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Abstract 
 

In an era dominated by technological advancements, the use of artificial intelligence (AI) 
emerges as a pivotal element for nations seeking to assert influence on the global stage. 
Mearsheimer's idea of the stopping power of water asserts that oceans are pivotal enablers 
of wealth and power. The study explores how nations strategically cultivate AI technology 
to enhance global influence. This research examines oceans as the next frontier of 
competition, with particular emphasis on the high seas as valuable arenas for power 
projection. AI-based unmanned vehicles and advanced technologies are identified as key 
facilitators for easy access to these high seas, contributing to an escalating power struggle 
between the US and China. The study scrutinises extravagant claims and freedom of 
navigation operations as manifestations of this competition. This research employs a 
qualitative research method to provide analysis using Mearsheimer’s analysis directed at the 
limitations of international laws in effectively addressing the challenges posed by AI-based 
vehicles in open waters. Lastly, the research underscores a prevailing power vacuum in the 
high seas, highlighting how major powers employ AI technology to assert dominance, 
reshaping the landscape of global maritime geopolitics. 
 
Key Words: AI-Militarization, High Seas, US-China, Offensive Realism, Power 
Competition.  
 
 
 
Introduction  

The 21st century is marked by incessant technological revolution. Artificial 
intelligence (AI) is used extensively from the narrow to the general range with various levels 
of sophistication. Artificial intelligence pertains to the replication of human intelligence in 
machines that are designed to simulate human brainpower. It refers to the traits of 
perception, learning, reasoning, adapting and problem-solving in machines without human 
assistance. In terms of AI-based high-tech competition between the US and China, both 
aimed at AI supremacy and aspired to be the innovation centres of the world. The ambition 
of both adversaries is not only to equate but also to overtake AI-based capabilities, 
signalling the return of great power competition. Supremacy in the maritime environment 
is the landmark of dominance, and the quest to dominate global commons (especially high 
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seas) through AI-based systems has become a matter of great importance. In this scenario, 
militarised AI will play a critical role in the drive for hegemony. Offensive realists provide 
a better understanding of the complexity of technological interplay to fill the power vacuum 
in the high seas. Security, power maximisation, and the quest for dominance serve as a 
weaving thread in this research work. In the anarchic structure, states are endeavouring to 
gain control of the high seas to attain maritime supremacy. This study analyses the role of 
artificial intelligence-based autonomous/unmanned vehicles in gaining access to far waters 
efficiently. The use of AI-based naval vessels, especially on the high seas, and the legal 
frameworks in this regard have been critically analysed through the lens of offensive 
realism. The core proposition of this research is that the integration of AI technology has 
transformed oceans and high seas into contested domains, as the growing competition 
among great powers – the US and China – to harness offensive capabilities through AI 
technology represents a pivotal shift in the quest for dominance in high seas. This quest in 
AI-based advancements enables power projection in the realm of maritime relations. 

This research study is structured into the following sections: the first section provides 
a comprehensive description of Mearsheimer's theory of offensive realism and highlights 
the critique on the stopping power of water in light of modern technological advancements. 
The second section delves into the militarisation of artificial intelligence and its pivotal role 
in the competition among great powers. It underscores the emerging significance of oceans 
as the next arena of competition among these powers. The subsequent section explores the 
particular importance of the high seas, viewed as a resource-rich domain and a strategic 
temptation for major players, such as the United States and China, aiming to establish 
dominance through integrated AI offensive capabilities. Lastly, the study offers a critical 
assessment of the use of AI on the high seas, taking into account both its advantages and 
risks. It also highlights the limitations of international law in effectively addressing the 
multifaceted challenges arising in this context. These sections collectively lay the foundation 
for a comprehensive analysis of the evolving dynamics, ethical considerations, and the 
transformative role of AI in shaping maritime geopolitics.  

 
Mearsheimer’s Theory of Great Power Politics 

John Mearsheimer, under the banner of Offensive Realism, made significant 
contributions to the neorealist approach with his book-length, seminal writings on great 
power politics. John Mearsheimer's cornerstone work, The Tragedy of Great Power 
Politics, was hailed as a classic in the realist tradition. The view of great powers' rivalry 
with a haunting fear of security competition is built up in the offensive realist theory of 
international relations. He explains his theory of offensive realism with five basic 
assumptions that include: 

 
•! Anarchy, absence of central authority. 
•! Possession of offensive military capabilities by great powers. 
•! Uncertainty about other states’ intentions of using offensive capability. 
•! Survival is the prime goal and a means to all ends. 
•! States are rational actors that behave strategically to pursue their highest goal 

(survival). 
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The tragic self-help system generated deep insecurity that compelled states to pursue 
aggressive aims at the risk of war. Even if a great power attains an upper hand in military 
might over its adversaries, the quest for power never stops until it becomes a hegemon. It 
strives to eliminate any future challenger that disrupts its power. He asserted that maximum 
power generates a favourable strategic insight. And if the circumstances are feasible, more 
power can aid in pursuing hegemony (Mearsheimer, 2001). 

 
Primacy of Land Power 

The main arguments address the importance of land power and the unremitting 
power of water. The paramount power of a state is primarily based on the army 
accompanied by air and naval forces. Mearsheimer argued that in the modern era land force 
is the main source of a state's power. Some might argue that nuclear weapons nullify the 
primacy of land power. Mearsheimer claims that nuclear weapons either make war obsolete 
or form a nuclear balance among great powers. Continental powers remain the king in war 
conquest. While insular powers are less likely to initiate war or project power. There is an 
exception: an insular state, Japan, attacked Pearl Harbour in 1941. However, it did not 
conquer any part of the US and just invaded some islands to establish its rule. So, water has 
stopping power to limit the power projection (Mearsheimer, 2001). 

He argues that land power is crucial because land armies are necessary to control 
territory—the most important asset in a world of territorial states (Brzezinski & 
Mearsheimer, 2009). Furthermore, the focus on land power leads Mearsheimer to focus 
narrowly on territorial expansion. This implies a risk that his analyses miss a host of other 
ways of gaining and exercising influence. Moreover, Mearsheimer himself recognises that 
territorial conquest is unlikely to be the prevalent way of power maximisation in the 
decades to come, as he expects China—the most likely challenger to the US—to attempt to 
dominate Asia in more subtle ways (Toft, 2005). The power projection abilities are 
naturally limited by water and prevent any state from becoming a hegemon by dividing the 
power across the globe.  

 
Stopping Power of Water: A Critique of Seas 

According to Mearsheimer, the presence of water stops the continental powers from 
exercising enough power to establish global hegemony. This geographical barrier forces 
states to focus on immediate geographical regions, as the cost and challenges of projecting 
power over long distances are significant (Mearsheimer, 2001, p. 114). The best way of 
being powerful is to become a regional hegemon in its part of the world. It can have an 
influence on other accessible regions on nearby land. He depicts insular powers as less 
vulnerable and more secure than land powers. The land powers, like Germany, the USSR, 
and France, aspire to be regional hegemons and are involved in fierce power competition. 
While the UK and US were less prone to such conquests, because both were insular powers. 
Due to such geographical constraints, he believes that regional hegemony is the ultimate 
goal (Mearsheimer, 2023). There is a difference of opinion among offensive realists about 
the pursuit of hegemony. Gilpin asserts that the absolute goal of states is to be a global 
hegemon, and he speculates that global hegemony, which establishes their rules and 
exercises influence, has been naval powers. To give an example, the UK and the US were 
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prominent naval powers to exercise absolute power, as the UK was a major sea power and 
the US had fleets around the world.  

Apart from hegemonic theorists like Gilpin, many influential sea theorists, such as 
Alfred Thayer Mahan, Julian Corbett, and Nicholas Spykman, articulated the immense 
significance of oceans as an enabler of power. Spykman expressed the importance of 
rimland along the heartland (Islam, 2023). Mahan enunciated sea control (Defence 
Technical Information Center, 2003). Corbett put forward securing sea command to 
accumulate maximum power and wealth (Shevin-Coetzee & Hendrix, 2016). In another 
paper, the author delves into the pivotal role of oceans in global geopolitics, underscoring 
the unparalleled strategic advantage derived from AI-based naval supremacy and sea power. 
Instead of adhering to the concept of water's stopping power, this research highlights the 
role of oceans as an enabler of power projection and underscores their critical importance 
in achieving maritime dominance. The analysis reveals that states vie for control not only 
over territorial waters but also the high seas, with a notable influence from artificial 
intelligence-based systems (Mushtaq & Shahtaj, 2023). The attribute of water as a stopping 
power is more pertinent to the state's incapability to attain sea power and secure power 
projection. So, oceans are not barriers but enablers of wealth, power projection, and 
generators of influence in world politics (de Almeida Silva, 2017). 

 
AI Revolution: Mitigating the Stopping Power of Water 
 In the age of artificial intelligence, technological advancements, such as aircraft 
carriers, unmanned/autonomous surface or underwater vehicles, unmanned aerial vehicles, 
and long-range aircraft, have significantly reduced the stopping power of water. These 
advancements have enabled states to project power and influence across oceans and 
waterways more effectively. As a result, the traditional constraints of geographic barriers 
like oceans have been reduced. For instance, aircraft carriers serve as mobile airbases/force 
multipliers that can project airpower over long distances. Unmanned ships and submarines 
with cutting-edge technology can move through and under the water to carry out a variety 
of tasks. Additionally, long-range aircraft and missiles can target distant locations with 
precision. These advancements have changed the strategic landscape and the way states 
interact globally. They have allowed states to overcome the stopping power of water to a 
considerable extent. As a result, states can extend their influence, conduct military 
operations, and protect their interests far beyond their immediate coastal regions 
(Tinnirello, 2018). 
 
Offensive Realist Approach Views AI as a Strategic Technology 
 AI is deemed a strategic technology that heightens international competition, as 
more than fifty states are involved in drafting strategies to become pioneers in this field. 
While the two competing high-tech giants, the US and China, are altering the balance of 
power. As John Mearsheimer is of the view that states go for strategies to improve their 
power by strengthening economic and military capabilities. In this regard, states are likely 
to pursue technological development to enhance their military power. He has not 
specifically addressed the use of artificial intelligence, but underlined the significance of 
technological advancement. AI has remarkable potential to augment the state's national, 
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economic, and military capabilities (Krasadakis, 2023). AI has successfully overcome both 
spatial and temporal obstacles, as well as the power of water. The use of AI technology in 
various fields could be seen as aggressive, but it appears to be the only means for smaller 
states to ensure their survival and for great powers to maintain their dominant status. States 
are inherently desperate to gain power and survive in the international system. Artificial 
intelligence gives a way for states (leading-edge or smaller actors) to compete more 
efficiently and ensure survival under anarchy (Wu, 2020). 
 
Rationale of AI Militarisation 
 The enthralling attributes of artificial intelligence with the element of surprise, 
accuracy, and efficiency, are swiftly augmenting the military capabilities. Considering the 
potential of artificial intelligence and its influence in multiple domains, states have started 
to incorporate AI in the defence sector to gain a competitive advantage over adversaries. 
Major powers view it as a tool to shift the balance of power in their favour (Anupama, 
2022). From 2009 to 2017, China significantly altered the course of scientific and 
technological advancement. It emerged as a potential competitor and led in many areas of 
AI. Eric Schmidt mentioned explicitly that China has gained the status of a full-spectrum 
peer competitor. China is playing smartly by enhancing the level of sophistication of PLAN 
with AI integration for credible deterrence, rather than stockpiling the traditional 
weaponry. The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) recorded a 9.4% 
rise in military expenditures all over the world in 2024. Both the US and China are the 
largest military spenders in the world, accounting for half of world military 
spending.  However, there is a colossal gap in military spending; the US topped the chart 
with the highest military spending of $997 billion, while China fell to second with $314 
billion in the 2024 ranking (Tian et al., 2024). 
 
Great Powers Competition in the Era of Technological 
Advancements 
 The 21st Century has witnessed radical change in world affairs, geopolitics, high-
tech development and the modern ways of warfare. Global Trends: Paradox of Progress 
(2017) assessed these dramatic changes and increased the chances of conflict more than 
ever before. The Worldwide Threat Assessment mentioned that as the competition among 
nations is increasing, the higher the chances of conflict among major powers and regional 
aggressors since the end of the Cold War (National Intelligence Council, 2017). The initial 
glimpse can be seen as the tensions have increased between the US and its high-end peer 
competitors. Mearsheimer predicted that in the early decades of the 21st century, the US 
might confront China as a potential challenger in Northeast Asia. The prospects for China 
to emerge as a hegemon depend on its economic modernisation, and if it continues to grow 
at a good pace and gains economic leverage, it will be the leader in spearheading the 
technology. Offensive realists anticipated that China might formulate its own account of 
the Monroe Doctrine. Just as the US did not allow any power to interfere in the Western 
Hemisphere, China would also not allow meddling in Asian affairs. The wealthiest power 
would not be a status quo entity but an aggressor seeking domination (Kurki, Smith & 
Dunne, 2013, p. 89). 
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 The National Security Strategy (2017) of the US outlined the strategic vision for the 
US in the context of great power competition based on high-tech with China and Russia. 
These opponent states try to gain by a minimal pushback to their adversaries. It mentioned 
China and Russia as "revisionist powers" and "rivals", discarding the words "friends" and 
"partners", hardening the US stance in the theatre of politics. A Report to Congress on 
Great Powers Competition and National Defence (2020) marked China's rise as a fierce 
competitor, which is paving its path to become a high-tech giant. The Defence Primer: 
Geography, Strategy and Force Design (2022), describes that the US is exercising power to 
prevent the rise of any regional hegemon and to preserve its power preponderance 
(Congressional Research Service, 2024). The Annual Report to Congress 2024 includes in-
depth details about China’s military, security and technological development (U.S. 
Department of Defence, 2024). Therefore, Artificial Intelligence (AI) is at the core of the 
intensifying competition between the United States and China (Glaser & Allen, 2023). 
Here, we have highlighted a specific focus on the growing importance of technology. 
 The deployment of the Third Offset Strategy (2014-2016) by the Department of 
Defence US is to enhance the integration of artificial intelligence in all the domains of 
defence. The US is aiming to retain technological ascendancy and sustain military leverage 
in the face of potential threats. While China is quickly closing the gaps in levelling the US, 
especially in the naval sphere (The National Interest, 2023). The US military issued a 
futuristic-looking publication in 2016 named Joint Operating Environment 2035. It has a 
section entitled 'Technology' that describes a future technological landscape characterised 
by rapid technological advancement. The National Defence Strategy prioritises 
technological advancement, as the security environment is influenced by high-tech 
development (Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2016). China also unveiled its Generation Artificial 
Intelligence Development Plan (2017), aiming to establish China as the global leader in AI 
by 2030 (Carter & Crumpler, 2019). The use of AI technology to support military weapons, 
arsenals, and vessels has become a matter of concern. The cultivation of AI-based 
technology and automation of the systems indicates the winners and losers of future battles 
based on it. The US and China are expanding their influence through AI-powered naval 
vessels to achieve maritime superiority. Both states are building offensive and defensive AI 
capabilities, strategies and plans to acquire naval might. 
 
Beyond Borders: Strategic Significance of Oceans 
 Historically, oceans have remained a source of exercising power and have become a 
theatre of conflict. It is the space where traditional navies are struggling to extend their 
sovereign claims and exploit others' interests. As Bruce Jones mentioned in his book, ‘To 
Rule the Waves: How Control of the World’s Oceans Shapes the Fate of the Superpowers,’ 
he characterises oceans as a chessboard on which states have been battling to dominate for 
centuries. The nuclear age, missile arsenals, and AI-based autonomous systems are 
generating the security concerns among nations. States are opting for maximum power on 
land and at sea as well. He enunciated that naval power is crucial to maintain the US's 
supreme standing in any region. Ruling the waves in every domain to gain power 
preponderance has become a prime interest of big powers (Pietrusi!ski, 2022). The research 
event at Chatham House, titled "Controlling the world’s oceans: The next domain of great 
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power competition?", focused on the increasing strategic importance of the world's oceans 
and the potential for great power competition in this domain. It examined the role of new 
technologies, such as artificial intelligence and autonomous systems, in shaping the future 
of maritime security and the potential risks and opportunities that these technologies 
present (Chatham House, 2021). 
 
AI on the Helm: Maritime Competition on the High Seas 
 The high seas are the part of the ocean outside the jurisdiction of any country. 
The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) defined the apparent 
boundary of the high seas as starting 200 nautical miles from the coastline. The Geneva 
Convention on the High Seas (1958) declared that all parts of the sea, excluding the 
territorial waters of a state, are characterised as the high seas under Article 13(1)(a). Part 
VII of UNCLOS retains the permissible and impermissible on the high seas. It declared that 
the high seas or any part of it is not subject to the national sovereignty of any state (Cornell 
Law School, 2022). The international law defines four areas as global commons, including 
the high seas, atmosphere, Antarctica and outer space (Haskin, 2024). Two-thirds of 
Earth's surface is covered by the oceans that hold 96.5% of all Earth's water. 64% of the 
ocean is deemed the high seas. The high seas are the home of ocean giants and are 
considered the most biologically productive area in the world. Therefore, the high seas serve 
as a crucial space for nations vying to secure valuable resources (Rey, 2023). 
 The high seas are considered a global common where all the nations have equal 
rights and are allowed the peaceful exploration and entitled to scientific research. However, 
the exploration of deep-sea beds is halted, as this area has ceased to be free. This action has 
been taken under the advocacy of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) and the International Seabed Authority (ISA) to protect the fragile marine 
ecosystem (International Seabed Authority, 2023). The exploitation of resources and sea 
mining is posing an unprecedented threat to the ocean environment. This situation also 
fosters hostility among nations as they compete to maximise their benefits from the 
resources of the global commons (Liu et al., 2023). The advent of advanced technology and 
autonomous systems makes the high seas easily accessible for exploration, surveillance, and 
countering any formidable threat. 
 The high seas are pivotal in the flow of global trade and commerce. They are home 
to Sea Lanes of Communications (SLOCs), deemed as maritime highways for sea 
transportation between countries and continents. With the passage of time and the changing 
geopolitical landscape of the world, the marine routes and shared space have become a 
disputed matter. The unlawful claims, forceful deployment of military vessels and 
personnel, and aggressive behaviour towards other states have imperiled the freedom. For 
centuries, states had been challenging the free navigation and sovereignty in the high seas. 
In the current paradigm, the South China Sea has been a subject of dispute over sovereign 
claims extending beyond the territorial waters. The South China Sea is of utmost 
importance, as it is a semi-enclosed sea space comprising the sea lanes of communication 
connecting Europe, the Middle East, Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia, the Pacific Ocean, and 
North America. This sea is home to several islands, natural resources, and strategic choke 
points (Altaf, 2022). 
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 The South China Sea has gained currency in geopolitics due to its abundant 
resources; it is called the ‘second Persian Gulf’ (Miranda & Maljak, 2022). China is making 
a sovereignty claim over the whole South China Sea to maintain its upper hand. The US 
declared the Freedom of Navigation Operations intended to uphold the freedom of 
navigation, overflight, and free trade. The US Navy is setting the AI-based unmanned and 
autonomous naval vessels on patrol missions in consonance with FONOPs. These cost-
effective and intelligent machines with higher accuracy and flexibility gave an asymmetric 
advantage over adversities, especially in open waters. This not only poses a security 
dilemma but also a decision dilemma to the adversary's scarce manned assets in countering 
such a threat.  The Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) is integrating the 
AI capabilities to maintain the superiority of autonomous patrolling and harnessing the 
intelligent autonomous capability for high-seas navigation (Artificial Intelligence Initiatives 
within the Department of Defence, 2021). In 2016, China seized an unmanned underwater 
vehicle in the international waters of the South China Sea. Pentagon officials declared that 
the underwater drone was entitled to collect oceanographic data autonomously. The seizure 
of the glider in international waters is a violation of freedom of navigation norms in 
compliance with international law (Buckley, 2016). This scenario demonstrated the 
escalating competition between the US Navy and the PLAN to gain dominance in the 
international waters. 
 
Exploitation of Global Commons 

  The global commons are crucial for worldwide connectivity through trade and 
telecommunication. The use of maritime routes, the high seas, and outer space has been a 
critical source for enhancing military power. These vital zones have become fragile due to 
exploitation by human activities. Particularly, the high sea is a free space without any 
sufficient legislative framework, effective governance, and monitoring to stop the rogue 
behaviour of states to exercise their influence. The principle of open access is being misused 
by the states to hunt the limitless resources and deter their enemies in the open oceans. The 
geopolitical upheaval and changing strategic dynamics have heightened the importance of 
the global commons for strategic and military purposes. The most powerful players in the 
world have demonstrated their power with shows of highly capable naval vessels in the high 
seas. As Garret Hardin expressed his views in his book ‘The Tragedy of the Commons,’ 
about the inexorable tendency of destruction towards common property resources. This 
illustration can be employed in terms of the high seas. The open access and the freedom to 
act independently caused the states to function according to their national interest. 
Consequently, the common good for all users will be neglected on a mass scale and resulting 
in the depletion of resources and violation of prescribed laws (Freund, 2022). 
 
Challenges to the Applicability of Law 

  The maritime laws essentially cover the extent of the state's actions in the designated 
territorial waters. However, in terms of the high seas, international law has an indefinite 
relation to the state's actions over any perceived geostrategic threat or malign intentions of 
an adversary. These maritime laws are subject to the conditions of peace or cases of war 
and do not address the in-between possibilities. Hence, states are left with developing their 
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naval capabilities and augmenting their naval might in the self-help arena. International 
maritime law has several treaties, conventions and customary laws to regulate the maritime 
activities of the states. The key assumption is about the vessels or ships noted to be 
commanded by a master and managed by a crew. The AI-based autonomy at sea is a 
challenge to such assumptions. There are more than 1000 autonomous ships successfully 
operating in the seas (Nadig, 2023).  

  Even though these are small platforms with remote operation, fully autonomous 
vessels are also on the doorstep. It raised the question of how UNCLOS accommodated 
and dealt with maritime autonomous vessels. The anchor point is that UNCLOS presented 
the body of laws in the 1970s and 1980s with no anticipation of AI-based autonomy 
(Parker, 2022). Furthermore, these laws address the flagship state to ensure compliance 
with international law.  If any autonomous ship is involved in a violation or seized by an 
adversary state, then the laws to deal with it have not been drafted yet. For instance, the 
seizing of an American glider by China in the high seas. The development of a code of 
regulations for the maritime autonomous vehicles according to their varying capabilities 
should be drafted to overcome the arduous challenges (Chang, Zhang, & Wang, 2020). 
 
Mearsheimer’s Take on International Law 

  Mearsheimer's debate over the relevance of international law for international 
politics and its impact on states' behaviour enunciated the realist school of thought. He 
negated the erroneous view that realists believe that international institutions or 
international law do not matter at all. The international institutions and their rules are as 
effective as the international law and are considered these entities the same. Therefore, he 
used the terms 'law' and 'rule' interchangeably. In a highly globalised world, states are 
interdependent in terms of politics, economy, and security; hence, they required 
international laws and institutions to run the world. Even the great powers like the US 
require rules and regulations for things like trade, so these are essential.  Mearsheimer 
asserted that these laws are helpful in coercing the minor powers and are suitable for great 
powers like the US in achieving their goals. For instance, the Non-Proliferation Treaty was 
introduced after the US acquired the nuclear weapons. So, the law prevents others from 
getting the nuclear weapon under the blanket of safety and stability (Notre Dame, 2021). 
In a self-help world, international law is usually at odds with a state's vital interests. States 
disobey the rules or break the laws for vital interest and survival (Abouchedid, 2020). 
Mearsheimer asserted that great powers write the rules that best suit their interests. He 
referred to Lowes Dickinson's book, named ‘The European Anarchy,’ which states that in 
an anarchic world, states are going to behave as they like. Under the anarchic structure, the 
great powers are never going to obey those laws or rules that conflict with their national 
interests. These entities are the powerful players that decide the rules of the game and can 
break them whenever they want. So, in making, taking, or breaking the law, the great 
powers are the principal architects. Powerful states may use their influence to shape the 
development and interpretation of international law in ways that serve their interests, hence 
undermining its legitimacy and effectiveness (Patrick, 2023). 
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Conclusion 
  Over the span of years, artificial intelligence (AI) has garnered the attention of many 

powerful states around the world. States have indulged in a perpetual cycle of competition 
to cultivate artificial intelligence to gain strategic advantages and compete effectively in the 
global arena. The growing influence of China in the South China Sea and extravagant 
claims in international waters are endangering US interests. While the US commitment to 
sail, fly, and navigate freely in the open waters is an attempt to sustain its long-standing 
powerful stature in the world's oceans. The potential brought about by high-tech and AI to 
shape security, national interest, and the accumulation of power has triggered competition 
between various powers regarding who will be leading in AI-based technology. The 
development and deployment of AI-based autonomous systems aim to outpace each other's 
influence. This strategic behaviour of both states is driven by their grand strategy ambitions, 
security, and power maximisation in the anarchic structure.  

  In the great power competition, the maritime realm is of immense significance. A 
powerful navy with high-tech capabilities ensures unfettered access to the oceans. AI-based 
autonomous/unmanned surface, aerial and underwater vehicles add up to a great deal of 
power. In the maritime domains, the high seas are outside the jurisdiction of national 
sovereignty, hence open to all. The area with minimal gatekeeping in the anarchic system 
invites the temptations of aggressors and competing states. The vastness and natural 
resource richness made the high sea an area of intersecting interests of nation-states. The 
risk of contestation increases manifold with AI-based autonomous vehicles, as they are just 
acting according to the programmed instructions and have no knowledge of international 
law. It raises the questions about the reliability of machines in the decision-making process 
in the complex marine environment. The use of autonomous vehicles in the far seas is still 
unaddressed and needs the development of a code of conduct to regulate them. The 
neorealist thought highlighted the limitations of international law due to an anarchic 
international system. It justified the states' behaviour as up to the mark in cultivating the 
AI defensive capabilities to ensure their security and survival. The limitation of international 
law and institutions is outlined as structural realists claim that great powers are the 
lawmakers and breakers. Such anarchic states led the rational actors to engage their 
capabilities to gain maximum power that enables them to exert influence and meet the 
national interests on point. 
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