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Defensive Realism in the 
Indian Ocean: Oil, Sea Lanes 

and the Security Dilemma

Jason J. Blazevic

As the Indian Ocean’s role as a conduit of vital resources grows, so does the 
propensity for regional powers to exert their influence in this arena. This 

is particularly true for India and China, whose rising economies are dependent on 
the steady flow of imported resources, most importantly oil. In China, this is not 
just an issue of economic growth, but of the longevity of the Communist Party, 
which depends on economic growth to bolster its legitimacy and maintain domestic 
stability. As such, China’s leaders have looked to strategies to ensure continued 
energy supplies, which depend on clear sea lanes of transportation in the Indian 
Ocean and transit points, such as the Strait of Malacca. Chinese leaders fear that 
adversaries could blockade sea lanes and strategic bottlenecks such as the Strait, 
thereby devastating China’s economy.1

According to defensive realism, the only way to counteract such vulnerability 
is to pursue ambitious military and diplomatic strategies to increase security. In 
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attempting to solve this dilemma, Chinese leaders have expanded the scope of the 
country’s interests by modifying the concept of “active defense” and its tenet of 
“offshore defense.”2 This gradual transformation of offshore defense is embodied 
by the �������������������������������������������������������������������������   �exten��������������������������������������������������������������������   �sion of China’s�����������������������������������������������������   � national interests in a growing and developing “secu�
rity boundary” comprising “distant ocean defense,”3 along with the requisite naval 
modernization. In the eyes of India, which has similar concerns over energy supplies, 
China’s actions appear to be a power maximization strategy that will inevitably 
impinge upon its interests. This may induce India to engage in similar behavior. 
A security dilemma may ensue in which a series of reactive security strategies 
destabilize relations between all major powers in the region.

The Tenets of Realism
Realism asserts that all nations act within an international system of anarchy. 

This absence of central authority or government is the cause of “enduring propen�
sity for conflict between states.”4 The system is characterized by the belief in threat 
of force to compel certain behavior of nations. Power is sought, enhanced and ex�
panded through arms and unilateralism. Realism sees an endless competition to en�
sure national survival.5 Kenneth Waltz stipulates the critical tenets of survival as a 
constant preoccupation with the possibility of conflict, counteracting those threats 
and never letting one’s guard down.6 Deterrence, containment, power alliances and 
balance of power politics are the hallmarks of realism.7 The importance of such as�
pects is magnified by geography and access to resources, which further complicate 
international relations. Indeed, nations are competitive actors pursuing their key 
national interests: national security and survival.

	 More recently realism has evolved into “an offensive and defensive branch.”8 
According to defensive realism, nations gain power for self-preservation; in offensive 
realism states further increase their capabilities to project power.9 Defensive realism 
predicts that when nations feel threatened they will pursue ambitious military, eco�
nomic and diplomatic strategies to increase their security. When a defensive realist 
nation pursues such strategies, other nations often misconstrue them as threats of 
force leading to their own pursuit of similar strategies, further decreasing collective 
security. This type of mirroring can lead to a reciprocal cycle of action and reaction.10 
Thus, in the long run, strategies meant to buttress national security can ������������actually ���un�
dermine it.11 According to offensive realism nations attempt to amplify their influ�
ence, particularly when they have the power to do so. Essentially the amplification of 
influence is “power maximization,” or the idea that a nation will project its influence 
into any sphere that could increase its absolute power.12 Similarly, Stephen Brooks 
explains that nations will constantly attempt to “advance their power over other na�
tions, taking military advantage of weaker states whenever they have the chance.”13

Acquiring power can cause increased insecurity among opposing nations. Even 
defensive realist strategies intended to increase state security often lead to a secu�
rity dilemma, what Benjamin Friedman and Harvey Sapolsky refer to as “You Never 
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Knowism.”14 Indeed, strategies meant to head off indefinite and unknown threats 
before they arrive may inadvertently lead to further instability.15 This type of be�
havior influences many nations to believe that they “do not enjoy even an imperfect 
guarantee of their own security unless they set out to provide it for themselves.”16 
China’s evolving strategies to buttress its perceived insecurity reflect the paradox 
of the defense realism behavior. If China and its competitors repeatedly interpret 
each other’s defensive actions to be offensive in nature, a cycle of mirror reactions 
may ensue, continuously escalating tensions between them—potentially even to the 
point of conflict. 

Fighting for a Piece of the Pie
While China’s economy is dependent on many imported resources, oil is a par�

ticularly strong motivator for the expansion of its defensive perimeter. China’s oil 
imports grew at an average rate of 9.1 percent annually from 1993 to 1998 and con�
sumption reached 7.9 MBD (million barrels per day) in 2008.17 The International 
Energy Agency projects a near doubling of imports to 15 MBD by 2020.18 This spike 
in consumption is compounded by an 18 percent drop in the estimates of domestic 
reserves and further calculations of production decline from a high of 4 MBD by 
2010, before gradually decreasing.19

Oil Imports in MBD20

To address the growing shortfall, China has stepped up imports and encouraged 
its national oil companies (NOCs) to seek concessions abroad, particularly in the 
Middle East, Africa and Central Asia. China’s 1994 “Westbound Strategy” called for 
economic and political expansion into resource rich regions to facilitate resource 
acquirement. Premier Li Peng’s 1997 “Policy on Energy Resources” expanded the 
“Westbound Strategy” by utilizing “any and all means including lobbying, financial 
aid and information exchange to achieve the broader goal of diversifying the sources 
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of China’s energy supply.”21 Peng stated, “While striving to develop our own crude oil 
and natural gas resources, we have to use some foreign resources.”22

Since 1994 imports have continued to rise. By 2007, Middle Eastern exports ac�
counted for 78 percent of China’s total imports and are expected to reach 80 percent 
by 2010.23 Saudi Arabia has become the largest Middle Eastern oil exporter to China 
as well as the top oil exporter in total to China in 2005, 2007 and 2008. Meanwhile, 
Chinese NOCs have achieved mounting success in attaining contracts for oil field 
exploration and development, particularly in Africa,24 but these shipments are also 
restricted to the same vulnerable sea lanes as incoming Middle Eastern oil. China 
seeks to repair that dilemma by pursuing a “security of supply.”

Growth of PRC oil imports from Middle East by percent25

According to realism, however, the supply security that China seeks can only be 
attained with corresponding political and military power. Chinese leaders fear that 
as the country changes from “relative dependence to one of absolute dependence” 
upon imported oil, national security will be increasingly threatened.26 Defensive 
realism predicts that when nations feel their security threatened they will pursue 
ambitious economic, diplomatic and military strategies. Indeed, much of the rheto�
ric on oil security in China seems to follow this line of reasoning. Zhang Yuncheng 
of the Beijing Chinese Institute of Contemporary International Relations explains 
simply, “Whoever controls the Strait of Malacca and the Indian Ocean could block 
China’s oil transport route.”27 According to statements from President Hu Jintao, 
“certain major powers” have attempted to dominate the strait, which could consti�
tute a major crisis for China.28 According to PLA General Wen Zongren, an aspect of 
China’s ambitious military strategy should entail development of a powerful “blue” 
water navy to “break out” of coastal waters to enable China’s development.29 A pow�
erful navy will be able to enhance development by protecting sea lanes and ensur�
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ing geographic access to oil-rich regions, including those with Chinese concessions.30 
This aim is increasingly a critical tenet of security, as explained by President Hu, who 
advocates a powerful navy to “uphold our maritime rights and interests.”31 Whether 
or not those rights and interests include far-flung ocean passages is not clear; none�
theless, sea lane control could become a “necessity” for current and future Chinese 
oil interests, as well as national development and modernization.32

The expansion of the security boundary for oil is aided by the Peoples Libera�
tion Army Navy’s (PLAN) increasing capability to project force.33 The PLAN has 
purchased Sovremennyy destroyers, Kilo-class submarines, anti-submarine sonar 
and multiple-target torpedo control systems, as well as undersea cruise missile tech�
nology.34 It has meanwhile constructed its own Luyang I and II destroyers, as well 
as Jiangkai I and II frigates. Additionally, the navy plans to expand its submarine 
fleet by adding seventeen new “stealthy diesel submarines” by 2010 and has added 
three modern nuclear (ballistic missile capable) submarines.35 The PLAN is also con�
sidering building multiple aircraft carriers and associated ships by 2020. Ministry 
of National Defense spokesman Senior Colonel Huang Xueping explained that, “the 
aircraft carrier is a symbol of a country’s overall national strength, as well as the 
competitiveness of the country’s naval force.” Director of the Ministry of National 
Defense, Foreign Affairs Office, Major General Qian Lihua similarly stated, “having 
an aircraft carrier is the dream of any great military power.”36 More than a symbol 
and a dream, an aircraft carrier would greatly inrease China’s ability to project power 
away from its shores.

Power, One Pearl at a Time
While China’s dreams of a powerful blue-water navy are still in dry dock, some an�

alysts claim that Beijing has already hatched a potent strategy for power projection 
in the Indian Ocean. The “pearls strategy,” a term which originated in a report by 
US defense contractor Booz Allen Hamilton (BAH), refers to the extension of PLAN 
power through ports leased and acquired from Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Pakistan.37 
According to the BAH report, “China is building strategic relationships along the sea 
lanes from the Middle East to the South China Sea in a way that suggests defensive 
and offensive positioning to protect China’s energy interests.”38 In the BAH para�
digm, a pearl entails the construction of new ports, or improvement of those that 
exist, to serve duel trade and military interests, including supply, refueling and lis�
tening stations. As port facilities are attained����������������������������������������,��������������������������������������� the PLAN could press its presence for�
ward from Africa and the Strait of Hormuz to Myanmar and the Strait of Malacca.39

It is true that China has had a hand in building or refurbishing several geo-stra�
tegically-located ports in the region. In Pakistan, ports at Gwadar and Karachi have 
undergone extensive improvements and dredging by Chinese companies, as well as 
the construction of a new highway connecting them. The Gwadar port, referred to by 
US analysts as the “Chinese Gibraltar,” represents $1.2 billion in Chinese investment. 
China further modernized or constructed ports belonging to Bangladesh, Maldives, 
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Seychelles, Mauritania, Madagascar and Sri Lanka. This includes the $1 billion Sri 
Lankan port at Hambantota, which is a strategic six nautical miles from major sea 
lanes between the Bay of Bengal and Arabian Sea. China has also capitalized on a 
1992 agreement with Myanmar for the construction of ports at Small and Great 
Coco Islands in return for the modernization of Myanmar’s navy.40 �����������������In addition, ����Chi�
nese firms constructed or modernized ports at Sittwe, Kyuakpu, Mergui and Haing�
gyi Island. Some Western analysts claim that the Chinese military also operates 
reconnaissance and electronic intelligence stations on several islands belonging to 
Myanmar, though Indian and American intelligence officials have said evidence is 
lacking.41

In spite of the impressive number of projects, few appear to have notable military 
resources. Moreover, even if China does intend to use the pearls for military pur�
poses, its access to them in a time of conflict is doubtful. While Beijing has tried to 
cement ties with host countries through infrastructure projects and arms sales, its 
alliances and influence in the region remain relatively weak. China’s relationships 
with Pakistan and Myanmar are far from solidified and cannot be taken for grant�
ed.42 Pakistan, which is increasingly reliant on American economic and military aid, 
attempts to balance relations between China and the United States, seeing both as 
vital partners.43 Though Myanmar has been the recipient of much Chinese aid, it has 
also been careful not to become overly reliant on any one patron. The junta lead�
ership has proved skillful at building relationships with Japan and India to offset 
reliance on China. For instance, Myanmar is working towards agreements which will 
allow the Indian navy to use its ports at Sittwe and Dawei.44 If China does indeed 
harbor a “tripartite strategy” of diplomacy, forward naval bases and greater naval 
presence, it is far from realization and its near-term aspirations in the Indian Ocean 
will be limited.45 Moreover, it is not clear why China would bet its oil security on 
outposts in the Indian Ocean when US interdiction would probably occur in the Per�
sian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz and Arabian Sea, long before the shipments reach the 
strategic sea lanes.46 As China is surely aware of these realities, its intentions to rely 
on these ports for military strength are far from proven.

Tangled Perceptions
Whether or not China is actively utilizing the pearls, or plans to in the future, 

India perceives Chinese actions as power maximization, which could lead to a 
“reordering of the balance of power” in the Indian Ocean.47 India fears that China’s 
political influence, military modernization and forward basing strategy will be used 
to contain India as China ascends as the pre-eminent Asian power.48 They fear that 
Chinese intentions are combative, power seeking and against peaceful co-existence.49 
Indian leaders further speculate that China is trying to rapidly achieve hegemony in 
the Indian Ocean while it enjoys a position of strength. They comprehend China’s 
strategies as opportunistic, arising from weak and ineffective Indian attempts at 
deterrence and balancing.50 Similarly, John Mearsheimer states, “A great power that 
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has a marked power advantage over its rivals is likely to behave more aggressively 
because it has the capability, as well as, the incentive to do so.”51 Offensive realism 
concurs in positing that a nation may formulate policies that increase its relative 
power compared to its nearest competitor in order to acquire more power.52

Like China, India also faces a change from relative dependence to one of absolute 
dependence on oil imports and seeks secure sea lanes and geographic access to oil. 
India relies upon the same sea lanes for shipments of oil originating in Egypt, Sudan, 
Nigeria, Iraq, Iran and Myanmar. Similar to China, India fears that its access to oil 
shipments could be abrogated in a time of conflict.53 In 2005, Prime Minister Man�
mohan Singh stated, “China is ahead of us in planning for its energy security, India 
can no longer be so complacent.”54

In line with the realist school of thought, Indian leaders appear to advocate po�
litical and military power corresponding to its oil security and thus, have pursued 
ambitious economic, diplomatic and military strategies.55 The Indian Navy plans for 
a fleet of 130 vessels comprising “three aircraft carrier 
battle groups, by 2020” and has created the Far Eastern 
Naval Command (FENC), headquartered at Port Blair, 
Andaman Islands, which sits 190 nautical miles from 
China’s facilities at Great Coco Island.56 India has also 
constructed dual-use ports at Dawei, Myanmar and ����Cha�
bahar, Iran and is presently constructing the Sethu Sam�
udram Shipping Canal. Indian national security is seemingly no longer concerned 
with only the sub-continent, but is part of a growing and developing security bound�
ary comprising nearby states, seas and the Indian Ocean.57

In the mid-1990s, India began pursuing an ambitious strategy of using the United 
States as a possible counterweight against Chinese aspirations.58 In 1995, India and 
the United States signed the Agreed Minute on Defense Relations, which authorized 
joint combating of terrorism, as well as other regional crises. The Indian and US mili�
taries began conducting joint operations such as “COPE India” in 2005, to strength�
en combat skill and hasten a stronger and quicker response to probable crises in the 
region. Over 25 joint training exercises were held between 2002 and 2005, leading 
up to the New Framework for the US-India Defense Relationship (NFDR).59 The NFDR 
charts a long-range course for India-US defense relations and facilitates increased 
military ties, joint weapons production, and cooperation in missile defense. NFDR 
also combines efforts to defeat terrorism and curb the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction, along with enhancing the security of trade within the region’s 
land, air and sea lanes.60

Whether or not China 
utilizes the Pearls, India 
perceives Chinese actions 
as power maximization.
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Sampling of India-US Joint Military Operations 2002-200961

Year Operation Location Purpose

2002 Balance Iroquois Agra, India Special Forces airborne exercises

2002 Geronimo Thrust Alaska Special Forces airborne exercises

2002 Cope India Agra, India Air transport exercise

2003 Malabar Kochi, India Naval exercise (including Air Force and 
anti-submarine exercises)

2003 n/a New Delhi, India Peacekeeping command post exercise

2004 Vajra Prahar Mizoram, India Special Forces counter insurgency 
exercises

2004 Yudha Abhyas Mizoram, India Special Forces counter insurgency and 
jungle warfare exercises

2004 Cope Thunder Alaska Air Force exercises

2005 Malabar 04 Indian Southwest coast-
Indian Ocean

Naval training exercises

2005 Cope India 05 Kalaikunda, Air Base 
India

Air Force combat training exercises

2007 Malabar 07 Bay of Bengal, India Air Force combat training exercises 
(multilateral- Japan, Australia, Singapore)

2008 Red Flag War Games Nellis Air Base, Nevada Air Force combat training exercises

2009 n/a Hickam Air Base, 
Hawaii

Air Force training exercises

However, India’s strategies could lead to a security dilemma plagued by uncertainty 
and misassumption over real or imagined intentions. China may comprehend Indian 
moves as aggressive and could “mistakenly believe that aggression is the only way to 
make their state secure,” which justifies further investment in military solutions.62 
Although Indian leaders such as Manmohan Singh have continuously emphasized 
India’s military weakness, China feels militarily disadvantaged in the Indian Ocean 
due to the India-US alliance, as well as Indian naval strength.63 This predicament has 
led China to perceive Indian strategies as emanating from offensive realism and has 
further nudged Beijing to expand its security boundary. The confused perceptions 
of each other’s intentions could set in motion a chain of reactions escalating toward 
a zero-sum contest.64

Relations between China and India will likely continue to emanate from defensive 
realism, but relations can be less difficult through increasing political and military 
transparency. Both nations have started this process by engaging in joint naval exer�
cises in 2003, 2005 and 2007, signing a Memorandum of Understanding on Defense 
Cooperation in 2006, engaging in ministerial visits, calling at each others’ ports and 
engaging in counterterrorism exercises.65 There has also been discussion, although 
nothing more, on co-developing energy projects in the region—in Sudan, for ex�
ample—and the shared use of ports.66 Perhaps these developments can be a step in 
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the direction of recognizing the Indian Ocean and its sea lanes as part of the inter�
national commons, utilized by many nations rather than as part of a strategic com�
petition. However, this approach will also require the participation of third parties, 
who have been drawn into tangled alliances with the two countries. Though a more 
rational and reasoned approach between China and India appears to be triumphing 
at the moment, the two nations can continue to improve relations by giving heed to 
the security dilemma, while simultaneously showing a sincere readiness to engage in 
transparent discourse and diplomacy. Such transparency may lead to a de-emphasis 
of the security boundary’s more confrontational military and diplomatic strategies 
and toward greater conciliation and cooperation.   
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