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Mohamed Nasheed, ex-Maldives prez
Maldivians see India’s role positively; in ’88

they came, resolved the crisis, and left. 
They were not occupiers but liberators. 

A
N
A
LY

S
IS FEATURES

OPINION
REVIEWS

INTERVIEWS
STORY BEHIND THE NEWS

MALE AND THE
ELEPHANT-DRAGON
POWER STRUGGLE 

I
t is not entirely unusual
that Beijing has taken a
position on other countries’
domestic political crises. Its
post-Cold War foreign poli-

cy points to China’s bold stand-
ing on many foreign crises that
are not even remotely linked to
its national interests. From the
Syrian crisis to many conflicting
matters in Africa, Beijing has
taken positions trusting that
they will internationally aug-
ment its positioning and prestige
in the world as a great power.
China has even used the UNSC P-
5 (permanent five) membership
card to veto on many pressing
global affairs. Its stance on the
Maldivian crisis therefore
should not really be surprising.
It however becomes unusual,
rather intimidating, when such
positions are taken on domestic
political affairs, keeping in view
the strategic advantages that a
particular country generally
offers. China’s stance on the cur-
rent Maldivian crisis points to
this admonitory, particularly to
neighbouring India. 

Beijing’s position on the ongo-
ing Maldives crisis combines a
fine blend of invisible ambitions
and strategic confidence that
China holds with the archipelag-
ic country. Expressing outright
support to Abdulla Yameen’s
regime, Beijing has called for
“non-interference” from outside
powers and has stated that
Maldives will “independently”
resolve its problem through dia-
logues. By articulating an indi-
rect caution to India and, impor-
tantly, by showcasing its rising
international might, China has
called on the international com-
munity to not interfere in
Maldives’ internal affairs. This
indeed points to China’s stan-
dard official position. It has mas-
tered the art of passing indirect
cautioning to its adversaries.
What however is really disturb-
ing is how attentively Beijing is
shielding Yameen’s regime in
Maldives and also asserting its
positioning in the Indian Ocean,
unveiling a grand global strategy. 

The crisis is emerging more as
a geopolitical crisis between
China and India to influence
Maldives’ political affairs and
mark a stamp on the archipelag-
ic nation’s political future in
Indian Ocean. Given India and
Maldives’ strong security, eco-
nomic and political linkages, the
archipelago has been diplomati-
cally close to India over the
years. A reversal in this trend
was, however, witnessed in 2013
with Abdulla Yameen coming to

power and cosying up to China
with his authoritarian approach
of governance. He has employed
a “China first” approach by wel-
coming Chinese investment,
assistantship and presence in the
country, sidelining the tradition-
al “India first” approach that
Maldives had adopted under
Mohamed Nasheed, inviting seri-
ous disapproval from the opposi-
tion parties. Nonetheless,
Yameen had gone ahead in iden-
tifying Maldives’ strategic inter-
ests more with China than India,
owing much to an effective
Chinese diplomacy and outreach
to the archipelago in general.
Beijing under a “new era” for-
eign policy strategy has adopted
a “pro-active” plus “going-out”
economic diplomacy in the
Indian Ocean with Maldives as a
strategic hub. 

One of the highpoints of
China’s “new era” strategy is to
carry out a multi-textured for-
eign policy combining hard and
soft power cogently. With
Maldives, a closer cultural link-
age has been unfolding where
tourism, education, infrastruc-
ture and economic cooperation
are important sectors. Visiting
Chinese tourists to Maldives in
great numbers are the greatest
strength of these budding eco-
nomic and cultural linkages. A
direct reflection of Beijing’s
“going-out economic diplomacy”
is visible currently in the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR) where

Maldives is a priority. Signing
economic deals, having frequent
political exchanges, promoting
cultural linkages, and backing a
country’s political regime are
part of this “going-out” diploma-
cy. China’s clout in Maldives
became an established fact after
the free trade agreement (FTA)
was signed in December 2017.
Yameen was the first Asian
leader to be invited to China in
the post-19th National Congress
of the Communist Party of
China (CPC) where the leader-
ship in Beijing expounded how
Maldives figures as a key coun-
try in China’s “new era” foreign
policy strategy. Despite heavy
domestic political opposition,
Yameen signed the FTA deal by
endorsing Xi Jinping’s flagship
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
Signing an FTA was a first of its
bilateral kind with a major coun-
try for this archipelagic nation
and for China too as it is strategi-

cally located in the IOR, marking
its own authority as a strong eco-
nomic power. Bagging Maldives’
open support, especially as an
“important partner” for
Beijing’s Maritime Silk Road
(MSR), was another major
achievement for China. 

Maldives’ contacts with China
reached a new height with Xi
Jinping’s visiting it in
September 2014, after a gap of 42
years. The Chinese President
was received by Yameen at the
Male international airport to dis-
play their strengthening political
bonding. Public support from
Maldives is critical to China
because it creates a favourable
condition for Beijing’s economic
and maritime strategy in the
IOR. The search for smaller
island countries, establishing
stronger maritime and military
networks with IOR countries,
access to foreign markets and
finding new sources of energy
are integral for China’s MSR
strategy. In fact, Beijing’s “pro-
active” diplomacy is positioning
China as a top-ranking country
in most of the countries’ foreign
policy drawing, allowing it to
successfully secure the goodwill
of Maldives to expand its South
Asian outreach. While, the US’s
primary interest in South Asia
was always security-centric, be it
the India-Pakistan balancing
game or maritime developments
in the Indian Ocean, it also seeks
to obstruct the Chinese progress

there. Nevertheless, with Donald
Trump’s retreat from Asia,
Beijing is witnessing quite a
favourable environment. It is,
nonetheless, seeing the growing
India-US bilateral ties and
Japan’s rising investment pres-
ence as a threat to its regional
interests. To rank Maldives as a
priority partner therefore
becomes a natural choice for
China. 

Beijing’s stance on Maldives
has a greater strategic objective
to position itself as an effective
Indian Ocean power. It was even
pronounced during Xi Jinping’s
speech in the 19th National
Congress of the CPC. China is
relying on marine trading to sup-
plement its economy and coun-
tries like Maldives and Sri Lanka
are placed highly in this connec-
tion. China also aims to protect
its sea lines of communication
through Maldives and for future
military build-ups. Therefore, it
is extremely keen on checking
and possibly preventing the pre-
vailing Indian domination there.
China’s Maldives stance thus
puts India’s credential as a
power to test, and more impor-
tantly, points to a larger fact: a
growing hegemonic approach
cloaked by protective measures.

The author is a Fellow and
Centre Coordinator for East

Asia at the Institute for Defence
Studies and Analyses, 

New Delhi

T
he Maldives constitu-
tional crisis has again
thrust China’s

encroachment into India’s
neighborhood into the spot-
light. Maldives President
Abdulla Yameen declared a
15-day State of Emergency.
While India has condemned
the declaration of a State of
Emergency, China has tacit-
ly backed the Maldives 
government’s actions, creat-
ing yet another flashpoint
for regional competition. 

BACKGROUND
Viewing itself as a “big

brother” to the Maldives,
India has taken an interest
in the stability of the coun-
try in the context of its

vision as the dominant
power in South Asia. It
intervened to defend the
Maldives government from
a coup attempt in 1988 and
subsequently both coun-
tries enjoyed strong eco-
nomic and political rela-
tions. However, these rela-
tions eroded after President
Nasheed’s ouster in 2012 as
China initiated significant
infrastructure projects
(including some that India
had intended to undertake)
and signed a free trade
agreement with the
Maldives in December 2017.
China sees the Maldives
archipelago as a key node in
its Belt and Road Initiative
while India sees Chinese
encroachment in its back-
yard as threatening, partic-
ularly after the PLAN sent
three warships on a port
call to the Maldives 
last year.

Similar to what it did in

Doklam and other parts of
India’s neighborhood,
China’s support for Yameen
in the garb of stability and
prosperity has placed India
in a bind, forcing it to
choose between the high
road and the messy, con-
tentious road. If India sup-
ported diplomatic condem-
nations but opposed active

intervention, it would dis-
tinguish itself as an uphold-
er of the “rules based
order” and the “free and
open Indo-Pacific” but
could cede ground to rising
Chinese influence. If India
intervened militarily to
safeguard serious strategic
interests, others in the
region could view India as

autocratically as China,
diminishing its influence
and credibility as a defend-
er of the liberal interna-
tional order.

REASONS FOR CONCERN
India fears “debt traps”

set by China that could lead
to land grabs and a poten-
tial military foothold on the
archipelago. China sets
these traps with expensive
infrastructure and white
elephant projects financed
by loans, masquerading as
aid, which China then
trades for equity stakes in
the country’s critical infra-
structure if a country can-
not re-pay the loan. Such an
action in the Maldives
would be threatening to
India for two reasons.

The Maldives is a series of
atolls composed of almost
1,200 islands whose north-
ernmost point is located
roughly 450km from India’s

southern coast. If China
controlled some of these
islands (or engaged in new
island building), it could
establish listening posts
and naval facilities to moni-
tor Indian naval activity or
even construct air and
naval bases to threaten the
Indian mainland or sea
lanes of India’s trade and
energy supplies.  

Second, India’s ability to
maintain its influence over
the Maldives is a litmus test
of whether it can fulfil the
role of “net security
provider” in the region.
After a string of setbacks in
influence in Sri Lanka,
Nepal, and Bhutan, an ero-
sion of influence in the
Maldives feeds the percep-
tion that China is eroding
India’s sphere of influence.
In such an “emperor has no
clothes” moment, not only
would India suffer a loss of
prestige, but India’s reputa-

tion as the most consequen-
tial state in South Asia
would be hollowed.

INDIA’S OPTIONS
Hawks and moderates

have both called for inter-
vention, and there is some
perception of US support
for Indian intervention in
the Maldives, but the Indian
government has demurred
from such action.

It seems highly unlikely
the Indian government will
intervene militarily in the
Maldives as it did in 1988.
Interventions today are
messier, especially in a
more competitive region,
and could trigger greater
resentment, blowback, and
overextension. Instead,
India could summon politi-
cal and economic means to
bring pressure on the
Maldives government and
induce a course correction,
much like it did in Sri

Lanka in 2014-15. 
For instance, tourism is

the most important indus-
try for the Maldives 
accounting for a third of its
GDP, more than half its for-
eign exchange, and over 60
per cent of total employ-
ment. While India only com-
poses a small share of
tourists, its Quad partners
and their allies together
compose 35 per cent of for-
eign tourists and likely a
disproportionate share of
tourism spending. The
ongoing crisis has already
had a significant impact on
the industry and India
could use diplomatic meth-
ods and information cam-
paigns to further accentu-
ate the pressure, as needed. 
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The archipelago had been close to India till a reversal in this trend was witnessed in 2013 with Abdulla Yameen coming to power. — AP

THE ONGOING MALDIVIAN CRISIS IS EMERGING AS A GEOPOLITICAL TUSSLE 
BETWEEN CHINA AND INDIA TO INFLUENCE THE ISLAND COUNTRY’ POLITICAL
AFFAIRS. BOTH THE ECONOMIC POWERHOUSES ARE TRYING TO MARK A STAMP 
ON THE ARCHIPELAGIC NATION’S POLITICAL FUTURE IN THE INDIAN OCEAN.

Beijing’s position
on the crisis

combines a fine
blend of invisible

ambitions and
strategic

confidence 

Coercive
Diplomacy
Required

T
he geopolitical and strate-
gic importance of having
friendly relations with

our smaller neighbours cannot
be overemphasised. These
should be based on respecting
their independence and nation-
al pride. If there is a need to
put pressure, it should be
nuanced and subtle. Any other
means indicate that India has
lost the diplomatic battle and is
resorting to either knee-jerk
reactions or being ‘big 
brother’. 

Pakistan, which has a long
history of troubled relations
with us, and China, with whom
we have a border dispute and
who overlooks the state-spon-
sored terrorism by Pakistan,
needs completely different 
handling.

China is using its economic
and military power to encircle
India through the ‘string of
pearls’ theory by giving eco-
nomic sops to its smaller neigh-
bours and ‘managing’ the
establishments and heads in
these states with monetary
gains. There are indications
that we are losing influence in
Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh
and Maldives; China is making
all efforts to put pressure on
the only remaining country,
Bhutan. It has reached its eco-
nomic world power status with
cheap labour, lax labour and
commercial laws and setting
up large industrial areas for
mass production of goods to
kill international competitors.
It now wants to consolidate its
economic footprint in Pakistan
along the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor and in the
Middle East through access
from Gwadar Port. India is
making progress with some
countries beyond its immedi-
ate neighbourhood such as
Mauritius, Qatar, Bahrain,
Saudi Arabia and, more recent-
ly, Oman. This is after failing in
our ‘neighbours first’ policy
and giving room for China to
extend its hold. 

The present crisis in
Maldives was triggered by its
Supreme Court ordering the
release of political prisoners
and opposition members and
convening Parliament, after
which Emergency was
declared. Two judges were
arrested and the order
reversed by the other judges.
Bribery charges have been
pressed against those arrested.
The UN, USA, UK, France and
India have asked that the
Emergency be lifted and
democracy restored. Evicting
members of Parliament and
preventing their entry into 

Parliament is undemocratic.
There are allegations of

attempts at toppling govern-
ments, and making of personal
fortunes including through
sale/long lease of islands,
which are likely to be true.
Those should not concern
India. Yameen says he had to
declare a State of Emergency
as there was no way to hold the
justices accountable. But, then,
who will hold him account-
able? India has to look at its
strategic and geopolitical inter-
ests and act in whatever way fit
to protect them. Yameen sent
an envoy to brief his friends
China, Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia about the present cri-
sis. The trip to India was can-
celled at India’s request. There
is increasing fundamentalism
in the Maldives and reports of
jehadis being exported to
Syria. A progressive dispensa-
tion will be in India’s interest.
A population involved in eco-
nomic activity that the boom-
ing tourism industry offers
will ensure curbing fundamen-
talism, which may lead to ter-
rorism affecting India. China
on the other hand is not affect-
ed by the fundamentalism,
extremism/ terrorism in
India’s neighbourhood as it is
geographically insulated.
Turning a blind eye to it is, in
fact, to its advantage if it 
weakens India. 

Military intervention which
disrupts economic activity and
alienates people at large should
be avoided as long as there are
no moves by China. India needs
to use both overt and 
covert means to ensure that a
dispensation favourable to it is
in power.

Due to geographic proximity,
the people of Maldives depend
on India for economic activity
and for medical treatment.
Educational opportunities in
India for the people of
Maldives should be increased
as also Indian tourists visiting
Maldives.

India has to gain the confi-
dence of the present Maldives
government or get a new dis-
pensation in place through
coercive diplomacy. It is, how-
ever, not easy to decide whom
to back and who will 
lose power: that is where 
our Foreign Service and 
diplomats have a role to 
play. Unfortunately, less impor-
tance is given to putting the
best people in these smaller
countries and the diplomats
posted there may not have clar-
ity on policy and intent from
the Indian government in
power.

There are no rules in this
game. A diplomatic victory is
mandatory!
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CHINA IS USING ITS ECONOMIC  AND MILITARY

POWER TO ENCIRCLE INDIA THROUGH THE  

STRING OF PEARLS THEORY

POWER GAMES
n China is using its economic and military power to encir-
cle India through the ‘string of pearls’ theory

n There are indications that India is losing influence in
Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Maldives. 

Navigating the Maldives crisis

India is being forcing to choose between the high road and
the messy, contentious road. — AFP


