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¥ National Objectives. Liu pronounces that his strategy attains China’s primary policy
priorities: maintaining national unity, defending territorial integrity, guarding access
to natural resources, deterring imperial aggression from the sea, and preserving peace
in the Asia-Pacific region.

¥ Peacetime Missions. Liu states that his peacetime priority will protect territorial
integrity (including Taiwan as a top priority), reinforce diplomatic aims, continue
credible deterrence, contend with regional contingencies, and aid other socialist
countries coping with seaborne threats.

¥ Wartime Missions. Liu encourages the PLAN to act either independently or jointly
with the other services, beating enemies at sea, safeguarding Chinese SLOCs, and

executing nuclear retaliatory operations under unified command.

Figure 2. The First and Second Island Chains
Source: “Annual Report to Congress: Military Power of the People’s Republic of China,”
Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2009

(http://www.defense.gov/pubs/pdfs/China_Military Power Report 2009.pdf).
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Naval Nationalism?

Holmes and Yoshihara’ work on the influence of Mahanian theory on the Chinese
navy and Norman Friedman’s description of the attractiveness of seapower seem to suggest
that China’s nautical turn was primarily driven by strategic interests. However, Robert S.
Ross disagrees with this notion. He argues that “nationalism, rather than security, is driving

China’s naval ambition.”*?

Ross thinks that naval nationalism is a manifestation of prestige
strategies, whereby the Chinese government seeks international success to strengthen
domestic popularity. He points to several high-profile programs that China leaders have
accomplished over the past decade that serve as symbols of great power status: the Three
Gorges Dam, the largest dam in the world (in spite of its environmental and demographic
problems); the completion of the Beijing air terminal, the largest air terminal globally; the
development of a jumbo jet to contest against Boeing’s 747 aircraft and the European
Aeronautic Defense and Space Company’s A380 “double-decker” aircraft; and the domestic
construction of Shanghai-to-Beijing high-speed train. Military nationalism is another
program central to the CCP’s domestic prestige. Chinese analysts interviewed by Ross
believed that following the August 2008 Beijing Olympics and the 2008-09 economic crisis,
the aircraft carrier would serve as China’s next high-profile nationalist project.*’

While an aircraft carrier certainly carries a symbol of prestige, Ross oversimplifies
China’s motivations in asserting that naval nationalism is completely driving China’s naval
development. He overlooks historical, strategic, territorial, and economic interests that are

fundamental to China’s seaward drive. The next section of this paper argues that these four

broad reasons account for China’s naval modernization.

*2 Robert S. Ross, “China’s Naval Nationalism Sources, Prospects, and the U.S. Response,”
International Security 34, no. 2 (2009), 46.
* Ibid, 64.
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Chapter Four: China’s Motivations Behind the PLAN Modernization

Historical Reasons

For most of its history, China has been a continental power, as it never encountered
threats from the sea prior to the 1830s. However, from the 1830s to 1949, China was invaded
by both Western and Japanese forces, and most of the invasion in this period came from the
sea.* In 1842, Great Britain threatened to close Chinese internal commerce with its navy
during the First Opium War, causing the Qing Dynasty to surrender in 1842. The following
Treaty of Nanking opened the five treaty ports and ceded Hong Kong to Great Britain. In the
1880s, the French defeated China’s fleet during the Sino-French War, ending Chinese
influence in Indochina. In 1895, Japan decimated Chinese naval forces in the embarrassing
First Sino-Japanese War, forcing China to cede Taiwan to Japan. This historical experience
of the “Century of Humiliation” has been one of the driving factors behind China’s overall
national security doctrine over the last 60 years, and naval strategy is no exception.*

Even though the decline of China’s land power capability can explain China’s
sequence of military losses in this period, some Chinese scholars attribute these
embarrassments to China’s lack of maritime power. One scholar reasons that China’s defeat
in the Sino-Japanese war and Japan’s consequential occupation of China demonstrate that
“ignoring the oceans is a historical error we committed, and now and even in the future we

2946

will pay a price for this error.”” Likewise, scholars at Jinan University in Shandong Province

* Michael McDevitt and Frederic Vellucci Jr., “The Evolution of the People’s Liberation
Army Navy: The Twin Missions of Area-Denial and Peacetime Operations,” in Sea Power
and the Asia-Pacific: The Triumph of Neptune?, ed. Geoffrey Till and Patrick C. Bratton
(New York: Routledge, 2012), 77.

* Carl Otis Schuster, “China: Its Maritime Tradition and Navy Today,” in Sea Power and the
Asia-Pacific: The Triumph of Neptune?, ed. Geoffrey Till and Patrick C. Bratton (New York:
Routledge, 2012), 70.

* Yang Yong, “Fahui Lu Hai Jianbei Youshi shi Daxing Hai Lu Fuhe Guojia de Biran
Xuance” [Giving full play to having superiority on both land and sea is the inevitable choice
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assert that the deterioration of the Chinese Navy resulted in China’s defeat in the Opium War
and contributed to the “series of treaties that humiliated the nation and forfeited its
sovereignty.”*’ These scholars state the lesson for China is straightforward: China must

adhere to Mahan’s advice and acquire sea control capabilities.*®

Strategic Reasons

In order to determine strategic reasons that motivate China to modernize its navy, it is
crucial to first understand China’s general security environment. According to Avery
Goldstein, China’s neighbors are “great, or potentially great, powers, as well as a few minor
powers” that share a long history with China.*” Even though none of these countries may be
Beijing’s enemies today, China needs to prepare for potential problems that might result from
decline in relations with its neighbors. China directly borders Russia and Vietnam, with
whom China had serious border conflicts, as China fought the Soviet Union in 1969 and
Vietnam in 1979.°° Even though China’s conflicts with Russia and Vietnam were primarily
continental, China still remembers the Soviet naval presence in Vietnam’s Cam Ranh Bay
during the Cold War. China’s political dispute with Taiwan and the likelihood that it could
lead to a military confrontation involving the United States makes the Taiwan Strait arguably

the most crucial security challenge on China’s naval boundary. Furthermore, China is wary of

of a large land-sea country], Heilongjiang Shehui Kexue [Heilongjiang social science], no. 3
(2004), 28.

*" Cao Yunhua and Li Changxin, “Meiguo Jueqi de Haiquan Yinsu Chutan” [A preliminary
analysis of the naval factor in the rise of the United States], Dangdai Yatai [Contemporary
Asia-Pacific], no. 5 (2006), 28.

*¥ Ni Lexiong, “Haiquan yu Zhongguo de Fazhan” [Naval power and China’s development],
in Zhanlue Yanjianglu [Lectures on strategy], ed. Guo Shuyong (Beijing: Beijing Daxue
Chubanshe, 2006), 113.

* Avery Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge: China’s Grand Strategy and International
Security (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005), 29.

*% Gregory Veeck et al, China’s Geography: Globalization and the Dynamics of Political,
Economic, and Social Change (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2007),
80.
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maritime countries such as Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Australia, and Thailand, who
have been strengthening bilateral military relations with the United States in recent years.”'
These strategic concerns are driving China’s naval build-up. Specific concerns about Taiwan,

Japan, the Korean Peninsula, and the United States will be discussed in this section.

Taiwan
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Figure 3. The Taiwan Strait
Source: “Taiwan Maps,” University of Texas at Austin, last modified 2013

(http://www lib.utexas.edu/maps/taiwan.html).

> Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge, 102.
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Taiwan embodies the most explicit, most pressing obstacle to any Chinese ambitions
in the Western Pacific. A brief glance at the map reveals that Taiwan’s geographic position
introduces a natural limitation on naval power projection from the mainland. The Chinese
landmass expands outward into the Pacific in a wide arc stretching from the Shandong
Peninsula in the north to Hainan Island in the south. However, the island chain that spans
from the Japanese home islands to the Philippine archipelago contains Taiwan, which
potentially threatens China’s vital sea communications. As Taiwan locates directly opposite
the centerpoint of the mainland’s coastline, the island conceivably chokes China’s entrance to
surrounding waters. One Chinese analyst observes,

The island of Taiwan holds the most crucial “central position” on the Chinese coast,

as well as the “central position” in the first island chain. It overlooks the Western

Pacific shipping lane outside of the first island chain from the Bering Strait and the

Aleutian Islands to Jiaxi, Longmu, and the Xunta Strait, guarding the Bashi,

Balintang, and Taiwan Strait, and controlling the throat to the shipping lane from the

Malacca Strait north through the South China Sea, which gives it a very advantageous

geographic location of great strategic value.>
Taiwan’s location threatens to hinder Chinese navies based to its north and south from
joining forces. Furthermore, it is the most prominent barrier to collective military action
outside the first island chain. To guarantee that China can operate without restriction within
the Taiwan Strait and project power beyond the island-chain perimeter, Beijing must develop
a naval force with the capacity to traverse the waters surrounding Taiwan at will.”

Beijing is also wary about the risk of Taiwan being used as a United States naval
base. When President Harry Truman decided to send the Seventh Fleet to the Taiwan Strait
after North Korea initiated its attack on South Korea, Taiwan became more geopolitically

important. General Douglas MacArthur famously claimed that Formosa (Taiwan) was “an

unsinkable aircraft carrier,” able to project power along China’s coastline as part of

>2 Li Yaqiang, “What is Japan Doing Southward?” Jianchuan Zhishi, June 6, 1997, 7-8.
>3 Alan M. Wachman, Why Taiwan? Geostrategic Rationales for China’s Territorial Integrity
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007), 33.
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America’s containment strategy.”* Chinese observers have quoted MacArthur’s speech
verbatim as proof of America’s continuous attempts to contain China.”> Another Chinese
analyst reasoned, “Taiwan is a potential which the US could use in the western Pacific. The
use of Taiwan could enable effective control of SLOCs between Northeast Asia and
Southeast Asia and the Middle East.”° This could limit Beijing’s access to important
resources and the access of the PLAN to the high seas.

Chinese strategists have expressed concerns about these enduring geopolitical hurdles
and recommended China to assume a more geostrategic adjustment toward its maritime
environment. Lieutenant General Mi Zhenyu argued that China’s distinctive position as a
power in Eurasia and the Western Pacific necessitated a geostrategy that encompassed both
continental and oceanic features. He called for China’s decisive turn to the sea, “China’s
political and economic focus lies on the coastal areas... For the present and a fairly long
period to come, China’s strategic focus will be in the direction of the sea.” Regarding China’s
policy, Mi prescribed that “Having historically emphasized land and taken sea development
lightly, China needs to foster a maritime consciousness among its citizens, develop a
maritime economy, and develop its naval security forces.””’

While Taiwan poses a geopolitical disadvantage to China as long as the island stays
independent, Taiwan carries with it strategic opportunities for Beijing as well. Just as Korea
is a land bridge that allows power to flow between eastern Eurasia and Japan, Taiwan is a

stepping stone from which China can project naval influence outward into its eastern and

>* Courtney Whitney, MacArthur: His Rendezvous with History (New York: Knopf, 1956),
378-9.

> Wang Weixing, “Who Is the One That Wants to Push Taiwan into War?” Jiefangjun Bao,
March 15, 2000. See also Bi Lei, “Sending an Additional Aircraft Carrier and Stationing
Massive Forces: The U.S. Military’s Adjustment of Its Strategic Disposition in the Asia-
Pacific Region,” Renmin Wang, August 23, 2004.

*% Lin Zhibo, “New Academic Analysis: Will There Be an All-out US Intervention in a
Taiwan Strait War?” People’s Daily Online, July 20, 2004.

>" Mi Zhenyu, “A Reflection on Geographic Strategy,” Zhongguo Junshi Kexue (China
Military Science) 1 (February 20, 1998), 6-14.



25

southern peripheries. If Taiwan reunified with the mainland, the island could act as a base
from which Chinese vessels could access the open seas. Taiwan possesses an excellent
position contiguous to the sea lanes, enjoys plentiful resources in terms of human and
technological capital, and would be defendable in wartime. Under the mainland, Taiwan
would establish a new defense perimeter, effectively propelling China’s frontiers seaward.’®
Because of the geopolitical significance of Taiwan, losing Taiwan could have dire
repercussions for China.”” Zhang Wenmu, a leading scholar and proponent of Chinese sea
power, speculated that the loss of Taiwan would possibly lead to China’s subsequent loss of
the disputed Spratly and the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands to other countries. At the same time, he
did not specify the actual mechanism that would result in such a pressing scenario. He
insisted, “Losing these regions implies that China will lack the basic space for ensuring
national political and economic security that will be essential to China’s rise as a great
power.”®® Losing Taiwan will not only negatively affect territorial sovereignty, but also
domestic development. Zhang observed that the hub of Chinese economic activities has
shifted toward the southeastern coast, which is adjacent to the Taiwan Strait. He argued, “If
Taiwan and other islands are not within China’s control, China will not be able to guarantee
the border security of commercial centers such as Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen.”®!
Taiwan itself was the trigger point of China’s massive naval modernization in the 20"
century. The precipitating event was the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis. The Chinese
leadership was worried about the possibility of a pro-independence government being elected

in Taiwan. Beijing then fired short-range ballistic missiles into the ocean near Taiwan in

order to deter Taiwan from pursuing independence. The United States indicated its intent to

> Holmes and Yoshihara, Chinese Naval Strategy in the 21*' Century, 58.

%Y Wachman, Why Taiwan, 36.

%0 Zhang Wenmu, “Sea Power and China’s Strategic Choices,” China Security (Summer
2006), 25.

*! Ibid.
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defend Taiwan against a Chinese use of force by sending two aircraft carrier battle groups to
the waters surrounding Taiwan. The PLAN’s inability to directly confront American aircraft
carriers showed China’s incapability to successfully employ force against Taiwan (other than
firing missiles at the island) if the United States were to actually exercise its military
capabilities.®” American intervention also demonstrated to the PLAN the significance of
sophisticated weapons.® Consequently, Beijing started to devote attention and resources
toward expanding military capabilities almost exclusively for a future Taiwan contingency,
particularly to deter Taipei from declaring independence and to deter Washington from

. .64
Intervening.

%2 Richard A. Bitzinger and Roger CIiff, “PLA Modernization: Motivations, Directions, and
the Revolution in Military Affairs,” in China and East Asian Strategic Dynamics: The
Shaping of a New Regional Order, ed. Mingjiang Li and Dongmin Lee (Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books, 2011), 24.

% Cole, Great Wall at Sea, 148.

% Holmes and Yoshihara, Chinese Naval Strategy in the 21*' Century, 36.
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Figure 4. Japan

Source: “Japan Maps,” University of Texas at Austin, last modified 2013

(http://www lib.utexas.edu/maps/japan.html).

Some Chinese strategists consider the Japanese archipelago with as much concern as

they do Taiwan. Chinese concerns about Japan’s geography can be explained in two ways.

First, Japan represents another naval impediment. The natural arrangement of the Japanese

home islands, the Ryukyus, and the outlying Pacific islands and atolls serves as a serious

challenge to any Chinese ambitions that relate to Taiwan and the north Pacific. The

archipelago’s length, along with its proximity to eastern Eurasia, essentially results in friction

between Japan and any continental power seeking naval expansion. As the northern end of

America’s defense perimeter during the Cold War, Japan served as a bulwark against Soviet
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expansion in the Far East, isolating Vladivostok, Moscow’s only warm-water outlet to the
Pacific, from ready access to the high seas.”

Second, Japan’s intrinsic great-power capacity, its immense maritime defense area
relative to its small landmass, and its gradual departure from pacifism would make Tokyo a
fierce opponent should a regional nautical competition occur. Tokyo usually formulates its
central national attributes in maritime terms, referencing the famous maxim that “Japan is a
small island nation lacking resource endowments and is thus highly dependent upon seaborne

commerce for its well being.”*

Japan must always stay aware of the surrounding waters.
This consensus Japanese mindset about its geographic condition has strategic implications for
Chinese analysts who desire control over sea zones close to Japan. Contrary to Taiwan, Japan
is not an entity that China thinks it can simply command on its own terms. As a result,
Beijing looks at Japan with wary eyes.

The enduring geographic impediments Japan faces and the consequent policy
responses deserve thorough attention because they have defined and will continue to
influence Sino-Japanese interactions. The four main home islands span 1,200 miles,
approximately the entire north-south length of the U.S. eastern seaboard. This archipelago,
which extends from the northern tip of the Hokkaido home island to the Ryukyu Islands to
the south, conceives a long crescent enveloping the eastern flanks of China and Russia,
Eurasia’s greatest land powers. From this geographic context, Japan obstructs naval power
projection from many major Chinese harbors north of Xiamen.®’ Japan’s island chain
confines the gateways of the Bohai Sea, which feeds into the port of Tianjin, and of the

Yellow Sea, which holds Qingdao, home to the East Sea Fleet headquarters. To the south, the

750-mile-long Ryukyu chain locates across from Shanghai, the symbol of China’s economic

% Tbid, 62.

% Tbid.

57 Peter J. Woolley, Japan’s Navy: Politics and Paradox 1971-2000 (Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner, 2000), 8.
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miracle, while the southernmost island of the chain, Yonaguni, is positioned less than 80
miles from the east coast of Taiwan.

The Ryukyu chain’s geographic attribute is even more threatening to China in
military terms. The shortest path for Chinese naval vessels moving from the East China Sea
into the Pacific is through the Ryukyus. However, Japan — possibly even more than Taiwan —
presents an obstacle to China’s aspiration of a navy that can traverse freely beyond the first
island chain. The East Sea Fleet and the North Sea Fleet based in Dalian are always under
Japanese surveillance based in the south. This reality was best illustrated by the incident over
China’s submarine intrusion into the territorial waters of the Ryukyus. In November 2004, a
Han-class nuclear-powered attack submarine, which has reportedly departed from Qingdao
and circumnavigated Guam, infringed on Japanese territorial waters by sneaking in between
the Miyako and Ishigaki islands. This occurrence incited Tokyo to announce a rare public
demand for an apology from Beijing. Even though the Chinese submarine was able to reach
Japanese waters, Taiwanese sources suggested that the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense
Force (JMSDF) had been following the submarine since the instant it exited Chinese
waters.®® If Japan and China were to have a naval confrontation, Japan’s ability to gather
intelligence by monitoring its waters would give Tokyo the strategic advantage over China.

Lastly, Japan’s vast maritime domain and Tokyo’s insistence to militarily safeguard it
with strong naval capabilities hinder Chinese naval objectives within and beyond the first
island chain. Tokyo is burdened with 17,000 miles of coastline to protect. In comparison,
India’s shoreline is 4,600 miles long, China’s is 11,000 miles, America’s is 12,000 miles, and
Russia’s is 23,000 miles (mainly facing the Artic, whish is mostly safe from naval attacks).
Due to the lack of strategic depth, as Honshu—the largest island of Japan—is merely 160

miles wide from west to east at its widest point, Japanese defense thinkers have always

68 Melody Chen, “Japan and US ‘Dissuade’ China,” Taipei Times, March 23, 2005, 2.
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prepared for forward defense at sea.®” China’s predicament is further exacerbated as Tokyo
occupies thousands of offshore islands, with the most distant ones situated near the Tropic of
Cancer. Since Japan’s maritime defense area encloses an area as vast as NATO-Europe along
with the entire Mediterranean, Japanese naval obligations stretch beyond the first island
chain. The JMSDF clearly states that it must defend “backwards” to its Pacific rear areas,
which fall under the second island chain according to Liu Huaqing’s thoughts. As a result,
China faces a naval buffer zone that is Japan.

This geopolitical assessment has three implications for Sino-Japanese strategic
relationship. First, while continental powers have the choice of expanding seaward or
withdrawing landward, Japan does not have such option. Hence, Tokyo’s focus will be
fixated on its surrounding waters, making China the most likely object of Japanese
surveillance in the future. Second, Tokyo cannot avoid potential frictions with nearby
neighbors that pursue their own maritime objectives. Because Japan is situated near enough
to the Eurasian continent, it has to be attentive to any realignment or imbalance in regional
sea power. Third, if Tokyo were forced to safeguard its naval interests by itself (i.e., without
being able to rely on the support from the navy of its ally, the United States), Japan would
have to construct a maritime force far bigger and more powerful than its current modestly
sized, already world-class, ships.” All of these considerations stimulate Beijing to develop its

naval forces in order to deal with potential maritime threats that could come from Japan.

% Duk-ki Kim, Naval Strategy in Northeast Asia: Geostrategic Goals, Policies and Prospects
(London: Frank Cass, 2003), 168-9.
7 Holmes and Yoshihara, Chinese Naval Strategy in the 21*' Century, 65.



