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Back to the future — spheres of
influence in Europe and Asia

An old concept takes on new life,
and not just between the US and China

C.RajaMohan

For The Straits Times

While playing host to the Prime
Minister of Vanuatuin the Great
Hall of the People in Beijing last
year, President XiJinping said
China was not seekinga “sphere of
influence”in the region.
“Countries, nomatter big or small,
strong or weak, rich or poor, are
equal members of the international
community,” he declared, adding
that “Chinais opposed to great
power chauvinism”.

But why is Mr Xi talking about
so-called “spheres of influence”, a
notion that is widely seenas so
19th century?

Inthe world of geopolitics, asin
the world of fashion, what’s passe

stage. Mr Xi’s remarks on the
occasion of Prime Minister Charlot
Salwai’svisit have to be seen in that
light. He was merely responding to
the growing international
perception that China was trying to
nudge other powersoutof the
PacificIslands and emerge as the
dominant power.

That criticism of China’s ambition

involves much of Asiaand its waters
where Beijing is seen as trying to
weaken US alliances and establish
itselfas theregional hegemon.
While Beijing denies these claims,
some take alonger view. They point
outthat Asia, at least East Asia, has
indeed been part of China’s sphere
ofinfluence throughout history.

CHINA AND EAST ASIA

Thetraditional tributary state
system that China had constructed
was broken only when European
colonialismarrivedin Asia. Those
taking a historical perspective also
suggest we might be simply
returning to that “natural state” in
East Asiaasa consequence of
China’sre-emergence in the 21st
century as one of the world’s largest
economic and military powers.
Some argue that conceding an
Asian sphere of influence to Beijing
isinevitable and probably a sensible
way to structure a stable balance of
power system between arising
Chinaandan America thatisin
relative decline. They also point to
the fact that the logic of geography
has effects ofitsown. Chinaisinthe
regionand Americaisa distant

: power thatneeds toprojectits
: militaryinto theregionacrossavast
: ocean.

Therealistperspective would

¢ certainlyinstructus to discount

¢ Mr Xi'srhetoricon “all countries

: beingequal”. The “sovereign

i equality” of states isindeed an

¢ importantprinciple of modern

¢ international relations. But at the
i operationallevel, especially in the
¢ security domain, what mattersisthe :
: nature of the power differentiation  :
¢ amongnations. Inequality of power
i isareality that most countries try

: and cope with indifferent ways.

Theidea that spheresofinfluence

¢ areaninheritance from the pastisa
i relatively recent proposition. It

: gained prominenceat the end of the
i 20th century, when the US-Soviet

¢ ColdWar came toanend. As anew

: wave of economic globalisation

¢ enveloped the world, it was

: assumed thatideologyisdead,

¢ historyhas come toan end and

: geography does not matter. :
¢ Theabsence ofgreat powerrivalry :
: led tovisions of shared economic :
¢ growth, global governance and the
: construction ofaliberal

canand does make areturnto centre :

international order led perpetually

i by theUS. Thatillusion, however,

¢ didnotlastlong, What we saw after
¢ the Berlin Wall came downin1989

: andthe Soviet Union collapsein

¢ 1991, was arather briefunipolar

: moment.

In less than two decades, we now

¢ haveareturnofmajor power rivalry
: among the US, China, Russia, Japan

. andIndia. Ideological contestation,
isnotlimited to the Pacific Islands. It :
: tensionhaveallmadea comeback.

¢ Sohave theories of balance of power,
¢ geopolitics and spheres of influence.

economic competitionand military

: DIFFERENT FORMS

i OVERTHE YEARS

i Contrarytotheglobalist

: imagination or the faith in perennial
: Americanhegemony, spheres of

: influencehad never disappeared

¢ frominternational practice. They

i havelongbeenanimportant part of
: managing the complexityof great

¢ powerrelations. Afterall, the

¢ Vatican had drawnaline and given

¢ lands tothe east of it to Portugal and
. thewest to Spain tolimit the conflict
i betweenthemas they ventured

. forthin their voyages of discoveryin
i thel5th century.

Astheinternational system

: emergedin Europe during the 17th

¢ century, major powers sought to

: exerciseameasure of dominance

. over their neighbourhood and

: preventother powers from

¢ establishinga threatening presence
¢ inthe periphery. Other powers

: directly challenged this sphere of

: influenceonlyat therisk of war.

Indiscriminate exercise of

: hegemony, however, often

: compelled smaller neighbours to

i mobilise other great powers against
: the neighbouring giant. Given the

i delicate nature of the system of

. spheresofinfluence, they

i frequentlybroke downinto

¢ conflictsacross Europe.

As the major powers began to

i acquire empiresbeyond Europe in

: thel8thand19th centuries, the

¢ principle of spheres of influence

: cameinhandy toregulate the

: competitionamong themselvesin

¢ distantlands. The understanding

: among Britain, France and the

i Netherlands in the 19th century, for
. example, had agreatbearingonthe
i political disposition in South-east

¢ Asiauntil the middle of the 20th

i century, whenimperial Japanrode
¢ into the region to throw out the

i European powers and constructa

. sphere of influence foritself.

The European powers and Japan

Hrtjo~—

Door” policy toall outside powersat
: theendofthe19th century.

There was a problem though.

¢ While theUSwasaccommodated,

: Chinawas not consulted. The

: humiliation of imperial China at the
: hands of foreign powers inevitably

: intensified Chinese nationalism that :
¢ triumphed in the early 20th century. :
: : towards Russia’s borders, thereby

¢ threatening Russian security. Some
: realists argue that cutting Moscow

¢ some slackinits own

i neighbourhoodis acritical

¢ precondition for the much-needed

World War Ilin the middle of the

¢ 20th century did not eliminate the

: spheresofinfluence.Infactitled to
: their institutionalisation in Europe
: thatwas divided into two spheres,

: theeasternone dominated by the

: SovietUnionand thewesternoneby :
: theUS. The two opposing alliances -
: the Warsaw Pact and the North

: Atlantic Treaty Organisation (Nato)
¢ -ledtotheintense militarisation of
: thedividing line between the two

: spheresin central Europe.

The possession of nuclear

: : weapons by both sides and the
: alsocarved outrespective spheresof :
. influence within Chinauntil the

¢ thenrising power, the US, called for
: equalaccessin the name ofan “Open :

threat of mutual destruction

: ensureda tenuous peace in Europe.
: Despite frequent revolts against the
Soviet domination in the east, theUS :

i and the West chose torespect the

¢ Russiansphere of influence. It was

i onlywith the collapse of the Soviet

¢ Unionin1991 that the division of

i Europeended. The 20th century

: sawsome spheresofinfluence

i endure and others break down. The
. USsphereofinfluencein Latin

: America, proclaimed by president

¢ JamesMonroe in1823, successfully
¢ reducedthe Europeanrolein the

: regionin the 19th century,

i withstood the pressures from the

¢ Soviet Union to defyitin Cubainthe
i 20th,and defeated therepeated

. rebellion within the region against

i UShegemony.

At the time of independence,

: Indiainherited a sphere of influence
¢ inthe subcontinent and the Indian

: Ocean from the British Raj that had

: dominated the region from the early
: 19thcentury.

: MIDDLE POWERSATITTOO

i Butan India that was partitioned on
i religiouslinesand turned

¢ economically inwards found it hard
: tosustain the legacy. Arising India

i todayis trying to reclaim some of

: thatinfluence inthe Indian Ocean,

¢ butit confronts anewly powerful

i China thatis rapidly gaining ground.

Indiaisnot the only oneamong

i themiddle powers that is trying to
: reconstitute spheres of influence.
i Iran,Saudi Arabia, Turkeyand

: Egyptare trying to do the same in

: theMiddle Eastand the Horn of

¢ Africa. The fear of American

: retrenchmenthas createdan

i urgency for the regional powers in
: the Middle East to expand their

i networks ofinfluence. Australiais
: fending off the growing Chinese

¢ influence in the Pacific Islands with
: anambitious “Pacific Step-up”

: programme of its own.

Butitisin Europeand East Asia

i where the prospects for the spheres
¢ ofinfluence are coming into sharp

¢ focus. In Europe, spheres of

. influence areat the heartof the

i contestationbetween the Westand
: Russia. The West accuses Russia of

i trying toreconstitute the Soviet

: space by annexing territory as in

i Crimeaorundermining the regimes
. onits frontiers.

Moscow, in turn, accuses Natoand
the EuropeanUnionof expanding

normalisation of bilateral relations

: between the Westand Russia.

Many smaller countries on

i Russia’s periphery, however,

i continue toseek security

¢ cooperation with Nato and

i economicpartnership with the EU
¢ todeter potential security threats

: fromMoscowand reduce their

: economic dependence on Russia. :
i Pragmatistsin the West insist that :
¢ itis dangerous to offer

unsustainable security guarantees

i toRussia’s smaller neighbours, such

asUkraine. The solution, they
argue, isto find political

¢ accommodation with Russia that
works for the major powers as well
as the smaller nations in Europe.
The realistsalsoprofferasimilar
arrangementin Asiawhere they

: suggest that the US can’tafford to

embark on a containment of China.

. SINO-U.S.CONTEST

: Beijing’s growing comprehensive

¢ national power means it willhave an
i increasingly decisive role in shaping
¢ thesecurity and economic

i architecturein Asia. The logic of

¢ geography means America’s ability

: toprojectand sustain military

¢ power close to China’s territorial

: space —asitdoesnow — willonly

¢ erode. The US, however, is not going
: gentlyinto the nightand has pushed
; backonmultiple fronts.

The American response is not

. limited to the military strategic

: domain. Norisit confined to

¢ territorial space. The prospects for
i economic decoupling and digital

¢ divorce - on5G forexample -

i reinforce the notion of spheres of

¢ influence. It also sees China’s Belt

i and Road Initiative asa thinly

. disguised attempt at constructing
i aneconomic sphereof influencein
: Eurasiaand the Indo-Pacific.

Tobesure, thereare forces in both

¢ Chinaand the US that want to seek

i uncontested primacy in Asia. There
¢ areothersin the two countries who

¢ believe unilateral dominance in Asia
: isnotreally feasible and that it

i would be sensible for both countries
¢ toarrive atsome political

i accommodation.

The trickisin finding a mutually

i acceptableaccommodation that
¢ could take multiple forms, including
: acondominium (joint management)
¢ orseparate spheres ofinfluence.

Fewnationsin Asia believe a

¢ prolonged Sino-US confrontation is
¢ intheirinterest. They would

¢ certainlywelcomeany reasonable

i accommodation between

¢ Washington and Beijing. But they

: willalso be wary of any

¢ understanding between the US and
¢ Chinaattheirexpense.

CENTRAL PROBLEM OF A CARVE-UP

¢ Thatbringsus to the central

: problemofspheres of influence. It
¢ needsnotonlyan understanding

: between the major powers thatare
¢ carving themout, butalso those

i which fall within their ambit.

Asiais full of large and populous

i statesand entities suchasJapan,

¢ Vietnam, Indonesia, Asean and

i India that will not meekly accept to
. bepartofoneoranothersphere of

i influence. They have agency of their
: ownandwill refuse toaccept the

¢ discipline demanded by the spheres
. ofinfluence agreed upon by the US

i and China.

Russia in Europe and Chinain

i Asia, then, will have to temper their

: regional dominance with sensitivity
i totheinterests and concerns of

¢ theirneighbours. At the same time,

i the smaller states must avoid

i provoking the dominant regional

: power by threatening its security.

Spheres of influence have a chance

i ofworking when major powers are

: wiseand theregional actors prudent.
¢ Ifnot, they quickly degenerate into

: greatpower rivalry, competing

¢ alliancesandall-roundinsecurity.
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