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Abstract: 

A current topic of international debate among western geopolitical scholars concerns 

whether recent demonstrations of Chinese naval power represent China's adoption of an 

outwardly aggressive maritime strategy which might require a reactive change of approach by 

western nations in dealing with Southeast Asian trading interests. This paper analyzes recent 

developments in Chinese maritime strategy in order to determine whether the strategy is actually 

offensive or defensive. Drawing on a realist interpretation of international relations, a geo-

strategic evaluation of the Chinese state, and a detailed understanding of the principles of 

maritime strategy, this paper addresses the inherent difficulty in distinguishing between offensive 

and defensive maritime strategies given that maritime states naturally develop power-projection 

forces in order to protect their Sea Lanes of Communication and maritime commerce. In an 

effort to discern the strategic intent underlying China's modern naval activity, this paper 

establishes an independent vision of China's optimal defensive maritime strategy based on the 

state's current threat environment, and compares those results against recent investments in 

China's naval power. By examining the congruency of these two positions, this work offers a 

contextualized understanding of the contemporary development of China's maritime capabilities 

and discusses related implications pertaining to other naval powers' future international relations 

with China. 
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Abstrakt 

Současné téma mezinárodních debat mezi západními geopolitickými vzdělanci se týká 

toho, zda nedávné demonstrace Čínské námořní síly reprezentují adopci navenek agresivní 

námořní strategie, která by vyžadovala reaktivní změnu přístupu západních zemí k jednání 

s jihovýchodními asijskými obchodními zájmy. Tato práce analyzuje nedávný vývoj v čínské 

námořní strategii za účelem určení, zda je tato strategie skutečně ofenzivní nebo defenzivní. 

Čerpající z realistické interpretace mezinárodních vztahů, geostrategického vyhodnocení 

Čínského státu a podrobného porozumění principům námořních strategií, tato práce poukazuje na 

základní problém v rozlišování mezi ofenzivními a defenzivními námořními strategiemi, 

vzhledem k tomu že si námořní státy přirozeně vyvíjejí síly promítající jejich moc za účelem 

obrany jejich námořních dopravních cest a námořního obchodu. Ve snaze rozpoznat strategický 

záměr podkládající soudobou námořní aktivitu Číny, tato práce vytváří nezávislou vizi optimální 

čínské defenzivní námořní strategie založenou na současných hrozbách prostředí vůči státu a 

porovnává tyto výsledky proti nedávným investicím do čínské námořní síly. Zkoumáním shody 

těchto dvou stavů tato práce nabízí kontextuální porozumění o současném vývoji čínských 

námořních schopností a diskutuje nad souvisejícími implikacemi pro budoucí mezinárodní 

vztahy Číny a dalších námořních mocností. 
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Over the last ten years the government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has 

repeatedly identified that the current situation of world affairs has created a “New Period” of 

potential in which the Chinese state can quickly develop and advance its interests. Since this 

time, the Chinese Communist Party has put a considerable amount of effort into developing a 

Chinese power-projection fleet with the ultimate goal of increasing China’s maritime 
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capabilities. Power-projection is a concept in International Relations that is understood as a 

state's ability to deploy and sustain an expeditionary force away from its immediate territory. The 

increasing importance placed upon the development of China’s maritime capabilities have 

initiated a series of academic inquires over whether or not the CCP decision to pursue a power-

projection fleet represents an offensive or defensive strategy. Scholars have also begun to 

question whether the development of such a power-projection fleet is logical for the Chinese 

state given its extensive continental territory. These inquiries have renewed a century-old debate 

over the importance of land forces and sea forces on the world stage and whether China should 

be attempting to become a strong land power or a strong sea power. 

The new literature written about the military buildup of the People’s Republic of China 

over the last decade assumes that China will be a regional power. However, this same literature – 

which also presumes in many cases that a state cannot actively pursue a land strategy and a sea 

strategy – is uncertain of the fate of this power because of the growing desire within China for 

increased maritime capabilities. As a result, a series of questions are now being asked, such as 

whether China's pursuit of a power-projection fleet is a logical strategy, given the historically 

unstable nature of its continental frontiers, and if the Chinese state must pursue increased naval 

capabilities, what is the optimal naval strategy that it should follow? 

The academics attempting to address these questions are doing so from phenomenally 

liberal-minded points of view. Academics such as Robert Ross attribute the Chinese desire for 

the creation of a power-projection fleet to nationalistic forces within the country, while former 

American naval officers such as Sam Tangredi explain that states like China are destined to 

pursue anti-access strategies because they are ruled by authoritarian regimes which are inherently 

undemocratic and thus possessed by a predisposition toward such strategies. 1 These views have 

been contrasted by authors such as John Mearshimer and others writing from a neorealist/ 

offensive-realist perspective, who suggest that the decision to pursue a power-projection fleet is a 

consequence of great power politics. With few exceptions, each of these authors offers a very 

limited geopolitical assessment of the Chinese geography and naval strategy while 

                                                           
1 Ross, Robert S. "China's naval nationalism Sources, Prospects and the U.S. Response" MIT Press, International 

Security 43:2, 46; and Tangredi, Sam J. "Anti-access Warfare: Countering A2/AD Strategies" (Annapolis: Naval 

Institute Press, 2013), 81-82. 
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simultaneously using theories of international relations in an attempt to reach conclusions about 

the intentions behind China’s maritime activity.  

Upon examination of the positions taken by these authors, it becomes apparent that at 

their root, all of these assessments share a common fundamental question, which also serves as 

the primary thesis question for this paper: Is the Chinese desire for increased naval capabilities 

an innately offensive or defensive action? My approach to answering this question is unique and 

different because I place an emphasis on an understanding of maritime strategies and how they 

are different from the land strategies upon which most balance of power theories are rooted.  

Proposed Thesis Argument: The military actions being taken by the People’s Liberation 

Army and the People’s Liberation Army Navy in and around the South China Sea and East 

China Sea are the result of an intention to use a limited hard-power which has been designed 

with the goal of deterring the use of naval forces by other countries in the region. These actions 

are a continuation of the previous Chinese anti-access and military strategies that are designed to 

protect Chinese economic interests from a possible attack. Based upon an understanding of 

Realism, Geostrategy and the strategic logic of Sir Julian Corbett on the principles of maritime 

strategies it would seem that is possible to reason from an evaluation of the Chinese maritime 

strategy that the Chinese may be behaving defensively in their regional waters as opposed to 

offensively. This is because they appear to be pursuing access to seaports that are along their Sea 

Lanes of Communication and are developing maritime capabilities that are analogous to a 

defensive maritime strategy given the economic needs of the Chinese state.   

My approach to answering the primary thesis question relies heavily on the strategic 

disciplines of realism, geo-strategy, and the concept of maritime strategy as presented in the 

writings of Sir Julian Corbett, and includes three major components: 

1. Assess the optimal maritime strategy for China:  By focusing heavily on Chinese 

geography, resource distribution within the country, the contribution of the coastal provinces 

towards the Chinese GDP and the impact of inter-regional and global trade upon the Chinese 

economy, I conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the current Chinese threat environment and 

the places that it feels vulnerable. This information is instructive in attempting to understand why 
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the Chinese leadership might pursue military development on either the land or sea, and which 

type of military development they are likely to pursue. 

2. Evaluate contemporary developments in China’s maritime strategy: Using 

Chinese defense reports, the current composition of the Chinese naval fleet, published accounts 

of Chinese naval strategy, strategic assessments offered by the United States’ Department of 

Defense, and think tanks from different corners of the world, I attempt to construct an accurate 

account of contemporary strategic thinking within China. From this foundation, one can 

determine the implied Chinese foreign policy goals which likely underpin this strategy, and 

thereby project possible actions of the Chinese state into the future.  

3. Compare optimal Chinese maritime strategy with the actual Chinese maritime 

strategy: By comparing the congruency of China's optimal maritime strategy with their actual 

strategy, it is possible to determine whether this strategy is offensive (as most authors suggest) or 

defensive in nature, thus answering the thesis question of this paper. This conclusion is 

supplemented by an overview of the current capabilities of the Chinese Navy, in order to 

demonstrate whether or not an offensive position is even practical given the current abilities of 

the Chinese fleet. 

In order to address each of these components in detail, I intend to segment my thesis 

argument into the following five chapters:  

Chapter I:  The Foundations of the Thesis: 

The first chapter begins with an examination of the foundations of my paper. In order to 

do this I will begin with a more extensive review of the current literature debating China’s 

maritime actions and then addresses the common themes found in this literature, as well as the 

gaps in the current debate. In addition to this, I intend to explain the scope of my own research, 

and how I hope to augment the debate. I will focus on an evaluation of the strategic disciplines of 

realism, geo-strategy, and the concept of maritime strategy as presented in the writings of Sir 

Julian Corbett. I intend to complement this evaluation with explanations of how these theories 

have impacted my answer to the primary thesis question. 

1.1 Examine the Current Debates on Chinese Power-Projection 
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 Robert Kaplan, Robert Ross, Michael Glosny, John Mearsheimer, Sam J. Tangredi, 

Nan Li, Bernard D. Cole, Peter A. Dutton, Jack S. Levy and William R. Thompson. 

1.2 The importance of Maritime Strategy as a new factor of analysis 

 Why study maritime strategies? 

 How are maritime strategies different from land strategies? 

 What are its benefits of studying a maritime strategy? 

1.3 Theoretical Foundation 

1.3.1: Realism 

 Rational actors 

 Security Dilemma 

 Behavioral trends that can be examined and predicted 

1.3.2: Geo-strategy 

 Focus on geography and resources available to a state. 

 Predicts that states have limited resources that prevent them from pursuing 

all possible courses of action open to them at any one time. When 

compared with realism, this suggests that states will choose the best and 

most rational course of action that is available to them. 

1.3.3: Introduction to Maritime Strategy 

 What is a maritime state? 

 Why are maritime strategies important in the modern age? 

 Is there a connection between the Sea and the Life of the State? 

 What impact do Trade Routes and Sea Lines of Communication have on a 

state? 

 What is the "Command of the Sea" and why is it important? 

 Are there sound reasons for securing the Command of the Sea? 

 How would a maritime state secure the Command of the Sea? 

 What are the “Distinguishing Characteristics” of Naval Conflicts as 

outlined by Sir Julian Corbett and why are they important for 

understanding how China has and will behave? 

1.4 Why Focus on the South China Sea and East China Sea? 

 Ongoing Island disputes over Spratly Islands. 

 Proximity of US and Chinese naval forces. 

1.5 Why evaluate the People’s Republic of China? 

Mostly because of the increased likelihood of Chinese maritime operations in the area. 

Following the end of the Second World War, the new government of the People’s Republic of 

China adopted a coastal defense strategy for the country that was designed to prevent insurgency 
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into the country. Following the opening of the country with US trade in the 1970s, the PLAN 

began to peruse a ship building campaign that would increase the abilities of the PLAN to 

operate within the regional waters. Thus, the People’s Republic of China is the new and uprising 

power with an interest in the region and they possess the largest economy in the region which is 

largely dependent upon maritime trade. 

Chapter II:  The Research Process 

2.1 Methodology: As a consequence of the differences between land strategies and naval 

strategies there is a difficulty in determining what an offensive and defensive action looks 

like at sea. The reason for this has to do with the fact that maritime states naturally 

develop power-projection capabilities due to the need to protect their own maritime 

commerce and Sea Lanes of Communication. Thus, it is not only possible, but very likely 

that a maritime state will develop power-projection capabilities as a natural process in 

order to protect its trade. Since all maritime states share roughly equal trade routes then 

the development of these forces will likely be interpreted as an offensive action on the 

part of other maritime states that also share the same routes. The need to develop bases 

and naval ports along the trade routes to resupply and protect this trade could be further 

seen as a result of an aggressive expansion policy that would appear offensive, although 

it is actually defensive under naval thought. As a result of these drastic differences 

between Maritime Strategies and land based strategies it is necessary to use a 

methodology that will allow for the differences between the two to be examined and 

compared. Since no such methodology would appear to exist, I propose that I develop my 

own which would be based upon the previously outlined components of this proposal and 

would be structured in the following way: 

2.1.1: Optimal Maritime Strategy for a State 

As realism suggests that every state is a rational actor, and Geostrategy says that states 

have limited resources with which they can pursue their foreign policies, it seems that it 

would be possible to assume that every state behaves in a manner reflective of its desires 

and needs. In other words, it is possible to think of states as living organisms in two 

important ways: the concept of self-preservation, and its logical conclusion, that certain 

fundamental needs must be met before an organism is capable of pursuing other interests. 
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This would thus imply that states behave with the international community in a way that 

is similar to the way that individuals behave within society. It would further imply that 

states are, in effect, bound to the international community in a way that is similar to how 

individuals are bound to society as described by Abraham Maslow in his paper “A 

Theory of Human Motivation.” 

When Maslow’s examination of motivation theory is applied to a state’s foreign policy it 

is possible to assume that states will focus on a state equivalent of what Maslow 

described as physiological need and fundamental deficiency needs, such as security and 

friendship, before moving onto the higher level needs of love, esteem and self-

actualization. When applied to international relations, this revision of Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs would imply that states are likely to focus on security, good relations 

with other states and physical needs – such as access to resources – before moving onto 

the secondary needs such as prestige strategies and nationalistic adventures. Under such a 

methodological foundation, it can be assumed that a state will maintain a defensive 

strategy unless its government and infrastructure are pressured to adequately address its 

internal needs by means of an outward expression, such as the use of military force. It 

thus becomes necessary to not only presume a defensive strategy under such a theory, but 

to conclude that an optimal strategy can thus be considered in the terms of a sound 

defensive strategy. This would imply that the development of an offensive strategy is a 

secondary objective. In order to determine what a state’s archetypal defensive strategy 

would look like it will be important to consider the following:  

 Where is the heart of the state? 

 Where are its resources located? 

 Where is the geographic heart of the state's economy? 

 Does the state depend upon maritime commerce? 

 What would be a sound defensive strategy for the state to take? 

 Under realism is it safe to presume that a sound defensive strategy would 

be an optimal strategy? 

2.1.2: Evaluate Developments in a State’s Maritime Strategy 

Determining the state’s actual strategy will be necessary in order to evaluate the 

congruency of its optimal strategy with the actions that it’s actually pursuing in its regional 

waters. 
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 Does the state in question have an established maritime strategy? 

 Examine the state's strategic documents and the development of its 

strategy. 

 What is the state's land strategy? 

 What is the states naval strategy? 

 Is there a connection between the state's land and naval strategies? 

 What expenditures is the state making available to its maritime assets and 

forces? 

2.1.3: Compare a State’s Optimal Maritime Strategy with its Actual Maritime Strategy 

 Does the state's actual maritime strategy match its optimal maritime 

strategy? 

 Is there a degree of departure between the state’s optimal strategy and 

actual strategy that suggest that the state is behaving offensively under the 

principles of maritime strategy as outlined by Sir Julian Corbett and his 

successors? 

2.2 Limitations of the Research 

 Need to primarily use English sources as I cannot read mandarin and/or 

Cantonese. 

 Chinese Central Military Commission (CMC) rarely releases information about it 

expenditures. 

 I possess an American cultural bias. 

2.2.1 Ways of countering the limitations of my Research 

 Use as many English sources from both official and third party sources as 

available. Since the Chinese government rarely publishing texts, my inability to 

read mandarin or Cantonese will not prevent me from researching this topic to 

that significant of a degree. 

 The Chinese state office known as the Ministry of National Defense does publish 

White Papers that outline the Chinese defense expenditures and maritime 

objectives and can be used to gauge the desires of the Chinese government. 

 The use of Realism and Geostrategy for my theoretical foundation carry with it an 

understanding that rational individuals that possess the same information could 

arrive at similar assessments of a situation. By using maritime strategies to 

evaluate the development of the Chinese power-projection forces I am further 

removed from my cultural bias. This means that I should be able to understand the 

Chinese maritime activity in their regional waters irrespective of my cultural bias 
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so long as I am well read and informed on the topic in debate. Furthermore, most 

strategic evaluations are conducted of other countries by individuals of a different 

country, thus my situation will not be any different from that of other defense 

analysts. 

2.3 Literature Review 

 Acknowledge the authors that most influenced my work and findings. This is 

likely to be one of the last sections of the paper to be written in order that I might 

fully address the intellectual contributions that other authors and academics have 

paid to my own thoughts. 

Chapter III: The Optimal Chinese Maritime Strategy 

The second chapter addresses the research process that I used to construct my argument. 

It begins with an examination of my methodology and ends with an evaluation of the limitations 

of my research, while in the third chapter, I add to the research of other academics, such as 

Robert Ross and Michael Glosny, in an attempt to conclude what the optimal naval strategy for 

the Chinese state should look like based upon the criteria outlined above. 

3.1: An Evaluation of the Geography of China 

 What resources is the Chinese mainland territory have an abundance of? 

 What resources is the Chinese mainland territory lacking in? 

 What resources are in the regional seas around the Chinese mainland? 

 What resources are the regional seas around the Chinese mainland lacking in? 

3.2: Resources, Pipelines and Sea Lines 

3.2.2: Overland Energy Imports 

 Oil Pipelines 

 Natural Gas Pipelines 

 Benefits and Problems with Chinese overland Pipelines 

3.2.3: Seaborne Energy Imports 

 Oil? And from where is it coming? 

 Natural Gas? And from where is it coming? 

 Raw minerals? And from where is it coming? 

3.3: Industrialization within China 
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 Is there a dichotomy between the economy of the Chinese coastal and inland 

provinces? 

 What impact, if any, does Seaborne trade have on the Chinese economy? 

 What impact, if any, does interregional trade on the Chinese economy? 

 What impact, if any, does global trade have on the Chinese economy? 

3.4: Chapter III General Conclusions 

Chapter IV:  The Actual Chinese Maritime Strategy 

The fourth chapter seeks to explain the development of Chinese military strategy by 

focusing on three key areas: the foundations of China's land-based strategy, the evolution of their 

naval strategy prior to 1990, and the adoption of their current maritime strategy as a result of 

perceived changes to the Chinese security environment following 1990. In order to test the 

validity of this strategy I propose to end this chapter with a review of the current construction of 

the Chinese surface fleet, summarize the abilities of their submarine fleet, and evaluate China's 

actual maritime capabilities. I also propose that it might be necessary to examine the current 

allocations of Chinese defense expenditures and to discuss how this impacts the ability of the 

People's Republic of China to implement its maritime strategy. I intend to end the fourth chapter 

with a list of general implications of this strategy. 

4.1 Developments in the Chinese Land Based Military Strategy during the 20th Century 

4.1.1: The Advent of the People’s War Doctrine 

 I idea of “drawing the enemy in deep.” 

 Interior and Exterior Lines of Battle 

 Establishment of a policy of not attacking first 

4.1.2: Evolution of the People’s War Doctrine for use against another State 

 The Creation of the “Third Front.” 

 What impact did the Third Front have on the Chinese economy? 

 Was the Third Front a viable defensive strategy? 

 What were the changed that resulted in the abandonment of the Third Front? 

4.1.3: Reforms made to the People’s War Doctrine 

 People’s War under Modern Conditions. 

 “Informationalization” of the Chinese military. 

 What is Information Warfare and how are the Chinese using it? 

 What is Counter-Intervention Warfare and how are the Chinese using it? 

4.2: Development of the early Chinese Maritime Strategy 
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4.2.1: Coastal Defense 

 What did the early Chinese naval strategies look like? 

 Could it be argued that they were People’s War at Sea? 

4.2.2: Development of the Near-Coast Defense Strategy 

 What prompted a redevelopment of the Chinese naval strategy? 

4.2.3: Near-Seas Active Defense 

 What prompted a further redevelopment of the Chinese naval strategy? 

4.2: The Modern Chinese Maritime Strategy 

4.2.1: Impact of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. 

 Secure northern border 

4.2.2: Impact of the American victory in the Gulf War on Chinese perception of their 

defense.  

 Smaller more technologically focused forces can defeat a larger force.  

 Is the idea of a “People’s War” dead? 

4.2.3: Third Taiwan Straits Crisis of 1996 

 Can the Chinese secure their own regional waters? 

 What impact did the U.S. fleets have on the ability of the Chinese to project their 

power to the Island of Formosa? 

4.2.4 Developments in the Chinese Maritime Strategy since 2006 

 Is the strategy directed towards Taiwan or towards a conquest of the regional seas 

around the Chinese mainland? 

 What does the Chinese White Papers published by the National Ministry of 

Defense tell us about the current Chinese maritime strategy? 

 What do the publications of Chinese academics and news outlets tell us about the 

Chinese maritime strategy? 

 What do Chinese reports to the UN tells us about the Chinese intentions? 

 What do Chinese statements at ASEAN Conferences tell us about Chinese 

intentions? 

4.3: Impact of the passing of UNCLOS and Chinese Lawfare on regional security  

 How have the Chinese used UNCLOS to advance their regional claims? 

 How does the Chinese regional maritime claims impact their maritime strategy? 

 Are there elements of the Chinese maritime strategy that has been based upon 

UNCLOS?  

 What is lawfare? Does it impact the Chinese use of maritime forces? 
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4.4: Maritime Allocations 

4.4.1: Construction of the Chinese Maritime Force 

4.4.2: Defense Allocations and Capabilities of the Chinese Fleets 

4.4.2-A: Chinese Surface Force 

o What are the capabilities of the Chinese Aircraft carrier? 

o What are the capabilities of the Chinese cruiser force? 

o What are the capabilities of the Chinese destroyers? 

o What are the capabilities of the Chinese Littoral Combat Ships? 

o What are the capabilities of the Chinese amphibious assault craft? 

4.4.2-B: Chinese Submarine Force 

o What are the capabilities of the Chinese attack Submarines? 

o What are the capabilities of the Chinese Ballistic Missile Submarines? 

o Are the Chinese developing any further developments? 

4.4.3: Research and Development 

 Are the Chinese working on any new technological developments that could be 

“game changers” for regional maritime security concerns?  

 What is the impact of the Deng-Feng 21D missile? 

 What is the impact of new R&D projects such as the J-20 Stealth Fighter? 

4.5: Chinese Defense Budget 

4.5.1: Difficulties in Determining the Chinese Defense Expenditures 

4.5.2: Third Party Assessments of the Chinese Defense Budget 

4.6: The U.S. Response to Chinese Actions 

 4.6.1: The U.S. perception of an anti-access strategy. 

 4.6.2: The development of a regional alliances with the United States 

 Revisions made to regional security pacts. 

4.6.3: Air-Sea Battle Concept 

 What is the U.S. Air-Sea Battle Concept? 

 Why has the U.S. adopted this approach? 

 What does this approach tell us about a possible Sino-American conflict? 

4.7: Chapter IV General Conclusions 
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Chapter V:   Conclusions 

In the fifth chapter I will compare the general conclusions offered at the end of the third 

and fourth chapters in order to answer the primary thesis question of whether China’s maritime 

strategy and actions in the South China Sea should be considered offensive or defensive. Based 

upon my current understanding of the theoretical foundation that I have established and my 

understanding of the Chinese actions in the South and East China Seas, it would appear that the 

development of the Chinese power-projection forces are an innately defensive action. This 

makes sense since the Chinese have developed a trend of access-denial warfare. Thus, it could be 

possible that the recent Chinese naval build up is a continuation of the previous anti-access 

policies. While it would appear that the Chinese are behaving offensively, it is possible that they 

are actually behaving defensively and that the Chinese are just simply continuing their previous 

policies of an active-defense strategy. The reason that this new policy appears to be directed 

towards an offensive use of power-projection forces is that the development of the Chinese 

economy (in conjunction with advanced technology that allows for faster and more devastating 

offensive actions) has created a new threat environment in which a limited blue water navy is 

now required for regional security and so that the Chinese can defend their SLOCs – a situation 

that is very common to up and coming maritime states. As the primary goal of anti-access 

warfare is to deny entry to a strategic area that is important for a state’s maritime interest (the 

most notable of which under naval strategies is commercial shipping lanes), the pursuit of an 

aircraft carrier and a more advanced naval force would appear to be the continuation of the 

Chinese desire to protect their over sea interests and access to out of region markets and 

resources. In the same light, the seemingly erratic use of Chinese surface ships would appear to 

be a continuation of this desire; further research on this last point will be required. 
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Introduction: 

Over the last ten years the government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has 

repeatedly identified that the current situation of world affairs has created a “New Period” of 

potential in which the Chinese state can quickly develop and advance its interests. According to 

Chinese analysts, changes in the global security environment have created a “strategic window of 

opportunity” in which the PRC will be able to expand its “comprehensive national power” by 

means of improving its economic, military and diplomatic channels by 2020.1 In 2004 the 

President of China, Hu Jintao, increased the military’s role in this period by establishing a new 

mission statement for the Chinese armed forces entitled “Historic Missions of the Armed Forces 

in the New Period of the New Century”. This document explains that the Chinese armed forces 

must now provide “a strong security guarantee for safeguarding the period of Strategic 

opportunity for national development” and “a powerful strategic support for safeguarding 

national interests”. 2 The decision to amend these goals to the Chinese Constitution in 2007 was 

later followed by the Chinese government openly acknowledging its desire for the acquisition of 

increased naval capabilities. Since this time, the Chinese Communist Party has put a 

considerable amount of effort into developing a Chinese power-projection fleet with the ultimate 

goal of increasing China’s maritime capabilities. Power-projection is a concept in International 

Relations that is understood as a state's ability to deploy and sustain an expeditionary force away 

from its immediate territory. The increasing importance placed upon the development of China’s 

maritime capabilities have initiated a series of academic inquires over whether or not the CCP’s 

decision to pursue the creation of a power-projection fleet represents an offensive or defensive 

strategy. Scholars have also begun to question whether the development of such a power-

projection fleet is logical for the Chinese state given its extensive continental territory. These 

inquiries have renewed a century-old debate over the importance of land forces and sea forces on 

the world stage and whether China should be attempting to become a strong land power or a 

strong sea power. 

The debate between land power and sea power has been a common source of inquiry 

among classical geo-politicians evaluating the strengths and weaknesses in theories advocating 

for a thalassocracy (a state defined by its control of the sea) and a tellurocracy (a state defined by 

its control of the land). Most classical geo-politicians have taken the position that, in order for a 
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state to be powerful, it must optimize itself towards either a land strategy or a sea strategy, but 

not both simultaneously. They claim that states which have attempted to pursue both a land and 

sea strategy simultaneously were destined to fail in one or both areas. The American Naval 

Officer Alfred Thayer Mahan observed this nearly a century ago when he wrote that “history has 

conclusively demonstrated the inability of a state with even a single continental frontier to 

compete in naval development with one that is insular, although of smaller population and 

resources”.3 With these observations in mind, the early geopolitical evaluations of the Chinese 

state were phenomenally pessimistic in both their scope and conclusions with many geo-

strategists concluding that the continental pressures in Asia would forever prevent the geographic 

region upon which the modern Chinese state is currently situated from being able to pursue an 

effective maritime strategy, let alone secure its continental frontiers. Instead of a Chinese state 

rising to power, Geo-Politicians such as Karl Haushofer assumed that the island nation of Japan 

would be the most likely power to dominate an Asian pan-region as it possessed a removed 

position from continental affairs that would allow it develop into the core regional state. 4  

Similarly, A.T. Mahan addressed this issue in his book “The Problems of Asia and its effect 

upon International Politics” in which he argued that Asia was effectively divided between the 

thirtieth and fortieth parallels, with the area in-between being void of the “regenerative capacity” 

that would allow it to become a world power. 5 As a result of this, he concluded that the 

geographic area upon which the state of China is currently situated was destined to be fought 

over between the Great Sea Powers of the day – the United States, The United Kingdom and the 

German Empire – as well as the preeminent land power, the Russian Empire. While Mahan 

mostly reserves the fight over this region to European powers, he too makes one exception: the 

island of Japan. According to Mahan, Japan was the only Asiatic power which would likely be 

able to subdue the region as a result of its removed position from continental affairs and its 

ability to focus directly on the development of sea-power. 6 Recent history has contradicted these 

former assessments and has demonstrated that the area of Asia located between the thirtieth and 

fortieth parallels is not only capable of stabilizing itself, but of transforming itself into a powerful 

state capable of creating power-projection forces. 

 The new literature on China that has been generated over the last decade now asks 

significantly different questions about the Chinese state than the works that were written a little 

over a century ago. Long gone are the assumptions that China is fated to be a weak state which 
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would be stomped upon by European nations. Instead, the new literature assumes that China will 

be a regional power, but this same literature – which also presumes in many cases that a state 

cannot actively pursue a land strategy and a sea strategy – is uncertain of the fate of this power 

because of the growing desire within China for increased maritime capabilities. As a result, a 

series of more important questions are now being asked, such as whether China's pursuit of a 

power-projection fleet is a logical strategy, given the historically unstable nature of its 

continental frontiers, and if the Chinese state must pursue increased naval capabilities, what is 

the optimal naval strategy that it should follow? 

The academics attempting to address these questions are doing so from phenomenally 

liberal-minded points of view. Academics such as Robert Ross attribute the Chinese desire for 

the creation of a power-projection fleet to nationalistic forces within the country, while former 

American naval officers such as Sam Tangredi explain that states like China are destined to 

pursue anti-access strategies because they are ruled by authoritarian regimes which are inherently 

undemocratic and thus possessed by a predisposition toward such strategies. 7 These views have 

been contrasted by authors such as John Mearshimer and others writing from a neorealist/ 

offensive-realist perspective, who suggest that the decision to pursue a power-projection fleet is a 

consequence of great power politics. 8 With few exceptions, each of these authors offers a very 

limited geopolitical assessment of the Chinese geography and naval strategy while 

simultaneously using theories of international relations in an attempt to reach conclusions about 

the intentions behind China’s maritime activity.  

Upon examination of the positions taken by these authors, it becomes apparent that at 

their root, all of these assessments share a common fundamental question, which also serves as 

the primary thesis question for this paper: Is the Chinese desire for increased naval capabilities 

an innately offensive or defensive action?  

It is important to assess the intentions behind the Chinese maritime strategy and whether 

this strategy is offensive or defensive because offensive and defensive strategies are motivated 

by different intentions. As such, the ways to counter an offensive and defensive strategy differ. 

While it may only be possible to defeat or prevent an aggressive military strategy by creating a 

military of your own, it should also be observed that it is possible to defeat a defensive strategy 

through other mediums such as diplomatic activity or attempts to create understanding between 



4 
 

your forces and your enemy’s forces. As long as the possibility exists that a defensive strategy – 

especially one that can destabilize a whole region of the world – can be beaten without the use of 

direct force then it will be necessary to be able to distinguish between the two types of strategies. 

Unlike a greater majority of the situations that develop in land warfare, there is an innate 

difficulty in attempting to determine what an offensive or defensive strategy looks like in the 

realm of maritime conflicts. The reason for this is because there is a break down in the 

distinction between offense and defense when considering the actions of a state at sea. While it is 

possible for a state to assume a defensive position on its own territory in land warfare, this is not 

the case at sea because all actors use the same trade routes and Sea Lines of Communication for 

transporting their commercial shipping. As a result, it would be logical for a maritime state to 

increase its naval capabilities and attempt to project its power abroad in order to defend its trade. 

These desires would manifest themselves naturally in the consciousness of a maritime state 

without any attempt to aggressively acquire oversea maritime territory. As such, it is difficult to 

determine when a state is behaving offensively or defensively with its maritime forces without an 

understanding of the principles motivating a maritime strategy. The lack of an attempt to 

understand these principles and account for their impact on the actions of the Chinese state is one 

of the greatest shortcomings of the previously mentioned research that is being published on this 

topic. Thus, in order to answer the primary thesis question, I have developed an approach that 

will allow me to determining if the actions taken by a maritime state are inherently offensive or 

defensive.  

My approach to answering this question relies heavily on the strategic disciplines of 

realism, geostrategy, and the concept of maritime strategy as presented in the writings of Sir 

Julian Corbett. In addition to this, my approach also uses a methodology of my own design 

called the optimal-comparison method. This methodology includes three major components in 

order to determine the intentions of maritime states in the realm of international relations. The 

first part of the optimal-comparison method seeks to assess a maritime state’s optimal maritime 

strategy in order to see how that state would naturally behave with regards to its maritime 

allocations and what type of defensive maritime strategy it would need to develop to survive. 

Since the needs of a maritime state are different than the needs of a land based state this 

evaluation will be directed towards the actors and actions that are needed in order to create a 

healthy maritime state. The second part of the optimal-comparison method evaluates the 
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contemporary developments in that maritime state’s maritime strategy in order to determine how 

that state is behaving and how they are likely to behave in the future. The third part of the 

optimal- comparison method compares the maritime state’s optimal maritime strategy with its 

actual maritime strategy in order to assess whether the state in question is behaving as a maritime 

state seeking a sound defensive strategy should or whether that state has overstepped the bounds 

of its optimal strategy and is now behaving in an aggressive manner. If the state has overstepped 

the bounds of its optimal strategy it will be possible to determine if the state has adopted an 

offensive strategy. 

In order to address each of these components in detail, I have segmented my thesis 

argument into the following five chapters: The first chapter begins with an examination of the 

foundations of my paper. In order to do this I begin with a more extensive review of the current 

literature debating China’s maritime actions and then address the common themes found in this 

literature, as well as the gaps in the current debate. In addition to this, I explain the scope of my 

own research, and how I hope to augment the debate. I end the first chapter with an evaluation of 

the strategic disciplines of realism, geostrategy, and the concept of maritime strategy as 

presented in the writings of Sir Julian Corbett. I have complemented this evaluation with 

explanations of how these theories have impacted my answer to the primary thesis question. 

The second chapter addresses the research process that I used to construct my argument. 

It begins with an examination of my methodology and ends with an evaluation of the limitations 

of my research; while in the third chapter, I add to the research of other academics debating this 

topic in an attempt to conclude what the optimal naval strategy for the Chinese state should look 

like based upon the criteria outlined above. I do this by focusing my evaluation of the Chinese 

state on the Chinese geography (with particular attention paid to coastal geography), resource 

distribution within the country, the contribution of the coastal provinces towards the Chinese 

GDP and the impact of inter-regional trade upon the Chinese economy. I then conducted a 

comprehensive evaluation of the current Chinese threat environment and the places that it feels 

vulnerable. This information is instructive in attempting to understand why the Chinese 

leadership might pursue military development on either the land or sea, and which type of 

maritime development and strategy they are likely to pursue in order to protect their interests. In 

order to avoid a nationalistic bias, I have written this chapter without the use of a single 
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American or Chinese strategic source and have instead constructed it from a series of sources 

and published documents concerning the economic and geographic foundation of the Chinese 

state. The available information and data from both countries were consulted when assessing the 

data concerning resources within the Chinese state and regional seas. 

The fourth chapter seeks to explain the development of Chinese military strategy by 

focusing on three key areas: the foundations of China's land-based strategy in The Art of War and 

the Chinese board game of Wei Qi, the evolution of their naval strategy prior to 1990, and the 

adoption of their current maritime strategy as a result of perceived changes to the Chinese 

security environment following 1990. I also address how this strategy has evolved since the mid-

2000s. In order to test the validity of this strategy, I end this chapter with a review of the current 

construction of the Chinese surface fleet, summarize the abilities of their submarine fleet, and 

evaluate China's actual maritime capabilities accordingly. I also examine the current allocations 

of Chinese defense expenditures and discuss how this impacts China’s ability to actually 

implement its maritime strategy.  In order to reach conclusions about these areas of discussion I 

use a wide array of sources such as Chinese defense reports, the current composition of the 

Chinese naval fleet, published accounts of Chinese naval strategy, strategic assessments offered 

by the United States’ Department of Defense, and think tanks from different corners of the 

world. From this foundation, one can determine the implied Chinese foreign policy goals which 

likely underpin their strategy, and thereby project possible actions of the Chinese state into the 

future. I end the fourth chapter with a list of general implications of this strategy. 

Finally, the fifth chapter seeks to synthesize the general conclusions concerning the 

optimal Chinese maritime strategy with the actual Chinese maritime strategy offered at the end 

of the third and fourth chapters, which collectively seek to answer the primary thesis question of 

whether China’s military stance should be considered offensive or defensive in nature. Following 

this synthesis of the general conclusions I address their implications and offer some suggestions 

on how to mediate the current Chinese maritime strategy. I further discuss the implications of 

this strategy on the possibility of a “Taiwan Contingency” and the later redirection of the 

strategy away from Taiwan. Lastly, I address the likely reasons for the observed antagonistic 

behaviors of the Chinese fleet at the tactical level in the regional seas around the People Republic 

of China.  
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Chapter I:  Subject, Scope and Foundations of Thesis 

1.1: Current Debates on Chinese Decision to Pursue a Power-Projection Fleet 

 The following is an example of a series of perspectives currently being discussed by 

academics debating the development of Chinese power-projection forces. Each author begins 

from the presumption that China is a contender for power within East Asia, but differs on their 

reason for why china is attempting to become a great power. At the heart of this argument is the 

debate between sea power and land power and whether China’s actions in its regional waters is 

being motivated by inherently defensive or offensive actions. 

 John J. Mearsheimer argues that the global oceans possess an innate “stopping power” 

that effectively divides the world into a series of geographic regions.9 This stopping power 

places a series of limitations upon the ability of states to project their military forces abroad 

which have forced Great Powers to develop within defined geographic regions of the world. 

Contrary to most geopolitical arguments which assume that a global hegemony is possible, 

Mearsheimer concludes that it is impossible for a single state to become a global hegemon and 

that the best position that any state could ever hope to assume is one in which it is the strongest 

state within its specific geographic region as defined by the global oceans. 10 Once a state has 

become a regional hegemon he argues that its wisest course of action would be ally itself with 

the weaker powers in another region in order to prevent the development of another regional 

hegemon which could challenge its authority. With this understanding of the world, Mearsheimer 

argues that China, like the United States, is strategically destined to become a regional hegemon 

because of its strong continental position which lends itself well to becoming a preeminent land 

power and its expansive maritime territory that effectively separates it from other regional 

powers. As a consequence of this destiny Mearsheimer explains that China’s claim for a regional 

hegemony is grounded in “sound strategic reasons” as the best way to survive in the international 

system is to “dominate your immediate surroundings.”11 This would mean that China would be 

wise to take an offensive stance in order to deter the actions of other hegemons who might be 

seeking to enter South East Asia. 

 Robert D. Kaplan expands upon Mearsheimer’s argument and concludes that a Chinese 

decision to develop a power-projection fleet is likely being done in order to deter American 
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warships from entering the South China Sea so that the Chinese may begin to develop their own 

regional power base. 12 Kaplan observes that because “the Pacific Ocean offered the Chinese 

little, and was in many respects a road to nowhere” that a “continental and historically insular 

nation like China” pursues naval capabilities “partly as a luxury: the mark of a budding empire-

of-sorts.” 13 As a result, Kaplan concludes that the Chinese leaders are now “displaying the 

aggressive philosophy of the turn-of-the-century US naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan who 

argued for sea control and the decisive battle” and that they are attempting to seek great power 

status by means of acquiring control of their regional seas. 14  

 Sam J. Tangredi disregards a geopolitical explanation to Chinese naval acquisitions and 

proceeds to adopt a view that is grounded in the liberal theory of international relations. With 

this interpretation of IR theory he concludes that the reason the PRC is pursuing an anti-access 

naval strategy, increased naval acquisitions, and an aircraft carrier is because China is currently 

ruled by an authoritarian regime. Tangredi explains that this is the case because of China’s 

“Grand Strategy” which is a summation of all the “actions intended to preserve a state’s (or 

regime’s) freedom of action in order to achieve the objectives it desires” and that ultimately a 

Grand Strategy is determined by a state’s type of government. 15 He observes that “for a state or 

regime whose grand strategy revolves around the consolidation or retention of internal power in 

a world in which external powers might be hostile to it, building a great wall consisting of an 

anti-access strategy would also be desirable.” 16 Thus, Tangredi argument reasons that the 

Chinese decision to pursue an anti-access naval strategy has little to do with a perceived threat 

from the United States or the impact of the American presence on China’s security and more to 

do with the impact that this potential threat is having on the political climate within China that 

could result in anti-regime sentiments or a loss of confidence with the ruling elite. 

 Robert S. Ross has reinforced Tangredi’s claim that China is pursuing an anti-access 

strategy as a means of reinforcing the internal legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party. Ross 

explains that the Chinese decision to pursue naval power is a result of a “prestige strategy” that is 

designed to appease a growing trend of Naval Nationalism within the country that is calling for 

the creation of a power-projection fleet centered on an aircraft carrier. 17 Ross explains that 

Naval Nationalism has been invoked in two unique ways within China. In the first way, naval 

nationalism is a top down strategy in which the CCP seeks “international success [in order] to 
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bolster their domestic popularity”. 18 The second way is the result of a bottom up approach in 

which the popular support for the development of a power-projection fleet has become so great 

among the Chinese population that the CCP cannot resist the demand for a stronger navy without 

damaging their reputation among their own people. 19 Regardless of the approach that is being 

used, Ross explains that all of the Naval Nationalists want a power-projection fleet for one of 

two reasons: The first is the “recovery of ‘lost territories’ such as Taiwan and the islands in the 

South China Sea, while the second is to end China’s “backward” status in relation to the other 

regional powers which possess military capabilities that serve as a constant embarrassment to the 

Chinese nation.20 He argues that the regimes goal of creating an aircraft carrier “is a reflection of 

the leadership’s growing reliance on appeasing widespread nationalist sentiment to maintain its 

popular legitimacy and the security of the Chinese Communist Party.”21 

 In response to the writings of Robert S. Ross’, Michael A. Glosny and Phillip C. 

Saunders have argued that Naval Nationalism is “an undeveloped and unconvincing explanation 

for China’s pursuit of expanded naval capabilities" and that Ross “overlooks both recent changes 

in China’s threat environment and its global economic integration” which have made the 

decision to pursue naval capabilities more logical. They explain that the “vision of popular 

nationalism (that Ross presents as) driving policy contradicts the international relations literature, 

which argues that public opinion can constrain policy by setting limits on possible options, but it 

rarely if ever drives or determines policy”. 22 As a result of these findings, Glosny and Saunders 

conclude that “despite recent domestic pressures in China, we do not see problems so severe that 

the regime would be forced to rely on extreme prestige strategies” and that the naval nationalist 

argument “ignores the possibility that governments can develop other sources of legitimacy, such 

as economic growth.” 23 Glosny and Saunders conclude that China’s land borders are now 

arguably “the best [they have been] since 1949 and maybe even the best in China’s history" This 

means that they should be free to pursue naval power. 24  

 With a few exceptions, each of these authors offered a very limited geopolitical 

assessment of the Chinese state and maritime strategy while simultaneously reaching conclusions 

about the intentions behind China’s maritime activity that are seemingly produced from 

assertions that the People’s Republic of China is already behaving offensively. Instead of 

conducting a debate over whether or not the Chinese desires for a power-projection fleet 
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respective of an offensive or defensive strategy, the majority of the literature currently being 

produced is simply attempting to explain why the People’s Republic of China is behaving 

offensively without considering the possibility that they could be behaving defensively. This 

problem is symbolic of a lack of understanding of modern maritime strategies and thus 

necessitates that this question be debated in greater detail. After reviewing the aforementioned 

arguments we can see that at the root of all of these assessments is the following question which 

also serves as the primary thesis question for this paper: “Are the Chinese desires for increased 

naval capabilities an innately offensive or defensive action?” 

1.2: The Importance of Maritime Strategy as a New Factor of Analysis 

An evaluation of the Chinese maritime strategy is important because it is a new topic 

upon which limited research has been conducted. Most geopolitical assessments of China have 

historically dictated that the country should be divided in a battle between the great land powers 

and the great sea powers. Prior to the late 1980s, it has been rare to find a geopolitical assessment 

of the Chinese state that has been concluded with the opinion that China would be able to 

develop into a regional power. This means that the literature on Chinese development can be 

added to. This is especially true since much of the current literature is dominated by individuals 

who are using neo-realist or liberal theories of International Relations in order to create 

explanations for the Chinese development of a power-projection fleet.  While these explanations 

are informative, all of them have been developed and argued without ever attempting to analyze 

the development of the Chinese maritime strategy. This is problematic because maritime strategy 

differs greatly from land based strategies on a series of fundamentals and most of the traditional 

theories of international relations are rooted in the fundamentals of land based warfare. As 

previously noted, the breakdown of offense and defense at sea means that there is a high 

possibility of error in any evaluations of the Chinese maritime allocations that have been 

conducted without an understanding of the principles of modern maritime strategies. While many 

strategists and tacticians who have been trained in the art of traditional land based warfare might 

look at the Chinese actions and believe that a simple evaluation of these actions can easily lead 

to the conclusion of whether or not the Chinese are behaving defensively or offensively, this 

rarely tends to be the case when considering maritime actions. The result of such assessments 

which are based upon traditional land-based strategies are basic conclusions which observe the 
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development of naval forces and power-projection fleets as clearly offensive maneuvers as 

opposed to considering that they are projected defenses, which is what often tends to be the case 

when considering a state’s maritime trade and Sea Lines of Communication. It is also a matter of 

concern that the Chinese maritime strategy has never been fully addressed since, in many ways, 

an examination of an established military doctrine is an easy way of assessing the goals and 

intentions of the Chinese state – especially when this doctrine is compared to the optimal 

Chinese maritime strategy and the military allocations of the Chinese state. This thesis will 

overcome these issues by using the works of Sir Julian Corbett to establish the motivating factors 

behind modern maritime strategies and naval expenditures and by evaluating the actions of the 

Chinese state with an eye towards their budding maritime strategy.  

1.3: Theoretical Foundation 

 Three theories have played a role in the way that I have approached my research. The 

first is a realist interpretation of international relations, the second is a geo-strategic assessment 

of China, and the third is the writings of Julian Corbett on the applications of maritime strategy. I 

have devoted the following paragraphs to an examination of the impact that these three theories 

have had on the development of my argument in order to offer an explanation for why I have 

chosen to use them. 

1.3.1: Realism 

 From the beginning of my research it seemed to me that it was reasonable to presume that 

the actions being pursued by the Chinese government were grounded in something tangible that 

was inevitably linked to the life of the state. This belief became more apparent as I began reading 

the published Chinese defense documents and learned that most of the Chinese writings 

emphasized the importance of a defensive posture that was aimed at protecting the Chinese State 

as opposed to an aggressive stance that was directed towards conquering China’s neighbors. This 

revelation, along with a personal bias towards the use of the Realist Theory of International 

Relations, prompted me to start my examination of the actions pursued by the Chinese State with 

a few realist assumptions in mind. These assumptions are as follows:  

The first assumption is that the international system is inherently anarchic, thus states can 

never be certain about the actions of other states. The second is that states are the most important 
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actors. Under this assumption it can be presumed that while international organizations – such as 

the United Nations – have been created, that they do not possess any real power without the 

support of their constituent states which are willing to use their military forces to uphold their 

policies. As a result, states cannot always rely upon international law to protect their interests 

when they are dealing with other states that might threaten to stop them from achieving their 

goals.  

The third assumption is that all states are both self-interested and rational actors. Under 

this assumption it is understood that all states are rational a greater majority of the time. While it 

is possible for all states to behave irrationally, I have found that the likelihood of a state behaving 

irrationally tends to decreases with the more developed and diverse that the government of the 

state has become. The reason for this assumption is rooted in the classical realist model which 

understands that a state’s national character and foreign policy can often be dominated by the 

individual ambitions of the sovereign leading the state. This means that a state could experience 

bouts of irrational behavior as result of the “genetic lottery” that has often plagued absolute 

states which select future rulers through the practice of primogenitor inheritance. Such genetic 

lotteries can account for the rise of a man such as Peter the Great to the Russian throne who 

aspired to move the capital of the Russian Empire from Moscow to St. Petersburg. However, it 

should be noted that although this genetic lottery can result in seemingly random actions that 

there always seems to be some rationale in these erratic actions as they are frequently in line with 

the previous policies of the state. Thus, while Peter the Great’s decision to move the Russian 

capital was unprecedented, the Russian desire for a warm-water port was not. The rational 

element of the decision to move the capital was rooted in an observed behavioral trend of the 

Russian state. I have found that it is often the case that as states move away from systems of 

political organization which are subjected to genetic lotteries and their governments become 

increasingly more diversified that this rational element becomes more predictable as forces 

develop within the state that prevent the creation of erratic decisions which break with previous 

policy goals both within and outside of the state. It is important to make a point of this here, as it 

is often the case that these foreign policy trends can be observed even when drastic changes 

occur within the ruling regime. Examples of this can again be found within the recent and 

historic actions of the Russian state.  
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During the late 1700s and 1800s the Russian Empire had developed a rather elaborate 

language they used to justify their territorial expansion into Europe. They argued that these 

acquisitions were necessary because of the need to defend Russian ethnic minorities, speakers of 

the Russian language and the members of the Russian Orthodox Church abroad. During the 

period in which the Russian state gave way to the development of the Soviet Union these same 

expansionist tendencies continued despite the radical change in the structure of the Russian 

government. The main difference between the pre-communist and communist state with regards 

to foreign policy goals were that the expansionist policies of the former Russian Empire were 

now masked under a new language that argued that it was the job of the Soviet Union to defend 

the freedom of the proletariat workers that were being threatened by the bourgeoisie in the 

regions surrounding the Soviet Union. This trend again continued following the fall of the Soviet 

Union as the Russian Federation reassumed the language that the Russian state had used while 

operating as the Russian Empire. This can be explicitly seen in the recent occupation of the 

Crimea Peninsula in the spring of 2014 where once again the Russian state argued that their 

actions were necessary in order to ensure the protection of ethnic Russians and Russian linguistic 

groups inhabiting that territory.  

The continuation of historic foreign policy objectives despite the evolution of the political 

and national identity occupying the geographic boundaries of a former state is a trend that can be 

found in numerous countries that have experienced political transitions from one form of 

government to another. In the same way that the Soviet Union continued the expansionist 

policies of the former Russian Empire, the People’s Republic of China has continued to use a 

foreign policy strategy that was first implemented under the historic Chinese Empires. Despite 

the rise of the Chinese Communist Party, the Chinese state has continued to demonstrate the 

strategic principles that were laid out in the Art of War and the popular Chinese game of Wei Qi, 

which can be translated into English as “encircling game.” 25 Unlike Chess, this game does not 

emphasis a direct conflict with an enemy, but instead capitalizes on the art of out maneuvering 

an opponent in such a way that a direct battle will never need to occur. The strategic principles 

taught in wei qi have frequently been implemented by Chinese Emperors and historical figures to 

generate rivalries between various “barbarian” nations in order to prevent them from uniting and 

encircling the Chinese Empire with enough force that could make an invasion into the Chinese 

heartland a possibility. In a way that is very similar to the game of Wei Qi, Chinese foreign 
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policy has repeatedly demonstrated that it is not as concerned about destroying an enemy’s 

forces or means of resistance as much as it is about preventing them from seizing key territories 

that would weaken the overall position of the Chinese state. When the ownership of areas that 

are of interest to the Chinese state are thrown into question, it has often been the Chinese strategy 

to throw the whole area into a state of contention as opposed to simply taking it over. In essence, 

the goal has been to prevent any one nation from owning the desired territory in order to prevent 

the possibility of the position strengthening one nation or the other. This trend has been the 

evolution of the Sino-Indian border disputes that lead to the Sino-Indian War of 1962 when the 

Chinese invaded the disputed territory only to force Indian troops off the land and then ended the 

conflict by retreating back to their previous line of control instead of occupying the territory 

themselves. 26 In a similar way to the game wei qi, which ends with each player returning the 

stones they captured from the other player back to their opponent before the final areas of 

territorial control are established, the Chinese troops returned the captured Indian heavy 

weaponry to India after the Sino-Indian War as opposed to using it or destroying it. 27   It remains 

to be seen as to whether or not the recent decision of the Chinese state to establish the East China 

Sea Air Defense Identification Zone over the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyo Islands in the November 

of 2013 is a continuation of this policy.  

When addressing the self-interested and rational aspects of states it is also important to 

observe that when an action taken by another state seems erratic or illogical to your state that it is 

possible that the seemingly irrational action is entirely logical. However, the reason that the 

action seems erratic is because your nation lacks the information on the forces motivating the 

decision.  As a consequence of this possibility, I would argue that there is an innate danger in the 

assumption that the erratic behavior of any state is being prompted out of irrationality. Instead, it 

is always the wisest choice to assume that another state is just as wise as your own and to begin 

your assessment of their seemingly erratic behavior by looking for logic where there seems to be 

none. This rational element is important because it also assumes that states recognize that the 

International Community does not exist in a vacuum and that the actions they pursue impact the 

actions taken by other states. Of all the realist assumptions about the international system, this 

one proved to be the most influential to my interpretation of the Chinese actions because it not 

only presumes that states behave rationally, but that there is a pattern to their interactions with 

the International Community which can be traced and followed.  
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The fourth and final assumption that impacted my research is that survival is the primary 

concern of all states. While traditional Realist Theories of International Relations assume that, 

when necessary, a state is likely to try and increase its power in the International System in order 

to ensure its own survival, I find that the arguments presented by the defensive school of 

neorealism tend to be more accurate with regards to the objectives of a state in that they make 

their primary objective a defensive posture as opposed to an offensive posture designed to 

maximize their relative power. The reason for this tilt towards defensive realism is because I 

have found that the act of conquering a foreign nation imposes costs on your own state’s 

infrastructure and national life which states would preferably chose to avoid. Similarly, the task 

of rebuilding the infrastructure of a conquered state and assuming the surviving population into 

your national identity is a costly and time consuming process that makes armed conflicts less 

likely as states, as rational actors, would not presumably wish to take on such finial burdens for 

nominal gains to resources or finances which they could presumably acquire through trade 

negotiations or deals. Thus, the actual use of force is placed in a secondary position and is 

usually only initiated as a result of a perceived weakness, in response to an offensive action or in 

order to maintain a status quo. Furthermore, I have found that one of the primary ways to protect 

your state from coercion is through the development of military forces which a state can use to 

defend itself and its interests. I found this idea important since it implies that defensive forces are 

basic necessity for the survival of a state and that a state which feels threatened will likely 

increase its military forces in order to defend itself, but I further depart from the Realist School 

in that I believe that there are other ways for a state to protect, advocate or coerce their interests 

in the modern age. These other forms of coercion can be found in the use of economic and 

diplomatic activity. This paper, however, will not focus on those channels of coercion or the 

ways to defend a state from being subjected to them. Furthermore, I find that the rational element 

of a state is likely to regulate the amount of forces that it does create in order to avoid threatening 

other states which would reasonably respond with an increase in their own forces; a chain of 

events known as the security dilemma. Thus, it didn’t make sense to me that China should be 

seeking to develop its own military forces unless there was a reasonable justification for this 

increase. 

  In addition to these four assumptions I found that I was draw to the Realist Theory of 

International Relations since it makes the least amount of assumptions when compared with any 
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of the other theories that were used to analyze Chinese actions as a Realist does not necessarily 

assume that the internal workings of the Chinese state impact the states innate desire to survive. 

One of the other greatest assets to the realist interpretation of International Relations has already 

been addressed; that asset is that the realist view often allows an individual to know how a 

country will behave in the international system without needing to know what type of 

government the country has as most realist theories predict that countries will continue to behave 

in the same way despite changes in their government or ruling regime. This is in contrast to most 

liberal theories of IR which tend to assume that within a country there is an internal dialogue 

between the ruling elite and their constituents which has an impact on the actions pursued by the 

state. This means that using a realist view of International Relation I could theoretically predict 

the future actions of the Chinese state by analyzing their past interactions with the International 

Community. I found this perspective to be very advantageous for my paper since the goal of 

most strategic assessments is to predict how a country will behave in the future.  

There are, however, some short comings to the realist argument. One of the most 

important has already been addressed; that is that realism often turns a blind eye to issues such as 

economic policies and the potential impact of international law on the way that states choose to 

behave in the international community. Another shortcoming has been pointed out by Henry 

Kissinger when he observed that: 

If all leaders were competent strategists and thought deeply and systematically 

about strategy, they would all come to the same conclusions. Alliances would 

be unnecessary; the logic of their analysis would impel parallel directions…. 

But differences of history and geography apart, even similarly situated leaders 

do not necessarily come to identical conclusions – especially under stress. 

Analysis depends on interpretation; judgments differ as to what constitutes a 

fact, even more about its significance. 28 

In essence, one of the greatest issues with realism is that while individuals and states have 

a propensity to behave rationally a greater majority of the time, they might differ on what facts 

and issues are important. As a result, they can be lead to different conclusions that are impacted 

by their geographic, political and economic biases. It can be assumed that gifted strategists with 

an ample amount of intelligence can overcome these problems; however, there is always a 

chance for error. A lack of proper intelligence and intelligence errors present some of the greatest 

threats to a realist strategist. These issues, however, can become problematic to every theory of 



17 
 

international relations and are not limited to the realist theories alone. For these reasons it is 

necessary for me to state that, while it is true that the aspects of the realist interpretation of 

International Relations presented thus far have impacted my perception of Chinese affairs that, 

this paper is not designed to be a defense of the realist argument or the defensive neorealist 

argument. Rather, I simply acknowledge that these views have impacted my analysis of the 

Chinese maritime strategy and that my past research has demonstrated that these assumptions are 

well suited for the task at hand. Instead of trying to prove the validity of these arguments, I am 

using its foundation to augment and enrich my primary findings; which I have reached to a lesser 

extent through a Geostrategic assessment of the Chinese State and to a greater extent through the 

writings of Sir Julian Corbett. 

1.3.2: Geostrategy 

 In addition to realism, I have approached this topic from the realm of geostrategic 

thinking. As a field of geopolitics, geostrategy deals with the use of diplomatic and military 

forces in order to offset perceived weaknesses in a state’s geographic position on the 

international stage. A geostrategic analysis of a state seeks to assess the geography upon which 

the state is located and the resources available to the state in order to determine the most 

effective way of achieving a given set of foreign policy goals. As opposed to other approaches 

within the geopolitical school, geostrategy has not yet been given a formal definition. This is 

mostly because of the variations in the geography upon which different states develop. Although 

these differences make it difficult to establish a single definition for this field of analysis, I have 

chosen to use the first half of the definition of Geostrategy offered by Jakub J. Grygiel in his 

book Great Powers and Geopolitical Change for use in this paper. In his book, Grygiel 

described geostrategy as: 

…the geographic direction of a state's foreign policy. More precisely, 

geostrategy describes where a state concentrates its efforts by projecting 

military power and directing diplomatic activity. The underlying 

assumption is that states have limited resources and are unable, even if 

they are willing, to conduct a tous asimuths foreign policy. Instead they 

must focus politically and militarily on specific areas of the world.29  

 I found this examination of geostrategy to be particularly influential since it assumes that 

the Chinese State cannot pursue all of the foreign policy or military actions that it would like to 
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and thus it must make choices about how it will develop its limited resources in order to 

accomplish its important interests. However, unlike Realism, geostrategy does not automatically 

assume that a state always behaves rationally. Instead, geostrategy actually makes no 

assumptions about the intentions of states, but rather concludes that states cannot be in all places 

at all times. Therefore, it is possible under a geo-strategic assessment for a state to conduct a 

foreign policy objective that has been developed without any sound logical foundation so long as 

it adequately uses the state's limited resources to see this policy through to the end. For this 

reason geostrategy has been complemented with my understanding of realism which begins from 

the assumption that states do behave rationally as outlined in section “1.3.1: Realism”. Under 

this augmented approach to geostrategy, it would be illogical for China to develop a power-

projection fleet because of nationalistic forces within the country as Ross suggests. Instead, a 

geostrategic assessment of the PRC – which has been passed through a realist world view – 

would dictate that the Chinese decision to develop military forces should be grounded in some 

issue in China’s geography or resources which could be logically explained. This is because the 

state would not be willing to waste valuable resources on creating a power-projection fleet 

simply because of internal pressures it could presumably resolve through other domestic 

channels. The implication of these theories is that the decision to pursue increased naval 

capabilities must be rooted in some sort of perceived weakness or strength in the state’s 

geography that would equate with the need to advance its interests abroad. I found that the use of 

geostrategy is particularly helpful when attempting to assess China’s optimal maritime strategy 

and have used this logic to help guide the assessment I have offered in the third chapter of this 

thesis paper. 

1.3.3: Introduction to Maritime Strategy 

 In order to offer a proper understand of a maritime strategy I have appealed to the 

writings of Sir Julian Corbett, a 20th century naval historian from the United Kingdom who, in 

the early 1900s, set out to study the foundations of maritime strategies. Since the publication of 

his book Some Principles of Maritime Strategy he has become one of the most influential writers 

on maritime strategy to date. Since his writings have served as a guide for my own analysis it is 

necessary to review some of his thoughts and key ideas as they will play an important role in my 

conclusion. It should be noted that the ideas I have chosen to present here do not represent the 
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entirety of Corbett’s thoughts and I could easily have included more of his principles. However, I 

have been forced to be very selective about the few principles that I have chosen for an analytical 

lens. I would recommend that anyone who is interested in the findings of this paper take the time 

to read his book. In a few cases I have updated Corbett’s principles with the ideas of other naval 

historians and my own understanding of maritime conflicts. The reason for this is rooted in the 

last hundred years of technological development which has caused a few elements of Corbett’s 

ideas as they were originally written to no longer represent the entirety of modern thought on the 

given subject. I have made a point of acknowledging the places where I have complemented 

Corbett’s principles with the ideas of other authors in my footnotes.  

1.3.3-A: The Maritime State 

Sir Julian Corbett never attempted to offer a definition of a “Maritime State” in his most 

pivotal work, but instead used it in conjunction with other words such as “commerce” or 

“strategy” in order to convey loose images of the impact that these two ideas have had on a state 

with a maritime dimension. 30 While researching the information used in this paper I was unable 

to find a single definition of this idea being presented in the works of another author. Since this 

idea will appear multiple times in my thesis, I have deemed it necessary to define it because I 

believe that having a specific definition for this term will help the reader to understand the ideas 

expressed in this paper. Thus, for the purposes of this paper, a maritime state will be defined as a 

state in which there is a connection between the sea and the life of the state, its people, or its 

economy. While it could be argued that a maritime state is a state which has a coastline which is 

at least 1/3rd of the states total border, the length of the coastline does not necessarily matter as 

much as the viability of the coastline and its impact on the life of the state with regard to the 

state’s economy and the defense of the state’s territory. The idea of a maritime state should thus 

be viewed in its totality; it represents the direction of the state’s historical policies, its current 

policies and the impact that the sea has had on dictating these policy trends. A maritime state is 

impacted by both the use of the land and the sea and it can be said that issues on the sea are of 

equal importance to issues on the land as the life of the state is often threatened to varying 

degrees by issues originating at the sea. Greece, Japan, the United States, the United Kingdom 

and Australia are prime examples of maritime states. Meanwhile, other states such as the Russian 

Federation would not be considered a maritime state. Although it is true that Russia currently 
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possesses a massive coastline in its northern territories, this coastline has been dominated by ice 

and has proved to be largely impassible until the recent melting of the polar ice caps. The current 

policy directions of the Russian state towards East Asia, Central Asia, Eastern Europe and 

Central Europe further dictates that it is primarily a land state which, since the time of Peter the 

Great, has possessed maritime ambitions. Although it is outside of the context of this paper, it is 

important to observe that the melting of the polar ice caps could change this trend and turn the 

Russian Federation into a maritime state. However, it will be some time before the impact of this 

trend can be fully evaluated. 

1.3.3-B: Maritime Strategies and their Continued Significance in the Modern Age 

 Unlike Alfred Thayer Mahan who argued that the primary goal of naval warfare was to 

attack an enemy’s battle fleet, Julian Corbett concluded that the main objective in naval warfare 

was to disrupt an enemy’s communications while maintaining your own. In order to do this he 

advocates for a maritime strategy. Corbett explains that a “Maritime Strategy” is the result of a 

combined use of military forces on land and sea in order to achieve a final goal or objective. 31 In 

this sense, a maritime strategy differs from a naval strategy in that a naval strategy only focuses 

on the actions that are taking place on the sea while a maritime Strategy is also concerned with 

the actions taking place on the land adjacent to that sea and how those actions can impact the 

overall issue on the land and vice versa. 32 The goal of every maritime strategy is to prevent an 

enemy from attacking your coast, to secure your trade routes and to prevent the enemy’s fleet 

from being able to impede your trade. In the modern age, maritime activity extends beyond the 

simple operations that take place on the sea and the land to also include the areas under the sea, 

in the air above the sea and in the littoral zones of the area in question. In order to accommodate 

these multiple areas of action, modern navies are composed of ships, submarines and aircraft.33 It 

is important to note that maritime strategy differs from maritime law enforcement. While the 

former deals with the use of military forces that can be projected away from the seas and oceans 

that are surrounding a maritime state, the latter deals with the use of paramilitary forces or law 

enforcement entities operating within areas of water which are considered to be under a maritime 

state’s sovereignty.   

 Maritime strategies often become important due to the impact that geographic barriers 

pose to forces on the land.  While natural barriers such as mountain ranges, valleys, rivers and 
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deserts each present their own offensive and defensive challenges on land and can prevent an 

enemy from easily invading a territory, this is not the case at sea where geographic barriers do 

not exist. 34 A maritime strategy thus seeks to do one of two things: The first is to exploit a 

successful naval strategy in order to minimize the effects of these barriers on the deployment and 

movement of land forces while the second is to use a successful land strategy in order to 

minimize the effects of naval operations occurring off a state's coastline. 35 Maritime Strategies 

continue to be important today because they allow maritime states to sidestep logistical and 

political issues that arise from attempting to attack a force simply by means of the land. Despite 

the modern developments in transportation technology -- such as cargo planes, transport planes 

and helicopters -- the ability to move large amounts of troops remains very costly and presents 

increasing levels of difficulty with the size of the payload. In the modern age, moving large 

objects like helicopters, tanks and transport trucks without the use of a navy would require a 

secured airport within the country your nation is at war with or the use of an airport in a 

neighboring country that is willing to host your forces. 36 In most cases, before an army can 

invade a country, they would be required to carry out an initial attack large enough to secure an 

airport within the country from which future operations could be conducted. Since it is always 

possible for your enemy to launch a counter offensive, it is better for your country to diversify its 

movements between multiple airports in order to prevent an attack against a single airfield that 

could minimalize the ability of your state to conduct operations within the country. On the other 

hand, transporting troops, vehicles and supplies by sea is an easy and cost effective means of 

moving large equipment to an enemy’s coastline. 37 Depending on the length of the coastline and 

the geographic features of the coast, a coastal invasion allows for a much wider area over which 

an aggressive country can attack a coastal state. This reduces the possibility of a single 

conclusive counteroffensive being directed towards a known airfield. Furthermore, using the sea 

to transport your goods avoids the need to get permission to fly through another country’s 

airspace or drive over their sovereign territory. As such, an invasion of a coastal state is not 

limited by the same geographic or political features which frequently complicate the invasion of 

a geographically isolated state. These factors mean that countries with coastlines have 

historically needed to protect them with some sort of maritime strategy and that modern 

technological and political developments have increased the likelihood of a coastal invasion as 

opposed to decreased them. 38 
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1.3.3-C: The Connection between the Sea and the life of the State 

 In a similar way to realism and geostrategy, maritime strategies also assume that the state 

is an entity of its own. They conclude that the life of a maritime state is dependent upon the sea. 

The reason for this is because fishing and commerce have historically been the only two 

constants at sea. Both fishing and commerce not only serve as a source of livelihood for the 

people that engage in these crafts, but also for the individuals who live within the states that are 

fed and supplied by the goods harvested from the sea or transported upon it. Since the citizens of 

a maritime state have often relied upon the resources transported upon the sea, attacking a 

nation’s maritime commerce has a direct impact on the life of the people living within the 

maritime state. Such actions can hurt a maritime state’s war effort or the resolve of the people 

living within the maritime state without resulting in any clear territorial objective. This has 

prompted many naval historians to argue that naval warfare is a higher order of warfare than land 

warfare since each attack carries considerable moral implications for the citizens of the country 

your state is at war with.39 This is in opposition to the military actions that are carried out by land 

forces which make the defeat of the enemy’s army the primary goal of their attacks. 40 While it is 

true that citizens have been the source of attacks by land forces in the past, it has often been the 

case in medieval warfare that citizens were left unharmed so that they and the land could be 

exploited after a conquest. The historical aversion to land armies attacking citizens has become 

codified with the passing of the Geneva conventions. However, when conceiving a theory of 

naval warfare it quickly becomes apparent that it is impossible to distinguish between the actions 

that take place on the seas and their intended impact on the national wellbeing of the state you 

are at war with, as your primary attack is often directed towards a state’s national wellbeing. This 

difference is exacerbated in the modern age by the fact that the least expensive way to move 

goods around the world is still by means of maritime commerce, with as much as 90% of all 

global trade still conducted by means of commerce at sea.41 
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1.3.3-D: Trade Routes and Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC) 

The combined activity of the entire world’s seafaring commerce takes place in limited 

areas of viability known as trade routes (Appendix B: Figure 1.) These trade routes are shared by 

all parties who engage in the use of the sea. When considering the actions of military forces these 

routes have come to be known as the Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC). Since these SLOC 

are so important for the national life and the ability of most maritime powers to wage war, there 

is a considerable emphasis put into protecting them. These SLOC are also important since they 

“tend to determine [the] lines of operation”.42 While warfare on land tends to be defined by 

geographic features (such as mountain ranges, valleys or rivers) and man-made features (such as 

roads and defensive fortifications), this is not the case at sea. The lack of such features at sea 

largely prevents a naval force from being able to anticipate the movements of their enemy’s fleet 

outside of the vaguely defined SLOC by which they might move in order to raid another nation’s 

commerce. In the same way that geographic areas of strategic importance help armies to predict 

the movement of their enemies on the land, the forces at sea need to be conscious of an enemy’s 

maritime commerce in order to draw them into battle. At one time it had been slightly possible to 

predict these movements when ships depended upon the power of wind for propulsion, but with 

the advent of steam technology the ability to predict the location of your enemy’s battle fleet by 

geography alone has diminished. Instead, you must predict your enemy’s course of action by 

considering where their ports are, where they are heading, geographic features between those 

two locations (such as islands and naval choke points), and where their commerce is likely to be 

located.  

1.3.3-E: Command of the Sea 

 One of the main goals of naval warfare is to secure the Command of the Sea so that you 

can impact your enemy’s SLOC and simultaneously protect your own maritime interests while 

restricting those of your enemies.43 A state that is said to have the Command of the Sea can 

move supplies and goods around the world through its naval and merchant shipping without 

having to worry about any sort of major toll or hindrance being placed on their fleets that might 

ultimately prevent them from being able to trade as they choose. However, as Mahan observes, 

the Command of the Sea “does not imply that an enemy’s single ships or small squadrons cannot 

steal out of port, cannot travel more or less frequented tracks of ocean, make harassing descents 
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upon unprotected point of a long coastline, enter blocked harbors. On the contrary, history has 

shown that such evasions are always possible, to some extent”. 44 The Command of the Sea is 

thus an abstract idea that is viewed in its totality. When a country is unable to secure the 

Command of the Sea, the Command is said to be in dispute. In the natural political order, the 

Command of the Sea is usually in a state of contention. 45 Historically, it is much more likely that 

the Command will be in dispute at any given time than it will be under the control of one state or 

another. 

 Individuals analyzing Corbett’s work have often observed that the doctrine of the 

Command of the Sea can be applied globally and regionally.46 Under the Command of the Sea 

doctrine, a state that possesses the Global Command of the Sea can move its naval forces 

anywhere around the world without being stopped while a state that possesses a Regional 

Command of the Sea can perform these same actions in its local waters or littoral zones. It is 

possible under theories of naval strategy for a larger state to possess the Global Command of the 

Sea, but to simultaneously be unable to exercise the Command of the Sea in a distant area, 

region, ocean or sea. The reasons for this vary and can be as simple as one state having more 

equipped ships that can handle the high seas -- thus allowing them to have Global Command of 

the Sea -- while the other state may have numerous less advanced ships that cannot survive 

operations far from the shore, but can be amassed in such a large number that they can overrule 

the few ships sailing under the flag of the other state that make it to their regional waters. In the 

latter situation it would be possible for the regional power to exercise a Regional Command of 

the Sea while it lacks the ability to project its power abroad. 

1.3.3-F: Reasons for Securing the Command of the Sea 

 There are two main reasons for securing the Command of the Sea. The first reason is that 

with the control of the SLOC an attacking force can cripple the sea trade conducted by its 

opponent by attacking the merchant shipping fleets of that nation. In theory, this action may 

make the continuation of the war too costly for the national life of the opponent and would thus 

force the opponent nation to abandon the war effort because it has become too costly to maintain. 

47 Under this principle, it is possible to imagine scenarios in which issues at sea may be used to 

impact regional and global trade without direct conflict or a call to arms. In this case, simply 
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having an influence over your enemy may be all that is needed to win in a naval conflict, even if 

the conflict lacks the explicit use of hard power. 

 The second reason for securing the Command of the Sea is to gain the ability to restrict of 

the movements of the enemy’s supply ships, which might be transporting oil, food, ammunition 

and supplies, etc. to their troops on land.  This limits an enemy's ability to wage war. An attack 

on merchant fleets can also have an indirect impact on an opponent national war effort by hurting 

their economy, which would likely place further limitations on the money that a maritime state 

could use to pay for troops and supplies. 48 Furthermore, holding the Command of the Sea makes 

it difficult for another state to carry out operations away from its coast. Other maritime strategists 

have observed that in many ancient battles, the side that possessed the Command of the Sea and 

control of the SLOC often emerged as the victor 49 To this day, the Command of the Sea has 

continued to serve as one of the primary factors in determining who, in war between two 

maritime states or a maritime state and a continental state, emerged from the conflict as the 

victor. 

  The Command of the Sea is likely to continue to be an important aspect of maritime 

conflicts in the decades to come because the economies of maritime states are, to varying 

degrees, still largely dependent upon maritime commerce. Consequently, it is theorized that a 

blockade or attack against strategic SLOC which are carrying vital resources such as oil or gas 

would be devastating to the life of a maritime state if carried out with efficiency and for a long 

enough period of time. This means that maritime states in the modern age cannot simply defend 

their coastline in order to secure themselves. Now more than ever, they must also be able to 

defend their interests abroad at strategic areas of importance or be forced to reduce their 

dependency upon these areas in order to maintain their security.  

The Command of the Sea is also likely to continue to be important should a war break out 

between two major world powers, because of the growing dependency on Over-The-Horizon 

(OTH) capabilities for targeting systems. The premise behind OTH capabilities is rooted in the 

difficulty of attempting to see objects past the horizon. At sea level an individual can only see 

about 3 miles out before the curvature of the earth causes that individual to lose sight of an object 

on the horizon. The higher that individual is from sea level, the further away they can see. This 

has been the reason that ships have historically had Crows Nests in order to increase their 
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effective range of sight. Since the 1950s militaries such as the United States Navy have 

employed OTH radar systems which have increased the ability to see objects coming from the 

horizon at further distances. These distances increase with relation to the height of the radar 

tower and the height of the object from sea level on the horizon. While OTH land based radar 

systems were largely phased out during the Cold War in favor of orbiting planes mounted with 

OTH capabilities, the cooling in Soviet-American relations during the 1980s at the end of the 

Cold War decreased the need for these systems. As such, land based OTH radar systems have 

started to become more common given their practicality and the minimal costs required to 

maintain them. While some of these OTH abilities have been transferred to defense satellites, it 

is likely that if a major war did break out between the great world powers that satellite 

communications and reconnaissance systems would be one of the first targets knocked out in the 

opening stages of the conflict. While it can be presumed that not all of the satellites will be hit, it 

will certainly be the case that the loss of some of these satellites would shift the importance of 

early reconnaissance back to ground stations. Given the reduced number of these stations, it is 

likely that drones and naval vessels outfitted with OTH capabilities are to become the eyes of 

military forces operating abroad. Since naval vessels provide a movable launching pad and 

sidestep the issue of obtaining permission of a regional ally to use their air facilities to maintain 

and launch drones, it is likely that naval vessels will again become an important part of early 

reconnaissance and targeting systems in future warfare. This means that targeting locations could 

again be determined by naval forces, especially for a weaker power that is likely to lose the 

capabilities of its satellites in the early stages of a conflict.  

Lastly, the Command of the Sea will likely continue to be important given the ability of 

naval forces to operate as mobile missile platforms. Even if the importance of maritime 

commerce was to wane in future maritime conflicts – something that is unlikely as nearly 90% of 

all global commerce is transported by vessels at sea – the Command of the Sea is still likely to be 

important because a country that could acquire this desired position would also be able to project 

a large array of missiles and warheads abroad at relatively cheaper costs. The possibility of 

events such as these suggest that the Command of the Sea will continue to be an important aspect 

of modern maritime warfare for both limited and total wars.  
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1.3.3-G: Ways of Securing the Command of the Sea 

In traditional naval strategy there are two ways of attempting to secure the Command of 

the Sea. The first way follows suit with standard military strategies in that it requires you to 

destroy an enemy’s means of resistance in order to gain a victory over his forces. When applied 

to Naval Warfare, the strategy of trying to destroy your enemy’s means of resistance is loosely 

known as ‘seeking out your enemy’s battle-fleet’ and is the type of conflict that Alfred Thayer 

Mahan argued for in his book The Influences of Seapower upon History, 1660-1783. This type of 

strategy makes the destruction of your enemy’s fleet the primary goal of your forces, with a 

second goal of destroying their maritime commerce. This type of fighting is inherently difficult 

at sea, since your ability to destroy your enemy’s means of resistance is dependent upon your 

enemy concentrating all of their forces together and then engaging you in a single decisive battle 

or series of major battles. Corbett explains that while this idea would work for a stronger nation, 

it is counterintuitive for a weaker naval force. Instead, the best strategy for a weaker naval force 

would be to adopt the second type of naval strategy, which is known as a commerce raiding 

strategy or by the French name “Guerre de Course.” The French name for this strategy offers a 

useful insight into this type of fighting as the French name literally translates into English as the 

“war of the chase”. 50 The goal of this type of strategy is for a weaker force to disperse its forces 

into smaller fleets in order to avoid an engagement with a stronger fleet at all costs. The goal of 

these smaller fleets would then be to seek out the commerce and supply ships of the stronger 

nation from time to time in order to inflict damage upon that nation’s trade, economy, and Sea 

Lines of Communication.  

Although Commerce Raiding strategies are theoretically an effective way for weaker 

nations to conduct a maritime conflict, their effectiveness has been mostly reserved to traditional 

maritime powers. The reason for this has to do with the ability of smaller fleets to locate their 

opponent’s maritime commerce. Prior to the development of new technological innovations 

during the Second World War, commerce raiding was only effective for larger maritime powers 

because the larger maritime powers were able to dispatch more ships to a contested arena in 

order to seek out the commerce of the weaker nation. As a result of the limited size of their 

fleets, smaller nations that make use of a commerce raiding strategy usually need to stick to more 

defined areas in order to locate their enemy’s commerce – such as naval choke points – and this 
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makes it easier for the dominate naval power to locate the remaining naval forces of the weaker 

power. 51 It also allows the dominate power to attack and effectively paralyze the forces of the 

weaker nation before the weaker nation can carry out any major offensive against the shipping of 

the stronger maritime power. Commerce raiding strategies require time in order to be effective 

while time is a resource that is rarely present for nations that have economies which are 

dependent upon maritime commerce. Furthermore, while commerce raiding would appear to be 

an effective strategy for a continental power to take against a maritime power, this rarely tends to 

the case because continental powers typically lack the ability to replace the ships they have lost 

through the course of the war. As a result, the maritime commerce of the stronger maritime 

power tends to reach its intended destination.52 It is also important to point out that commerce 

raiding works best when used in conjunction with other maritime strategies such as embargo and 

blockade.53 This is especially true for dominant maritime powers as they have shown a tendency 

to use their fleets to blockade their opponent’s fleets in their home ports. 54 The Newport Papers 

published by the United States Naval War College elaborated upon this point by conducting a 

study of sixteen different instances in which states have historically has used a commerce raiding 

strategy. Based upon their research, the Newport Papers found that: 

Although it might seem that overseas commerce would be a critical 

vulnerability for a maritime power, foreign trade has actually been most 

vulnerable when targeted by the dominant maritime power against a 

continental adversary. In fact, overseas commerce turns out to be an even 

more important critical vulnerability for continental power, let alone 

secondary maritime powers, which lack the means to protect their trade. 

Dominate powers tend to combine blockade with commerce raiding to cut 

off the victim’s overseas trade virtually in its entirety – as exemplified by 

Germany’s lose in both world wars. 55  

With regards to the actual cases examined, the study found that “In most cases – ten of 

the sixteen – land powers adopted commerce raiding operations, and in eight they targeted sea 

powers. Only two of the campaigns were part of victorious wars…. In other words, commerce 

raiding conducted by land powers against sea powers has not generally resulted in a victorious 

war.” 56  Based upon these findings the study concluded that:  

Because commerce raiding is inexpensive to conduct but costly to stop, 

theoretically the strategy would work best in low-stake war, to work in 

combination with other strategies to impose high enough costs on the 

adversary to induce a negotiated settlement. But the case studies in this 
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volume do not support this conclusions… counter intuitively, then, in 

limited wars where belligerents seek to minimize escalation, commerce 

raiding actually turns out to be extremely expensive to conduct, given its 

potentially alienating effect on others. 57 

In effect, not only are commerce raiding strategies better suited for established maritime 

powers, but they run the risk of inflicting damage on the established global maritime trade 

network. As a consequence of this, the use of commerce raiding strategies by a continental 

power or a weaker maritime power in a limited conflict with a larger maritime power presents 

the risk of drawing forces that are normally neutral into the conflict in order to protect their own 

trade. The reason for this is because shipping commerce between maritime powers is not always 

carried out by mean of vessels which are registered to the state that your nation might be at war 

with. As a result, even if you were to target all of the shipping of the established maritime power, 

there is still the likelihood that their economy would be maintained as a result of shipping via 

third party carriers. In order to be effective under such a scenario, a commerce raiding strategy 

would require an effective campaign against all shipping that is supplying your opponent. This is 

why blockades are usually needed in addition to commerce raiding in order for the strategy to be 

effective as it would allow for the sinking of your enemy’s commerce while also preventing 

them from being supplied by neutral third parties. As such, commerce raiding is mostly effective 

for larger maritime powers or in instances of a total war in which all shipping can be targeted 

equally. The viability of a smaller nation using a commerce raiding strategy in a total war under 

modern conditions – in which technological developments can offset the weakness in the smaller 

state’s fleet size – remains to be seen.  

The adoption of an anti-access strategy focused on the use of submarines – which make 

their goal the military forces of the opposing state – seems to be one of the best possible 

strategies that could be adopted by a weaker maritime state against a stronger maritime state in 

the modern era. This strategy was successfully adopted by the Soviet Navy during the Cold War 

in order to deter the entrance of American warships into Soviet regional waters. Although the 

strategy did not prevent the probing of Soviet waters by American submarines, it proved to be an 

effective deterrent that at least limited the use of these waters by American naval forces. Given 

the relative success of this strategy in diminishing a guarantee of unmolested travel for the naval 

warships of a stronger maritime state, it would be wise for a weaker maritime state to invest in a 
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submarine force and cruiser force which could be used to establish a naval bastion in its regional 

waters. 

1.3.3-H: A few of the “Special Characteristics” of Naval Conflicts 

In Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, Corbett identifies a series of “special 

characteristics” that are specific to naval conflicts. I would like to conclude my examination of 

Corbett’s thoughts by outlining two of them here. The first of these characteristics is that while 

standard military strategy requires you to destroy an enemy’s means of resistance in order to gain 

a victory over his forces, this is not the case at sea. At sea, an enemy always has the ability to 

remove their fleet from the battlefield by storing it in a harbor where its opponent’s ships cannot 

go, or in the modern age, hiding it at sea. Thus, in order to destroy an enemy’s forces and to 

prevent them from seeking safety in their harbor(s), an offensive force is required to enact some 

sort of pressure on the defending naval forces that will pull them into a confrontation. The best 

way of doing this, according to Corbett, is to attack his commerce at a strategic point that his 

ships will have to pass through.58 This means that irrespective of the strategy your forces adopt, 

whether they are offensive or defensive, the primary goal of your attack will always be your 

enemy’s commerce. 59  

 The second characteristic I wish to highlight concludes that, within the realm of naval 

warfare, the characteristics typically used to distinguish between offensive and defensive actions 

cannot be relied upon to discern an enemy's intentions. On land it is possible for an army to 

establish a defensive position without taking an offensive position against your enemy. This can 

be seen when one country creates a base or defensive line such as the Maginot Line within their 

sovereign territory. However, because the sea has historically been international by its very 

premise and all nations share the SLOC during times of peace, it has not been possible to 

establish a defensive position on the sea without inducing some sort of offensive stance against 

your enemy. This is because the limited areas of viability through which commerce can pass at 

sea have forced all trading nations to use similar trade routes that run through similar areas of the 

world’s oceans. Thus, regardless of the reason, the creation of a base along the SLOC 

automatically induces a destabilizing impact on the enemy’s perception of their own defense and 

will be perceived as an offensive action.60 In essence, these two special characteristics mean that 

defensive actions at sea will appear to be offensive – especially for individuals trained in 
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traditional land warfare. For this reason I have developed the methodology addressed in Chapter 

II in order to help distinguish between offensive and defensive actions at sea. 

It should be noted that under the Prize Rules established during The Hague Conventions 

of 1899 and 1907 that the sinking of merchant shipping is legal under international law. The 

London Naval Treaty of 1930 regulated the sinking of merchant shipping by allowing warships 

to sink merchant shipping in instances when the merchant vessels are armed or have 

demonstrated “persistent refusal to stop on being duly summoned, or of active resistance to visit 

or search.” 61 Otherwise, warships may only sink a merchant vessel after the warship has made 

sure that the safety of the crew and passengers aboard the targeted ship has been assured. 62 The 

condition concerning the safety of the passengers and crew on board the targeted merchant ships 

is considered fulfilled so long as the ship has lifeboats and is within “proximity of land” so that 

the crew can make it ashore once their vessel has been sunk. 63 If the merchant vessel is targeted 

on the high seas it can be sunk without warning so long as the weather conditions permit the safe 

retrieval of the crew and passengers abroad the targeted ship and the warship attacking the ship is 

close enough to pick up the stranded crew after the merchant vessel has been sunk. 64 Given that 

Article 22 of the treaty was included without an end date or sunset clause and was later extended 

to other treaties means that shipping can still be targeted under modern international law and that 

Corbett’s theories concerning the attacking of merchant shipping are still applicable.65  
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Chapter II: The Research Process 

2.1: Methodology 

As observed in in Chapter I, Subsection 1.3.3-VIII: A Few of the “Special 

Characteristics” of Naval Conflicts, there is an innate difficulty in attempting to determine what 

an offensive or defensive strategy looks like in the realm of maritime conflicts. The reason for 

this is rooted in the fact that the major trade routes and SLOCs are equally shared by the 

maritime states of the world. As a consequence of these shared SLOCs, the establishment of a 

base along the sea lanes, regardless of intention, will often be perceived as an offensive action 

because of the need of other nations to trade along these same sea lanes. Similarly, maritime 

states will naturally develop power-projection forces in order to protect their trade along these 

trade routes. As a result of this development, I have created my own methodology for this thesis 

paper which seeks to determine if the actions of a maritime state are intrinsically offensive or 

defensive. I have opted to call this new methodology the Optimal-Comparison (OC) method 

because it seeks to explain the intentions behind a state’s foreign policy by comparing the 

optimal actions of a state with the actual actions of the state in order to determine if the 

intentions behind these actions are offensive or defensive.  

Based upon the realist interpretation of international relations outlined in Chapter I, 

Subsection 1.3.1: Realism, it can be concluded that the primary goal of every state is survival. As 

a result of this desire to survive it is necessary to presume that a state is likely to assume a 

defensive strategy from the outset of its interactions with the international community. As 

realism suggests that every state is a rational actor, and Geostrategy says that states have limited 

resources with which they can pursue their foreign policies, it is possible to assume that every 

state behaves in a manner reflective of its desires and needs. In other words, it is possible to think 

of states as living organisms in at least two important ways: the concept of self-preservation, and 

its logical conclusion, that certain fundamental needs must be met before an organism is capable 

of pursuing other interests. This would thus imply that states behave with the international 

community in a way that is similar to the way that individuals behave within society. It would 

further imply that states are, in effect, bound to the international community in a way that is 

similar to how individuals are bound to society as described by Abraham Maslow in his paper “A 
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Theory of Human Motivation” which has since come to be known colloquially as Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs. For an examination of Maslow hierarchy of needs see Appendix A: Note 1. 

When Maslow’s examination of motivation theory is applied to a state’s foreign policy – 

which is fitting given realisms presumptions about the behavior of states within the international 

community – it is possible to assume that states will focus on a state equivalent of what Maslow 

described as physiological need and fundamental deficiency needs, such as security and 

friendship, before moving onto the higher level needs of love, esteem and self-actualization. 

When applied to international relations, this revision of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs would 

imply that states are likely to focus on security, good relations with other states and physical 

needs – such as access to resources – before moving onto the secondary needs such as prestige 

strategies and nationalistic adventures. Under such a methodological foundation, it can be 

assumed that a state will maintain a defensive strategy unless its government and infrastructure 

are poised to adequately address its internal needs by means of an outward expression, such as 

the use of military force. It thus becomes necessary to not only presume a defensive strategy 

under such a theory, but to conclude that an optimal strategy can thus be considered in the terms 

of a sound defensive strategy. This would imply that the development of an offensive strategy is 

a secondary objective. While it could be argued that states may need to behave aggressively in 

order to survive – an argument that was constructed by the Imperial Japanese leadership during 

the Second World War in order to justify their territorial expansion in the South Pacific – there is 

no guarantee of victory in a war; especially among similarly sized nations. Thus, it can be further 

presumed that states would not, as a first resort, desire risking the financial and economic 

burdens of carrying out a war when they could seemingly share resource extraction. Similarly, if 

one state is stronger than another, it can also be presumed that war would be rendered 

unnecessary as one nation would surely be likely to win. Thus, it can be concluded that defense 

would be the primary objective of a state in order to mediate the possibility of these two 

scenarios. Such an evaluation of a state is helpful in determining what a state needs while 

avoiding nationalistic biases that could contaminate my findings. Consequently, by assessing the 

needs and demands placed upon a state by things such as its geography, natural resources and 

trade with other nations, it is possible to determine the optimal way a state would likely employ 

their military assets to protect these needs. This information allows us to define the form of a 

defense strategy archetype for any particular state. By comparing this archetypal defensive 
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strategy to the actual strategy of the state (as deduced from observed militaristic action), it is 

possible to analyze a state’s degree of departure from their optimal strategy. Actions incongruous 

with our model defensive strategy constitute offensive military acts, and indicate the level of 

aggression that is likely to exist in their active military strategy. In this way this new 

methodology helps to demystify the maritime realm and offers an analytical tool for assessing 

the actions of a maritime state. This methodology seeks to do this through the following means:  

2.1.1: Assess an Optimal Maritime Strategy for a State 

In order to assess a state’s optimal maritime strategy (archetypal defensive strategy) it has 

become necessary to examine the issues that would likely motivate the state to pursue the 

development of maritime capabilities. If we can presume that a state is likely to worry about a 

defensive posture before attempting to take an aggressive stance, then it becomes necessary to 

ask what a state needs in order to survive. The answer to this question has evolved over time 

with the advent of a series of new world systems that have become increasingly complex and 

interconnected. Furthermore, the conditions for survival are different between land based states 

and maritime states. In order to make some sense of this development it is useful to begin by 

establishing what a state is at its most basic level. The Declarative Theory of International Law 

has defined a state as an entity possessing four qualities: a definite territory, a permanent 

population, a government to rule over the previous two qualities and sovereignty, which is 

defined by having sole control over its internal affairs and the ability to enter into relations with 

other states. While this definition is helpful in that it offers insight into the qualities that make a 

state, a historical evaluation of international relations through a geostrategic lens has 

demonstrated that these attributes do not guarantee a viable state. In order to be viable, a state 

must also have a moderate to thriving economy and the ability to provide for its citizens while 

being able to protect its own interests. When evaluating the modern state, it can be said that 

every state must take a series of other things into consideration in order to develop a defense 

strategy that can protect these qualities. A state must not only protect its people and territory, but 

they must now also be able to provide a guarantee of security for their industry, supply lines, 

access to resources, the location of its political capital, economic and social heart and major 

military installations. When considering a maritime state, maritime commerce also becomes an 

important area of concern – for this is the reason that the desire for a power-projection fleet 



35 
 

naturally develops in the consciousness of a maritime state. In order to assess the merits of a 

sound defensive strategy each of these qualities becomes important to varying degrees. However, 

for the purposes of this paper, these qualities will be reduced to the six important areas of 

concern with regards to the life of a modern maritime state. Thus, this aspect of my methodology 

with seek to determine a state’s optimal maritime strategy by conducting an evaluation of the 

state’s geography, the location of the resources within the state, the location of the state’s 

industrialized centers, the contribution of the coastal provinces towards the state’s GDP, the path 

of state’s maritime commerce and the impact of interregional maritime trade on the state’s 

economy. This information is instructive in attempting to understand why the government of a 

maritime state might pursue military development on either the land or sea, and which type of 

military development they are likely to pursue as a rational actor. By assessing the impact of 

these areas of analysis on the Chinese state and using them as a foundation to examine the 

theories established in Chapter I, Section 1.3: Theoretical Foundation, it will be possible to 

establish the optimal maritime strategy for the People’s Republic of China.  

2.1.2: Evaluate Contemporary Developments in a State’s Maritime Strategy 

 The second part of the methodology examines the actual policy goals and intentions that 

are declared by the ruling regime of the state being analyzed in order to determine if these 

actions are in line with the optimal direction of a state’s foreign policy or strategic goals. In order 

to assess a state’s maritime strategy it necessary to provide an examination of the state’s known 

strategic documents such as national white papers, policy memos and secondary sources 

published by academics and strategist working for the state either through official roles or in an 

unofficial role – such as professors or scholars at one of the state’s defensive institutions. Since 

governments are unlikely to publish a majority of the papers concerning their defensive and 

offensive strategies and capabilities it is wise to complement these documents with evaluations 

that have been constructed by other states and neutral third party organizations. All of these 

documents will be important for establishing a strategic profile of the state’s capabilities and 

intentions. By evaluating the current maritime strategy it should be theoretically possible to 

project the actions of the state into the future to determine what foreign policy goals they might 

have set. When possible, these evaluations should be complimented by an examination of the 

current composition of the state’s fleet and the state’s defense expenditures in order to assess if 
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the state actually possesses the capabilities to implement its present maritime strategy. This 

review of the capabilities of the state’s fleet will be important since it is always possible for 

politicians and military officials to say one thing while actually preparing to do another. Thus, by 

evaluating the composition of the state’s fleet and defense expenditures it should be possible to 

conclude if the published accounts that deal with the state’s maritime strategy are reflected in the 

actual actions of the state. I have attempted to construct information for the Chinese state by 

using Chinese defense reports and the white papers that have been published by the Chinese 

Ministry of National Defense. In order to construct an accurate account of the contemporary 

strategic thinking within China I have also examined the current composition of the Chinese 

naval fleet, published accounts of Chinese land and naval strategies, strategic assessments 

offered by the United States’ Department of Defense and think tanks from different corners of 

the world. I compared these findings with an evaluation of the Chinese defense budget offered by 

third party sources; most notable, the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. 

2.1.3: Compare a State’s Optimal Maritime Strategy with its Actual Maritime Strategy 

 The final part of the methodology is based around an examination of the congruency of a 

state’s optimal maritime strategy with its actual strategy. Under this methodology, any actions 

taken by the state that overstep their optimal strategy can be interpreted as being offensive and 

any actions that fall within their optimal strategy can be considered as being defensive. In order 

to determine if a maritime state is behaving offensively it will be critical to not only examine the 

types of forces they are developing, but the way that they deploy their forces abroad. Since 

maritime states naturally develop power-projection forces to defend their commerce, the simple 

development of these forces and their use along the major SLOC will not be construed as an 

offensive action. By evaluating the military allocations made by the state, the actions of the state 

in the international community and the decisions that the state has made in enacting its foreign 

policy it will be possible to determine if the state is actively pursuing its optimal strategy or if 

there are differences which could be interpreted as the state behaving in an offensive or 

defensive way. As previously stated, establishing whether the strategy is either defensive or 

offensive is important since the goals or ambitions associated with defensive and offensive 

strategies are different. Understanding the type of strategy that the government of the Chinese 

state has opted to pursue is necessary in order to both accurately predict the actions of the 
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Chinese state and to devise an appropriate response to the Chinese actions in their regional 

waters. 

2.2: Limitations of the Research 

 My research was limited in four ways. In the following paragraphs I have explained what 

these limitations are and why these limitations will not detract from my overall findings in any 

significant way. The first limitation of my research was rooted in my inability to read Mandarin 

or Cantonese. As a result of this, I have been forced to rely upon the interpretations and analysis 

of Chinese texts that have been conducted by other academics, new reports that have been 

written in the English language, translations of Chinese texts and documents that have been 

written by western sources such as the United States Department of Defense (DOD). While this 

may seem problematic, it is not necessarily an issue since the amount of literature that has been 

composed in the Chinese language(s) is rather insignificant when compared to the information 

available in the English language as a result of the decision on the part of the CCP to sensor 

information pertaining to the Chinese military. Furthermore, it can be assumed that the official 

reports of Chinese capabilities that are published by Western nations, such as the United States, 

have likely been influenced by the American Defense Intelligence Agency, Central Intelligence 

Agency and their European counterparts. This implies that the published western texts are likely 

using more sources than they are publically acknowledging that they have access to. Since these 

sources could also possess biases, I have used third party sources such as the Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute in order to reduce their impact on my findings. 

 The second limitation on my research is rooted in the fact that the Chinese Central 

Military Commission (CMC), which is responsible for military planning and the development of 

the Chinese maritime strategy, rarely releases or publishes its texts about it capabilities or 

military expenditures. This stands in opposition to the United States Department of Defense 

which openly publish defense documents such as the American DOD Quadrennial Defense 

Review and its annual report to Congress in which the DOD outlines their own capabilities, the 

capabilities of their neighbors and their response to these threats. The fact that the United States 

is so transparent on these issues has resulted in a phenomenal amount of research being 

conducted from a western perspective. Similarly, the fact that the Chinese counterparts remain 

relatively silent on these issues causes most scholars to circumnavigate the limited amount of 
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sources that have been published in order to sink into elaborate reports generated in western 

countries that explain the capabilities of the Chinese armed forces. As a result of this, much of 

the research that has been conducted on Chinese strategy is either dominated by western-centric 

view or suffers from a lagged period in which strategist are forced to theorize the moves that will 

be taken by the Chinese state based upon previous reports which have been offered by Chinese 

sources. Fortunately, the later of these two problems is not entirely new to strategic studies as the 

existence of this problem is the reason that strategic assessments of other countries exist. If each 

country openly published all of their defensive and offensive capabilities then there would be 

little need to conduct research about their motives or intentions. Similarly, the art of strategic 

forecasting is based upon providing assessments of what other countries will do with limited 

information. As such, this difficulty will not limit my paper any more than it has limited any 

other strategic analysis. It simply means that the information used to create my analysis might be 

slightly older than what is available on other countries, unless, of course, I augment my paper 

with information presented in DOD reports, RAND reports and Naval War College Publications. 

Even without these sources this shortcoming will not detract from my findings in any major way 

given the scope of my methodology and argument and the fact that the information concerning 

the construction of the Chinese fleet and the GDP of the Chinese provinces is readily available 

and published by both Western and Chinese sources. Since these are the only parts of my paper 

which need to use current information, the limited amount of information published by the CMC 

will not detract from my findings. However, it should be noted that while the CMC does not 

publish defense documents, the CMC’s state counterpart, the Chinese Ministry of National 

Defense, does publish white papers on the PRC’s national defense goals every two years in both 

the English and Chinese languages and I have used these reports in my paper in order to 

understand the Chinese perspective and the modern Chinese maritime strategy. Furthermore, 

there were a series of document that I was unable to gain access to, such as the Military Budget, 

due to the personal financial costs that would be required to access these documents. While I 

would have preferred to gain access to these materials, the instances in which this happened were 

very limited and are unlikely to impact my overall findings given the amount of research I have 

compensated these reports with. 

 The third limitation to my research is rooted in my cultural bias. I have attempted to 

avoid this bias by developing the previously mentioned methodology and by keeping myself well 



39 
 

informed about the actions of the Chinese state. I have further attempted to distance myself from 

my own cultural biases by complementing my findings with a realist approach. The reason that 

this will help me to avoid my bias is because the realist theories advocates for the idea that states 

are rational actors. This implies that all rational individuals, with access to the same information 

and strategic foundation, could deduce similar findings. For this reason I have spent a 

considerable amount of time addressing the foundations of maritime strategies in Chapter I and 

open Chapter IV with an evaluation of the foundations of Chinese strategic thinking. 

My research was limited in one final way and that was by its scope. While writing my 

thesis I attempted to keep it as close to my original proposal as possible. However, as I 

conducted more research I realized that there were a few areas in my original proposal that were 

not needed, the most prominent of which was a subchapter I had intended to devote to the impact 

of UNCLOS on the development of the Chinese maritime strategy. I removed this subchapter 

early on because my research had failed to produce any sort of support for the existence of a 

causal link between UNCLOS passing into law in 1994 and the current maritime strategy, which 

I have argued is largely a result of economic reforms instituted by Deng Xiaopoing in the mid-

1980s. In order to understand this it is necessary to remember the distinction between Maritime 

Strategies and Maritime Law Enforcement that I outlined in 1.3.3-I. While I found that the 

Chinese had invested a considerable amount of time and energy into the development of 

Maritime Law Enforcement capabilities, these expenditures have hardly resulted in a change to 

the maritime strategy used by the People’s Liberation Army Navy. Similarly, the maritime 

territory claimed by the Chinese state has remained largely unchanged since the late 1940s when 

the Chinese Nationalist Government established its 11-dotted-line covering the entirety of the 

South China Sea. The few changes that did occur in their territorial claims – such as the Chinese 

decision to claim the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands – were mostly implemented during the 1970s. As a 

result of these findings, I opted to remove this subsection from my paper as my research 

continued to suggest that a subsection dedicated to this subject would offer minimal insight into 

the development of the Chinese maritime strategy. 

The scope of my paper was further reduced by a page limitation that was imposed late in 

the writing process. From the onset of my decision to write about the Chinese maritime strategy I 

was determined to not only cover every topic that needed to be addressed, but to do it with 
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adequate depth in order to defend my argument. My commitment to proving the merits of my 

argument resulted in my thesis paper becoming significantly longer than the recommended page 

limit before I had felt that I had satisfied the task I had set out to complete. At the urging of my 

Thesis Supervisor, I removed large sections of my paper in order to reduce the narrative of my 

argument by nearly 60 pages. The removal of these pages required large areas of the paper to be 

removed, edited or omitted. This process of reducing the total number of pages in my thesis, 

while preserving my core arguments with enough information to back them up, proved to be a 

challenging and difficult task. While I was able to preserve the essence of my argument, the 

process has left a mark on my paper as the need to edit large sections of my thesis resulted in the 

removal of a multitude of areas concerning sources that were previously cited or referenced in 

the text. The chapters that were impacted the most by were the first chapter concerning the 

subject and scope, were large sections concerning the previous literature concerning this topic 

was removed and reduced to the basics of a few authors arguments; the second chapter 

concerning my methodology which was greatly reduced from a rather extensive argument in 

favor of my new methodology and why it was necessary to a basic assessment of what I hoped to 

do with it; and the fourth chapter, which was drastically reduced to cover only the most pressing 

of the Chinese military documents. The decision to focus Chapter IV primarily on the Chinese 

defense white papers was done not out of choice, but out of necessity so that I might reduce the 

total length of my thesis paper. This debate originally covered the development of the Chinese 

land strategies in greater depth and addressed more documents concerning the current direction 

of the Chinese maritime strategy. Although it became necessary to reduce these areas, I saved the 

documents and arguments that were essential to my final conclusions. Thus, these areas have 

continued to represent the concerns that I set out to address, but are now more reduced in their 

total scope. Unfortunately, I was also forced to remove sections from the fourth chapter 

concerning the U.S. perception of these actions and their response to the Chinese development of 

information warfare and counter-intervention operations. A discussion on the U.S. Air-Sea battle 

concept was also removed from the paper because its presence in a chapter concerning the 

Chinese strategy became questionable although I felt it was insightful when considering how 

other states perceived the development of the Chinese maritime strategy and how they were 

responding to it. The third Chapter, which concerns the optimal Chinese maritime strategy, was 

also greatly reduced. In some places where I was forced to reduce the total page limit a few of 
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the removed discussions and areas of information were preserved in a limited form in the 

appendices attached to the end of this thesis paper. When choosing removed information to 

preserve in the appendices I sought former areas of the paper which I thought would help with an 

understanding of the preserved text. In one notable area I added a subsection to the Chapter IV 

that was not present in my Thesis Proposal concerning the foundations of Chinese strategic logic. 

I felt that it was necessary to include this chapter as I learned more about the Chinese strategy 

and began to understand the reason for what I have described as the “antagonistic behavior” of 

the Chinese fleets in the South China Sea and East China Sea; a topic which I discuss in the 

conclusions of this paper.  
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Chapter III: The Optimal Chinese Maritime Strategy 

Using the first part of the optimal comparison method addressed in Chapter II, 

Subsection 2.1 Methodology, this chapter seeks to determine a reasonable course of action for a 

state based upon perceived strengths or weaknesses in a state’s geographic and economy position 

in order to establish how a state should behave in order to survive. In this chapter I have 

conducted a comprehensive evaluation of the current Chinese threat environment and the places 

that it feels vulnerable by focusing heavily on Chinese geography, resource distribution within 

the country, the contribution of the coastal provinces towards the Chinese GDP and the impact of 

inter-regional trade upon the Chinese economy. This information is instructive in attempting to 

understand why the Chinese leadership might pursue military development on either the land or 

sea, and which type of military development they are likely to pursue as a rational actor. This 

evaluation will be necessary in order to establish the optimal Chinese maritime strategy. 

3.1: An Evaluation of the Chinese Maritime Geography 

Stretching from the Gulf of Tonkin near Vietnam to the Bohai Gulf near North Korea, the 

Chinese continental coastline is 14,500km long.66  If the 5,000 islands – China asserts that is has 

sovereignty over 6,500 islands – that are under the sovereignty of the People’s Republic of China 

are taken into consideration then the total coastal territory of the PRC expands to 32,000km 

long.67 While these measurements demonstrate that the total Chinese coastline is rather large, 

they are inherently misleading. The reason for this can be found in the research conducted by 

Lewis Fray Richardson in the early 1950s. Richardson found that determining the total length of 

a state’s border was a common problem when attempting to assess a state’s coastline, thus 

leading to the establishment of the Coastline Paradox which concludes that coastlines will 

become longer when measured with smaller units of measurement. 68 If the scale used to measure 

the total area of the Chinese mainland coastline is adjusted in accordance with Richardson’s 

Coastline Paradox, then the length of the Chinese maritime border quickly increases to 18,000km 

long. 69 In fact, this increased coastal length is the official measurement that the Chinese 

government gives for the total length of the Chinese coastline in their 2012 defense white paper 

published by the Chinese Ministry of National Defense. 70 This adjusted measurement suggests 

that the Chinese continental coastline is similar in size to the continent of Antarctica while its 

total coastal territory is similar in size to the standard length given for the Australian coastline. 
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While an unadjusted coastline would work for a simple comparison of the Chinese State with 

other countries around the world, it is important to account for the Coastline Paradox when 

considering military strategies because the forces which are charged with defending the Chinese 

territory would be required to operate on the coast as if it were a land border. This means that the 

smaller measurements of distance with which they would operate would result in the total coastal 

area of the Chinese state increasing. With a land border of 22,117 km, the Chinese coastline, 

adjusted for the Coastal Paradox, is 19% shorter in total length than the land border while the 

total coastal territory – including islands and coastal formations – under the sovereignty of the 

PRC is 31% larger than the Chinese continental land border. 71 This data implies that it would be 

logical for the Chinese state to develop a relatively equal amount of naval forces to guard against 

a possible invasion on such a larger territorial frontier. 

Not only is the Chinese coastline extensive, it also stretches across multiple climate zones 

that allow for the growth and development of radically different coastal formations, fauna and 

types of sea life. 72 These different coastal formations allow for easy access to certain areas of the 

coastline and make the penetration of other areas increasingly more challenging. From north to 

south, the Chinese coastline starts in the temperate zone and then passes through the tropic and 

sub tropic zones. As a result of this, the Northern provinces are mostly dominated by fertile 

lowlands and floodplains which are fed with rich soil from the yellow river, while the southern 

provinces are covered by a tropical climate. 73 Similarly, the areas of the coast covering the 

northern provinces of Hebei, Shandog and Jiangsu are mostly at sea level and are easily accessed 

by ships.74 In addition to this, Bohai Bay has been industrialized in order to allow for the docking 

and transportation of larger ships with the area around the opening of the Haine River having 

been transformed into a viable seaport which services the city of Tianjin. The mouth of the 

Yangtze River increases the ability to access the lower Northern Provinces and the middle of the 

country while providing seaborne commerce with an impressive natural harbor, around which 

the city of Shanghai has been built. The tides in this region tend to be forgiving to ships and are 

rather diurnal by their nature, only changing between 2 to 4 meters a day. 75 However, given how 

shallow this sea is in relation to the South China Sea, the Yellow sea tends to be rougher in 

adverse weather. 
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The middle stretch of the Chinese coastline covering the provinces of Zhejiang and 

Fujian – the second of which is situated directly across the Strait of Taiwan from the Republic of 

China – is the only area of the Chinese coast to boast sizeable geographic features and weather 

patterns which could be used to deter military action on the Chinese coastal territory. From a 

simple evaluation of this stretch of the Chinese coast it would appear that coastal areas around 

the provinces of Zhejiang and Fujian would be idea for maritime activity as there are estimated 

to be more than 1,800 islands off the coast of Zhejiang province and nearly six hundred islands 

off of the coast of Fujian province.76 However, these geographic features are complicated by a 

rough terrain and the presence of a mix-semi diurnal tide. 77 As opposed to a diurnal tide which 

routinely fluctuates between a regular low and high point, the mix-semi diurnal tide will 

erratically fluctuate between multiple wave heights through the day. 78 The tidal patterns along 

the province of Zhejang are the most challenging as they are not only mixed semi-diurnal, but 

will change as much as 4 meters a day between their high water mark and low water mark. This 

makes this part of the Chinese coastline particularly challenging to navigate.  

The seasonal winds that blow across China further complicate the passage of goods 

between these areas as the Chinese monsoon winds have an impact on the tides and weather 

formations in this area as well as the flow of the coastal waters. As a result of these winds, the 

weather here can be both dangerous and unpredictable. In the winter high pressure builds up over 

the Chinese mainland and causes the development of the northeast monsoon winds which blow 

across the Chinese coast from the north to the south. In the summer the monsoon winds change 

direction and the Southwest Monsoon develops and begins to blow air from the south to the 

north. 79 These changing winds help impact the already diverse nature of the tides around the 

Chinese coast and make the area between the Island of Formosa and the Chinese mainland 

particularly difficult to traverse during seasonal weather changes (see Appendix B: Figure 2). 

These already complicated weather patterns become increasingly dangerous between the months 

of June and October as a result of seasonal typhoons; the most devastating of which occur in the 

months of July and August. 80 Typhoons are the equivalent to what North Americans would call a 

hurricane. 81  They form over the Pacific Ocean and then usually pass over the Philippines on a 

northwest trajectory that will then spin down to hug the southern coast of the Chinese mainland 

or spin up towards the Strait of Taiwan and run across the Chinese coast in a northwest 

trajectory.82 
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The movement of the coastal currents is also important to consider when examining the 

area of the coastline along the middle provinces. The currents around the provinces of Fujian and 

Zhejiang are primarily impacted by the Kuroshio Current and a branch current which wraps 

around the Island of Taiwan. The branch current which passes between the Island of Taiwan and 

the Chinese mainland picks up speed as it moved from the southern opening of the strait to the 

northern opening of the strait. The reason for this is because the southern opening of the strait is 

nearly three times wider than the northern opening. 83 As Bruce Elleman observed, this prompted 

“one USN document referred to the Taiwan Strait as a ‘giant venture,’ in which fluid is forced to 

increase in velocity passing through the constriction. During one storm, a U.S. warship making 

eight knots ahead through the water was found to actually be moving at one knot astern with 

respect to the sea bottom. The ship was rolling so violently (from the current in the strait) that it 

took on “green” water – that is, not simply spray – down the after stack.” 84 

While the ocean current naturally flows from the deeper South China Sea between the 

Taiwan Strait and into the shallower East China Sea, the redirection of the prevailing winds 

during the winter months down into the Southern provinces causes the coastal currents to 

become neutralized in the northern regions of the East China Sea and to bend back around the 

Island of Taiwan during the fall and spring seasons. 85 This causes the areas near where the East 

China Sea and the Yellow Sea meet to become rougher, while the areas near the Taiwan Strait 

become particularly difficult to traverse. The currents through this area become more complex 

when considering how shallow the strait is in comparison to the South China Sea. At an average 

depth of only 60 meters, the Taiwan Strait is about as deep as an 18 story building with the areas 

closer to the Chinese mainland being shallower. 86 During the winter seasons the strength of the 

northeast monsoon winds focus into a more southern orientation on a bi-weekly cycle and often 

cause the surface currents coming out of the South China Sea that run along the Chinese 

mainland to be redirected back into the South China Sea (See Appendix B: Figure 3).87 It was 

previously speculated that the currents under the strait continued to be carried up and around the 

Island of Taiwan throughout the Northeast monsoon season. However, newer research lead by 

Sen Jan from the Institute of Physical Oceanography found that the path of the Kuroshio branch 

current that flows through the Strait of Taiwan is actually much more complex and is effectively 

shut down in the winter months due to obstacles on the seafloor. 88 The consequence of the 

winter winds is that the surface conditions often become so adverse that they force the Chinese 
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commerce fleets to travel around the Island of Taiwan instead of going through the Taiwan 

Strait. Between the months of June and August this area is also subjected to the previously 

mentioned typhoons and tropical cyclones which further complicate the use of this area. As a 

result of how hostile these weather conditions are to maritime vessels, the United States Navy 

actually published a series of rules for the passage of its warships in the Taiwan Straits that 

covered everything from the degree that one should sail through the strait in order to avoid 

perilous spray to ways for captains to manipulate their vessels engines in order to turn their ships 

around in heavy seas without capsizing. 89 

While the middle stretches of the Chinese coastline present the possibility of multiple 

problems to both military and commercial commerce, this is not the case in the southern areas of 

the country covering the provinces of Guanxi, Guangdong and the Island of Hainan. In a similar 

fashion to the northern provinces, the tides are also much more diurnal in these regions and will 

change between 1- 2 meters a day. As a consequence of the depth of the sea in these areas, the 

waters tend to be much calmer along this stretch of the Chinese coastline. These calmer waters 

ease the passage of maritime commerce along these regions of the Chinese coast. The inland 

areas of these southern and middle provinces are mostly hilly with the regions around the Pearl 

River Delta again giving way to farmable rolling hills. However, it should be noted that these 

areas are heavily populated with coral reefs and mangrove trees which thrive in the tropical 

climates. While these features complicate the possibility of beach landings on the Chinese coast, 

the provinces of Zhe Jaing, Fujian, Guangdong and Guanxi are home to a series of natural 

harbors in which ships could anchor in order to set up coastal operations. 

In addition to this coastline, the inland Chinese geography has been blessed with a series 

of river systems which connect vast areas of the country. The most impressive of these rivers, the 

Yellow and the Yangtze, have already been addressed. However, it is important to note that they 

have historically allowed adequately sized ships and commerce to penetrate deeply into Chinese 

territory.  Similarly, the Pearl River Delta, which is located in Guang Dong Province and borders 

the South China Sea, boasts another series of impressive natural harbors. These harbors have 

allowed for the successful development of the ports of Hong Kong, Macau and Guahgzhou. The 

existence of these harbors has turned the southern regions of the country into a prosperous 

trading area due to their accessibility from the sea and calmer weather. In addition to these 
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natural waterways, the eastern seaboard of the Chinese state is also home to the Grand Canal, a 

massive manmade river stretching 1,104 miles (1,776Km) from Beijing in the north of the 

country to Hangzhou in the middle of the country. All of these qualities equate into the Chinese 

northern and southern coastal provinces being highly livable and navigable with 38% of the 

Chinese population living on an area that is only 10% of the total Chinese territory. 90 

 

3.2: Resources, Pipelines and Sea Lines 

The resources that a country has access to are becoming increasingly more important to 

study because the natural resources which fuel economies are becoming harder to acquire as 

supply dwindles and developing markets cause the rates of consumption to grow. This increases 

the likelihood of a conflict over these resources and thus their acquisition must be considered 

when dealing with the defense strategy of a state since states need them to survive. The following 

subsection of the paper provides an overview of the resources within the People’s Republic of 

China and where the primary resources are coming from. 

3.2.1-A: Resources within the Chinese Mainland Territory 

Of the 158 minerals naturally occurring in the world, 135 of them have been found and 

verified in China. 91 This has resulted in the People’s Republic of China being ranked third 

globally for its total amount of the top 45 resources used in technological and industrial 

manufacturing.92 They also have some of the largest deposits of cerium and neodymium in the 

world. 93 These two minerals have become important over the last decade for their role in the 

construction and manufacturing of high tech electronics that play a vital role in the development 

of energy and defense systems.94  The People’s Republic of China also has a considerable 

reserve of rare earth metals. It is estimated that they have as much as 23% of the total known 

reserves of many of the minerals that are used in modern technology such as cell phones and 

computer screens. 95 It should be observed that while the country possesses a significant quantity 

of desirable resources, the distribution of these resources within China is phenomenally uneven. 

The Western provinces are rich in mineral resources but are mostly void of the main resources 

which would allow for easy habitation, such as water and farmable land. The distribution of 

water across the country has also become problematic when considering habitation as the water 
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resources are primarily located in the southeast region of the country. Water taken from these 

areas making up over 82% of the national yearly water usage. The northeast, by comparison, 

contributes 17% of the national early water usage and has the highest concentration of farmable 

land. The western provinces contribute less than 5% of the national year water usage. 96 This 

disparity has prompted the development of the southeast and north east of the country.  

While the PRC has been blessed with the potential for large-scale hydroelectric 

development, 65% of their total electricity is still produced by coal burning power plants.97 70% 

of all the coal mined within China comes from mines located in Inner Mongolia, Shaanxi and 

Sichuan provinces and the Xinjaing-Uyugur Autonomous region while over 70% of the natural 

gas harvested from Chine comes from Sichuan and Shaanxi provinces.98 Similarly, the Chinese 

oil fields are located along the country’s outer provinces with most of the Chinese domestic oil 

coming from Xinjiang, the north east provinces and the coastal provinces. Although the amount 

of coal mined in China is enough to sustain their current coal centric energy production, the 

amount of oil and natural gas that the Chinese state has access to is rather limited in comparison 

to other developed countries. The PRC is current the fourth largest user of natural gas in the 

world and the seventh highest producer of natural gas. Similarly, they currently possess the 14th 

largest reserves of crude oil in the world and, as energy needs continue to grow, they are 

estimated to begin importing as much as 80% of their oil by 2030.99 All of these equate into 

China being relatively self-sufficient with the sole exception being its access to reserves of crude 

oil, petroleum and natural gas. In these three areas the Chinese state still needs to import 

resources from foreign countries. (See Appendix B: Figure 4 for a map of Crude Oil and Shale 

Gas/Oil Deposits in and around Chinese territory.) 

3.2.1-B: Resources in the Regional Seas 

 A 2013 report from the U.S. Energy Information Administration has found that there are 

about 11 billion barrels of oil and 190 trillion cubic feet of natural gas reserves beneath the ocean 

floor of the South China Sea. These reserves are predominately located next to the coastlines of 

nations surrounding the sea with the current geological surveys concluding that there are fewer 

natural gas and oil reserves the further into the center of the sea you move. This means that the 

area around the Spratly and Paracel Islands are relatively void of the energy resources that China 

needs. However, the areas off of Vietnam’s northern coast and the Chinese’s southern coastline 



49 
 

do possess vast areas of oil which are speculated to hold between 1 million to 2.5 million barrels 

of oil each. This means that the South China Sea possesses about half of the total crude oil 

reserves and double the natural gas reserves of those found within mainland China.100 Currently, 

23% of the Chinese domestically produced crude oil and 29% of the Chinese produced natural 

gas comes from the mining of these offshore reserves.101 However, their ability to harvest these 

reserves is limited, as they only have a success rate of 12% for mining these reserves. 102  

The Chinese government is currently working on remedying the previously discussed 

issues by developing the equipment that would allow them to harvest deep-sea oil deposits and 

hydrocarbons. In July of 2011 they launched their first manned submersible named the Jiaolong 

which, as of June of 2012, can dive to a depth of 7,000 meters. It has been observed that this 

“operating depth would enable a submersible to carry out research in 99.8% of the oceans 

throughout the world.” 103 Additionally, in May of 2011 they launched the Marine Oil 981 “a 

semi-submersible drilling platform that can operate at a depth of 3,000 meters.” 104 Since May of 

2012 the Marine Oil 981 has been successfully drilling and harvesting oil from 320 km south of 

Hong Kong in the South China Sea. 105 With these capabilities the Chinese government hopes to 

be able to begin deep-sea operations in the South China Sea to harvest the limited resources 

found there. They have also expressed an interest in expanding these operations to the global 

oceans. 106 (See Appendix B: Figure 5 for Proved and Probable Oil and Gas Reserves in the 

South China Sea.) 

3.2.2: Overland Energy Imports: 

As a result of this high demand for crude oil and natural gas the People’s Republic of 

China is currently required to import oil and gas from foreign countries. This has become 

problematic for China as Chinese security analysts believe that the United States could cut off 

Chinese imports of crude oil and liquefied natural gas from the sea if the United States and the 

People’s Republic of China were to ever be involved in a large scale conflict. The reason for this 

is because of the Chinese dependency on oil tankers passing through the Strait of Malacca for its 

imports of foreign oil and gas. This fear has become so ingrained in the Chinese perception of 

their own security that “it is widely claimed, for instance, that ‘whoever controls the straits of 

Malacca effectively grips China’s strategic energy passage and can threaten China’s energy 

security at any time’.” 107 Concerns such as this have prompted the Chinese government to begin 
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developing a series of oil pipelines and natural gas pipelines that will reduce the Chinese 

dependency upon seaborne oil imports. These concerns have prompted the Chinese government 

to develop a staggering fifty thousand kilometers of gas and oil pipelines over the last twenty 

years. The current five year plan (2011-2015) is expected to double this amount to a total of one 

hundred thousand kilometers before the end of 2015. 108 The reason for this increase in the 

Chinese desire for oil is rooted in the development of the Chinese economy. As the Chinese 

economy has grown, the wages paid to domestic workers has increased allowing Chinese 

consumers to begin purchasing automobiles. The ability to sell cars domestically has resulted in 

the further development of the automotive industry within China that has resulted in a decline in 

the price of Chinese cars. This decline in price has made it even easier for the regular Chinese 

workers to purchase Chinese made vehicles. With more families and individuals being able to 

purchase cars, the overall Chinese dependency upon oil for the purposes of its transportation 

industries are expected to continue to rise. 109 These crude oil and natural gas pipelines which are 

maintained and operated by the state owned firm known as China’s National Petroleum 

Corporation (CNPC) and its constituent companies. At present, these pipelines can pump roughly 

1,300,000 bpd with the potential for output to increase to 1,600,000 bpd by 2016. 

3.2.2-A: Oil Pipelines 

There are two main oil pipelines running into Chinese territory with an additional 

pipeline currently under construction. These pipelines have been constructed with the primary 

goal of reducing the Chinese dependency on Chinese energy imports through the Strait of 

Malacca and the secondary goal of revitalizing the Chinese western provinces as a continuation 

of the Chinese “Go West” policy. The main Chinese oil pipeline stretches through Central Asia 

and links the Chinese western provinces with the Kazakh oil fields in Atyrau. The Kazakhstan-

China Pipeline was built between 1997 and 2009. Prior to its construction the Chinese 

government imported gas from Kazakhstan by means of railroad. While this pipeline is capable 

of carrying a total of 200,000 bpd of crude oil, it is important to note that over the last 6 years it 

has only been operating at roughly half of its total capacity. There have been two reasons for this 

performance. The first is the result of issues with the price of the oil coming through the line, as 

the Chinese markets can acquire significantly more oil at cheaper prices by means of seaborne 

commerce. This is because of the lose cost associated with transporting goods by sea and the fact 
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that the Kazakh oil company KazMunayGas frequently disagrees with the Chinese National 

Petroleum Corporation about the price of the oil being shipped through the line. The second has 

been the result of supply problems with KazMunayGaz being unable to secure a constant supply 

of oil for Chinese markets. As a result of this, KazMunayGaz frequently needs to ship Russian 

oil through the line in order to maintain its supply. The oil in this line is also problematic as the 

crude oil harvested from Kazakh oil fields often has a very waxy nature to it that can clog the 

pipeline. 110 This means that even when the Kazakh fields are operating at optimal efficiency that 

the amount of oil that can be sent through the line in the winter months is limited, as the waxy 

nature of the Kazakh crude oil would clog the line. 

In addition to the Kazakhstan-China pipeline, the PRC also received oil imports though 

another line known as the Eastern Siberia- Pacific Ocean Oil Pipeline which runs from oil fields 

in the Russian far east into China’s northeastern provinces. Construction of the Eastern Siberia-

Pacific Ocean Oil Pipeline was started in 2006 by the Russian company Transneft following a 

decision by the Russian government in 2003 to merge two proposed oil pipeline projects that 

were designed to transport oil into China for sale in the Asian markets. The current pipeline runs 

from Taishet, Russia to Daqing, China. The pipeline became operational in December of 2009. It 

is expected to transport its maximum capacity of 600,000 barrels of oil a day by 2015 from oil 

fields operated by the Russian oil company known as Yukos. 111 The pipeline is expected to be 

upgraded by 2016 in order to ship approximately 1,000,000 bpd with the possible creation of 

another line if demand for the oil should remain high. 112 

Another oil pipeline that is of particular importance for the Chinese state is the one 

currently under construction within Myanmar that is expected to open during the summer of 

2014. The Myanmar-China Pipeline was proposed in 2004 by Yang Xiaohui, a Yunnan 

University professor who argued that the construction of a pipeline through Myanmar would 

prove to be a viable alternative to the use of the Strait of Malacca. 113 The idea quickly caught on 

since 80% of all Chinese oil imports currently pass through the Strait of Malacca by means of oil 

tankers. The construction of the oil pipeline between Myanmar and China was approved in early 

2007 while actual construction began two years later in the spring of 2009.  The pipeline was 

built in conjunction with a natural gas line that was opened in the spring of 2013. The crude oil 

pipeline is still under construction and is designed to have a transport capacity of 200,000 bpd. 
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Oil and gas for both pipelines are offloaded at the Port of Sittwe located in the Bay of Bengal 

and are then transported across Mayanmar to the Chinese province of Yunnan. The receiving 

location for this pipeline has become a concern since 2008 when it was realized in the aftermath 

of an extensive earthquake that it is currently located on an active seismic zone. 114 This raises 

questions over the viability of this pipeline and the ability of the government to build refineries 

within Sichuan that can handle its imports. Without a refinery the oil will have to be shipped 

further into China by means of rail or tanker trucks to other refineries until a longer pipeline is 

built. The possibility of a longer line being built is questionable given the viability of the line and 

the possibility of a major disaster if another earthquake should hit the region. Another problem 

with this pipeline is rooted in the fact that it was built across a series of politically unstable 

regions of Myanmar. 115 The negotiations on the Myanmar-China Pipeline began in the mid-

2000s while Myanmar was under the doctoral rule of a military Junta. At the time Myanmar was 

effectively a Chinese vassal state. Since the Myanmar government switched over to a democratic 

regime a considerable amount of resentment towards the pipeline has begun to develop within 

Myanmar with riots breaking out around the oil pipeline construction sites. The crude oil 

pipeline is expected to be fully operational by June 2014. Once planned upgrades to this line 

have been completed, the Myanmar-China Pipeline would allow for the transport of 440,000 

barrels of oil across Myanmar each day. 116 (See Appendix B: Figure 6 for a map of the Crude 

Oil and Natural Gas Pipelines Servicing the People’s Republic of China.) 

3.2.2-B: Natural Gas Pipelines 

In addition to the previously mentioned Myanmar-China natural gas pipeline, there is a 

massive natural gas pipeline running from Kazakhstan to China known as the Central Asia-China 

Gas Pipeline. The line opened in 2009 and is currently capable of transporting 55 billion cubic 

meters of gas a year. 117 This pipeline feeds into a series of West-East Gas Pipelines that connect 

various locations within China to the refineries in Xinjiang province. Two of these natural gas 

pipelines are of particular importance since they run from the western provinces to eastern China 

and supply natural gas to multiple locations with the Chinese state by means of a series of 

smaller offshoots. As of 2012 a third pipeline has been under construction stretching from 

Xinjiang province to Fujian with the goal of branching out to Hang Kong. This pipeline is 
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expected to be able to transport 30 billion cubic meters per year once construction on it is 

finished in 2015. 118 

Of all of the pipelines supplying China with natural gas, the proposed Pakistani-China 

Pipeline is the most controversial. The proposed pipeline would stretch from the port of Gwadar, 

a seaport that has been entirely financed by Beijing and is located near the Strait of Hormuz, to 

Islamabad. After connecting with Islamabad, the pipeline would then then travel through the 

Pakistani occupied provinces of Kashmir and Jammu before heading to the Chinese city of 

Kashgar which is located in Xinjiang province. 119 The current proposal poses multiple security 

risks and has been under discussion between the Chinese and Pakistani government for nearly 

five years. It would seem as if the Pakistani government has been more interested in this pipeline 

than the government of China.120 However, a review of recent media reports has suggested that 

the Chinese aversion towards the construction of this pipeline has begun to change following the 

additional proposal that the pipeline be linked with Iran. 121 If the pipeline were linked with Iran 

it would create an economic area that seems to have interested Chinese officials, as it would 

mean that they could technically sell oil to Iran and buy natural gas from the Iranian market by 

means of the port in Gwadar. This would further reduce their dependency upon seaborne oil 

imports. 

2.2.2-C: Problems with Chinese overland Pipelines: 

Although these pipelines have made it seem as though the Chinese state can reduce its 

dependency on the seaborne transportation of oil, it had been observed by some security analysts 

that these pipelines have a series of problems associated with them that raise questions over their 

viability as an alternative to oil  tankers. The most important of these issues is that the current oil 

and natural gas pipelines would be unable to transport enough oil through them in order to 

reduce the Chinese dependency upon the use of oil tankers. This point has been well articulated 

by Andrew Erickson and Gabriel Collins who explained that: 

In the end, pipelines are not likely to increase Chinese oil import security 

in quantitative terms, because the additional volumes they bring in will be 

overwhelmed by China’s demand growth; the country’s net reliance on 

seaborne oil imports will grow over time, pipelines notwithstanding. If we 

estimate Chinese oil-import-demand growth conservatively at an average 

of 2.5 percent annually over the next five years, Beijing’s imports will still 
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increase by a total of around 650,000 barrels a day – more than the 

combined volume that the pipelines from Russia and Kazakhstan will 

likely be able to bring in by 2013… Of that total, the 300,000 bpd from 

Russian will not be ‘new’ overland supplies, but rather, consist primarily 

of a transfer from rail to pipe as the crude volumes previously carried into 

China by train are moved into pipeline instead.122    

Since the pipelines running through the People’s Republic of China do not remove the 

Chinese dependency on seaborne imports of oil, but instead simply reduce the total amount of 

time the Chinese tankers are at sea, this means that a foreign maritime power would still be able 

to damage the Chinese access to overseas oil fields. This problem would continue even if the 

People’s Republic of China were able to forgo the straits of Malacca and transport their oil to 

China by means of the Myanmar pipeline and the proposed Pakistani Pipeline as there would still 

be the possibility of a maritime power blockading these ports. It is possible to predict that strong 

maritime powers, such as the United States, would be presumably powerful enough to enact a 

blockade of the Chinese oil imports at the Myanmar pipeline unloading site and the proposed 

Pakistani site. While the existence of these harbors would complicate the United States ability to 

easily cut off the Chinese supply by moving ships into the Strait of Malacca, it would not prevent 

them from also blockading the oil ports along the Indian Ocean or from carrying out a commerce 

raiding campaign in Indian Ocean. 123 As a result, the only way that the Chinese could ensure that 

their own ports would not be damaged by a blockade enacted by a stronger maritime power 

would be to move naval forces into the Indian Ocean in order to protect their commerce and 

shipping that is being conducted outside of the regional Chinese waters. Pipelines are also 

problematic since they are both expensive to maintain and vulnerable to being attacked. 124 As 

such, it would be easier for a maritime power to cut the Chinese state off from its access to 

foreign oil fields by means of a bombing campaign which targeted the known oil lines.  

In addition to the previously mentioned problems, the development of pipelines in 

neighboring countries gives these countries considerable political clout over the actions of the 

Chinese state that are not immediately present when dealing with seaborne trade. 125 Maritime 

commerce, on the other hand, can be monitored by the Chinese Navy and can be spared from out 

of region issues or domestic turmoil within countries that the pipelines are running through that 

could shut down or impede the transportation of oil and natural gas to the Chinese market. Thus, 

while the development of oil and LNG pipelines across Asia have reduced the Chinese 
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dependency upon seaborne shipments of oil, they have also increased the ability of neighboring 

countries to coerce the Chinese state into unforeseen political or economic arraignments. This 

means that pipelines increase Chinese dependency upon foreign nations – a problem that is not 

immediately present when considering the use of seaborne oil shipments.  

3.2.3: Seaborne Energy Imports 

Since the pipelines that the Chinese have been developing are still either under 

construction or unable to transport enough crude oil and natural gas to satisfy the rapidly 

growing national demand, these two resources are likely to continue being the primary seaborne 

energy imports for the People’s Republic of China into the distant future. 126 It should be noted 

that seaborne energy imports of oil and natural gas have two advantages over the use of pipelines 

designed to transport these same products. The first of these advantages is found in the amount 

of oil that can be carried by oil tankers. Shipments carried by the global fleets of modern Very 

Large Crude Carriers (VLCC) can move nearly three times the amount of bpd that crude oil 

pipelines can move in a day. The Chinese government has been attempting to further improve 

these numbers by switching over to the a class of Ultra Large Crude Carriers (ULCC) super 

tankers that could make a trip from the Port of Guangzhou to oil fields in the Middle East in 

twenty days. 127 The second appeal of seaborne trade can be found in the cost of transporting oil 

by tankers. Currently, crude oil and LNG moved by sea cost nearly half the amount of oil and 

gas moved by pipelines. 128 It is expected that if a Chinese oil company were to reduce the 

amount of time their oil is at sea and instead use the newly developed Myanmar-China Pipeline, 

they would lose nearly a billion dollars in profits each year. 129 

In July 2009 China imported 4.6 million bpd worth of crude oil, an amount that equates 

to more than half of its crude oil consumption. 130 Over the last five years this amount has 

increased to over 6 million bpd. According to Erickson and Collins, these seaborne imports 

currently “constitute more than 80% of this total.” 131 This figure means that roughly 40% of the 

total oil used by the PRC is acquired from oversea oil fields while the rest is split between oil 

pipelines and trains designed to carry crude or LNG. 132 Recent studies conducted by Woods 

Mackenzie researchers have predicted that by 2020 the Chinese imports of crude oil are expected 

to rise to 9.2 million bpd while in the same time frame the United States total amount of 

imported oil is expected to drop from 10.1 million bpd to 6.8 million bpd. 133 This means that by 
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2017 the PRC is expected to surpass the United States in its overall oil imports with a 360% 

increase in its oil dependency from 2005. During the same time period the United States will 

experience a 32% drop as they continue importing an increasingly greater amount of oil from 

Canada. 134 The impact of this trend can be observed as recently as last year when in September 

of 2013 the Chinese surpassed the United States in its amount of net oil and petroleum imports. 

135 The Chinese government has attempted to regulate the impact of crude oil on the Chinese 

economy by creating a strategic oil reserve.136 The goal of the Chinese Strategic Petroleum 

Reserves (SPR) would be to store enough oil to regulating the Chinese consumption of oil for 90 

days. The most recent non-Chinese assessment that I could find on this topic was offered in 

2012, when it was predicted that the Chinese Strategic Oil Reserves were only capable of 

holding about 40 days’ worth of oil. 137 As of 2014, Chinese official sources estimate that they 

have only successfully stored about 9 days’ worth of oil.138 If these numbers are correct and a 

conflict between the United States and the People’s Republic of China were to break out this 

year in which the United States could cut off all Chinese oil imports by the sea, the amount 

stored in the SPR would be unable to compensate for the total amount of oil lost by oversea 

imports. The numbers provided by Woods Mackenzie suggest that a targeted strike against 

Chinese oil imports between now and 2020 would damage the Chinese transportation 

infrastructure, and by extension, the Chinese economy, in a way that has not previously been 

seen in another developed country that has experienced an oil shortage. 

 

3.3: Industrialization within China 

3.3.1: The Dichotomy between the Chinese Coastal and Inland Provinces: 

The Chinese state has, throughout its history, been economically separated between the 

coastal provinces and the inland provinces with the coastal provinces frequently being the 

subject of foreign investments and the inland provinces being overlooked as a result of their 

inaccessibility or unfavorably geography. In economic evaluations of the Chinese provinces the 

outer coastal region is usually designated as “Blue China” and the inner landlocked regions are 

called “Yellow China” (see Appendix B: Figure 7). 139 The coastal provinces that are located 

within Blue China are often considered to be highly important for the Chinese state because they 
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collectively occupy 10% of the total Chinese territory, have over 38% of the current Chinese 

population living within them, and are responsible for the creation of over half of the Chinese 

GDP 140 Similarly, the coastal provinces currently account for 60% of domestic sales within the 

country. 141 

This trend is believed to be rooted in the early portion of the 19th century when the 

Chinese coast was slowly occupied by trading posts that were run by foreign traders. By 1878 

the GDP per capita of Blue China was consistently 50% higher than the GDP per capita of the 

inland provinces that composed Yellow China. 142 This trend continued into the first quarter of 

the 20th century with the Chinese coastal regions becoming increasingly more prosperous and 

economically viable as a result of continued foreign investment and the occupation of the 

Chinese coastline by various foreign powers. 143 The reforms instituted by Mao Zedong marked 

the first major attempt to shift economic modernization efforts away from the coastal province 

and towards the internal provinces by using a huge percentage of the revenues generated in the 

coastal provinces to support the development of the interior of the country.144 However, despite 

the efforts made my Mao Zedong to develop the inner provinces, by 1978 the coastal provinces 

continued to account for 44% of the Chinese total national GDP. 145 To this day, the wages of 

workers living in the inland provinces still tend to be 60% of those given to workers in coastal 

provinces such as Guaghzhou and Shanghai. 146 

Part of the reason for the current success of the Chinese coastal economy is rooted in the 

1978 economic reforms which reintroduced limited capitalism to the country.147 This led to the 

practice in which foreign business firms once again paved the way for the industrialization of the 

Chinese coastal provinces by means of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI).148 Over the course of 

the last two decades FDI and foreign-funded firms have become an important part of the Chinese 

coastal economy as they continue to have an impact on the development of new technologies 

designed in China.149 This dependency upon foreign companies investing in the coastal regions 

places the Chinese economy in a delicate state in which the GDP of the coastal regions and, by 

extension, the country as a whole, are linked to the success of foreign firms.  

On two occasions it has become clear that the GDP of the coastal provinces continues to 

be largely dependent upon FDI and foreign business firms. The first time this became apparent 

was in the immediate aftermath of the Asian Crisis of 1997-1998, while the second time was in 
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the wake of the 2008 Economic Recession. After both events the Chinese Government began 

pursuing the development of the country’s internal provinces in order to offset China’s 

dependency on foreign markets.  

During the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis a series of South East Asian currencies began to 

deflate at a serious rate as a consequence of the rapid industrialization of South East Asian 

economies and currency speculation. 150 While the Chinese Renminbi was largely spared from 

the crisis because it had been pegged to the U.S. dollars earlier in the decade, the devaluation of 

regional currencies meant that the regional economies were unable to purchase Chinese goods. 

151 This equated into a loss of regional markets and a slowdown in the growth of the Chinese 

economy. In order to mediate the issue, the Chinese government was put under an increasing 

amount of pressure to devalue the Yuan, but doing so risked initiating a further devaluation of 

regional currencies that would have exasperated the crisis. 152 In order to avoid further financial 

damage in the region, China began to sell an increasing amount of their goods to the European 

and North American markets in order to offset the loss of the regional market base. The 

redirection of the Chinese economy towards European and North American markets helped to 

offset the blunt impact of the economic crisis, but it was not enough to make up for the loss of 

demand that had existed within the South-Asian region prior to the crisis. The resulting attempt 

to mediate the issue resulted in foreign companies mostly relocating within the coastal 

provinces.153 This resulted in the inner provinces being mostly dominated by government 

sponsored firms.  

While the Chinese government had been able to mediate the impact of the 1997 Financial 

Crisis by selling their goods to North America and Europe, they were unable to do this again 

during the 2008 Economic Recession because the 2008 crisis primarily impacted the economies 

of western countries. With a decreasing foreign market, the Chinese government hoped to offset 

the loss of its international consumer base by selling their products to their own citizens while 

once again directing their attention towards the industrialization of the inner regions of the 

country.154  Despite economic reforms intended to improve the inner regions of the country and 

the establishment of a program design to encourage companies to move their operations away 

from the coastal provinces, these policies have only succeeded in returning internal 
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industrialization levels back to what they had been leading up to the Asian Crisis of 1997-

1998.155  

Economists often suggest that that the inland provinces will continue to develop beyond 

the 1998 levels as a result of government support for inland development, the expense of 

maintaining factories in the coastal provinces, and the growing initiative to protect the coastal 

environment from excessive industrialization. 156 While these last two factors tend to cause 

companies that use excessive resources to move inland and away from the coast, the general 

trend of Chinese industrialization dictates that the Chinese coastal provinces will continue to be 

the primarily industrialized areas of the country as foreign business firms have demonstrated a 

tendency to begin their operations in coastal cities.157 This pattern of industrialization implies 

that the western regions of the Chinese state will continue to be the last area which is impacted 

by Foreign Direct Investment. It is also interesting to note that the recent evaluations of the areas 

that are benefiting from these investments has showed that this trend has largely continued as the 

industries that are moving inland are primarily heading towards the country’s Northeastern 

provinces which are still relatively close to the Chinese coastline. 158 

While a majority of the academics discussing this topic continue to believe that the 

coastal regions of the country have peaked and that the country is likely to continue experiencing 

a phase of unprecedented industrialization to its inner provinces, it has argued that the increase in 

industrialization and productivity that have been seen in the inner provinces will eventually stall 

out as the western provinces catch up with the Chinese coastal provinces. This trend has started 

to be observed over the course of the last five years with various economic articles now debating 

if the convergence of the Chinese inland and coastal provinces is likely to continue.159 It has 

been suggested that this will cause the coastal provinces to continue developing at their previous 

rates and the inner regions of the country to return to a position in which they lag behind the 

coast in regards to their contribution to the total Chinese GDP. 160 These predictions are largely 

rooted in Gerchenkron’s principle which explains that the more backwards a country’s industrial 

sector is, the more quickly it can catch up with a country which is already industrialized. 161 

Thus, as private firms begin to invest in the Chinese interior, they will bring modern machinery 

with them which will cause the total industrial levels of the inner provinces to drastically 

increase while further increasing the productivity of the people living there. If Gercherkron’s 
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principle is correct then it should be possible to observe an increase in the total Chinese labor 

productivity in the inland provinces that is greater following their industrialization than the 

productivity increases in the coastal provinces during the same time period. Data collected in 

1996 has shown that labor productivity in the inner provinces of the country was only about 46% 

of the productivity demonstrated in the coastal regions of the country. 162 By 2003 the 

productivity of these same regions had increased to 71 percent of the coastal regions. That 

equates into a 379% increase in productivity for the inland regions and a 273% increase in total 

productivity for the coastal regions. 163 This trend implies that over time the productivity gap 

between the two regions will continue to decrease with some economists even arguing that they 

will eventually “converge” so that the differences between the inland provinces and the coastal 

provinces will be rendered moot. 164 

When being applied to China on a provincial level, Gerchenkron’s principle would imply 

that most economists are correct in their predictions that the inner Chinese provinces will 

experience a quicker rate of growth than the coastal provinces because of how far behind they 

are with regards to the total industrialization levels within the country. However, this same 

principles also implies that they would be wrong to assume that these increases would continue 

after the inner provinces catch up with the coastal provinces. The reason for this can be found in 

an assessment offered by Deng and Jefferson who observed that “Chinese industry’s productivity 

growth is significantly influenced by international technology flows.” 165 This means that once 

the industrialization levels of the inner and coastal provinces do converge that it is always likely 

that the international market will have new technological advances that increase industrialization 

or productivity. Given the amount of Foreign Direct Investment in the coastal regions and the 

government’s determination to keep foreign companies invested in the Chinese coastal 

provinces, it seems almost certain that the coastal provinces will be the first to benefit from these 

new innovations given their connection with the international markets. Thus, once convergence 

has happened, it is suggested that the country could loosely stratify again towards the coastal 

regions. As one group of scholars have observed “[these principles] underline that the coast and 

the inland follow different growth trajectories: initially the coast benefits from ‘advantage of 

openness’ and later on, the inland grew faster due to the ‘advantage of backwardness.” 166 This 

implies that once the inland provinces have caught up with the coastal provinces that they will 

lose their advantage of backwardness and the coastal advantage of openness will continue to 
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dictate that Blue China with be a major shareholder in the total GDP of the Chinese economy. 

Since the Chinese firms continue to demonstrate a certain degree of backwardness with regards 

to their research and development programs – which they have been trying to offset by 

purchasing foreign firms and industries which have already conducted the desired research – this 

implies that the Chinese firms will potentially fall behind foreign firms unless they can purchase 

enough foreign companies to offset the current shortfall or produce comparable goods at cheaper 

prices in order to stay competitive. 167 This means that the internal provinces of the country, 

which are predominantly financed by state-owned businesses, are likely to lag behind the 

development of the coastal provinces. Such a development would dictate that the coastal 

provinces are likely to continue playing a major role in the development of the Chinese economy 

and GDP. Thus, it is important that the Chinese state protect them from possible attacks in order 

to continue the viability of the current Chinese state. 

3.3.2: Impact of Seaborne Trade on the Chinese Economy 

In 2004 the People’s Republic of China became the third largest exporting nation in the 

world. Daniel M. Harnett and Frederic Vellucci have observed that, in a similar fashion, by 2007 

“42% of the world’s shipping containers (by tonnage) traversed Chinese ports.” 168 This means 

that not only is the Chinese oil consumption becoming increasingly more dependent upon 

maritime shipping, but that the Chinese GDP has also begun to rely upon maritime shipping as 

between 80-90% of the Chinese trade is transported by maritime commerce.169 Although 

multiple efforts have been made to diversify the Chinese economy, it should be noted that the 

seven most economically viable provinces within China are located on the country's eastern coast 

with the five most successful of these provinces (Guangdong, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Tianjin and 

Fujian) depending upon exports for more than 50% of their GDP.170 Similarly, the economy of 

these same five provinces import more than half of all of the resources they require for their 

manufacturing needs. These statistics demonstrate that the Chinese economy is highly dependent 

upon foreign trade by means of these five provinces. This trend has become even more apparent 

when examining the economy of Shanghai, the second most successful Chinese industrialized 

area, where imports and exports account for 85% of all of the goods it buys and produces. 

Meanwhile, the economy of Guangdong, which was the most viable Chinese province in 2007, 

exported 95% of all of its manufactured goods while importing 78% of its resources from foreign 
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countries. 171 This trend has continued into 2011 with Tianjin relying upon imports for more than 

half of its overall GDP. 172 This data continues to cast doubt on whether the Chinese economy 

could survive a coastal blockade in which one of the primary goals of the attacking maritime 

force were directed towards Chinese commercial shipping.  

3.3.3: The Impact of Interregional Trade on the Chinese Economy 

While it has been demonstrated that the Chinese economy was largely dependent upon 

international trade in the years leading up to 2008 – and has continued to be dependent upon 

International trade to a lesser extent in the years after 2008 – few people have attempted to 

address the impact that regional maritime commerce has had on the Chinese economy. 

Interregional trade is an interesting area of study since research conducted by Gaulier, Jean and 

Unal-Kesenci has demonstrated that international trade since the early 1990s has drifted away 

from the global markets and has begun to localize around regional markets which tend to 

correlate with certain geographic areas of the world. Their collective research has begun to show 

that the world has started to separate into three economic areas which are dominated by regional 

power blocs. These regional areas are: the Americas, Europe-Africa and Asia-Oceania.  An 

examination of the trade within these regions has found that manufactured goods tend to 

primarily circulate within the regions as opposed to being exported to other countries within the 

global markets. 173 Since 2003 more than 20% of the total regional trade within the Asia-Oceania 

region has been dominated by Chinese products. 174 

While larger trading nations within these regional trading blocs – such as the United 

States, the European Union and the People’s Republic of China – continue to trade with the 

global markets to varying degrees, a trend has developed in which the amount of trading being 

carried out by smaller nations at the global level continues to decrease while the amount of 

industrial trading within their regional trade networks continues to increase. 175 Although the 

major regional economies continue to trade rather extensively with each other despite this trend, 

the process by which these countries have become interdependent has also impacted the major 

economies of the regions. This means that industrial nations such as China have begun to rely 

increasingly more upon the smaller economies within the Asia-Oceania region for the production 

of goods in order to fuel their own economy. As opposed to decreasing the dependency upon its 

regional trade, the significant increases in the Chinese industrial sector following the late 1990s 
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has increased the Chinese economy’s dependency upon inter-regional trade. This has resulted in 

the Chinese economy becoming more dependent upon the major East Asian trading nations 

which are commonly referenced as “the Dragons” (Hong Kong, Singapore, South-Korea and 

Vietnam) for their parts and the newly industrialized nations known as “the Tigers” (Thailand, 

Philippines and Malaysia) as markets for their manufactured goods. 176 The industrial sector of 

the Chinese economy has begun to supply an increasing amount of the imports purchased by the 

Dragon nations with 40% of Chinese regional exports being sent to Japan alone. Similarly, 30% 

of China’s total exports go to the Tiger nations. 177 This means that while the Chinese GDP has, 

by means of its coastal provinces, not only become largely dependent upon foreign investors, but 

that the Chinese GDP also became largely dependent upon the exporting of industrial goods to 

South East Asian countries. As these manufactured goods are primarily constructed in the 

Coastal provinces of the country this equates into a potentially dangerous situation in which the 

Chinese economy requires regional stability in order for it to continue its current growth patterns. 

This should be expected to continue until the Chinese economy can reduce its dependency upon 

regional markets for the production of its globally traded goods, a goal that seems impractical in 

a world that is becoming increasingly interconnected on a daily basis. The impact of a regional 

crisis that was aimed at damaging the stability of either the Dragon or Tiger economies could 

have negative impacts on the development of the Chinese economy as the Chinese coastal 

industries would no longer be able to rely upon the goods produced in these regional states from 

being able to offset their own inadequacies in their manufacturing plants. As a result of this, it 

can be argued that the Chinese economy has a vested interest in an Asian economic region that is 

both stable and removed from global issues that could damage its regional trade. This provides a 

good incentive for the Chinese state to develop military practices which would defend the region 

from any source of attack that could damage overall seaborne trade between regional economies.  

 

3.4: Chapter III General Conclusions 

Based upon the information presented in this Chapter it and the principles of maritime 

strategy presented in Chapter I, it can be concluded that the optimal Chinese maritime strategy 

should be composed of the following three parts:  
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The first part of the optimal Chinese maritime strategy should be to guarantee the safety 

of the Chinese coastal provinces. From the evaluation of the Chinese coastline offered in 

Subsection 3.1: An Evaluation of the Chinese Maritime Geography it can be observed that the 

Chinese maritime territory, when adjusted for the Coastline Paradox, is significantly greater than 

the total length of the Chinese land border. This implies that the Chinese state should invest in 

the development of a sound maritime strategy that is at least on par with the development of a 

land strategy. As a result of the currents in the regional seas, it would not be an illogical move 

for the PRC to place an emphasis on the protection of the sea lanes heading towards the northern 

coast near the Bohai Bay and the southern coastline leading down to the port of Guangzhou 

because the sea routes passing through these regions are less impacted by the season typhoons 

and weather changes that often impact the water currents around the Strait of Taiwan which 

make the central regions of the Chinese coastline so hazardous to traverse. Although these 

weather patterns offer an extra degree of protection for the central stretch of the Chinese 

coastline, they also make it more likely that the Chinese will be attacked along its northern or 

southern coastlines. The adverse water currents around the Island of Taiwan may also be one of 

the reasons that the Chinese government has continued to emphasize that the island of Formosa 

is a part of the Chinese state. This is because the political independence of the Island could, 

during a possible conflict, weaken the safety of Chinese maritime commerce beyond the simple 

threat of the presence of the United States Navy as the island offers a staging point for operations 

against both Chinese maritime commerce and the Chinese mainland. Furthermore, it is important 

to point out that the Chinese economy has historically been heavily dependent upon the coastal 

provinces, a condition that is likely to continue into the near future given that the Chinese coastal 

provinces have repeatedly been the most likely to be impacted by FDI and foreign business 

expenditures. This implies that if a coastal invasion were to happen that the Chinese economy 

could be severely damaged. This is not only because the most viable sectors of the Chinese 

economy are primarily located on the 10% of the Chinese territory hugging the PRC’s eastern 

seaboard, but because 38% of the Chinese population lives in the coastal provinces which 

borders the East China Sea and South China Sea.  With this assessment in mind it can be 

predicted that the PRC is likely to invest in coastal armaments that can take out another state’s 

naval assets from a distance, such as cannons, torpedoes and missiles. 
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The second part of the optimal Chinese maritime strategy should be to develop enough 

power-projection forces to protect the Chinese sea lanes connecting the Chinese ports with 

oversea oil imports. Although the Chinese mainland territory has been blessed with a large 

amount of natural resources that have allowed it to become almost self-sufficient, the Chinese 

state is deficient with regards to its domestic crude oil and natural gas reserves. The dependency 

of the Chinese transportation infrastructure on overseas oil imports suggests that the Chinese 

state would be wise to develop limited power-projection capabilities in order to secure their 

major SLOCs with these oversea sources of oil. These oil imports are primarily carried by ships 

from the Middle East and Southeast Africa before entering the South China Sea via the Strait of 

Malacca. The use of the Strait of Malacca presents a problem because, if the strait was blocked, 

it could cut the PRC off from oversea oil fields. Although the CCP has been trying to reduce the 

Chinese dependency upon seaborne imports of oil, the pipelines that have been constructed with 

the goals of reducing the amount of time that this oil is at sea are currently unable to transport 

enough oil to offset the Chinese resources needs. Similarly, the crude oil that is delivered to the 

People’s Republic of China via its pipelines with Central Asian countries are notoriously 

unreliable and the quality of the oil delivered through these pipelines is often of a poorer quality 

than the oil that is mined out of the Middle East and Southeast Africa. This raises questions over 

the relative sustainability of the Chinese transportation infrastructure during a potential blockade 

of their major port cities. Furthermore, the redirection of these imports to land routes makes it 

easier for adequately equipped maritime powers to strike the seaports that would be required to 

offload these oil imports for transportation via pipeline. This means that the redirection of 

Chinese seaborne oil imports towards pipelines would make it easier for a foreign power to 

attack China and not harder. It has also been established that it would be more cost effective for 

the Chinese to transport their oil by a longer sea route if the Straits of Malacca were to be 

blockaded, such as the Strait of Lombok or the Macassar Strait, than it would be to transport the 

same oil via the current Chinese pipelines. 178 This means that the Chinese would likely try to 

continue using seaborne oil imports during a possible conflict with another maritime power 

irrespective of the current pipeline network that they have established or are likely to establish in 

the near future. Thus, it would make sense for the PRC to develop a limited cruiser force to 

defend their maritime shipping. The practical amount of forces that would be necessary to 

protect these sea lanes is open to debate.   
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Based upon this information it can be concluded that the PRC will continue lay claims to 

strategic islets in the South China Sea and the East China Sea with an eye towards the islands 

that are closest to the main sea lanes running though these two bodies of water. They are also 

likely to show an increasing amount of hard power over bodies of waters that possess strategic 

oil reserves that are closer to the Chinese coast in order to offset their dependency upon over sea 

oil fields which would further force them to develop the maritime capabilities necessary to 

protect the oil being transported through the Strait of Malacca. The acquisition of such oil fields 

and resource rich areas in their regional waters would prevent them from needing to worry about 

global markets and extra-regional sea lanes by allowing them to focus themselves closer to home 

as they have historically done. However, when this information is paired with the realization that 

one of the main ways that the Chinese government has been trying to reduce the Chinese 

dependency on oil imports from the Middle East is by mining “domestic” reserves from the 

ocean floor in the South China Sea, it becomes apparent that the Chinese state is likely to 

continue a minimal maritime strategy irrespective of the possibility of removing their 

dependency upon Middle Eastern oil. 

In addition to this, the PRC is likely to continue developing power-projection capabilities 

that will allow them to set up defensive postures across the Indian Ocean in order to protect their 

access to the oil fields in the Middle East and in the Sudan. Since these forces and fleets are 

unlikely to be able to stop the naval assets of an extra-regional power such as the United States 

these fleets are likely to be used as a symbol of hard-power, but implemented with a soft-power 

mindset. This is likely to continue so long as the Chinese state is unable to acquire a greater 

percentage of their oil from regional oil fields. Thus, it can be predicted that under the 

Archetypical Defensive Strategy/ Optimal Maritime Strategy that the amount of Maritime forces 

that the Chinese state will develop will have a direct correlation to their dependency upon 

foreign markets and foreign sources of crude oil and natural gas. 

The third part of the optimal Chinese maritime strategy should be to protect regional 

maritime stability in order to guarantee the continued access of Chinese markets to the Asian 

Dragons and Tigers. This means that, during a possible conflict with another regional maritime 

state, it would be logical for the Chinese naval forces to attempt to secure a Regional Command 

of the Sea as outlined in Chapter I, Subsection 1.3.3-E: Command of the Sea in order to prevent 
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an attacking force from crippling the Chinese maritime commerce.  An additional area of 

concern under this strategy would be the protection of the vital Sea Lanes of Communication 

carrying Chinese oil and LNG. Since the People’s Republic of China is the largest power in the 

region, it would be possible for the Chinese state to impose an effective commerce raiding 

strategy so long as they could keep the issues localized. However, a commerce raiding strategy 

in a limited regional conflict presents two problems: The first problem was established in 

Chapter I, Subsection 1.3.3-G: Ways of Securing the Command of the Sea when I addressed the 

potential damage that can be done to a limited conflict when pursuing a commerce raiding 

strategy in that the commerce of a specific nation does not necessarily travel under ships 

registered to the state that you are engaged in hostilities with. As a result, Chinese state would 

potentially need to engage a large percentage of the regional commerce to resolve a conflict, an 

action which could hurt the Chinese economy. The second problem is that a commerce raiding 

strategy, well effective for the largest regional power, runs the risk of escalating the conflict into 

an extra-regional conflict. This would impact the viability of the Chinese surface force and the 

use of a commerce raiding strategy. As such, the Chinese are likely to invest in a submarine 

force in order to establish deterrence capabilities given their projected weaknesses in such a 

scenario.  

Under a total war scenario with an extra-regional maritime state it would be wise for the 

Chinese State to attempt to stop an armed force as far from the Chinese coast as possible.  This 

would necessitate the development of some form of maritime forces which could be used to 

protect the Chinese regional seas and to prevent the entrance of an extra-regional maritime state 

to the contested waters. Since it has historically be shown on numerous occasions that maritime 

powers are likely to beat continental powers, and that larger maritime powers are likely to beat 

weaker maritime powers, it would be unwise for the Chinese state to believe that they could stop 

a foreign maritime state in a total war scenario. Thus, it would be wiser for the traditional land 

power – in this case, China – to avoid a conflict with an extra-regional maritime power or to 

adopt a policy goal that would inflict an economic or military price high enough on the maritime 

state that a truce could be negotiated. Since the most likely opponent of the Chinese State would 

be the United States of America it can be concluded that they are likely to be attacked by a naval 

force originating outside of the Asia-Oceania region if a conflict were to escalate. This would 

imply that the attacking forces of the United States would have little to lose by the Chinese 



68 
 

attempts to raid their commerce, while the Chinese would have everything to lose by the 

American decision to raid the Chinese Sea Lanes of Communication. This is important to 

consider since the price of a conflict with an extra-regional maritime state poses a greater threat 

to the Chinese economy than it necessarily does to the American economy as the Chinese 

commerce fleets are likely to be in closer proximity to the fighting. Since it would appear that the 

attacker will likely be originating outside of the Asia-Oceania region it can also be concluded 

that a commerce raiding strategy will have little impact on an attackers desire to maintain 

fighting. Although a conflict with the United States is not guaranteed (the Chinese could engage 

in a fight with India, a nation with which it has multiple territorial disputes) it would be wise to 

develop a maritime strategy against the state the poses the greatest possible threat. Since 

commerce raiding strategies tend to work best when used in conjunction with other maritime 

strategies such as embargo and blockade, it is reasonable to assume that the United States could 

use this strategy against the People’s Republic of China.179 The adoption of an anti-access 

strategy focused on the use of submarines – which make their goal the military forces of the 

opposing state – seems to be one of the best possible strategies that could be adopted in such a 

situation. As previous established in Chapter I, Subsection 1.3.3-G: Ways of Securing the 

Command of the Sea, this strategy was successfully adopted by the Soviet Navy during the Cold 

War in order to deter the entrance of American warships into Soviet regional waters. Given the 

relative success of this strategy in diminishing a guarantee of unmolested travel for the naval 

warships of a stronger maritime state, it would be wise for a weaker maritime state to invest in a 

submarine force and moderate cruiser force which could be used to establish a naval bastion in 

its regional waters. 
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Chapter IV: Chinese Maritime Strategy 

In order to address the Chinese Maritime Strategy, a review of important terminology 

concerning maritime strategies may be in order. As explained in Chapter I, Section 1.3.3-II, a 

“maritime strategy” is the result of a combined use of military forces on land and sea in order to 

achieve a final goal or objective.  This means that a maritime strategy differs from a naval 

strategy in that a naval strategy only focuses on the actions that are taking place on the sea while 

a maritime strategy is also concerned with the actions taking place on the land adjacent to that 

sea and how those actions can impact the overall issue on the land and vice versa. The goals of 

every maritime strategy are to prevent an enemy from attacking your coast, to secure your trade 

routes, and to prevent the enemy’s fleet from impeding your trade. In the case of the People’s 

Republic of China, it is important to consider the influence of both a land strategy and naval 

strategy in order to understand their overall maritime strategy, because the People’s Liberation 

Army Navy (PLAN) largely operated as a subdivision of the People’s Liberation Army prior to 

the 1980s. Given that the PLAN was formerly a part of the PLA, much of its former strategies 

were developed by PLA strategists who were also designing military strategies for use on land. 

An examination of recent PLAN documents have shown that this trend has continued to varying 

degrees, with much of the known Chinese maritime strategy appearing to have been modified 

from former military strategies that were originally designed to be use by the PLA on land. This 

trend has been exacerbated at various times in recent Chinese history by the fact that some 

Chinese army generals have also held dual positions as admirals in the Chinese Navy. On 

account of this connection between the strategies currently being used by the Chinese Army and 

Navy, we can use an examination of the PLA land strategies to help provide an understanding of 

the strategic logic currently being used in China’s maritime territory. In order to conduct this 

evaluation, I have divided the fourth chapter into the following three subsections: The first will 

deal with the foundations of traditional Chinese strategic logic. The second part will deal with 

the general development of Chinese military strategy for use on land up to the 1990s. The third 

part of this chapter will deal with the development of the Chinese naval strategy, perceived 

changes in the Chinese security environment in the 1990s, and how the current Chinese maritime 

strategy has evolved as a result of these events.  An examination of Chinese maritime capabilities 

will also be conducted in order to evaluate the CCP's ability to put these strategies into effect. 
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Lastly, in a similar fashion to Chapter III, I have opted to end Chapter IV with a list of general 

implications of this maritime strategy. 

 

4.1: Foundations of the Chinese Strategic Logic 

A major difference between traditional Chinese and western perceptions of warfare is that 

Chinese strategic logic tends to view armed conflict and diplomacy as predominantly 

psychological phenomenon that are to be used in conjunction with each other. In other words, 

under Chinese strategic logic, war and military maneuvers are carried out simultaneously with 

diplomatic activity. This way of thinking stands in stark contrast to classical western perceptions 

of war, which make a distinction between diplomacy and warfare. 180  While the Western 

perception of war frequently assumes a fight will need to occur if diplomacy fails, Henry 

Kissingers observed that the ultimate goal under the Chinese perception of war is for a Chinese 

strategist “to induce his opponent into…. a position so impossible that he opts to surrender his 

army or state unharmed.” 181 In order to do this, the Chinese statesman and strategist will often 

use soft and hard power interchangeably in order to secure a specific policy goal or territorial 

objective. These strategies also place a certain emphasis on deception and manipulation that 

involves impressing upon an opponent the supremacy of the Chinese state and armies, in order to 

dissuade them from fighting. Thus, historical Chinese strategic documents such as The Art of 

War makes its primary objective the avoidance of a war while positioning the Chinese state in 

such a position that it will win or acquire its desired objectives without ever having to fight an 

actual battle.  

Unlike the classical Western military text On War which primarily focuses on military 

maneuvers, tactics and operations, The Art of War pays particular attention to the use of strategy 

and stratagems. As previously noted, one of its primary focuses is to avoid war and to defeat an 

enemy without ever engaging them. Thus, the text argues that “to fight and conquer in all of your 

battles is not supreme excellence; supreme excellence consists in breaking the enemy’s 

resistance without fighting.”182 In a similar fashion, Sun Tzu concludes that “the highest form of 

generalship is to baulk the enemy’s plans” and to attack your enemy’s strategy.183  By 

successfully using stratagems to attack your opponent’s strategy you can dictate the way that 
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they will behave and coerce their actions into accordance with your will. In The Art of War 

manipulation of a strategy is always the primary objective with combat being placed in a 

secondary role.184 Even when force is used, it is used wisely, carefully and swiftly. David Lai 

observes this in his paper Learning From the Stones in which he explains that “From Sun Tzu’s 

perspective, a winning side uses force to consolidate assured victory, whereas a losing side uses 

force only to make a gamble or a desperate attempt for survival, neither of which is a good 

strategy of war.” 185  

Another important component of the Art of War that has strongly impacted Chinese 

strategic logic is the concept of Shi; an idea which has to do with the total possibilities before a 

commander and his ability to manipulate a situation in such a way as to produce a desirable 

end.186 A central tenant of the idea is that when an attack is carried out it must be done with 

quick and devastating force that must not relent.187 An understanding of Shi would thus result in 

a commander avoiding a direct battle and to circumnavigate your opponent’s troops and 

movements with maneuvers designed to allow you to unexpectedly strike at a series of their 

weak points. When a battle must be carried out, the Art of War places emphasis on the desire that 

it be done quickly and with decisive force so as to limit the total amount of fighting that will 

need to occur. 

The differences between the western strategic logic and Chinese strategic logic are 

further showcased within the games of chess and wei qi. Wei qi can be translated into English as 

“encircling game” and the goal of the game is to acquire as much territory on the playing board 

as possible.188 While a battle in chess is localized to a single battlefield, wei qi is carried out 

across a massive playing field that can result in multiple smaller contests for power occurring at 

the same time. 189  As opposed to the game of Chess where the goal is to kill your opponent's 

pieces and to force a special playing piece into a position of defeat, as is done with an enemy’s 

king, the goal in wei qi is to avoid the encirclement of your army. Once one person has the 

greatest amount of territory, the game is completed and it is presumed that a final battle would 

never need to occur because the opponent’s position has been weakened in such a way that they 

could not hope to win a battle. Fighting a battle at the end of a game of wei qi would be the 

equivalent of starting a chess match with one person missing a third or more of their pieces. In 

essence, the battle is already won because of the starting position of the two players, thus there is 
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no reason to actually fight (or carry out the game) because one player is already at such a 

disadvantage that their defeat seems significantly more likely. While a single game of chess 

between two masters can last for a couple of hours, a single game of wei qi may require that the 

players continue playing for a couple of days before a winner can be declared. Interestingly, The 

Art of War can, in many ways, be considered a rule book for the game of wei qi. The game and 

the recorded sayings of Sun Tzu both possess an emphasis on the indirect nature of a conflict, 

psychological manipulation, and winning a conflict without ever fighting a direct battle. 

Similarly, each emphasizes the importance of using diplomacy and military strategy as a single 

combined medium in order to defeat a potential opponent. An understanding of these two ideas is 

important for understanding the way that the Chinese conduct military operations and foreign 

policy. 

 

4.2 Developments in the Chinese Land Based Military Strategy during the 20th Century 

4.2.1: The Advent of the People’s War Doctrine 

While the basic principles of wei qi and The Art of War continued to be at the foundation 

of Chinese military maneuvers and tactics, the outpacing of the Chinese GDP and industrial 

manufacturing in the mid-1800s had destroyed the traditional mechanisms by which Chinese 

foreign policy had handled foreign states and armies. As a result of technological innovations in 

weaponry, transportation and shipbuilding, the regular Chinese soldiers had been placed at a 

severe disadvantage to their European counterparts. This disadvantage required the development 

of a new strategic principle that could find a way to create strength out of weakness. 

The operational foundation of the current Chinese land strategy was devised during the 

Second Sino-Japanese War. During the conflict, the Chinese mainland had been invaded by the 

forces of the Japanese Imperial Army which had set out to occupy vast areas of the coastal 

regions of the Chinese state in order to harvest the natural resources located in these areas. In 

response to this invasion, the CCP and the KMT joined forces on December 24, 1936 under a 

coalition force known as the Second United Front.190 Under the Second United Front the former 

Red Army forces were incorporated into the NRA under two attachments known as the Eight 

Route Army (ERA) and the New Fourth Army (N4A).191 Slipping into the rural countryside, the 
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ERA adopted the idea of a “People’s War” which had been developed by Mao Zedong in order 

to harass and supplant the Japanese forces which were occupying the northern parts of the 

Chinese state. The People’s War doctrine called for the country to go on the strategic defensive 

and made use of the two resources that China was in abundance of: a vast geography and a large 

population. Mao laid down his views on how a People’s War would work in three books that 

were written between the December of 1936 and the May of 1938 known as Problems of 

Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War, Problems of Strategy in China’s Guerilla War against 

Japan and On Protracted War.192  Through these books, Mao established a three-phase plan 

through which the Chinese state would halt the Japanese invasion of China and eventually take 

back the Chinese mainland.  

The first phase of Mao’s plan called for Mobile Warfare. In this phase the Chinese forces 

would engage the Japanese Army with regular troops across an extensive frontier. 193 The goal of 

these engagements would be to have the Chinese troops fight in a style that hearkens back to The 

Art of War in that they were intended to strike quickly and with decisive force in order to 

diminish the push of the Japanese offensive into the Chinese territory. 194 The strategy even bears 

some resemblance to wei qi, given the amount of attention that is paid to the goal of 

implementing the strategy over a vast area.  

The second phase of Mao’s plan called for a “Strategic Stalemate.” 195 During this phase 

the Chinese troops would begin to recruit the help of irregular units, which would begin guerrilla 

tactics inside enemy held areas. Under Mao’s assessment this would be the longest part of the 

war and would involve the greatest amount of fighting and resolve from the Chinese people. 196 

In a similar fashion to the opening moves of wei qi, Mao’s second phase called for the creation 

of a series of small regional bases known as Revolutionary Base Areas in geographically remote 

areas of the country that the enemy’s forces would be unable to easily access. From here locals 

and revolutionaries would perform a series of subversion and guerilla tactics designed to harass 

an occupying force’s hold on the regions within the interior line of battle. These tactics would be 

maintained and spread across the country with the development of new Revolutionary Base 

Areas until the foreign army was ultimately forced to abandon their occupation of the country. 

This phase also relied upon the support of the international community and the help of other 

world powers in order to weaken the Japanese position within China.  
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In the third phase of Mao’s People’s War the regular army would again take the main role 

in beginning a strategic offensive against the remaining Japanese troops. Their attack would be 

swift and severe with the goal of crushing the Japanese forces quickly and decisively. During this 

phase the use of the people would again be limited as the main army finished the fight.  

From its onset, the idea of a People’s War was dependent upon an interplay between 

quickly amassed irregular forces working in conjunction with regular military forces 197 It is 

important to note that because of the reliance on irregular forces that the People’s War Doctrine 

was a type of attrition warfare which relies heavily upon “luring the enemy in deep” and 

“preparing to fight a total war” within the Chinese territory. 198 As a consequence of the need to 

fight a battle on Chinese territory, the doctrine was based upon a military strategy which called 

for an “active-defense” in which the Chinese forces would not start a fight, but would respond to 

any hostilities by attempting to make the first strike before an enemy’s forces were fully 

mobilized and were still relatively weak. Following in the traditions of The Art of War, these 

operations would require mobility, deception, harassment and guerrilla tactics in order for a 

numerically weaker force to beat a larger and better equipped army. In modern Chinese military 

planning it is common to begin the implementation of this strategy by splitting the battlefield 

into an interior-line and the exterior-line of battle. 199 The inner area is mostly composed of a 

large regular army charged with the goal of stopping the advance of an invading force (with the 

emphasis later switching to irregular militias) while the troops in the outer area are charged with 

the goal of disrupting the occupying force's supply lines and lines of communication.200 

This People’s War Doctrine would later be implemented as the primary defensive 

strategy of the Chinese state for use against the Soviet Union because there was a concern that 

the Chinese troops would be unable to meet the Soviet Red Army in a direct battle and that, even 

if the PLA could halt a Soviet advance, they would inevitably lose a considerable amount of 

territory during the course of the Soviet offensive.201 Thus, it was believed that the way to win a 

war against a superior fighting force would be to make the conflict so costly for the invading 

forces that they would eventually lose their desire to maintain an offensive and would instead 

withdraw their troops from the Chinese territory. 202 This strategy meant that from the onset of 

any hostilities with a stronger military force that the main Chinese forces would start by 

retreating inland and allow the foreign Army to invade China. After allowing these troops to 
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move a considerable distance into the Chinese territory, the PLA would designate the area 

between the PLA’s main fighting force and the enemy’s forces as the “interior line” and the area 

between the main forces of the foreign army and the Chinese border into the “exterior line.” 

Once these two lines had been established, the Chinese forces would then use their superior 

knowledge of the Chinese geography to outflank the invading forces and initiate a People’s War 

in the interior line. The goal of operations carried out in the exterior line would be to destroy the 

attacking army’s supply lines and lines of communications through the use mobile warfare, 

guerrilla tactics and harassment techniques. 203 It was thus presumed under the PLA tactical 

model that an attack on the exterior-line operations would be the primary means of defeating a 

Soviet invasion. Following the cooling of tensions with the Soviet Union this strategy became 

one of the primary Chinese military strategies for use in a conflict with any other major power. It 

also became influential in the early development of the Chinese maritime strategy. 

4.2.2: The Creation of the “Third Front” 

The adherence to the People’s War Strategy and the relative backwardness of China 

during the late 1950s and early 1960s had an impact on the Chinese defense industry that 

resulted in the establishment of an additional defensive strategy that came to be known as the 

“Third Front Movement”. As explained in Chapter III, Subsection 3.3.1 The Dichotomy between 

the Chinese Coastal and Inland Provinces, prior to the Communist victory in the Chinese Civil 

War the main industrial and economic centers in China were all located on the eastern coast with 

the economic heart of the country being located in Shanghai. Following the defeat of the 

Nationalist forces, Mao Zedong wanted to remove capitalist influences from the country. This 

prompted him to begin a modernization effort that would move the industrialized centers of the 

country away from the Chinese coast and into the Chinese mainland where foreign investors had 

rarely traveled. Following the Hangzhou Conference, and in the wake of the Gulf of Tonkin 

incident, Mao Zedong became convinced that the People’s Republic of China would need to 

prepare for a possible war by means of establishing a sound defensive region in which the 

country’s industry would be moved deep into the Chinese mainland so that it would be removed 

from any possible fighting.204 The movement to establish this defensive strategy consumed a 

huge amount of capital expenditures with as much as two thirds of all investments made during 

the latter half of the 1960s being directed towards the industrialization of the inner provinces. 205 
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These provinces became known as the “Third Front” in the Chinese defensive literature 

published at that time. 

The Third Front was a part of a defensive strategy that divided the Chinese mainland into 

two primary areas. The outer area covered the country’s northeastern provinces, the coastal 

provinces and the province of Xinjiang. These areas become known as the “First Front” as it was 

anticipated that if any foreign army was to invade China that they would likely go for these 

places given the infrastructure that had been developed there and the abundance of resources in 

these areas. These provinces correspond with the outermost areas in Appendix B: Figure 8. Tibet 

is often left out of the strategy as a result of its mountainous terrain. Although there is some 

controversy among academics about the exact location of the “Third Front”, the most reliable 

sources depict the third front as being composed the innermost regions composing the provinces 

of Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou and occasionally Chongqing. 206 However, I encountered literature 

that references the northwest provinces as a part of this strategy and have seen maps depicting 

the entire core of the country as the Third Front. 207 Thus, I have represented this in Appendix B: 

Figure 8. While the exact location of the Third Front can be debated, the importance of the core 

of the country to the strategy and the idea of splitting China into three areas is important for this 

evaluation. The reason for this is because the establishment of the Third Front Movement 

represents a continuation of the splitting of the Chinese mainland into a near area and a far area. 

While the near area would serve as the foundation for the Chinese military response, the far areas 

– marked as the First Front in Figure 8– would represent areas in which troops would attack and 

counter the advancement of an opponent’s troops. During the 1960s and 1970s the division of 

possible battlefields into a near area and a far area were still largely being made within the 

Chinese territory. However, during the economic reforms that were initiated under Deng 

Xiaoping, these areas would be pushed further away from the Chinese mainland in order to 

protect the redeveloped coastal regions of the country. 

The implementation of the Third Front Movement induced a major financial burden on 

the Chinese state. In order to protect these factories and facilities from an enemy’s army and air 

forces, the third 5-Year Plan dictated that they were constructed in geographic regions that were 

spread out, difficult to access and hidden.208 This meant that factories were built into the sides of 

mountains, inside caves, in valleys, and in the middle of the woods. 209 Oftentimes the plants 
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from which these facilities were to receive their raw resources would be built miles away in 

neighboring counties in order to decrease the likelihood that an enemy air raid would be able to 

take out any one industrialized area in a single blow. 210  Instead of helping the Chinese defense 

industry and the Chinese economy, the phenomenal amount of difficultly intentionally built into 

this system further damaged the military infrastructure and hindered the development of the 

Chinese economy. These issues resulted in an increased desire for a defensive strategy that 

would allow for the development of the Chinese economy and defense industry in a manner that 

would reduce the difficulty in creating the equipment and armaments necessary for the Chinese 

to effectively fight a modern war.  

4.2.3: Reforms made to the People’s War Doctrine 

While the People’s War doctrine had been based upon the understanding that the Chinese 

nation could sacrifice a considerable amount of land in its ultimate goal of wearing down an 

enemy and that the state could easily relocate and militarize the agrarian farmers in the 

countryside in order to meet this goal, it started to become apparent through attempted defensive 

strategies such as the Third Front Movement and economic modernization following Mao’s 

death that the PRC could no longer sustain such a protracted conflict on its own territory. 211 This 

had become more apparent as the innate difficulty in maintaining the Third Front Movement had 

resulted in the inevitable redevelopment of a series of industrial centers in the north of the 

country near the Soviet border and in the southeast of the country along the Chinese maritime 

boundaries. As the industrialized areas in these coastal and northern provinces began to grow, so 

too did the dependency of the Chinese economy on the products produced in these centers. This 

meant that, once again, prolonged conflicts around growing industrial centers would likely 

impact the growth of the Chinese economy and the government’s ability to sustain any major 

war effort. This was especially problematic if a Soviet strategy were to be hinged upon the 

acquisition and occupation of a limited territorial objective as opposed to a total war with the 

Chinese state – something that was considered to be increasingly more likely by Chinese 

strategists. 212 The development of these centers had also necessitated that a significant portion of 

the Chinese population move away from an agrarian lifestyle and towards these urban centers in 

order to work in the new industrial facilities. This decreased the likelihood of the PLA being able 

to carry out a protracted people’s war. These revelations prompted Deng Xiaoping to replace 
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“Mao’s tactics of ‘luring the enemy in deep’ and ‘preparing to fight a total war’ with ‘extended 

depth of defense’ and ‘local wars in China’s periphery’.” 213  

Operationally this new strategy was simply a revision of the previous defensive strategy, 

but instead of allowing an opponent to enter the Chinese mainland where the Chinese would use 

knowledge of the Chinese territory to force the enemy into a deadlock and then attack it from 

behind with mobile forces, the PLA would now attack the enemy on its own territory and then, 

after having forced the enemy’s troops into a deadlock, they would proceed to flank the 

opponent’s military and attack its supply lines and lines of communication from behind. Despite 

the modifications made to the People’s War Doctrine it was still a largely defensive strategy with 

the major difference being that the interior-line of the battle had been moved off of the Chinese 

border. The difference, however, was that the new strategy would require the Chinese to attack 

as soon as they knew that an offensive maneuver was being taken against them in order to 

prevent any enemy’s forces from entering China and damaging the Chinese industrial base. In 

keeping with the tradition of wei qi and The Art of War, the military continued to place a 

considerable emphasis on the use of long-range assessments, strategy, stratagems and the 

manipulation of psychological elements in order to conduct regional conflicts.  

In response to the swiftness of the American victory in the Gulf War Jiang Zemin would 

later develop this new strategy further in order to adapt the People’s War under Modern 

Conditions mentality into a more technology-oriented strategy that placed additional emphasis 

on communications and outwitting another state’s research and development projects. 214 

Operations designed to attack these abilities have come to be known under Chinese strategy as 

“Information Warfare” and their primary goal to limit the technological advantage that an 

opponent might have.215 The American victory in the gulf war resulted in the realization that “the 

destructiveness and speed with which war can now be launched has led to the conclusion [within 

the PLA] that preemption may be necessary to gain and sustain the initiative in a high-

technology warfare... thus, the fundamental strategic and operational tenet taking the PLA into 

the twenty-first century is the absolute requirement to seize the initiative in the opening phase of 

a war.” 216 These findings suggest the current Chinese military strategy articulates the need for 

quick a decisive strikes which are likely to be initiated in areas around the Chinese mainland by 

use of weapons or technology that can quickly devastate an opponent’s advantage. With regards 
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to the Chinese maritime strategy, this implies the creation of an extended field of defense and a 

continued emphasis on the construction of submarines and super weapons like the Dong Feng 

21D. More on this will follow later in the Chapter. 

 

4.3: Development of the early Chinese Maritime Strategy 

4.3.1: Coastal Defense: 

Following the victory of the PLA forces over the NRA in the Chinese Civil War, the 

main KMT forces retreated to the Island of Formosa with the intent of rebuilding their strength 

and taking back the Chinese mainland.217 The main fighting force which had retreated to 

Formosa, however, was protected by the US Navy. The involvement of US forces effectively 

ended the efforts of the CCP to defeat the KMT. In response to the presence of the American 

Navy, the PLA began developing a limited coastal defense strategy that was designed to deal 

with a possible KMT attack across the Strait of Taiwan and into mainland China. Early maritime 

strategies produced by the PLA during the 1950s were very limited in nature. These early 

strategies possessed a “brown water mentality” in that they focused on an area that was very 

close to the Chinese mainland. 218 Operationally, they utilized fishing boats and merchant ships 

to offset a possible KMT attack. These smaller ships were later complemented by former Soviet 

destroyers which China acquired from the Soviet Union during the mid-1950s prior to the Sino-

Soviet split. 219 During this time the main means of defense was not routed in the development of 

naval forces which could suppress an attack, but rather in ships that would harass the forces 

transporting troops and armaments from Taiwan to the mainland during a subsequent occupation 

of the country. Following the Sino-Soviet split the emphasis on the Chinese Southern and Middle 

Coastline was abandoned as an increasing amount of emphasis was placed on the possibility of 

actions taking place in Bohai Bay.  

4.3.2: Development of the Near-Coast Defense Strategy 

With regard to geographic parameters, Nan Li observes that “the near-coast defense 

strategy refers to the defense of up to a dozen or so nautical miles (nm) of waters that extend 

seaward from China’s coastline and the land territory of about 300 km that stretches inland from 
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the coastline, a region where China’s politically and economically important cities are located.” 

220  Given the vast nature of the Chinese coastline, the early Near-Coast defense relied heavily 

upon the use of naval choke points to limit the maneuverability of an opponent’s fleet in order to 

protect three areas of strategic importance to the Chinese state: the Strait of Bohai, the Strait of 

Taiwan, and the Straight of Qiongzhou, which ships need to cross in order to gain access to 

Tianjin and Beijing on China’s east and south coast, respectively. 221 The distribution of the 

Chinese fleet into three separate deployments (North Sea Fleet, East Sea Fleet and South Sea 

Fleet “correlates well with the defense of these three straits and adjacent seas.” 222  This approach 

was developed as an extension of the People's War strategy, to protect against the possibility of 

invasion from the Soviet Union directed toward an occupation of Manchuria following the Sino-

Soviet Split. Given the former interest of the Russian Empire in the area surrounding the former 

Port Arthur, the Chinese were also concerned about a possible limited war directed towards a 

coastal invasion of the Liaodong Peninsula. Realizing that the Chinese would likely be unable to 

defeat a Soviet naval force, the PLA had given little thought to the prospect of securing the 

Command of the Sea and assumed from the outset that they would be unable to implement an 

effective anti-access strategy in any conflict. Consequently, prior to the mid-1970s, Chinese 

naval strategy was constructed in much the same way as the PLA's land strategy. It was founded 

on the assumption that Soviet ships would make it to the Chinese coast and that the only thing 

the Chinese military would be able to do about this would be to harass the ships coming ashore.  

In order to implement this strategy, the PLA acquired numerous patrol crafts that were 

armed with torpedoes and missile turrets, in addition to a few frigates and destroyers that had 

been purchased from the Soviet Union prior to a break in Sino-Soviet relations. 223 With such a 

limited maritime force, the operational maritime plan called for these patrol craft to lay in wait 

around the small islands that spotted the Chinese coast and, when the opportunity arose, to 

swarm the largest Soviet crafts making their way for the Chinese coast in order to force them 

into packed formations to defend themselves. 224 Once the patrol craft had pushed these ships 

together in a defensive formation, the Chinese boats would then proceed to launch numerous 

torpedoes at them with the hope of sinking the soviet ships attempting to come ashore. These 

boats would be complemented by armaments placed along the Chinese coast and Chinese 

bombers that had been outfitted with torpedoes. 225 Aerial bombardments and land based artillery 
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thus represented the primary means of destroying the enemy’s approaching naval forces during 

this period. 226 

In much the same way that the People’s War doctrine emphasized the importance of the 

sheer size of the Chinese mainland and the large numbers of Chinese people that could be called 

to arms in order to be effective, the strength of this maritime effort would be found in the vast 

number of Chinese ships and the proximity of these engagements to coastal locations. The 

primary goal of these attacks would be to sink the soviet supply ships. In the event that Soviet 

transport ships were to make it to shore, the goal of the Chinese craft would be to attack the 

soviet landing ships when they were transferring units off of the primary ship into landing craft, 

since they would be less able to fight back during these times. 227 In essence, Chinese naval 

strategy prior to the 1970s called for a guerilla war at sea in which the Chinese territorial waters 

would serve as the “exterior line”.  228 

While this strategy might prove effective near the Chinese coast, the limited size of the 

fleet's ships prevented them from being used at any great distance from the Chinese mainland, as 

they needed to be frequently resupplied with food, fuel, and armaments, and were highly 

dependent upon the support of Chinese air forces.229 In addition to the torpedo boats, gun boats, 

frigates, and destroyers that had been purchased from the Soviet Union prior to a break in 

relations, the Chinese fleet also had a few Romeo-class (Type 033) submarines. The submarines 

offered the greatest hope of contesting an enemy’s forces within the regional seas prior to their 

encroachment upon the Chinese coast. However, they were limited in their capabilities and 

suffered from frequent mechanical issues, and so no real operational guide had been developed 

for their use. Again, Nan Li explains that, “the central objective of the near-coast defense during 

this period were concerned with ensuring national survival in a major war with the Soviet Union, 

but not with capturing loss of disputed territories, or with securing maritime resources and the 

SLOCs for shipping traded goods and imported oil.” 230  

4.3.3: Near-Seas Active Defense 

The redirection of the Chinese military towards the sea is rooted in major changes which 

occurred within the Chinese economy during the 1970s. As previously noted in Chapter III, 

Section 3.3: Industrialization in China and its related subsections, the movement of Chinese 



82 
 

industrial and economic centers to the Chinese coastal provinces increased the need for the 

protection of the Chinese coastline and as a result of the growing demands for defense of the 

developing commercial fleets. As previously noted, in 1985 Deng Xiaoping “replaced Mao’s 

tactics of ‘luring the enemy in deep’ and ‘preparing to fight a total war’ with ‘extended depth of 

defense’ and ‘local war in China’s periphery’." 231 This meant that the new Chinese naval 

strategy would need to be able to push an enemy’s forces away from the Chinese mainland and 

prevent them from coming ashore. The strategy thus expanded the strategic depth of field for 

maritime operations from the Chinese coast to an additional 200 nautical miles into China’s 

regional waters. 232 Meanwhile, the idea was adopted by Liu Huaqing, the commander of the 

People’s Liberation Army Navy, who ultimately became responsible for the development of the 

Near-Sea Active defense idea and the evolution of the PLAN into a modern strategic service 

with a defined area of operations. While investigating exactly how this idea should be employed, 

Liu Huaqing became highly impressed by the writings of the American naval officer Alfred 

Thayer Mahan and recorded in his memoirs that it was Mahan’s work that came to influence his 

strategic thinking. 233 The greatest impact of Mahan's writings comes from his observation of the 

interdependence between commerce and military power. Mahan argued that a rising power 

should seek to limit another country’s access to its regional ports or colonies in order to reduce 

their capacity for power-projection. He concludes that the goal of the American government – 

which was then the rising power to which he was writing – should be to: 

Build up for the nation a navy which, if not capable of reaching distant 

countries, shall at lease be able to keep clear the chief approaches of its 

own…. It may safely be said that it is essential to the welfare of the whole 

country that the condition of trade and commerce should remain, as far as 

possible, unaffected by an external war. In order to do this, the enemy 

must be kept not only out of our ports, but far away from our coasts. 234  

With this source material as inspiration, Liu Huaqing advocated for the idea of actively 

defending the Chinese coastline while expanding the distance at which the Chinese could operate 

in the Near Seas. 235 The push for supporting this plan took nearly a decade and it was not until 

1987 that the PLA adopted the doctrinal switch. 236  Prior to that, the PLAN was still seen as a 

division of the PLA intended to augment the PLA’s land based maneuvers and operations. But 

now for the first time, PLAN was considered one of China’s “strategic services”. 237 Since the 

new mandate to "defend actively, operate in the near seas" required much more space to operate, 
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Liu Huaqing oversaw the redevelopment of the Chinese maritime operational boundaries, 

splitting the area beyond the Chinese coast into a “Near Seas” and “Far Seas”. The Near Sea and 

the Far Sea were further defined by two lines which became known as the First Island Chain and 

the Second Island Chain which are shown in Appendix B: Figure 9. The First Island Chain was 

constructed along an imaginary line that wraps around the Yellow Sea, the East China Sea and 

the South China Sea. The line connecting these areas stretches from the Kurkile Islands through 

Japan, around the boundaries of the East China Sea and the Island of Taiwan down to the 

Philippine islands, around the entirety of the South China Sea and then back up into Vietnam. 238 

The Second Island Chain, by comparison, was much more expansive and stretches from Palau up 

to the Federal States of Micronesia up towards Guam and the Northern Mariana Islands and then 

back towards the middle of the Japanese main island. These island chains are very important for 

the Chinese Maritime Strategy since, “in the minds of the PLAN Planners, operations within and 

around the first island chain constitute the interior line defense and offense, while the space 

beyond this chain is the far and vast realm for exterior-line operations.” 239 In Liu’s writings, he 

explains that the Chinese Navy would “employ the guiding thought that if the enemy advances, 

we advance as well, i.e., when the enemy launches attack on our coastal region, we launch 

attacks on the enemy’s rear.” 240 Under Liu’s strategic vision for the Chinese Navy, the Second 

Island Chain was the extent of Chinese maritime activities and power-projection. 241 Since 

Chinese access to the sea could be guaranteed by naval maneuvers within the first two Island 

Chains, this strategy deliberately lacks any interest in operations beyond the Second Island 

Chain. Chinese academics have emphasized the importance of this strategy because “(China’s) 

maritime frontiers lack strategic depth, permitting our nation’s economically advanced regions 

along the coast to directly face the enemy.” 242 Thus, we see the construction of the argument 

that the defense of the area between the Chinese mainland and the first island chain is a primary 

concern to the national security of the Chinese state and Chinese economy. It is interesting to 

note that although official Chinese news outlets only address the existence of two Island Chains, 

unofficial Chinese articles and publications have made reference to a third island chain that is 

often associated with the American pacific islands and military bases. The line demarcating the 

“strategic rear” of U.S. naval forces is often drawn through the U.S. State of Hawaii, thus 

marking the perceived staging point for any U.S. response to Chinese actions in its regional 

waters. 243 Based upon the study of the Optimal Chinese Maritime Strategy offered in the 
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previous chapter it can thus be observed that these assessments are not ill-founded and that the 

development of the Chinese maritime strategy up to the 1990s is in keeping with the practical 

needs of the Chinese state. 

 

4.3: The Modern Chinese Maritime Strategy 

Three events occurred between 1991 and 1996 that effectively changed the Chinese 

security environment. The first was the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the second was the 

American invasion of Iraq during the First Gulf War in 1990 (Appendix A: Note 2), and the third 

was the Taiwan Straits Crisis of 1995. Each of these events pushed the Chinese to further 

develop their military capabilities. Of these three, the Taiwan Straits Crisis prompted the largest 

revision to the Chinese maritime strategy.  

4.3.1: Taiwan Straits Crisis of 1996 

Although the Gulf War made it clear to the Chinese government that an enemy as 

technologically advanced as the United States would need to be engaged from a greater distance 

than their naval forces of the time were capable of achieving (thus prompting Jiang Zemin’s 

revisions to the land strategy discussed in Subsection 4.2.3: Reforms made to the People’s War 

Doctrine), it was not until after the US display of naval force during the 1996 Taiwan Straights 

Crisis that the PLAN began to actively employ an operational plan based upon this strategic 

thinking.  

The Straits Crisis arose due to the PRC's attempt to influence the 1996 ROC presidential 

race. Up to this point, both the PRC and ROC governments had been equally committed to the 

One China Policy, which advocated the belief that China and the Island of Formosa were both 

part of the same state, and that the associated conflict was a domestic affair between provinces 

rather than an international dispute. Their positions differed in that the PRC and ROC each 

viewed themselves as the true government of the state of China, and their opposition as an 

illegitimate government that must eventually be ousted in order to restore Chinese unity. During 

the fifty years since the Chinese Civil War, this mutually diametric support of the One China 
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Policy had allowed both governments to exist in a perpetual stalemate that nonetheless 

unanimously viewed Chinese unity as the inevitable conclusion to the conflict.  

However, in the months leading up to the presidential election, ROC candidates began to 

show an interest in moving away from the One China Policy and instead embracing the Island of 

Taiwan as a separate and undivided sovereign state, essentially forfeiting the whole of mainland 

China to the PRC government. The PRC, however, was uninterested in accepting such a 

concession, and as talks about moving Taiwan toward independence increased, the PLA test-

fired missiles into an area near the Taiwan Straits in order to send a diplomatic message via 

military action -- an act completely in keeping with traditional Chinese strategic logic, as 

discussed in Subsection 4.1: Foundations of the Chinese Strategic Logic.  In accordance with the 

United States' Taiwan Relations Act of 1979, the US responded to the PLA's missile tests by 

sending an American battle group of two aircraft carriers and a series of supporting vessels into 

Chinese regional waters, thereby shutting down the PLC's attempts to impose their interests upon 

the Taiwanese presidential election. As one might expect, the PRC perceived this action as a use 

of the American military to disrupt Chinese domestic affairs, but more importantly, it decisively 

demonstrated to the People’s Republic of China that it lacked the ability to effectively project its 

power into its regional waters by use of its land based projectile strategy alone.  

 The United States' involvement in the Taiwan Straits Crisis of 1996 had no effect on the 

PRC's resolve to prevent Taiwanese independence; rather, for the PRC, the imposition of US 

forces and resources on behalf of Taiwan in the late 1990s represented a significant threat to the 

execution of Chinese domestic policy. The 2002 defense white paper released by the PRC 

adequately summarizes the Chinese view of the impact of American involvement in the region, 

stating that “a handful of countries have interfered in China’s Internal affairs, inflated the 

arrogance of the separatist forces and undermined China’s peaceful reunification.”  Indeed, 

CCP/PLA publications throughout this time began to extensively emphasize the importance of 

Sea Lines of Communication and how the PLAN could limit foreign fleets' access to Chinese 

regional waters. 244 

 In effect, the issue of Taiwanese Independence prompted a surge in the development of 

Naval planning, due largely to China's inability to answer the threat of US naval superiority, as 

well as the published belief amongst PLA strategists that naval forces could be particularly 
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helpful in a potential invasion of Taiwan, “because the opponent has limited depth of defense, 

(and) targets are relatively concentrated and therefore it is easier to inflict serious losses (with the 

use of naval assets).” 245 Thus, throughout the decade following the Taiwan Straits Crisis of 

1996, Chinese National Defense policy was heavily focused on the development of maritime 

forces in order to deter foreign warships from interfering in the issue of Taiwanese 

independence, and furthermore committed mainland China to "stop separation and realize 

complete unification of the motherland.” 246 In this way, the PLAN strategy of near-seas active 

defense appeared to be stuck in planning for a Taiwan campaign during the second half of the 

1990s (and the early half of the 2000s). In such a scenario, the PLAN has an offensive role to 

play, i.e. “to capture and maintain local and temporary sea control for sea-crossing and 

amphibious-landing operations, or to impose a naval blockade.” 247  

4.3.2 Developments in the Chinese Maritime Strategy since 2006 

 In contrast to the Tiawan-centric focus of Chinese National Defense Policy discussed 

above, the 2006 defense white paper became the first to devote subsections to a “Border and 

Coastal Defense System” and “Building Border and Coastal Defense,” outlining the activities 

and treaties China had signed with neighboring countries in order to increase stability in the 

South China Sea. This 2006 defense white paper explains that the navy now “aims at gradual 

extension of the strategic depth of offshore defensive operations and enhancing its capabilities in 

integrated maritime operations and nuclear counterattacks.” 248 Since roughly this time, a trend 

has developed in Chinese defense white papers in which an increasing amount of concern has 

been directed towards the development of the Chinese ability to defend its economy and access 

to resources. These concerns were only briefly discussed in the defense white papers published 

in the early 2000s, but since 2006 they have become an integral element, with the most recent 

defense white paper not only establishing that “China is a major maritime as well as land 

country”, but arguing that it is now important for the PLAN to provide “security support for 

China’s maritime law enforcement, fisheries, and oil and gas exploration.” 249 

 The greatest recent revision to Chinese Maritime Strategy occurred around 2008, when 

the Chinese government began to focus on a strategy known as Intervention Warfare, which 

accounted for the impact of an outside power on a regional dispute. The idea is similar to the 

naval concept of “access” in that it was concerned with an ability to intervene and penetrate 
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regional disputes. Intervention Warfare was quickly followed by Counter-Intervention Warfare, a 

new element of Chinese strategy that is comparable to the naval ideology of Anti-access warfare. 

Counter intervention warfare call for the use of advanced technologies such as ballistic missiles 

and warheads to defeat an adversary at the outer limits of a local theater before the enemy can 

reach the Chinese mainland. The goals of these operations appear to be as follows: 

 1) ‘destroying props,’ or bases and logistics facilities that can sustain the 

opponent’s counter-sea control operations; 2) crushing outposts or hedges 

that can enable the opponent to strike back; 3) ‘destroying main forces’, or 

the opponent’s main naval capabilities for counterattack and 4) ‘controlling 

sea areas’, or maintaining the security of captured sea lanes for sea-

crossing operations. 250 

 These revisions surfaced in the 2010 Chinese defense white paper which, for the first 

time, began to devote entire sections to “Protecting Overseas Interests.” They state that “security 

issues [requiring the attention of the PLAN] are increasingly prominent, involving overseas 

energy and resources, strategic sea lines of communication (SLOCs), and Chinese nationals and 

legal persons overseas.”251  Another section titled “Safeguarding World Peace and Regional 

Stability” concludes that “China’s security and development are closely connected with the 

peace and prosperity of the world as a whole. China’s armed forces have always been a staunch 

force upholding world peace and regional stability.” 252  Given the findings of Chapter III 

concerning the industrialization and increasing dependency of the Chinese economy on the Asia-

Oceania region, it is not surprising that Chinese defense white papers have started to emphasis 

the importance of securing the stability of the region and protecting it from turmoil. A third 

section of the 2012 defense white paper stands apart from the others in that it emphasizes the 

importance of “Safeguarding the Security of the International SLOCs” and explains the 

importance of Chinese actions with other countries in order to ensure the safety of these routes, 

whereas previous papers focused more exclusively on efforts to unify Taiwan with the 

mainland.253  

This change in focus has led to the development of destroyers and cruiser forces for what 

are now commonly referred to as "Far-Sea Operations" in the academic literature. As we will see 

in the next section, the composition of the Chinese fleet provides clues to a more complete 

understanding of China's current maritime strategy. 
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4.4: Maritime Allocations 

In order to assess current Chinese maritime capabilities, we must review the composition 

of the Chinese fleet. So far, we have reviewed the stated maritime strategy of the Chinese 

government as outlined in their official publications. However, given the classical Chinese 

military predilection toward subterfuge, and in consideration of the fact that many governments 

may claim the pursuit of one strategy while secretly executing another, an evaluation of the 

composition of the Chinese naval fleet is essential in helping to determine whether Chinese 

maritime allocations are consistent with the present maritime strategy. 

4.4.1: Composition of the Chinese Maritime Force 

According to the 2012 and 2013 defense white papers, the Chinese People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) is composed of 1,483,000 personnel. Western sources estimate that there are over 

2,000,000 personnel including support staff. The 2012 defense white paper explains that 850,000 

personnel are in the PLA Ground Force (PLAGF). Meanwhile, the PLA Air Force (PLAAF) has 

398,000 personnel and the PLA Navy (PLAN) has 235,000 sailors. 254  This makes the PLAN the 

smallest of the three main branches of the PLA apart from the Second Artillery Corps. The 

PLAN is currently divided into five separate branches: The Submarine Force, Surface Force, 

Marine Corps, Naval Aviation, and Coast Guard. These branches are separated between three 

fleets: The North Sea Fleet (NSF), the East Sea Fleet (ESF) and the South Sea Fleet (SSF). Most 

of the emphasis on fleet modernization is occurring in the East Sea and South Sea Fleets' surface 

and submarine forces. 

Following a modernization effort outlined in a 2004 defense white paper, which partly 

saw the reduction of regular army troops in favor of strengthening naval forces, the Chinese fleet 

has become the second largest naval force in the world, after the United States Navy. However, 

western analysts do not believe that the overall number of these ships is likely to increase further. 

In a report to the United States Congress in February 2014, Ronald O’Rourke of the 

Congressional Research Service explained that “although numbers of some types of Chinese 

navy ships have increased, China’s naval modernization efforts appear focused less on increasing 

total platform numbers than on increasing the modernity and capability of Chinese platforms … 

In some cases (such as submarines and coastal patrol craft), total numbers of platforms have 
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actually decreased over the past 20 years or so, but aggregate capabilities has nevertheless 

increased because a larger number of older and obsolescent platforms have been replaced by a 

smaller number of much more modern and capable new platforms.” 255  However, China's newer 

ships appear to still be technologically inferior to the ships that the United States is currently 

fielding. O’Rourke explains: 

“Although China’s naval modernization effort has substantially improved China’s naval 

capabilities in recent years, observers believe China’s navy currently has limitations or 

weaknesses in several areas, including capabilities for sustained operations by larger formations 

in distant waters, joint operations with other parts of China’s military, antisubmarine warfare… 

and a lack of operational experience in combat situations.” 256  

In addition to spending the last decade modernizing the vessels in the Chinese fleet, the 

PLAN has also reorganized the structure of the fleet. By convention, the Chinese navy constructs 

its fleets in three sizes: Dadui (squadron), Zhongdui (detachment) and the Zhidiui (flotilla). Prior 

to 2004, these fleets were usually composed of multiple ships of the same type and make, 

operating together in variously sized units. Since 2004, they have been composed of a broader 

range of ships in order to increase the overall capabilities of the fleet. This implies that current 

Chinese fleets will have greater overall capabilities and be more capable of carrying out 

operations at increasingly further distances from the Chinese coast.  

4.4.2: Defense Allocations and Capabilities of the Chinese Fleets 

As a result of the extensive size of the Chinese surface fleet and the fact that the PLAN 

continues to operate a series of older and outdated ships, our analysis of the current capabilities 

of the Chinese fleet will be reserved to the most recent Chinese naval ship acquisitions. While 

this analysis will not provide an exhaustive account of current Chinese capabilities, it offers an 

idea of the construction of the current Chinese fleets and will and will help discern the direction 

of current fleet allocations.  

4.4.2-A: Chinese Surface Force 

The surface fleet of the PRC’s People’s Liberation Army Navy is the second largest in 

the world after that of the United States Navy. Of the ships composing this fleet, most attention 
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has been paid to the new Chinese aircraft carrier known as the Liaoning. The Liaoning was a 

Soviet-built Kuznetsov-class aircraft carrier designated as a heavy aircraft-carrying cruiser which 

was commissioned with the goal of protecting strategic soviet missile submarines and frigates. 

257  It was sold by the Government of Ukraine to the PRC in 1998 with the ship only 3/4 

completed. At the time of its purchase, the ship lacked the ability to sail on its own and had not 

been outfitted with weapon systems. It was towed to China in the early 2000s where it later 

underwent nearly a decade of outfitting and refurbishment until it was finally commissioned in 

September of 2012. At the time of its deployment, the PRC lacked aircraft that could withstand 

the pressure of landing on an aircraft carrier. This prevented the PRC from experimenting with 

the ship until late 2012. The Liaoning has a total displacement of 60,000 tons and is estimated to 

be able to carry about 30 planes. The carrier is powered by conventional power and thus has a 

limited range compared to a US carrier. 258 Unlike US carriers which are outfitted with steam 

catapults, the Liaoning was not built with a catapult system. Instead, the flight deck of the carrier 

is angled at 7 degrees with an increase in the slope at the end of the deck, reaching a maximum 

angle of 14 degrees. 259  This means that aircraft launched from the carrier  are not able to carry 

as much of a payload as those launched from US carriers, as they cannot acquire enough speed to 

gain positive lift unless they are lightly outfitted. In 2014, the US Secretary of Defense, Chuck 

Hagel, was allowed to tour the new ship. Following the tour, the Department of Defense stated 

that “compared with U.S. aircraft carriers, Laioning isn’t as big or fast, and it doesn’t carry as 

many aircraft or as many types of aircraft… but  it's a real carrier, capable of launching and 

recovering jet combat aircraft.”   The US Department of Defense has also stated that, “given the 

fact that Taiwan can be reach by land-based aviation, China’s aircraft carrier program would 

offer very limited value in a Taiwan scenario and would require additional naval resources for 

protection. However, it would enable China to extend its naval air capabilities elsewhere.”   

Similar to US carrier task forces which require three carriers to be deployed at all times, 

the PRC hopes to develop an additional two aircraft carriers by 2020 in order to be able to 

always keep at least one carrier at sea. The US Department of Defense predicts that the first 

Chinese-designed carriers will likely be commissioned “sometime in the second half of this 

decade.”   It is likely that future models will be heavily impacted by Chinese experiences with 

the Liaoning and that they will be further modernized with the development of aircraft catapults, 

which would increase their functionality and capabilities. However, it has been observed that the 
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price of maintaining and operating these aircraft carriers will likely limit the Chinese ability to 

deploy an expansive force abroad. An American carrier costs roughly 13 billion dollars to build, 

while maintenance on a strike group costs the United States 6.5 million dollars per day. This cost 

is attributed to the need to maintain the roughly 60 aircraft on the carrier and provide supplies 

and food for 6,700 sailors, as well as the supply and maintenance of the crews stationed on 

support vessels. 260  Therefore, as the Chinese begin to develop more aircraft carriers, they will 

either need to increase their total defense budget or reduce the size of their other military 

projects. It has been argued by both Chinese and Western sources that the driving force behind 

the growth in China’s military budget is the unprecedented development of the Chinese 

economy. In the absence of this growth, the Chinese budget for military expenditure would need 

to be cut in order to compensate for the loss of revenue currently making the development of the 

Chinese military possible.  According to Andrew S. Erickson, “China’s military spending growth 

was impressive but could slow, given that it is dependent on the nation’s overall economic 

health” 261  This issue has been highlighted in a recent RAND report which found that “several 

trends must be sustained if these concerns [about the rapid increase in the Chinese defense 

budget] are to become a reality by 2025.” 262 The most important of these trends is that “China’s 

economy will have to continue to grow, making resources available for military spending” (See 

Appendix A: Note 3 for an examination of the Impact of the Chinese Economy on Defense 

Spending).263 The likelihood that the Chinese economy will be able to maintain such a large fleet 

is questionable given their aging population and the growing need to direct funds towards social 

welfare programs. This means that the Chinese government will likely need to cut funding for 

other military programs in order to continue developing carriers. 

Some reports have stated that the Chinese aircraft carrier does not represent an immediate danger 

and that “the greater danger is China’s other military investments. It’s deploying thousands of 

surface-to-surface missiles near its eastern shore, and it is also building a fleet of quiet diesel 

submarines and advanced anti-ship ballistic-missile batteries.” 264  These assessments, along with 

the evaluation of the Chinese carrier offered here, imply that the development of a carrier fleet is 

not being done out of a desire to win a Taiwan contingency, but are a result of a larger desire to 

expand China’s influence into its regional waters to protect its SLOC. The development of the 

Chinese cruiser force further enforces this point. Over the last twenty years the Chinese have 

designed and built ten destroyers, the most notable of which have been the Type 051 (Luda-
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Class) guided missile destroyer, the Type 051C (Luzhou-Class) and the Type 052D (Luyang III-

Class). Each has been equipped with ASCM anti-ship missiles. Between 2013 and the June of 

2014 the PRC has commissioned seven corvettes. In addition to this they have developed a series 

of fast attack crafts which are mostly reserved to the defense of the Chinese coastal waters. 

265The implications of this observation will be addressed further in the Conclusion Section. 

4.4.2-B: Chinese Submarine Force 

Over the last decade, the Chinese government has invested a considerable amount of 

money into the development of the Chinese submarine fleet. While they are currently building 

both conventional and nuclear submarines, their modernization efforts have resulted in a shift in 

design focus which is now emphasizing quieter, stealthier, and more powerful vessels. While a 

percentage of these vessels are being constructed in order to increase the Chinese nuclear 

deterrent, a larger percentage of them are conventional submarines designed to sink shipping in 

local waters. A recent report from the United States Office of Naval Intelligence explains that 

over the last few years the “the PLA(N) has more than quadrupled the number of submarines 

capable of firing anti-ship cruise missiles (ASCMs).” 266 In addition to outfitting their 

submarines with ASCMs, Chinese firms have been making liberal use of technologies supplied 

by the Russian Federation. These technological advances have resulted in the creation of the 

Type 039A/Type 041 (Yuan-class) submarines. The Yuan-class of submarine was launched by 

the PRC in 2008 and makes use of an Air-Independent Propulsion system (AIP) which allows a 

submarine to run significantly quieter. Although conventional submarines running on an AIP 

system do not have the endurance of a nuclear submarine, they are nearly undetectable. This 

makes them a perfect attack submarine that can hunt down other nuclear submarines or surface 

shipping. Nuclear submarines, on the other hand, require a significant amount of water in order 

to cool their onboard reactors. The need to cycle this water through their reactors causes them to 

give off a detectable noise signature that makes them detectable to quieter attack craft. 267  In 

addition to outfitting the Yuan-class with AIP, it is believed that Chinese firms have been 

“modified to carry more advanced high-frequency sonar, upgraded weapons systems, (and) noise 

reduction systems.” 268 It is estimated that the Chinese navy currently has 12 of these vessels 

with the possibility that they “may procure up to 20 additional Yuan-class submarines based on 

technologies imported from Russian boats.”269 In total, it is believed that the Chinese submarine 
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force has as many as 53 diesel submarines which are “optimized primarily for regional anti-

surface warfare missions near major sea lines of communication.” 270    

In addition to the new attack submarines, the United States Department of Defense 

recently released an official report to congress in which they observed that the Chinese are 

currently working on constructing two new variations of ballistic missile submarines known as 

the Type-094 and the Type- 096. These two submarines are capable of carrying 12 and 24 

ballistic missiles, respectively.271 According to American Admiral Samuel Locklear, the head of 

the US Pacific Command, “the latest class of Chinese subs [the Jin-class] would be armed with a 

new ballistic missile [known as the JL-2) with an estimated range of 4,000 nautical miles (7,500 

kilometers).” 272  Locklear continued on to assess the Chinese capabilities by stating that “in the 

next decade or so a fairly well modernized force of probably 60 to 70 submarines which is a lot 

of submarines for a regional power.” 273 

In addition to domestically-designed and manufactured submarines, “China has [since the 

1990s] procured as many as 12 Kilo-class submarines from Russia, and is reportedly negotiating 

the purchase of at least four fourth-generation Amur (Lada)-class or possibly a fifth-generation 

Kalina-class, both featuring advanced AIP systems.” 274 In mid-2014 the Russian media began 

reporting that the Russian navy was “designing a fifth-generation conventional submarine, 

dubbed Project Kalina, which will be fitted with an air-independent propulsion (AIP) system.” 

275 The Russian navy is expecting that the new Kalina-class submarine will be outfitted with an 

upgraded version of an AIP system by 2018.  There have been reports that the Russian 

government may be willing to sell a few of these submarines to the PRC following their 

completion. 276  

4.4.3: Research and Development 

In addition to the development of the Chinese surface and submarine fleet, the Chinese 

government has invested a considerable amount of money into the research and development of 

new weapons systems which could have a significant influence on future Chinese maritime 

strategy. The most significant weapon that the Chinese have developed capable of impacting 

their maritime strategy is a new anti-ship ballistic missile (ASBM) that has the potential to 

destroy a U.S. supercarrier in one strike. The weapon is a modified version of the Dong Fend 21 
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missile known as the DF-21D.277 It is estimated that the DF-21D will be able to reach speeds of 

“Mach 10 and reach a maximum range of 2000km in less than 12 minutes.” 278  The United 

States Naval Institute has identified that the weapon is particularly dangerous because it 

“employs a complex guidance system, low radar signature and a maneuverability that makes the 

flight path unpredictable.”279 The U.S. Naval Institute further explains that United States “ships 

currently have no defense against a ballistic missile attack,” and there is a good possibility that 

the weapon is operational, because “the Chinese rarely mention weapons projects unless they are 

well beyond the test stages.”280 The weapon is transported by truck, and easily moved from one 

location to another, which means that the United States would be unable to easily locate these 

missiles and destroy them with a strategic bombing of the launch site.281 The most concerning 

element about the development of this missile is that it would be launched at a ship in 

conjunction with a series of smaller missiles. Such a missile strike could overwhelm the AEGIS 

Combat System and allow multiple missiles to slip through their defensive fire and hit US ships. 

If one of these missiles were the new DF-21D, it is nearly guaranteed to sink the ship it hits.  

In addition to “carrier killer” missiles, the Chinese have also begun to develop a new 

series of cruise missiles and the C4ISR Systems required to use them.282 These are dangerous 

because they can be built for mobile platforms, are cheap to produce, and “have a low infrared 

signature, allowing them to escape detection from missile defense systems.”283 Another 

complication with detecting these missiles is that they are capable of flying very close to the 

ground or water while “many ground-based radars supporting modern air defenses attempt to 

reduce ground clutter by lifting their search beams above the ground.”284 This means that there is 

the possibility for the Chinese missiles to travel great distances undetected by radar technology. 

Currently, the Chinese have a multitude of various kinds of cruise missiles that can be outfitted 

to work on ground mounted systems, naval vessels, and submarines. According to Dennis M. 

Gormley, a former member of the U.S. intelligence community, the most threatening of the 

Chinese systems are “the domestically produced ground-launched DH-10 LACM; the 

domestically produced ground- and ship-launched YJ-62 ASCM; the Russian SS-N-22/Sunburn 

supersonic ASCM, which is fitted on China’s Sovremenny-class DDGs acquired from Russia; 

and, the Russian SS-N-27B/Sizzler supersonic ASCM on China’s Russian-built, Kilo-class 

diesel-electric attack submarines.”285 
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Collectively, these systems present a credible deterrent to US warships operating in 

China’s regional waters. One analyst observed that “much of the equipment China was aiming to 

acquire such as the submarines and anti-ship missiles was designed to dent the dominance of the 

U.S. aircraft carriers in nearby waters, particularly the Taiwan Strait.”286  

The last item I wish to highlight that could greatly impact the application of the Chinese 

maritime strategy is China’s development of a drone program. Reports from September of 2013 

have observed that a “‘probable’ Chinese drone was noted for the first time conducting 

reconnaissance over the East China Sea.”287 In addition to this, there have been reports that 

“China also unveiled details of four drones under development in 2013, including the Lijian, 

China’s first stealth drone.” 288 According to media reports from 2013, these “drones are capable 

of carrying bombs and missiles as well as conducting reconnaissance.”289 When augmented with 

the Chinese J-10 fighter and the new Chinese stealth fighter known as the J-20, these drone 

capabilities raise the ability of Chinese military to potentially dominate the airspace over its 

regional waters.290 This increases the likelihood that the Chinese will be able to effectively 

secure its maritime boundary. 

 

4.5 Chinese Defense Budget 

In addition to reviewing the Chinese maritime allocations, it is also important to review 

the budgetary decisions of the Chinese state in order to determine if the People’s Republic of 

China is actually pursuing the strategy that they are starting to articulate in their defense white 

papers. Thus, an examination of the Chinese defense budget can also help to determine the 

potential direction of the Chinese maritime strategy and the overall feasibility of this strategy. 

4.5.1: Difficulties in Determining Chinese Defense Expenditures 

Over the course of the last twenty years, the amount of money that the Chinese state has 

spent on the development of its military forces has been gradually increasing to the point that the 

current defense budget of the People’s Republic of China is the second largest in the world, after 

the United States. While this is a development that been stated in documents published by both 
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the Chinese and American governments, the total amount of money that the Chinese state is 

currently spending on its military is open to debate. In early 2014 the Chinese government 

reported that its current defense budget is 808.23 billion Yuan, an amount that equates to 131.57 

billion US Dollars.291 The United States Department of Defense has rejected this figure in its 

most recently released Quadrennial Defense Review, stating that “the rapid pace and 

comprehensive scope of China’s military modernization” has been carried out with “a relative 

lack of transparency and openness from China’s leaders regarding both military capabilities and 

intentions.”292 American analysts often explain that this lack of transparency makes it difficult to 

assess how much money the Chinese government is actually spending on its military forces  and 

have “acknowledged that estimating Chinese spending can be difficult, in part because of ‘poor 

accounting transparency’ and incomplete transition from a command economy.”293 While the 

American government is unsure of the total amount of money spent on the Chinese military for 

2014, they have projected that the actual figure is much higher than China's official estimate. 

Previously in 2013, the US Department of Defense estimated that the actual Chinese military 

budget was 21% higher than the figure that was reported by the Chinese government. These 

statements mirror other western assessments of the Chinese defense budget which conclude that 

“actual (defense) spending, according to the foreign defense experts, may be 50% higher (than 

the official Chinese numbers) as China excludes outlays for its nuclear missiles and other 

programs.”294 Chinese analysts have been very vocal in voicing their disagreement with these 

assessments and have explained American skepticism by pointing to the fact that “they [western 

countries] mistakenly believe that China’s political and economic structure is the same as that of 

the former Soviet Union and assume that Beijing has deliberately concealed its military spending 

as Moscow once did.”295 

While Chinese analysts disagree with the American position, it should also be noted that 

not all westerners agree with the official American position. While it is true that the Chinese 

state has been relatively silent about the overall development of their military capabilities – as 

most states are – it would appear that they have been making a concerted effort over the last 

decade to increase their overall transparency with regards to their military budget. For example, 

since 1998, the Chinese Ministry of National Defense has been publishing biannual defense 

white papers which have explained the Chinese goals and intentions behind the increases in their 

military expenditures and the overall development of their forces. 296 Since 2002 these reports 
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have emphasized that the increases in the Chinese defense budget have been directed toward 

improving the living standards and social security system for the personnel in the Chinese 

military as well as increasing the amount of money spent on the maintenance of facilities and 

military equipment. Some western analysts have concluded that the increases in the Chinese 

defense budget in the early 2000s are consistent with this goal.297 Similarly, Dennis J. Blasko, a 

former United States Army intelligence officer who worked at the American Embassy in Beijing, 

confirmed that increases in the current defense budget are likely to be directed towards better 

training and pay raises for Chinese officers which are currently making less than Chinese civil 

servants in comparable positions.298 Another common theme in these defense budgets began in 

2002 when the Chinese government also began to argue that it was necessary to raise the amount 

of money that it was spending on its military in order to increase “cooperation with the 

international community in anti-terrorism activities.”299 This trend has been continued in later 

defense white papers in which the Chinese government has explained the growing need to 

develop its naval capabilities in order to combat piracy operations which could impact its 

maritime shipping. Blasko has explained that because of this desire, “the navy will also continue 

to train more at greater distances from China, which is more expensive than training in local 

waters.”300 This means that in order for the Chinese state to meet its stated goals it will need to 

increase its defense spending in the way that it has explained in its white papers.  

 The Chinese government has also carried out reforms to their budgeting process for 

military investments and have created a legal framework that requires the consent of the State 

Council for increases in the military budget. The desire to modernize the Chinese military has 

resulted in the development of a bidding system in which defense firms now bid for contracts to 

build new weapons and military vehicles.  All of these developments have made it easier to 

predict the total amount of money made available to the Chinese defense apparatus. Furthermore, 

since 2007 the Chinese government has been willingly submitting information about their 

defense expenditures to the United Nations (UN) in accordance with the UN attempts to increase 

transparency between nations (the first reports were issued for the 2008 fiscal year).301  Given the 

previously observed trend that China’s maritime strategy began to switch around 2007, it is 

interesting to note that the Chinese had previously issued defense expenditure reports to the UN, 

but stopped providing them in 1996 following the Taiwan Straits Crisis in protest of the sale of 
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arms and armament to the Taiwanese officials advocating on behalf of an Independent Taiwan. 

302 

Despite attempts to be more transparent about their military expenditures, there has been 

continued criticism from western states that the Chinese government is still hiding a certain 

amount of its defense expenses and that the actual amount of money that is being spent on the 

Chinese military is much higher than suggested in the official Chinese figures. These claims 

appears to be rooted in the different ways that the American and Chinese governments have 

defined the elements that compose their total defense budget. The United States is often quick to 

point out that Chinese official numbers do not include the money spent on research and 

development programs, the purchase of weapons from foreign states and the portion of the 

Chinese defense budget directed towards the People’s Armed Police. 303 Of the criticisms made 

by western nations, the exclusion of the PAP from the Chinese official defense budget usually 

draws the most attention. However, according to Chinese sources, there is no logic in including 

the PAP in the total defense budget because the Chinese state does not use them as a branch of 

the military and their primary objective is internal law enforcement with their secondary goal 

being the support of PLA troops in securing the country during a possible conflict. 304 In this 

regard, the PAP is not unlike the United States Coast Guard, which is technically a branch of the 

United States Navy, but is situated under the US Department of Homeland Security. However, 

the United States does include the Coast Guard in its total assessment of its defense expenditure 

even though its primary goal is law enforcement during times of peace, while its mandate to 

defend of the country with the navy is only relevant during times of war.  Similarly, it is 

important to note that the Official Chinese defense budget, while excluding a series of potential 

defense expenditures considered important by western nations, also includes the money spent on 

a series of fields that are usually not included in the calculations of most Western defense 

budgets. This often overlooked portion of the Chinese budget covers domestic issues that the 

Chinese government uses the PLA to mediate. Unlike most western militaries which are now 

only used in a defensive capacity, the Chinese government still readily uses the PLA to build 

national infrastructure and “assist in disaster relief, such as the dispatch of over 200,000 

personnel in response to the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake – the largest deployment of Chinese 

forces since the 1979 war with Vietnam.”305 In other countries these same issues are usually 

primarily covered by organizations or government agencies that are not affiliated with the 
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military such as the Red Cross or the American Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA).306  Thus, it can be stated that the U.S. estimates of the Chinese total defense budget are 

likely to be higher than the actual amount of money spent on the Chinese military since the US 

estimates add all of the other areas of Chinese defense spending on top of their official budget 

without subtracting the portions of the budget allotted to these areas, which are not accounted for 

within the American military budget.  

In addition to the debate over what constitutes defense spending, the conversion of 

Chinese renminbi into US dollars has become an issue of concern when attempting to determine 

China’s total military budget. Since most western nations accuse China of artificially lowering 

their currency in relation to the US dollar in order to increase the ability of foreign business firms 

to make investments in China, the assessments offered by “some Western organizations do not 

use official exchange rates in their conversions.”307 Liff and Erickson observe that this is 

problematic as “the ‘appropriate’ RMB:US dollar exchange rate will have a significant impact on 

the magnitude of the resulting dollar-denominated estimate,” as a defense budget calculated with 

stronger renminbi will appear to be higher.308 In addition to issues concerning the exchange rate, 

the inflation of the Chinese renminbi has also made it difficult to establish an accurate 

assessment of the increases in the Chinese defense budget. Chinese sources have observed that 

the growth in the Chinese military budget from year to year is mostly nominal.309This means that 

if inflation is accounted for then the growth of the Chinese military expenditure in the period 

before 2007 and after 2009 is relatively small. Xia Tiefend has explained that “China’s defense 

budget in 1994 was renminbi (RMD) 55.071 billion, an increase of 29.34 percent from the 

previous year. However, if adjusted for commodity price inflation (here, the consumer price 

index, CPI, is used to measure commodity price, and the CPI for 1994 was 24.1 percent), the 

defense budget for that year only grew by 5.24 percent.”310 According to Xia Tiefend this same 

trend can be seen in the 2012 defense budget when “China published a defense budget of RMB 

670.274 billion, with… a growth rate of 11.2 percent. However, if adjusted for commodity price 

inflation (in 2012 China’s CPI was 2.6 percent), the real growth rate was only 9.6 percent.”311 

Each of these problems makes it difficult to determine the total amount of money that the 

Chinese government has directed towards its defense budget. 
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4.5.2: Third Party Assessments of the Chinese Defense Budget 

One of the greatest problems in assessing Chinese military expenditures is that there is no 

universally accepted definition for what actors and actions constitute a state’s total military 

expenditure.   Of the commonly used methods for determining defense expenditures, the method 

that has been generated by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institution (SIPRI) is 

usually considered to be one of the most exhaustive. Most of the SIPRI estimates come from 

primary sources such as interviews with government officials and reports issued by different 

governments which are then analyzed by the SIPRI specialists. The organization also uses a 

series of secondary sources to determine a state’s total defense expenditure, such as the NATO, 

IMF and UN reports (which are examined in Appendix A: Note 4). For European countries, the 

SIPRI database also uses reports issued by the Organization for Security & Cooperation in 

Europe.   While examining these reports the SIPRI uses the following actions and actors in order 

to calculate a state’s total defense budget: 

(a) the armed forces, including peacekeeping forces; (b) defence ministries 

and other government agencies engaged in defence projects; (c) 

paramilitary forces, when judged to be trained and equipped for military 

operations; and (d) military space activities. It includes all current and 

capital expenditure on: (a) military and civil personnel, including 

retirement pensions of military personnel and social services for 

personnel; (b) operations and maintenance; (c) procurement; (d) military 

research and development; and (e) military aid (in the military expenditure 

of the donor country). It does not include civil defence and current 

expenditure for past military activities, such as for veterans' benefits, 

demobilization, conversion and weapon destruction.312 

Although the use of the SIPRI database has been criticized by Chinese analysts and 

government officials alike because it includes a series of figures that the CCP does not classify as 

defense expenditures, I have opted to use its calculations in this paper to determine the total 

amount of each state’s defense budget because it is arguably the most inclusive assessment of a 

state’s known total defense spending and because it is the most exhaustive list publically 

available. Furthermore, it overcomes the difficulties in the US assessments which do not subtract 

from the Chinese total by holding every state to consistently defined criteria of what constitutes 

defense spending. This means that it uses the total amount of money spent on each area in order 

to conclude its final total and compares these between all nations. While there was also the 
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possibility of using the Military Budget, personal financial restrictions prevented me from 

accessing the most recent copies of this source. 

An evaluation of the SIPRI database has shown that the Chinese advances in military 

expenditures steadily increased by about roughly 2 billion US dollars for every year between 

2002 and 2007. However, following the 2009 fiscal year, spending gradually increased again 

with an increase of 11-17billion U.S. dollars annually.313   With regards the amount of money 

spent on the Chinese defense budget, the SIPRI database shows that the total Chinese defense 

budget is 30 % higher than the official amount given by the Chinese government. It should also 

be noted that the 640 billion dollar figure given for the US total defense budget in the SIPRI 

database is 10% higher than the official amount given by the US government. Interestingly, these 

adjusted amounts continue to demonstrate the same trend in military development that has been 

demonstrated in the official amounts provided by each state. Thus, it is questionable if a third 

party source actually improves our understanding of the Chinese defense industry.  

Although this amount suggests that the Chinese government has been drastically 

increasing its total defense expenditures over the last few years some analysts have observed that 

it also likely is that the new numbers being released yearly are also becoming more realistic. It 

has been argued that the percentage of error in the older defense budgets were as high as 70% 

because the complexities of a command-styled economy made it difficult for the Chinese 

government to calculate their total defense expenditure. Meanwhile, newer assessments of the 

Chinese state are expected to have a rate of error that is about 30-40%, which is in agreement 

with our SIPRI figures. Given that this rate of error often includes the money spent on the PAP – 

which, it should be noted, the Chinese openly publish – it can be argued that the actual 

percentage of unknown defense spending is closer to 10%. This is similar to the 10% difference 

between the United States official number and the number provided for the American defense 

budget by the SIPRI database. 

4.5.3: Similarities between Chinese Defense Spending and that of Other Nations 

It is important to observe that although the People’s Republic of China spends the second 

greatest amount of money on their military annually after the United States that the current 

amount of money that is spent on the Chinese military is similar in proportion to the amount of 
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their total GDP that other countries are spending on defense budgets. In 2010, the SIPRI 

database shows that the United States spent 698 billion dollars in its defense budget. 314 This 

equates into 4.7 percent of its GDP; an amount that is abnormally high for most countries. 

During that same time Britain spent 58 billion dollars on defense expense, which equates into 

2.5% of its GDP. According to the NATO alliance agreement, each member state is expected to 

contribute at least 2% of its GDP to the defense of the alliance. Although this amount has not 

been met by all alliance members in the last few years, the expectation that states spend roughly 

2% of their GDP has become an accepted notion amongst western countries. In 2010, China 

reported that it spent 76 billion dollars on its defense budget. This equates to 1.3% of its GDP.315 

Even when using the SIPRI estimates from 2010 (123 Billion), PRC has still only used 2.1% of 

its GDP on defense expenditures. 316 Similarly, the SIPRI report continues to show that the total 

amount of money that the Chinese state has spent on their defense budget over the last three 

years has held at 2% of their GDP.317 Since this estimate includes the Chinese PAP it can be 

assumed that the amount of the GDP spent on forces that might be likely to be deployed abroad 

is much lower.  

Most Chinese sources are quick to point out that China’s official figure is not that much 

higher than the official number issued by the Japanese government for their own defense budget. 

Even when the criteria of defense expenditures is adjusted and SIPRI figures are used, the total 

amount of the Japanese GDP spent on defense is within 1% of the total amount spent from the 

Chinese GDP despite the fact that the Japanese military is heavily supported by the United 

States. This gives some credibility to the claims of Chinese analysts who have concluded that 

“China has had to independently build up its national defense force. Under these conditions, the 

fact that China’s military is only slightly greater than that of Japan shows that China’s spending 

is very modest.”318   

4.6: Chapter IV General Conclusions 

Following the advent of the People’s War doctrine, Chinese land-based strategies began 

to place an increasing amount of importance on the splitting of a battlefield into an interior line 

of battle and an exterior line of battle. This division became so ingrained in early Chinese 

strategies developed following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China that domestic 

industries were constructed around it with the creation of the Third Front Movement, which 
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sought to relocate the important defense industries into the heart of the Chinese mainland. Since 

the economic reforms that were implemented during the 1980s under Deng Xiaoping Chinese 

defensive strategies have gradually evolved in such a way that the exterior line of operations has 

been continuously pushed further and further away from the heart of the Chinese mainland, as 

the Chinese northern and coastal provinces were gradually redeveloped into economically viable 

regions. In this sense, it is possible to think of the Third Front as now covering the entirety of the 

Chinese mainland as opposed to just the core of the country. With this revision to the locations of 

the interior and exterior lines of battle, a series of modifications were made to the Chinese 

defensive strategy that had previously called for military action following a foreign attack on 

Chinese soil. While the Chinese state used to be able to survive an invasion of the “First Front,” 

and even developed their defensive strategy around an understanding that this area would fall in 

the early stages of a war with a neighboring state, the economic redevelopment of the Chinese 

border and coastal provinces, along with advances in armaments, has necessitated that the 

Chinese now respond to any hostilities by quickly invading the country attacking them in order 

to establish the exterior line of battle on a neighboring country’s territory. This strategy has come 

to be known in Chinese defensive literature as an “active defense” because it requires the 

Chinese to quickly response to a credible threat of force by achieving a territorial buffer zone in 

a conflict as quickly as possible in order to secure the viability of the Chinese mainland.  

Given the common foundation shared by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army and 

People’s Liberation Army Navy until the early 1990s, it should not come as a surprise that this 

strategy was adopted by the PLAN and implemented in the regional seas around the Chinese 

mainland. In this sense it is possible to think of the Chinese First Island Chain and Second Island 

Chain as a continuation of the establishment of an Interior Line of Battle and Exterior Line of 

Battle at sea. If a conflict were to happen tomorrow with an opponent originating outside of the 

South Pacific Theater, such as the United States, it is possible to make some predictions about 

the movements of the Chinese naval forces under such a strategy given the development of the 

Chinese ground strategy.  

Considering the emphasis on mobility and irregular troops in Chinese land strategy, it is 

likely that the Chinese would deploy their cruisers and aircraft carrier to the exterior line of battle 

after having halted the advance of an extra-regional maritime force with their submarine fleet 
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and ground-based assets. These ships would be used to harass the supply lines and SLOC used 

by the extra regional maritime state in the Second Island Chain until the conflict is forced into a 

stalemate or diverted. Given the fact that the Chinese media has begun to describe the State of 

Hawaii as the strategic rear of the U.S. forces in a way that is analogous to a “Third Front” 

implies that the idea exists within China that an attack on the Hawaiian bases would cripple the 

force projection capabilities of the United States Pacific fleet. However, while this would appear 

to be the strategic logic that would be used in a possible maritime conflict with the United States, 

it is important to note that the current Chinese maritime strategy that has been articulated in the 

Chinese white papers do not advocate for such a conflict, nor do they outline any arguments for 

why the United States and China would ever need to go to war.  

 When considering the Chinese white papers, it is important to observe that they articulate 

two distinctive goals for the Chinese state with regards to its maritime territory and ambitions. 

The white papers published between 1996 and 2006 are focused on the development of the 

Chinese strategic assets that could support a possible invasion of Taiwan or the prevention of 

foreign assistance to Taiwan should a forceful conflict be initiated between the mainland and the 

island. During this time, the Chinese military saw frequent reductions in its total numbers and an 

increase in its total technological capabilities. The naval assets of the PLAN, while highlighted 

as being important, were not given the attention that would imply that the Chinese government 

intended to invade the Island of Taiwan by means of a maritime campaign. Although the use of 

the Chinese Navy became more influential and important in the wake of the Third Taiwan Straits 

Crisis, the Navy continued to take a backseat to the Chinese PLA forces with a greater emphasis 

being placed on the use of the Chinese air forces to acquire de facto control over the island. In 

2006, the white papers redirected their attention to the protection of Chinese SLOC and maritime 

commerce moving through its regional waters. This was followed two years later by redirection 

of Chinese defense expenditures towards the establishment of sound naval capabilities. The fact 

that the drastic increase in the Chinese defense expenditures came in the year after 2008, and not 

before, implies that the sudden increase in the Chinese maritime capabilities and the ongoing 

redirection of the Chinese maritime strategy do not fit into the timeframe of the likely military 

buildup for a Taiwan contingency. Instead, this information supports the argument that the 

Chinese Navy has been redirecting itself towards distant activities that correspond with its SLOC 
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and maritime commerce -- as should be expected by a country whose GDP is primarily 

dependent upon maritime trade.  

 The construction of the Chinese fleet supports this argument. Given the relative 

proximity of the Chinese mainland to the Island of Taiwan, it would be more cost effective for 

the Chinese military to fly troops to Taiwan than it would be for them to invest in troop 

transports and an aircraft carrier for a simple invasion of the island. It would seem that the types 

of ships being produced by the People’s Republic of China further demonstrate an interest in the 

defense of Chinese commerce and SLOCs. More importantly, the Chinese defense expenditures, 

as calculated by SIPRI, are within the accepted 2% ratio of GDP expenditures that is commonly 

accepted by Western countries as standard defense spending. This ratio is not only commonly 

accepted by most Western counties, but is the percentage of GDP demanded by the members of 

the NATO treaty alliance to be directed towards a state’s military forces. This would imply that 

the current Chinese defense expenditures are reasonable given the total size of the Chinese state 

and economy. 
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Chapter V: Conclusions 

This thesis has set out to answer the question of whether the recent Chinese desire for 

increased naval capabilities is indicative of a primarily offensive or defensive strategy. The 

associated debate is rooted in an inherent difficulty which exists in any attempt at discerning the 

intentions of a maritime state, due to fundamental differences between the theoretical 

foundations of maritime strategies and land-based strategies, which were addressed in Chapter I 

of this paper. This paper enriches the finding of the current debate by examining the actions of 

the Chinese state in its maritime realm with an understanding of the principles of maritime 

strategy. In this way, this paper seeks to offer a contextualized understanding of the Chinese 

maritime strategy in order to determine if the current Chinese maritime strategy is offensive or 

defensive instead of beginning from the presumption that it is offensive, as most of the 

individuals involved in this debate have done. Thus, in order to answer the central question of 

this thesis, my analysis has employed what I call the Optimal-Comparison Method, outlined in 

Chapter II, which organizes maritime strategy assessment into three parts.  

First, in order to understand why the Chinese leadership might pursue military 

development on either the land or sea, we began the Optimal-Comparison method by assessing 

the current Chinese threat environment and the places that it likely feels vulnerable. This 

included an evaluation of the Chinese coastline, the impact of the coastal provinces on the 

Chinese economy, and the origin of Chinese energy imports. In the second step of the Optimal 

Comparison Method, we used this evaluation to formulate an optimal maritime strategy for the 

Chinese government, based upon reasonable responses to the threats and opportunities discussed 

in Chapter III. Then in Chapter IV, we conducted a survey of recent Chinese military history, 

provided an analysis of the current and future composition of the Chinese naval fleet, and 

evaluated recent budgetary changes in Chinese military spending, in order to assess China's 

current and projected maritime capabilities and the practical applications of those assets in 

China's regional waters. 

The final step of the Optimal-Comparison method involves comparing China's actual 

military activities to the optimal strategy logically implied by the nature of the threat 

environment outlined in Chapter III. Presuming the Chinese state's interests and actions are 

congruent with those of a rational actor, as defined by the realist interpretation of international 
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relations offered in Chapter I, we could attribute any shortfall between their optimal strategy and 

actual strategy as indicative of an offensive posture. Before coming to any final conclusions, 

however, let us review a summary of our findings thus far. 

Given the threats and opportunities presently faced by the Chinese state as discussed in 

Chapter III, we can conclude that the optimal defensive Chinese maritime strategy is composed 

of three main parts: First, China must guarantee the safety of their coastal provinces due to the 

impact they have on the solvency of the Chinese economy, as well as the access they provide to 

the Chinese heartland. Second, China must protect its regional maritime stability in order to 

guarantee continued access of Chinese markets to the so-called Dragons and Tigers of Asia. 

Third, China would do well to develop enough power-projection forces to vouchsafe the Chinese 

sea lanes connecting Chinese ports with the sources of its overseas oil imports. 

The amount of maritime forces necessary to execute this strategy is open to debate; 

however, we can confidently claim that, at minimum, it would be logical for the Chinese state to 

develop a moderate cruiser force in order to protect the maritime shipping and commerce 

conducted with foreign interests. Additionally, since the endangerment of any of these interests 

by a foreign power would represent suitable cause for a protective military response by the 

Chinese government, such an eventuality would require the China to undertake one of two 

possible engagements: a limited conflict or total war. I have discussed the respective strategies 

that would best serve the Chinese state in each of these engagements in greater detail in the 

general conclusions of Chapter III. Based upon those evaluations, we can conclude that China's 

best course of action in such a situation would be to attempt to stop a foreign force as far from 

the Chinese coast as possible. Successfully executing such an action would require the 

development of China's own maritime forces, which could protect the Chinese regional seas and 

prevent the entrance of an extra-regional maritime state into contested waters. And since history 

has repeatedly shown that maritime powers are more likely to beat continental powers, it would 

be thus unwise for the Chinese state to expect to successfully stop a foreign maritime power 

under a total war scenario. Instead, a traditional land power like China would do well to either 

avoid conflict altogether, or in the absence of that possibility, adopt a policy goal that would 

inflict as high an economic or military price on the enemy maritime state as possible, with the 

intention of forcing their opponent to negotiate a truce. This, along with the findings presented in 
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the general conclusions of Chapter III, implies that the best maritime strategy for the Chinese 

state is one which is based upon the adoption of an anti-access strategy focused on the use of 

submarines. Furthermore, the use of these subsurface forces would be best directed solely at the 

military forces of an opponent state, rather than commercial vessels, in order to avoid the risk of 

sinking neutral commercial shipping and drawing additional third parties into a potential conflict. 

As previous established in Chapter I, Subsection 1.3.3-G: Ways of Securing the Command of the 

Sea, this strategy was successfully adopted by the Soviet Navy during the Cold War in order to 

deter the entrance of American warships into Soviet regional waters. Given the relative success 

of this strategy in diminishing a guarantee of unmolested travel for the naval warships of a 

stronger maritime state, we see that once again it would be wise for a weaker maritime state to 

invest in a submarine force capable of establishing a naval bastion in its regional waters, and a 

cruiser force strong enough to protect its own SLOCs and extra-regional maritime commerce. 

From this point of view, we can also extrapolate possible future developments of China's 

maritime forces under the premises defined by our Optimal Strategy. These too have been 

discussed in more detail in the general conclusions of Chapter III, but to summarize, we can 

make several predictions: First, the Chinese are likely to invest in coastal armaments that can 

eliminate naval targets from a distance, such as cannons, torpedoes and missiles. Second, the 

Chinese are likely to continue to invest in a submarine force in order to establish deterrence 

capabilities. Third, the Chinese government is likely to continue to lay claim to strategic islets in 

the South China Sea and the East China Sea, with an eye toward the islands that are closest to the 

main sea lanes running though these two bodies of water. Fourth, they are also likely to show an 

increasing amount of hard power over bodies of water that possess strategic oil reserves close to 

the Chinese coast in order to offset their dependency upon overseas oil fields, as their continued 

reliance on these foreign resources would force them to further develop the maritime capabilities 

necessary to protect the oil being transported through the Strait of Malacca. The acquisition of 

such oil fields and resource-rich areas in their regional waters would prevent China from needing 

to worry about global markets and sea lanes, and allow them to focus closer to home as they 

have done historically. However, until China has fully acquired a significantly greater percentage 

of their oil from regional oil fields, we are likely to see the continued development of their 

power-projection capabilities, which will allow them to set up defensive postures across the 

Indian Ocean in order to protect their access to oil fields in the Middle East and the Sudan. Yet 
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since the limited power of these forces is unlikely to be able to stop the naval assets of an extra-

regional power such as the United States, although the fleets in question are likely to be used as a 

symbol of hard-power, they will be implemented with a soft-power mindset. In summary, it can 

be expected that under the auspices of Chinese Optimal Maritime Strategy, the amount of future 

maritime surface forces developed by the Chinese state is likely to have a direct correlation to 

their nation's dependency upon foreign markets and foreign sources of crude oil and natural gas. 

For comparison, we must now consider China's actual maritime strategy, as discerned 

from two main sources: First, China's published maritime intentions as articulated by its own 

government, and second, the execution of those intentions, as demonstrated through the 

composition of the Chinese naval fleet and economic allocations made toward defense spending. 

Over the past twenty years, the official defense white papers released by the Chinese government 

have repeatedly claimed two specific goals for the Chinese state with regard to its maritime 

territory and ambitions. The white papers published between 1996 and 2006 are focused on the 

development of Chinese strategic assets which could support a possible invasion of Taiwan or 

the prevention of foreign assistance to Taiwan should an armed conflict be initiated between the 

Chinese government and the Taiwanese political entity. During this time, the Chinese military 

saw frequent reductions in its total numbers and an increase in its total technological capabilities 

in order to offset the technological advantages showcased by the United States during its 

invasion of Iraq. The naval assets of the People's Liberation Army, while highlighted as being 

important, were not given the attention that would imply that the Chinese government intended 

to invade the Island of Taiwan by means of a maritime campaign. In 2006, the PRC white papers 

redirected their attention to the protection of Chinese SLOC and maritime commerce moving 

through its regional waters. This change in focus was followed two years later by a sudden 

increase in Chinese defense expenditures that were largely directed toward the establishment of 

sound naval capabilities. The fact that this drastic increase in defense spending came in the year 

after 2008 when changes in the global markets began to impact the Chinese economic growth, 

and not before, implies that the sudden increase in the Chinese maritime capabilities and the 

ongoing redirection of the Chinese maritime strategy do not fit into the timeframe of a likely 

military buildup in support of a Taiwan contingency. Instead, this information supports the 

argument that the Chinese Navy has been redirecting itself toward distant activities that 

correspond with its SLOC and maritime commerce, as should be expected from a country with a 
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GDP that is primarily dependent upon maritime trade. The construction of the Chinese fleet also 

supports this argument. The type of ships currently being produced by the People’s Republic of 

China demonstrates an interest in the defense of Chinese commerce and SLOCs, as they are 

mainly investing in a submarine force composed of attack subs powered by stealthy AIP 

technology and a minimal, but capable, surface force which is capable of reaching distant waters. 

When considering the use of these submarines in a Taiwan Contingency, it is important to 

observe that, given the relative proximity of the Chinese mainland to the Island of Taiwan, it 

would be more cost effective for the Chinese to fly troops to Taiwan than it would be for them to 

invest in amphibious assault crafts and an aircraft carrier. While it would seem that the 

development of the Chinese maritime strategy began as a way of preventing American 

intervention in another straits crisis, the development of the Chinese economy since the mid-

2000s seems to have changed the motivating factors for a maritime defense strategy. 

Accordingly, it is unlikely that the Chinese maritime strategy or desire for a power-projection 

fleet would decrease following the acquisition of Taiwan, considering that maritime states 

naturally develop power-projection forces in order to protect their commerce at sea, as outlined 

in Chapter I, Subsection 1.3.3-H: A few of the “Special Characteristics” of Naval Conflicts. 

With regards to the operational limits of the current strategy, it should be observed that it 

bears a considerable amount of resemblance to the operational plans that were developed by the 

PLA following the advent of the People’s War doctrine in which Chinese land strategies 

advocated for splitting a battlefield into an interior-line-of-battle and an exterior-line-of-battle. 

Thus we can think of China's modern First Island Chain and Second Island Chain lines as a 

continuation of their historical land strategies, resulting in the establishment of an interior and 

exterior line at sea. Extending this analogy, we can examine the operational plans of the Chinese 

land strategies to make some predictions about the movements of the Chinese naval forces under 

such a strategy. Given the emphasis on mobility and irregular troops in Chinese land strategy, it 

is likely that the Chinese navy would deploy their cruisers and aircraft carrier to the exterior line 

of battle after using their submarine fleet and ground-based assets to halt the advance of an extra-

regional maritime force. Their forward surface ships would be used to harass the supply lines and 

SLOC used by the extra-regional maritime state in the Second Island Chain until the conflict is 

either forced into a stalemate or diverted. Given the fact that the Chinese media has begun to 

describe the State of Hawaii as the strategic rear of the U.S. forces in a way that is analogous to 
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the former Chinese defensive policy known as the “Third Front” implies that an idea exists 

within China that an attack on the Hawaiian bases would cripple the force projection capabilities 

of the United States Pacific fleet in much the same way that attacks on the historic Third Front of 

the PRC would have damaged Chinese war-fighting capabilities. It is important to note that, 

while allusions to an American Third Front appear in the Chinese media, the current Chinese 

maritime strategy (as articulated in the Chinese Defense White Papers) does not advocate for 

such a conflict or create any arguments over why the United States and China would ever need to 

go to war.  

Based upon these examinations and the use of the Optimal-Comparison Method outlined 

in Chapter II, we see that China's actual maritime strategy bears a strong similarity to their 

optimal defensive maritime strategy, as defined by the current threat environment. Based on the 

congruity of these strategies, combined with the premise that as a rational actor, a non-aggressive 

strategic posture is the most advantageous for the continued prosperity of the Chinese state, it is 

possible to conclude that there is little in the current Chinese maritime strategy or force structure 

that would suggest that China is pursuing an inherently offensive strategy. It can thus be stated 

that the current maritime strategy of the People’s Republic of China is a defensive strategy in the 

most classical sense of maritime warfare. The following discussion presents further analysis of 

this assessment, and uses a synthesis of the ideas presented in the general conclusions of 

Chapters III and IV. 

While the overall Chinese maritime strategy can be said to be inherently defensive, 

individuals familiar with the movements of Chinese maritime forces in the South China Sea may 

be quick to point out that the tactical deployment of their maritime assets sometimes appears to 

be rather provocative. I believe that an explanation for why the Chinese are using their maritime 

assists in this way has less to do with Chinese maritime strategy, and, from a tactical perspective, 

has more to do with a fundamental difference in the way that the Chinese have historically 

perceived diplomatic activity and warfare, as outlined in Chapter IV Subsection 4.1: Foundations 

of the Chinese Strategic Logic. This type of foreign policy is not based upon the standard 

western notions of balance of power, but upon a delicate psychological game that the Chinese 

state has historically carried out over months, years, or decades, in which Chinese diplomats and 

strategists have simultaneously provoked and coddled foreigners, with the goal of converting 
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them to the Chinese way of thinking about a specific subject. This foreign policy was designed 

with the intention of avoiding conflict with regional powers by convincing them of Chinese 

superiority as opposed to actually demonstrating it, thus making direct conflict unnecessary. This 

distinction is important, because it represents a drastic departure from the classical western 

notion of statecraft in that Chinese diplomatic strategies utilize both diplomatic jesters and 

military maneuvers simultaneously as opposed to specializing in one during times of peace and 

the other during times of war. Thus, it would appear to me that the antagonistic maneuvers of the 

Chinese fleets around contested maritime territory in the South China Sea has more to do with 

the Chinese perception of diplomacy and the strategic principles that were laid out in The Art of 

War and the popular Chinese game of Wei Qi than in any aggressive military objective.  

In a way that is very similar to the game of Wei Qi, Chinese foreign policy has repeatedly 

demonstrated that it is not as concerned about destroying an enemy’s forces or means of 

resistance as much as it is concerned with preventing them from seizing key territories that 

would weaken the overall position of the Chinese state. When the ownership of areas that are of 

interest to the Chinese state are thrown into question, it has often been the Chinese strategy to 

throw the whole area into a state of contention as opposed to focusing solely on taking it over. In 

essence, the goal has been to prevent any one nation from owning the desired territory, in order 

to limit the possibility of the disputed position being used to strengthen their opponent.  This 

strategy can be seen in the evolution of the Sino-Indian border disputes that led to the Sino-

Indian War of 1962, when the Chinese invaded the disputed area, forcing Indian troops out of the 

disputed territory, only to end the conflict by retreating back to their previous line of control 

instead of occupying the territory in question.319 In a similar way to the game Wei Qi, which 

ends with each player returning the stones they captured from the other player back to their 

opponent before the final areas of territorial control are established, the Chinese troops returned 

the captured Indian heavy weaponry to India following the Sino-Indian War, as opposed to using 

it or destroying it.320 It remains to be seen whether the recent decision of the Chinese state to 

establish the East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone over the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyo 

Islands in November 2013 is a continuation of this policy. However, given the events that 

followed the collision of a U.S. EP-3 spy plane with a Chinese aircraft in April 2014, wherein the 

EP-3 spy plane was forced to make an emergency landing on the Chinese island of Hainan and 

was later dismantled before being returned to the United States in July 2014, these incidents 
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continue to suggest that the foreign policy of the People’s Republic of China is still dominated 

by a Wei Qi centric strategy.321 As a consequence of European predominance during the 

Industrial Revolution, this strategy slowly died off as a practical tool in Chinese foreign policy 

during the late 1800s.  However, given the recent economic and military development of the 

Chinese state since the late 1980s, it has slowly begun to return to significance in Chinese 

foreign policy actions. As a consequence of China’s gradual return to economic prosperity in 

Southeast Asia, it should be expected that this strategy may eventually be renewed as a 

diplomatic measure, which may best be countered by either the adoption of this type of foreign 

policy amongst western states for use in the Pacific or an increased emphasis on diplomatic 

measures with the People’s Republic of China. 
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Appendix A 

Note 1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs: Maslow established this hierarchy while working on 

Motivation Theory, a school of research which attempts to understand why individuals 

behave in specific ways. He began his research by outlining the importance of “the 

concept of homeostasis,” which in medical literature “refers to the body's automatic 

efforts to maintain a constant, normal state of the blood stream.” 2 This idea was 

important for Maslow when attempting to understand underlying motivations for an 

individual that may either occur consciously or unconsciously.  In addition to this, 

Maslow highlighted the importance of appetites in trying to understand these needs after 

“finding that appetites (preferential choices among foods) are a fairly efficient indication 

of actual needs or lacks in the body.” As a result of this research, Maslow began his 

hierarchy of needs with what he called “the physiological needs” which are the “needs 

that are usually taken as the starting point for motivation theory.” 3 Maslow found that 

“these physiological needs are the most pre-potent of all needs” and that “in the human 

being who is missing everything in life… it is most likely that the major motivation 

would be the physiological needs rather than any others.” 4 While Maslow recognized 

that individuals may be motivated by other higher desires in their life that have nothing to 

do with physiological needs – such as safety, love and esteem – and may even fulfill 

physiological needs as a result of inadequacies in these other desires, he found that “A 

person who is lacking food, safety, love, and esteem would most probably hunger for 

food more strongly than for anything else.” 5 Once the physiological needs are met and 

are paired with the deficiency needs of security and friendship, Maslow explains that “At 

once other (and 'higher') needs emerge and these, rather than physiological hungers, 

dominate the organism.” This means that the desire for love and esteem among the other 

members of a society are a secondary desire for the individual that can only manifest 

themselves after all of the other basic needs and desires are met. 6 

 

Note 2:  American Victory in the Gulf War: The Gulf War occurred at the perfect time for 

PLA strategists who were attempting to assess the future of the Chinese military 

strategy.7 The reason for this is because the PLA had determined that conflicts would 

now be focused “on local, limited wars on the Chinese periphery.”8 Thus, a local war on 

the borders of Iraq proved to be a perfect example of how a war between the United 

States and the People’s Republic of China might be carried out.  A RAND report 

highlights the Chinese interests in the Iraq War since the Iraqi military was primarily 

armed with Soviet and Chinese weapons. 9 This meant that the PRC was likely to possess 

                                                           
2 Maslow, A. H., “A Theory of Human Motivation” Psychological Review, 50, 370-396. P. 4-6. 
3 Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” 4-6. 
4 Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” 4-6. 
5 Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” 4-6. 
6 Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” 4-6. 
7 Tangredi, Sam J. Anti-Access Warfare: Counter A2/AD Strategies. (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2013), 

28. 
8 Tangredi, Anti-Access Warfare, 28. 
9 Cliff, Rodger, Mark Burles, Michaels S. Chase, Derek Eaton, and Kevin L. Pollpeter, eds. Entering Dragon’s 

Lair: Chinese Antiaccess Strategies and Their Implications for the United States (Santa Monica: RAND 
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similar capabilities to those of the Iraqi Army in a war against the United States. Prior to 

the war it was still presumed by most analysts that the idea of a People’s War could 

defeat a superior western army in much the same way that the Viet Cong forces operating 

in South Vietnam had helped to oust the American army from Vietnam in the 1970s. The 

Iraqi defeat in the Gulf War crushed that idea. When reviewing the impact of the First 

Gulf War on the idea of a People’s War, Sam Tangredi explains: 

it is hard to reconstruct the impact [of the Gulf War] unless one 

reads (or rereads) such prewar reporting as appeared in the prestige 

media, in which it was frequently repeated that Iraq had the ‘fourth 

largest army in the world’ and ‘sixth largest air force’ with 

‘approximately one million men under arms,’ was ‘tested in recent 

combat’ in a brutal war against Iran, and willing to take horrific 

losses…. Few, if any, envisioned that the conflict would end after 

but thirty-eight days of air operations and four days of ground 

combat.10  

The fact that the United States -- by means of advanced weaponry, technology and 

communication systems -- defeated a similarly sized army that was primarily using 

Chinese and soviet weapons sent a very dire warning to the leaders of the People’s 

Republic of China that they needed to upgrade their technological capabilities, and 

quickly.  In the wake of the Iraqi defeat the Chinese military began extensive 

modernization efforts as they adopted the position that it was impossible to defeat the 

U.S. armed forces in a traditional battle.11 This resulted in a resurgence of classical 

Chinese thought demanding the use of harassing techniques and the desire to prevent 

U.S. forces from being able to enter the nearby Chinese waters.12  

 Note 3:  Impact of the Chinese Economy on Defense Spending: A common aspect of the 

literature concerning the increases of the Chinese defense budget is that there is a direct 

link between the amount of money that a state spends on military development and the 

viability of their economy. This trend demonstrates that the priorities of a state’s defense 

apparatus and expenditures tend to be subordinate to the development of economic 

growth. It has been argued by both Chinese and Western sources that the driving force 

behind the growth in China’s military budget is the unprecedented development of the 

Chinese economy. Without this growth the Chinese budget for military expenditure 

would need to be cut in order to compensate for the loss of revenues that is making the 

development of the Chinese military possible.  According to Andrew S. Erickson, 

“China’s military spending growth was impressive but could slow, given that it is 

dependent on the nation’s overall economic health” 13 This issue has been highlighted in a 

recent RAND report which found that “several trends must be sustained if these concerns 

[about the rapid increase in the Chinese defense budget] are to become a reality by 2025.” 

                                                           
10 Tangredi, Anti-Access Warfare, 24. 
11 Tangredi, Anti-Access Warfare, 29. 
12 Tangredi, Anti-Access Warfare, 28. 
13 Wong, Edward. “China announces 12.2% Increase in Military Budget.” New York Times. 5 March 2014. 

Accessed 26 June 2014. http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/06/world/asia/china-military-budget.html. 
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14 The most important of these trends is that “China’s economy will have to continue to 

grow, making resources available for military spending.” 15  The RAND report went on to 

elaborate that: 

if China’s gross domestic product grows 2.5 percentage points 

more rapidly or more slowly than PAF projects for three 

consecutive years, overall economic growth will differ from that 

forecasted. Likewise, if the Chinese government fails to close 

poorly preforming manufacturing plants, analyst may conclude that 

defense industry reforms are not proceeding as forecasted.16   

However, closing underperforming facilities is not the only problem of the Chinese 

government. Western sources have also pointed to the fact that an increasing amount of 

the state budget is being directed towards the care of elderly individuals and the 

development of health services.  This mean that “as China’s population becomes older 

and more urbanized, the government will face strong pressure to spend more on needed 

social programs such as pensions and health care and on public infrastructure.” 17 The 

RAND report warns that issues such as these “will limit the resources available for 

military spending.” 18 Thus, it is important to observe that there is an observed correlation 

between the growth of a state’s economy and the size of a state’s defense budget. Thus, 

an impressive increase in a state’s economy can also result in a drastic increase in the 

amount of money a state spends on its military. Thus, it is highly possible given the 

present state of the Chinese economy that increases in future military Chinese 

expenditures will become less significant over time as the PRC begins to cope with 

internal economic and domestic pressures. 

Note 4: Other Methods of Determining Defense Expenditures: One of the most commonly 

used methods of assessing a state’s total defense expenditure is the method that has been 

developed by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). NATO considers all of 

the money that is spent by the government on maintaining military forces as being a part 

of a state’s total defense expenditure. This means that the money spent on training and 

providing for these forces is calculated in with the amount of money that is spent on their 

deployment and use. Since 2004 the method employed by NATO has attempted to 

account for issues in which states might develop paramilitary forces which are designed 

for internal use by only calculating the amount of money that is spent on the development 

of units which it deems to be “structured, equipped and trained to support defense forces 

and which are realistically deployable.”19  

                                                           
14 Crane, Keith., Rodger Cliff, Evan S. Mederios, James C. Mulvenon, William H. Overholt,“Forecasting 

China’s Military Spending through 2025,” RAND: Project Air Force, (2005):1. 
15 Crane, “Forecasting China’s Military Spending Through 2025, 1. 
16 Crane, “Forecasting China’s Military Spending Through 2025, 1. 
17 Crane, “Forecasting China’s Military Spending Through 2025, 1. 
18 Crane, “Forecasting China’s Military Spending Through 2025, 1. 
19 “Financial and Economic Data Relating to NATO Defence: Defence expenditures of NATO countries (1990-

2013),” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 24 February 2014, accessed 08 May 2014, 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/news_107359.htm; and “Defining Military expenditures.” Stockholm 
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The International Monetary Fund (IMF) classifies the amount of money that a state 

spends on its military forces by means of its functionality. This means that the IMF’s 

records “typically place military pensions within the social security function, military 

healthcare within the health function, etc." 20 Consequently, the IMF considers the 

amount spent on the deployment of troops, but not the maintenance of these troops, as 

being a part of a states total defense budget. This makes the amounts listed by the IMF 

much lower than the calculations provided by other organizations. Similarly, the United 

Nations has its own way of calculating the amount of money that is spent on a 

government’s military forces. This method is split between two primary submission 

options. Each nation has the option to submit a long form which provides an extensive 

overview of the State’s military forces and a short form which covers a general overview 

of where their money is going. According to the United Nations, both forms account for 

“all financial resources that a state spends on the use and functions of its military forces.” 

21 Since 2008 the People’s Republic of China has been openly and freely submitted the 

short form to the United Nations with explanations for their intentions and the areas in 

which they are investing their money. 22 
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APPENDIX B 

Figure 1: Modern Trade Routes and Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC) 

 

Source: “Shipping density data adapted from National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthesis, A Global Map of Human 

Impacts to Marine Ecosystems,” in “The Geography of Transport Systems,” Hofstra University, accessed 18 June, 2014, 

Hofstra.edu https://people.hofstra.edu/geotrans/eng/ch1en/appl1en/maritimeroutes.html. 

 

Figure 2: “Northeast Monsoon (left) and Southwest Monsoon (Right)” 

 

Source: National Environmental Agency, accessed 04 October 2014, http://app2.nea.gov.sg/training-knowledge-hub/weather-

climate/monsoon. 
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Figure 3: Winter, Spring, Summer and Fall Currents through the Straits of Taiwan 

 

Source: S. Jan et al. “Seasonal Variation of the current in the Taiwan Strait” Journal of Marine Systems 35 (2002): 

251 

 

Figure 4: Crude Oil and Shale Gas/Oil Deposits in China 

 

Source: Maps created from information and maps taken from U.S. Energy Information Administration, accessed 07 October 

2014, http://www.eia.gov/countries/cab.cfm?fips=ch. 
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Figure 5: South China Sea Oil and Gas Proved and Probable Reserves 

 

Source: “South China Sea Oil and Gas Proved and Probable Reserves,” U.S. Energy Information Administration, Accessed 14 

October 2014, http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=10651. 

Figure 6: Crude Oil and Natural Gas Pipelines Servicing the People’s Republic of China 

 

Source: “Figure 2: China’s Important Transit Routes” In “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments 

Involving the People’s Republic of China 2014,” United States Department of Defense, accessed 14 October 2014, 

http://www.defense.gov/pubs/2014_DoD_China_Report.pdf. 
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Figure 7: Blue and Yellow China 

 

Source: Francois Lemoine, Gregoire Mayo, Sandra Poncet and Deniz Unal, “The Geographic Pattern of China’s Growth and 

Convergence within Industry” CEPII Working Paper, No. 2014-04 (2014): 3, http://www.cepii.fr/PDF_PUB/wp/2014/wp2014-

04.pdf. 

Figure 8: Third Front Movement 

 

Source: Original blank political map taken from d-maps, accessed 09 November 2014, http://d-

maps.com/m/asia/china/chine/chine58.gif 
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Figure 9: First and Second Island Chain of the Chinese Maritime Strategy 

 

Source: “‘Figure 3. The First and Second Island Chain’ from Military Power of the People's Republic of China 2008 [Annual 

Report to Congress] U.S. Department of Defense,” University of Texas Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection, accessed 07 

October 2014, http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/china_first_and_second_island_chains_2008.jpg. 
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