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Summary: The Chinese are seeking to alter the traditional balance of maritime rights
between coastal states and the international community, especially in and above the
Exclusive Economic Zone, as they seek to consolidate and extend sovereignty over their
maritime periphery. China’s efforts to alter the balance of maritime rights are part of its
overall anti-access strategy, and could have an impact on the perceived legitimacy of U.S.
operations in the region, especially in times of crisis. In response, the U.S. should:
promote military engagement to build trust; communicate the expectation that China
must accept the burdens as well as the benefits of the international system; continue to
exercise international prerogatives in offshore waters and airspace; commit to the
preservation of the legal freedoms at sea that belong to the international community; and
maintain its commitment to naval strength in East Asia.
How does the PRC view sovereignty, and in particular, its own sovereignty?
The Chinese remain very aware of the historical role the Middle Kingdom played in
Asian relations. Influential Chinese scholars of modern international relations recognize
the sensitivities of China’s neighbors and are very careful to explain that as China rises
its new strength will not be used to re-establish the Middle Kingdom’s system of
sovereignty based on tributes and imperial titles. Chinese scholars and official
commentators alike blame the current territorial friction between China and its neighbors,
especially in the maritime domain, as the residue of Western colonization and the
enforced exchange by Europeans of the traditional Chinese system of sovereignty for the
modern Western international system. As one scholar explicitly put it, “The source of
much of the disagreement and disputes in Asia over what is “yours” and what is “mine”
lies in an interpretation of the East using a divisive Western world view.” 1 Even so,
China appears to have embarked on a path that, if not designed to re-establish Chinese
dominance in the Asian system, then is at least designed to achieve Chinese
predominance in the Asian order. Accordingly, instead of the formal imperial tributary
ties of the ancient system, which was often regulated by China’s use of force against its
neighbors, China is now using its “soft power” to bind its Asian neighbors to this new
order with economic and political ties. The role of China’s rapidly strengthening military
in the development of this new system is unclear: China speaks the words of peaceful coexistence based on its five principles, but its neighbors remain wary, especially as
influential voices in Chinese society argue for “the establishment of an integrated Asian
consciousness as well as true peace and prosperity in Asia…built upon a new
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understanding of the state and the nation.” 2 This new articulation of a future Asian order
leaves some disconcerting ambiguity in its wake about just how China views sovereignty,
which, of course, presents both challenges and opportunities for China’s neighbors and
for the United States.
It must be recognized, however, that in many respects China has fundamentally embraced
the current international system. China is now an economic and political stake holder
and its rise is a directly-related consequence of its integration with the global economic
and political order. As such, many aspects of China’s views on sovereignty are entirely
normative. The People’s Liberation Army’s international law text, for instance, describes
the Chinese concept of the state and sovereignty in terms that might be found in any
similar American or European text. 3 On the other hand, Chinese justifications for claims
to outlying maritime territory, especially in the East and South China Seas, frequently
refer to the pre-modern Asian order to establish and support current Chinese territorial
claims. These claims, many of which are supported by rather thin bases as modern
international law understands them, cause significant friction with China’s maritime
neighbors. 4 China’s claim to the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, for instance, is
based on evidence of discovery over one thousand years ago, although there is little
evidence of occupation or effective administration and control during the last few
centuries before initiation of China’s modern claims after World War II. 5 Similarly,
China bases its claim to the Senkaku or Diaoyu Islands in the East China Sea on
historical records, primarily from the Ming dynasty, of sightings by Chinese tributary
missions on their way to and from the Ryukyuan Kingdom and recorded descriptions of
efforts to suppress piracy during the same period. 6
I believe it is fair to conclude that , because many aspects of China’s sovereignty are
strengthened by it, China’s views on sovereignty reflect a pragmatic acceptance of and
even reliance on the current model that forms the basis of the international system. But
where China may benefit from an alternative to the current model, China is pursuing
positions and undertaking activities that reflect a desire to reshape the concept of
sovereignty, at least within the Asian context, along lines more recognizable from its long
history.
What are the various ways the PRC uses its military to protect its sovereignty? Are
there ways in which the PRC has used or is using its military to advance/extend its
sovereignty?
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In the maritime domain, China is best seen as primarily seeking to extend and consolidate
its sovereignty, rather than to protect its sovereignty per se, since the likelihood of
invasion from the sea probably approaches zero. Its strategy is two-pronged. First,
China is actively attempting to extend its authority in areas already under its jurisdiction
by recasting the traditional relationship between coastal states and the international
community and pressing for enhanced coastal state jurisdiction over traditional
international freedoms in coastal waters and air space. Second, China has many claims
over islands and sea space that are actively disputed by its neighbors. China is
consolidating and defending its historical claims to islands in the East and South China
Seas and to the maritime zones that will accrue to whoever gains undisputed sovereignty
over them.
Many of the activities necessary to develop and consolidate these claims are nonmilitary—or at least non-coercive--in nature; they rely on the use of all instruments of
China’s national power, including deft diplomacy, prolific track two academic activities,
disciplined information management, and others. That said, there is a clear military
component in this ‘non-coercive’ aspect of China’s efforts to expand and consolidate its
control over its maritime periphery. Several articles in recent issues of the daily
newspaper published by People’s Liberation Army Navy, Renmin Haijun [People’s
Navy], for instance, have described the Chinese perspective on three ‘new’ types of
modern warfare: Legal Warfare, Psychological Warfare, and Public Opinion Warfare. 7
The focus of each of these activities is fundamentally to create and to advance
international and domestic legitimacy for China’s viewpoint of its sovereign authority. In
the author’s words, Legal Warriors must “be far-sighted…to discern any problems before
they actually arise,” in order to “provide a legal pretext for military action,” and to
“engage in legal contests to vie for the legal initiative” in order to “safeguard national
sovereignty and territorial integrity.” 8 There is, of course, in addition to the Legal
Warfare also a traditional military component to China’s sovereignty extension and
consolidation strategy (“When reason fails and there are legitimate grounds, categorically
adopt unyielding military means.”) It is this blend of coercive and persuasive capacity
that appears to underpin China’s approach to consolidating and expanding its sovereign
maritime interests.
Sovereignty Extension.
A good example of China’s efforts to extend its control over maritime space can be seen
in its attempt to control international military activities in the airspace above its Exclusive
Economic Zone. At the time of the April 2001 ‘EP-3 Incident’, and since, statements by
Chinese official and academic sources claim that reconnaissance flights over the
Exclusive Economic Zone of another country are threats to “national security and
peaceful order of the coastal state” in violation of the United Nations Convention on the
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Law of the Sea and customary international law. 9 The U.S. government’s position—
which reflects the mainstream view--is that the EP-3 was on a routine, overt
reconnaissance mission in international airspace and its activities were fully consistent
with international law. 10 A Chinese government spokesman at the time, however,
countered that “…All countries enjoy the freedom of overflight in the exclusive
economic waters of a nation, [but the EP-3’s] reconnaissance acts were targeted at China
in the airspace over China’s coastal area … and thus abused the principle of overflight
freedom. 11
More recently, two Chinese scholars—one a military officer and the other a civilian
academic—wrote a paper that seems to equate any foreign military operations in a coastal
state’s Exclusive Economic Zone with a threat to use force. 12 They stated:
…”freedoms of navigation and overflight” in the Exclusive Economic Zone does
not include the freedom to conduct military and reconnaissance activities in the
Exclusive Economic Zone and its superadjacent airspace. Such activities
encroach or infringe on the national security interests of the coastal State, and can
be considered a use of force or a threat to use force … inconsistent with the
principles of international law embodied in the Charter of the United Nations. 13
This perspective is clearly not a mainstream view of the balance of rights between coastal
states and the international community. Today, as United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) norms concerning international navigational freedoms gain
more international acceptance, a declining minority of 24 countries, six of which are not
even UNCLOS members, 14 continue to make excessive claims that could be construed as
infringing on the rights of the international community in the airspace above the
exclusive economic zone. China appears to be using military and senior civilian scholars
to attempt to reverse that trend, or at least to form an Asian consensus that coastal states
have the right to prevent the international community from using the waters of the
exclusive economic zone and the airspace above it for military purposes. 15
A more active military component of this strategy exists as well. To the extent that China
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flights over its Exclusive Economic Zone—current news reports provide sparse data on
this issue--it is demonstrating its military capacity to interfere with U.S. missions.
Additionally, civilian and military authorities appear to be actively considering
establishing an Air Defense Identification Zone off China’s coast to further warn the
international community of its security concerns. 16
Sovereignty Consolidation.
China’s East China Sea boundary dispute with Japan provides a good example of its
efforts to consolidate its sovereign claims in its maritime periphery. The focus of the
maritime boundary dispute between China and Japan in the East China Sea is an expanse
of nearly 70,000 square nautical miles of water space that constitutes the overlap between
China’s claim—which reaches from the mainland eastward to the Okinawa Trough just
west of the Ryukyu Island chain--and Japan’s claim along a line equidistant from the
coastlines of each state.
Concerning their continental shelf claims, a theme that recurs with remarkable
consistency in the statements of Chinese scholars and government authorities, is that the
continental shelf off the coast of China is actually historical Chinese territory. One
discussion of the topic by Chinese oceans scholars refers to the regression of water during
the Ice Age thereby extending the Yellow and Yangtze and other rivers out onto the
continental shelf, where they deposited silt from the Chinese mainland. On this basis, the
scholars claim, “the East Sea continental shelf is a natural extension of Chinese
territory.” 17 This helps to put in context the strength of feeling of many Chinese on this
issue, who seem to view competing claims on the continental shelf as actual
encroachments on their rightful repossession of the continental shelf and its resources.
Accordingly, it is the Chinese position on delimitation is that the entire continental shelf
under the East China Sea—from the mainland coast to the Okinawa Trough just west of
the Ryukyu Island chain—should be Chinese and therefore delimitation of the maritime
boundary should occur in that area. 18
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船知

Significantly complicating factors in the delimitation of the maritime boundary in the
East China Sea are the dispute over the sovereignty of the Senkaku Islands (Diaoyutai to
the Chinese) and the unique status of Taiwan. 19 The Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands are a group
of 5 small uninhabited rocky islets, the largest of which is 3.6 square kilometers in area.
Historically, they were known to the Chinese and mentioned in official documents as
early as the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), but there is no evidence they were ever taken
under effective administration and control by the Chinese, the necessary element under
international law for a state to assert legitimate sovereignty over territory.20 They have
been administered and controlled by Japan since 1895—with the exception of the post
World War II occupation by the United States between 1945 and 1972—based on
Japanese claims of discovery in about 1894. China’s view is that they were stolen from
Chinese control as a result of the 1895 Sino-Japanese War and should have been returned
to China after World War II. 21 Military posturing between Chinese and Japanese naval
forces in the waters around these islands has at times been intense in recent years,
including aggressive Japanese tracking of an intruding Han-class Chinese nuclear
submarine in the area in November 2004. 22
There has been some rapprochement in the rhetoric between China and Japan since the
end of the Koizumi administration concerning East China Sea issues. There has also
been a renewed and fairly intensive round of talks between the two sides. But these talks
have, like past rounds, amounted to no progress. Japanese newspapers this year have
reported on negotiations to reach agreement to jointly develop some of the gas fields in
the disputed zone, but to date no actual agreement appears to have been reached. During
the negotiations, however, when Japan suggested it might start test drilling gas fields of
its own in light of the lack of progress on the issue, the Chinese response is reported to
have been, “In that case there will be a war; we will dispatch our war ships.” 23 Whether
China would actually use force is an open question, but the fact that such statements were
made in the course of negotiations, in addition to the openly provocative passage of the
Chinese submarine through the waters surrounding the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in
November 2004, is indicative of a coercive component to China’s sovereigntyconsolidation strategy.
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What are the implications for regional stability and prosperity of China’s use of its
military to protect or extend its sovereignty? What are the implications for the
PRC’s relations with the United States of China’s use of its military to protect or
extend its sovereignty?
These are very broad questions that require expansive answers that I will largely leave to
others to provide. However, there are two points that I believe I am qualified to make
concerning these questions. The first is that China’s relatively cooperative approach to
maritime dispute resolution with its South China Sea neighbors stands in stark contrast to
the managed confrontation it maintains with Japan concerning their East China Sea
disputes. 24 It is entirely possible that regardless of the overtures of friendliness that have
recently been extended to the Japanese by Chinese leaders, the Chinese may not actually
see it as in their best interest to settle their disputes with Japan. The tension between
China and Japan over resources, boundaries and sovereignty in the East China Sea—and
especially the confrontation over Japanese administration of and claim of sovereignty to
the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands--provides to the PRC government a lever of nationalism to
use to divert the attention of the Chinese people from domestic difficulties and to shore
up support for the central government during times of domestic political competition. 25
Whenever Chinese leaders desire to enhance Chinese nationalist sentiment, they need
only to remind their people of the territorial disputes in the East China Sea to send a notso-subtle reminder of Japan’s occupation of large portions of Chinese territory only
decades ago. This, combined with an unbending stand against Japanese encroachment on
China’s maritime claims, demonstrates to the people that the PRC government will never
again allow outside powers to humiliate them. Thus, by negotiating cooperatively with its
other neighbors, and remaining in controlled conflict with Japan, China balances its
domestic and regional political messages in a way that contributes both to domestic
stability and to regional rise.
Additionally, China’s long-term strategic interests are still captive to its geographic
position, bounded as the mainland is by the island chain that runs along China’s coastline
from the Kuriles to the archipelagoes of the South China Sea. Because it would provide
the Chinese with a larger operational space within which to legitimately contest the
presence of non-Chinese warships, it may be to China’s military advantage to maintain its
claim over the full breadth of the waters of the East China Sea from the mainland to
Okinawa Trough-- the doorstep of American bases on Japanese territory--rather than to
reach a compromise with the Japanese that might restrict China’s legitimate freedom of
action during any future conflict. 26 Even so, China has no short term interest in allowing
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the dispute over maritime boundaries in the East China Sea to get out of hand and to spill
over into actual conflict. Only if China’s assertion of sovereignty over Taiwan were
severely threatened would China be likely to take military control over the full extent of
its East China Sea claim. Thus, to conclude my first point, maintaining a policy of
managed conflict with Japan—with its diplomatic and military components--may be
perceived as a useful tool for Beijing to preserve the sovereign claims to maritime
territory it seeks to consolidate, while also preserving the option of extending the
authority and control of the Chinese state over that same water space if it ever becomes
operationally useful.
The second point relates to the possibility of military crisis between the U.S. and China
concerning American offshore reconnaissance and surveillance flights, and to China’s
overall strategy of denying access to U.S. naval reinforcements during a crisis over
Taiwan. Some interesting research on Chinese writings about preemption strategies was
done by Rand and published in 2007. 27 The study describes PLA writings that discuss
various preemptive strategies available during times of serious crisis that the Chinese
military might use to neutralize or overcome America’s military and technological
superiority. One specific area the Chinese strategists discuss as important to target early
is U.S. surveillance and reconnaissance capacity. Some Chinese strategists see
preemption as consistent with their ‘active defense’ strategy, but in order to maintain
domestic and international legitimacy for the preemptive use of force the PLA would
need to be seen as defending some aspect of Chinese sovereignty. This suggests that
there may be a connection between China’s attempts to claim expanded jurisdiction over
military activities in and above their Exclusive Economic Zone and a preemptive strategy
to prevail during times of serious crisis in the Taiwan Strait. By establishing a claim, as
they have, that U.S offshore surveillance and reconnaissance flights are a threat to
China’s national security, an affront to its sovereignty and in violation of international
law, China is perhaps setting the stage to use preemptive force against these flights while
attempting to ensure the attacks are perceived as legitimate. Thus, China’s efforts to
enhance coastal state authority over the international community’s military activities in
and above the Exclusive Economic Zone could be construed as a form of Chinese Legal
Warfare to shape expectations about the conditions under which coastal states may
legitimately use force in national self-defense, to deter foreign military activities in the
sea and air space within 200 nautical miles of China’s shores, and to seize the initiative in
the realm of public opinion about U.S surveillance and reconnaissance flights.
What are the most important ways in which the United States should seek to
influence the PRC with regards to its assertion of or efforts to protect its
sovereignty? Of the means available to the United States to seek to influence the
PRC in these respects, which are the most likely to be successful?
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Looking toward the horizon, there are four proposals to enhance U.S. influence over the
PRC’s military decision-making concerning use of force to consolidate and extend its
sovereignty.
First: engage the PLA at all levels. Direct, personal relationships build the familiarity
that help prevent misunderstandings and to diffuse tensions during times of crisis. It is
encouraging that the new U.S. Maritime Strategy underscores the Navy’s traditional
commitment to international engagement as a key aspect of preventing war.28 The
existing legal and policy limitations on military to military contacts between the U.S. and
China should in the short term be relaxed and ultimately eliminated.29 Fundamentally,
military to military contacts produce the mutual insight that helps avoid military
miscalculations and hopefully, eventually, forms the basis of stabilizing trust. Maritime
engagement between the U.S. and China is already flourishing in relations between our
respective Coast Guard establishments. This success can serve as a foundation for
greater engagement and cooperation.
Perhaps another form of engagement is also called for. Specifically, coordinated strategic
communications should be undertaken to highlight the clear expectation that as major
stakeholders in the international system the Chinese must accept the responsibilities of
membership as well as its benefits. This year may provide an important window of
opportunity in this regard, with China front and center on the international stage during
the Summer Olympics and the months leading up to them. China’s full integration into
the modern international political and economic order has profoundly altered China’s
development; but, having accepted the international system and all its benefits, the U.S.
should make it clear that China cannot legitimately claim historical exceptionalism from
some of the system’s less convenient demands. This is a message not just for China, but
also for the audiences susceptible to Chinese influence and especially for other Asian
states whose support China hopes to gain as it seeks to legitimize its perspectives on
sovereignty and jurisdictional authority. This is an aspect of engagement and a source of
leverage that the United States has perhaps not yet fully explored.
Second: continue active military surveillance and reconnaissance programs. The
irony of China’s lack of transparency concerning some aspects of its military build-up is
that in order to gain the insight necessary to maintain stability in the U.S.-China
relationship, the U.S. has increasing incentive to undertake the very intelligencegathering activities--such as off-shore EP-3 flights--to which the Chinese take such
umbrage. The issue of ‘transparency’ has been addressed with the Chinese over and over
again—most recently by Secretary Gates during his visit to China in November 2007. 30
The U.S. needs to gather information on its own to understand the extent of China’s
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military capabilities and to ensure that an acceptable military balance is maintained in
East Asia to serve as a deterrent to conflict.
Third: commit to protecting traditional navigational freedoms on the sea and in the
air, and the historical balance of rights between coastal states and the international
community. Attempts by Chinese scholars, government officials and others to erode the
international community’s rights under international law to perform military activities in
and above coastal waters must be strenuously opposed. 31 Chinese maritime law already
purports to restrict the widely accepted right of warships to exercise innocent passage in
China’s territorial waters. 32 In addition, the Chinese actively confront unarmed, civilianmanned U.S. survey vessels, such as USNS BOWDITCH, in international waters
claiming, incorrectly, that the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea allocates
all survey rights to the coastal state out to 200 nautical miles. 33 Chinese attempts to
extend their reach of control to the airspace over the exclusive economic zone claiming
that U.S. EP-3 surveillance and reconnaissance flights violate China’s sovereignty and
violate international law must be opposed, with the assistance of other like-minded states
when possible. 34 Additionally, the U.S. must remain actively engaged in diplomatic
efforts, full participants in international forums, and effective advocates in track two
discussions to counter attempts to move law of the sea away from the traditional balance
of international and coastal state freedoms.
Fourth: remain prepared to confront the PLA if necessary. Engagement,
information-gathering and effective advocacy may not be sufficient to prevent armed
conflict. In addition to the carrots, American capacity to fight and win in combat is a
stick that is also required. 35 Continuing America’s commitment to a strong naval
presence in Asia is the best means of protecting our national interests while attempting to
move beyond the current challenges in regional security. The relationship between the
U.S. military and the PLA has made remarkable progress over the past few years, as
high-level exchange visits, academic exchanges and even simple at-sea exercises have
occurred. 36 The future should build on this foundation and aim to construct a meaningful
partnership between the U.S. and China for security at sea. However, a strong Seventh
Fleet remains the most powerful deterrent to the possibility of PLA military adventurism
and especially to the possibility of a cross-Strait conflict. A strong Navy guarantees the
United States freedom of action in time of conflict, but just as important it also decreases
the probability that conflict will ever occur.
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