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ABSTRACT 

The South China Sea dispute is a story of action and reaction. Ever since the Philippine 

government initiated arbitration under the compulsory dispute settlement provisions of the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, China has been behaving in a manner that has 

unsettled its neighbors and has practically guaranteed the continued volatility of the region.  This 

research steps into this scenario and explores two questions: “What can escalate tensions in the 

South China Sea to the point of all-out war?” and “How can such an escalation be avoided or 

mitigated?” The complexity of the situation means that there are no straightforward answers to 

these questions. This research thus chose to approach the first question by limiting itself to a 

discussion of two broad categories of China’s escalatory actions: (1) instrumental escalations 

(e.g. China’s artificial island-building and possible declaration of an Air Defense Identification 

Zone), and (2) suggestive escalations (e.g. China’s engagement in a spectrum of threats against 

other South China Sea stakeholders and its conduct of enforcement activities in disputed areas). 

It asserts that instrumental escalatory acts invite “push back” from other countries, increasing the 

possibility of misperception and miscalculation during confrontations in disputed areas. On the 

other hand, suggestive escalatory acts engender fear and distrust among the involved countries, 

preventing constructive engagement and cooperation. The research then answers the second 
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