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Since China began its
rise to great power status in 1978, U.S.-China relations have avoided much of
the instability and great power rivalry associated with the U.S.-Soviet competi-
tion. The development of the Chinese economy, the growth of central govern-
ment revenues, and annual double-digit increases since the mid-1990s in the
Chinese defense budget have yet to yield China military capabilities or great
power ambitions that fundamentally affect the regional security order and vi-
tal U.S. interests.

Nonetheless, recent developments in Chinese politics and defense policy
suggest that China will soon embark on a more ambitious maritime policy, be-
ginning with the construction of a power-projection navy centered on an air-
craft carrier. In so doing, China will follow the example of prior land powers.
Just as nationalism and the pursuit of status encouraged past land powers to
seek great power maritime capabilities, nationalism, rather than security, is
driving China’s naval ambition. And China’s maritime power will be limited
by the constraints experienced by all land powers—extensive challenges to ter-
ritorial security and a corresponding commitment to a large ground force ca-
pability. China’s naval nationalism will nonetheless challenge U.S.-China
cooperation. It will elicit increased U.S. naval spending and deployments and
politicize China policy in the United States.

The ªrst section of this article offers a historical comparative framework for
analysis of the geopolitical context of competition between land and sea pow-
ers. It deªnes land and maritime powers by establishing their respective
underlying geopolitical characteristics. It discusses asymmetric resource con-
straints on maritime and land powers and the effective commerce-raiding/
guerre de course and access-denial strategies pursued by land powers. This sec-
tion also deªnes naval nationalism as one manifestation of nationalist “pres-
tige strategies” pursued by governments seeking greater domestic legitimacy,
and it considers the role of naval nationalism in a land power’s pursuit of
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costly and ultimately ineffective maritime capabilities. The second section es-
tablishes the continued importance of geography in contemporary interna-
tional politics. It describes China’s land-power characteristics and contrasts
Beijing’s corresponding strategic priorities with U.S. strategic priorities. In
this context, it considers China’s post–Cold War development of an effective
access-denial capability. The third section discusses growing societywide na-
tionalist pressure on the Chinese leadership to construct a power-projection
navy centered on an aircraft carrier. The fourth section examines the implica-
tions of Chinese development of a carrier-based ºeet for U.S.-China relations.
The conclusion considers the implications of China’s naval nationalism for un-
derstanding great power conºict and the challenges for U.S.-China relations.

Deªnitions and a Framework for Great Power Naval Competition

The emergent Sino-American naval competition is the most recent example of
maritime competition between a land power and a maritime power. The devel-
opment of this competition will reºect the enduring underlying dynamics
common to this geopolitical relationship. A framework for analysis of these
dynamics consists of four elements: (1) analysis of the geopolitical circum-
stances that determine the resources that great powers can bring to the compe-
tition; (2) the effect of distinct geopolitical circumstances in determining
optimal defense policies; (3) the nationalist sources of suboptimal land-power
maritime policy; and (4) the geopolitical sources of the repeated failure of land
powers to secure maritime power.

the geopolitics of security

Naval competition occurs among distinct dyads: two land or two maritime
powers can compete over sea power, or a naval power can compete for sea
power with a land power. The dynamics of each dyad are different because of
the distinct geopolitical attributes of land and sea powers. Nations are land or
sea powers not because of a cultural or historical predisposition, but because
of enduring geopolitical circumstances that tend to reward particular defense
strategies. Alfred Thayer Mahan made this point more than a century ago, ob-
serving that the most important factor determining a nation’s sea power is its
neighbors: “A nation that is neither forced to defend itself by land or to seek
extension of its territory by way of the land . . . has an advantage as compared
with a people one of whose boundaries is continental.”1 He further argued
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that “history has conclusively demonstrated the inability of a state with even a
single continental frontier to compete in naval development with one that is
insular, although of smaller population and resources.”2

From this perspective, land powers are great powers that confront enduring
and signiªcant strategic challenges emanating from interior threats to their
border security. Maritime powers, on the other hand, are great powers whose
political or geographic circumstances offer them enduring internal border se-
curity and ready access to the sea. The United States’ emergence as a maritime
power reºected its geopolitical circumstances. It ªrst developed signiªcant
naval power in the late nineteenth century, after it had consolidated domestic
stability following the Civil War, conquered its western territories, and con-
fronted considerably weaker powers on its northern and southern borders.
Mahan’s 1890 publication The Inºuence of Seapower upon History resonated with
historical circumstances that enabled the United States to turn its strategic pri-
ority from land power to sea power.3 The sources of U.S. maritime power are
similar to those of prior maritime powers. England’s land neighbors, Scotland
and Ireland, lacked the resources to pose anything more that “spasmodic
threats” to English security, and the English Channel served as an effective
moat providing security from continental powers. In addition, England pos-
sesses plentiful harbors along its entire coast.4 Japan, for a brief period, was
also a maritime power. During the early twentieth century, it took advantage
of its secure maritime borders and easy access to the sea to develop dominant
naval power in the western Paciªc Ocean.

In contrast to the natural attributes of successful maritime powers, land
powers confront internal threats that impose severe resource constraints in de-
veloping maritime power. Europe’s continental great powers were never
unencumbered from challenges to their land borders. France encountered con-
tinental challenges throughout its history into the twentieth century. Germany
has faced two-front land challenges since 1871. Russia’s borders with the cen-
tral European powers and then with Asian powers have similarly challenged
its security. In each case, interior threats required the great power to prioritize
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continental defense at the expense of costly maritime capabilities. Japan con-
fronted similar constraints on its maritime power after extending its continen-
tal empire deep into China and along Russian borders before World War II.

land powers and optimal maritime strategies

Geopolitically determined resource constraints determine that the optimal
maritime strategy for a continental power is a commerce-raiding/guerre de
course capability and, following the advent of the aircraft carrier, an access-
denial capability. Such capabilities have offered the continental power a mari-
time deterrent and the capability to impose signiªcant wartime costs on a
maritime power while it prioritizes its ground force capability.

France frequently adopted with great success a commerce-raiding/guerre de
course strategy. Between 1689 and 1697, it took approximately 4,000 prizes
from England. Ten years later, French commerce raiding again pressured
British shipping and compelled Britain to alter its naval strategy. Altogether,
from 1689 to 1713, France took approximately 12,000 prizes and 3,600 mer-
chantmen from its enemies and signiªcantly damaged both the English and
Dutch economies.5 During the Napoleonic Wars, Britain lost nearly 11,000
ships to commerce raiders; it lost 619 ships in 1810, after Napoleon attacked
British commerce in the Baltic.6 Then, in the 1870s, France’s jeune école adopted
a commerce-raiding/guerre de course strategy in recognition of the geopolit-
ical constraints on its maritime potential.7 Russia was an early adherent to a
commerce-raiding strategy, adopting it after being defeated in the Crimean
War. Germany also developed a commerce-raiding strategy. Before Alfred von
Tirpitz assumed control of the German Navy in the mid-1890s, Bismarck and
his naval ofªcers understood that Germany, as a continental power, could
not afford development of capital ships, so they focused instead on build-
ing smaller, less expensive ships to contend with the navies of the smaller
European states. After the onset of World War II, Adolf Hitler all but aban-
doned construction of capital ships to focus on submarines for commerce
raiding, which had a major impact on Allied shipping.8
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The advent of the aircraft carrier transformed the optimal land-power mari-
time strategy. For the ªrst time, a naval power could threaten a land power’s
territorial security without coming ashore. In this transformed environment,
the submarine remained the land power’s preferred maritime platform, but
now it was primarily useful for an access-denial capability to reduce the chal-
lenge of carrier-based aircraft to territorial security. Access denial was the
Soviet Union’s maritime strategy for nearly three decades following World
War II. Joseph Stalin and Nikita Khrushchev, despite pressure from naval
ofªcers, dedicated the Soviet Union’s limited resources to construction of
smaller ships and submarines, in part to contend with U.S. carrier-based air-
craft operating near the Soviet coast. Leonid Brezhnev similarly focused on
submarine construction into the early 1970s. By this time, Moscow had devel-
oped a submarine force that, in combination with its land-based aircraft, posed
an effective challenge to the U.S. ºeet operating near Soviet waters.9

naval nationalism and suboptimal maritime strategies

The ªnancial restraints on naval power have not always prevailed on a land
power’s strategic choices. Naval nationalism has frequently encouraged conti-
nental powers to seek battle-capable surface ºeets. Naval nationalism is one
manifestation of “prestige strategies,” whereby governments seek interna-
tional success to bolster their domestic popularity. Prestige-seeking govern-
ments sometimes provoke war in the pursuit of a popular military victory.10

But governments also can seek greater prestige by developing defense policies
and acquiring weaponry that do not provoke war but nonetheless destabilize
great power relations. Naval nationalism is one example of a potentially de-
stabilizing prestige strategy.

During the nineteenth century, with the emergence of European popular
nationalism, naval nationalism became a prominent prestige strategy and
a critical source of maritime rivalries. Napoleon’s acquisition of capital ships
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and his challenge to Britain’s maritime superiority and presence in North
Africa were the ªrst steps toward realizing his maritime ambition to oust the
British from India and reºected his insatiable need for military successes to
sustain his domestic nationalist legitimacy.11 Nationalism drove the French na-
val buildup in the 1860s, when there was popular widespread support for en-
hancing French prestige and grandeur through possession of large capital
ships. Louis Napoleon’s legitimacy depended on his satisfying this nationalist
desire, and he personally participated in developing France’s naval policy. In
six years, France’s naval budget grew by more than 30 percent and strained the
country’s ªnances. French naval nationalism reemerged in the 1880s, when
widespread interest in enhancing France’s prestige demanded large colonial
possessions and a large navy to protect them.12

Naval nationalism drove German development of the dreadnought and the
Anglo-German arms race in the early twentieth century. Tirpitz’s “risk ºeet”
was not subjected to rigorous military analysis before it was developed, and
it was resisted by many German military ofªcers. Nevertheless, Tirpitz se-
cured funding for the dreadnoughts because Kaiser Wilhelm II valued the
German Navy as the personal ºotilla of a world leader and as the foremost ex-
pression of Germany’s power and mission to achieve its “place in the sun.”
Just as the “Greeks and the Romans each had their time, the Spaniards had
theirs and the French also”; now it was Germany’s turn.13 Thus, not only did
Germany devote insufªcient resources to its ground forces, but the kaiser’s
preoccupation with capital ships prevented it from developing adequately its
submarine force until 1916.14

Russia’s drive into the North Paciªc in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries and its war with Japan in the North Paciªc in 1904–05 reºected
the impact of nationalism on Russian defense policy. Russian leaders, includ-
ing Czar Nicholas II, were acutely aware of Russian vulnerability to Japanese
naval supremacy; they believed it was imperative for Russia to avoid war.
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Russia’s belligerence reºected excessive conªdence in Russian cultural superi-
ority over Asians and its resistance to suggesting weakness or humiliation in
the face of Japanese pressure, especially in the context of early twentieth-
century domestic political instability.15 Soviet maritime policy in the late twen-
tieth century similarly reºected naval nationalism. The Soviet Union began
development of a large surface ºeet in 1972, just as its ground forces incurred
the cost of a second front with China.16 It laid the keel of its ªrst aircraft carrier
in 1983, just as it was entering into a comprehensive arms race with the United
States and its economy began to stagnate. Yet the Soviet Union was not a trad-
ing country, and it relied on domestic sources of energy. Russian nationalism
and the intrinsic militant ideology ingrained in the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union led to a maritime policy that aimed to establish the superiority of
the country’s communist political and economic system.17

Nationalism drove Japan’s simultaneous pursuit of continental and mari-
time empires in East Asia in the early twentieth century. The Meiji effort to cre-
ate a national identity fostered a nationalist culture that sought validation for
Japan through empire and forced industrialization. Once unleashed, this na-
tionalism dictated Japan’s security agenda and, in the context of economic de-
pression and social instability, became the foundation of the government’s
legitimacy. Japan thus pursued a relentless expansionist agenda even as it en-
countered growing economic difªculties and diminished resources.18 Ulti-
mately, naval nationalism led to Japan’s pursuit in the 1930s of an East Asian
maritime empire even as its ground forces occupied China and maintained a
continental empire.
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naval conºict outcomes

In contests between maritime and continental powers, the maritime power
consistently responds to the emergent threat with resources sufªcient to main-
tain supremacy. The continental power, on the other hand, unable to resolve its
land border insecurity, cannot approach military parity with the maritime
power. Its effort to achieve maritime superiority results in defeat, either in an
arms race or in battle, and it ultimately returns to a more limited maritime
strategy.

The British responded to nineteenth-century French naval ambition with
unconstrained zeal. Adm. Horatio Nelson aggressively pursued and defeated
Napoleon’s ºeet at Alexandria and Trafalgar. In the 1860s Britain de-
feated Louis Napoleon’s maritime ambitions in a naval arms race, and it co-
erced France into submission in 1899 at Fashoda. In each case, not only did
Britain easily outspend France on increasing its naval power, but France was
handicapped by simultaneous conºict with European land powers, including
during the Napoleonic Wars and then with Prussia in 1870 and Germany in
the late 1890s.19 German abandonment of its naval arms race with Britain on
the eve of World War I and the insigniªcance of Tirpitz’s “risk ºeet” during the
war reºected British resolve to maintain maritime superiority and Germany’s
preoccupation with its ground forces. In the decade prior to World War I,
Germany allocated between 19 and 26 percent of its defense budget to the
navy; the rest of the budget was for the army. Britain allocated 60 percent of its
defense budget to the navy.20 Thus, despite its success during the Battle of
Jutland in 1916, the German Navy never left its harbors following this battle,
and Britain easily sustained its naval blockade. The outbreak of the Crimean
War in 1853 and Russia’s defeat in 1856 reºected Lord Palmerston’s determi-
nation to vanquish the nascent Russian Navy and Russia’s inability to devote
signiªcant resources to maritime power. Ultimately, Russia’s navy remained in
port. Prior to its forces evacuating Sebastopol, Russia sunk its Black Sea ºeet to
prevent the ºeet from falling to the British.21

As a naval power, Japan was similarly determined to prevent the emergence
of a maritime rival. Japan’s 1904–05 defeat of Russian forces in the Far East
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reºected its resolve to carry out large-scale naval expansion and eliminate a
naval challenge in Northeast Asia. It also reºected the geopolitical constraints
on the Russian naval budget. The Russian Navy received less than 25 percent
of the Russian defense budget, while maintaining a presence in European wa-
ters and in the Far East.22 Russia’s geopolitical constraints also contributed to
the failure of the Soviet Union’s maritime policy. In the 1970s and 1980s,
Moscow’s inability to develop an effective carrier-based maritime capability
reºected the multiple land threats to Russian security and the resolve of
Ronald Reagan’s administration to engage in a naval arms race. When Japan
in the 1930s simultaneously sought land and maritime empires, geopolitical
realities determined its failure. Given the size of Japan’s army in China, its
navy could not contend with the United States’ maritime capability; after Pearl
Harbor, Japan’s defeat was all but certain.23

China as a Land Power and Its Access-Denial Strategy

The emerging U.S.-China naval competition occurs within the enduring con-
text of competition between continental and maritime powers. Whether China
can develop a battle-capable surface ºeet will reºect its geopolitical circum-
stances and its ability to devote resources to sustain a long-term naval compe-
tition. To the extent that China’s continental security challenges undermine its
maritime potential, a cost-effective access-denial strategy will not only best
serve Chinese security but will also pose the greatest challenge to U.S. mari-
time security.

geopolitics in the twenty-ªrst century

Despite post–Cold War development of high-technology weaponry, geogra-
phy remains a potent force in great power politics. This is especially the case
for water, in that advanced technologies have not made maritime capabilities
obsolete for military power projection across the oceans.24 For the United
States, a power-projection navy ºeet has been an essential element of its post–
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Cold War great power role in distant theaters. Both the U.S. victory over Iraq
in 1991 and the rapid destruction of the Iraqi government in 2003 depended in
part on U.S. carrier-deployed aircraft. The U.S. air war against Afghanistan’s
Taliban government in 2001 also depended on carrier-based capabilities.

For China, despite the revolution in military affairs, its land-based capabili-
ties are insufªcient to enable it to project power in even the relatively near wa-
ters of maritime East Asia. Meanwhile, the United States is using the same
maritime capabilities to dominate East Asia’s sea-lanes and to preserve the re-
gional security order that it has used to wage war in Iraq. Neither submarines
nor a surface ºeet without on-location air defense can enable China to chal-
lenge U.S. dominance of regional sea-lanes and the security of its regional stra-
tegic partners, including Japan, Singapore, and other countries in maritime
Southeast Asia. Chinese ability to secure access to overseas resources and to
challenge U.S. regional alliances and strategic presence will thus require naval
power-projection capabilities similar to the capabilities the United States has
deployed to project power in its wars in the post–Cold War era.

Nuclear weapons have transformed much of international politics and have
signiªcantly reduced the likelihood of great power war. But despite extensive
U.S. and Soviet development of nuclear weapons, the Cold War experienced
prolonged periods of heightened tension, nuclear and conventional arms
races, and numerous crises. And the geography of the European front, includ-
ing U.S. distance from the European theater and the Soviet Union’s proximity
to Western Europe, contributed to the dynamics of U.S.-Soviet competition.
Nuclear weapons have not eliminated the role of geography in great power
conºict or the prospect of heightened U.S.-China naval competition, including
arms races and maritime crises.

the geopolitical constraints on chinese maritime power

China is a continental power. It shares borders with fourteen countries, and
four of its neighbors possess nuclear weapons (India, North Korea, Pakistan,
and Russia). Among China’s larger neighbors are Russia in Central Asia
and Northeast Asia and India in Southern Asia. The possibility of a revived
Russian ground force capability and the prospect of Sino-Russian competition
in Central Asia and in Northeast Asia require China to prepare for possible
tensions. If India should stabilize its conºict with Pakistan and continue to de-
velop its economy, it may build the capabilities to challenge Chinese border se-
curity. Despite their comparatively small populations, Vietnam and a united
Korea also would require Chinese vigilance, given their traditional enmity to-
ward China.

Moreover, China’s interior borders are difªcult to defend. From Afghanistan
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to the eastern border of Mongolia, Chinese borders are in expansive and po-
rous desert terrains populated by widely dispersed nomadic groups. These
conditions bedeviled China’s security through its dynastic history. Dynastic
China could subdue its southern neighbors and the Korean Peninsula,
but could rarely pacify its northern and western frontiers. Major challenges
to the empire always emanated from the interior.25 Even the most threaten-
ing nineteenth- and twentieth-century occupations by imperial powers re-
ºected China’s inability to contend with ground forces entering China from
the north—the ground forces of Russia and Japan. In the twenty-ªrst century,
China’s Central Asian geopolitical difªculties are exacerbated by the presence
of many disaffected minorities dispersed along its interior borders, including
borders with India in Tibet, Islamic countries in Central Asia, and Russia in
Northeast Asia.

Reºecting these geopolitical circumstances, Chinese dynasties almost exclu-
sively concentrated their defense resources on internal border security. Adm.
Zheng He’s famous “treasure ºeet,” constructed by the Ming dynasty Emperor
Yongle from 1405 to 1433, was a notable example of China’s pursuit of sea
power. Yet Emperor Yongle’s maritime ambitions lasted a mere thirty years.
After a single symbolic expedition following his death, Yongle’s successors,
Emperor Hongxi and Emperor Xuande, allowed Zheng He’s treasure ºeet to
rot in port.26 Moreover, Yongle’s treasure ºeet was China’s sole effort to con-
struct a large, oceangoing ºeet from the early ªfteenth century through the
early twenty-ªrst century, underscoring dynastic China’s preoccupation with
its continental frontiers.

China’s geopolitical realities also have determined its post–Cold War force
structure. China does not release information on budget allocations among the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) forces, but available information underscores
the PLA’s bias toward a ground force military. Although China has increased
naval spending, its ground forces make up approximately two-thirds of PLA
forces, while the navy makes up slightly more than one-tenth of PLA forces. In
contrast, in 2006, at the height of the war in Iraq and extensive mobilization of
U.S. ground forces, the U.S. Navy and Marines together made up nearly
40 percent of total U.S. forces. In recent years, China has deployed approxi-
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mately 300,000 troops for border security; the United States deploys about
11,000 troops on its borders.27

Moreover, the PLA is responsible for domestic security and the survival of
the Chinese Communist Party. Although China funds the People’s Armed
Police (PAP), a paramilitary force of up to a million soldiers that is responsi-
ble for domestic security, the per capita number of China’s national police
force and the PAP together amount to only one-half the per capita police force
of the United States, which in 2004 totaled 836, 787 federal, state, and local full-
time ofªcers. Thus, the PLA must be staffed with ground forces to backstop
China’s public security forces. In January 2008 the PLA General Staff Depart-
ment stressed noncombat training, including training to maintain domestic
stability and for disaster rescue, as one of the PLA’s three training priorities.
The PLA then deployed large numbers of troops to clear the roads and under-
take relief operations during the January blizzard, supported suppression of
the March anti-Chinese violence in Tibet, contributed to disaster relief opera-
tions following the May Sichuan earthquake, and contributed to security for
the Olympic Games. In the early stages of China’s 2008–09 economic slow-
down and the emergence of widespread unemployment, the PAP suggested
that it lacked the resources to deal with greater instability, and President Hu
Jintao reminded the PLA of its responsibility for “the arduous task of safe-
guarding social stability.”28 The subsequent July 2009 Uighur anti-Chinese vio-
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lence in Xinjiang was more serious than the 2008 anti-Chinese violence in
Tibet, and forceful restoration of order throughout the province required de-
ployment of PAP forces from interior provinces as well as the presence of PLA
forces.29

Although the Chinese Navy’s budget will continue to increase, its ability to
engage in a large-scale and protracted program of ship construction will be
challenged by the army’s simultaneous demand for resources to contend with
the intrinsic vulnerability of China’s interior borders and its domestic insecu-
rity. Despite China’s large population and its rapid economic growth, China’s
geopolitical circumstances and the PLA’s extensive and costly domestic secu-
rity responsibilities create constraints on China’s maritime capability that are
as challenging as those confronted by prior continental powers.

china’s access-denial strategy

Reºecting its geopolitical environment and the corresponding constraints on
its naval budget, China’s post–Cold War maritime policy has focused on mod-
ernizing its access-denial capability. Although China has purchased four
Russian Sovremmeny-class destroyers and has modernized its domestic de-
stroyer ºeet, the PLA Navy has focused on its submarine force. In this respect,
China’s post–Cold War maritime strategy resembles the commerce-raiding
strategies of European continental powers and, in particular, the access-denial
strategy that dominated Soviet policy from World War II through the 1970s.30

At the heart of China’s maritime strategy is its ºeet of attack submarines.
Since 1992 China has taken delivery of twelve Kilo-class diesel submarines
from Russia. In addition, it has produced approximately twelve Song-class
diesel submarines, and in 2004 it introduced an upgraded Song, designated
the Yuan-class. Equipped with sophisticated antiship cruise missiles, these

International Security 34:2 58

Shu Quanjun Xiniandu Junshi Xunlian Gongzuo” [General staff department lays out 2008 annual
training work for entire military], Jiefang Junbao, January 21, 2008, p. 1. I am grateful to Taylor
Fravel for suggesting this source. For the total number of U.S. police officers, see the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice ªgures at http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/lawenf.htm.
29. “Minyong Jichang bei Zhengyong” [Civilian airªelds commandeered, more than 10,000
People’s Armed Police will go to Xinjiang to maintain stability], Boxun.com, http://news.boxun
.com/news/gb/china/2009/07/200907101619.shtml; Edward Wong, “China Locks Down Restive
Region after Deadly Clashes,” New York Times, July 7, 2009; and “Clampdown on Uyghur
Cities,” Radio Free Asia, July 7, 2009, http://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/clampdown-
07092009101424.html.
30. Roger Cliff, Mark Burles, Michael S. Chase, Derek Eaton, and Kevin L. Pollpeter, Entering the
Dragon’s Lair: Chinese Anti-Access Strategies and Their Implications for the United States (Santa
Monica, Calif.: RAND, 2007). For a comparison of Chinese and Soviet strategies, see Michael
McDevitt, “The PLA’s Anti-Access Role in a Taiwan Contingency,” paper presented at the 2007 In-
ternational Conference on PLA Affairs, Council of Advanced Policy Studies, Taipei, Taiwan, No-
vember 29–December 1, 2007.



“quiet” diesel submarines make vulnerable and complicate the operations of
the U.S. surface ºeet in the western Paciªc Ocean.31 Both the ability of a
Chinese submarine to breach a U.S. carrier task force and Chinese submarine
operations beyond the Ryukyu Islands, the island chain approximately
200 miles from the Chinese coast, testify to the improving operational capabil-
ity of China’s submarine force.32 China has also developed its mine-warfare
capability as a key element of its access-denial capability. Moreover, China’s
acquisition of Russian Su-27 and Su-30 jet ªghters contributes to defense of
its airspace from U.S. aircraft based in Japan and Guam and on aircraft carri-
ers, as well as to a limited coastal water power-projection capability. In addi-
tion, by 2005 China had taken delivery of nearly 1,500 Russian surface-to-air
missiles, and from 2005 to 2009 it had ordered more than 1,000 additional mis-
siles.33 Deployed along China’s coast, these missiles also contribute to defense
of Chinese airspace.

China’s access-denial capability is not a war-winning capability; the United
States retains overwhelming maritime superiority in the western Paciªc
Ocean.34 But China’s submarines make vulnerable U.S. surface ships, espe-
cially aircraft carriers, operating near the Chinese coast. The limited deterrent
capability of these submarines considerably complicates the operations of the
U.S. Navy, including the rapid transit of a carrier task force to the region and
the ability to deploy aircraft carriers close to the theater of operations, espe-
cially in a Taiwan contingency.35 Because Chinese submarines compel U.S. car-
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riers to operate at a greater distance from China’s coast, they reduce the
capability of U.S. carrier-based aircraft operating in the Taiwan theater. Thus,
China’s submarine force, in combination with its land-based capabilities, has
been an effective instrument within China’s technological and ªnancial reach
that raises the potential cost of war to U.S. forces operating at increasing dis-
tances from China’s coast.

Naval Nationalism and the Politics of Chinese Naval Policy

Since the end of the Cold War, China has pursued an effective access-denial ca-
pability. But just as nationalism has led prior continental powers to develop
more ambitious maritime capabilities, nationalism is shaping China’s mari-
time defense policy. Chinese nationalism drives a widespread popular de-
mand for construction of an aircraft carrier and a large blue-water navy,
traditional symbols of great power status. It also drives grandiose and costly
expectations as well as dismisses the costs of a U.S.-China maritime rivalry.

the societal pressures of naval nationalism

As early as 1986, Commander of the Chinese Navy Adm. Liu Huaqing advo-
cated development of an aircraft carrier and assigned responsibility for initial
research to the PLA’s naval armaments and research center. In early 1987 Liu
argued before members of the PLA’s General Headquarters that it was impos-
sible for China’s forces to conduct war at sea without air cover. He vowed that
China could develop an aircraft carrier task force without signiªcantly increas-
ing the defense budget and that it could develop the advanced technologies it-
self. He proposed that China complete initial research on a carrier by 1990 and
construct a model carrier by 2000. After Liu delivered his report, the Scientiªc
Research Ofªce of the Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for
National Defense began research on the development of a carrier. When Liu
moved to the Central Military Commission in 1992, he continued to oversee re-
search on a Chinese carrier, and he sent military delegations to France, Russia,
Ukraine, and the United States to study aircraft carriers.36
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Through the 1980s and early 1990s, China’s civilian leadership refused Liu’s
effort to make development of an aircraft carrier a national effort. In the mid-
1990s, however, President Jiang Zemin approved the research and develop-
ment of the capability to build an aircraft carrier.37 The pace of the effort
increased after 1996, and in January 2007 Huang Qiang, spokesman for the
Commission of Science, Technology, and Industry for National Defense, re-
ported that China possessed the capability to build an aircraft carrier.38 Then,
in November 2008 Gen. Qian Lihua, director of the Ministry of Defense
Foreign Affairs Ofªce, declared that the world should not be surprised if
China built an aircraft carrier. And in December 2008, following the deploy-
ment of two Chinese destroyers to the Somali coast for antipiracy operations,
the ministry of defense spokesman, Huang Xueping, reported that China
would now “seriously consider” construction of an aircraft carrier.39

In the past, support in China for a blue-water navy carrier was mostly
conªned to the navy. Naval ofªcers have sought a carrier-centered navy for
many reasons beyond simply nationalism, including normal interservice rival-
ries, budget politics, and the intrinsic interest of navies to expand their capabil-
ities. What is new is that support for a naval buildup has spread to the
provinces and to all sectors of Chinese society, including to universities, gov-
ernment think tanks, industrial circles, the political elite, and the general pub-
lic. Debates over maritime policy are now conducted in China’s leading
academic journals.40 At an April 2007 Peking University conference of univer-
sity scholars, government analysts, and military ofªcers, a majority of the par-
ticipants supported construction of a large blue-water navy. One scholar
reported that approximately one-half of his colleagues at Qinghua University
supported construction of a carrier. The mayor of a major Chinese city offered
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his city’s ªnancial backing to build an aircraft carrier.41 Industrialists support
an aircraft carrier to promote China’s shipbuilding industry, its development
of science and technology, and its emergence as a value-added exporter.42

Popular support within China for a large navy has been growing, especially
since the international relief effort for the victims of the 2004 Indonesian tsu-
nami. According to interviews, support for an aircraft carrier has now become
the “mainstream” view. A mass-market edition of Mahan’s The Inºuence of
Seapower upon History is marketed with a cover banner that asks in large type,
“Does China need an aircraft carrier?” and with a foldout map highlighting
U.S. naval facilities along China’s coastal perimeter.43 When Chinese military
ofªcers give public presentations, they are pressed to explain when China will
build a carrier. More and more Chinese have offered their own personal funds
to support construction of an aircraft carrier.44 China’s Soviet-era aircraft car-
rier, the Minsk, is a popular tourist attraction. Thirty-three thousand visitors
toured the Minsk in just seven days during the 2006 Chinese New Year holi-
day.45 Talk shows on Chinese Central Television (CCTV), China’s national tele-
vision network, focus on the merits of an aircraft carrier; the popularity of
televised debates on maritime policy led CCTV to air additional programs on
the subject. Among the most popular television programs in China in recent
years was the December 2006 CCTV program “The Rise of the Great Powers.”
It stimulated widespread public discussion over the lessons of history for
China’s emergence as a great power. According to the documentary, all suc-
cessful great powers have possessed a large blue-water navies.46
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China’s late 2008 antipiracy operations in the Gulf of Aden stimulated even
greater mass interest in an aircraft carrier. The cover story of World Knowledge,
the foreign ministry’s biweekly magazine, focused on China’s growing mari-
time interests. It reported that the “largest-ever discussion of Chinese maritime
power was enthusiastically developing on the web, in the media, research
seminars, policymaking circles, and even in casual street conversation.” This
widespread national conversation focused on “the long-held dream of so
many people” that China would “build its own aircraft carrier.”47

Over the past decade, Chinese leaders have increasingly bolstered their
prestige with high-proªle programs that serve various national interests but
that are also symbols of great power status. They use the state-controlled me-
dia to promote popular pride derived from such grand projects as the Three
Gorges Dam, the largest dam in the world (despite its many environmental
and demographic problems); the recent completion of the Beijing air terminal,
the largest air terminal in the world; the development of a jumbo jet to rival
Boeing’s 747 aircraft and the European Aeronautic Defence and Space Com-
pany’s A380 “double-decker” aircraft; and the domestic development of the
Shanghai-to-Beijing high-speed train. China’s space program is an especially
strong focus of the government’s campaign. It includes plans for a manned-
lunar excursion, an orbiting space station, and exploration of Mars. The leader-
ship promoted its legitimacy through the hosting of the 2008 Olympics and
extensive media coverage of China’s “coming out” on the world stage. The
Chinese media paid widespread attention to China’s 2007 antisatellite test, its
expanded development of a scientiªc research station around the highest point
of Antarctica, and its development of a third research station in Antarctica.48
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The 2006 China-Africa summit held in Beijing was a major media event that
purportedly established China’s world leadership.

Military nationalism has become increasingly important to the Chinese
Communist Party’s domestic prestige. China’s contribution to antipiracy oper-
ations in the Gulf of Aden in 2009 received prominent and prolonged coverage
in the Chinese media. The Chinese media also gave extensive coverage to the
2009 naval procession in the East China Sea on the sixtieth anniversary of
the PLA Navy, and it reported widespread Chinese support for an aircraft car-
rier. On its sixtieth anniversary on October 1, 2009, China held its largest-ever
military parade with extensive displays of advanced Chinese weaponry.49

Chinese academics, government analysts, and military ofªcers believe that
in this nationalist environment, it will be difªcult for Chinese leaders to
continue to defer construction of China’s ªrst aircraft carrier without degrad-
ing their nationalist credentials. A senior Chinese intelligence ofªcer remarked
that the leadership can “hardly resist the pressure” from society.50 In addi-
tion, the PLA Navy has taken advantage of popular nationalism and growing
impatience for Taiwan uniªcation to develop its reputation as the defender of
Chinese interests and to strengthen its demands for an aircraft carrier and a
larger budget.51 In this environment, analysts believed that following the
August 2008 Beijing Olympics and the 2008–09 economic crisis, the aircraft
carrier would be China’s next high-proªle nationalist project. It would enable
the government to “show the ºag” to the Chinese people and enhance its
prestige.52

A wide spectrum of Chinese observers in the military, academia, govern-
ment think tanks, and the intelligence community now believes that the
Chinese leadership has already succumbed to the combination of mass nation-

International Security 34:2 64

January 10, 2008, p. 1. On Antarctica, see “China Prepares for Expansion of Antarctic Base,”
Xinhua, November 5, 2007, in WNC, doc. no. 200711051477.1_cb8d003e5444c1d7; “China to Build
Third Station on Top of Antarctica by 2009,” Xinhua, January 30, 2008, http://www.chinadaily.com
.cn/china/2008-01/30/content_6430503 .htm; and “Chinese Explorers Trek to Build Third Antarc-
tic Base,” December 18, 2008, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2008-12/18/content_7320076
.htm. See also interviews by author, Beijing, April 26, 2006; December 11–12, 2007; and January 9,
2008.
49. In addition to extensive coverage in Xinhua and Huanqiu Shibao, see the cover stories in Shijie
Zhishi on January 1, 2009, and on April 16, 2009; and “Weihu Hexie Haiyang de Zhongguo
Jiandui” [China’s ºeet protects harmonious oceans], and “Renmin Haijun Zhanlue Lishi
Zhuanbian” [Historical transformation of the strategy of the people’s navy], Liaowang, April 20,
2009, pp. 34–37. On the parade, see Christopher Bodeen, “China Plans Largest-ever Military Pa-
rade,” Associated Press, February 11, 2009.
50. Interview by author, Beijing, December 12, 2007.
51. Interviews by author, Beijing, December 10–12, 2007; and May 20, 2009.
52. Interviews by author, Beijing, April 20, 2007; April 22–23, 2007; April 25–26, 2007; December
11–12, 2007; and May 21, 2009.



alism and military pressure and that the decision to construct an aircraft car-
rier is irreversible.53 Thus, the issue is no longer if, but when, China will build
one. Xu Guanyu, director of China’s Arms Control and Disarmament Associa-
tion, reported in late 2007 that “it has almost been decided that the Chinese
Navy will build carriers.”54 Civilian and military analysts believe that
President Hu Jintao will order construction of China’s ªrst aircraft carrier prior
to the end of his presidency in 2012.55

nationalism, great power prestige, and chinese naval ambitions

Chinese naval nationalism and aspirations for an aircraft carrier are expressed
in a wide range of non-PLA publications, including national and provincial
university and government publications. They are also expressed in interviews
with Chinese think tank analysts and with university academics. These nation-
alist demands reºect two distinct arguments. The ªrst is an explicit demand
for status. China’s nationalists seek the prestige and respect enjoyed by great
powers throughout history, including by dynastic China. They believe that
not until China possesses a blue-water navy, and in particular an aircraft car-
rier, will it enjoy such prestige and respect. The second argument is a pseudo–
national interest argument. Nationalists argue that China’s import of oil and
other natural resources requires a blue-water navy to enable China to secure its
sea-lanes of communication. They also argue that challenges to Chinese mari-
time sovereignty require construction of an aircraft carrier. Yet these argu-
ments do not reºect analysis of Chinese security. Rather, underlying these
alleged national interests arguments is naval nationalism.

great power status and sea power. Chinese military publications di-
rected at a popular readership exaggerate the maritime capabilities of coun-
tries that rival China for great power status or of countries that possess less
claim than China to great power status, including the capabilities not only of
Britain, France, and Russia, but also of Brazil, India, Japan, South Korea, and
Thailand.56 But China’s nonmilitary publications are equally assertive that
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China must develop an ambitious carrier-based navy in response to the mod-
est naval programs of secondary states. An article in a leading academic jour-
nal argues that Japan’s naval capabilities justify China’s naval buildup. Japan
is allegedly expanding its maritime capabilities to enable it to extend its naval
war zone from East Asia into the Persian Gulf.57 A scholar observes that China
should expand its naval power because it lacks the capabilities of India and
South Korea, and it should not remain “backward.”58 A think tank analyst ar-
gues that because Brazil, India, and Thailand each possess a carrier, China
should possess one. A senior scholar says that it is “humiliating” that the na-
vies of not only the United States but also of India and Japan can sail the South
China Sea, while China’s navy lacks such a capability.59

Chinese nationalists are dissatisªed that China is the only permanent mem-
ber of the United Nations Security Council that lacks the maritime capability
to participate in crisis intervention, disaster relief, and rescue at sea. Although
U.S. rescue operations beneªt from the presence of a carrier, such operations
primarily depend on small ships and amphibious capabilities and do not de-
mand construction of a carrier. Nonetheless, China’s naval nationalists were
embarrassed by the contrast between the Australian and U.S. leadership of the
2004 Indonesian tsunami maritime rescue mission and China’s peripheral role,
and the mere presence of a U.S. carrier has justiªed their demands for a
Chinese carrier. They also ªnd it humiliating that China cannot defend its citi-
zens working abroad from violence, whether in Ethiopia, France, or Lebanon.
China needs a global naval capability to protect its citizens, just as the British
Navy protected British citizens in China in the nineteenth century.60 China,
one analyst observed, has a ªfth of the world’s population, and it should exer-
cise leadership in global maritime issues. It is “embarrassing” that China does
not possess an aircraft carrier. Expressing the view of many Chinese intellectu-
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als, he argues that China needs a large navy and an aircraft carrier for “honor
and face.”61

Naval nationalism is also reºected in a “lessons of the past” analysis: “In re-
cent history the oceans have brought our people so much pain and humilia-
tion,” including “ceding territory and payment of indemnities.”62 Although
the decline of China’s land power capability explains China’s succession of
military losses in the nineteenth century to Great Britain and Japan, Chinese
nationalists blame China’s lack of maritime power. One author argues that the
belief that during a peaceful era a country should focus on economic develop-
ment and avoid the high costs of military development is “extremely danger-
ous,” and whoever says this “does not remember the painful lessons from the
1894–95 Sino-Japanese war. Everyone knows that defeat in the Sino-Japanese
war led to the backwardness and decline of our Chinese people and seriously
blocked China’s modernization process.” The lesson for Chinese nationalists is
clear: China must follow Mahan’s advice and possess sea control capabilities.63

One scholar argues that China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese war and Japan’s
subsequent occupation of China prove that “ignoring the oceans is a historical
error we committed, and now and even in the future we will pay a price for
this error.”64 Similarly, scholars at Jinan University in Shandong Province ar-
gue that the decline of the Chinese Navy caused China’s defeat in the 1839–42
Opium War and led to the “series of treaties that humiliated the nation and
forfeited its sovereignty.”65

Chinese nationalists thus maintain that realization of China’s historical des-
tiny depends on possession of a carrier-based navy. Researchers from an
inºuential national security think tank point out that “naval power is a symbol
of a country’s comprehensive power.” Those periods “when the Chinese peo-
ple have focused on the oceans are the periods of greatest strength, . . . those
countries that are at the front ranks of comprehensive national power are naval
powers.” The authors argue that “development of naval power is a close link
to the rise of China’s comprehensive national power.”66 Zhang Wenmu, a

China’s Naval Nationalism 67

61. Interviews by author, Beijing, April 23–25, 2007.
62. “Zhongguo de Haiyang Quanyi he Haijun,” p. 17.
63. Ni Lexiong, “Haiquan yu Zhongguo de Fazhan” [Naval power and China’s development], in
Guo Shuyong, ed., Zhanlue Yanjianglu [Lectures on strategy], (Beijing Daxue Chubanshe, 2006),
p. 113. See also Ni Lexiong, “Fazhan Qiangda de Haishang Liliang, Fei wei Baquan” [Developing
great sea power is not hegemony], Lingdao Wenzhai [Leaders’ digest], July 2006, pp. 63–64. For a
Chinese discussion of the role of China’s ground force weakness in Sino-Japanese conºict, see Ye
Zicheng, Luquan Fazhan yu Daguo Xingshuai [Development of land power and great power rise and
decline] (Beijing: Xinxing Chubanshe, 2007), pp. 104–106.
64. Yong, “Fahui Lu Hai Jianbei Youshi shi Daxing Hai Lu Fuhe Guojia de Biran Xuance,” p. 26.
65. Cao Yunhua and Li Changxin, “Meiguo Jueqi de Haiquan Yinsu Chutan” [A preliminary anal-
ysis of the naval factor in the rise of the United States], Dangdai Yatai [Contemporary Asia-Paciªc],
No. 5 (2006), p. 28.
66. China Institute of Contemporary International Relations, Issue Group on Sea Lane Security



widely read advocate of Chinese naval power, maintains that the focus of U.S.-
China strategic conºict is naval power, that the aircraft carrier is the most im-
portant element of naval power, and that in the twenty-ªrst century naval
power is the decisive pillar for the fate of nations. He argues that without
sea power China cannot guarantee its “equal use with other world powers” of
international resources and markets. Naval power is not just a military re-
source, but it is the “concentrated expression of a country’s comprehensive na-
tional power.”67 A leading academic argues that an aircraft carrier “symbolizes
national power” and that it would promote international “respect” for China’s
national strength.68 Other researchers assert that for China to be “victorious in
the new round of international conºict in the twenty-ªrst century,” it must re-
vive its maritime power and strengthen the “nation’s maritime culture.”69

Chinese nationalists place recovery of “lost territories” at the top of their
agenda, and they argue that the aircraft carrier is a prerequisite to realizing
their irredentist goals. Their foremost territorial justiªcation for a carrier is the
reuniªcation of Taiwan, despite the greater effectiveness of Chinese land-
based capabilities (including aircraft and missiles) in the Taiwan theater.
Zhang Wenmu argues that protection of Chinese sovereignty against U.S. he-
gemony in the Taiwan Strait is an important focus of Chinese naval power. He
claims that for China to win the war over Taiwan, it must control the sea-lanes
so that the PLA can carry out amphibious operations.70 Another analyst simi-
larly argues that only when China possesses sea control will it be able to com-
pel Taiwan to return to China.71 To Chinese nationalists, Taiwan is important
not only because it is coveted by the United States as an “unsinkable aircraft
carrier,” but also because China must have “the conªdence and determination
to declare to the world” that Taiwan is an aircraft carrier that no country can
take away from China. Chinese blue-water naval power will enable China to
unify Taiwan and gain control over the “Taiwan aircraft carrier.”72

naval nationalism and a pseudo–national interest strategy. China’s
naval nationalists argue that security interests, primarily maritime sovereignty
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and protection of imports of natural resources, require that China develop
power-projection capabilities. But China’s naval nationalists do not establish
that Chinese interests require naval power projection or that a carrier-based
navy can make China more secure. Rather, their assertions of national interest
serve naval nationalism. They are characterized by expansive deªnitions of
Chinese global security interests, extreme assessments of the threats to Chinese
interests, and grand expectations of China’s ability to develop expanded mili-
tary power to protect Chinese interests.

Growing Chinese import of oil is a widespread nationalist argument for ex-
panded power-projection capability. But Chinese coal, hydropower, nuclear
power, and domestic sources of oil and natural gas supply China with nearly
all of its energy requirements. China relies on imported oil for less than 10 per-
cent of its total energy usage, and an increasing share of this oil comes across
land borders with Central Asia and Russia. The International Energy Agency
forecasts that through 2030 oil will remain a marginal Chinese energy resource
and suggests that domestic oil production will be sufªcient to fuel China’s
commercial transport sector.73 Moreover, if China’s oil supply is threatened,
the threat comes from the U.S. Navy. But Chinese advocates of expanded naval
power do not assess the power-projection capability necessary to neutralize
the U.S. threat and whether China can develop such a capability, especially if
the United States continues to develop its maritime capability.74 Thus, China’s
naval nationalists merely assert that development of a blue-water navy will
make China more secure, without critical examination of either the necessity
or the feasibility of such a project.

One government analyst argues that Chinese economic development has
created an “overseas interest in protection of uninterrupted expansion” of im-
ports. China must turn its vision toward the global arena and rely on its
own military capability to protect the stability of its sea-lanes and its “re-
source security.” It requires the capability to project power in distant oceans.75

A Chinese government analyst argues in World Knowledge that China’s mili-
tary capability is “far from sufªcient to guarantee reliable and secure energy
supplies.” China’s growing global interests “demand that the Chinese mili-
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tary be capable of ‘going global’” and that it possess “long-range delivery
capability.”76

Chinese nationalists seek expanded naval power to undermine the United
States’ ability to blockade Chinese oil shipments through the Malacca Strait,
but they fail to acknowledge that during wartime the United States could also
impose a “distant blockade,” including at the Strait of Hormuz.77 The cover
story of Liaowang commemorating the six hundredth anniversary of Zheng
He’s ªrst voyage argues that there “exists a great risk that China’s sea-lanes
can be cut off at any time.” China faces a “Malaccan Strait dilemma.” The
Malaccan Strait is “China’s oil lifeline, but the Chinese Navy is too far away. If
something unexpected happens, it would cause enormous harm to China’s se-
curity.” Thus, China must increase its maritime power to correspond to its “na-
tional status,” so that it can “break a maritime blockade against China and
. . . have an inºuential presence in key maritime regions and in critical
straits and sea-lanes.”78 Another author argues that the U.S. naval presence in
Singapore and its dominance of the Malaccan Strait threaten Chinese oil secu-
rity. Moreover, in a Taiwan crisis China would lack the ability to “control” the
Malaccan Strait, and the implications for Chinese security would be “disas-
trous.”79 One analyst makes the improbable argument that to deal with U.S.
maritime dominance and the vulnerability of the Malaccan Strait, China
should acquire naval facilities and expand its naval power in the Indian Ocean
and into the Persian Gulf, where, he argues, it would face no resistance.80

Zhang Wenmu’s arguments especially reºect the intermingling of national-
ism and security. He claims that U.S. hegemony blocks China’s ability to pro-
tect its global interests and that China must pursue rapid and large-scale
development of its navy. Its “fate is connected to naval modernization.” If
China were to encounter “special circumstances,” its inability to protect its oil
imports would inºict great harm on “people’s lives, on China’s economic mo-
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mentum, and even on national defense.” Although China has signed many
contracts for oil shipments, without a maritime defense capability, it cannot
guarantee the validity of the agreements: “If the United States lightly applies
pressure, it can carry out a coup, and within one day it can turn agreements
into waste paper.” Thus, “without a maritime military power-projection capa-
bility, . . . protection of overseas trade is only a sheet of empty words.” China
must possess a sea control capability, and the aircraft carrier is the “most im-
portant instrument of realizing sea control.” “Without an aircraft carrier, we
will not have a voice on any important issue that concerns us,” and “without
an aircraft carrier, an interruption of natural resource imports would plunge
China’s economy into a crisis, blocking the rise of China.”81

Other authors argue that China must have a large navy because it is “incur-
ring serious transgressions of its maritime rights, and the emerging trend is
complicated and acute.”82 The dispute over the Spratly Islands in the South
China Sea is increasingly an emotional issue for Chinese nationalists.83 Yet this
dispute has gone on for more than forty years; the islands are too small to facil-
itate power projection; and valuable resources have yet to be discovered in
the surrounding waters. Most important, Chinese nationalists do not acknowl-
edge that U.S. maritime power enables the smaller countries to challenge
Chinese sovereignty claims.84 Thus, similar to the security of sea-lanes of com-
munication, securing Chinese sovereignty in the South China Sea will require
sufªcient naval power to undermine U.S. maritime superiority.

Nonetheless, one scholar argues that the development of naval power will
enable China to “deter” challenges to its sovereignty over the Spratly Islands.
Another says that China needs a large navy to deal with Philippine and
Vietnamese occupation of the Spratly Islands.85 Similarly, in the South China
Sea, “only when China can protect its naval rights and interests and maintain
great naval power will it have respect from its adversaries.” The rise of China
is at stake: “If China does not have maritime power, then it will lose much of
its right to development; if China protects its legitimate maritime power, then
it will be able to defend its legitimate right to development.”86 A senior scholar
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at the Chinese Communist Party Central Party School argues that once China
has an aircraft carrier, it can control the islands in the South China Sea, have
secure access through the Strait of Malacca, enter the oceans, and become a
maritime power.87

naval nationalism and managing the united states

Nearly all Chinese security analysts concur that China’s security is increas-
ingly dependent on vulnerable sea-lanes. More moderate “naval pragmatists”
argue, however, that the cost for China of pursuing blue-water maritime
power is excessive. They contend that the United States will be determined to
maintain its maritime superiority, that China lacks the resources to compete in
a great-power naval competition, and that an effort to build a blue-water,
power-projection navy will undermine Chinese security. Therefore, China
should focus its limited resources on its submarine-based access-denial capa-
bility, while maintaining great power cooperation to secure its access to global
resources. One senior academic described the aircraft carrier as a “black hole”
for Chinese funds and argues that China could better use its resources to ac-
quire additional submarines.88 China’s authoritative military publications fre-
quently remind their readers that land powers face considerable difªculty in
developing maritime power and that interrupting and securing sea-lanes, as
well as occupying small coral islands (e.g., the disputed Spratly Islands), are
very difªcult operations. They often advocate that China focus on more realis-
tic objectives, including development of asymmetric maritime capabilities.
Some military analysts tend to be dismissive of “amateurs” who advocate na-
val power.89

China’s naval pragmatists also stress the damage that a carrier program
would inºict on Chinese diplomacy. They argue that whereas a carrier would
have minimum beneªt for Chinese security, it would undermine China’s
peaceful rise strategy by accentuating the role of “hard power” in Chinese di-
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plomacy. After nearly thirty years of successful management of the “rise of
China,” they are concerned that construction of a power-projection navy
would undermine both U.S.-China relations and China’s relationship with
Southeast Asian countries. Foreign ministry ofªcials tend to oppose construc-
tion of an aircraft carrier, sensitive to the impact on Chinese diplomacy. But in
the current nationalistic environment, they have minimal inºuence on defense
policy. In addition, they recognize that they cannot offset the pressure from
Chinese society.90

Chinese nationalists dismiss the potential costs of a naval buildup. Rather
than address the challenge of simultaneous development of land and maritime
capabilities and of naval competition with the United States, naval nationalists
assert that China should devote equal resources to both theaters. Some nation-
alists argue that because China faces challenges from both Russia and the
United States and because it confronts many neighbors on both land and sea, it
must simultaneously pursue land and naval capabilities and that failure to de-
velop both land and sea power will constrain China’s great power role in
world affairs.91 One author argues that China’s strategic orientation toward
both land and sea is a geopolitical advantage and that the development of
large-scale ground and naval forces serves Chinese comprehensive power and
is the optimal deployment of Chinese forces.92 Another author acknowledges
that the U.S. network of global naval bases is a strategic advantage for the U.S.
Navy, but this simply requires that China build an aircraft carrier with greater
displacement than U.S. carriers.93

China’s challenge to the maritime status quo would likely elicit a U.S. re-
sponse that not only would offset China’s buildup but also could contribute to
costly U.S.-China tension. Nonetheless, following the onset of the global
ªnancial crisis and the U.S. recession in 2008, many Chinese nationalists be-
lieve that the United States is a declining power and that China has the oppor-
tunity to develop a powerful navy.94 Moreover, they argue that China has “no
choice but to build a navy centered on the aircraft carrier”; it cannot allow U.S.
strategic advantages to inhibit Chinese naval planning. One author states, “If
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this logic prevails, if there came a time when the United States occupies a stra-
tegic location on the Chinese mainland, should China then be compelled not to
develop an army?”95 Chinese scholars acknowledge that the determination of
the United States to protect its maritime supremacy could lead it to inºict a
“Copenhagen” on the PLA Navy.96 Nonetheless, China “should not be afraid
of drawing ªre against itself so that China’s national security is completely
constrained by external conditions and it is powerless.” If the “hegemon” so
“dreads Chinese naval power that it would launch a preventive attack, this
simply proves . . . that China must deªnitely develop a powerful maritime
force.”97 Ultimately, China’s naval buildup could lead to U.S.-China tension
that could exceed tension over Taiwan, but China “has to do what it has
to do.” It cannot “seek to please the United States. . . . Why should China build
weapons that the United States does not care about?” Rather, it should
build the very weapons that the United States “cares most about.”98

China’s naval nationalists are equally cavalier about the constraints on the
country’s maritime capability posed by its coastal geography. On the one
hand, an access-denial strategy is well suited to China’s coastal geography.
China’s submarine force can take advantage of the protection the islands offer
to challenge hostile ships operating near China’s coast. On the other hand,
Japan’s home islands and its Ryukyu Islands together form an island chain
that extends from China’s northern waters south to Taiwan, so that secure
Chinese access to the open seas is limited to the south of the Taiwan Strait.
Thus, a maritime power could lie in wait for Chinese ships seeking the open
seas, much the way the British Navy blockaded German harbors during World
War I and Russian harbors in the Crimean War, and Japan blockaded Russian
ships at Port Arthur in Manchuria in 1904–05.

China’s naval nationalists insist, however, that China have the capability to
break out of this island chain to reach the open seas. Scholars at Wuhan Uni-
versity in Hubei Province contend that China must control the channels
through these islands. The United States used these islands to try to “strangle”
and “shackle” the Soviet Union and China during the Cold War. Today, these
islands “constitute a serious danger and a great challenge,” and require China
to develop a blue-water maritime capability.99 Similarly, the “ªrst island
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chain,” including the Ryukyu Islands, constitutes a “blockade wall” that ob-
structs access to the Paciªc Ocean and “encircles the rise of the Chinese nation
and of its maritime rejuvenation.” China must possess a powerful navy to
“break through” this encirclement and open up a “lifeline” into the Indian
Ocean.100

China’s Naval Nationalism and U.S.-China Maritime Competition

China’s naval nationalism and its development of an aircraft carrier will have
distinct strategic and political implications for the U.S.-China relationship,
with consequences for U.S. management of China’s naval program, as well as
for U.S.-China diplomatic relations.

china’s naval ambitions and u.s. maritime security

China’s naval buildup will not pose a challenge to U.S. maritime security. The
construction of a carrier, other ships in the strike force, and their onboard
equipment and technologies will all strain China’s defense budget, especially
given the multiple other missions assigned to the PLA. Within the PLA there
has been substantial resistance to construction of a carrier both from the army
and from navy submariners, who advocate continued focus on the access-
denial strategy. Within PLA academic institutions, the aircraft carrier has be-
come so controversial that it can no longer be openly discussed in informal
conversations.101

Taking into account the number of aircraft required to outªt a carrier and the
aircraft attrition rate during the protracted training period required to master
landing a jet on a carrier, China will have to purchase many advanced aircraft
for a carrier. Moreover, the United States requires three carriers to be assured
of having one carrier on deployment. The cost of operating a carrier strike
force is also very high, including fuel costs and the expense of basic mainte-
nance and of supply at sea. The combined expense for China of building at
least three carriers, the associated smaller ships, and advanced aircraft will
thus be tremendous, especially as it maintains a large ground force to guaran-
tee both territorial security and domestic political stability. In this respect, the
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constraints on China’s maritime capability will be similar to those encountered
by France, Germany, and Russia when they sought maritime power.

Moreover, before China can acquire effective carrier-based power projection
capabilities, it will need to develop aircraft for the carrier. Yet China’s defense
industry cannot manufacture advanced engines.102 In addition, its domesti-
cally manufactured aircraft require long runways for takeoff and cannot with-
stand the stress of landing on a carrier. The Su-27s and Su-30s that China has
purchased from Russia also cannot operate on a carrier. Thus, China has ex-
pressed interest in purchasing the Su-33 from Russia.103 But until China can
develop an independent maritime air capability, it will lack a maritime
warªghting capability. Development of the maritime command, control, com-
munications, computers, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities re-
quired to defend the carrier and enable sophisticated targeting by the carrier’s
aircraft will also pose a long-term challenge to China’s maritime capability.

Management and operation of a carrier strike force will pose especially
signiªcant challenges to China’s naval command. Management of an aircraft
carrier is an extremely complex organizational activity, and organizational
requirements have been a major impediment to the diffusion of carrier capabil-
ities since World War II.104 On the one hand, the United States has been operat-
ing carrier task forces for nearly seventy years. On the other hand, the Chinese
Army cannot carry out effective airlift inside China; force projection at sea will
be far more difªcult, and it will take decades before China’s naval leadership
can master the challenges associated with operating a carrier task force and
managing aircraft landings in all weather conditions.105 In December 2008
China deployed destroyers to engage in antipiracy operations off the Somali
coast, but it limited the ships’ operations to patrolling within the narrow ship-
ping channel. Pilot skill will be another obstacle to Chinese maritime power
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projection. Chinese pilots have minimal annual ºight time, and extensive at-
sea training will be necessary to master carrier landings. Yet extensive training
will raise the cost of operating a carrier; for many years aircraft losses will be
high. China’s naval leadership will also be challenged by the logistical
difªculties of managing a small city at sea.

The many signiªcant obstacles to Chinese development of a capable carrier-
based force explain Adm. Timothy Keating’s casual offer of assistance to
China’s carrier program.106 China’s aircraft carrier will provide an attractive
target for U.S. forces, while diverting resources from the development of its far
more capable submarine-based access-denial capability.

China’s challenge to U.S. maritime security will also be limited by current
U.S. qualitative and quantitative superiority and ongoing U.S. modernization.
The United States can respond to Chinese naval nationalism by building its
next generation of power-projection platforms and of maritime attack capabili-
ties, just as prior naval powers have responded to similar challenges. If neces-
sary, unlike China, the United States can prioritize maritime power in its
security policy and defense spending. Thus, China’s surface ships, especially
its aircraft carriers, will remain vulnerable to successive generations of U.S.
subsurface ships and to carrier-deployed aircraft and land-based aircraft in
East Asia.

the challenge to u.s.-china cooperation

China’s naval nationalism will not challenge U.S. maritime security, but it will
challenge U.S.-China diplomatic cooperation. Chinese leaders will fund devel-
opment of a limited power-projection navy to promote China’s international
status and domestic political prestige and legitimacy, but the United States will
focus on neither Chinese intentions nor its short-term capabilities. Rather, the
United States’ focus will be on Chinese acquisitions and the possible long-term
implications for U.S. security. The political dilemma for the United States will
be to meld an appropriate strategic response to China’s constrained naval
buildup with a diplomatic strategy that can manage both American national-
ism and Chinese naval nationalism to constrain bilateral political tension and
enable continued overall diplomatic cooperation.

Chinese aircraft carrier construction will suggest Chinese interest in intro-
ducing offensive power-projection capabilities into maritime East Asia, with
implications for U.S. security and the regional balance of power. As China de-
velops its carrier program and builds a second and third carrier, the United
States will likely respond with an intensiªed buildup of its own maritime ca-
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pabilities. This was the Reagan administration’s response to the limited Soviet
maritime buildup in the 1980s, when it funded development of the 600-ship
navy and implemented the U.S. Navy’s maritime strategy. In response to
China’s twenty-ªrst-century naval buildup, there will be widespread U.S.
ofªcial and public support for increased naval spending and acquisitions.

China’s naval nationalism, however, does not require the United States to
radically increase defense spending or fundamentally alter the U.S. Navy’s ac-
quisition schedule. Rather, a measured U.S. military response to China’s naval
nationalism, including continued deployments of naval platforms to the west-
ern Paciªc Ocean, ongoing defense cooperation with U.S. regional allies, and
an increased presence of U.S. aircraft carriers in regional harbors can establish
U.S. resolve to maintain the United States’ maritime supremacy in the western
Paciªc Ocean and the South China Sea and its commitment to the regional bal-
ance of power. Most important will be timely acquisition of the next genera-
tion of power-projection surface ships to succeed the Nimitz-class aircraft
carrier. This will be a necessary signal to Chinese leaders of the futility of their
expansive and costly naval ambitions. Such a signal is especially important
given China’s emergence as a global economic power, its growing conªdence
in the wake of the 2008–09 U.S. recession, and its corresponding assessments
of U.S. decline. It will also be a signal to regional security partners of the
United States’ commitment to their security.

The challenge for the United States will be to develop a measured military
response to China’s naval nationalism while avoiding unnecessary and costly
bilateral tension. This will not be easy. The combination of Chinese naval na-
tionalism and the U.S. military response may suggest a naval arms race. More-
over, unlike China’s development of its ground forces or even its development
of an access-denial capability, its development of carrier-based naval capabili-
ties will resonate with the American public and over time promote a percep-
tion of China as a credible threat to U.S. security. An aircraft carrier will not
only be an important symbol to the Chinese people of their country’s great
power status, but it will also be an important signal to Americans of China’s
intention to challenge U.S. maritime security. Exaggerated assessments of
Chinese naval power have already emerged in Washington policy debates and
in local public opinion.107 In a domestic political environment in which both
China and the United States are experiencing naval nationalism, American
policymakers’ ability to develop the United States’ China policy free from the
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inºuence of nationalism, politicized public opinion, and partisanship will be
difªcult.

U.S. policymaking will be further politicized by the likelihood of repeated
high-proªle U.S.-China maritime incidents. Chinese mapping of the ocean
ºoor with nuclear-powered submarines operating in the Ryukyu Islands have
led to accusations of Chinese violations of Japanese sovereignty.108 Chinese
submarine surveillance of U.S. aircraft carriers and U.S. surveillance of
Chinese submarines will contribute to increased tension. Incidents such as the
surfacing of a Chinese submarine in the vicinity of a U.S. aircraft carrier in
November 2007, as well as tensions such as those between the U.S. surveil-
lance ship Impeccable and Chinese ships in March 2009 and between U.S. naval
vessels and Chinese ªshing boats in May 2009, may become more frequent as
the Chinese and U.S. navies continue to engage in close-in surveillance of each
other’s ships.109 China’s assertion of maritime claims that challenge the United
States’ interpretation of its right to naval access to China’s exclusive economic
zone under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea may also
cause persistent maritime conºict.110

U.S.-China naval competition has the potential to politicize the full agenda
of U.S.-China relations and challenge cooperation on a wide range of issues,
including cooperation on nuclear nonproliferation on the Korean Peninsula,
the Taiwan issue, bilateral economic issues, and human rights. The challenge
for both the United States and China is for each to develop policy to manage
its own as well as the other’s nationalism in order to maintain diplomatic co-
operation even as they engage in naval competition. Critical to this effort will
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be early and active U.S. engagement of the PLA Navy and development of
U.S.-China operational-level maritime conªdence-building measures. Such
measures can include bilateral joint military exercises and implementation of
an incident-at-sea agreement. They can also entail less politically sensitive
but no less constructive maritime cooperation on humanitarian relief, rescue-
at-sea, and antipiracy operations. Such measures can reduce the likelihood of
inadvertent escalation of maritime incidents. They also can signal U.S. and
Chinese audiences of ongoing cooperation and thus avoid exacerbating both
U.S. and Chinese nationalism and contribute to ongoing cooperation on the
full agenda of U.S.-China relations. Because China’s naval nationalism pre-
sents a minimal challenge to U.S. maritime security, maintaining U.S.-China
cooperation amid strategic competition is not only feasible but can support a
wide range of U.S. interests.

Conclusion

Neither maritime overreach by continental powers nor the ensuing naval com-
petition between land powers and maritime powers reºects the structural im-
peratives of anarchy and a drive for ever more security. There is little evidence
that land power challenges to the interest of maritime powers are driven by ra-
tional, security-driven states making cost-beneªt analyses. The prevalence of
commerce-raiding/guerre de course and access-denial strategies establishes the
ability of continental powers to adjust to the geopolitical constraints on naval
power with optimal maritime policies. Land power pursuit of extensive mari-
time power reºects the effect of nationalism, of the demand for great power
status and domestic legitimacy, on a state’s evaluation of its capabilities and
interests and on its policymaking process. This is as true for contemporary
Chinese naval policy as it had been for French, German, and Russian/Soviet
naval policy, as well as for Japan’s simultaneous pursuit of land and maritime
empires.

As China begins development of a carrier-centered naval capability, U.S.-
China military competition will increase. But there is nothing intrinsic to great
power maritime rivalry that makes such competition inherently unmanage-
able. German and Russian pursuit of maritime power contributed to great
power war, just as Japanese pursuit of maritime power contributed to esca-
lated U.S.-Japan tension prior to World War II. But post-1815 nineteenth-
century French naval aspirations contributed to short-term and moderate
Anglo-French naval arms races, followed by stable political and economic co-
operation. The impact of U.S.-China maritime conºict can be similarly
contained.
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The inºuence of China’s naval nationalism on international politics will
reºect enduring asymmetric geopolitical constraints on U.S. and Chinese mari-
time capabilities. And it will reºect the constraining impact of nuclear weap-
ons on great power use of force. But it will also reºect developments in
Chinese nationalism and in the military and political response of the United
States to China’s emerging naval policy. Optimal U.S. management of China’s
rising power nationalism will require policies that facilitate ongoing coopera-
tion amid growing naval competition.
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