources to implement the 
ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific 
and China’s Global Security Ini-
tiative. These two initiatives are 
compatible and mutually rein-
forcing. 

The author is the president of the 
Asian Vision Institute, an inde-
pendent think tank based in 
Phnom Penh. The author con-
tributed this article to China 
Watch, a think tank powered by 
China Daily. The views do not 
necessarily reflect those of China 
Daily.

C hange and turmoil are the 
two evolving trends in the 
world today, and unity and 
division are the two orien-

tations continuing to confront each 
other. A joint statement released 
after the convening of the 2023 
US-Japan Security Consultative 
Committee, attended by senior dip-
lomats and defense ministers from 
the two countries, claimed that the 
world has entered “a new era of 
strategic competition”. This means 
that Washington and Tokyo are try-
ing to impose “strategic competi-
tion” not only on China, but also on 
the world. 

In the discourse of the United 
States, the term “strategic competi-
tion” does not refer to normal, rea-
sonable and orderly interactions, 
but specifically refers to maintain-
ing and safeguarding the legitimacy 
of US values, ideology and interests, 
which involves attacking, contain-
ing and even suppressing so-called 
opponents who practice different 
values and systems and have the 
ability to challenge it. The first 
“Indo-Pacific Strategy Report” 
issued by the US Department of 
Defense in May 2019 defined strate-
gic competition as “geopolitical 
rivalry between free and repressive 
world order visions”. The China 
strategy of the Joe Biden adminis-
tration has completely followed the 
concept of “strategic competition” 
proposed during the Donald Trump 
era. 

The Interim National Security 
Strategic Guidance released by the 
Joe Biden administration in 2021, 
and the National Security Strategy 
and National Defense Strategy 
released in October 2022 all includ-
ed strategic competition as the 
most important concept, course of 
action and target for the national 
security strategy of the US in the 
future. Whether at home or abroad, 
Biden, and core members of his 
core diplomatic and strategic team, 
regard peddling strategic competi-
tion plans and enlisting the support 
from allies and partners for the 
implementation of such plans as 
the top priority for US diplomacy. 
One year after the Ukraine conflict 
broke out, the Biden administration 
has repeatedly emphasized that 
China is the US’ biggest strategic 
competitor because it believes Chi-
na possesses both the ability and 
the intent to change the so-called 
rules-based international order 
established by the US in its favor. 

The joint statement issued by the 
US and Japanese officials in Janu-
ary was the first time that the US 
announced in a diplomatic docu-
ment that the world has entered “a 
new era of strategic competition”. 
On the one hand, this reflects the 
so-called special relationship 
between the US and Japan. Japan is 
not only a long-term and ironclad 
ally of the US in the “Indo-Pacific” 
region, but also the most staunch 
follower of the US in implementing 
its strategic competition policy 
toward China. 

The government of Fum-
io Kishida has now com-
pletely abandoned Japan’s 
defense-oriented security 
strategy and has made 
every effort to expand the 
scale of Japanese military 
expenditure and is equip-

ping the country’s armed forces 
with offensive weapons. Through 
the joint statement from the US-Ja-
pan Security Consultative Commit-
tee, Washington is applauding the 
move by Tokyo and setting the stage 
for future joint military deterrence 
operations related to China and 
even military intervention on 
regional hotspot issues in the Asia-
Pacific, including the Taiwan ques-
tion. The Kishida government will 
expand Japan’s military spending 
to 2 percent of its total GDP within 
three years. This is not only what 
the US wants, but also a political 
bargaining chip to sweep away 
domestic opposition voices. 

Is the world really entering an 
era of “strategic competition” 
among major powers? The answer 
is No. 

First, China has consistently and 
steadfastly rejected strategic com-
petition as defined by the US and 
Japan. Xi Jinping Thought on 
Diplomacy has always emphasized 
that relations between countries 
are by no means zero-sum games. 
China advocates the building of a 
new type of major-country rela-
tions. Beijing has underscored that, 
despite different values and institu-
tional practices between countries, 
the most important is to avoid con-
flicts and confrontations and prac-
tice mutual respect and win-win 
cooperation based on the vision of 
building a community with a 
shared future for mankind. As the 
world’s largest and second-largest 
economies, competition between 
the US and China is inevitable. But 
what is important is to conduct 
orderly and rules-based competi-
tion, and more importantly, based 
on the common interests of man-
kind. The essence of China-US com-
petition is to promote world 
security, peace and prosperity, and 
continue to enhance the common 
interests of the two peoples and the 
international community.

Second, under the shocks from 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the global 
climate crises, extremism and the 
downturn in the global economy, 
any move by major powers to 
reduce substantive cooperation and 
resort to bloc confrontation and 
international division will only fur-
ther aggravate the impact of vari-
ous global issues facing the 
sustainable development of man-
kind. The self-interest of the hege-
monic country should give way to 
the pursuit of common and sustain-
able development for mankind. The 
United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development has low-
ered its growth forecast for the 
world economy in 2023 to 1.9 per-
cent. The possibility for the global 
economy to fall into a recession 
cannot be ignored after a pandemic 
that has lingered for three years 
and the repercussions from the 
Ukraine conflict. As three of the 

world’s major economies, the US, 
China, and Japan should bolster 
cooperation, strengthen solidarity, 
and jointly shoulder the responsi-
bility of major countries to promote 
global political stability and eco-
nomic growth. However, the joint 
statement by senior US-Japan offi-
cials turned a blind eye to the cur-
rent global economic situation, and 
put their paranoid and narrow-
minded propositions above the 
common development of mankind. 
Will the international community 
concur with such behavior? 

Third, taking history as a mirror 
and looking to the future is the 
common lesson for the stability and 
development of China-US and Chi-
na-Japan relations. Former US 
president Richard Nixon and then 
Japanese prime minister Kakuei 
Tanaka made successive visits to 
China over 50 years ago, charting a 
new course for relations between 
China and the two nations. Over 
the past five decades, Asia has not 
only emerged as a key powerhouse 
for the world economy, but also 
become the most peaceful region in 
the world. Today, Washington and 
Tokyo are plotting to prevent the 
historical process of China’s rise 
and disrupt the momentum for sus-
tained peace, stability and prosperi-
ty in East Asia. Do the US and 
Japan really want to turn Asia into 
Europe as it was during the Cold 
War or “Europeanize” the Asia-Pa-
cific region? This is not only turn-
ing back the wheel of history, but 
also an attempt to repeat the trage-
dy of history in Asia. 

It is the purpose and principle of 
major-country diplomacy with Chi-
nese characteristics to oppose bloc 
confrontation and zero-sum games, 
and to maintain the strategic stabil-
ity of major-country relations. In 
the face of confrontational geopoli-
tical strategy adopted by the US, 
Japan and other countries, China 
must maintain its composure and 
act righteously and firmly. The 
nation must not only firmly oppose 
hegemony and bullying actions, but 
also work together with all mem-
bers of the international communi-
ty to advance humanity’s common 
values of peace, development, equi-
ty, justice, democracy and freedom, 
promote world peace and develop-
ment, promote the building of a 
community with a shared future for 
mankind, and jointly work toward 
a better future for the international 
community. The world will not 
enter the era of strategic competi-
tion precisely because of Chinese 
strength and Chinese voices.

The author is dean of the School of 
International Studies at Nanjing 
University. The author contributed 
this article to China Watch, a think 
tank powered by China Daily. The 
views do not necessarily reflect 
those of China Daily.
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ASEAN and China 
should inject more 

momentum and 
resources to 

implement the 
ASEAN Outlook on 

Indo-Pacific and 
China’s Global 

Security Initiative. 
These two initiatives 
are compatible and 

mutually reinforcing. 




