
CHINESE STRATEGY IN THE
SOUTH CHINA SEA:

A GROWING QUEST FOR VITAL
ECONOMIC AND STRATEGIC

INTERESTS

Nguyen Huu Quyet
Vinh University

The past decade has seen a notable increase in tensions in the South China Sea.
Superficially the new situation has been triggered by Chinese territorial claims cen-
tering around the “Nine Dash Line.” While there is a large body of literature
digging out China’s strategic interests behind its increasing assertiveness in the con-
tested waters, it falls short of an overall investigation of Beijing’s maritime grand
strategy—in which the South China Sea occupies a critical position. The aim of this
article is therefore to examine the geostrategic, geopolitical, and geoeconomic signifi-
cance of the South China Sea which comes to the fore in China’s grand strategy. It
argues that these sea waters are critical in Beijing’s plans to establish and protect its
status as a global maritime power in light of the sea energy reservoir, fisheries, and
other vital maritime economic interests to reinforce its economic powerhouse.
Beijing’s power projection and its increasing assertiveness in the contested waters
have also served in the pursuit of controlling vital sea lanes of communication
in the Indian Ocean. Significantly, the South China Sea preoccupies Beijing’s lead-
ership’s strategic pursuit of being a global sea power as a balancing act vis-a-vis the
United States in the Indo-Pacific region and intensifying the blockade of Taiwan.
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Estrategia China en el mar del sur de China: Una búsqueda creciente de
intereses económicos y estratégicos vitales

La última década ha visto un aumento notable de las tensiones en el Mar de
China Meridional. Superficialmente, la nueva situación ha sido provocada
por reclamos territoriales chinos centrados en la “Línea de Nueve Guiones”.
Si bien hay una gran cantidad de literatura que investiga los intereses
estratégicos de China detrás de su creciente asertividad en las aguas en
disputa, no llega a ser una investigación general de la gran estrategia
marítima de Beijing, en la que el Mar de China Meridional ocupa una
posición crítica. Por lo tanto, el objetivo de este artículo es examinar la impor-
tancia geoestratégica, geopolítica y geoeconómica del Mar de China
Meridional que se destaca en la gran estrategia de China. Argumenta que
estas aguas marinas son fundamentales en los planes de Beijing para establecer
y proteger su estatus como potencia marítima mundial a la luz de la reserva de
energía marina, la pesca y otros intereses económicos marítimos vitales para
reforzar su potencia económica. La proyección de poder de Beijing y su creciente
asertividad en las aguas en disputa también han servido para controlar las
rutas marítimas vitales de comunicación en el Océano Índico.
Significativamente, el Mar de China Meridional preocupa la búsqueda
estratégica del liderazgo de Beijing de ser una potencia marítima global como
un acto de equilibrio frente a los Estados Unidos en la región del Indo-
Pacífico y la intensificación del bloqueo de Taiwán.

Palabras clave: China, Gran Estrategia, Geopolítica, Mar de China
Meridional, Tensiones, Política Marítima, Relaciones Internacionales,
Intereses Estratégicos, Realismo Ofensivo, Bloqueo a Taiwán, Estados
Unidos.

对重要 经济利益和战略利益的日益追求

过去十年，南海紧张局势显著加剧。从表面上看，新局势是由中国围绕

“九段线”提出的领土主张而引发的。尽管大量文献聚焦于中国对南海事务

的日益自信背后的战略利益，但未能全面考察北京方面的海洋大战略

（南海在该战略中占据关键地位）。因此，本文旨在分析在中国大战略

中占据重要地位的南海的地缘战略意义、地缘政治意义和地缘经济意

义。本文认为，鉴于海洋能源储备、渔业和其他重要的海洋经济利益

（以加强其经济强国实力），这些海域对于北京方面建立和保护其作为
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全球海洋大国地位的计划而言至关重要。北京方面在南海的力量投射及

其日益自信也有助于控制印度洋重要的海上交通线。值得注意的是，南

海是北京方面领导层对成为全球海洋强国的战略追求，以此在印太地区

制衡美国，同时加强对台湾的封锁。

关键词: 中国, 大战略, 地缘政治, 南海, 紧张局势, 海洋政策, 国际关系, 战
略利益, 进攻性现实主义, 台湾封锁, 美国。

The South China Sea (SCS), where China, Taiwan, Vietnam, the
Philippines, Brunei, and Malaysia have a number of longstanding
and overlapping territorial and maritime claims, has emerged as one
of the world’s more complex and potentially dangerous regions. For
decades, the claimant states have been drawn into rivalry as each
state sought to extend its sovereignty and jurisdictional claims over
the land masses and their surrounding waters in the SCS. The disputed
region even underwent several skirmishes—namely, Vietnam–China
naval clashes—which ended in China’s seizure of the Paracels and a
number of Spratlys features including Johnson Reef from Vietnam in
1974 and 1988, respectively, and its control of the Filipino-claimed
Mischief Reef in the Spratlys in 1994. Given the potential flashpoints,
the claimants and the Association of the Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) made efforts, bilaterally and multilaterally alike through
ASEAN-sponsored regional arrangements, especially the ASEAN
Regional Forum (ARF) and the ASEAN–China Summit. The bilateral
and multilateral attempts resulted in the ASEAN–China Declaration
on the Conduct of Parties in the SCS (DOC) in 2002. However,
despite this political declaration, the dispute resolution has been left
at an impasse due to a wide range of factors, including complex histor-
ical rights and intricate legal claims, multi-dimensional stakes for the
claimants, and strong nationalism (Do 2017). Negotiations to authen-
tically implement the DOC provisions toward the ultimate goal of con-
cluding a Code of Conduct for the SCS have failed to make significant
progress since 2002. Instead, tensions have risen and fallen, especially
between China and two of the ASEAN claimants, Vietnam and the
Philippines, triggering, at times, intense public reaction in Beijing,
Hanoi, and Manila. Above all, the uncontrolled wave of tensions has been
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triggered since 2009, which marked China’s unprecedented assertiveness in
its expansive territorial claims in the “Nine-Dash-Line”1 extending over some
90 percent of the SCS’s area, including the contentious Spratly Islands and
the Paracel Islands. To consolidate its claims and exert its de facto control
over the disputed region, Beijing deployed its power projection into the
SCS by means of military and paramilitary forces, law enforcement, and eco-
nomic, diplomatic, and civilian components—and beyond (Congressional
Research Service 2019).

These developments coincided with the U.S. “Pivot to Asia,” which
began to take shape under President Bush and was intensified during
the Obama years as part of the U.S. response to Chinese expansionism
(Broderick 2015). Whatever its causes, China’s build-up in the SCS has
caused acute concern both within ASEAN as an organization and
among the various ASEAN claimants, although to different degrees.
Beijing’s actions, moreover, have served to fortify U.S. resolve and have
focused the attention of other powers on the geostrategic, geopolitical,
and geoeconomic significance of the SCS, especially regarding the issue
of the vital sea lanes that traverse it. The increasing tensions provoked
by China’s systematic and increasingly assertive moves in the SCS have
directed international attention to the question of what really lies
behind China’s increasingly strong stance in the SCS. It also calls into
question why the disputed region has come to the fore in Beijing’s
21st-century maritime strategic policy.

This article aims to address these questions by employing a strategic
analysis approach centering around the analysis of domestic and external
factors as essential variables to formulate China’s policy making as well as
ways and means with a view to fulfilling strategic goals in its ends. The
article first reviews the existing literature on China’s SCS behavior to
identify a research gap in the country’s SCS strategy behind its increas-
ingly assertive posture. I next lay out the geopolitical, geoeconomic,
and geostrategic significance of the SCS, which serves as a sound
ground for China’s strategic considerations. The rest of the article
looks into Beijing’s maritime grand strategy and its SCS strategic goals
behind its increasing assertiveness in this contested sea.

1China inherited the Nine-Dash-Line from the previous Kuomintang government,
which fled to Taiwan after its defeat in the Chinese Civil War. The map originally con-
tained 11 dashes but the Communist government in Beijing eventually deleted two
dashes when concluding rival territorial and maritime claims with Vietnam in the
Gulf of Tonkin (see the Atlas of the Center for Strategic and International Studies at
https://amti.csis.org/atlas/).
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Literature Review

Since China’s SCS unprecedented assertiveness in 2009, there have
been domestic and external debates over China’s SCS strategic objectives
and reasons behind this shift in China’s behavior. Feng (2017) examines
three schools of thought that dominate Chinese debates. The first com-
prises “the pragmatists” who attach importance to the protection of “rea-
sonable Chinese sovereignty and maritime rights” in the SCS with
“limited disruption of regional stability.” The second camp is formed by
“the hardliners” who seek to enhance and enforce China’s rights in the
SCS while simultaneously intensifying power and influence expansion
in the contested waters. The third camp encompasses “the moderates”
who focus on the necessity to protect China’s rights in the SCS while rec-
ognizing the significance of ensuring regional states’ support for China’s
rise.

Sharing the pragmatist view, Fu (2016) insists that China’s goal is “to
protect its own interests and would respond firmly to provocations,
encroachments on its territorial sovereignty, or threats to its rights and
interests,” while at the same time stressing the importance of maintaining
external environment stability. Zhang (2013) views China’s increased
assertiveness in the SCS as a way of “protecting the perceived Chinese sov-
ereignty and maritime interests against the intensified ‘encroachments’
by other claimant states” and against closer rapprochement of the
regional states with the United States since its rebalancing strategy
came into play in 2011. In a similar fashion, Fravel (2011) views economic
and security interests as the driving forces behind Beijing’s assertiveness
in the SCS. Cáceres (2014) contends that Beijing’s SCS strategy focuses
on three pillars. The first is “prosperity” which, in Beijing’s view, can be
achieved by economic development given the significance of the SCS
energy sources, natural resources, and raw materials. The next two
pillars are power and security which can be ensured by increasing
power projection including the navy, air force, and army in the SCS to
control this vital maritime region and to prevent security threats in East
and Southeast Asia.

It is obvious that the aforementioned literature has taken into account
sovereignty, influence expansion, and maritime interests as China’s SCS
strategic objectives, and “the U.S. factor” and competing elites, as well
as divergent ideological camps as the reasons behind China’s changing
posture toward the SCS. While certainly true, these works fail to
provide plausible and specific accounts for why China views the SCS as
the top priority in its maritime grand strategy and to what ends China’s
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SCS strategic objectives are designed. It is worth noting that grasping a
comprehensive picture of China’s changing behavior needs to take an
insight into the interaction between domestic and international factors.
To be specific, in terms of domestic factors, China’s increasing confidence—
as a result of its developed economic powerhouse, military might, and
political influence, as well as demands for socio-economic development—
has prompted Beijing to intensify its assertiveness in the SCS (Beckman
2014; Hongzhou and Bateman 2017; Howarth 2006; Li 2016).

The growing influence of hardliners in Beijing’s policy making has
also been an important variable to China’s power projection and asser-
tiveness in the contentious sea. Tu and Xu (2011) and Li (2016) share
the view that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has exerted a crucial
impact on Beijing’s policy agenda and strategic orientations, endorsing
military actions, and deployment of paramilitary forces in the contested
waters in response to the other ASEAN claimants’ rapprochement with
the United States and its involvement in the regional issues including
the SCS dispute. Another variable is the state actor factor, which
centers around the power of Xi Jinping. Both Chinese and outside observ-
ers agree that, since Xi Jinping came into power in 2012 as the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) General Secretary, China’s SCS policy has
been elevated to new heights. For example, Xue (2018) posits that Xi’s
maritime stance has been attributable to China’s increasing assertiveness
in the SCS since he came into power, marking “the transition under his
leadership from growing prosperous to getting strong.” Chubb (2019)
provides a further account when insisting that Beijing’s SCS assertive
posture under the Xi era includes three components: the pursuit of build-
ing China into a “maritime great power,” the intensification of the SCS
claims while mitigating military escalation in the disputed region, and
prevention or objection against any other involved parties’ legal claims
relevant to the SCS. Another crucial domestic factor is Chinese modern
nationalism which desires to build China into a “civilizational state”
with its own “intrinsic logic of evolution and capability of generating its
own standards and values” to protect territorial sovereignty and interests
and to make unique contributions to the world (Wei-Wei 2012). As a
result, the past two decades have marked China’s unprecedented nation-
alistic sentiment to call for a tougher stance on the SCS by the govern-
ment (Feng and Na 2019). Non-state actors are another factor
explaining China’s tough posture regarding the SCS. Xue (2018)
argues that central state-owned enterprises (CSOEs) have exerted a
dual impact on Beijing’s SCS policy: on the one hand, the Chinese
CSOEs have played an instrumental role in mobilizing resources, but
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through which they influence Beijing’s SCS policy makers in their favor;
on the other hand, CSOEs make best use of “state-directed political tasks”
to exert a pressing quest for Beijing to act assertively, especially in their
beneficial sectors in the contested waters such as tourism, energy exploi-
tation, and infrastructure.

Another perspective to explain China’s changing moves in the SCS is
the means the country has used to manage its claims. In the late 1990s,
China attempted to maintain the doctrine of “keeping a low profile,”
which originated from the Deng Xiaoping era, while starting to engage
Southeast Asian states within multilateral cooperative frameworks, such
as the ARF and the ASEAN Plus Three (the ten ASEAN member states
and three Northeast Asians, including Japan, South Korea, and China
itself). Early in the first decade of the 21st century, Beijing initiated
joint development in the SCS with ASEAN claimant states after the estab-
lishment of the 2002 DOC and promoted economic, politico-security, and
socio-cultural cooperation within the East Asia Summit cooperative
framework. However, since 2009, due to the domestic and international
factors discussed previously, China has changed its behavior with differ-
ent means, resulting in escalating tensions between China and the
ASEAN disputant states, especially Vietnam and the Philippines, and an
intensification of the “China threat” in Southeast Asia. Fravel (2011)
posited that the country employed a combination of means—diplomatic,
administrative, and military—to exert de facto control over the SCS. This
strategy includes the expansion of an annual unilateral fishing ban,
regular maritime security patrols, various forms of political and diplo-
matic pressure (including demarches and planting markers on unoccu-
pied reefs), and the conducting of scientific activities and extensive
naval exercises in the vicinity (Do 2017; Swaine and Fravel 2011). In addi-
tion, Beijing utilized economic, diplomatic, and civilian components—
and beyond (Congressional Research Service 2019).

With regard to international factors, a large body of literature posits
that the U.S. “Pivot to Asia” has been the major reason behind China’s
change in stance on the SCS over the past decade. Li (2016) argues
that many Chinese scholars are convinced that the U.S. “Pivot to Asia”
rebalancing strategy is to intensify containment against China’s rise by
intervening in the SCS disputes, causing anxieties and perceptions of inse-
curity in China. Schofield and Storey (2009) argue that Washington
forged closer economic and politico-security relations with the region,
and the “China factor” constituted a more significant part of its Asian
foreign policy in light of the way China’s increasing military capability
was turning Asia’s military balance in its favor and strengthening its
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capabilities beyond the Taiwan Strait, including the SCS. Accordingly, in
Beijing’s view, Washington’s return to Asia, especially East Asia, and its
rapprochement with the regional states have been detrimental to
China’s political and economic regional influence, triggering challenges
to the regional security environment at China’s cost, and curbing China’s
regional power play by indirectly intervening in the SCS issue and sup-
porting the ASEAN claimants’ position (Broderick 2015; Li 2016; Xue
2020).

Another external factor for China’s increasing assertiveness in the
SCS comes from the ASEAN claimant states’ unprecedented legal
claims. The changing stance on the SCS commenced in 2009 when
Vietnam and Malaysia sent a joint submission to the Commission on
the Limits of the Continental Shelf to state their claims as a way of
responding to China’s series of proactive paramilitary and military
actions in the SCS. This led to Beijing’s unprecedented assertive
posture in response by submitting its Note Verbale containing a controver-
sial “Nine-Dash-Line”map to the UN Secretary-General to claim some 90
percent of the SCS with the country’s SCS assertiveness as “indisputable
sovereignty” (Elleman 2008; Emmers 2009; Tahindro 2016).

The literature mentioned above has provided a plausible account for
China’s changing posture toward the SCS over the past decade, given that
Beijing leaders have taken into consideration the domestic and external
factors in order to formulate their SCS policy, the indispensable trajectory
in state policy making. However, the literature primarily explores China’s
changing behaviors and reactive assertiveness in the SCS through the lens
of the country’s strategy for managing its claims. In other words, the pre-
vious studies by both Chinese and external pundits fall short of thor-
oughly apprehending the Chinese grand strategy in the SCS according
to its true nature—which has long been established to reach national stra-
tegic goals in its ends.

Analytical Framework

Ascertaining the true nature of Bejing’s SCS strategy behind its
increasing assertiveness and power projection in the contested waters
needs to employ a strategic analysis approach—which, to my knowledge,
few authors have employed. This approach is made up of three compo-
nents: ends, ways, and means, of which ends is the most significant.
China’s strategic ends in the SCS focus on two categories. The first is eco-
nomic interests, including maritime and other vital economic strategic
considerations. The second is military, which allows the country to
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build the status of a maritime power and to create a military barrier via
which it can prevent any trade blockade through sea lanes of communi-
cation (SLOCs) and discourage future military activity conducted by
any potential adversaries against it. The second component is ways in
pursuit of strategic ends. Ways are exercised by modernizing and expand-
ing military might, especially the PLA Navy, along with the development
and advancement of geoeconomic power in the region. The third compo-
nent is means, which is the combination of diplomatic influence and mil-
itary and economic power to achieve its strategic ends. Within its limits,
and using this approach, this article teases out in some detail China’s
SCS strategic calculations to achieve its ends, rather than looking into
ways and means.

Theoretically, the present study employs an offensive realist approach
to examine China’s SCS strategic objectives. As a theory of international
relations, offensive realism focuses on the three core assumptions about
behavior: self-help, power maximization, and outgroup fear (Dominic
and Bradley 2016). To be more specific, in the offensive realist paradigm,
states can never be certain of others’ intentions. As a result, an offensive
realist state always seeks to maximize its power to address the fear arising
from challenges imposed by another competitor or potential adversary.
However, states fear each other not just due to uncertainty, but due to
a clear certainty that states in an anarchic system will do harm to
weaker states (Raditio 2015). This approach is generally true when
looking at the increasingly strategic U.S.–China competition in the East
Asian geopolitics chessboard. The SCS as a case in point where the U.S.
“Pivot to Asia” strategy has caused China’s anxiety, resulting in its
power expansion and growing assertiveness in territorial disputes.

Significance of the SCS

The SCS is a marginal sea as it lies in the western part of the Pacific
Ocean and borders the Southeast Asian mainland. It extends from
Karimata and the Strait of Malacca in the southwest to the Taiwan
Strait in the northeast. As a semi-enclosed sea of some three million
square kilometers (equivalent to around 874,660 square nautical miles)
(Djalal 1998), it is surrounded by ten littoral states: China, the
Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia,
Singapore, Thailand, and the Republic of China commonly known as
Taiwan. The sea contains hundreds of small islands, atolls, reefs, rocks,
low-tide elevations, and submerged features—the majority of which are
to be found in the Paracel and Spratly chains, and which are the subjects
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of rival territorial and maritime claims on the part of China, Taiwan,
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei (Schofield 2016, 22–23).

The geopolitical importance of the SCS lies in its natural resources
and in the dense network of trade routes that cross it, as well as in its
broader strategic value for both internal and external stakeholders.

The region is rich in both biological and non-living natural resources.
Fisheries constitute the most important source of livelihood for most ordi-
nary people living along the coasts of Southeast Asia. According to a 2015
report by the VietnamMinistry of Planning and Investment (VMPI 2015),
with some 2,000 different species of fish and other specialty species
(shrimp, crabs, mussels, seaweeds, etc.), the SCS contains an estimated
12 percent of global reserves, an important and near inexhaustible
food supply—provided it is well cared for and protected. In addition,
the SCS is widely believed to have very large oil and natural gas reserves,
although both their extent and their accessibility are disputed. The U.S.
Energy Information Administration (2013) estimated these undersea
oil and gas reserves to be as much as 11 billion barrels and 190 trillion
cubic feet, respectively. According to a 2015 report by the Vietnam
Ministry of Planning and Investment, these oil and gas resources lie
mainly around the continental shelves. The report identifies more than
ten oil and gas basins in the SCS, with a total area of 852,400 km2, account-
ing for 48.8 percent of the sea’s entire continental shelf area. In addition,
the whole continental shelf area of the SCS is covered by a thick layer of
sediment rich in valuable industrial raw materials, such as Ilmenite,
Monazite, Zircon, Cassiterite, and Arenaceous quartz, etc.

In terms of maritime traffic, the SCS incorporates or exerts a pro-
found influence on trading routes. SCS lanes of communication have
played an indispensable role in facilitating international trade and pro-
moting economic interdependence throughout the entire Asia-Pacific
region, Oceania, South Asia, the Middle East, and Europe. For many
decades, the SCS has acted as the main highway for the transport of oil,
other energy resources, and commodities from the Middle East,
Southeast Asia, and Oceania to Japan, South Korea, and China. Every
year, around 80 percent of Middle Eastern and African crude oil ship-
ments destined for China, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan pass across
its waters. Some 55 percent of India’s trade with the Asia-Pacific uses
the SCS (VMPI 2015, 9). The sea is also crucial for the export of hydrocar-
bons from Sakhalin and other parts of the Russian Far East.

As the most important gateway linking the Pacific and Indian Oceans,
the SCS has emerged as one of the world’s busiest maritime trade routes,
with around 50 percent of the world’s commercial shipping carrying an
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estimated USD 5.3 trillion’s worth of trade, transiting its waters annually.
The 41,000 ships laden with oil and gas that pass across the SCS each year
are twice the number that pass through the Suez Canal and three times
the number that transit the Panama Canal (Collins 2003). The commercial
significance of the SCS tomany countries, inside and outside the Asia-Pacific
region, is evident.

In terms of strategic importance, the SCS inevitably has a significant
impact on the defense strategies of all its littoral countries and on the
possible expansion of their national power. The Paracel and Spratly
Islands, in particular, serve as strategic locations that can be used to
monitor and even, in some circumstances, control maritime routes
across the sea through the construction of radar stations, information
stations, and military bases. U.S. observers have contended that any
country that controls the Spratly Islands could potentially dominate
the entire SCS and expand its power into other vital sea lanes
(Congressional Research Service 2019). Thus, the maritime countries
that utilize these sea lanes insist that their national interests require
unimpeded freedom of navigation across the SCS and the right of
unhindered overflight in the airspace above it (Hassan 2002). The
overlapping strategic and economic interests of the great powers in
the Asia-Pacific Indian Ocean region—China, Japan, South Korea,
the United States, Russia, India, and Australia—and the power shifts
taking place elsewhere heighten the geostrategic importance of the
SCS. As a result, those countries have made carefully negotiated
mutual accommodation an even more urgent task (Sokolsky, Rabasa,
and Neu 2000).

The economic, political, and strategic significance of the SCS has driven
the claimant states to chronic competition over the land masses in the dis-
puted region. Each state has geared toward invoking the extension of their
sovereignty and jurisdictional claims over islets, reefs, and rocks, and their sur-
rounding waters in the SCS. However, as the biggest power among the claim-
ant states, China has shown the propensity to use coercive diplomacy and even
force to pursue and consolidate its territorial claims. Noticeably, since 2009,
China has pursued its SCS policy shift, symbolized by the so-called
“Nine-Dash-Line” claims, as its new expansionist posture to the disputed
region. The SCS came to the fore as a national goal of China’s 21st-century
grand maritime strategy, with Beijing leadership viewing the region in eco-
nomic and strategic terms. As the former Commander Admiral of the
Chinese PLA Navy, Liu (2004) observed, “whoever controls it [the SCS] will
reap huge economic and military benefits.”
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China’s Grand Maritime Strategy and the SCS

To understand China’s present maritime claims and increasing power
projection in the SCS, it is essential to grasp a general picture of Beijing’s
maritime strategy. China’s 21st-century maritime strategy is an integral
component of a comprehensive national security policy designed to
defend the nation’s sovereignty, promote its economic development,
and protect its energy supply (Ong 2010). Geographically and histori-
cally, China is both a continental and a maritime country. Its 18,000 km
of mainland coastline, together with its three million square kilometers
of territorial seas and over 6,500 islands, makes it the largest maritime
land mass in the entire Indo-Pacific region (Wu 2014, 5). China’s
defeat in the Opium Wars ushered in the “century of humiliation,” and
its subsequent defeat in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895 paved the
way for the relentless Japanese territorial encroachment of the 20th
century, culminating in the Second Sino-Japanese War of 1937–1945.
These painful historical events significantly sparked Chinese strategic
thinking surrounding the growing significance of controlling maritime
space for China’s vital economic and strategic interests. This is traceable
from the Chinese Navy under Liu Huaqing’s leadership to the present era
of Xi Jinping. As Commander-in-Chief of the PLA Navy in the 1980s, spe-
cifically from 1982 to 1988, Liu recognized two maritime zones the PLA
Navy should be capable of controlling in two phases.

The first zone, the control of which represented the first phase of
Liu’s strategy, encompasses the Yellow Sea opposite Japan and the
Korean Peninsula; the western part of the East China Sea, including
Taiwan; and the SCS. China’s vital national interests are at stake in
these geographic areas, including its territorial claims, its maritime
natural resources, and its coastal defense (Hartnett 2014). According to
Howarth (2006), Chinese strategists portray this zone as delimited by
“the first island chain,” a north–south line which passes through the
Aleutian Islands, the Kurile Islands, the Japanese archipelago, the
Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Indonesia. Liu determined
that the PLA Navy should be capable of controlling this zone by the year
2002, ending the first phase of the strategy. Liu also clarified that the area
to be “safeguarded” by the PLA Navy extended out to 200 nautical miles
from the coast, and he even increased this distance later to 600 nautical
miles (Kondapalli 2001, 3).

The second zone of the second phase in Liu’s strategy is delineated by
the “second island chain” as a north–south line, which passes the Kurile
Islands and Japan and then takes a more eastern course through the
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Bonin, Mariana, and Caroline Islands. Liu insisted that the PLA Navy
should achieve control over this second zone by the year 2020 to
secure the Chinese control of the whole oceanic area of the East
Asian region.

A third phase of Liu’s maritime strategy was to create a blue water navy
—to transform the main mission of the PLA Navy from one of coastal
defense to one of “offshore active defense”—which is capable of exercis-
ing a global influence by 2050 (Howarth 2006, 42). Liu’s maritime strat-
egy becamemore ambitious under Jiang Zemin’s leadership; in his words,
a “Great Wall at sea,” and even more vigorous under Xi Jinping’s
“Asian Dream” when Xi decided to pursue both the continental and
maritime strategies in light of the Belt Road Initiative (BRI) project,
largely funded by the China-led Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB) and the Silk Road Fund, to integrate Eurasia, the South
Pacific, and Eastern Africa into a Sino-centric “community of shared
interests, destiny and responsibility” (Caixin 2015; National
Development and Reform Commission 2015). Thus, it is clear that
Xi has endorsed a more assertive policy in maritime reach, particularly
concerning the SCS disputes, than his predecessors. Li (2016, 58) was
convinced that Chinese behavior in the regional maritime disputes,
since Xi came to power, has been the result of greater centralization
in policy making and improved national coordination, including
nationalist sentiment. In the case of the SCS, Beijing’s policy increas-
ingly demonstrates Xi’s strong and nationalistic personality. As a
result, under Xi’s leadership, China is likely to be more serious
about protecting its perceived national interests in the maritime
domain. In a similar fashion, Hoo (2017, 3) argues that, despite the
continuity of Beijing’s maritime paradigms under Xi’s leadership, it
is clear that amid the continuity there have been some profound
shifts from strategic slogans—such as “major country diplomacy with
Chinese characteristics,” the establishment of the AIIB, and the
launch of the BRI—to a more assertive protection of maritime territo-
rial interests in East Asia.

At this point, it is worth adding to the reasons behind China’s increas-
ingly assertive posture to maritime policy trajectory over the past decade.
First, since the United States geared its attention toward East Asia in light
of its “Pivot to Asia” discourse, Beijing has taken an increasingly assertive
stance toward U.S. involvement in the regional disputes and collusion
between Washington and the Southeast Asian disputant states, especially
Vietnam and the Philippines. This has fueled the growth of Chinese hard-
line views (Li 2016, 48). It should also not be left unmentioned that, after
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more than three decades of China’s economic reforms which have
resulted in its rising economic and military power as well as political
clout in regional and global affairs, China is now more confident about
acting aggressively according to its maritime ambitions which have been
at the heart of modern Chinese nationalism since its origin. Indeed,
Ong (2010, 116) contends that China’s expansionism and its need to
become a global power largely stems from a “century of humiliation”
by the Western powers and this new posture accommodates rising nation-
alist sentiment accordingly. Beijing’s new maritime stance in response to
nationalism will also legitimate the CCP’s unaccountable monopoly of
arbitrary power. Above all, in the view of both the Chinese government
and many influential strategic thinkers, the focus of great power compe-
tition has been shifting from the struggle to control the land to rivalry on
the seas, the objective being to dominate territorial waters, protect vital
sea lanes, and control maritime resources (Dutton 2012, 263; Howarth
2006, 43–44). For this reason, Beijing seeks to consolidate and extend
its maritime reach.

Taking the Chinese grand maritime strategy into account, Beijing’s
strategic considerations regarding the SCS in its 21st maritime policy tra-
jectory are similarly framed by considerations over the mutually reenforc-
ing interaction of the territorial claims and the growing quest for energy,
and vital economic and strategic interests, which are known as geopoliti-
cal attributes necessary to understand China’s behavior and its revised
SCS position.

Energy Resources and Fisheries

China’s fast-growing economy and increasing domestic consumption
have driven Beijing to seek control over vital resources and maritime
spaces. The liberalization of international trade, along with a dense net
of investment flows into the coastal zone over the past 20 years, have trans-
formed the whole coastal area and accentuated China’s driving role
(Truong and Knio 2016, 64). This brings the critical relationships
between the nation’s maritime border and its economic growth to the
fore (Brandt 2008, 624–626). At the same time, it also corresponds with
the specific pattern of China’s historical maritime projection driven by
the coastal provinces (Lo 2012).

The SCS, with its substantial reserves of oil and natural gas and its rich
maritime resources, is especially significant in this context. China’s
coastal provinces occupy 30 percent of its total land area, support 40
percent of its population, and produce 60 percent of the national gross
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domestic product, making the Chinese coastal provinces the most
dynamic regions in China because of their favorable geographic position
and national policy (Sun et al. 2018, 112). Against this background, con-
tinued economic growth and soaring living standards have inevitably
accentuated the country’s maritime orientation, influencing Beijing to
pay more and more attention to guarding sea lanes and stimulating inter-
est in exploiting offshore fisheries and raw materials (Singh 2000). This
has been the driving force behind China’s maritime expansion in
recent decades.

Guaranteeing an uninterrupted and stable energy supply, in particu-
lar, is an essential prerequisite for China’s continued development as an
advanced industrial society. China relies on coal for 77 percent of its
energy. However, difficulties in the extraction of domestic coal resources
in the western part of the country and transportation of the product to
the major industrial centers in the east have triggered a swing to reliance
on oil and gas. China is the sixth-largest producer of oil in the world and
the third-largest per capita consumer after the United States and the
European Union (EU). Demand is so great that it has become a net
importer of oil since 1993. Although China has made tremendous
efforts to bolster the production of crude oil and to replace it with
cleaner alternatives (such as biomass, natural gas, and renewable
energy), China remains the world’s largest importer of crude oil and
gas. According to the China National Petroleum Corporation’s
Economics and Technology Research Institute, the country imported
440 million metric tons of crude oil in 2018, a year-on-year increase
of 11 percent, accounting for almost 70 percent of its foreign oil
dependency ratio, and it is expected to grow in the years to come
(Zheng 2019).

Fisheries are another vital economic interest in China’s critical consid-
eration over the SCS. Unlike its role as a net exporter of food grains by
1995, China has been steadily increasing its annual grain imports to
address the question of food security. China’s total grain imports in
2014–15, for example, reached a total of 16 million tonnes, despite a
sharp rise in overall grain production (Lyddon 2015). While consump-
tion levels will continue to rise, the nation’s agriculture faces several chal-
lenges on several fronts—desertification of the Yellow River, falling
regional water tables, accelerating urbanization, vanishing farmlands,
the declining effectiveness of fertilizers, and so on. In this situation, the
SCS marine resources, especially seafood, have come to assume greater
and greater importance. The Chinese government has thus placed
much emphasis on promoting the fishing industry, not only in home
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waters, but also in disputed areas.2 China has emerged as the world’s
largest producer and exporter of marine products. By 2013, the
nation’s total catch of 61.7 million tonnes represented more than one-
third of global fisheries’ production and exports and earned USD 11.6
billion (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2014). According to the
2020 report by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI 2020, 8),
China possesses between 1,600 and 3,400 vessels, making the Chinese
fishing fleet the largest in the world, including a total of 16,966 distant-
water fishing vessels operating on the high sea beyond the nation’s exclu-
sive economic zone (EEZ).

Success has come at a cost. Overfishing in Chinese domestic waters has
seriously depleted fish stocks there, a problem exacerbated by industrial
pollution, land reclamation, and aquaculture development, all of which
combine to threaten the long-term sustainability of the fisheries sector.
Against this background, Chinese fishing fleets have been increasingly
operating in offshore waters, including in disputed areas of the SCS
and in the EEZs of other countries, as well as on the high seas. This
poses serious problems not only for the fishing industries of China’s
neighbors, but also for wider regional and global economic security.

Protecting Vital Sea Lanes and Power Projection into the Indian Ocean

Some 70 percent of the earth’s surface is covered by oceans, and the
Pacific, which occupies half of this area, is the greatest of them all. Since
the beginning of the 21st century, securing vital SLOCs has been one of
the top priorities in Beijing’s strategic thinking and policy making.
Seaborne trade has been of critical importance to the export-oriented
development of the entire Asia-Pacific region for several decades now
and the significance of the sea lanes for all the countries located there
has increased correspondingly.

Unhindered movement of shipping is crucial to the continued pros-
perity and, in some cases, the very survival of all countries in the
region. In the case of China, more than 70 percent of the country’s petro-
leum and liquefied natural gas exports are shipped through the Strait of
Malacca and 60 percent of the country’s trade flows transit through the

2Beijing defines the development of the fishery industry as national political and strate-
gic interests. China’s leaders consider that promoting the fisheries sector will help
protect the country’s perceived interests in disputed waters. They also believe that a
distant-water fishing fleet will help enhance fisheries cooperation with other members
of the international community and thereby consolidate the nation’s global strategic
interests.
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Strait and the SCS, making it the most important sea lane of communica-
tion for the Chinese economy (Paszak 2021). Mounting dependence on
imported oil, gas, and grain makes it increasingly vulnerable to external
pressures because Chinese imports of energy remain subject to a large
dependency ratio from Africa and the Middle East via the vital sea
lanes that traverse the SCS. Notwithstanding that, the future of China’s
growing shipbuilding andmaritime transport industries depends on guar-
anteed access to and, in some cases, control over the country’s maritime
approaches3 in Beijing’s grand strategy as discussed earlier.

The growing geopolitical importance of the sea lanes and China’s
increasing maritime orientation and interests have impelled Beijing to
expand its presence around these crucial trade routes, with particular
emphasis on the SCS, partly because of the rich oil, gas, hydrocarbon,
and marine reserves in the SCS itself, and also because the sea is a vital
artery linking the country with the oil-producing states around the
Persian Gulf as well as with its trading partners in Northeast Asia,
Southeast Asia, Oceania, the Middle East, and beyond (see Figure 1).

Significantly, the Malacca Strait at the western extremity of the SCS
constitutes the most convenient gateway from the Pacific into the
Indian Ocean.4 China’s increasingly assertive presence in the SCS has
tended to draw attention away from its growing interests in the Indian
Ocean. Yet, as a matter of fact, the country depends on the Strait of
Malacca, with nearly three-quarters of its oil imports flowing through
the Strait (Zhang 2011, 7612). China’s 2015 defense white paper, which
articulates an ambitious future regional role for the country, lays particu-
lar emphasis on the seas heralding a shift in focus from “offshore waters”
defense to “open seas protection” (Chellaney 2015). This change is
undoubtedly connected with China’s Maritime Silk Road Initiative, an
integral component of Beijing’s grand strategy, the objective of which is
to build an integrated web of economic, political, military, and cultural
links with the Middle East, Africa, and Europe. Complementary to the
Maritime Silk Road is the overland Silk Road designed to link China
with Russia and Europe through Central Asia and the Caspian Sea
Basin (see Figure 2).

3During the Eighth Five-Year Plan, China constructed some 6.66 million tonnes of ships,
earning a total of USD 2.7 billion in foreign exchange in exports. It currently exports 200
different types of shipbuilding products to some 70 countries. One-third of China’s
domestic transport and communications is dependent on maritime shipping.
4The Indian Ocean is of great geoeconomic importance—70 percent of the world’s
petroleum shipment and 50 percent of global container traffic passes over its waters.
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Figure 1.
Significance of the South China Sea in the Sea Lanes of Communication (SLOCs).

Source: Atlas of the Center for Strategic and International Studies (2014).

Figure 2.
China’s Contemporary Maritime Silk Road Initiative.

Source: Xinhua, May 19 (2016).
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President Xi Jinping’s two-tiered Silk Road initiative, or the “One Belt,
One Road” strategy, can be viewed as a Grand Design to extend Chinese
political influence and buttress China’s military and economic security on
a transcontinental scale by consolidating trade routes across the Indian
Ocean and through Central Asia as far as Europe in the west. Xi’s
robust SCS policies are thus closely linked to China’s Indian Ocean strat-
egy and the Maritime Silk Road concept, which places much emphasis on
large-scale infrastructure projects in key coastal states situated on the
great trade arteries. Beijing also hopes that these infrastructure projects
will help alleviate the problem of domestic overproduction in an era of
declining economic growth. Moreover, through its investments in littoral
countries on relatively easy terms of credit, Beijing is transforming its
growing economic weight into strategic influence, which challenges the
current power balance in the Indian Ocean.

Not only has China sought to draw strategically located countries into
economic partnerships, but it has also striven to acquire access to naval
facilities, concluding agreements on refueling, repair, maintenance,
and rest and recreation. Over the past several years, China has floated
plans for building deep-water ports (with naval outfitting capabilities)
with its allies and close partners—Cambodia, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Sri
Lanka, Pakistan, and Djibouti. A number of these ports have already
been designed and financed and are operational to varying degrees.
These projects have the additional merit of helping secure new supplies
of natural resources and enabling the construction of additional road
and rail corridors to transport them to China and then to export the fin-
ished products around the world (Mearsheimer 2011, 32). In this way,
China acquires access to, potentially controls, and even owns small
plots of land or seaports in strategically placed countries along the sea
lanes in the SCS and the Indian Ocean. China’s recent encroachment
has aroused concerns in India not just about its energy security but also
its national security in the face of the growing presence of the Chinese
navy in the Indian Ocean as an act of encircling India (Dasgupta 2018;
Khurana 2008; Singh 2017).

Seeking the Status of a Global Sea Power: A Balancing Act vis-à-vis the
United States

China’s maritime strategy, centered around its project to realize the
Maritime Silk Road, in which the SCS is an indispensable component,
serves Beijing’s larger ambition, which is to achieve global great power
status. In fact, Xi’s ambitious Maritime Silk Road relates to the ancient
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maritime Silk Road that began in Fuzhou (a city in Fujian, China) and
then went to Southeast Asia through the SCS. It proceeded to Europe
—via the Malacca Strait, the Indian Ocean, and the Mediterranean—
serving as a way for China to export its silk, ceramics, and tea and
connect commerce and peoples across water bodies such as the East
China Sea, the Bay of Bengal, and the Arabian Sea (Blanchard and
Flint 2017, 226). The reemergence of China as an extremely significant
economic, political, and military power has been one of the most impor-
tant developments of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, which helps
revive Xi’s initiative with a distinctly global reach. The transformation
of China into a major sea power able to ensure a stable and secure mar-
itime environment is pivotal to Beijing’s grand strategy.

As already noted, the Chinese leadership and its security advisers
believe that the locus of international conflict has been shifting from
the land to the sea, especially to the struggle to control vital trade
routes and resource-rich offshore waters. This perception of the domi-
nant trend in world affairs began to take shape after Hu Jintao became
chairman of the Central Military Commission in 2004, calling in the
PLA to undertake “new historic missions” centering around protection
of maritime interests, with an emphasis on building a blue water navy.
At the CCP’s 18th Congress, Hu called for the country to “resolutely safe-
guard China’s maritime rights and interests and build China into a mar-
itime power” (Financial Times 2019). Given the pivotal role of the SCS as
a path to realize China’s maritime power dream, PLA Senior Colonel Dai
Xu (2010) asserted that not giving up an inch in sovereignty disputes is
not meant to start war but to avoid war and seek peace. China, on this
view, experienced constant wars in modern history—not because it was
too strong and tough, but because it was too weak and soft. In a similar
fashion, PLA Major General Luo Yuan (2015) insisted that controlling
the SCS islands will enable China to effectively control this vital maritime
region and international shipping routes. In other words, China must
strive to gain control over every inch of the land and water of the SCS.

Although the image of “a string of pearls” was originally put forward
by Western writers on Chinese strategy, the concept is not entirely without
validity, as suggested above. Adherents of the “string of pearls” theory
contend that China’s ultimate goal is to extend its power from the “first
island chain,” southward from the Japanese island of Kyushu, through
Taiwan, then across the SCS over the waters enclosed within the
“Nine-Dash-Line,” then out through the Strait of Malacca into the
Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf (Herscovitchi 2017; Khurana 2008)
(see Figure 3).
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The overriding objective of China’s grand strategy, however, is simply
to protect and develop the nation’s economic, military, and political
interests, as these are perceived by the government in Beijing. This
makes it imperative to balance U.S. power in the western Pacific Basin
and in vital strategic areas beyond. From China’s point of view, the
United States remains its most dangerous adversary, committed to con-
taining Beijing’s influence abroad and promoting regime change at
home. From the U.S. perspective, an increasingly confident and powerful
China has become the most credible rival to American dominance in
world affairs in general and in the Indo-Pacific in particular. This explains
why some consider that the global order of the 21st century will revolve
around the contest between these two powers, a rising China and a declin-
ing America. Donohue (2017, 51) pointed out that, in the views of aca-
demics and policy practitioners, the United States and China are in the
midst of a great-power transition in the 21st century. China’s three
decades of unprecedented economic growth and military modernization,

Figure 3.
China’s First and Second Island Chains.

Source: Military Power of the People’s Republic of China 2009 (U.S. Department of
Defense 2009, 18).
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coupled with U.S. global overreach and budget burdens, signal a consid-
erable shift in great-power hegemony in the Indo- Asian Pacific. As a
result, many strategists and policy practitioners have offered critical pre-
scriptions on what Washington needs to do and how to counter the
“China rise/U.S. decline narrative” in this new, complex “Great Game”
between the two powers. Former U.S. President Barrack Obama’s
“Pivot to Asia” and Washington’s opposition to the Chinese-sponsored
AIIB, whose ambitious projects are closely connected to the “One Belt,
One Road” initiative, can be seen as a reaction to America’s declining
capacity to dominate the global agenda and exert its authority through
overwhelming military power (Blanchard and Flint 2017, 234).
President Trump’s U.S.–China trade war, the main objective of which
was to weaken the Chinese economy while strengthening that of the
United States, can be viewed in the same light—another harbinger of
the end of hegemony and the transition to a multipolar world order.

Notwithstanding the use of economic and political means to contain a
rising China, the U.S. growing military presence in the region is the
primary reason for the potential U.S.–China rivalry. U.S. deployment of
military capabilities in the Indo-Pacific region to rebalance China has
increased significantly in recent years. According to Glaser (2016),
Washington has deployed 60 percent of its submarines in the
Indo-Asia-Pacific region, and he predicted it was highly likely to have 60
percent of U.S. surface ships in the region before the early 2020s, not
to mention growing military operations in the SCS. Li (2016, 48–49)
observed that Chinese analysts frequently posit that the United States
has sought to “pressure China, intervene in the South China Sea
dispute and its military superiority in the region” by concocting the
myth of “freedom of navigation.” Under the Biden administration,
Washington remains affirmative and even more vigorous about the SCS
issue, given its economic, political, and strategic interests in this vital mar-
itime region. The first and primary route the Biden administration has
taken is to rebuild alliances facing the territorial disputes with China.
According to Lee (2021), since Biden came to power, Washington has
repeatedly recalled the U.S.–Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty, which
maps the U.S. response to any attack by China on Philippine forces and
vessels in the SCS flashpoint region. Another critical way Washington is
addressing the Chinese challenge is to unite its Asian–European allies
and partners including Japan, Australia, India, Britain, France, and
Germany to create a unified front against China. Chen (2021) affirms
that Biden wants to change the “Trump-era strategy of fighting alone
against China” by “adopting a new strategic posture in the South China
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Sea in which allies and partners both inside and outside the region
support each other and work together against China.”

The contest between the two rival powers will be a protracted one,
complicated by their overlapping and interlocking interests with other
powerful states such as Russia, Japan, India, Iran, and Turkey, and like-
wise complicated by the shifting balance within the EU and the long-term
implications of Brexit, which even now remains obscure. Through its mar-
itime and continental Silk Road initiatives, China is expanding its pres-
ence in the SCS and the Indian Ocean, in South and Central Asia, in
the Middle East, and in Africa, seeking close partners and allies and
endeavoring to draw regional states into its orbit.5 In the Indian Ocean,
however, China faces strong competition from India. China’s ambitions
in East Asian waters, including the SCS, will be difficult to realize at the
present time because of the presence of the U.S. Seventh Fleet, which
enjoys an almost unchallengeable supremacy across the entire Pacific
Ocean and its marginal seas and could rapidly assert control over most
coastal waters in an emergency. Beijing has good reason to be concerned
about the possibility of U.S. involvement in any conflict over the future of
Taiwan (Howarth 2006, 54). The United States, however, has no capacity
to effectively employ its enormous military power on land in the East and
Southeast Asian region, as history has amply demonstrated. So far, its
efforts to destabilize its rivals and their allies have borne only bitter fruit.

Intensifying the Blockade of Taiwan

It must be noted that the growing strategic importance of the SCS is
closely linked to Beijing’s strategic consideration of the Strait of
Taiwan. From Beijing’s perspective, though Taiwan does not pose a
direct military threat, it represents a political challenge for the reunifica-
tion of Taiwan under Chinese rule as Taipei has been seeking indepen-
dence underpinned by U.S. involvement (Ong 2010, 48). This is
evident as, shortly after Taiwanese President Lee Teng-hui’s visit to the
United States in June 1995 and in the run-up to the first direct

5China has established two vital “blue economic corridors.” The first, which extends
westward through the South China Sea into the Indian Ocean, linking up with the
China–Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor, the China—Pakistan and
Bangladesh—China–Myanmar–India economic corridors, is intended to connect
China with Africa, the Middle East, the Mediterranean, and beyond to Europe. The
second, the China—Oceania—South Pacific corridor, extends southward across the
South China Sea into the Pacific Ocean. There is also talk of another corridor linking
China with Europe via the Arctic Ocean.
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Taiwanese presidential elections in March 1996, the Chinese PLA
launched a series of missiles at targets in the East China Sea. The first
set of missiles fired in mid-to-late 1995 was intended to send a strong
signal to Lee’s government that it must not advocate Taiwan’s inde-
pendence. The second set of missiles fired in early 1996 was aimed at
intimidating the Taiwanese electorate so that they would not vote for
Lee in the presidential elections. In response, Washington deployed
two aircraft carrier battle groups in the region, including Carrier
Group Seven centered on the USS Independence and Carrier Group
Five centered on the USS Nimitz, along with the amphibious assault
ship, the USS Belleau Wood. Noticeably, the Nimitz and the Belleau
Wood sailed through the Taiwan Strait as a strong signal to Beijing of
U.S. involvement. Since the aftermath of the 1995–1996 crisis, the
grave concerns of the Chinese leaders have been aroused about U.S.
growing arms sales to Taiwan as Washington reiterated its commitment
to the Strait in light of the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act that was passed
into law by the U.S. Congress to assure U.S. interests in Taiwan’s secur-
ity, including its commitment to sell “defensive arms” to Taiwan (Ong
2010, 47–48).

In a broader sense, Washington’s arms sales and its commitment to
Taiwan’s security are also posing an indirect challenge to China’s
national security, and this has made the Taiwan issue one of the most sen-
sitive aspects of U.S.–Chinese relations in the 21st century accordingly. At
this point, China’s growing power projection in the SCS and the East
China Sea China alike has embraced its strategic considerations to inten-
sify the blockade of Taiwan to its advantage and to address any U.S. threat
as well. As discussed earlier, Taiwan is incorporated in the “first island
chain,” including the SCS, with regard to China’s gateway to the
Pacific. Accordingly, in a national defense report, Taiwan’s Ministry of
National Defense (2004) calculated that controlling this “chain” will
give China the platform not just to blockade Taiwan, but also to
counter the naval superiority of the United States and Japan in the
longer term. Ong (2010, 138) contended that the maritime zone off
the Chinese coast and the waters surrounding Taiwan, including the
SCS, would give Chinese forces all the benefits of coastal navies operating
in home waters. It would, for example, enable Chinese naval forces to
exploit the advantages of proximity to their bases and ground-based
support such as aircraft and coastal missile batteries. Chinese submarine
forces would also have the benefit of greater familiarity with the undersea
terrain, a knowledge that would be an invaluable asset for tactical maneu-
vers. U.S. forces, on the other hand, despite all their efforts to adapt to the
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exigencies of post-Cold War contingencies, would suffer the disadvan-
tages of a blue water navy operating in a littoral environment.

It is true that Taiwan is playing up the China threat theory to earn
support from the United States and its allies as China’s maneuver
targets not only Taiwan, but also the United States and Japan. However,
it is unthinkable that China is getting ready to use its forces to seize
Taiwan at all costs as Beijing is aware that Washington will intervene mil-
itarily in the Taiwan Strait if China takes military actions against Taiwan.
In addition, the use of force to incorporate Taiwan and counter U.S.
intervention would trigger grave consequences for China in terms of its
economic modernization drive, thereby similarly triggering obstacles in
its drive to global power status in the 21st century.

Also, in the event of a conflict, the United States could use its naval
superiority to disrupt China’s oil supplies because the Strait is of critical
importance for China’s energy supply due to its dependency on oil
imports and its consideration to ensure the safety of supply delivery
from the Persian Gulf via the Strait of Malacca to its eastern coast.
However, it is certainly true that China’s power expansionism in the
SCS and other parts of its maritime zones serves as the strategic rationale
for its blockade of Taiwan in the face of Taipei’s bid for independence
and external intervention from the United States. As Howarth (2006,
50) put it, “a blockade rather than an amphibious invasion should be
among Beijing’s preferred strategies to impose its will on the leadership
and people of Taiwan.”

Conclusion

The SCS is of cardinal geopolitical, geostrategic, and geoeconomic
importance. It occupies a vital position in China’s maritime strategic
vision. China has been seeking to exert control over the SCS by pursuing
a comprehensive strategy of encroachment designed to strengthen its de
facto jurisdiction. This sea plays an important role in Chinese strategic
thinking and planning for several reasons. First, it is a potential reservoir
of oil, gas, fisheries, and other marine-based resources that are essential
for the development of China’s economic power. Second, the SCS
serves as a vital strategic gateway along the SLOCs, or the “String of
Pearls,” facilitating the projection of Beijing’s economic power, diplo-
macy, and growing naval might at the regional and global levels, under
its ambitious Maritime Silk Road initiative. This helps China’s efforts to
balance the United States in the Asia-Pacific region, especially in the
wake of Washington’s “Pivot to Asia,” foreshadowed by President Bush,
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strengthened under Obama, and continued by Trump and Biden. It is
also useful in China’s attempt to contain India, another rising and poten-
tially rival power, and to intensify the blockade of Taiwan.

China’s increasing assertiveness in pursuing its “Nine-Dash-Line”
claims, in tandem with its present soft and hard power projection into
the disputed areas to exert de facto control, poses a very serious threat
to the aspirations of the ASEAN claimant states, especially to Vietnam
and the Philippines. China’s actions also have implications for the mari-
time interests of several other powers, especially with regard to the ques-
tion of freedom of navigation. The problem of how to solve the complex
issues of the SCS in a way that protects the interests and satisfies at least
some of the claims of all parties involved is one of the great challenges
of our age.

Acknowledgments
The author would like to thank the anonymous reviewers and the editor ofWorld Affairs
for their comments and recommendations to improve the paper.

ORCID iD
Nguyen Huu Quyet https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8891-7363

About the Author
Nguyen Huu Quyet is a principal lecturer of International Relations at Vinh University,
Vietnam. His research interests span international relations issues, traditional security
issues, ASEAN-centered East Asian regionalism, ASEAN governance, Chinese foreign
policy, and Indo-Pacific American foreign policy. His recent scientific publications
include a coursebook on East Asian International Relations designed for M.A. students
of political science, a monograph on Vietnam’s ASEAN Strategic Objectives, and other
research interests-related articles which can be found in the International Journal of
U.S.-China Administration and Asian Journal of Science and Technology.

References
Beckman, Robert C. 2014. “ASEAN and the South China Sea Dispute.” In Entering Uncharted

Waters? ASEAN and the South China Sea, edited by Pavin Chachavalpongpun, 15–35.
Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute.

Blanchard, Jean-Marc, and Collin. Flint. 2017. “The Geopolitics of China’s Maritime Silk
Road Initiative.” Geopolitics 22 (2): 223–245. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.
1291503.

Brandt, Loren, and Thomas G. Rawski, eds. 2008. China’s Great Economic Transformation.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Broderick, Kelsey. 2015. “Chinese Activities in the South China Sea: Implications for the
American Pivot to Asia.” Project 2049 Institute. https://project2049.net/wp-content/

CHINESE STRATEGY IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA

26 | WORLD AFFAIRS

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8891-7363
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8891-7363
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1291503.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1291503.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1291503.
https://project2049.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/150511_Broderick_Chinese_Activities_South_China_Sea_Pivot.pdf
https://project2049.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/150511_Broderick_Chinese_Activities_South_China_Sea_Pivot.pdf


uploads/2018/06/150511_Broderick_Chinese_Activities_South_China_Sea_Pivot.
pdf (accessed July 28, 2022).

Cáceres, Sigfrido. 2014. China’s Strategic Interests in the South China Sea: Power and Resources.
New York: Routledge.

Caixin, ed. 2015. Yidai yilu’ guojia dingceng zhanlue shiji yu xingdong buju [One Belt, One
Road: National Strategic Top-Level Design and Action Plan]. Beijing: Zhongguo wenshi
chubanshe.

Chellaney, Brahma. 2015. “China’s Indian Ocean Strategy.” The Japan Times, June 23.
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2015/06/23/commentary/world-
commentary/chinas-indian-ocean-strategy/#.XPSTpNIzbIU (accessed April 8, 2021).

Chen, Zinan. 2021. “Biden’s New Approach to South China Sea.” China-US Focus, May 8.
https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/bidens-new-approach-to-south-china-
sea (accessed July 15, 2022).

Chubb, Andrew. 2019. “Xi Jinping and China’s Maritime Policy.” Brookings, January 22.
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/xi-jinping-and-chinas-maritime-policy/
(accessed August 3, 2022).

Collins, Alan. 2003. Security and Southeast Asia: Domestic, Regional, and Global Issues.
Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute.

Congressional Research Service. 2019. “US–China Strategic Competition in South and
East China Seas: Background and Issues for Congress.” https://fas.org/sgp/crs/
row/R42784.pdf (accessed May 27, 2021).

Dasgupta, Arnab. 2018. “India’s Strategy in the Indian Ocean Region: A Critical Aspect
of India’s Energy Security.” Jadavpur Journal of International Relations 22 (1): 39–57.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0973598418757817.

Djalal, Hasjim. 1998. “South China Sea Island Disputes.” In Security Flashpoints: Oil,
Islands, Sea Access and Military Confrontation, edited by John Norton Moore, and
Myron H. Nordquist, 109–133. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

Do, Thanh Hai. 2017. Vietnam and the South China Sea: Politics, Security and Legality.
London: Routledge.

Dominic, D. P. Johnson, and Bradley A. Thayer. 2016. “The Evolution of Offensive
Realism: Survival Under Anarchy from the Pleistocene to the Present.” Politics and
the Life Sciences 35 (1): 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2016.6.

Donohue, R. Luke. 2017. “US–China Security Cooperation and Competition:
Twenty-First Century Considerations.” In Chinese Foreign Policy Under Xi, edited by
Hoo Tiang Boon, 51–61. London: Routledge.

Dutton, Peter. 2012. “Law of the Sea for the Twenty-First Century.” In Twenty-First Century
Sea Power, edited by Peter Dutton, Robert Ross, and Øystein Tunsjø. London:
Routledge.

Elleman, A. Bruce. 2008. “Maritime Territorial Disputes and Their Impact on Maritime
Strategy: A Historical Perspective.” In Security and International Politics in the South
China Sea: Towards a Cooperative Management Regime, edited by Sam Bateman, and
Ralf Emmers, 42–57. London: Routledge.

Emmers, Ralf. 2009. Geopolitics and Maritime Territorial Disputes in East Asia, 65–85.
London: Routledge.

Feng, Zang. 2017. “Chinese Thinking on the South China Sea and the Future of
Regional Security.” Political Science Quarterly 132 (3): 435–466. https://doi.org/10.
1002/polq.12658.

Nguyen Huu Quye t

SEASON 2023

|
27

https://project2049.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/150511_Broderick_Chinese_Activities_South_China_Sea_Pivot.pdf
https://project2049.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/150511_Broderick_Chinese_Activities_South_China_Sea_Pivot.pdf
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2015/06/23/commentary/world-commentary/chinas-indian-ocean-strategy/#.XPSTpNIzbIU
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2015/06/23/commentary/world-commentary/chinas-indian-ocean-strategy/#.XPSTpNIzbIU
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2015/06/23/commentary/world-commentary/chinas-indian-ocean-strategy/#.XPSTpNIzbIU
https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/bidens-new-approach-to-south-china-sea
https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/bidens-new-approach-to-south-china-sea
https://www.chinausfocus.com/peace-security/bidens-new-approach-to-south-china-sea
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/xi-jinping-and-chinas-maritime-policy/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/xi-jinping-and-chinas-maritime-policy/
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R42784.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R42784.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R42784.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0973598418757817.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0973598418757817.
https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2016.6.
https://doi.org/10.1017/pls.2016.6.
https://doi.org/10.1002/polq.12658.
https://doi.org/10.1002/polq.12658.
https://doi.org/10.1002/polq.12658.


Feng, Zhu, and Chang Na. 2019. “Domestic Factors Behind China’s Response to the
Maritime Disputes.” In Maritime Cooperation in Semi-Enclosed Seas, 237–248. Leiden,
Netherlands: Brill | Nijhoff. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004396630_014.

Financial Times. 2019. “Hu Calls China to be Maritime Power.” November 8. https://
www.ft.com/content/ebd9b4ae-296f-11e2-a604-00144feabdc0 (accessed September
27, 2020).

Fravel, M. Taylor. 2011. “China’s Strategy in the South China Sea.” Contemporary Southeast
Asia 33 (3): 292–319. https://doi.org/10.1355/cs33-3b.

Fu, Ying. 2016. “How China Sees Russia: Beijing and Moscow Are Close, But Not Allies.”
Foreign Affairs 95 (January/February): 96–105. https://www.jstor.org/stable/
43946629 (accessed May 30, 2023).

Glaser, Bonnie. 2016. “Seapower and Projection Forces in the South China Sea.” Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). September 21: 1–7. https://docs.
house.gov/meetings/AS/AS28/20160921/105309/HHRG-114-AS28-Wstate-
GlaserB-20160921.pdf (accessed September 27, 2021).

Hartnett, Daniel. 2014. “The Father of the Modern Chinese Navy—Liu Huaqing.”
Center for International Maritime Security (CIMSEC), October 14, 2014. https://
cimsec.org/father-modern-chinese-navy-liu-huaqing/ (accessed August 28, 2022).

Hassan, Wan Shawaluddin Wan. 2002. “The Spratlys Dispute and the Major Powers.”
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 7 (1): 137–147. https://jati.um.edu.my/index.php/
jati/article/view/6599/4284 (accessed December 3, 2021)

Herscovitchi, Benjamin. 2017. “A Balanced Threat Assessment of China’s South China
Sea Policy.” Policy Analysis 820. https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/balanced-threat-
assessment-chinas-south-china-sea-policy (accessed October 19, 2021).

Hongzhou, Zhang, and Sam. Bateman. 2017. “Fishing Militia, the Securitization of
Fishery and the South China Sea Dispute.” Contemporary Southeast Asia 39 (2): 288–
314. https://doi.org/10.l3.5S/i2s39-2b.

Hoo, Tiang Boon. 2017. “Xi Jinping’s Calibration of Chinese Foreign Policy.” In Chinese
Foreign Policy Under Xi, edited by Hoo Tiang Boon, 3–16. London: Routledge.

Howarth, Peter. 2006. China’s Rising Sea Power: The PLA Navy’s Submarine Challenge.
New York: Routledge.

Khurana, Gurpreet. 2008. “China’s “String of Pearls” in the Indian Ocean and Its
Security Implications.” Strategic Analysis 32 (1): 1–39. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09700160801886314.

Kondapalli, Srikanth. 2001. China’s Naval Power. New Delhi: Knowledge World.
Lee, Matthew. 2021. “Biden Backs Trump Rejection of China’s South China Sea Claim.”

AP News, July 12. https://apnews.com/article/business-government-and-politics-
china-south-china-sea-5ea0eeb76a57d529dc982caeb802c456 (accessed October 11,
2022).

Li, Ming Jiang. 2016. “China Debates the South China Sea Dispute.” In The South China
Sea Dispute: Navigating Diplomatic and Strategic Tensions, edited by Ian Storey, and
Cheng-Yi Lin, 47–73. Singapore: ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute.

Liu, Huaqing. 2004. Liu Huaqing Huiyilu [Liu Huaqing’s Memoirs]. Beijing: Peoples
Liberation Army Navy.

Lo, Jung-Pang. 2012. China As a Sea Power, 1127-1368: A Preliminary Survey of the Maritime
Expansion and Naval Exploits of the Chinese People During the Southern Song and Yuan
Periods. Singapore: National University of Singapore Press. https://doi.org/10.
2307/j.ctv1qv39k.

CHINESE STRATEGY IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA

28 | WORLD AFFAIRS

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004396630_014.
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004396630_014.
https://www.ft.com/content/ebd9b4ae-296f-11e2-a604-00144feabdc0
https://www.ft.com/content/ebd9b4ae-296f-11e2-a604-00144feabdc0
https://www.ft.com/content/ebd9b4ae-296f-11e2-a604-00144feabdc0
https://doi.org/10.1355/cs33-3b.
https://doi.org/10.1355/cs33-3b.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43946629 (accessed May 30, 2023).
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43946629 (accessed May 30, 2023).
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/AS/AS28/20160921/105309/HHRG-114-AS28-Wstate-GlaserB-20160921.pdf
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/AS/AS28/20160921/105309/HHRG-114-AS28-Wstate-GlaserB-20160921.pdf
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/AS/AS28/20160921/105309/HHRG-114-AS28-Wstate-GlaserB-20160921.pdf
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/AS/AS28/20160921/105309/HHRG-114-AS28-Wstate-GlaserB-20160921.pdf
https://cimsec.org/father-modern-chinese-navy-liu-huaqing/
https://cimsec.org/father-modern-chinese-navy-liu-huaqing/
https://cimsec.org/father-modern-chinese-navy-liu-huaqing/
https://jati.um.edu.my/index.php/jati/article/view/6599/4284
https://jati.um.edu.my/index.php/jati/article/view/6599/4284
https://jati.um.edu.my/index.php/jati/article/view/6599/4284
https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/balanced-threat-assessment-chinas-south-china-sea-policy
https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/balanced-threat-assessment-chinas-south-china-sea-policy
https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/balanced-threat-assessment-chinas-south-china-sea-policy
https://doi.org/10.l3.5S/i2s39-2b.
https://doi.org/10.l3.5S/i2s39-2b.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09700160801886314.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09700160801886314.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09700160801886314.
https://apnews.com/article/business-government-and-politics-china-south-china-sea-5ea0eeb76a57d529dc982caeb802c456
https://apnews.com/article/business-government-and-politics-china-south-china-sea-5ea0eeb76a57d529dc982caeb802c456
https://apnews.com/article/business-government-and-politics-china-south-china-sea-5ea0eeb76a57d529dc982caeb802c456
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1qv39k.
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1qv39k.
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1qv39k.


Luo Yuan, Yingdan. 2015. Luo Yan jiangjun lun guofang [Eagle’s Courage and Dove’s Spirit:
Genenal Luo Yuan on National Defense]. Beijing: Zhongguo youyi chuban gongsi.

Lyddon, Chris. 2015. “The World Grain: Focus on China.” World-Grain. https://www.
world-grain.com/articles/9824-focus-on-china (accessed October 24, 2021).

Mearsheimer, John J. 2011. “Imperial by Design.” The National Interest 111 (January/
February): 16–34. https://www.jstor.org/stable/42897726.

National Bureau of Statistics of China. 2014. China Fisheries Statistical Yearbook 2014.
Beijing: China Agriculture Press. 3-13; 45-52.

National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC). 2015. “Vision and Actions on
Jointly Building Belt and Road.” Beijing: National Development and Reform
Commission, March 28, 2015. http://2017.beltandroadforum.org/english/n100/
2017/0410/c22-45-5.html (accessed July 17, 2022).

Ong, Russel. 2010. “The Chinese Concept of Security.” In China’s Security Interests in the
21st Century. 1st ed., 9–21. New York: Routledge.

Overseas Development Institute (ODI). 2020. “China’s Distantwater Fishing Fleet Scale,
Impact and Governance” (June). https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/
chinesedistantwaterfishing_web.pdf (accessed October 2, 2022).

Paszak, Pawel. 2021. “China and the “Malacca Dilemma.”Warsaw Institute, February 28.
https://warsawinstitute.org/china-malacca-dilemma/ (accessed May 9, 2022).

Raditio, Klaus Heinrich. 2015. “China’s Shifting Behaviour in the South China Sea: A
Defensive Realist Perspective.” American Journal of Chinese Studies 22 (2): 309–328.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44289102.

Schofield, Clive. 2016. “Untangling a Complex Web: Understanding Competing
Maritime Claims in the South China Sea.” In The South China Sea Dispute, edited by
Ian Storey, and Cheng-Yi Lin, 21–46. Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute.

Schofield, Clive, and Ian Storey. 2009. “The South China Sea Dispute: Increasing Stakes
and Rising Tensions.” The Jamestown Foundation (November): 1-43.

Singh, Swaran. 2000. “Continuity and Change in China’s Maritime Strategy.” Strategic
Analysis, 23: 1493–1508. https://doi.org/10.1080/09700169908455139.

Singh, Leishangthem B. 2017. “China’s Strategy on the South China Sea Disputes.”
World Affairs: The Journal of International Issues 21 (1): 80–99.

Sokolsky, Richard, Angel Rabasa, and Richard Neu. 2000. The Role of Southeast Asia in U.S.
Strategy Toward China. Cambridge: RAND Publishing.

Sun, Caizhi, Xin Li, Wei Zou, Song Wang, and Zeyu Wang. 2018. “Chinese Marine
Economy Development: Dynamic Evolution and Spatial Difference.” Chinese
Geographical Science 28: 111–126. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11769-017-0912-8.

Swaine, Michael, and Taylor Fravel. 2011. “China’s Assertive Behavior - Part Two: The
Maritime Periphery.” China Leadership Monitor 35 (June 24): 1–29. https://
carnegieendowment.org/files/CLM35MS.pdf (accessed October 27, 2022).

Tahindro, André. 2016. “The Concept of Regional Common Heritage: Its Possible
Application in the South China Sea.” In UN Convention on the Law of the Sea and the
South China Sea, edited by Shicun Wu, Mark Valencia, and Nong Hong, 105–120.
London: Routledge.

Taiwan’s Ministry of National Defense, National Defense Report. 2004. November 17,
Part I, Chapter 4, 41–56. https://michalthim.files.wordpress.com/2015/08/2004-
national-defense-report.pdf (accessed September 28, 2021).

Truong, Dam Truong, and Karim Knio. 2016. “The South China Sea and Asian
Regionalism: A Critical Realist Perspective.” In Peace and Security Studies (SpringerBriefs in

Nguyen Huu Quye t

SEASON 2023

|
29

https://www.world-grain.com/articles/9824-focus-on-china
https://www.world-grain.com/articles/9824-focus-on-china
https://www.world-grain.com/articles/9824-focus-on-china
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42897726
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42897726
http://2017.beltandroadforum.org/english/n100/2017/0410/c22-45-5.html
http://2017.beltandroadforum.org/english/n100/2017/0410/c22-45-5.html
http://2017.beltandroadforum.org/english/n100/2017/0410/c22-45-5.html
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/chinesedistantwaterfishing_web.pdf
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/chinesedistantwaterfishing_web.pdf
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/chinesedistantwaterfishing_web.pdf
https://warsawinstitute.org/china-malacca-dilemma/
https://warsawinstitute.org/china-malacca-dilemma/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44289102
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44289102
https://doi.org/10.1080/09700169908455139.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09700169908455139.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11769-017-0912-8.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11769-017-0912-8.
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/CLM35MS.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/CLM35MS.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/CLM35MS.pdf
https://michalthim.files.wordpress.com/2015/08/2004-national-defense-report.pdf
https://michalthim.files.wordpress.com/2015/08/2004-national-defense-report.pdf
https://michalthim.files.wordpress.com/2015/08/2004-national-defense-report.pdf


Environment, Security, Development and Peace), vol. 24, 1–105. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
3-319-13551-9. New York: Springer.

Tu, Fei, and Xin Xu. 2011. “Zhongguo ying jianli guojia haishi weiyuanhui bao nanhai”
[China Should Set Up a State Maritime Commission to Protect the South China Sea],
National Defense Times, October 7.

U.S. Department of Defense. 2009. “Military Power Of The People’s Republic Of China
2009.” March 25. U.S. Department of Defense Annual Report to Congress. https://
china.usc.edu/us-department-defense-military-power-peoples-republic-china-2009-
march-25-2009 (accessed May 30, 2023).

U.S. Energy Information Administration. 2013. “South China Sea.” February 7. https://
www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/
south_china_sea.pdf (accessed May 28, 2021).

Vietnam Ministry of Planning and Investment. 2015. "Report on the Development
Strategy of Vietnam’s Maritime Economy and Coastal Regions up to 2020."

Wei-Wei, Zhang. 2012. The China Wave: Rise of a Civilizational State. Singapore: World
Scientific.

Wu, Xiaoyan. 2014. “China’s “Sea Power Nation” Strategy.” Asia Paper. Institute for
Security and Development Policy: 1–26. https://isdp.eu/content/uploads/images/
stories/isdp-main-pdf/2014-wu-chinas-sea-power-nation-strategy.pdf (accessed August
7, 2022).

Xu, Dai. 2010. C xing baoweiquan: nei you wai huan xia de zhongguo tuwei [The C-Shaped
Encirclement: China’s Breakthrough of Internal Trouble and External Threats]. Shanghai:
Wenhui chubanshe.

Xue, Gong. 2018. “The Role of Chinese Corporate Players in China’s South China Sea
Policy.” Contemporary Southeast Asia 40 (2): 301–326. https://www.jstor.org/stable/
26539182. https://doi.org/10.1355/cs40-2f.

Xue, Gong. 2020. “China’s Economic Statecraft: The Belt and Road in Southeast Asia
and the Impact on the Indo-Pacific.” Security Challenges 16 (3): 39–46. https://www.
jstor.org/stable/26924338.

Zhang, Zhong Xiang. 2011. “China’s Energy Security, the Malacca Dilemma and
Responses.” Energy Policy 39 (12): 7612–7615. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.
09.033.

Zhang, Jian. 2013. “China’s Growing Assertiveness in the South China Sea: A Strategic
Shift?” In The South China Sea and Australia’s Regional Security Environment, edited by
L. Buszynski, and C. Roberts, 18–24. Canberra, Australia: National Security College,
Australian National University.

Zheng, Xin. 2019. “Nation’s Reliance on Crude Oil Imports Set to Continue”. China
Daily Global, June 5. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/global/2019-06/05/content_
37477320.htm (accessed August 21, 2021).

CHINESE STRATEGY IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA

30 | WORLD AFFAIRS

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-13551-9. New York: Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-13551-9. New York: Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-13551-9. New York: Springer.
https://china.usc.edu/us-department-defense-military-power-peoples-republic-china-2009-march-25-2009
https://china.usc.edu/us-department-defense-military-power-peoples-republic-china-2009-march-25-2009
https://china.usc.edu/us-department-defense-military-power-peoples-republic-china-2009-march-25-2009
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf
https://isdp.eu/content/uploads/images/stories/isdp-main-pdf/2014-wu-chinas-sea-power-nation-strategy.pdf
https://isdp.eu/content/uploads/images/stories/isdp-main-pdf/2014-wu-chinas-sea-power-nation-strategy.pdf
https://isdp.eu/content/uploads/images/stories/isdp-main-pdf/2014-wu-chinas-sea-power-nation-strategy.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26539182https://doi.org/10.1355/cs40-2f.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26539182https://doi.org/10.1355/cs40-2f.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26539182https://doi.org/10.1355/cs40-2f.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26539182https://doi.org/10.1355/cs40-2f.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26539182https://doi.org/10.1355/cs40-2f.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924338
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924338
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924338
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.09.033.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.09.033.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.09.033.
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/global/2019-06/05/content_37477320.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/global/2019-06/05/content_37477320.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/global/2019-06/05/content_37477320.htm

	 
	 Literature Review
	 Analytical Framework

	 Significance of the SCS
	 China's Grand Maritime Strategy and the SCS
	 Energy Resources and Fisheries
	 Protecting Vital Sea Lanes and Power Projection into the Indian Ocean

	 Seeking the Status of a Global Sea Power: A Balancing Act vis-À-vis the United States
	 Intensifying the Blockade of Taiwan

	 Conclusion
	 Acknowledgments
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


