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CHINA’S DREAM

China has a dream. Chinese Communist Party (CCP) officials tell us so. President Xi Jinping, who ranks first among them, made “Chinese Dream” his credo soon after ascending to China’s top post in 2012. And this is no mere slogan; it encapsulates CCP officialdom’s vision of China’s purposes and aspirations, first and foremost of which is “the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” President Xi proclaims that fulfilling this “great renewal” constitutes “the greatest dream for the Chinese nation in modern history.”1 This book investigates what the Chinese Dream means for Chinese maritime strategy, all the way from the lofty realm of high purpose down to the nitty-gritty of how seagoing Chinese forces may coerce, deter, and fight to carry forth national purposes.

What does rejuvenating China involve? It means making the nation prosperous and confident at home and influential abroad. There is a pronounced economic component to the Chinese Dream. In part the dream seeks to raise disposable incomes for urban and rural dwellers alike, reduce income inequality, improve access to medical care, enlarge physical living space for average citizens, and increase education levels by raising the proportion of the population holding college degrees. By the middle of the twenty-first century, when China will mark the centenary of the founding of the People’s Republic, the CCP aims to rival the economies of other developed countries.

But there is also a foreign-policy component to the dream.2 China wants to assume its rightful station as a pole in a multipolar world, presumably as Asia’s dominant power. To what extent local primacy requires reducing America’s influence and presence remains unclear. At a minimum, though, Beijing sees the postwar, U.S.-led security architecture in Asia as out-of-date and out of step with China’s vision for the future regional order. Indeed, a January 2017 State Council white paper titled China’s Policies on Asia-Pacific Security Cooperation bluntly derides the arrangements that emerged from the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty as “old security concepts” premised on a “Cold War mentality” and on a “zero-sum game.”3 Such sentiments are noteworthy because these purportedly obsolete concepts furnish the basis for regional peace and prosperity as well as bilateral U.S. alliances across Asia. They are also noteworthy because communist China, though not a founder of the UN system instituted in San Francisco, is one of five permanent UN Security Council members entrusted with upholding it. It is a coguarantor of the UN system yet now denounces that system in unequivocal terms.

While objections to hegemony and other manifestations of U.S. primacy in Asia have constituted a staple of Chinese diplomacy since the communist regime’s inception in 1949, China’s burgeoning power enables Beijing to make good on its intent to alter the U.S.-led status quo and revise the international order to its liking. The logic of the Chinese Dream, accordingly, mandates that Beijing mold the existing order in ways that accommodate Chinese power, ambitions, and interests.

There is a martial component to this project. Xi has spoken of a “strong-army dream” or “strong-military dream” that he believes should propel military modernization and reform.4 Strong ground, air, and naval forces represent the long arm of foreign policy—for China as for other ambitious nations. Military power advances national purposes. Military power also certifies China’s rising stature in the pecking order of international politics. In November 2012, while addressing the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, outgoing president (and Xi’s immediate predecessor) Hu Jintao proclaimed that “building strong national defense and powerful armed forces that are commensurate with China’s international standing and meet the needs of its security and development interests is a strategic task of China’s modernization drive.”5

Last but not least, there is a cultural and historical component to the Chinese Dream. If proponents call for rejuvenating or renewing something, they are admitting tacitly that it has fallen into decay. Those who long for a Chinese restoration blame outsiders for the nation’s decay. But by making itself prosperous and influential, China could banish painful memories of its “century of humiliation” at the hands of seaborne conquerors.6 It could regain lost stature and perhaps even resurrect the Sinocentric order that once prevailed in Asia. Honor and dignity would be satisfied. In essence, then, China aspires to national greatness. Xi Jinping embodies the Chinese Dream’s rhetorical and leadership components. His credo constitutes as clear a statement of political purpose as any leader could make.

President Xi further codified his Chinese Dream at the 19th Party Congress held in October 2017. The all-important congress marked the end of Xi’s first five-year term while providing a forum to chart China’s course for Xi’s second term in office. In a speech that ran for nearly three and a half hours, Xi delivered a progress report while spelling out his ambitious vision. The tenor of his “work report” to the congress was strikingly bold. Xi couched his long-term aims repeatedly as the Chinese Dream. He used the phrase “great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” no fewer than twenty-seven times while referring to China as a great power (强国) or big power (大国) on many other occasions.

The president reminded the party rank and file of their nation’s century of humiliation. Beginning with the 1840 Opium War, “China was plunged into the darkness of domestic turmoil and foreign aggression; its people were ravaged by wars, saw their homeland torn, and lived in poverty and despair.” It was the CCP, he insisted, that “shouldered the historic mission of national rejuvenation” and led China out of darkness. “Today,” Xi declared, “we are closer, more confident, and more capable than ever before of making the goal of national rejuvenation a reality.”7

Xi then set a timetable for China to turn aspirations into reality. By 2020, he prophesied, China will be a “moderately prosperous society,” having raised its per capita GDP, worked toward greater urbanization, alleviated poverty, undertaken new investments in research and development, improved environmental protection, and bolstered its industrial base. Between 2020 and 2035 China will strive toward “socialist modernization,” taking station at the forefront of world economic and technological power. Thus, he accelerated the program by fifteen years beyond earlier plans that envisioned socialist modernization by 2049, the centennial of the founding of the People’s Republic. Xi went on to forecast that China will have transformed itself into a “great modern socialist country” by midcentury. By then it will have made itself a “global leader in comprehensive national power and international influence.”8

In the meantime China will prosecute “great power diplomacy with Chinese characteristics,” defending its interests forcefully. Xi assured the congress that “China will never sacrifice other countries’ interests as the price for its own development. But it will never abandon its own legitimate rights and interests. No one should be deluded into thinking that China would swallow the bitter fruit of harming its own interests.” To put power behind Chinese foreign policy Xi pledged to build a potent military. He exhorted the citizenry to “work together to create a mighty force for realizing the Chinese Dream and the dream of building a powerful military.” His formula suggests that military strength is integral to the Chinese Dream. Here, too, Xi set a timetable: the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) will have made itself into a modern force by 2035, and by midcentury it will be “fully transformed into world-class forces.”9

The Chinese Dream, then, means orchestrating China’s rise to regain its historically rightful place—in Asia and beyond. This renaissance, maintain party potentates, will wash away a century of dishonor, generate great wealth and power, endow Beijing with new diplomatic influence, and help China assume a leading position in global military affairs.

These grand ambitions represent the context within which China’s bid for sea power progresses. Outsiders attempting to comprehend and respond to China’s seaward enterprise must discern how implements of maritime strategy help China fulfill its dream. They must ask how naval power and strategy—the strictly military element of sea power—fit into this larger scheme. And they must divine whether sea power and the naval instrument align with China’s larger national mission. Historian and U.S. Navy captain Alfred Thayer Mahan’s conception of sea power opens a window into these essential questions. Many nowadays view Mahan as a relic, but he was ahead of his time in depicting maritime strategy as a variety of grand strategy—which is doubtless why so many Chinese strategists consult his works so avidly. He is a kindred spirit.

CCP leaders, in short, regard sea power as an essential component of statecraft for realizing the Chinese Dream. Maritime commerce, political will to the seas, and naval power are indispensable to rejuvenating China. Under this rubric Beijing will strive to amass wealth and ever-increasing economic productivity through seagoing commerce. The commercial imperative manifests itself in China’s “One Belt, One Road” initiative, to name one example. One Belt, One Road programs connect China to markets across Eurasia by rail and by sea. Wealth harvested from interconnectedness in turn generates revenue, resources, and technological innovation, empowering Beijing to develop the political, diplomatic, economic, and military means to defend economic interests that are proliferating around the world.

As its ongoing naval buildup attests, Beijing feels compelled to construct a blue-water navy augmented with an array of power-projection tools to safeguard far-flung investments and trade routes. At the same time, CCP leaders are hard at work persuading citizens that China’s destiny lies at sea and that the nation must devote substantial resources to maritime exploits. This interaction between commerce, national will, and military prowess impels Chinese sea power.

The Argument

Our argument is straightforward: China’s seaward turn constitutes a permanent complicating factor in Asian affairs. China’s maritime presence and activism are permanent because the forces impelling it to the seas are structural in nature. They are basic to contemporary China. A thoroughgoing socioeconomic transformation has reoriented the nation toward the seas since paramount leader Deng Xiaoping launched his reform and opening project four decades ago. After decades of integration into the global economic order—defined as it is by marine commerce—the Chinese state and society have come to depend on free access to and free use of the seas for their well-being and even their survival. That reliance has compelled Beijing to develop durable commercial and military means to nurture and protect the nautical sources of China’s wealth and power.

At the same time, some of the most consequential threats to Beijing’s vital national interests—or as the Chinese call them, “core interests”—lie at sea. From territorial disputes roiling the East and South China Seas to sea-lane security to the U.S.-led alliance system in Asia, China confronts an array of maritime security challenges that could disrupt its ascent or even topple the ruling regime. Potentially mortal dangers demand credible, long-lasting instruments of national power to deter conflict, to win a war at sea should deterrence fail, to enforce maritime claims, and to police the seas in peacetime. Maritime Asia is seeing the regional balance of naval power shift as China puts to sea new classes of submarines, destroyers, frigates, and corvettes, not to mention aircraft carriers. China has also commissioned the largest maritime law enforcement fleet in Asia. Taken together these naval and paramilitary vessels augur an enduring Chinese presence in the maritime domain.

China’s quest for sea power also promises to disturb the existing order because of how Beijing perceives its nautical surroundings. Its perceptions prompt it to marshal national resources in a certain way to defend its interests. Beijing routinely assures foreigners that it seeks only “win-win cooperation” and “mutual benefit” in global affairs, but the leadership perceives a world filled with malign forces bent on frustrating China’s dream. Beijing feels surrounded by a potentially hostile U.S.-led grouping of maritime neighbors stretching from Northeast to Southeast Asia. In particular China’s leaders fear and distrust the post–World War II edifice of American power in Asia. They decry the U.S. alliance system as an artifact of the Cold War and openly wish to do away with it. The result is that China’s leadership believes it bears a special responsibility to right historical wrongs visited on the nation during its century of disgrace. Consequently, Beijing believes it must stand up to foreign encroachment, provocations, and even minor slights at sea lest domestic and international audiences alike sense weakness—and new disgraces follow.

This hypersensitive attitude, however, coexists with mounting self-assurance. China’s ascent to great power has infused new confidence into its outlook on and conduct within the saltwater domain. Since assuming power Xi Jinping has repeatedly referred to China as a “major country”—or, translated more accurately, a “great power”—with a right to the respect and deference befitting a great power. China’s newfound confidence also predisposes Beijing to unapologetically defend national honor and interests as the leadership construes them. This represents a sharp departure from Xi’s predecessors, who contented themselves with a lower profile in international relations. In his 2017 New Year’s address to the nation, for instance, President Xi declared that China adheres to peaceful development yet will “resolutely safeguard our territorial sovereignty and maritime rights and interests. The Chinese people will never allow anyone to get away with making a great fuss about [our rights and interests].”

In August 2017, further attesting to this confidence, the government-run broadcaster China Central Television aired a six-part series titled Great Power Diplomacy to considerable fanfare.10 The propaganda documentary showcased Xi Jinping’s diplomatic achievements during his first five years in office. The moviemakers touted China’s defense of its maritime rights and interests and its deployment of naval flotillas to rescue Chinese nationals from war-torn Libya and Yemen among Xi’s many feats. According to the China Central Television website, more than 300 million viewers had watched the series by the time it ended in September. More than 500 million followed it on a microblogging website.11

This contradictory mix of insecurity and swagger promises to remain a defining feature of China’s seaward turn. The former sentiment conditions Chinese leaders to respond with vigor to nautical challenges and perhaps even overreact to them. The latter emboldens China to assert its prerogatives more openly and forcefully than in the past. These attitudes have been on display for at least a decade.

In this book we push back against competing hypotheses that explain or predict the course of China’s maritime ascent. We contend, for example, that Chinese sea power is no mere by-product of nationalism or the whims of political leaders. Nationalism plays a powerful role in advancing China’s quest for sea power, but it is not the cause of China’s march to the seas. Rather, Chinese leaders have tapped into a deep and preexisting reserve of national willpower to pursue China’s open-ocean destiny.

We maintain, furthermore, that Chinese sea power is not intrinsically at odds with China’s strategic traditions. While continental ways of thinking are clearly integral to Beijing’s worldview, the notion that China’s landward priorities will inhibit if not thwart its maritime project reeks of determinism. The resolve and resourcefulness Chinese political and military leaders have shown over the course of decades and the track record they have compiled thus far suggest it would be imprudent to disparage China’s quest for sea power. Indeed, ample evidence documented here demonstrates that China is not fated to fail at sea.

Skepticism and even hostility greeted this argument when we advanced it in the first edition of this volume. It is a testament to how far Chinese sea power has come that our central idea about China’s seaward turn no longer occasions controversy. Stories detailing Chinese exploits at sea, including construction of islands at the heart of the South China Sea, now appear regularly on the front pages of the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal. Events have borne out our hypothesis. Nevertheless, the sources and implications of Chinese sea power are still hotly debated. In other words, there remains plenty of analytical space to fill. We believe this new edition carries forward and adds to the discourse about China’s maritime rise and its potential impact on security in Asia and beyond.

To reiterate, we believe a coherent and powerful logic animates China’s bid for sea power. It derives from economic, geographic, political, diplomatic, and strategic imperatives. Our goal is to break down and examine that logic to demonstrate that this is no passing fancy for a seafaring China. It is a reality that fellow mariners ignore at their peril.

Sources and Methods

Before explaining the structure of our argument, it is important to characterize the sources we consulted and the methodology we enlisted to compile this study. We rely heavily on Chinese literature to make sense of China’s future direction at sea. We cite and quote policy makers, senior military officers, strategists, and scholars. When Chinese commentators are allowed to speak for themselves readers can evaluate unfiltered views, many of which are jarring in their bluntness or enlightening in their incisiveness. Sources subject to transparent review foster rigorous research and analysis better than privileged “inside information” that cannot be independently verified.

The chapters in this volume reference a variety of Chinese open-source literature. We tap into sources drawn from the impressive collection accumulated by the Naval War College’s China Maritime Studies Institute; the China National Infrastructure Knowledge online database, which houses more than nine thousand full-text journals; the Open Source Enterprise (formerly the Open Source Center and before that the Foreign Broadcast Information Service); and Toshi Yoshihara’s personal collection purchased at bookstores in China and Taiwan over the past decade. The diversity and volume of Chinese publications preclude an exhaustive list of all the sources we read and used for this study, but we will classify the types and relative authoritativeness of Chinese writings here.

Works published by official sources are a treasure trove. Speeches and directives from top Chinese leaders yield insight into high-level perspectives on nautical matters. Articles and memoirs from senior PLA officers furnish data and rich empirical evidence about how strategy is made and executed in China. The defense white papers that the State Council of the People’s Republic of China began issuing every other year starting in 1998 represent the most authoritative statements of China’s defense policy for external consumption. These documents have helped us trace the evolution of Chinese maritime thought over the course of two decades.

We pay special attention to doctrinal publications from institutions affiliated with the PLA, particularly the Academy of Military Science (AMS) and the National Defense University (NDU). Each body has published several editions of Science of Military Strategy, a work that PLA watchers regard highly.12 The AMS also publishes China Military Science, a bimonthly flagship journal that carries articles on maritime affairs from time to time. Other doctrinal publications such as Science of Campaigns and Science of Second Artillery Campaigns supply insight into the PLA’s view of operational art.

We examine books published by Haichao Press and China Ocean Press, publishers affiliated with the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLA Navy, or PLAN) headquarters and the State Oceanic Administration, respectively. Haichao Press, for example, published the PLAN’s official encyclopedia, an invaluable resource. The People’s Liberation Army Press, which belongs to the Political Department of the Central Military Commission, regularly publishes books relevant to our study, including a translation of Mahan’s Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783. The National Defense Industry Press, sponsored by the then–General Armaments Department, now reorganized as the Equipment Development Department of the Central Military Commission, offers technical books and textbooks about weapons systems and military capabilities. Current Affairs Press publishes works from researchers at the China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR), a think tank affiliated with the Ministry of State Security. Maritime issues constitute part of the Current Affairs Press portfolio.

The books published by these outlets, including AMS and NDU, are neither uniformly authoritative nor uniformly good. As the publishing world liberalizes in China, many presses have been left to their own devices to earn their keep in a sharply competitive marketplace. Titles oriented to popular audiences and shallow, sometimes uninformed studies that follow trends of the day have proliferated even within the AMS and the NDU. Such is the moneymaking imperative for editors and authors. Consumers must now approach works from PLA-affiliated publishers with more discerning eyes.

In any event, we mine reputable academic journals associated with topflight research and educational institutions. We survey international relations journals such as Contemporary International Relations (from CICIR), World Economics and Politics (Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, or CASS), International Studies (China Institute of International Studies), Peace and Development (Peace and Development Research Center), Journal of International Security Studies (China University of International Relations), Foreign Affairs Review (China Foreign Affairs University), and Journal of International Studies (Peking University).

We consult area-studies journals such as Journal of Contemporary Asia-Pacific Studies (CASS), Japanese Studies (CASS), and Northeast Asia Forum (Jilin University). We review technical periodicals, such as Aerodynamic Missile, that relate strategy to technology and weapons systems. People’s Navy, the official newspaper of the PLAN Political Department, features noteworthy articles that shed light on Chinese naval strategy. People’s Liberation Army Daily offers more general coverage of military issues.

We draw heavily from technical journals that furnish fascinating details on naval weaponry, tactics, and operations research based on simulations and modeling methods. These include Aerodynamic Missile and Journal of System Simulation, outlets affiliated with the China Aerospace Science and Industry Corporation. We also consult journals sponsored by the China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation such as Ship Electronic Engineering; Command, Control and Simulation; and Shipboard Electronic Countermeasures.

Finally, we read general-interest periodicals, or what some China watchers disparage as “popular Chinese magazines.” The big four are Navy Today (formerly Modern Navy), Modern Ships, Naval and Merchant Ships, and Shipborne Weapons. The covers and pages of these glossy magazines are typically filled with high-resolution photos and graphics of ships, submarines, aircraft, exercises, and so forth. They feature a range of articles, including histories of Chinese and foreign navies; speculative essays about naval strategy, operations, and tactics; interviews with active-duty and retired officers, engineers, and scientists; commentary on current events; translations of Western articles; and lively debates about all things naval and maritime.

Navy Today, managed by the PLAN Political Department, is a sister publication to People’s Navy. The China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation puts out Modern Ships and Shipborne Weapons, while the China State Shipbuilding Corporation owns Naval and Merchant Ships. These two state-owned enterprises are the largest shipbuilding conglomerates in China. As such, the magazines they promulgate are representatives of the naval-industrial complex if not advocates for it. These government-subsidized institutions have a vested interest in advancing arguments on behalf of the navy and sea power. As official bodies with close ties to the navy and the shipbuilding industry, however, they also enjoy access to current and former leaders of the maritime sector. Interviews with these leaders reveal insights unavailable in other open sources.

A common criticism of these magazines is that many authors’ identities, affiliations, and expertise remain unknown. Many write under pseudonyms. Critics imply that the columnists are amateurs, or even uninformed hacks, and warn PLA watchers in the West to invoke such sources with extreme caution or reject them altogether. While we do not disagree entirely with their skepticism—skepticism is a healthy attitude toward any source—we have fewer qualms about the value of these sources. Toshi Yoshihara has met the editor in chief and a regular contributor to one of the magazines; both were well informed and well connected within the naval community. The contributor is a prolific writer with several books on naval affairs to his name. There was little reason to doubt his expertise.

Moreover, in our extensive survey of these periodicals we have been continually impressed with the savvy, learning, candor, and independence Chinese writers displayed. These are no amateur enthusiasts. They supply an abundance of informed speculation comparable if not superior to commentary in the West. If articles from popular magazines are analyzed with the disclaimers and background information above in mind, we see no harm in citing them selectively.

We nevertheless believe that maintaining quality control and managing bibliographical integrity are essential to this book. As such, we vetted our sources carefully, using what we believe are reasonable standards. We make a good-faith effort to identify the authors’ expertise, background, and institutional affiliation whenever possible throughout the book. We lend greater credence and priority to publications from AMS, NDU, CASS, and other university- and think tank–based journals.

We are particularly interested in following frequent, sustained discussions and debates about specific subjects. Ongoing discourses lay down markers that let us track whether similar debates are taking place in officialdom or are being picked up by policy makers. Signs of divergent thought—or more important, consensus—on a concept or policy prescription rank among the most prized sources in this volume. Sustained consensus suggests that an intellectual critical mass has been reached on a topic, allowing for strong findings and predictions.

We make no claims about the influence of various works on policy. Rather, the intent of this literature survey is to gauge intellectual development and sophistication within China’s strategic community. This bottom-up assessment of contemporary Chinese strategic thought provides a basis for capturing potential interactions and exchanges between China’s chattering classes and officialdom. We believe it is important not to discount the influence that forums unaffiliated with government institutions may exert on Chinese strategic thought.

For more than a decade the Chinese leadership has permitted a relatively freewheeling discourse among officials, scholars, and commentators of various stripes, encouraging them to hold forth with regard to China’s seaborne future. President Xi Jinping’s vow to transform China into a maritime power while revivifying the nation has further spurred sea-power advocates to justify the nation’s seaward turn. The various publications dovetail with the Chinese authorities’ recent efforts to promote the navy as a cherished national project and imprint a “maritime consciousness” on Chinese society.

In sum, we maintain that estimating the influence of external intellectual stimuli on Chinese policy makers and policy planners benefits our understanding of how China’s defense community conducts debates over strategy and operations. Such an evaluation is simply impossible without a thorough knowledge and mastery of China’s ever-growing open-source literature.

Structure of the Argument

If the interplay among commerce, national willpower, and martial prowess defines Chinese sea power while imparting direction to Chinese maritime strategy, it makes sense to structure this book around commerce, strategic will to the sea, and the military implement. Chapter 1, “Mahan’s Lingering Ghost,” uses Mahan’s works to fashion an analytical device for evaluating the present state and future direction of Chinese maritime strategy. We then spend the balance of the book applying that device to appraise the commercial, political, and military facets of Chinese sea power.

Mahan’s works are no reliquaries for outdated ideas. America’s “Copernicus” of sea power, we find, proposes both a durable “logic” of political purpose and grand strategy toward the sea and a durable “grammar” of saltwater military strategy.13 The logic of maritime strategy enjoins political leaders and senior commanders to pry open and sustain commercial access to important trading regions, while the grammar of naval warfare instructs naval commanders to seize “command” of waters necessary to guarantee commercial and diplomatic access. Commerce comes first on both the plane of grand-strategic logic and the plane of martial grammar.

Chapter 2, “Economic Geography of Chinese Sea Power,” and chapter 3, “Strategic Geography of Chinese Sea Power,” employ geography as a prism for refracting the commercial and strategic imperatives shaping China’s seaward enterprise. If mercantile and naval endeavors both depend on reliable use of the same seaways, it makes sense that practitioners and analysts of commerce and naval warfare would regard the sea in similar ways. Chapter 2 points out that the web of trading relationships that China has spun since Deng Xiaoping’s reform and opening movement has beckoned China permanently to the seas. Businesses and citizens are crowding the mainland’s coastal zones, giving rise to socioeconomic upheavals that will leave their imprint on Chinese maritime strategy. Indeed, it is doubtful that China will ever revert to being a wholly continental state. Its grand strategy will have a saltwater flavor from now on.

Geography molds grand and military strategy as well as commercial undertakings. Chapter 3 investigates how Chinese political and military leaders interpret the “first island chain,” the series of islands that runs from Japan through Taiwan through the Philippines and perhaps beyond. While some commentators believe China interprets the island chain in purely operational terms as a defense perimeter or a line demarcating where the PLA Navy will operate, we will show that this is a feature infused with grand-strategic import for Beijing. How China views the island chain will shape PLA warfighting strategy, to be sure, but it will also shape how CCP leaders promote commercial and diplomatic outreach bringing the nation closer to its Chinese Dream.

Chapter 4, “China’s Strategic Will to the Sea,” examines an intangible yet no less essential element of Chinese sea power. Over successive generations of leadership—going back as far as Mao Zedong during the Chinese Civil War’s endgame—China’s political and military leaders have sought to harden their nation’s resolve to pursue sea power. We demonstrate that each generation articulated a powerful rationale, tailored to conditions prevailing at the moment, to justify seaward endeavors. The campaign gathered momentum after Deng Xiaoping opened China to the world and has accelerated to breathtaking speed in recent years. Combined with the geographical imperatives outlined in chapters 2 and 3, national willpower drives China to master its nautical environs.

Chapters 5 and 6 explore how China has gone about assembling a powerful fleet and how it might deploy that fleet in action. In Chapter 5, “Fleet Building with Chinese Characteristics,” we take a retrospective look at past continental societies that entertained saltwater ambitions and conclude that such societies can go down to the sea in ships given adequate resources and strategic moxie. China has taken an experimental approach to fleet design. Chinese shipwrights build a few variants of a ship type, then PLA Navy crews take each variant to sea to learn its good and bad design features. These field trials feed into future improvements. A design goes into mass production once the PLAN leadership is satisfied with its performance. Fleet experimentation has helped Beijing field an impressive navy in short order without incurring undue risk of technological failure.

We also point out that sea power involves far more than the navy for China. Shore-based fire support augments the fleet’s innate firepower so long as the fleet operates within reach of fire-support weaponry. But China’s all-encompassing approach to sea power goes further than that, harnessing not strictly military implements of maritime might. The China Coast Guard has become the leading defender of China’s claims to sovereignty over sea, sky, and land features in the China seas. A maritime militia is embedded within the fishing fleet, meaning that fishermen constitute an unofficial auxiliary for law enforcement and naval endeavors, as they have for many years. Beijing’s holistic approach to nautical affairs is something Americans and their Asian partners must fathom and figure out how to counter.

In chapter 6, “Fleet Tactics with Chinese Characteristics,” we examine the tactics whereby the PLAN will fight alongside the land-based arm of sea power. The PLAN, like its fellow services, will put Maoist “active defense” into effect during sea fights in the China seas or western Pacific. In all likelihood Chinese commanders will aim attacks at the U.S. Pacific Fleet as it approaches from Hawaii or the North American west coast in hopes of enfeebling the fleet as it comes. We forecast that these attacks will disperse forces in space yet concentrate them on top of their targets simultaneously to saturate American defenses. Many different weapons will arrive from many different axes at the same time, overloading U.S. Navy defenders. How to rebuff such tactics represents a pressing question for American tacticians.

In chapter 7, “Chinese Sea Power in the Missile Age,” we focus tightly on antiship missiles as the final material ingredient of Chinese sea power. We survey extensive Chinese literature describing the history, technical evolution, and latest tactical developments relating to ship-killing armaments to gain insight into how the PLAN and its sister services may employ missiles in a war at sea. We show that Chinese scholars and military officers, along with engineers from topflight universities and research institutions, have formulated concepts and doctrines aimed at deterring and, failing that, defeating their nation’s most consequential military threat—the U.S. Navy.

If the writings and predictions of these experts are any indication, sea combat this century will be as violent and lethal as the titanic battles that constituted World War II in the Pacific. The intellectual energy and imagination these thinkers and theorists have invested to develop ideas for missile campaigns suggest that the United States and its allies must take the Chinese missile threat with utmost seriousness.

Chapter 8, “U.S. Maritime Strategy in Asia,” presents a retrospective on U.S. maritime strategy making in recent decades. We posit that U.S. naval history oscillates between major conflicts and more tranquil interludes and that the focal point of U.S. maritime strategy changes with the times. After winning big against a “peer” antagonist, as in World War II or the Cold War, the American sea services reconfigure themselves for the less daunting constabulary missions they expect to perform when no great-power rival is in view. Having grown accustomed to constabulary duty, they find it hard to reinvent themselves for high-intensity combat when a peer challenger does come into sight. That constitutes the challenge before the sea services today. We postulate that the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard are attempting to remake themselves to meet the China challenge—and that this is a task of grave moment for America’s strategic position in Asia.
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CHAPTER ONE
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MAHAN’S LINGERING GHOST

Now is a time of flux for navies worldwide. Consider the material dimension of maritime strategy, the most easily observable and most easily quantifiable indicator of how societies think about great waters and transact business there. Historian Sir Julian Corbett observes that ships are “the expression in material of the strategical or tactical ideas that prevail at any given time.”1 That is a disquieting insight for Westerners. As Yale University professor Paul Kennedy rightly observes, Western navies are in decline while Asian navies are on the rise.2 Kennedy implies that ideas about the likelihood of naval war and the need to gird for it help explain these opposing trends—trends working against the Western maritime dominance that serves the West and the seagoing world well.

What ideas are taking shape in this context? Beguiled by the idea that high-seas combat is passé, Europeans are surrendering their claim to sea power. Governments seem resigned to letting their navies shrink. Fleet sizes dwindle despite a resurgent Russian Navy that has taken to haunting the marginal seas that wash against European shores. NATO and the European Union aspire to leadership in the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea, where piracy coupled with militant activity ashore endangers merchant shipping critical to global prosperity. For Europeans, broadly speaking, sea power is now more about constabulary duty than about fleet actions to determine who rules the waves.3

Apprehending corsairs off Somalia thus makes a better metaphor for contemporary European sea power than does the clangor of battle between hostile fleets. With the chances of combat now appearing small, Europeans see little need to invest finite funds in preparing for it. And indeed, battleworthy ships festooned with sensors and precision armaments command ebbing popular and elite support in European capitals—witness the Royal Navy’s recent decision to decommission surface combatants with remaining useful service life to free up money for two midsize aircraft carriers. The Royal Navy in effect mortgaged its future to fund the flattops, only to see the British government consider canceling them as well.4 The fate of the carriers remained long in doubt.

Financial pressures and interservice rivalries have driven the number of British hulls inexorably downward. Indeed, the Royal Navy is now smaller than the French Navy for the first time since the 1805 Battle of Trafalgar, when Lord Horatio Nelson’s fleet outdueled a Franco-Spanish fleet near the Strait of Gibraltar. Europe’s nautical decline reverses half a millennium of maritime history. As Paul Kennedy points out, Western apathy toward traditional sea power manifests itself even as Asians bolt together fleets with gusto.

Kennedy likens the discontinuity in maritime history evident today to a similar discontinuity six hundred years ago. Europe inherited its mastery of Asian waters by default. Portuguese seafarers made their entry into the Indian Ocean at almost precisely the historical instant after Hindu and Chinese rulers abandoned their bid for sea power. Indian suzerains forbade sea voyages in the fourteenth century, curtailing their claim to maritime mastery. A century later China’s Ming Dynasty dismantled the world’s most formidable navy—Admiral Zheng He’s “treasure fleet.”5 By happenstance China vacated the seas scant decades before the adventurer Vasco da Gama dropped anchor along the subcontinent.

Da Gama’s voyage ushered in an age of outside dominion over Asian national life.6 Control of Asian sea routes empowered European conquerors to deprive India of its independence for the only time in the subcontinent’s long history, to have their way with a China in decline, and to erect bases and colonies throughout coastal Asia. Only in the 1950s, following two world wars and decades of slow imperial decline, did Great Britain withdraw from east of Suez—tacitly ceding naval supremacy to the U.S. Navy. By quitting Asian waters, the Royal Navy signaled the beginning of the end of the “Vasco da Gama epoch” of Asian history.7

As Europeans turn their backs on conventional combat at sea, Asians have hurled themselves into the naval enterprise with aplomb and to great fanfare. China stands at the forefront of Asian naval development. After decades of studied silence, for instance, China’s leadership at last confessed its aircraft-carrier ambitions. Its first carrier, a refitted Soviet-built flattop renamed Liaoning, now rides the waves awaiting the indigenously built carriers still in the making. Liaoning acts predominantly as a training carrier, helping China’s first corps of naval aviators learn the art of catapulting into the skies and snagging arresting wires to land on board ship.

Nor is China’s naval buildup solely—or even mostly—about aircraft carriers. Since the Cold War, the PLA Navy (or PLAN) has introduced multiple new classes of modern conventional and nuclear submarines. High-tech PLAN guided-missile destroyers, frigates, and corvettes have entered service, forming the lineaments of a balanced fleet. In 2010 Beijing reportedly fielded the world’s first antiship ballistic missile (ASBM)—a weapon that might change the rules of the contest for maritime mastery in the Far East. Another such missile sporting even longer range was publicly unveiled at a military parade in September 2015.

China, however, is not alone in laboring to construct a great navy. Japan already boasts a world-class fleet, albeit one that remains modest in numbers. The Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force has put to sea what it euphemistically calls “helicopter destroyers,” or DDHs, including the Hyūga-class and the larger Izumo-class helicopter carriers. By all appearances, the Izumo-class DDH is a prototype for a future light carrier. Soryu-class submarines have entered service. Heralded as the finest large diesel boats in the world, Soryus are outfitted with air-independent propulsion, a cutting-edge technology that permits submarines to remain underwater for long stretches of time to elude detection. Since 2010 the maritime service has begun expanding its submarine fleet from sixteen to twenty-two, an almost 40 percent increase in numbers. Moreover, Japan operates Aegis destroyers comparable to the best America has to offer.

South Korea too has undertaken an across-the-board naval modernization program. The Republic of Korea Navy has taken delivery of frigates, diesel submarines, and amphibious assault ships, not to mention Aegis destroyers that pack more firepower than their American and Japanese sisters. Well to the south, Australia too is constructing Aegis “air warfare destroyers.” The Royal Australian Navy is also procuring twelve diesel submarines, in what promises to be the most expensive military project in Australian history.

And to Australia’s northwest, India forthrightly avows its desire for a navy able to rule the Indian Ocean. On the whole, Indian naval development has made fitful progress. Still, New Delhi has put a retired Russian aircraft carrier into Indian Navy service, launched its first indigenous flattop, and cut steel on another, creating the core of a blue-water fleet centered on naval aviation. And so it goes: as one civilization evacuates the oceans, another crowds the seas and skies with ships and warplanes bristling with heavy-hitting weaponry. Asia is on the move, and its vibrancy makes a stark contrast with Europe’s malaise.

What the rise of Asian naval power portends for the region remains to be seen, but past maritime realignments should prompt practitioners and scholars of sea power to take notice. The interwar period, for example, saw the future belligerents fit out the navies that would pummel one another in the Atlantic and Pacific during World War II. There is little reason to believe that a similar great-power cataclysm is imminent today. Nevertheless, the material, historical, and cultural ingredients for strategic competition and rivalry abound within East Asia’s congested, geographically intricate maritime environs.

Many, including ourselves in the first edition of this book, predicted that Asia’s future would swerve toward competition. That future is now. Long-term strategic competition is under way throughout maritime Asia.

How will this future unfold? Countless variables will impinge on the competition. Scholars and intelligence analysts prefer to measure the tangible, but tallying up numbers of hulls, airframes, and weaponry reveals only a partial picture of a navy’s battle capacity. The realm of ideas—the realm about which Corbett holds forth—is admittedly more nebulous than that of net assessment, but it is just as consequential. Understanding how an aspiring or established sea power thinks about strategy and may try to put strategic ideas into practice is indispensable to forecasting that contestant’s fortunes in high-seas competition.

If a navy’s political masters and commanders incline toward offensively minded strategy, for example, they will employ the assets at their disposal far differently than would overseers of a navy predisposed to defense. Offensive predispositions need not augur victory at sea; just the reverse in some cases. Some scholars condemn the “cult of offense” that permeated strategic thought and military planning in fin de siècle Europe. They allege that it helped bring on the slaughter seen during World War I—sacrifice that yielded few gains if any.8 American military strategist Bernard Brodie maintains that a tyranny of maxims enslaved European minds. If a generation of commanders knew ground troops could surmount fixed fortifications, they felt obliged to pit men against fire in search of a breakthrough.9 Trench warfare falsified such truisms—but only after much blood was spilled for little apparent reason.

Unsurprisingly, then, the material discontinuity Kennedy discerns between Asia’s maritime rise and Europe’s maritime free fall finds an intellectual parallel in history. Professor Geoffrey Till of King’s College London expands on this point. Till avers that Europeans have entered a “postmodern,” “post-Mahanian” sea-power perspective. The postmodern approach is predicated more on noncombat missions aimed at upholding “good order at sea” in the face of non-traditional challenges than on pounding away at enemy fleets.10 (Till uses the term “Mahanian” in the casual sense, connoting a navy that regards preparing for major fleet battles as its first and foremost duty and assumes it will fight them.)

Asians, says Till, have set themselves on precisely the opposite intellectual track. Asia has entered a “modern,” “neo-Mahanian” mental world rather like the world Western sea powers and Japan inhabited in the days of historian Alfred Thayer Mahan. If Till is right, a bloody-minded outlook toward the chances of armed conflict at sea now animates Asian officials and seafarers.11 And indeed, judging by the martial overtones of Asian commentary on marine affairs, Mahan is making a comeback in these precincts. “Banyan,” the pseudonymous Asia columnist for The Economist, reports: “Whenever Banyan prodded a military man from India or China” at one international gathering, “out leapt a Mahanite.”12 He seemingly concurs with Till about the state of maritime-strategic thought in the region.

And the United States? America appears to be trying to straddle the Mahanian and post-Mahanian worlds, meeting proliferating demands with stagnant or declining resources. Such demands thin out the naval power available for any single commitment. Despite optimistic talk about bulking up the U.S. Navy by eighty ships or thereabouts, prospects for rebuilding the Navy remain murky as of this writing. Indeed, the Navy’s plight evokes an old bit of gallows humor, holding that if the sea service keeps doing more and more with less and less, it will someday end up doing everything with nothing. Would that it could!

America regards itself both as the chief guardian of freedom of the sea, a function that involves upholding good order at sea against nonstate challengers, and as the protector of its own national interests and prerogatives against aspiring “peer competitors”—rivals more or less equivalent to the United States by the yardsticks of diplomatic, military, economic, and ideological power. These self-appointed missions allow the U.S. Navy no rest at the same time they attenuate its strength.

U.S. Navy operations in the Indian Ocean represent a microcosm of this larger strategic phenomenon. Navy fighter/attack aircraft render close air support to troops in Afghanistan, conducting the highest form of power projection ashore, even as billion-dollar ships track innumerable, often primitive small vessels to suppress piracy and interdict proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. At the same time, the Navy is aiding the fight against militants in the Levant and on the Arabian Peninsula. It could even be directed to strike against the Iranian nuclear complex should Tehran essay an atomic breakout.

How well the sea services handle the dual character of sea power, in which police and warfighting functions appear coequal, represents the central test of American staying power in the maritime domain. This challenge is particularly acute in Asia, where the expansion of indigenous naval power is accelerating while the U.S. naval presence has produced indifferent results as a deterrent, despite the efforts of the sea services to “rebalance,” or bias, their forward deployments to favor the region.

If prognoses by Kennedy, Till, and like-minded commentators are correct, the Asian seas are primed for a reconfiguration of maritime power. Helping the United States manage a disturbance to the regional order constitutes our chief purpose in this book. It is no secret that China’s rise constitutes the primary challenge. In a sense, then, the book is a “red team” exercise in which we try to anticipate future trends, helping the United States, the “blue team,” adapt its strategies and forces to keep abreast if not ahead of change.

We believe empathy with the red team represents a virtue in this sort of endeavor, so we pay special attention to the human dimension of Chinese maritime strategy. In particular we explore how Chinese policy makers and thinkers have performed in the demesne of ideas about sea power. Americans must avoid projecting their own assumptions onto societies with vastly different traditions, experiences, and habits of mind and deed. By fathoming how competitors think, U.S. political and military leaders will brighten their prospects for responding wisely to U.S.-China interactions.

Maritime Strategy Is Grand Strategy

As a grand strategy, maritime strategy involves far more than ships of war blasting away at one another on the briny main. Therefore, it is worth investigating what grand strategy is and why it matters before turning to the writings of Alfred Thayer Mahan and to how Chinese strategists digest, interpret, and apply them.

According to British theorist B. H. Liddell Hart, senior political leaders set grand-strategic aims to bring about “a better peace.”13 The idea of a better peace implies a society that is wealthier, stronger, and more influential in foreign affairs. It takes power to fulfill such goals, so government leaders and military commanders amass and manage diplomatic, economic, and military power while devising methods for deploying power to political effect. The mid-twentieth-century scholar Edward Mead Earle writes that grand strategy thus constitutes “the highest type of strategy” whereby top leaders strive toward policy aims. Properly executed, grand strategy “so integrates the policies and armaments of the nation that the resort to war is either rendered unnecessary or is undertaken with the maximum chance of victory.”14

Grand strategy, then, is about alloying diplomatic, economic, and military power into a sharp political instrument. The proportions of each ingredient vary with the circumstances. In peacetime the wielders of this implement work to improve their society’s standing without resort to violence. Should political leaders opt for the sword, however, Liddell Hart implores executors of grand strategy to wage war “with constant regard” for the postwar peace they covet.15 Farseeing leaders possessed of a sense of limits stand the best chance of achieving their goals without exhausting the power on hand for foreign ventures. They avoid defeat, and they avoid triumphs of arms that drain the society’s inventory of natural, economic, and military resources, leaving it worse off than before.

Military strategy, maintains Liddell Hart, represents “an application on a lower plane” of grand strategy. It nests beneath and is subservient to foreign policy and grand strategy. National leaders use it in concert with nonmilitary implements to generate strategic and political effects. And different rules govern it. As strategic grand master Carl von Clausewitz points out in a passage worth quoting at length:

We maintain … that war is simply a continuation of political intercourse, with the addition of other means. We deliberately use the phrase “with the addition of other means” because we … want to make it clear that war in itself does not suspend political intercourse or change it into something entirely different. In essentials that intercourse continues, irrespective of the means it employs. The main lines along which military events progress, and to which they are restricted, are political lines that continue throughout the war into the subsequent peace. How could it be otherwise? Do political relations between peoples and between their governments stop when diplomatic notes are no longer exchanged? Is war not just another expression of their thoughts, another form of speech or writing? Its grammar, indeed, may be its own, but not its logic. If that is so, then war cannot be divorced from political life.16

For Clausewitz, that is, foreign policy and grand strategy remain supreme throughout the spectrum of international interactions. Policy embodies the thoughts peoples and their governments entertain about their society’s rightful place in the world. Its supremacy endures from peacetime into wartime and back again. Thus, policy imparts logic or direction to grand strategy—the coordinated use of all implements of power in the service of policy—and thence to military strategy, the use of arms to help advance grand-strategic aims.

Nonetheless, adding war to the policy mix transforms how societies interact. Political relations continue, as Clausewitz proclaims, but through warlike channels rather than the mechanisms of routine diplomacy. Rather than exchange diplomatic démarches, one society communicates with another by deploying armies or armadas to make statements about power and resolve. For Clausewitz this discourse unfolds by its own grammar—the grammar of violent interaction between antagonists intent on thwarting one another and imposing their will by force. Military strategy, then, involves a “collision of living forces.”17 Strategists inhabit an arena ruled not by rational cost-benefit calculations but by chance, dark passions, and sudden turnabouts of fortune.

Nor, it bears noting, is there any single way to carry on this belligerent negotiation. Quite the reverse: military strategy comes in boundless varieties and permutations. Which one a combatant adopts depends on who its leadership reckons is the stronger contender, how it sizes up the physical surroundings, and on and on. Commanders deploy ingenuity alongside operational and tactical acumen to make their forces stronger at the decisive place on the map or nautical chart at the decisive time. The important point is this: maneuvering around land, air, or sea forces in search of battlefield victory has little to do with the logic of political purpose. It is for this reason that Clausewitz distinguishes between the grammar that impels military strategy and the logic that flows from policy.

This distinction between grammar and logic explains, furthermore, why Liddell Hart draws a stark contrast between grand strategy and military strategy. (He also admits it is hard to disentangle grand strategy from policy, pronouncing them “practically synonymous” except in inflection.)18 Indeed, he proclaims that while grand strategy should control military strategy, “its principles often run counter to those which prevail in the field of strategy.”19 Policy and grand strategy are in charge, yet military strategy proceeds by its own rules. This leads to our chief contention regarding purpose and military power: because logic and grammar are things apart, a contestant can consult one source of inspiration for insight into foreign policy and grand strategy and another source altogether for guidance on formulating and prosecuting military strategy.

And indeed, we maintain that China has done precisely that as it casts its gaze seaward determinedly for the first time since the Ming Dynasty. Its communist leadership has embraced an alluring if not universal logic of maritime strategy but has turned elsewhere for help with fashioning a grammar of sea combat that suits China’s needs as a regionally dominant Asian power facing off against a global hegemon and its allies.

Before we move on to maritime strategy more specifically, it would be worthwhile to explore how military strategy functions in peacetime. Military forces hold their fire in peacetime, but government leaders and military commanders flourish forces to convey messages to audiences hostile, friendly, and indifferent. They attempt to convince these audiences that their forces would emerge the victor should combat ensue. If they are successful, they deter or coerce prospective foes; reassure allies, friends, and domestic constituents; and elicit support from bystanders or discourage them from interfering. They can accomplish a great deal in peacetime by making important audiences believers in their power and resolve. People respect winners.

By no means is this a novel insight. Two millennia ago, the Chinese strategist Sun Tzu exhorted sovereigns and generals to win without fighting, chiefly by placing foes in hopeless predicaments.20 Clausewitz himself observes that no fighting need occur for one competitor to prevail over another in tense times: if the idea of combat is present, then competitors can derive strategic and political benefit from maneuvering forces on terrestrial or oceanic battlegrounds. The outcome, he says, “rests on the assumption that if it came to fighting, the enemy would be destroyed” (our emphasis).21 Wars of perceptions, then, can yield real results. Military strategy is far from inert in peacetime international competition.

A rich literature on deterrence and coercion has taken shape during the decades since the advent of the atomic age. For our purposes in this volume, however, we are partial to strategist Edward Luttwak’s concept of “armed suasion.” First, Luttwak situates the concept as part of grand strategy and military strategy, framing it in terms that conform to our outlook in this book. Second, he accentuates the interactive dimension of power politics, showing that arming oneself or deploying forces in peacetime sets in motion action-reaction dynamics similar to Clausewitzian interaction in wartime. Third, and most important, he transposes the idea of armed suasion to the nautical domain, fashioning the kindred idea of “naval suasion” (of which more later).

Fighting is the final arbiter of military efficacy, but no actual fighting takes place in peacetime confrontations. There are only subjective—and oftentimes inexpert—estimates of how fighting would have turned out had it occurred. Since a hypothetical clash takes place only in the minds of key audiences, its outcome need not reflect battlefield realities. Notes Luttwak:

In combat, force is an objective reality in action, whose only valid and totally unambiguous measure is in the results achieved. With armed suasion, however, there is only the subjective estimate of a given potential for combat in the eyes of others, friends and enemies alike. The accuracy of such estimates is not merely uncertain but actually indeterminate, because that combat potential is only measurable in the reality of war—which may never happen and whose outcome if it does happen will be influenced by all the unpredictables of time, space, and circumstance.22

To project how an armed encounter would turn out, observers can consult certain objective measures, such as numbers of armaments, their technical specifications, or expert analyses of their quality. But much about military capability remains in the realm of guesswork, even for experts. Battle—the “field trials” for testing military institutions and hardware—occurs too seldom to furnish reliable findings.

The picture is still murkier in peacetime, when perceptions—not battlefield results—constitute the arbiter. Nonspecialists might mistake the weaker force for the stronger simply because the weaker force fields impressive-looking tanks, planes, or ships. The weak might “win” a peacetime showdown simply by posturing themselves as the dominant contender. For instance, a U.S. Air Force F-22 stealth fighter—a warplane acclaimed the world’s finest—might come off second in a battle of perceptions against an older-generation fighter. After all, the American warplane carries its weapons out of sight in internal bays, whereas older aircraft tote theirs on highly visible pylons beneath their wings and fuselage. The latter might appear deadlier to onlookers untutored in aviation technology.

If so, “victory” would go to the inferior warbird even if sorely outclassed. Perceptions decide the outcome of armed suasion, then, yet misperceptions are just as influential in peacetime tests of strength. American and allied commanders must acknowledge this perverse, yet inescapable, facet of armed suasion when appraising China’s maritime strategy and pondering ways to counter it. Battle capacity counts, but so do appearances.

Mahan as a Grand Strategist: The Logic of Maritime Strategy

While he never uses the term, Alfred Thayer Mahan prescribes a saltwater grand strategy. Most strategic theorists say little about larger purposes. Clausewitz, for instance, insists that policy “permeates” all facets of military endeavors yet remains silent about what policy ought to be. Sun Tzu seems to envision defending and expanding the state, yet he too offers sovereigns little commentary about the substance of policy. Mahan, by contrast, pushes an agenda, unafraid to espouse national purposes relating to trade and commerce, diplomatic representation overseas, and naval and mercantile shipping.

And he presents a coherent body of ideas about marine endeavors, which historians Harold H. Sprout and Margaret T. Sprout term his “philosophy of sea power.” Mahan propounds “doctrines of sea power and manifest destiny,” they write, crafting a “theory of national prosperity and destiny founded upon a program of mercantilistic imperialism.”23 This is a theory exerting considerable allure. Germany and Imperial Japan succumbed to it, as did Great Britain and Mahan’s own United States. Just as formal logic derives from the discipline of philosophy, the logic of maritime strategy derives from the Mahanian philosophy of sea power.

Mahan starts by explaining what the sea is and why it is important, then delineates what sea power is and illuminates the purposes maritime-minded peoples should seek. For him the sea is a “wide common” across which seafarers “may pass in all directions.”24 At sea as in New England townships of old, a common is an expanse that belongs to everyone and no one. Anyone may make use of it; no one may bar others from using it. The marine common is a medium through which ships transport raw materials, finished goods, and naval firepower.

But the medium is worth little absent the ability to use it. “Communications,” meaning secure passage through this nautical thoroughfare, thus constitutes “the most important single element in strategy, political or military.”25 The “eminence of sea power” resides in its ability to control the sea-lanes, along with geographical sites that facilitate or impede the flow of merchant and naval shipping. Digging a Central American canal obsessed Mahan, as did acquiring Caribbean bases from which to safeguard the approaches to the Isthmus of Panama.26

The ability to ensure communications “to one’s self, and to interrupt them for an adversary, affects the very root of a nation’s vigor,” concludes Mahan.27 He draws martial implications from this biological imagery. Cutting communications is like cutting the roots of a plant, which shrivels and dies when deprived of water and nutrients. Thus it befits a great seafaring state to maintain a powerful navy. So equipped, it can protect its own “root system” through naval action, ensuring its survival and vigor. And it can cut the enemy’s root system, applying intense pressure on enemy leaders while depriving their forces of imports and exports, nutrients critical to war making.

It is now commonplace to reduce Mahan to battleships or to naval engagements in the age of sail. And indeed, he was a tireless proponent of “capital ships.” Armored steam-propelled battleships were the capital ships of his time, but he investigated the age of sail for insight because the age of steam remained relatively novel when he began his writing career. At the time, the age of sail was the only source of abundant historical data. Now, battleships are museum relics while wooden men-of-war have receded still further into history. Critics dismiss his works as irrelevant to a high-tech age because they have a whiff of antiquarianism about them.

Such neglect obscures the nature and value of sea power. Mahan defines sea power, “in a word,” as production, merchant and naval shipping, and forward naval stations to support the voyages of fuel-thirsty and maintenance-intensive warships and merchantmen.28 Commerce, ships, and bases constitute the three pillars on which sea power is founded. It is worth pointing out that—far from being the whole of sea power—the navy represents just one-half of one of three pillars of sea power. This cuts against the usual interpretation of Mahan’s teachings. His understanding of sea power is not exclusively about sea fights after all. Sea power is about far more than fleets. Indeed, it is about more than navies.

There is a circular quality to Mahan’s definition. Trade and commerce generate tax revenue whereby governments fund navies to defend the shipping lanes used to carry on trade. Commerce begets wealth begets budgets for shipbuilding and operations to protect commerce. And so the cycle goes. The cycle becomes self-sustaining provided a seafaring state remains single-minded about maintaining it. For Mahan, then, maritime strategy concerns far more than navies dueling one another on the high seas. Its goal is “to found, support, and increase, as well in peace as in war, the sea power of a country” (our emphasis).29

To channel Mahanian ideas through Liddell Hart, a society prospers by accumulating sea power. It fosters a better state of peace for itself. Its leadership hopes to avoid war altogether, achieving its goals without recourse to arms. Mahan vehemently denies lusting for battle on the high seas. And indeed, in The Problem of Asia the naval historian insists that “military or political force” represents an “alien element” in international relations.30 Peacetime commerce charts the true pathway to national prosperity and greatness. But Mahan goes further and offers an appraisal of international politics. “War has ceased to be the natural, or even normal, condition of nations,” he declares, and “military considerations are simply accessory and subordinate to the other greater interests” they serve.31 Naval forces are the servant of economic and political instruments—as indeed grand strategy decrees they must be.

This brings us to Mahan’s formula for grand strategy. The “starting point and foundation” for comprehending sea power, he says, is “the necessity to secure commerce, by political measures conducive to military, or naval strength. This order is that of actual relative importance to the nation of the three elements—commercial, political, military.”32 So commerce ranks first among equals within this Mahanian tripartite strategy, and military power ranks third. Military access constitutes a guarantor of diplomatic access, while diplomatic access backed by military force is necessary to ensure commercial access and the economic blessings it bestows. Commercial access represents both the ultimate goal of policy and part of the Mahanian policy blend that creates wealth, facilitates robust diplomacy, and supports a navy. Mahan codifies his grand strategy through this passage.

No trading state seeks out the hardships, dangers, and sheer costs of warfare, yet no state has foresworn it. Like any armed force worth the name, the navy must prepare to fight should the worst come to pass. Mahan urges navies to take the offensive should war be thrust upon them, but he never advocates naval rivalry for its own sake. In contemporary parlance, he urges naval officialdom to “hedge” against the likelihood of military conflict by attempting to bring about pacific relations, all the while girding itself for the worst. Failing that, it should look ahead to the postwar order should war become unavoidable. True to Liddell Hart’s ideas about grand strategy, wise naval leaders set their gaze on the long term.

This trinity of commerce, political willpower, and military force represents Mahan’s logic of sea power, the first plane on which sea-power theory functions. National leaders and diplomats must keep the virtuous Mahanian cycle going. They must develop coherent policies and strategies to initiate, encourage, and sustain foreign commerce. Commerce generates wealth and power, supplying the means to achieve larger national objectives. At the same time, national leaders must hone the military implement to a keen edge to defend commercial access. Commerce cannot proceed reliably without military means to protect it, keeping others from closing foreign markets and harming the prosperity that comes with commercial transactions.

To keep the cycle going, national leaders must frame arguments persuasive to constituents at home. Sea power is a conscious political choice, one that must be made again and again. By appealing to the populace through sentiment and reason, the leadership can rally strategic will behind the nation’s seaborne quest. In short, purposeful nations keep commercial, political, and military imperatives in balance when going down to the sea in ships.

Mahan as a Military Strategist: The Grammar of Sea Combat

Mahan also frames what Harold Sprout and Margaret Sprout dub a “theory of naval strategy and defense” governing operational and tactical matters while setting forth the rudiments of fleet design.33 This is his grammar of fleets battling one another for control of the sea and thus for the right to project power ashore, police crucial waterways, and otherwise harvest the fruits of victory at sea. It merits restating that Mahan saw naval warfare as a means to an end, and a distasteful one at that. For him naval strategy involved “statesmanship directing arms,” not fighting for its own sake.34

Our main point here is that Mahan’s grammar of sea combat is separable from his logic of maritime policy and strategy. It is possible to embrace the Mahanian logic of commerce, ships, and bases wholeheartedly yet prosecute maritime strategy using methods and implements far different from the ones Mahan lauded. Mahan was not writing for all would-be combatants; he was writing for those who already boasted the capacity to contend for mastery of the waves. Some contenders possess neither the natural resource endowment, nor the favorable maritime geography, nor the saltwater culture to fight for control. It would be pointless to challenge a maritime hegemon if defeat were a foregone conclusion. Such a contestant would do things differently.

We will return to this point at the close of this discussion because we believe China is just such a contender. China needs time to marshal its advantages and resources. Until then, it is pursuing an interim military strategy designed to blunt a stronger foe’s advantages while raising the costs of entry into nautical zones it deems critical to national well-being. If it can drive the costs high enough, that foe might decide its goals are not worth the time or effort—and abandon them.

Mahan outlines a formula that captures the means necessary to achieve the desired condition in the nautical arena. If commercial access is the banner conveying the essence of his logic of sea power, command of the sea is the banner for his grammar of high-seas combat. “Command of the sea,” maintains Mahan, means “that overbearing power on the sea which drives the enemy’s flag from it, or allows it to appear only as a fugitive; and which, by controlling the great common, closes the highways by which commerce moves to and from the enemy’s shores.”35

To command the sea a fleet must be strong enough to clear important seas of enemy fleets while denying foes access to those same waters. Maritime command thus connotes absolute, open-ended control. Yet the Mahanian passage quoted above hints that the vanquished still have options. A “fugitive,” after all, may be able to conduct commerce without wresting away the trident for itself. (Julian Corbett investigates strategies of the lesser antagonist in detail—a point to which we will return later in this book. Chinese strategists have begun to take note of his ideas.) Command, then, is a relative and interactive concept. It appears Clausewitzian in spirit if not in name, pitting living forces against one another in a ceaseless and interactive struggle to rule the sea.

Overbearing power manifests itself in warships, naval weaponry, and battle efficiency. It embodies the martial grammar of sea power. What does command mean in practical terms? It means fielding a resilient fleet that outguns its competitors. Mahan urges naval planners to design their battle fleets around capital ships, by which he means men-of-war boasting that “due proportion” of defensive and offensive capacity that would enable these ships to give and take “hard knocks” in battle against the enemies they are most likely to confront in action. These capital ships are the fleet’s heavy hitters, able to dish out and withstand punishment. A capital ship could be an armored dreadnought, as in Mahan’s day, or it could be an aircraft carrier, as from 1941 forward. It could be any platform that meets the simple Mahanian standard.

How many hulls does a battle fleet need to earn command and thereby secure commercial and diplomatic access? Mahan presents a “broad formula” for sizing fleets for combat: “it must be great enough to take the sea, and to fight, with reasonable chances of success, the largest force likely to be brought against it.”36 These insights are critical to fleet design. Planners clearly must factor probabilities and politics into their calculations alongside more familiar measures such as tonnage, sensors, and armament.

Thus, estimating naval power is more than a numbers game, and it demands intellectual discipline. Take the Mahanian formula in reverse order. Mahan wrote mainly for Americans. How can naval leaders approximate the largest force a prospective enemy is likely to send against the U.S. Navy in a particular theater? By gauging what that foe wants at a given place and time, and how much that foe wants it. A rational adversary invests resources in an effort—ships, planes, armaments, personnel—in proportion to the value it attaches to the political aims it hopes to achieve by undertaking that endeavor.

Less-than-crucial political aims, in other words, warrant a partial investment of forces. No sane leader dispatches the entire military for a trifle. Doing so wastes resources, flouting the precepts of military strategy and grand strategy. Sane leaders send detachments unless the mission is so pivotal that it warrants limitless expenditure of lives, hardware, and treasure—unless, say, national survival is at stake. Mahan beseeches strategists to undertake that political calculation and project what fraction of its naval power an antagonist may dispatch to a theater Americans care about. That fraction becomes the yardstick for sizing a U.S. Navy fleet. Wise strategists plan against the largest fleet an enemy may send rather than against the enemy’s navy as a whole.

For Mahan, then, sufficiency constitutes the proper standard for maritime might. One navy need not outbuild another to impose local supremacy where it matters, when it matters. Relative superiority at the decisive place and time is what decides battles. Looking at things from Beijing’s standpoint, the PLA Navy need not be stronger than the U.S. Navy as a whole, merely stronger than the fraction of the U.S. Navy that is likely to appear in Asian waters to do battle.

The dual nature of sea power, embodying as it does both peacetime and wartime endeavors, reaffirms Mahan’s nuanced approach to maritime affairs. Importantly, both the grammar and the logic of sea power designate commerce and the national wealth and power to which it gives rise as their chief goal. The logic and grammar thus advance the same goals, but the logic governs the geopolitical and strategic aspects of sea power—the larger purposes impelling nautical enterprises—while the grammar concerns the operational mechanics of seizing command of the sea to attain strategic ends.

If we were to further reduce Mahan’s logic and grammar of maritime strategy to two words, they would be “access” and “command.” This makes useful shorthand. After all, everything a Mahanian seafaring state does on the grand-strategic plane is geared to obtaining and sustaining access to trading regions, while a Mahanian naval power seeks command if forced to fight for access. Command—permanent control of sea routes leading to these regions—thus constitutes the enabler for commercial, political, and military access. We will deploy this shorthand ourselves time and again in this volume.

There Is More to Sea Combat than Mahan

Mahan’s grammar of sea combat is divisible from his logic. That being the case, a would-be regional or global hegemon could easily divine inspiration from Mahan’s logic of commercial, political, and military access yet employ grammar that differs from Mahan’s. A contender too weak to win a Mahanian fleet engagement would be foolhardy to hazard one. The contender will abjure a confrontation that might cost it its fleet while doing things to bulk up its own strength and enfeeble the foe. And if a contender cares mainly about access to waters and littoral zones around its periphery, it may be able to shape events using implements aside from its battle fleet. Torpedo craft, warplanes, or shore-based antiship missile batteries may not be able to command the sea themselves, but they can exact a frightful price from an enemy bent on seizing command of nearby expanses.

Furthermore, a competitor might harbor distinct strategic preferences deriving from its own martial traditions and culture. This competitor might be unaccustomed to Mahanian operations and tactics and might find Mahan’s scheme difficult to implement. Operations and tactics conforming to long-standing preferences would be more familiar, more congenial, and thus easier to put into practice. Better to thumb through a proven playbook—provided that playbook can be adapted to a seaward theater—than to try to execute a game plan alien to one’s experience. Any ambitious sea power probably craves Mahanian command as its ultimate goal, but it may have to settle for a less venturesome strategy until command is within reach. Political and military leaders able to exercise self-restraint will content themselves with a humbler, more patient approach while biding their time.

One seemingly innocuous line of operations strives to chip away at an opponent’s maritime mastery without overt resort to arms. As we stated earlier in this chapter, writing during the late Cold War, Edward Luttwak applied his notion of armed suasion to the sea, branding it “naval suasion.” Mahan’s grammar of sea combat is of little use in the shadowy zone spanning the divide between peacetime diplomacy and full-blown hostilities. Luttwak counsels naval leaders to remember that appearances matter—that the look of a ship may make the difference in a war of perceptions. Whichever navy most people think would win a naval engagement almost always wins the peacetime battle of perceptions.

Luttwak cites the Soviet Navy, a force that was composed of relatively backward but imposing-looking combatants bristling with guns and missile launchers. A Soviet contingent might have appeared to outmatch a stronger American flotilla because the American ships’ missiles were housed in vertical launch cells (VLCs)—silos embedded in the hulls that kept the munitions out of view—while Soviet weapons were on full display. Consequently, the Soviet Navy might have prevailed owing to outward appearances. So might the PLA Navy in coming controversies.37 Beijing strives constantly to shape opinion in peacetime, disheartening weaker states and breaking—or forestalling—coalitions or alliances that might frustrate its plans. Deploying an impressive-looking fleet—even if weaker by objective measures—might fulfill this purpose.

These are some of the reasons China has departed from the Mahanian pattern when conducting maritime operations and diplomacy. China’s leadership believes the PLA remains the weaker contestant despite its impressive buildup since the 1990s. It must do things to make itself the deadlier contestant, and that may involve transposing China’s historic strategies of the weak to the nautical milieu. In light of these factors, China has done things quite differently on the operational and tactical levels than an ardent Mahanian power might do. It behooves American and allied leaders to acquaint themselves with China’s methods lest they be caught off-guard when Chinese leaders do something seemingly quixotic to get their way.

The Logic and Grammar of Chinese Maritime Strategy

Before applying the concepts of logic and grammar to China’s quest for sea power, however, it is worth reconsidering what we mean by these terms. Clausewitz’s observations are invaluable in the martial realm, but the concepts apply more generally than that. Both are often associated with linguistics. Logic is a system or principles of reasoning, while grammar is a set of rules, prescriptions, or preferences that regulate speech or writing. In other words, the former is about formulating ideas, the latter regulates how we convey ideas.

Logic springs from the mind, while humans speak and write to reason with each other. Thus logic is about conveying ideas, and it governs all human endeavors. Logic in our context means the fundamental reasons for—and purposes of—statecraft. Xi Jinping’s Chinese Dream summons the Chinese state and society to accumulate wealth and power. We investigate how sea power will help China fulfill Xi’s dream. Grammar, defined broadly, refers to the principles or rules of any art, science, or technique. Whereas logic is about the ideas someone means to express, grammar is about the mechanics of expressing those ideas. Creative uses of grammar in English, music, and theater, for example, can yield great works of literary, musical, and visual art, respectively. Naval commanders fluent in the grammar of maritime strategy can likewise achieve spectacular operational successes at sea.

How, then, do the logic and grammar of maritime strategy apply to China? Chinese commentators approach the study of marine affairs consonant with this dichotomy. They are clear-eyed about the all-encompassing nature of maritime strategy, which expresses the logic of sea power. Consider China’s Maritime Great Power Dream, an important study sponsored by the publicity department of the Shanghai Municipal Committee. Written by Professor Gao Lan of the well-respected Tongji University, it is part of a multivolume series devoted to studying major policy directives from the 18th Party Congress (2012). Professor Gao’s conceptions of maritime strategy fit well with Mahan’s grand-strategic view of sea power.

First, Gao admonishes colleagues who conflate naval affairs with maritime affairs. To him the latter subsume the former. “From a historical perspective,” he observes, “our nation’s maritime strategy overly valued the military aspects while placing maritime economics in second place. This is possibly owing to a [narrow] interpretation of strategy.”38 Like Mahan, Gao believes that maritime economics should take pride of place in the hierarchy of nautical affairs. Gao goes on to laud Western theories of grand strategy while touting how well they apply to maritime strategy. Indeed, his top picks are the same as ours. He approvingly references B. H. Liddell Hart’s definition of grand strategy. Applauding Liddell Hart, Gao concurs that “combat power is only one among many tools of grand strategy. Other tools, including economics, geography, politics, diplomacy, and culture, have had equally important impacts on war and strategy.”39

Gao then encapsulates three key findings from Paul Kennedy’s edited volume Grand Strategies in War and Peace. He agrees wholeheartedly with Kennedy that grand strategy operates in wartime and peacetime, must balance ends with means, and must incorporate nonmilitary implements of national power, including national resources, diplomacy, national morale, political culture, and the temperament and judgment of government leaders. Using these insights as an analytical starting point, Gao declares:

A maritime strategy is an important constituent of a nation’s overall strategy. It includes maritime territories and sovereignty, maritime security, maritime military affairs, maritime economy, maritime technology, maritime legal system[s], maritime culture, and many other areas. These factors are interrelated and are organically connected to other strategic realms. The basic elements of a maritime strategy are formed by maritime geographic conditions, the national economy’s demands on the seas, the national security’s demands on the seas, the national political level’s demands on the seas, the national security decision-making level’s attention to the seas, and other variables.40

Having established the multifaceted nature of maritime strategy, Gao next elucidates the objects of China’s maritime strategy. He asserts: “The substance of China’s maritime great power strategy is not only to develop the navy and other types of hard power, but it is also aimed at advancing the soft power of maritime strategy, comprehensively developing China’s maritime economy, effectively exploiting maritime resources, defending China’s maritime rights and interests, and ensuring the sovereignty and security of maritime territories.”41

Gao urges Chinese leaders to rely on economics, bilateral and multilateral diplomacy, and cooperation with the great powers to achieve the nation’s maritime objectives. Mahan would have ratified Gao’s comprehensive understanding of maritime strategy and sea power.

In China’s Maritime Power in 2049, Professor Hu Bo of Peking University similarly contends that military strength constitutes only one component of Chinese sea power. He avers:

Whether China can become a great maritime power will not be determined only by a powerful navy, which constitutes a certain type of deterrent power. It will also be determined by whether China—as the great power in its region—can use economic and diplomatic means to acquire sufficient political influence and the right to speak out so as to compel the majority of peripheral countries and the world’s main powers to acknowledge China’s success and to accept China’s sea-power development objectives and its kind of ascent.42

Hu further asserts that China must win over the international community through exemplary maritime conduct. He presumably sees China as a responsible custodian of the seas, worthy of acclaim: “Whether the great majority of the world’s maritime countries will admire China’s function and contributions in the international maritime order and whether they will acknowledge China’s rightful place in international maritime politics will also be key indicators of China’s success as a great maritime power.”43 In other words, winning legitimacy in the eyes of fellow seafaring nations is as important as fielding material implements of maritime power. Competition for sea power, then, is not exclusively confined to trials of physical strength at sea.

Professor Hu then contends that how China ranks among seagoing powers owes as much to nonmilitary factors as to purely naval considerations. He observes: “Today, the content of maritime competition has become richer and multifaceted. Maritime hard power and the military constitute only one component [of the competition]. Other methods such as diplomacy and maritime economics are more and more promising. The worldwide rankings of maritime power must consider such nonmilitary inputs as the development level of the maritime economy, diplomatic power, and the skilled use of international law.”44

What about the grammar of maritime strategy in the Chinese context? Chinese analysts have debated the concept of command of the sea at least since the 1990s. Their discourse exhibits the kind of sophistication and nuanced understanding one would expect from Western universities and research institutions. More important, the Chinese are acutely aware that they must contain their expectations about what the PLAN can achieve at the operational and tactical levels of war. They appreciate the chasm separating their aspiration to command the sea from their capability to do so. It is equally clear from the literature that they intend to close the gap between ends and means.

Officialdom helps move along the debate over command. The official PLA dictionary of military terms defines “command of the sea” tersely as “the power to control a certain sea area within a certain time period in combat.”45 The Chinese navy’s official encyclopedia elaborates on this definition: “[Command of the sea] involves one side in war using maritime power to acquire the power to control a certain maritime area within a predetermined period of time. The objective is to eliminate possible threats to one’s own side within the prescribed sea area, thereby achieving the freedom of movement at sea for oneself and effectively using the seas to engage in political, military, and economic activities. When necessary, one must deprive the enemy’s command of the sea, precluding it from using the sea and limiting the enemy’s maritime movement.”46

Consistent with the logic of maritime strategy, the goal of command is to empower the victor to carry out political and economic initiatives alongside purely military tasks in wartime. Both Clausewitz and Mahan would approve. To Senior Captain Liu Yijian, command specifically refers to a contest over the use of sea lines of communication (SLOC): “The ‘command’ in command of the seas certainly does not mean controlling and occupying the seas and oceans themselves, it means controlling enemy ship formations operating on the vast seas and oceans. Victory and defeat in naval warfare usually do not directly decide a change in territorial sovereignty. They just decide who secures or forfeits freedom of operation on the seas, so as to help create the conditions necessary for the acts of war which follow.”47

To Liu, furthermore, the struggle for command connotes an interactive confrontation between two living forces: “The most fundamental aspect [of command] is that your own side is free to operate at sea while your side can prevent an enemy from doing so.… Command of the sea is not a zero-sum game. A side can be said to hold command of the sea so long as it can deny the enemy freedom of action at sea while enjoying freedom of action on one’s own part. Otherwise, all that can be said is that command of the sea is still in dispute, and which side holds it has not yet been determined.”48

Echoing Senior Captain Liu, Rear Admiral Huang Jiang, the dean of the Naval Command Academy, offers one of the most insightful and nuanced notions of command of the sea. He counsels:

Seizing command of the sea is not a zero-sum interaction. In sea battle, the loss of our freedom of movement does not necessarily mean that the enemy has gained freedom of movement. Similarly, preventing the enemy from attaining freedom of movement does not mean that we possess freedom of movement. It is only when one side not only immobilizes enemy freedom of movement at sea but also enjoys unfettered ability to maneuver at sea that command of the sea has been grasped. Otherwise, command of the sea remains in a contested state, belonging to neither side.49

Admiral Huang is acutely aware that command is a highly uncertain and difficult venture. Indeed, his words hark back to Sir Julian Corbett, who maintained that an uncommanded sea, always in dispute, constitutes the norm in naval warfare.50 Huang recognizes that the Chinese navy will likely operate in an ambiguous warfighting environment where sea control is elusive, fleeting, and reversible. In a similar vein, Ji Rongren and Wang Xuejin of the NDU prophesy a fluid contest for command between China and potential antagonists. They observe:

Command of communications does not discount the possibility of repeated gains and losses of command during a certain time period and within a certain battle space. For any powerful military, command of communications is always a relative concept. No military could ever completely seize command of communications, the air, and the sea from beginning to end. For our military suffering from relative backwardness in equipment, this predicament is even more acute. The duration of command will be limited, the degree of control will be relative, the scope of control will be confined, and the gain and loss of command will be situational.51

This passage is particularly noteworthy in that it conveys a keen awareness that command in the Chinese context must be adapted to China’s local circumstances, its relative strategic position and power vis-à-vis opponents and allies, its material wherewithal, and its doctrine and tactics. In short, the character of Chinese command could differ starkly from how the U.S. and Western navies conceive of command. Chinese command could prove more tenuous, more fragile, more infrequent, or more uneven. But these analysts appreciate that if command with Chinese characteristics helps government leaders reap strategic and operational gain, that is all that matters. Sea command is a means to a political end—not an end in itself. The grammar of sea power obeys its logic and exists to serve it.

“Command of the sea,” of course, is a phrase of Mahanian origin. Yet our purpose here is not to demonstrate how Mahan’s writings have influenced Chinese strategic thought about sea power. We have already documented Chinese strategists’ interest in his works elsewhere.52 Our chief goal is to show how China’s ascent at sea conforms to the Mahanian logic of sea power—the logic of commercial, political, and military access to important regions—even as Chinese strategists refine a unique grammar of sea power suited to China’s unique circumstances.

We contend, in fact, that the overarching logic of sea power is universal. Mahan did not invent it. He merely discerned and codified it to help aspirants to sea power understand the enterprise on which they were embarking. Human minds run in parallel. Just as Michael Handel observes that a scholar or practitioner of war can be Clausewitzian without reading Clausewitz, a scholar or practitioner of marine affairs can be Mahanian without reading Mahan.53 Would-be rulers of the waves thus adhered to sea-power logic even before Mahan’s day. As China turned seaward, the tug of sea-power logic drew Chinese analysts to Mahan’s writings. Mahan did not set China’s maritime project in motion. Senior CCP officials did that. He is simply a teacher and guide along the way.

In any event, this excursion through the logic and grammar of Chinese sea power highlights three themes that will inform the rest of this book. First, the logic of Chinese sea power today flows from the Chinese Dream—the quest for wealth, power, and renown about which Xi Jinping rhapsodizes. China’s pursuit of great-power status in Asia and beyond will define the parameters for Chinese sea power. Second, governed by this logic, Chinese maritime strategy will conscript all elements of national power, including economic, diplomatic, cultural, and legal means. Naval power is only one implement among many. And third, how China goes about seeking command of the sea—and whether it does so close to home or far away—will be determined by how well it can manage events in the “near seas” that wash against Chinese shores.

Beijing, in short, will compile its own script as it develops doctrine, tactics, and capabilities to meet its needs and conditions. The ensuing chapters examine in greater depth the sources, future direction, and strategic implications of the logic and grammar of Chinese sea power.
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CHAPTER TWO
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ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY OF CHINESE SEA POWER

Maritime geography is not fate. As Alfred Thayer Mahan observes, though, geography may have fateful consequences. Sea power is predicated on immutable “natural conditions” such as ready access to the high seas, the number and location of deepwater ports, and the length of the seaboard.1 Inescapable geophysical factors dictate which strategic options are available to seafaring nations. Geography thus may facilitate or fetter, channel or bound a nation’s maritime strategies. Not even the most sage policy and strategy can flout geospatial reality.

Likewise, China is endowed with—and burdened by—geographic characteristics that exert a discernible influence on how Chinese leaders view the nautical setting. Their perceptions of China’s surroundings in turn inform how decision makers formulate maritime strategy, put it into practice, and adjust it as circumstances change. In effect, then, there is a subterranean logic to Chinese sea power that is geographic in nature.

We argue that “geoeconomics,” defined broadly as the interplay between spatial and economic factors in international relations, exerts a powerful influence on China’s sea-power agenda.2 We contend that the complex, interlocking web of trading relationships that China has brought together since Deng Xiaoping’s reform and opening movement has drawn China permanently to the seas. Indeed, China’s economy is literally and figuratively leaning into the seas as citizens and industry crowd mainland shores. These demographic and socioeconomic upheavals have made—and will continue to make—a lasting and profound strategic impact on China’s maritime orientation.

Mahan’s Teachings and China’s Economic Geography

In The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783, Alfred Thayer Mahan argues that production, shipping, and colonies and markets comprise sea power.3 By “production” Mahan means agricultural and industrial sectors that yield goods for sale on the market. Production also refers to the development of internal communications—roads, railways, canals—that facilitate the transport of goods from a country’s interior to trading hubs along its coasts. By “shipping” Mahan means not only ships that carry goods across the sea but also administrative functions and national regulations and laws—notably tariffs—that favor trade. By “colonies and markets” Mahan means foreign markets where finished goods can be sold and raw materials procured to supply manufacturing industries at home. He likens production, shipping, and colonies to three links in a chain, with shipping connecting the domestic economy to external marketplaces. A country enjoys meager prospects at sea unless it forges all three links.

Mahan’s three links of production, shipping, and colonies and markets have twenty-first-century analogues. While colonies are relics of a bygone era, Mahan would instantly comprehend the logic of today’s global markets. The postwar financial and trade architecture rests on the principle of market openness. Multilateral institutions, such as the World Trade Organization, ensure liberal access to markets for stakeholders in the U.S.-led international economic order. This commitment to openness remains a crucial ingredient in the mobility of goods and services—mobility that in turn facilitates global trade. Moreover, the global supply chain so essential to globalization mirrors Mahan’s ideas about “peaceful commerce and shipping.”4 Companies worldwide have constructed an intricate network of interrelationships to produce and handle goods and services, and to distribute them between international markets. Again, Mahan would have been no stranger to the basic mechanisms constituting the modern trading system.

Importantly, this global supply chain has shifted decisively to China. Three distinct clusters of economic activities that characterize global trade, or what Jean-Paul Rodrigue calls “the geography of production, distribution, and consumption,” can now be mapped onto China.5 Over the past three decades, firms in developed economies have migrated to China in search of cheap labor, tailor-made infrastructure, and tax incentives. The resulting concentration of global production lowered costs for these firms while transforming China—in particular, urban centers along the coast—into the world’s factory floor. Local seaports and transportation networks developed, helping the resultant mountains of made-in-China goods reach customers across the globe. High-tech, ultracapacity port facilities sprang up along China’s shores to feed the global supply chain. North American, Northeast Asian, and Western European customers brandishing enormous purchasing power have driven demand for goods produced in and distributed from China.

Rodrigue’s theory of the global supply chain transposes Mahan’s concept of commercially driven sea power into the modern era. Mahan illustrates the essential logic of maritime trade, even if processes specific to his day no longer apply—hence the timelessness and contemporary appeal of his writings. China’s prominence in the global supply chain, a system that remains predominantly maritime in nature, thus offers promising insights into Chinese sea power. Capturing the entire chain of production, distribution, and consumption would constitute a monumental task, and one we will not attempt here. Instead this chapter examines the distribution link—China’s port system, in particular—that delivers goods to the marketplace. This link ranks among the clearest manifestations of sea power and maritime trade. It is also a useful proxy for gauging production and consumption.

Consider the central part seaports play in maritime trade. Ports represent an essential component of distribution, the connective tissue between goods produced at home and shipping that transports those goods abroad. Ports and the global supply chain to which they are attached are essential to meeting demand for goods in foreign markets—goods that must be shipped by sea. At the same time such distribution networks and nodes must ensure that imported goods can adequately meet domestic needs. The number, capacity, and efficiency of ports are thus useful measures of production, distribution, and consumption.

Ports themselves stimulate production and consumption. Export-oriented manufacturers have an incentive to position themselves near ports or transportation networks connected to ports, thereby reducing transportation costs. In turn, industries located in or near port cities attract labor and capital, drawing new workers to the coast. As the local population and economy grow, residents with rising disposable incomes fuel more demand for imported goods. Trade begets wealth, and wealth begets more trade, generating a virtuous cycle of productivity and profit growth. Port systems thus are interwoven with a country’s industrial capacity, financial strength, and demographic patterns.

The number and quality of seaports also indicate whether geographical and other structural factors—Mahan’s natural conditions—favor maritime trade and thus sea power. To Mahan, proximity to important sea-lanes, the length of the shoreline, the number and quality of harbors, the degree to which the population’s well-being depends on the seas, and other factors innate to a country represent essential elements of sea power. The development and health of a seafaring country’s port system depend on these features and in turn sustain its sea power.

China’s Port System

The volume and patterns of Chinese maritime trade illustrate the importance of ports to China’s economic vitality and to its development as a sea power. More than 90 percent of China’s imports and more than 85 percent of its exports travel by water. In 2016, measured by the value of goods transported, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, the United States, and Germany (in descending order) were China’s top five sources of imports, while the United States, Japan, South Korea, Germany, and Vietnam were China’s top five export destinations.6 Intra-Asian, transpacific, and Eurasian trade dominates Chinese seaborne commerce, reflecting a clear production-consumption relationship in which consumers clustered in North America, Northeast Asia, and Western Europe absorb much of what China produces.

In 2011, for instance, China’s top five partners were Australia, Indonesia, Brazil, the United States, and South Africa in terms of seaborne imports measured by tonnage. Australia accounted for more than 20 percent of the total, of which raw materials accounted for more than 85 percent. Measured by the value of goods imported by sea, China’s top five suppliers were Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, the United States, and Australia. Japan accounted for more than 10 percent of the total (in dollar terms), of which manufactured goods claimed more than 95 percent. China’s five largest export destinations by sea were the United States, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and India (measured by volume). The United States absorbed just over 10 percent of the total (measured by tonnage), of which nearly 90 percent was in manufactured goods. The United States was also the largest export market for China by value, representing nearly a quarter of the global share, of which 98 percent fell into the category of manufactured goods.

China’s 14,500-kilometer coastline is the physical interface for goods transported to and from the Chinese homeland. Port facilities dotting the shoreline connect shipping to some of the world’s busiest shipping lanes. China’s main seaports handle cargoes that are shipped along the transpacific, Europe–Far East, and Southeast Asia–Far East trade routes. Not only is China a destination for and origin of seaborne commerce, it is also a transshipment hub for global trade.

China’s standing is impressive. According to the UN Conference on Trade and Development, “Chinese ports operate the largest number of berths (31,705) and handle more cargo both in terms of metric ton volume and number of TEUs [20-foot equivalent units] than any other country.”7 TEUs are a standard measurement used to denote the cargo carrying capacity of container ships and port terminals. As one can see, China’s seaports have experienced enormous aggregate growth, handling 41 million TEUs in 2000 and more than 155 million TEUs in 2012.8 China logged 170 million TEUs in 2013, ranking first in the world. Singapore and South Korea trailed at 33 and 23 million TEUs, respectively.9

In terms of tonnage throughput, Chinese ports processed 7.84 billion tons of goods in 2015 compared with just 1.25 billion tons in 2000—a sixfold increase.10 Measured by TEUs, eight of China’s ports rank among the top twenty ports in the world. Shanghai, Shenzhen, Ningbo-Zhoushan, Guangzhou, Qingdao, Tianjin, Dalian, and Xiamen ports are ranked first, third, fourth, seventh, eighth, tenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth, respectively.11 Measured by tonnage, thirteen of China’s ports are among the top twenty in the world. Ningbo-Zhoushan, Shanghai, Tianjin, Suzhou, Guangzhou, Qingdao, Tangshan, Dalian, Rizhao, Yingkou, Qinhuangdao, Shenzhen, and Xiamen rank first, second, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth, seventeenth, nineteenth, and twentieth, respectively.12

Three clusters of port systems, one apiece in southern, eastern, and northern China, have emerged as the leading players in maritime trade. In 2017 the Pearl River Delta (PRD) region to the south, the Yangtze River Delta (YRD) region to the east, and the Bohai Economic Rim, spanning the northerly Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region, accounted for 36 percent of China’s GDP. Considering that these sectors collectively represent less than 3 percent of China’s landmass and less than 20 percent of the country’s population, they stand out for their economic openness, dynamism, innovation, and productivity.13 Indeed, each regional cluster forms a distinct geography of production, distribution, and consumption.

These hubs are essential to understanding China’s dependence on seaborne commerce for its economic vibrancy in particular and its oceanic orientation in general. This dependence in turn offers a glimpse of the larger drivers that are shaping China’s perceptions of the maritime domain and of strategic imperatives at sea.

Pearl River Delta Economic Zone

In 1979 paramount leader Deng Xiaoping authorized four special economic zones: in Shenzhen, Zhuhai, and Shantou in Guangdong Province; and in Xiamen in Fujian Province. Deng’s proclamation marked the first step in China’s reform and opening era. Beginning in the 1980s, Shenzhen, the geographic epicenter of the market reforms, attracted foreign direct investment from Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and the United States, among others. The resulting boom in manufacturing and exports quickly spread and amalgamated the neighboring cities and towns into an integrated economic region, the PRD Economic Zone.

The delta’s economic development over the past decades illustrates how production, distribution, and consumption clusters have coalesced across China. The PRD region is a major manufacturing hub that produces intermediate inputs destined for final assembly elsewhere as well as finished products to be exported or consumed at home. It is a distribution center connected to global supply-chain networks that reach international and domestic markets. And as residents of the delta have come to enjoy greater wealth, the region itself has generated growing demand for imported and domestically produced goods and services.

The PRD region is best understood as a megalopolis—a band of urbanized, industrialized cities sprawling across at least 150 kilometers. The “BosWash corridor” along the eastern seaboard of the United States, stretching from Boston through New York and Philadelphia to Washington, DC, is a classic example of a megalopolis; so is the Tokyo-Nagoya-Osaka belt along Japan’s Pacific-facing coast. A megalopolis is both a geographic and an economic expression of a massive urban area. As Edward Leman observes: “What makes a megalopolis unique and important is that it is usually the principal economic powerhouse of a country or region—a concentration of consumers, purchasing power, and production that incubates higher forms of economic development and growth. As transportation and communications linkages improve among multiple centers, ‘urban-rural’ boundaries disappear in a rapidly changing web of economic activity.”14
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MAP 1—China’s Three Major Economic Zones
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From west to east, Zhuhai, Zhongshan, Jiangmen, Foshan, Guangzhou, Dongguan, and Shenzhen form a semicircle around the Pearl River Estuary, which empties southward into the South China Sea. According to the World Bank, the PRD urban area, excluding the special administrative regions of Hong Kong and Macau, encompassed nearly 7,000 square kilometers in 2010. An astonishing 42 million people live in this “interconnected urban mass,” where it is virtually impossible to delineate city boundaries.15 Attesting to the speed and growth of urbanization, the PRD covered 4,000 square kilometers and was home to 27 million people a decade before. The transformation of Shenzhen constitutes perhaps the most dramatic example of the PRD’s astounding growth. When Deng designated Shenzhen a special economic zone in 1979, about 25,000 people lived in this sleepy village. By 2011 the city had swelled to exceed 10 million inhabitants, an astounding 400-fold increase in just three decades.

Any account of the PRD would be incomplete without Hong Kong, an economic and maritime powerhouse in its own right. China’s initial opening to the world in the late 1970s was closely linked to the coastal enclave. Proximity to Hong Kong was one reason Deng selected Shenzhen as a laboratory for reform. Hong Kong was conceived as a staging area through which capital from the city and overseas would flow into Shenzhen. Lower-end manufacturers in Hong Kong moved north into China while higher-value-added industries and service-oriented firms took their place. At the same time, Hong Kong emerged as a major distribution center connecting China to the outside world. For a time in the 2000s, Hong Kong was the largest container port in the world.

Since then the PRD has emerged as a center of maritime exchange. Hong Kong, Shenzhen, and Guangzhou rank among the world’s top ten ports. Measured in terms of container throughput, the ports of Shenzhen and Guangzhou ranked fourth (at 22.9 million TEUs) and seventh (14.7 million TEUs), respectively, in 2012. Hong Kong placed third that year, logging 23.12 million TEUs. Earlier concerns that southern Chinese ports would compete with Hong Kong waned as a division of labor emerged. Shenzhen and Guangzhou now function largely as gateway ports for the export of Chinese goods overseas, while Hong Kong has retained its central role as a global transshipment hub for cargo to and from China and other international markets.16 If commerce commands the overriding importance Mahan discerns, then the PRD constitutes the southerly element of a durable commercial substructure for Chinese sea power.

Yangtze River Delta Economic Zone

The YRD Economic Zone straddles Zhejiang Province to the south and Jiangsu Province to the north, with Shanghai situated at its center. Sixteen cities, including such heavyweights as Nanjing, Suzhou, Hangzhou, and Ningbo, constitute the YRD region, which sprawls across 210,000 square kilometers. The YRD produces about one-fifth of China’s GDP, generates nearly one-fourth of its fiscal revenues, and can claim almost half of its total foreign trade. In 1986 the Chinese government designated Shanghai China’s leading city in economic, financial, technological, maritime, and cultural affairs. Like Shenzhen, Shanghai soon became a magnet for foreign capital, impelling rapid growth while accelerating the transition to service-oriented and high-tech industries. Shanghai’s emergence as a global city has uplifted the delta region as a whole. Between 2000 and 2010, Shanghai’s population burgeoned from 14 million to 24 million while its urban area more than doubled from 1,600 square kilometers to 3,500 square kilometers. In the process the metropolis absorbed neighboring cities such as Suzhou, a city of more than 5 million people to Shanghai’s west.17

In 2010 Shanghai displaced Singapore as the top port in the world as measured by container throughput, at 29 million TEUs. Two years later the port handled 32.5 million TEUs, edging out Singapore in throughput and global market share. These statistics are all the more remarkable when compared to Shanghai’s humble beginnings in the 1970s. Only in 1977 did the port obtain equipment imported from Japan to start handling standardized containers used in international shipping. In 1978 Shanghai handled fewer than 10,000 TEUs. Cargo traffic started to soar, however, following the opening of container shipping routes to the United States, Japan, and Europe in the early 1980s. In 1983 container throughput neared 80,000 TEUs. Throughput soared to 570,000 TEUs in 1991, but Shanghai still lagged far behind the leading global ports. Hong Kong and Singapore handled 6 million and 6.3 million TEUs, respectively, that year. Shanghai swiftly caught up in the new century, handling 5.6 million TEUs in 2000, then almost tripling that total to 14.5 million TEUs in 2004.

The port of Shanghai feeds the city’s socioeconomic vitality. Port-related industries ranging from construction to shipping and finance have contributed to the wider local economy. According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the seaport is directly or indirectly responsible for about 20 percent of Shanghai’s contribution to GDP and 20 percent of the city’s jobs.18 The headquarters of China’s three largest carriers (COSCO, China Shipping Container Lines, and Sinotrans Shipping) and twenty other global shipping firms call Shanghai home. In addition, 66 international carriers, 630 ship agencies, and 350 international freight forwarders are based in the city.19

Ningbo, located about 150 kilometers south of Shanghai across Hangzhou Bay, is another major port in the YRD. A natural deepwater port, Ningbo is well connected to manufacturing hubs in coastal Zhejiang and farther inland in Jiangxi and Hubei. In 2012 the ports of Ningbo and nearby Zhoushan together ranked sixth in the world in terms of throughput, handling nearly 17 million TEUs. That same year Ningbo surpassed Shanghai in terms of throughput tonnage. The Chinese government formally merged the two ports three years later. Among the busiest harbors in the world, Ningbo-Zhoushan handled more than 230 routes that reached more than 600 ports around the globe in 2015.20

Significantly, the Chinese authorities designated Ningbo-Zhoushan to lead the Port Economic Rim (港口经济圈) initiative. Under the initiative the twin ports will act as a transportation hub that connects nearby cities and ports to China’s interior and to global markets. Ningbo-Zhoushan will play a critical role in meeting the demands of Xi Jinping’s One Belt, One Road strategy, an ambitious effort to finance economic development and infrastructure in Eurasia.21 The global supply chain will run through the port, joining local economies from the YRD Economic Zone to Eurasian markets by land and sea.

Planners envision three concentric rings of interrelationships emanating from Ningbo-Zhoushan. The innermost circle, comprising the twin ports and the surrounding cluster of cities, will propel local economic, social, cultural, and ecological development. This core zone will extend its ties to the next ring, which encompasses the YRD region as a whole, through transportation, trade, investment, and production networks. In turn these interactions will radiate to the outermost circle, which encompasses all of eastern China, in the form of finance, tourism, and other service-oriented industries. The Port Economic Rim concept rests firmly on China’s geography of production, distribution, and consumption.

Interior maritime geography matters. Mahan extolled the Mississippi River and its tributaries for placing the continental interior of North America in contact with the Gulf of Mexico and thence with trade routes spanning the seven seas. The muddy Mississippi constituted Americans’ gateway to the world. Internal waterways spared American manufacturers and agricultural interests much of the burden and cost of transporting goods overland to coastal harbors. Mahan also stressed the need for harbor infrastructure in remote regions to support mercantile and naval endeavors. It is doubtful that CCP leaders needed Mahan to give them the idea of turning China’s riverine system to economic advantage. Nevertheless, his writings ratify what they have done by merging Ningbo and Zhoushan and centering the One Belt, One Road initiative on the combined port. Beijing has taken Mahanian logic to heart—and put it to practical use.22

Bohai Bay Economic Rim

With a coastline spanning more than 5,000 kilometers, the Bohai Bay rim includes Liaoning, Hebei, and Shandong Provinces and the municipality of Tianjin. It forms a C-shaped arc around the Bohai Sea, an inland sea covering 823,000 square kilometers. Running clockwise from the south coast of Shandong Peninsula, the major port cities of the Bohai region include Qingdao, Weihai, Yantai, Huanghua, Tianjin, Tangshan, Qinhuangdao, Jinzhou, Yinkou, Dalian, and Dandong, the latter located along the North Korean border.

If major inland cities such as Beijing, Shenyang, and Jinan are included, more than 66 million people live along the Bohai Bay rim. The region boasts three of the busiest ports in the world: Dalian, Tianjin, and Qingdao ports rank comfortably in the top twenty in terms of container throughput. In 2012 these ports collectively handled 34.8 million TEUs, 2 million more than Shanghai. At the epicenter of this economic cluster sits Tianjin, the portal to Beijing and the interior. Transportation networks connect the Bohai region to Shanxi, Henan, and Inner Mongolia.

A far larger riverine-based ecosystem defines the economic rim. The Yellow, Liao, and Hai Rivers drain into Bohai Bay. The river basins that surround the Bohai Sea cover a land area of 1.6 million square kilometers, accounting for 15 percent of China’s total landmass. More than a third of China’s inhabitants—about 350 million people—live in this area. That makes the Bohai River basin system the third largest in the world by population size. And in terms of economic heft, the Bohai basin region contributes about one-fifth of China’s GDP. Here again, the Mahanian logic of commercial enterprise and seaborne communications is on full display.

Inland Waterways and Ports

Internal waterways, including navigable rivers, canals, and inland waters, have always been an important feature of China’s maritime and riverine trade. China enjoys 110,000 kilometers of navigable waterways. This represents the world’s longest riverine system, followed closely by Russia, whose usable waterways extend across 102,000 kilometers. The Yangtze River in particular constitutes a crucial economic artery connecting the seacoast to the backcountry. Indeed, the Yangtze is the longest navigable waterway in the world. Vessels can traverse about 2,800 kilometers of this 6,400-kilometer-long river. Waterborne transport reaches such major cities as Nanjing, Wuhan, and Chongqing, the latter a megacity of 17 million people located almost 1,700 kilometers from the coast.

Ports along the Yangtze are by far the busiest in terms of volume and throughput by comparison to other river ports in China.23 As an entryway to China’s interior and beyond, Chongqing’s Guoyuan Port acts as a transshipment hub whereby goods are shipped to Europe along railways running through the far western province of Xinjiang. For its part, Wuhan straddles the junction of north-south and east-west transportation axes. The city connects the upper and lower sections of the Yangtze, facilitating trade between Chongqing and Shanghai. It lies roughly midway along the Beijing-Guangzhou rail line. Wuhan also feeds Shanghai with goods transported from the interior, including from Xian, Changsha, Kunming, and Zhengzhou.24

Modernization, dredging, and expansion of port facilities have substantially boosted inland China’s capacity for water transport. Demand for better internal communications has swelled, furthermore, as manufacturing industries have moved farther inland. Between 1990 and 2005 the inland water ports’ throughput exploded from 0.2 million TEUs to 19.4 million TEUs—a remarkable 97-fold leap in cargo handling.25 And in 2010 inland waterway freight surpassed rail freight by volume. (It remains a distant second behind road freight, the dominant form of transportation in China.)26 River transport moved 5.6 billion tons of goods in 2013 compared with 4 billion tons that went by rail.27

Inland, or “dry,” ports represent another component of China’s interior transportation network. Starting in 2002, such facilities eased congestion at ports along the coast while injecting economic activity into the hinterlands as part of China’s larger development strategy. These ports are connected to seaports by road or rail. They function as temporary storage sites before cargo is transported elsewhere, or they can serve as clearinghouses for customs and other logistical services. The distances between these satellite ports and seaports can range from 70 to 1,500 kilometers.28 For example, the Shijiazhuang dry port in Hebei Province—located 400 kilometers from Tianjin, its mother seaport—is a gateway to Shanxi and Shandong Provinces.29 These trends suggest that even China’s interior regions are increasingly linked to events at sea and along the coast. Mahan would nod knowingly.

Geoeconomics and Chinese Sea Power

Several strategic preconditions permitted China to reorient its economic development strategy away from the autarkic continentalism of the Maoist era toward the open maritime trading system. The absence of great-power wars since the end of World War II and the expectation that the long peace underwritten by the United States and its allies would last for decades were essential ingredients in Deng Xiaoping’s grand strategy of peace and development. Since the reform and opening era, China has generally embraced key tenets of the U.S.-led liberal international order, including the rules- and norms-based economic order that promotes the free flow of goods, services, capital, and knowledge.

In exchange for China’s acquiescence, the United States and its trading partners opened their markets to Chinese goods, invested in China, and permitted China access to capital, technology, and know-how. China’s integration into the existing order was the driving force behind the expanding geography of production, distribution, and consumption along the Chinese coast.

China also benefited from a historical anomaly: peace to its north. From antiquity to the Cold War’s endgame, Chinese leaders were transfixed by regime-toppling menaces from the vast Eurasian heartland. From the horsemen of the Central Asian steppes to Soviet nuclear-capable tank divisions, threats from the Eurasian heartland had dominated the strategic calculus of Chinese decision makers for millennia. The breakup of the Soviet Union and the retreat of Russian power transformed China’s security equation, arguably for the first time in its modern history. China’s strategic marriage of convenience with Vladimir Putin’s Russia has kept its northern frontier quiet thus far.

Continental calm allowed Chinese statesmen to devote their energies to saltwater-centric economic development. It is against this backdrop of a highly favorable international security environment—or what President Jiang Zemin in 2002 termed a “period of strategic opportunity”—that China’s coastal megalopolises have flourished.

This survey of China’s port system and its enormous impact on the country’s socioeconomic structures also demonstrates the enduring relevance of Mahanian sea-power theory. Mahan contended that peace and peacetime commerce are indispensable to the development of sea power. Chinese leaders availed themselves of an unprecedented window of opportunity, when peace prevailed on land and trade beckoned at sea, to amass comprehensive national power. The economic activities clustered around the Bohai Rim, the YRD, and the PRD validate Mahan’s accent on production, shipping, and markets as constituents of sea power. Significantly, the nonmilitary components of sea power proved to be the decisive components as Chinese sea power took shape. And in accord with Mahan’s theory, geography—including long shorelines, plentiful harbors, and access to the high seas—favored intense interactions among commerce, ships, and bases. Comprehending the interplay among these elements is essential to comprehending China’s ascent at sea.

Mahan’s philosophy of sea power not only helps explain the immense concentrations of economic productivity, wealth, and populations scattered along the coast, but also suggests strongly that China’s economic destiny is now inextricably tied to the seas. Outsiders’ conviction that landward concerns will always outweigh maritime imperatives for China does not comport with current realities. The livelihoods of hundreds of millions of Chinese citizens rely on the seas directly or indirectly, and the Maoist doctrine of economic self-reliance is dead. Indeed, China’s integration into the maritime-based global trading system verges on irreversible. Hu Bo, a scholar at Peking University’s Maritime Strategy Research Center, observes that

seaborne transports complete eighty-five percent of China’s trade in goods, measured by volume. Nineteen percent of the global shipping market’s bulk goods head for China while twenty-two percent of the world’s containers are shipped from China. China’s merchant fleet reaches some 1,200 ports worldwide. China has already become an outward-oriented economic power dependent on the sea-lanes. China’s economy is already a thoroughly outward-looking economy.30 (Our emphasis)

Decades of migration, infrastructure development, financial investment, and industrial sprawl along the seaboard have locked China permanently into the seagoing mercantile system. Short of a calamity that brings down the current economic order or fundamentally realigns the international system—such as a great-power war, a global economic meltdown on par with the Great Depression, or a return of Sino-Russian enmity—China will remain oriented toward the seas.

The peacetime elements of sea power constitute essential sources of Chinese prosperity, spurring economic growth that has powered China’s rise to regional and world eminence. Newfound wealth sluiced revenues into government coffers, enabling the CCP to spend lavishly on the military, including the navy. China’s defense budget enjoyed double-digit growth every year for nearly two decades until 2015. In 2008 it sped past the United Kingdom as a defense spender, posting the world’s second-largest budget. More important, the growth rate in military expenditures has consistently exceeded the pace of overall GDP growth, reflecting the priority the leadership assigns to military strength.

Consequently, the PLA has bulked up on a steady diet of headline-grabbing hardware such as stealth fighters and aircraft carriers. These power-projection tools promise to secure China’s sea routes, both near and distant, along with far-flung economic interests. Through what King’s College London professor Geoffrey Till terms a “virtuous maritime circle,” trade begets resources, resources beget naval power, and naval power begets the means to strive for maritime dominance while safeguarding trade and resources.31 China is clearly a beneficiary of Till’s positive-sum cycle.

Most relevant to this study, the geography of Chinese production, distribution, and consumption has imposed new strategic demands on Beijing. China’s most important economic centers are now located along the northern, eastern, and southern shores. The well-being of these megalopolises and the overall health of the Chinese economy depend on easy access to the maritime common that connects China to global markets. Hu Bo contends, “To this day, the push and pull of foreign trade remains the greatest force behind China’s economic development. This type of economy is undoubtedly quite fragile and could easily fall prey to the influence of external factors. The disruption to sea lines of communication would immediately impact domestic economic development. Thus, economic security has already far surpassed the boundaries of national sovereignty.”32

An economy like China’s that is enmeshed with the wider world compels statesmen to devise security strategies to defend globally connected economic interests. Homeland defense takes on new meaning in this context. The seas just off China’s coasts are now organically connected to Tianjin, Shanghai, and Shenzhen. As such, China must defend forward at sea to protect these vital port cities and the millions of inhabitants packed densely into them.

Embracing an outward defense posture has upended long-standing strategic doctrine. Beijing can no longer trust in Mao’s martial script, which called for luring enemies deep into the hinterland. Throughout the Cold War, China prepared for a protracted conflict waged by the masses against materially superior foes such as the Soviet Union and the United States. In the event of war with the superpowers, defense planners envisioned staging an organized retreat into the Chinese heartland to draw in advancing enemy forces. They hoped to exploit China’s strategic depth, overextending the enemy while they tapped the massive reservoir of manpower to fight an insurgency on a continental scale. After the vast interior sucked in the invaders, China would wear them down through “people’s war.” Armed groups numbering in the millions would wage guerilla warfare, outlasting the invaders.

China can no longer afford to trade space for time. The only space China’s defenders could trade would be coastal centers of economic concentration that are critical to Chinese sea power and to the CCP’s legitimacy and survival. This would never do. Hostilities at China’s doorstep would pose an immediate danger to China’s economic well-being and even its survival. Lost access to offshore waters would exact a terrible toll from the economies on the Chinese seaboard. And Beijing must prepare to defend the urban centers from attack in case their inhabitants become targets of coercion. In this age of long-range, precision-strike weaponry, China must undertake a forward defense to buffer China’s coastal regions. In the eyes of Chinese strategists, no responsible leader could countenance letting outside powers take the littoral metropolises hostage.

Lin Hongyu, who chairs the Department of International Relations at the China University of International Relations, explicitly relates China’s defense strategy to the nation’s geography of production, distribution, and consumption:

After some 30 years of reform and opening, China today is no longer the poor China of yesteryear that had nothing to lose. Rather, China has much to lose. As a result, “meeting the enemy well beyond the nation’s doorway” has become the inevitable choice for China’s national defense strategy today. More than 60% of the nation’s wealth and the most important political, economic, and cultural centers are concentrated on China’s eastern territory. This area urgently needs the protection of a “strategic buffer zone.” And the eastern edge of this strategic buffer zone is the first island chain. China’s future military power should operate frequently in this strategic buffer zone and western countries, especially Japan, must become accustomed to this reality.33

Lin acknowledges that the Maoist days of deprivation and isolation are over. At the same time he clearly believes that China’s major coastal areas are now exposed to outside threats and that there is no turning back. To blunt these external dangers he espouses a forward military posture that extends at a minimum to the first island chain, the archipelago that stretches southward from Japan to the Philippines. As the next chapter will show in greater detail, Chinese strategists endorse the idea that China must push its defensive perimeter as far offshore as possible. Huang Feilian and Wang Wenhua concur that protecting China’s seaboard is a prerequisite for its economic health and quest for great-power status:

Currently, more than a third of the population and large- and medium-sized cities, 84% of foreign direct investment, and more than 70% of GDP are concentrated in our nation’s coastal areas. Defending these economically developed regions from seaborne assault, maintaining a safe maritime security environment, and protecting the great accomplishments of reform and opening are connected to the larger strategic picture of national security and development. In recent years, the maritime security environment’s impact on our national security has become ever greater. Implementing a maritime great power strategy has great import for maintaining maritime security, for breaking America’s strategic containment, and for ensuring strategic sea lane security.34

Notably, the authors see the United States as an obstacle to China’s aspirations. And they believe that a “maritime great-power strategy” that makes use of all implements of national power constitutes the surest way to secure long-term objectives. In short, defense at home frees China to pursue great power abroad. Mahan would find their appraisal of the interplay among commerce, wealth, military power, and national greatness quite familiar. Huang and Wang have subscribed to the Mahanian logic of sea power.

It is important to note that the geography of production, distribution, and consumption is not a straitjacket. In itself it does not dictate the choices that a would-be maritime power makes about its defense posture and naval strategy. Nations and the statesmen who run them set the agenda. An outwardly oriented economy simply directs the gaze of decision makers beyond national frontiers. How they manage the burdens and vulnerabilities associated with an extroverted geoeconomic system is up to them. That China apparently covets national greatness at sea, sees the United States and Japan as barriers to that greatness, and wants to install a security buffer along its marine frontier cannot be ascribed to geoeconomic factors alone.

Indeed, China could have pursued other grand strategies while laboring under the same geoeconomic circumstances. For instance, it could have let Deng Xiaoping’s directive to concentrate on peace and development remain in force. Deng’s low-profile approach to regional and international affairs focused primarily on nurturing economic growth. The regime could have committed itself firmly to the current liberal international order, acting as the “responsible stakeholder” American policy makers long hoped it would become. Or Beijing could have kept free riding on the global system despite having qualms about doing so. It could have allowed the United States to bear the burden of furnishing such international public goods as maritime security.

These different pathways might have produced very different strategies and force structures. For example, China’s navy could have continued investing in coastal defense or built lightly armed forces in bulk to prosecute constabulary missions. China could well have eschewed a naval buildup altogether. There is nothing foreordained about China’s geoeconomic circumstances or strategic choices related to sea power. Instead China chose a different course. It has pursued a combative approach to maritime affairs, as manifest in the martial undertones of the Chinese writings quoted above. Clearly, a multitude of intervening factors—geostrategic challenges, troubled history with neighbors, unresolved territorial disputes, and China’s sense of its place and purpose in Asia and beyond, not to mention worries about the regime’s legitimacy and internal stability—influence thinking about the efficacy of the diplomatic and military means available to Chinese leaders.

The next chapter continues probing the geographic constituent of Chinese sea power, zeroing in on the geostrategic environment that awaits China as it turns seaward. If geoeconomic factors nudge China seaward, then geostrategic considerations deepen the leadership’s insecurities about the seas. Fears of foreign encirclement reinforce the narrative that China must be militarily strong and assertive at sea. We show that misgivings about their nation’s nautical surroundings influence Chinese leaders’ thinking about military and naval strategy—and especially about future wars along the aquatic periphery.
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CHAPTER THREE
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STRATEGIC GEOGRAPHY OF CHINESE SEA POWER

In military strategy as in geoeconomics, geography is not fate. But it does mold fate. Chinese strategists are acutely conscious of this. When they take stock of China’s oceanic future, strategists glimpse everlasting struggle amid claustrophobic surroundings. To Chinese eyes the string of islands just offshore—the “first island chain” enclosing Eurasia’s eastern crest—resembles a Great Wall in reverse where Americans and their allies occupy the sentinel towers. The island chain imprisons China’s freedom of oceangoing movement. This preoccupation with geography is integral to Chinese discourses about sea power—and thus about China’s dream of national vigor and majesty.

We contend that the archipelagic concept casts a long shadow over Chinese strategic thought. It shapes how Chinese leaders perceive threats and in turn informs how they think about strategic and operational requirements for maritime defense. To them the island chain constitutes not just a physical barrier but also a metaphor for the resistance they expect from the occupants of the first island chain, including such potent maritime competitors as Japan and the United States. Consequently, the most fitting metaphor for the island chain is a barricade—a line of physical obstacles occupied by active defenders to ward off an opposing force. Beijing’s effort to ameliorate its island-chain quandary thus helps outsiders probe the nexus of marine geography, sea power, and great-power politics in Asia.

The First Island Chain: A Line at Sea?

The term “first island chain” refers to the offshore archipelago that envelops Eurasia’s eastern seaboard in its entirety. While Western commentators differ over which features constitute the island chain, most concur that it centers primarily on the Japanese home islands, the Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, and the Philippine Islands. The first island chain is a geographic construct peculiar to China’s worldview, which situates the Chinese mainland at the epicenter of maritime Asia. And indeed, a seaward-looking China cannot avoid facing the islands. The island chain roughly parallels the nation’s long coastline, and no Chinese harbor outflanks it. Worse, Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines constitute the “first” island chain only because a more distant, looser island group centered on Guam—the “second island chain”—forms an additional concentric ring around China. In short, China’s unique vantage point infuses the island-chain concept with tangible geospatial meaning.

Analysts outside China began to detect this Sinocentric perspective in Chinese official discourse in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Among the first to report on the phrase in Western scholarship were You Ji and You Xu of the Australian National University. In 1991 they claimed that the first island chain comprises Japan, the Ryukyus, and the Philippines.1 Three years later Alexander Huang defined the island chain more concretely, maintaining that it encompasses “the Aleutians, the Kuriles, the Japanese archipelago, the Ryukyus, Taiwan, the Philippine archipelago, and the Greater Sunda Islands.”2 In 2001 historian and retired U.S. Navy captain Bernard Cole asserted that the island chain runs southward from the Kurile Islands and terminates at Borneo and Natuna Besar.3 The phrase has seeped into the mainstream Western academic lexicon over the past two decades, aided by analyses such as these.

In recent years this geographic concept has diffused beyond the small circle of China and defense specialists in the West. Official U.S. reports about China’s military and naval modernization use it to describe Chinese geospatial thinking. The Pentagon’s 2006 annual report on Chinese military power delineated the geographic makeup of the first island chain for the first time.4 In a 2009 study of the Chinese navy, the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) produced a map that traces the first island chain.5 The phrase, moreover, now surfaces regularly in the popular press.6 Robert D. Kaplan, who has done more than any other journalist to draw attention to China’s maritime ambitions, explicitly referred to it in a 2010 opinion column.7 It is remarkable that an obscure term coined in the recesses of China’s massive military bureaucracy more than thirty years ago has found its way into common parlance in Western newspapers, on websites, and in official documents.

Despite wider usage and acceptance, analysts disagree over the conceptual value of the first island chain. Some naval experts hold that China’s apparent obsession with the archipelagic construct might degrade the quality of Chinese strategic thought and operational planning. Bernard Cole, to name one, argues that the first island chain demarcates a belt of offshore waters that the PLA Navy seeks to command. As the PLAN grows more powerful, it means to expand its reach progressively beyond the first island chain toward the second island chain.

Cole thus postulates that the island chains are geographic features that define the operational scope of Chinese naval activities and “the PLAN is intending to draw lines at sea.”8 He pronounces such geospatial yardsticks for measuring sea power unhelpful and perhaps even counterproductive. “Ironically,” he contends, “defining ‘phases’ of maritime theaters by fixed geographic boundaries reveals a strong continentalist perspective…. It violates the central tenet of classic maritime strategy that while the soldier thinks of terrain and theaters, the sailor of necessity thinks in wider terms outside immediate physical limits—there is no ‘terrain’ at sea.”9

China, in short, is projecting terrestrial defense concepts out to sea. Cole ascribes this habit of mind to China’s strategic traditions, steeped as they are in land warfare, and to Soviet intellectual influence on China’s navy during the Cold War. By implication, the Chinese are indulging in retrograde thinking about sea warfare. He thus concludes that “if the Chinese navy is training and planning to operate within fixed areas and along fixed lines at sea, then it is demonstrating its lack of understanding of naval warfare and exposing itself to failure.”10

Admiral Yoji Koda, the former fleet commander of Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force, likewise objects to the island-chain concept, declaring that it has “no significance” from a “practical military strategy and planning point of view.”11 First, Koda concurs with Cole that “real naval operations” unfold independent of “lines drawn on charts or maps.” Such lines unduly fetter an oceangoing navy’s “maneuverability, flexibility, and agility.” Second, if Chinese planners treat the island chain as a sort of Maginot Line at sea, then the demands on the PLAN to defend a perimeter undulating across thousands of kilometers would quickly overwhelm China’s finite resources and manpower. No force can be strong at every point along a distended defense perimeter. And third, the archipelago is not neutral territory. It would be presumptuous if not nonsensical for Chinese strategists to draw an offshore defense perimeter incorporating the soil of potentially hostile nations such as Japan and Taiwan. It would be tough to mount a defense from the islands short of invading them.

While these critiques from two sea-service veterans carry analytical weight, they are far too narrowly conceived. Most of their objections are operational in nature. They wonder, for instance, how far offshore Chinese sea power will extend and how the PLA Navy will go about defending the homeland. Construing Chinese maritime strategic thought so literally oversimplifies the island-chain concept. The Chinese are not just drawing lines on a map in a classroom, estranged from strategic and operational reality.

Nor do Chinese thinkers consider the island chain a defensive perimeter shielding China from attack, as Admiral Koda seems to think. It would indeed be nonsensical to designate a prospective foe’s homeland as part of a defensive line. If anything Chinese strategists see it as an American defense perimeter meant to channel, constrict, and perhaps even block Chinese sea and air movement along the Asian seaboard and from the China seas into the western Pacific. If so, it is a hostile fortification to be punctured, not a friendly fortification to be defended.

China’s is an accurate appraisal of the first island chain, and it comports with U.S. strategy dating to the 1950s. It will remain accurate so long as the islands remain in hands friendly to the United States. Cole and Koda err by transposing concepts from open-ocean combat to the congested realm of maritime East Asia. Sea fights far from shore obey the laws of vector mechanics in that they unfold on what amounts to a vast, featureless plain. But no Chinese seafarer worth the name would disregard geography when doing battle. Terrain does matter when fighting close to land. It matters, in other words, at likely scenes of action in maritime Asia.

But in any event, a close reading of open-source literature from the mainland suggests strongly that larger strategic motives, including the range of geopolitical and geoeconomic imperatives surveyed in chapter 1, animate Chinese assessments of the first island chain. The discourse in China over the island-chain concept opens a window onto three distinct aspects of Chinese strategic thought. First, it reconfirms China’s perennial belief that the United States harbors malign intent toward China and has done so since the early days of the Cold War.

Second, the U.S. forward bases located along the first and second island chains impress upon Chinese observers the structure of American military power in the western Pacific. Beijing knows it must contend directly with the occupants of the first island chain, and especially with the combined military power of the U.S.-Japan alliance. At the same time the island-chain dilemma underscores the competing geopolitical priorities confronting Beijing on land and at sea. Finally, China’s growing dependence on seaborne commerce—on mercantile traffic that must pass through the narrow seas piercing the first island chain—exacerbates the nation’s offshore economic vulnerability.

It is a central contention of this study that the island-chain concept is not the strictly naval concept Cole and Koda envision. Rather, it is a geographic construct that engages Chinese grand strategy across a range of national security concerns. Discourses about the first island chain reflect Chinese analysts’ understanding of Mahan’s logic and grammar of sea power. Without a broader understanding of what the island chain means to Chinese strategists and policy makers, Western capitals risk understating the analytical value of the first island chain to Beijing while misreading China’s intentions and designs in maritime Asia.

Origins of Island-Chain Thinking

Chinese commentators trace the origins of the island-chain concept to U.S. strategic thought during the early years of the Cold War. These analysts blame American architects of the Cold War for fortifying the island chain to erect a geographic bulwark against Chinese and Soviet communism. To them American hostility toward the newly founded People’s Republic manifested itself most concretely in the alliance relations among the United States, Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines—relations that emplaced U.S. forces all along the island chain. This constituted the infrastructure of containment.

Memories of containment run long in China. Shi Chunlin and Li Xiuying, scholars from Dalian Maritime University and Dalian University of Technology, recall the words of Dean Acheson, President Harry Truman’s secretary of state. In January 1950, speaking before the National Press Club, Acheson sketched a U.S. “defense perimeter of the Pacific” running along the Aleutians down through Japan, Okinawa, and the Philippines.12 Liu Hong cites General Douglas MacArthur, who in April 1951 told a joint session of Congress that control of “a chain of islands extending in an arc from the Aleutians to the Marianas” would enable the United States “to dominate with sea and air power every Asiatic port from Vladivostok to Singapore and prevent any hostile movement into the Pacific.”13

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, President Dwight Eisenhower’s chief diplomat, is another villain in this storyline. Sang Hong quotes testimony from Dulles to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that described Taiwan as an “important link in the so-called ‘island chain’ that bounds the western rim of the Pacific.”14 Chen Chungen and Jiang Sihai fault Eisenhower as well for cautioning Americans that losing Taiwan to China would open “a breach in the island chain of the western Pacific that constitutes, for the United States and other free nations, the geographical backbone of their security structure in that ocean.”15

Some Chinese analysts see today’s architecture of American military power in the Pacific as a direct descendant of U.S. containment. Huang Yingxu of the AMS contends that “the U.S. assembled a C-shaped strategic formation” incorporating “the first and second island chains formed in the 1950s.” In Huang’s view, the United States has transposed its Cold War containment strategy to the post–Cold War era, inscribing a “C-shaped encirclement, or encirclement arc” on the map of Eurasia. While this strategy “may not be entirely aimed at China,” he concludes, “it surely has the intention to curb and contain China.”16 Bad memories die hard.

This Chinese version of events reveals a great deal about Beijing’s worldview and habits of thought. By insisting that the United States remains captive to a Cold War mentality, the Chinese relate a politically correct story about Beijing’s maritime environment and corresponding strategic choices. According to this line of reasoning, China’s nautical ambitions represent a mere reaction to the American menace in Asia. A selective reading of history supplies a convenient vehicle for setting the terms of debate about Chinese maritime strategy. No matter how aggressive Chinese strategy becomes, Beijing has the luxury of depicting it as defensive, throwing the United States and its allies on the defensive in future controversies.

While it remains unclear exactly when the phrase “first island chain” entered China’s lexicon, chances are it did so during the 1980s, when Admiral Liu Huaqing was supreme commander of China’s navy. Deng Xiaoping appointed Liu to the top navy post in 1982 with a mandate to reform the service following the chaos of the Cultural Revolution. In a speech at a 1987 symposium on PLA naval development, Admiral Liu stated: “The first island chain refers to the Aleutian islands, the Kurile islands, the Japanese archipelago, the Ryukyu islands, Taiwan island, the Philippine archipelago, and the Greater Sunda island in the western Pacific that form an arc-shaped arrangement of islands akin to a metal chain.”17 Liu thus construed the island chain in expansive terms, seeing it stretch across vast waters from the North Pacific into the heart of the South China Sea.

The year before his “metal chain” speech, Admiral Liu issued a NDU report that for the first time laid the basis for a coherent Chinese naval strategy (detailed in chapter 4). His masterful analysis explicitly depicts the first island chain as one marker delineating the geographic scope of China’s naval operations. It encompasses “the wide sea areas west of the Japanese archipelago, the Ryukyu Islands, and the Philippine islands,” not to mention China’s exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and Chinese-claimed territories in the South China Sea.18 To Liu, then, the island chain not only set operational parameters for the PLA Navy but also defined where China’s uppermost economic and security interests lay in the maritime realm. Like Mahan, Liu clearly thought in grand-strategic terms about the sea.

Islands, Islands Everywhere

The debate over the island chain has moved on since the days of Liu Huaqing. In a comprehensive survey of China’s maritime geography titled Island Chain Surrounding China, Liu Baoyin and Yang Xiaomei formally define the first island chain as an “island belt” connecting the Japanese archipelago, the Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, the Philippine archipelago, and the Greater Sunda Islands.19 This “crescent-shaped island chain is interlocked along our nation’s coastal areas,” the two authors note, adding that “this geographic conformation whereby an island chain separates a continent from an ocean is the only one of its kind in the world.” These islands in turn border a series of straits and channels through which Chinese mariners must pass to reach the world’s oceans. Liu and Yang list twenty-two straits and channels—from the Soya Strait to the north to the Palawan Strait to the south—that they consider critical to China’s national security and economic development.20
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Yu Kaijin, Li Guangsuo, and Cao Yongheng, naval combat-systems engineers from the Marine Design and Research Institute, view the island chain as aggravating the threat to China. First, the major straits and channels along the first island chain are under the control of other states. China’s seaborne trade is susceptible to blockade at critical choke points as a consequence. The commercial access that constitutes the purpose of sea power and propels maritime strategy is in peril close to home. Second, the island chain demarcates China’s claims to territory and natural resources. The continental shelf and the waters above contain natural resources China and other claimants covet. Maritime territorial disputes with neighboring countries, moreover, simmer within or near the island chain. Third, the mainland’s proximity to the island chain exposes China’s coastal cities to long-range, precision-strike weapons emplaced along the archipelago. The authors conclude, “Our maritime frontiers lack strategic depth, permitting our nation’s economically advanced regions along the coast to directly face enemy threats.”21

It should come as little surprise, then, that geopolitically minded Chinese strategists see an island barricade obstructing access to the ocean when they gaze seaward. In their eyes, the first island chain compromises the mainland’s long coastline and bountiful harbors by restricting China’s nautical endeavors. Writing in China Military Science, Senior Captain Feng Liang and Commander Duan Tingzhi of the Naval Command College depict the apparent island encirclement of China in graphic terms. They proclaim that “these islands obstruct China’s reach to the sea.… The partially sealed-off nature of China’s maritime region has clearly brought about negative effects in China’s maritime security…. Because of geography’s nature, China can be easily blockaded and cut off from the sea, and Chinese coastal defense forces are difficult to concentrate.”22

Major General Peng Guangqian of the AMS agrees, lamenting that “even though our nation is a great littoral power, the sea areas surrounding our nation are either sealed off or semi–sealed off…. This has further added strategic pressure from the seas upon China while increasing the difficulty and complexity of China’s maritime defense.”23 Interestingly, Senior Colonel Wang Chuanyou likens China’s geostrategic position to Germany’s during the two world wars. Wang maintains that the British Isles, Orkney Islands, and Shetland Islands constitute a mini-island chain across the North Sea. If fortified by a hostile power, they block German egress into the Atlantic.24

Like many Chinese strategists, Wang sifts through history for insight into China’s maritime geography. Lin Hongyu, a scholar at the China University of International Relations, offers an even more pessimistic—if not fatalistic—assessment of the nation’s plight:

From the perspective of the geostrategic environment, China today suffers from the harshest global geopolitical security situation among the great powers. In particular, China’s eastward oceanic geostrategic structure is abnormally complex and unfavorable. With a long coastline facing eastward to the sea, China is an oceanic great power. Yet, it is also a weak sea power that “has access to the seas but not the oceans.” This is because countries and regions with different political systems and ideologies obstruct the strategic corridors to the oceans. The very narrow strategic sea lanes can easily be controlled by others. To overcome this dilemma, China must develop a strategic plan to shatter the first island chain.25 (Our emphasis)

Lin sees the first island chain as depriving China of its full maritime potential. The author’s reference to ideology, furthermore, reflects deep discomfort that democracies control the first island chain. Lin may also be obliquely referring to allied and semiallied ties joining Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines to the United States, a democratic great power intent on advancing its values in Asia. Lin and like-minded strategists long to break out of this nautical cordon.

Hu Bo of Peking University presents a sophisticated interpretation of the islands’ strategic significance to China. He believes China must amass the capacity to dictate events in the bodies of water bounded by the first island chain, namely the Bohai, Yellow, East, and South China Seas—expanses Chinese dub the “near seas.” To him, Chinese control over the near seas would bolster China’s strategic superiority in sovereignty disputes over Taiwan, the Senkakus, and the Spratlys. It would ease China’s psychology of insecurity about its maritime periphery, extend China’s buffer zone, and embolden Beijing to stand up to hostile powers. Hu shares the concern of others documented in this chapter that the occupants of the first island chain could threaten China: “The United States, Japan, and other countries control virtually all the islands in the western Pacific. Moreover, they have used these islands as forward bases to construct a three-dimensional superior land-sea-air-space power to deter and contain China. Strategically, China is on the defensive. And because China’s economic, political, and cultural centers are located along the eastern coastal regions, China lacks the necessary strategic depth to cope with maritime threats.”26

Hu takes a geoeconomic view, portraying the configuration of power along the first island chain as a hazard to China’s economic security. To the island powers, the near seas are a highway leading to China’s seaboard. To China, these same waters constitute a critical intermediate zone where approaching threats can be met and defeated. For these reasons Hu considers the security of the near seas a “core oceanic interest” for China. He defines core interests as those that impinge on China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, on the CCP’s survival, or on the nation’s development and social stability. Alternatively, some interests command great strategic or global importance. Either way, concludes Hu, China must use force to defend core interests should the leadership deem it necessary.27

Shi Chunlin and Li Xiuying view the first island chain as part of a far larger strategic architecture overseen by the United States. To them, the first island chain meanders southward from the Aleutians through Japan, the Ryukyus, Taiwan, the Philippines, and the Indonesian archipelago, running roughly parallel to the Chinese shoreline. A second island chain stretches southward from Japan through the Ogasawara, Volcano, Mariana, Yap, and Palau Islands, terminating at Indonesia’s Maluku Islands. A third island chain, maintain Shi and Li, starts from the Aleutians in the north and extends south through Hawaii. It ends somewhere in the southwest Pacific, perhaps as far south as New Zealand.28

The first, second, and third island chains pass through concentrations of U.S. military power in Northeast Asia, on Guam, and on Oahu, respectively. Collectively they manifest American forward presence, alliance commitments, operational command of forces, and power-projection capabilities—in other words, the military power at Washington’s disposal to manage events in Asia and beyond. Shi and Li perceive U.S. bases and access agreements with host nations as existing in mutually supporting clusters. They see installations in Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia, and Guam as a single unit, while facilities in Australia, Hawaii, and Alaska constitute the strategic rear area for U.S. forces.29

This interpretation of the American military posture in the Asia-Pacific conveys the image of concentric rings of bases rippling out from North America toward China. Accordingly, Chinese government mouthpieces routinely insist that U.S. leaders remain prisoners of a Cold War mentality. Obsolescent thinking or simple malice biases the United States to contain China. In other words, the island-chain concept expresses deep Chinese misgivings toward the United States and its alliance system in Asia. And because Beijing conceives of the island chains as siege lines obstructing China’s access to the common, their existence pits rival great powers against each other in a geostrategic struggle.

Taiwan: Central Link in the Chain

While the policy community in the United States remains divided over the geostrategic importance of Taiwan, the notion that the island is imbued with strategic and military value is uncontroversial on the mainland. Indeed, the intersection of geography and strategy is central to many Chinese narratives about the first island chain and Taiwan’s place in it. The Science of Military Strategy, a book China watchers widely hail as authoritative, captures the essence of this geostrategic line of reasoning. Peng Guangqian and Yao Youzhi, coeditors of the 2005 edition, warn:

If Taiwan should be alienated from the mainland, not only our natural maritime defense system would lose its depth, opening a sea gateway to the outside forces, but also a large area of water territory and rich reserves of ocean resources will fall into the hands of others. What’s more, our line of foreign trade and transportation which is vital to China’s opening up and economic development will be exposed to the surveillance and threats of separatist and enemy forces, and China will forever be locked to the west side of the first chain of islands in the West Pacific. As a result, China’s national security will be confronted with serious threat and the essential strategic space for China’s rejuvenation will be lost.30

Reunifying with Taiwan, then, involves far more than sovereignty and national dignity, the motives Westerners commonly impute to China. Taiwan’s return to mainland rule would buttress China’s strategic position, broaden access to resources and trade, and brighten prospects for restoring China’s rightful standing in Asia. Other Chinese analysts have elaborated in detail on Taiwan’s geostrategic qualities listed above. Many view Taiwan as an organic and indispensable component of China’s maritime frontier that overlaps with the first island chain.

This is neither a novel nor a peculiarly communist way of thinking about Taiwan. In 1947 the supreme leader of China’s Nationalist Party, Chiang Kai-shek, bewailed the Chinese heartland’s poverty of natural defenses. Because of this, outlying territories, including Formosa, were “strategic regions for safeguarding the nation’s existence; to lop off any one of them from China is to destroy her national defense.”31 Frontier defenses were indivisible for Chiang. Compromising any section of the ramparts brought down the whole edifice.

The 2013 edition of Science of Military Strategy is less explicit than its predecessor about Taiwan’s geographical significance. Perhaps the coauthors, a team from the AMS’ Military Strategy Department, regard the island’s standing in China’s maritime strategy as self-evident and feel no need to restate the obvious. Whatever the case, they are no less explicit about Taiwan’s strategic significance to China. They opine that the “U.S. strategy of ‘containing China with Taiwan’” remains unchanged, and that the protracted Taiwan controversy has become a “major factor that ties down and consumes China’s strategic resources in politics, the economy, and the military.” They depict the unresolved quarrel as “a long-term hidden danger obstructing the Chinese nation from realizing its great revival.”32 Taiwan, then, represents both an implement of latter-day American containment and a barrier blocking China from fulfilling its dream of national revival.

Some commentators employ geometry to elucidate Taiwan’s strategic geography. In a study sponsored by the China Institute for International Strategic Studies, for instance, Wang Wei depicts Taiwan in precise geometric terms. Along China’s 18,000-kilometer coastline, the Shandong Peninsula, Taiwan, and Hainan Island constitute the maximum seaward extensions of Chinese territory. The distance from Taiwan’s Kaohsiung to the tip of the Shandong Peninsula and to Yulin in Hainan is roughly the same, about 1,400 kilometers. Wang views the three “protruding points” as aligning to form China’s maritime defense perimeter in the shape of an isosceles triangle. Taiwan is at the apex of this triangle, positioned astride China’s north-south line of communications.33

In theory, military assets based on Shandong, Taiwan, and Hainan could render one another mutual support, expanding coverage throughout the China seas or beyond. Should Beijing abandon efforts to regain Taiwan, two analysts at the PLA University of Foreign Languages warn, “China’s maritime defenses would be cut into two pieces while our navy would be forced to operate separately in the two seas, unable to provide mutual support.”34 Zhang Shirong of the Central Party School concurs: “Once Hainan Island loses mutual support from Taiwan Island, the defense of the Spratly Islands would erode, making the protection of sea rights in the Spratlys far more difficult.”35 A triangular arrangement bereft of its apex accomplishes little in martial terms.

As a geographic marker, the Taiwan Strait also exposes the asymmetric structure of China’s seaborne commerce. If Quanzhou, near the Taiwan Strait’s midpoint, is used to divide China’s coastline along its north–south axis, then ten of the mainland’s sixteen major ports lie to the north. But while China’s ports lie mainly to the north, three of the four main international trading routes—bound for markets in Southeast Asia and Oceania, Europe, and South America, respectively—generally head southward from these northern harbors.36 By implication, Taiwan’s return to mainland rule would restore balance to China’s economic access points and the flow of seaborne trade.

Other commentators speculate that retaking the island would grant China a commanding position over the near seas while guaranteeing direct military access to the Pacific Ocean. Indeed, possession of Taiwan would open the way for Chinese forces to look and operate beyond the first island chain. If the island chain looks like a Great Wall in reverse, then regaining Taiwan would open a breach in the wall while lodging the PLA firmly at its midpoint, thus opening a secure sally port into the Pacific. According to Senior Captain Li Jie: “Possessing Taiwan would enable one to effectively control the strategic choke points between the East China Sea and the South China Sea. Possessing Taiwan opens an advantageous waterway to the interior seas of the second island chain while opening a convenient path to the high seas. As such, Taiwan Island serves an important function as the central pivot of the first island chain.”37

Zhu Tingchang of the PLA’s Institute of International Relations vividly describes the geostrategic value of Taiwan: “For China to develop in the Pacific, it must charge out of the first island chain. And the key to charging out of the first island chain is Taiwan. Taiwan is China’s front gate to the Pacific. If the Taiwan question is not resolved, then it is akin to a lock around the neck of a great dragon.”38 Hyperbole aside, Zhu’s view of Taiwan as China’s portal to the Pacific is widely shared.

But more than just access to the oceans is at stake. Many strategists consider Taiwan the lynchpin of U.S. containment strategy in Asia. Returning it to China’s sovereignty would undo that malign strategy, wresting away the strategic advantages Taiwan bestows on the United States while helping defeat Western efforts at containment. Shi Chunlin and Li Xiuying, in fact, believe that restoring the renegade province to China’s rule would dismember the postwar architecture of American power in Asia: “Solving the Taiwan problem and fulfilling China’s reunification is the most central strategic choice for breaking the three main island chains, especially the first island chain binding China. Because Taiwan is located at the center of the first island chain, it is the important strategic base point for guarding the South China and East China Seas. At the same time, the island is the chain link located closest to our mainland shore and plays an important role as an intermediate hub along the entire stretch of the first island chain.”39

Shi and Li predict the various strategic effects that unification would produce in maritime Asia in evocative language: “Taiwan’s unification with the Chinese mainland would snap the central waist of the first island chain that the United States and its allies have so carefully constructed. It would also substantially reduce the strategic value of the Ryukyu Islands, which are strategically interdependent with Taiwan. This would mean that the first island chain would completely collapse as an American and allied instrument for blockading China. The United States would have no choice but to retreat to the second island chain.”40

In other words, the two authors maintain that China can render Japan’s southern flank untenable by taking Taiwan and severing the first island chain in half. Doing so would subject the southwestern islands and the Senkakus to withering Chinese pressure. Shi and Li also prophesy a breakdown in the U.S. forward presence in Asia following unification, including withdrawals from South Korea, Japan, and the Philippines. They leave unsaid why losing Taiwan would compel the United States to fall back to Guam, but they clearly see cross-strait unification as the trigger for a cascading failure of the U.S.-led alliance system.

Carl von Clausewitz distinguishes between “negative aim” campaigns and “positive aim” campaigns.41 The first denies an enemy its strategic goals; the second strives for positive strategic gain. Union with Taiwan would accomplish the negative aim of nullifying American containment while advancing the positive aims of ensuring access to the Pacific Ocean and applying pressure on U.S. allies. This adds up to a compelling brief on behalf of retaking the island.

Japan: The Northern Anchor

The lengthy Japanese archipelago north of Taiwan bestrides the strategic intersection between the maritime interests of rival great powers. As Zhang Songfeng of the PLA’s Institute of International Relations observes, “The maritime lifeline that Japan depends upon for its imports and exports is also the only passageway for China’s eastward entry into the Pacific, the United States’ westward entry into East Asia, and Russia’s southward movement.”42

Liu Baoyin and Yang Xiaomei call on the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5 to explain how Japanese geography molds great-power struggles in Northeast Asia. The Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) exploited Japan’s advantageous geographic position to keep Russia’s Asiatic squadrons divided and confined to Port Arthur and Vladivostok.43 St. Petersburg’s inability to concentrate its fleet, they argue, supplied a key ingredient in Tokyo’s victory.

Describing the Japanese islands as an “impassable maritime great wall,” Liu and Yang further contend that the archipelago’s proximity to eastern Eurasia enables Japan-based forces to project power throughout the Yellow Sea or East China Sea or deep into the Asian continent. They observe that “the combat radius of advanced fighters launched from bases on the Japanese home islands could reach the interior of East Asia. Warships that sortie from Japanese ports could conduct operations along the East Asian littoral without refueling en route.”44

Japan, then, forms a segment of a wall that commands offensive—not just defensive—potential for its holders. That being the case, the Japanese archipelago, home to the combined military power of the U.S.-Japan alliance, figures prominently in Chinese assessments of the American forward presence in Asia. Feng Liang and Duan Tingzhi argue that “from a comparative perspective of maritime power in the Asia-Pacific region, Japan’s current oceanic security strategy relies on an oceanic alliance based on Japan-U.S. sea power cooperation as its backstop. Whether it is measured by oceanic comprehensive national power or by naval capabilities, both countries are superior to China. Moreover, both possess favorable geographic advantages arising from island chain encirclement, a posture that can easily pressure China from the oceanic direction.”45 Feng and Duan clearly see a strategic bloc possessed of the resolve, capability, and geographic position to frustrate China’s maritime ambitions. Small wonder that they hope to eliminate the first island chain as a geostrategic weapon of the democracies.

Geopolitically minded commentators pay special attention to the Ryukyu Islands, which arc insolently from the Japanese home islands toward Taiwan. From an economic perspective, Chinese shipping depends heavily on the Osumi and Miyako Straits. The vast majority of seaborne traffic connecting Shanghai, Ningbo, and Hong Kong to markets in the United States and Canada passes through Osumi, a narrow sea located just south of Kyushu. It offers the most direct path to the great circle route, cutting transit distances by more than one thousand kilometers. Approximately a quarter of U.S.-China trade goes by this route. Indeed, Osumi is a preferred gateway even for southern Chinese ports.46 By contrast, merchant shipping bearing Chinese goods to Oceania and Central and South America frequently transits the Miyako Strait. For China, then, the Ryukyus are central both to coastwise trade within Asia and to trade across the Pacific Ocean.

From a military perspective, some fret that this crescent-shaped archipelago essentially closes off China from the Pacific. As Zhang Xiaowen notes, “The seas surrounding Japan’s so-called ‘Southwest Islands’ (referring to the large and small islands of Miyakojima, Ishigakijima, and the Senkakus southwest of Okinawa) constitute an important passageway constrained by the island chain that the Chinese navy must break through to enter the oceans.”47 Notably, Guo Yadong of the PLAN’s Naval Studies Institute justified the April 2010 transit of a ten-ship PLAN flotilla through the Ryukyus on concrete military grounds. Rapid advances in precision-guided weaponry, the need to train realistically under complex meteorological and electromagnetic conditions, and the requirement to bolster logistics on the open ocean all demand access to the high seas. For these reasons, exclaims Guo, “the Chinese navy’s march to the deep blue must shatter the bottleneck of the first island chain.”48

Furthermore, the Ryukyu island chain constitutes a major staging area for American military power in the western Pacific. Professor Shen Weilie of the PLA’s NDU regards Okinawa as the “forward position” of a U.S. “westward strategy” in Asia.49 He notes that cities such as Shanghai, Hangzhou, and Xiamen lie within striking distance of the island, while U.S. forces could monitor or blockade the Osumi and Miyako Straits from there. Chinese strategists are also frank about the operational importance of this island perimeter to Japan during a cross-strait conflict. Aviation units forward-deployed along the Ryukyu chain, contends Li Zhi, would play a critical part in contesting PLA control of air and sea.50 Chinese analysts thus carefully track the military disposition of the Japan Self-Defense Force along the Ryukyus.51

Japan, in short, constitutes a fortified barrier to China’s access to the western Pacific, and thence to the national greatness underlying the Chinese Dream. Puncturing that barrier through the narrow seas is pivotal as China strives toward lasting prosperity and influence.

The Korean Peninsula: The “Half Island”

Chinese definitions of the first island chain typically leave out the Korean Peninsula, much as Dean Acheson left the peninsula outside his American defense perimeter of the Pacific. After all, it is not an island. Korea nevertheless qualifies as a “half island,” surrounded as it is on three sides by the Yellow Sea, the Korea Strait, and the Sea of Japan. Though appended to eastern Eurasia, Korea inhabits an intensely nautical environment where local great powers converge and sometimes collide. Koreans refer to their homeland ruefully as “a shrimp among whales.”52 Its west coast bounds the Yellow Sea, while just 193 kilometers of water separate North Korea from the Shandong Peninsula. The east coast faces the Sea of Japan, home to the Russian Pacific Fleet in Vladivostok and Japan’s escort flotilla in Maizuru. One of Japan’s main islands, Kyushu, lies roughly 161 kilometers off South Korea’s southeastern coast. These are cramped quarters for sure.

None of this is lost on Chinese commentators. The Korea Strait, which divides South Korea and Kyushu, stands out for its economic and strategic importance to China. The strait not only facilitates communications between the east and west coasts of Korea, but also connects the Sea of Japan, the Yellow Sea, and the East China Sea. Seagoing Chinese trade must pass through the Korea Strait to reach Pusan and Vladivostok as well as Fukuoka and other Japanese coastal cities fronting on the Sea of Japan. Some freighters bound for North American seaports also pass through the strait to reach the great circle route. And if climate change opens new Arctic routes to Chinese shipping, cutting voyage distances and therefore costs, the Korea Strait could witness a substantial increase in mercantile traffic.

Strategically, Korea’s Jeju Island guards the strait’s western end while Japan’s Tsushima, Fukue, and Iki Islands form a menacing arc along the waterway’s eastern approaches. Major U.S. naval bases in Japan and South Korea surround the strait, including the bases at Sasebo, Pusan, and Chinhae. In 1986, during the late stages of the Cold War, the U.S. Navy identified the Korea Strait as one of sixteen invaluable choke points in the world.53 That it represents Northeast Asia’s only strategically crucial passageway has not escaped notice in Chinese circles.

Unsurprisingly, then, Chinese commentators see the Korea Strait as another location where the United States and its allies could bring pressure to bear against China. In an oblique reference to the United States, Guo Rui and Li Qiaoqian of Jilin University vouchsafe that “the Korean Peninsula’s current importance to China lies in its role as the strategic frontier of the hostile maritime power. Preventing the Korean Peninsula from falling completely into the adversary’s hands or becoming the hostile power’s strategic maritime passageway is very important to effectively protecting China’s national security.”54 Shi Chunlin and Li Xiuying, cited previously, are even more explicit about American power and intentions: “Thus far, the United States and its allies command the seas of the Korea Strait. In times of armed confrontation or war in Northeast Asia, they will very likely engage in blockade, cutting off navigation routes. As such, China must quickly build up its navy and strengthen its maritime deterrent power to safeguard the passage of Chinese shipping through the Korea Strait.”55

Beyond the Korea Strait, the U.S. alliances with Japan and South Korea could also shackle China’s options in the Yellow Sea. Liu Feiguo and Zheng Fang, two scholars at the Naval University of Engineering, warn:

The United States, through the U.S.-Korea-Japan alliance, has engaged in continuous infiltration of China’s Yellow Sea and surrounding waters as an offensive tactic for defensive purposes. The intent is to hold back China’s maritime power behind the first island chain and to check Chinese actions in the East China Sea, South China Sea, and the Indian Ocean. China’s main combatant fleet would face severe challenges as it would lose the maritime communications for operations in the Pacific.56

Here again, geography colors how Chinese strategists appraise threats. The Korean half-island and the Japanese archipelago converge on key bodies of water while forming straits near China’s political and economic centers. Whether the U.S.–Japan–South Korea alignment can ever become a coherent strategic unit is dubious at best in light of the two Asian allies’ turbulent past. Nevertheless, Chinese observers find it unsettling that two U.S. allies boasting advanced economies and modern armed forces stand athwart sealanes essential to China’s security and economic health. Sowing disunion among the allies would partly ameliorate this dilemma—and thus represents a strategic imperative for Beijing.

Luzon Strait: A Gap in the Chain

Chinese commentators devote the vast majority of their attention to the northern segment of the first island chain. They seldom describe the Philippine archipelago in ominous geostrategic terms. Why not? For one thing, China’s coastal economic centers and military bases do not directly face the southern, more distant portion of the island barrier. The southern part of the archipelago represents a minor worry at most. For another, Manila lacks the martial wherewithal to challenge China’s movements even in Philippine littorals. But the most important reason Chinese strategists neglect the southern reaches is because they have fixed their gaze on the Luzon Strait, a waterway to the Philippines’ immediate north.

The Luzon Strait constitutes the passageway to and from the South China Sea that Chinese analysts find most promising. The strait is home to the Bashi Channel, an undersea canyon separating Taiwan from the Batanes Islands. The channel is one of the widest and deepest of the narrow seas piercing the first island chain. Most of the waters southeast of the channel, where it opens into the Pacific Ocean, exceed one thousand meters in depth.57 This maritime junction between the South China Sea and the Philippine Sea thus looks like an optimal point for PLA Navy submarines to break out of the China seas. They can transit the strait underwater and disappear into the Pacific depths almost immediately afterward.

The Luzon Strait is particularly well suited for Chinese submarine operations owing to its unique meteorological and oceanographic characteristics. Antisubmarine warfare (ASW) is a difficult art in the best of circumstances—let alone the worst—and the Luzon Strait is home to some of the worst. Atrocious weather conditions afflict the area, severely degrading airborne efforts to hunt subs while boosting PLAN boats’ chances of eluding detection.58 Furthermore, a confluence of undersea environmental factors peculiar to the strait helps submarines maximize their stealth. According to Du Pengcheng and Hu Chengjun of the Navy Submarine Academy, the kuroshio—a powerful oceanic current that flows through the Luzon Strait and skirts the east coasts of Taiwan, the Ryukyus, and Kyushu—is particularly conducive to sonar-reflecting undersea thermal layers. Thermal layers remain thick, wide, and stable year-round in the Luzon Strait’s deep waters.59 Deftly handled, subs can hide beneath these “thermoclines,” concealing themselves from enemy warships, aircraft, and submarines.60 Submarine skippers familiar with local waters could exploit favorable conditions to slip out of the island chain unnoticed.

Consequently, to Modern Navy contributor Yu Fengliu, the Luzon Strait represents “a maritime area with extremely high economic, military, and political value worth the weight in gold, a nautical zone boasting important strategic meaning in the western Pacific, and also a channel for China to go past the first island chain worthy of close attention.”61 Because the strait is the largest passage through the first island chain and presents a problematic environment for U.S. Navy sub hunters, Yu contends that Chinese air and naval assets could sortie independently through the strait without shore-based air cover. Such confidence speaks volumes about the strategic significance of Sanya, the sprawling naval complex on Hainan Island. Boats based there would find the Luzon Strait a convenient exit into the Pacific Ocean.

Geostrategy and Chinese Sea Power

Sea-power theory again furnishes a sure guide to evaluating the interplay among geography, strategy, and China’s maritime outlook and how this nexus shapes Beijing’s assessment of its nautical surroundings. We can revisit Mahan’s definition of sea power as commerce, ships, and bases while applying it fruitfully to the nations inhabiting the first island chain.

Just as the geography of production, distribution, and consumption helps explain China’s economic rise and its turn to the seas, that geography also reveals the engines that propelled past economic miracles in Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. Tokyo, Seoul, and Taipei led the way in Asia, tapping into the transformative power of the U.S.-led liberal economic order. From China’s perspective, the island states’ “comprehensive national power”—a Chinese concept that encompasses economic strength, technological prowess, per capita productivity, sociopolitical cohesion, and myriad other attributes—makes them a formidable cluster of strategic competitors.

At the same time, the naval dimension of Mahanian sea power—the defense-industrial complex, warships, and bases—illuminates the architecture of military power along the first island chain. The United States enjoys access to major naval bases and shore-based facilities there. It has stationed one of the world’s great expeditionary fleets, the Seventh Fleet, in Japan and sometimes operates the U.S.-based Third Fleet in Asia as well. Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan possess some of the world’s most advanced industries and shipyards. These shipyards employ highly skilled individuals, many of whom work on behalf of the U.S. Navy.

The Japanese and South Korean navies deploy warships outfitted with the best sensors and weaponry the United States has to offer, and they exercise and train regularly with their American counterparts. The Taiwan Navy, while not at the technological forefront like its northerly neighbors, operates potent legacy U.S. platforms that could make trouble for the PLA Navy. Chinese analysts can only conclude that China faces an intensely competitive saltwater environment.

We wish to reiterate yet again that strategic geography is not destiny. Geography, like time, is neutral. It would be absurd to impute malign intent to inanimate geographic features. Conceptions of geography, in the form of physical and mental maps, are ultimately constructs of the human mind.62 People determine how they read, interpret, and make use of maps, not the other way around. Consequently, it is safe to say that island chains in and of themselves hold little menace. Rather, it is what people do with these geographic features that makes them forbidding. The claustrophobia many Chinese feel when they glance at the map stems not from inert terrain but from the political, social, historical, and strategic context pervading maritime Asia.

The Chinese writings reviewed here show that the island chain carries substantial historical baggage. It represents not just a reminder of American containment during the Cold War but also a physical manifestation of U.S. power projection today. American forces deployed to and launched from the first island chain have directly influenced events in Asia—often to the detriment of Chinese interests. Thus it comes as little shock that China’s strategic community remains leery of America’s military posture along the island chain. The real surprise would come if Beijing seemed indifferent to a superpower presence so close by.

Contentious history informs the skepticism of Chinese strategists. Think about what U.S. forces have done in Asian seas and skies since 1950. In the early months of the Korean War, American reinforcements flowed through Japan to halt and roll back North Korean advances down the peninsula. Expeditionary forces delivered by sea denied the Communists victory. China felt compelled to intervene at great sacrifice to stave off North Korea’s defeat. Perhaps most painful of all from China’s standpoint was that President Harry Truman interposed the Seventh Fleet between China and Taiwan, ending any hope China had of seizing Taiwan and virtually guaranteeing U.S.-China enmity during the first decades of the Cold War. The U.S. Navy subsequently undertook escort and patrol missions in support of Nationalist forces during the 1954 and 1958 Taiwan Strait crises. In other words, the first island chain administers a constant rebuke, signifying that China is neither whole nor complete nor the master of its fate without Taiwan. The island chain is an irritant transcribed onto the map.

Such encounters have continued intermittently for decades. In the 1960s, B-52 bombers staged bombing runs from Okinawa against North Vietnam, waging an aerial offensive from airfields at China’s doorstep. In 1995, to stop the hemorrhaging of U.S. forward-deployed forces in Asia during the heady days after the Cold War, Washington stabilized the U.S. regional presence by making a standing commitment of 100,000 military personnel to the island chain. There would be no withdrawal from Asia, even to save money and resources and thus claim a “peace dividend” from victory in the Cold War. Indeed, at the height of the 1995–96 Taiwan Strait crisis, President Bill Clinton dispatched two aircraft carrier battle groups to waters near Taiwan as a show of force. Poignantly, it was the USS Independence—the U.S. Navy’s only permanently forward-deployed carrier—that helped telegraph American resolve in a crisis involving Taiwan independence. To many Chinese, then, the U.S. Navy and its basing arrangements along the island chain have thwarted national union ever since the founding of the People’s Republic.

Over the past decades, American reconnaissance and surveillance missions along the mainland coast—many of them launched from Japan—have become a major source of bilateral friction. China has long regarded such intelligence-gathering activities as unfriendly if not hostile. The PLA’s impressive military modernization has enabled Beijing to respond tangibly to U.S. naval and aviation operations, backing up its rhetorical objections with physical power. Hazardous encounters have ensued in international airspace and waters. Noteworthy incidents include an April 2001 collision between a Chinese fighter and a U.S. Navy reconnaissance aircraft, harassment of a U.S. ocean-surveillance vessel by Chinese fishing trawlers and government ships in March 2009, a near collision between a U.S. Navy cruiser and a PLAN amphibious transport in November 2013, and numerous dangerous Chinese aerial intercepts of U.S. reconnaissance aircraft. Close-quarters encounters have become commonplace.

The literature surveyed above shows that the island chain is not merely a geographic marker designating zones for Chinese naval planning and operations. The concept is far richer than its critics allow. The island chain serves as an analytical proxy for assessing (1) the state of American power and purpose in Asia; (2) the health of the U.S.-led regional order; (3) the durability of the postwar alliance system; (4) China’s choices as a hybrid land-sea power; (5) China’s quest for reunion with Taiwan; (6) China’s relative economic and strategic vulnerability; (7) the types of conflicts and military campaigns for which Chinese planners prepare; and, lastly, (8) how much room for maneuver the PLA Navy enjoys. Note that only the last index of Chinese maritime strategy is strictly naval in nature. The other—more pressing—matters of strategic import relate to China’s grand strategy in maritime Asia, or what we term the Mahanian logic of sea power and the maritime strategy to which it imparts substance and direction.

We return, then, to Mahan’s logic of maritime strategy and his grammar of maritime operations. What does China want, and how will China go about getting what it wants? The island-chain construct offers a framework for answering these vital questions. If China covets dominion in the near seas, then orchestrating a reconfiguration of power along the first island chain is probably a prerequisite for success. The correlation of forces on the transnational archipelago must shift in ways that accommodate China’s expanded interests and power, allowing Beijing to bend the islanders to its will. Whether China must compel the United States to draw down—or terminate altogether—U.S. commitments and resources to allies and friends on the first island chain to fulfill its ambitions remains unclear. If China concludes it must, it remains unclear how far back the United States must fall to satisfy China. And it remains unclear what form the regional order would take after an American pullback.

Another open question is how much would unification with Taiwan magnify China’s strategic leverage over its neighbors, particularly Japan. Whether reunion would satiate China’s ambitions or whet its appetite for more real estate is open to debate. Moreover, it is worth asking what expectations Chinese leaders would set for occupants of the first island chain in a post-American future. The regional order’s complexion would change considerably if Beijing settled for quiet deference, as opposed to demanding outright subservience. And it remains to be seen what kinds of—and how much—military and nonmilitary power China would need to ease its nagging, deep-seated insecurity about the island chain. Such grand-strategic questions are worth pondering, and sea-power theory helps analysts and practitioners of marine affairs ponder them.

The irony in all of this is that no one did more than the occupants of the first island chain, along with the United States, to readmit China to the international system after decades of Maoist self-isolation. While Chinese commentators are loath to admit it, China ranks among the greatest beneficiaries of the U.S.-led liberal order. China’s economic rise over the past three decades owes a great deal to the global system’s openness. And it was American and allied forces along the first island chain that supplied the international public goods—chiefly free seas for commerce—that underwrote this openness. Beijing long appeared content to free ride on U.S. and allied naval power. Those days seem to have passed.

Policing the sea was not the only service the island powers rendered. Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and the United States opened their markets to Chinese producers while providing the bulk of the foreign direct investment needed to launch China on its meteoric ascent. The very stakeholders in the current order that facilitates efforts to generate wealth along the mainland’s coast inflame China’s sense of insecurity. The dual character of China’s relationships with fellow Asian powers constitutes an enduring paradox of its rise.

This chapter buttresses the idea that China’s turn to the sea represents a permanent factor in Asian politics. The geography of production, distribution, and consumption surveyed in the previous chapter has combined with Chinese perceptions of the first island chain to reinforce Beijing’s oceanic orientation. China’s economic success has drawn it toward the seas, begetting demands that China develop the means to protect its seaborne interests. As Beijing leans seaward, though, it finds itself bumping up against the first island chain, the geographic basis of American primacy in Asia. The gnawing sense that hostile powers could interrupt China’s nautical destiny lends urgency to Beijing’s effort to uphold maritime interests. China’s militancy in the near seas must be understood as a product of this complex, interactive process.

Geography informs policy decisions about how much attention and how many resources a nation should dedicate to manage events at a particular place on the globe or a nautical chart. In China’s case, geospatial imperatives indicate that Beijing must not only shoulder the burdens that come with sea power but must also balance constantly between priorities in the continental and maritime domains. Geography alone makes an inadequate guide to how China will shape its nautical rise. As Mahan notes, sea power is a conscious political choice. A society—elites and citizenry alike—must make that choice. And that choice determines the character of its maritime strategy. In short, strategy must respect the bounds imposed by geography, but those bounds afford people considerable latitude for strategic choice. China is no exception.

The next chapter examines how China’s strategic elites have sought to harness their nation’s intellectual capacity, society, and armed forces to shape events at sea. Even in an autocracy like China, policy makers must fashion a coherent case explaining why the country should put to sea and why society must expend scarce resources on seafaring, an inherently capital-intensive enterprise. Chinese elites, intellectuals, and strategists have crafted arguments that vow to deliver national greatness on the high seas. The Chinese Dream awaits.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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CHINA’S STRATEGIC WILL TO THE SEA

As we have pointed out more than once, sea power is a conscious political choice. A society must decide to contend for high-seas mastery and the political and economic fruits that go with it and must make that decision again and again to sustain the oceangoing enterprise over the long term. To all appearances, China resolved to venture out to sea decades ago. Hardware, doctrine, and strategy are now catching up with aspirations, helping the Chinese state and society make good on their dream of national rejuvenation and grandeur.

Vice Admiral Wolfgang Wegener, Imperial Germany’s most gifted naval thinker, devised a formula for estimating whether a prospective seafaring society boasts the resources and culture to strive for sea power with real prospects of success. Wegener served as a midgrade officer in the High Seas Fleet during World War I, first as a gunnery officer and later as a cruiser captain. Disillusioned with the strategic ineptitude he saw around him, he wrote an indictment of German naval strategy and its framers that appeared after the war under the title The Naval Strategy of the World War. It ranks among the classic treatises on maritime warfare.

Sea power, wrote Wegener, derives from (1) “strategic position,” a geographical factor; (2) the naval fleet, a tactical factor; and (3) a society’s “strategic will” to the sea. Strategic will stands above the other two; it “breathes life into the fleet” while spurring strategic and political leaders to better the nation’s strategic position.1 If a society has little hankering for the sea, it accomplishes little in saltwater endeavors—no matter how large and well endowed its territory, how abundant its personnel and natural resources, and how efficient its government. An apathetic society makes little effort to marshal these resources to bolster its geostrategic position and construct a strong navy. A steadfast society vaults itself into the marine enterprise.

We borrow Wegener’s evocative phrase “strategic will” to gauge how well China’s leaders have breathed life into Chinese sea power. To be sure, the concept of will is abstract. It is a human quality difficult to define and harder still to measure. It is no less important for all that. On this the greats of strategy agree. Carl von Clausewitz portrays war as a reciprocal clash of wills whereby each antagonist strives to impose its will on another by force. Sun Tzu singles out “moral influence”—namely that which “causes the people to be in harmony with their leaders”—as the most crucial factor in war. Alfred Thayer Mahan holds that the “character of the government,” whether the government is an autocracy, a democracy, or something else, helps yoke the popular will to the pursuit of sea power.2

The galvanic effect of political resolve has not escaped notice in China. Nautical enthusiasts are finely attuned to its importance—and elusiveness—as their nation turns seaward. Chinese commentators commonly bemoan a supposed deficit of “maritime consciousness” (海洋意识), a broad term encompassing not just knowledge but the attitudes and behaviors of the elites and the public alike toward marine matters ranging from national security to law to science to history.3 CCP officials have launched campaign after campaign to make the populace aware of seaborne endeavors while rousing popular passions for them. Analyst Zhao Zongjin notes that officialdom has exhorted “more people to care about and participate in our nation’s maritime power construction.”4

For our purposes, we concentrate on how China’s civil and military leadership has sought to rally the nation’s will to sea power, amassing support for a forceful naval strategy backed by high-tech ships, aircraft, and armaments. We survey statements from top CCP leaders as well as from uniformed commanders of the PLAN, the chief executor of Chinese foreign policy at sea. We also consult policy and strategy directives that divulge insights into how Chinese strategic thought about marine affairs has evolved.5 We reach back to the earliest days of the People’s Republic, showing how policy makers strove to align China’s naval strategy with the nation’s interests, purposes, and ambitions.

We conclude that China’s leaders have harnessed national will thoughtfully and methodically, positioning China well for maritime ventures over the long term. No longer are we prognosticating about one potential future among many. Maritime China poses challenges now that America, its allies, and its friends overlook at their peril.

Chinese Leaders Look Seaward: From Mao to Xi

Xi Jinping’s maritime ambitions have captured Westerners’ attention since he assumed the presidency in 2012, but Communist China’s quest for sea power predates him. President Xi may be today’s most vocal proponent of China’s pivot to the Pacific, but he is only the latest among five generations of CCP leaders to gather rudiments of sea power. Even during the time of Mao Zedong, a leader not normally associated with maritime undertakings, Chinese Communists appreciated the strategic value of the navy and fellow instruments of maritime might. Far from being apathetic toward the seas, they worked hard to narrow the gap between China’s backward material foundation and its burgeoning military and commercial needs at sea.

The maritime prowess on display under Xi thus owes much to his predecessors’ investment of intellect, energy, and political capital in high-seas exploits. To capture how officialdom has fanned China’s strategic will to the sea, we canvass Chinese leaders from Mao to Xi. By no means is this an exhaustive study of everything Chinese leaders said or did. Our goal is to spotlight directives exerting meaningful influence on maritime development. We focus in particular on pronouncements that Chinese scholars and practitioners cite for inspiration and direction despite the passage of time. Such documents command intellectual staying power.

For example, we sometimes refer to calligraphic inscriptions (题 词, tici) from senior Chinese political leaders. While pithy, these literary devices exert wide-ranging influence. An inscription signifies a leader’s endorsement and protection of the organization to which he dedicates it. Its content emboldens members of the organization while imparting broad policy guidance. This literary tradition remains in common practice today. As such, we pay special attention to inscriptions about sea power drawn up by successive generations of communist leaders.

Mao Zedong

Despite his background as an agrarian revolutionary, and despite intense pressure to look inward for national revival following the Chinese Civil War, Mao acknowledged that an independent, strategic naval service was fundamental to China’s security and unity. Indeed, he looked out to sea before he took power. As Nationalist resistance collapsed during the endgame of the civil war, the Communists prepared a massive offensive that was in part a waterborne undertaking. People’s Liberation Army forces would cross the Yangtze River and seize the rest of China. They would enter coastal provinces and cities such as Shanghai that acted as epicenters of Nationalist maritime power. Mao understood that the CCP needed to rapidly reintegrate—and make use of—the seagoing and riverine forces and support infrastructure Chiang Kai-shek left behind.

Moreover, Mao foresaw the need to amass naval power to crush Nationalist remnants that were retreating to Taiwan and other offshore islands. In the months leading up to the founding of the People’s Republic in October 1949, Mao and his colleagues issued a series of directives and declarations telegraphing the CCP’s intent. On January 8, 1949, as the civil war’s end drew nigh, the Political Bureau determined that “between 1949 and 1950, we should strive to establish a usable air force and a navy that can defend our rivers and coasts.”6 The bureau’s communiqué constituted the first sign that the CCP meant to fashion a new naval service to defend the new China.

The Political Bureau’s statement set loose a scramble to construct such a force. In some cases the CCP inherited intact units from vanquished foes. In February 1949, for example, the crew of the Nationalist cruiser and flagship Chongqing mutinied on the Yangtze River. Hoping to encourage more defections, Mao Zedong and Zhu De, the commander in chief of communist forces, sent a telegram congratulating the warship’s officers and sailors. In the text Mao and Zhu proclaimed that “the Chinese people must build its own powerful national defense. Besides the army, we must build our own air force and navy.”7 Their telegram broadcast another signal that the Communists intended to accumulate sea power.

Nor did CCP chieftains stop there. On September 21, 1949, Mao delivered a speech titled “The Chinese People Have Stood Up!” during the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, a multiparty meeting convened to establish a new state under communist control. He held forth with passion about forging a navy and an air force: “Our national defense will be consolidated and no imperialists will ever again be allowed to invade our land. Our people’s armed forces must be maintained and developed with the heroic and steeled People’s Liberation Army as the foundation. We will have not only a powerful army but also a powerful air force and a powerful navy.”8

On January 1, 1950, the official PLA Navy newspaper, People’s Navy, carried an inscription from Mao to commemorate the publication of its inaugural issue: “We must build a navy. This navy must be able to protect our coasts and effectively defend against the possible invasion of imperialism.”9 In February 1952, following his first tour of PLAN surface combat ships, Mao dedicated another inscription to the navy, insisting that “to oppose the invasion of imperialism, we must build a powerful navy.”10 In December 1953, after reviewing the Chinese navy’s five-year construction plan, Mao enumerated the missions entrusted to the naval service: “To end the harassment of bandits at sea and protect the security of sea transport; to prepare the capability to take Taiwan at the appropriate time and finally unify the entire nation; and to prepare the capability to oppose the invasion of our country from the sea by imperialism, we must build a powerful navy over the long term in a planned and gradual manner and in accord with the conditions of our industrial development and finances.”11

Unfinished business from the civil war loomed large in Mao’s calculus, as did great-power rivalries taking shape during the early Cold War. Nationalist forces operating from offshore islands could disrupt sea traffic along the mainland coast so long as Taiwan eluded the Communists’ hands. America’s hostility, inflamed by the Korean War, also posed a potential threat to Communist China’s national existence. The manifestly nautical character of the Taiwan problem and the American danger demanded naval remedies. Mao thus considered a strong navy essential to steadying China’s maritime periphery, fulfilling its goal of unification, and confronting a powerful foreign navy that bestrode Asian waters.

Mao also understood that a naval buildup would demand capital in bulk, and thus patient investment over the long haul. Given China’s economic backwardness, its road to sea power was bound to be long and winding. He clearly did not expect China to make itself a naval power overnight. Indeed, for years to come, the PLA Navy would remain primarily a coastal-defense force reliant on Soviet technologies and assistance. Nevertheless, Mao Zedong laid down a marker for naval development. As Dalian Naval Academy professor Du Yiping puts it, Mao “established a firm foundation for our nation’s naval development and drew a magnificent blueprint for constructing a powerful navy.”12 Like all societies Communist China had to heed economic and political realities. But it resolved to construct a high-caliber navy once circumstances turned favorable.

Deng Xiaoping

Deng Xiaoping deserves plaudits for masterminding a coherent and durable naval strategy for the post-Mao era. Deng was the principal architect of China’s reform and opening to the world starting in the late 1970s. To stimulate development and growth, the paramount leader enacted economic reforms that borrowed elements from capitalism. For instance, Deng established special economic zones along the coast to attract foreign investment while joining the Chinese mainland to the global economy.

Seaborne trade and other maritime activities, including exploiting China’s fisheries and extracting its natural resources, became central elements of China’s national development. In August 1979 Deng made clear that his strategy was inextricable from a seaward orientation on the part of the Chinese state and society. Elites and ordinary citizens must face outward. Maritime undertakings must become a matter of course for them. “The oceans are not a moat,” Deng asserted. “Presently, countries around the world are competing to turn their technological focal point, economic development focal point, and strategic deterrence focal point to the oceans. We cannot be complacent. For China to be wealthy and powerful, it must face the world, and it must go to sea.”13

For Deng there was no turning back. Moreover, he conceived of sea power in sweeping terms. It incorporated all implements of national power, not just ships of war. PLA Naval University of Engineering professor Zhang Kehui sums up Deng’s accomplishments: “Under the regulation and guidance of national will, China’s maritime strategy, comprising political, economic, military, and technological components, gradually emerged during the Deng Xiaoping era.”14 In short, Deng was a grand strategist with a nautical bent. Mahan would nod in approval.

Deng also anticipated correctly that it would take “hard power” manifest in physical forces to protect the proliferating maritime interests he saw. A navy embodied hard power at sea. In this area, too, Deng left a lasting intellectual and policy imprint on the PLA Navy. Speaking in different settings over a span of years he spelled out the nature, geographic scope, operational parameters, and force-structure requirements of China’s gestating maritime strategy.

First, Deng repeatedly played up the Chinese navy’s defensive nature. In June 1978, while serving as vice chair of the Central Military Commission, he attended a two-day meeting with the navy leadership. After listening to a series of reports, he announced that China’s “strategy will always be defensive. It will be defensive twenty years from now. The nuclear submarine will also be a strategic defensive weapon…. Even when we have modernized in the future, the navy will still be for strategic defense.”15 At another PLAN conference the following month, Deng reiterated that “unlike hegemonism, we will not extend our hands everywhere. Our navy buildup is basically defensive.”16

Second, Deng demarcated the general geographic area where the Chinese navy would operate. In April 1979 he reminded the naval leadership that “our navy should be used for near-seas operations. It is defensive. We will not seek hegemony. From a political standpoint, we cannot seek hegemony. In navy construction, everything must obey this directive.”17 While Deng declined to specify exact boundaries for the “near seas,” he insisted that the PLAN would “only operate in the Pacific Ocean. We will never have ambitions to go to distant places. We stand for near-seas operations.”18 (Admiral Liu Huaqing, the architect of the PLAN’s modernization program and Deng Xiaoping’s executor of maritime strategy in the 1980s, later delineated the near seas more intelligibly as a theater of operations. See “Liu Huaqing and Near-Seas Defense” below.)

Third, Deng infused concrete meaning into the idea of near-seas operations. He transposed Mao Zedong’s concept of “active defense” deftly to the maritime domain. Like Mao, Deng insisted that the Chinese navy refuse to assume an exclusively passive, defensive posture. He asked rhetorically: “For future wars of counter invasion, what kind of policy should we adopt?” Deng answered his own question, replying, “I agree with the term ‘active defense.’ Active defense itself is not solely defensive. There is offense within the defense.”19 As detailed below, Admiral Liu took Deng’s cue, refining near-seas operations into a durable concept.

And finally, Deng Xiaoping furnished guidance as to the scope and velocity of China’s naval buildup. While inspecting the Chinese navy in August 1979, Deng went on a six-hour cruise on board a destroyer. To commemorate the visit and inspire the naval service, he wrote an inscription that read: “Build a powerful navy equipped with modern combat capabilities.”20 Thus, he transmitted a clarion call to the service, directing mariners to think more imaginatively about equipment, personnel, training, engineering, and research and development. And indeed, his words helped give rise to a thoroughgoing modernization process that bore fruit in the 1990s.

At a PLAN conference in July 1979 the paramount leader explained that his vision of a modern force eschewed navalists’ obsession with bean counting. Maintained Deng: “In the past, our navy comrades were daily concerned about tonnage, talking only about numbers and not talking about quality. Now things have changed. We talk about quality, and we talk about real combat power. We go for fewer yet finer things that are truly useful.”21 On another occasion, Deng repeated his mantra that quality must take precedence over quantity, stating: “To confront a powerful, hegemonic navy, not having adequate power is no good. This power must be useful. We don’t need too much, but it must be capable. We need things that are truly modern.”22 The terms “capable” and “useful,” meaning high quality and effective, became bywords for the PLAN’s buildup.

Like Mao, then, Deng helped blazon the PLA Navy’s pathway to modernization. Wegener claimed that saltwater flowed through Britons’ veins, goading the British Empire into a strategic offensive spanning centuries. He would likewise hail these founding fathers of Chinese sea power for attempting to embed maritime ideas in governmental practices, naval culture, and popular folkways.

Jiang Zemin

Deng superintended naval affairs through the end of the Cold War, leaving it to the third-generation leadership under Jiang Zemin to oversee the Chinese navy’s post–Cold War transition. Jiang did not distinguish himself in the realm of naval affairs, but he excelled as a caretaker. He kept the PLAN on its path of modernization. He had ample reason to do so. In particular, the 1995–96 Taiwan Strait crises, during which President Bill Clinton dispatched two aircraft carrier battle groups to Taiwan’s vicinity to stage a show of force, underscored the importance of naval preparedness. Under Jiang’s tutelage, China’s leadership came to regard the U.S. Navy as both a competitor and a pattern for China’s own maritime success.

Under Jiang Zemin, China commenced trying to close the chasm separating the PLA Navy from its superpower rival. In February 1990 Jiang wrote an inscription beseeching the navy to “construct the motherland’s great wall at sea.”23 In 1992, in his report to the CCP’s 14th Party Congress, Jiang declared that China must “protect the nation’s maritime rights and interests.”24 This marked the first time senior leadership had codified China’s maritime rights and interests in one of these all-important CCP documents. Jiang thereby confirmed Deng’s judgment that China’s mounting maritime interests would beget demands for naval power to protect those interests.

Jiang Zemin regularly accented the saltwater dimension of Chinese foreign policy. In October 1995, after observing a naval exercise, Jiang stated: “The new situation poses new and higher demands on navy construction. We must place navy construction in an important position and accelerate the pace of naval modernization to ensure our nation’s security in the maritime direction and to complete the great work of unifying the motherland.”25 In December 1996, during the 8th CCP Congress of the PLAN, Jiang reaffirmed that “the navy carries an important responsibility for protecting the motherland’s territorial integrity, safeguarding the motherland’s unification and maritime rights and interests, and ensuring the stability of the peripheral environment.”26 Jiang’s repeated references to unification reflected the trauma of the 1995–96 crises, during which Jiang and his lieutenants struggled without effect to counter the U.S. naval presence near Taiwan.

In April 1999, to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the PLAN’s founding, Jiang dedicated an inscription instructing the naval service to “strive to build a modern navy equipped with powerful, comprehensive combat capabilities.”27 Jiang stressed that China’s navy “must strengthen preparations for defensive operations in the maritime direction and ceaselessly enhance the navy’s modern technologies, and especially combat capabilities under high-technology conditions.”28

His advocacy of employing high-technology weaponry to fight and win in sea combat accelerated China’s naval modernization program substantially. It also mirrored the latest thinking about warfare, including the idea popular in the 1990s that information technology stood poised to unleash a new revolution in military affairs (RMA). Admiral Yang Huaiqing, at that time the political commissar of the PLAN, explains: “Combat under high-technology conditions is in essence a confrontation between systems, between architectures, and between networks. Comrade Jiang Zemin accurately grasped the essence of modern combat power, emphasizing repeatedly the need to raise the navy’s comprehensive combat capabilities. This demands that the navy possess capabilities for stronger reconnaissance and warning, effective command and control, rapid response and mobility, integrated strike and defense, and powerful logistics.”29

Admiral Yang’s language constitutes a clear outgrowth of the RMA debate then in vogue. That the Chinese leadership could contemplate replicating essential elements of American naval prowess testified to the PLAN’s progress. Jiang Zemin, then, lent urgency to the PLA Navy’s modernization project while designating the U.S. Navy both as the standard for naval excellence and as a potential opponent to be outcompeted.

Hu Jintao

Jiang’s successor, Hu Jintao, took the first steps toward making China’s navy a globe-spanning force for the new millennium. In December 2004, for instance, Hu delivered a much-quoted speech titled “See Clearly Our Military’s Historic Missions for the New Stage in the New Century.”30 The speech signaled to the PLA that it must gird for contingencies beyond the homeland. To fulfill these “new historic missions,” Hu ordained that the PLA (1) guarantee the survival and authority of the CCP; (2) safeguard the conditions for continued national development; (3) protect China’s national interests beyond the homeland, including in the maritime, aerospace, and cyber domains; and (4) buttress world peace so as to facilitate joint development. While the PLA had always been responsible for the first two missions, the latter two were new.

Of the maritime domain, Hu remarked that “the oceans are a great thoroughfare for international exchange and a treasury of strategic resources for continued human development.”31 He added, “We must expand our horizons on security strategy and military strategy. Not only do we need to pay close attention to and defend our national survival interests, but we must also pay close attention to and defend our national development interests.”32 Hu regarded China’s national interests and its overseas interests as increasingly indivisible. What happened abroad would exert a direct impact on China’s welfare at home, and hence the PLA had to go global.

Hu’s call for China to reorient itself outward proved prescient. In December 2008 Beijing dispatched its first naval flotilla to conduct counterpiracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden. The PLA Navy has rotated escorts to and from the region constantly since then, protecting merchant shipping while staging a standing if modest naval presence in the Indian Ocean. During the Libyan civil war in early 2011, moreover, the PLAN deployed a modern surface combatant to help evacuate Chinese nationals from Libya. These unprecedented expeditionary operations all took place on Hu Jintao’s watch.

Unsurprisingly, Hu explicitly linked the PLAN to the new historic missions. At the 10th CCP Congress of the PLA Navy in December 2006, Hu asserted, “Our nation is a maritime power. The navy’s place is important, and its missions are glorious in defending the nation’s sovereignty and security and in safeguarding our nation’s maritime rights and interests.”33 Hu implored the service to “forge a powerful people’s navy that meets the demands of carrying out our military’s historic missions in the new century” and to “spur the all-round transformation of navy building in line with the demands of the revolution in military affairs with Chinese characteristics.”34

In April 2008, while touring the Sanya naval base on Hainan Island, Hu reiterated that “the navy is a strategic, comprehensive, and international military service. It occupies an important place and delivers an important function in defending our national sovereignty, security, and territory and in safeguarding our national maritime rights and interests.”35 He insisted that the navy “enhance the capacity to win local maritime wars under informatized conditions as its core. It must continuously increase the ability to cope with multiple security threats and to fulfill diversified military missions.”36 (By “informatized” Chinese commentators mean the process of using advanced information technology to gather, process, and distribute information to fighting forces, helping them coordinate their efforts.)

Hu’s most noteworthy contribution to sea power, however, came as his parting act as president. Late in 2012, as part of his report to the CCP’s 18th Party Congress, he echoed his 2004 historic missions speech: “We should attach great importance to maritime, space, and cyberspace security. We should make active planning for the use of military forces in peacetime, expand and intensify military preparedness, and enhance the capability to accomplish a wide range of military tasks, the most important of which is to win local wars in an information age.”37

Most significantly, Hu asserted, “We should enhance our capacity for exploiting marine resources, develop the marine economy, protect the marine ecological environment, resolutely safeguard China’s maritime rights and interests, and build China into a maritime power” (our emphasis).38 It was the first time that a Chinese leader used the term haiyang qiangguo (海洋强国, meaning “great maritime power”) at the all-important Party Congress in order to sum up China’s strategic aims. The phrase speedily found its way into the official lexicon, and its usage was passed on to Hu’s successor, Xi Jinping. Hu was stating the obvious—by 2012 China was already a maritime power of some consequence—but codifying that status in CCP statements of purpose consolidated the navy’s place in China’s quest for national greatness.

Xi Jinping

On July 30, 2013, less than a year after assuming office, Xi convened a collective study session bringing together members of the Political Bureau. At the meeting he set forth his own vision for Chinese sea power. Notwithstanding the stilted prose that typifies communist directives, Xi’s message foreshadowed his policy and strategy for his first term of office. Although a full transcript is not publicly available, an official summary paraphrases the speech’s key elements. We quote the summary at length because Xi’s remarks continue to be relevant and influential. The CCP chairman first pledged to carry forward his predecessor’s aims: “The 18th Party Congress has set forth the important task of building China into a maritime power. It is of great significance to implement the important task for promoting China’s economic development in a sustainable and healthy way, safeguarding national sovereignty, security, and development interests, realizing the objective of building China into a well-off society in an all-round way, and realizing the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”39

Xi viewed sea power as integral to China’s economic well-being and thence to its long-term strategic success. But there is more to maritime power than attaining concrete interests: maritime power is inseparable from China’s dream of national regeneration. Xi went on to describe the comprehensive importance of the seas: “The ocean’s function for national economic development and opening up to the world has become more important, the ocean’s place for defending national sovereignty, security, and development interests has become more prominent, the ocean’s role for the civilized building of our nation’s ecology has become more apparent, and the ocean’s strategic position for international, economic, military, and technological competition has clearly risen.”40

The sea is not just an enabler for economic development but also, increasingly, a cockpit for competition involving all elements of national power. Even as China engages with the world, therefore, interstate struggles among the great powers will accompany its campaign for sea power. Xi Jinping next sized up China’s ability to fulfill its seaborne ambitions: “Our nation is a continental power and an oceanic power, possessing a wide range of strategic maritime interests. After many years of development, our maritime enterprise has, on the whole, entered the best development period in history. These accomplishments have set a firm foundation for our pursuit of maritime power.”41

Xi’s plea for the CCP leadership to grasp the historic moment sounded remarkably confident for a new leader. His claim that there was no better time to cement and advance China’s position at sea hinted at his ambitions, including the construction of islands in the South China Sea. Xi outlined a broad strategy to hasten China’s arrival as a maritime power, saying China must “insist on the development path of relying on the seas for wealth, using the seas for power, maintaining harmony between people and the seas, and cooperating for mutual benefit. We must solidly push forward our maritime power buildup through peace, development, cooperation, and win-win approaches.”42

Beneath the mild words about nautical concord, however, Xi’s strategy displayed a keen edge as he expressed his willingness to exercise hard power should circumstances or rivals infringe on Chinese interests as China construes them. While China treasured peace, Beijing would not seek peace at any price. Xi warned his colleagues not to “abandon our legitimate rights and interests, still less sacrifice our nation’s core interests” for the sake of peaceful development. He then identified major priorities, responsibilities, and possible tensions associated with his policy: “We must balance the goals of maintaining stability and of safeguarding our rights, persist in protecting national sovereignty, security, and development interests on equal footing, and ensure compatibility between safeguarding our maritime rights and interests and strengthening comprehensive national power…. We must prepare for different types of complex situations, enhance capabilities for maritime rights protection, and resolutely defend our maritime rights and interests.”43

In this passage Xi acknowledged that Beijing must strike a delicate balance. On the one hand, China must actively exercise its prerogatives at sea. On the other, it must do so without fanning regional tensions that could work against its strategic position. For example, if China’s maritime assertiveness prompted its neighbors to make common cause or otherwise provoked hostility to China’s purposes, that would constitute a strategic failure. That Xi acknowledged the trade-offs between policy choices suggests that the president and his lieutenants started thinking critically about strategy and its dilemmas from their earliest days in office.

The president sounded these themes regularly. On May 24, 2017, speaking before the 12th Party Congress of the PLA Navy, Xi affirmed that a “powerful and modern navy” is necessary “for the realization of the Chinese Dream and the dream of a strong military.”44 He continued: “Building a powerful navy is an important symbol of building a world-class military, a strategic pivot for building the nation into a great maritime power, and an important component of realizing the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”45

This statement represented the first time a top CCP leader had avowed unambiguously that China aspires to the first ranks of military power. In order “to push forward the navy’s transformation,” Xi added, “it is necessary to uphold a systematic buildup.” Such a buildup would involve “an overall building of mechanization and informatization; an overall building of near-seas and open-seas capabilities; an overall building of surface, undersea, and air forces; and an overall building of combat and support forces, so as to conduct ‘system of systems’ operations.”46

Like Jiang and Hu before him, Xi committed the Chinese navy to a comprehensive modernization program meant to enable the service to fight and win modern wars. If his directive is any guide, the PLAN will develop a balanced seagoing fleet capable of projecting power to distant theaters.

On October 18, 2017, Xi Jinping addressed the CCP leadership at the all-important 19th Party Congress. Xi’s report looked back on his administration’s achievements over the previous five years while peering ahead to his second five-year term and beyond. During his retrospective Xi listed several important maritime accomplishments. Among them, that China had “actively carried forward construction on the islands and reefs in the South China Sea.” He applauded the PLA for “effectively conducting such major missions as maritime rights protection, counter terrorism, disaster relief and rescue, international peacekeeping, Gulf of Aden escorts, and humanitarian assistance.”47 Virtually all of these missions involved elements of Chinese naval power. It is notable that Xi ranked “maritime rights protection” first among equals while more or less acknowledging that the Chinese navy played a direct role in maritime disputes in the near seas alongside paramilitary forces.

President Xi reaffirmed his earlier pledge to construct a “world-class military” by midcentury. In the meantime, the PLA would “build a powerful and modernized army, navy, air force, rocket force, and strategic-support force” that would fulfill the Chinese Dream and the strong-military dream. “Our military,” Xi continued, “is built to fight. All work must insist on combat power as the criterion, directing focus on the ability to fight and to win.”48

With regard to maritime affairs, Xi repeated directives he had issued at the collective work session four years before. He called on his colleagues to “accelerate border area development, consolidate the border areas, ensure border security, insist on coordinated development of the land and seas, and hasten the construction toward a great maritime power.”49 Xi clearly understands that economic development, homeland defense, territorial integrity, maritime security, and sea power are inextricably connected to one another. Without the means to protect China’s territory, security for the nation’s vast borderlands and seas is impossible. Without security along China’s periphery, economic development in those areas is impossible. Without development and the wealth that comes with it, sea power is impossible; hence Xi’s call to pay attention to all of these interrelated factors at once. At the 19th Party Congress, in short, the president explicated the logic of sea power.

Our survey of statements from five generations of Chinese leaders reveals several themes. Each man grappled with maritime power in accord with the unique circumstances and challenges confronting the nation during his tenure. Mao saw the navy as a tool to consolidate the new regime’s control over coastal China, consummate national unification, and confront hostile imperialist powers. While homeland defense and Taiwan independence remained top priorities in the 1970s and 1980s, Deng foretold that many maritime interests would emerge from reform and opening. As a consequence, he reoriented the navy toward an outward-looking economy.

Successive leaders implored the PLAN to safeguard China’s countless rights and interests in the nautical realm. Beginning with Deng, Chinese leaders began to conceive of sea power in grand-strategic terms. Maritime power at once represented a component and a source of comprehensive national power. Leaders from Deng to Xi came to view the navy as a means to fortify national security while nourishing economic development.

As China’s power waxed, so did the CCP leadership’s ambitions for the navy. Mao’s humble riverine and coastal-defense force gave way gradually to a local navy under Deng. In turn Deng’s vow never to operate beyond the Pacific Ocean gave way when his successors directed the PLA Navy to gird itself for global missions. As such, China’s current quest for sea power constitutes no break with Communist Chinese history; the world is simply witnessing decades of Chinese maritime development come to fruition.

And finally, the foregoing themes suggest that China’s turn to the seas is not some passing phase. Indeed, Chinese sea power is now entrenched within the CCP leadership’s larger scheme for national rejuvenation, as manifest in Xi Jinping’s metaphor of the Chinese Dream. Wolfgang Wegener would salute the strategic resolve China has exhibited since the age of Mao—resolve that has brought China and its navy to where they stand today.

Uniformed Naval Leaders and the Making of Strategy

PLA Navy commanders have displayed similar acumen and resolve. Nine commanders have headed the Chinese navy since the founding of the East China Navy, the PLAN’s predecessor, in April 1949.50 For the purposes of this book, we focus on three admirals—Xiao Jinguang, Liu Huaqing, and Wu Shengli—who exerted outsize influence on strategic requirements, strategy, and force structure for the naval service. All three officers left behind a paper trail documenting their thoughts and decisions in memoirs, articles, and speeches. Their writings give outsiders a glimpse of how China’s navy sought to align its strategy and fleet design with decrees from its civilian masters and to cope with the strategic circumstances profiled above.

Xiao Jinguang and Sabotage Warfare at Sea

China’s navy learned by doing. Following the civil war in the early 1950s, the navy undertook a series of mop-up campaigns. It fought pitched sea battles; cleared rivers, lakes, and coastal areas of bandits; executed amphibious operations to wrest islands from Nationalists; and broke blockades imposed by Chiang Kai-shek’s forces. The navy’s early exploits are arguably the most combat-intensive period in its history to date. Indeed, they add up to a legend that is integral to the Chinese navy’s “glorious history.” Victory over hated foes left an indelible mark on the naval service’s institutional memory and corporate identity, firing passion in the ranks while pointing the way to future endeavors.51 Thus, the 1950s represent a logical starting point for tracking the evolution of China’s naval strategy.

However rousing the navy’s early years, it was not until the mid-1950s that strategy and doctrine caught up with accumulated combat experience. Post–civil war battles, the Korean War, and the 1954 Taiwan Strait crisis preoccupied Chinese strategists before then. In March 1956, however, the Central Military Commission issued military strategic guidance under the rubric of “active defense, defend the motherland.” Active defense, a concept Mao developed and refined during the 1930s, called for employing offensive operations and tactics to achieve strategically defensive goals. The navy’s role was to support the army and air force in ground campaigns. Under active defense, the PLA Navy would “conduct joint counter landing operations with ground and air forces; wreck the enemy’s sea lines of communications, severing the supply of materiel and manpower; weaken and annihilate the enemy’s seaborne transport tools and combat vessels; jointly operate with ground forces in contests over key points and locations along the coast, guaranteeing the security of the coastal base system and strategic locations; support ground forces in littoral flanking operations; and act in concert with ground forces to recover offshore islands and all territories.”52

In 1957 Admiral Xiao Jinguang, the PLAN’s first commander, compiled more systematic operational guidance for the navy. Xiao was a Long March veteran and a corps commander of the Fourth Field Army during the Chinese Civil War. In other words, he was an army officer with no training or background in naval affairs, and one with little affinity for the sea. The general reportedly demurred when Mao personally entreated him to take up the new post, calling himself a landlubber (旱鸭子). Once he accepted the offer, however, he and his comrades quickly set about adapting to an operational domain where China’s adversaries—the Nationalists aided by the United States—held the upper hand. And like any warrior, Admiral Xiao applied what he knew best to his new mission.

After consulting Mao Zedong’s military writings from the 1920s and 1930s, along with treatises from Soviet experts, Xiao formulated an operational concept he termed “sabotage warfare at sea” (海上 破袭战). Confronted by better-armed enemies, China was in no position to fight head-on. Calling on his own battlefield experience, Admiral Xiao reasoned that inferior Chinese forces must instead “use suddenness and sabotage and guerilla tactics to unceasingly attack and destroy the enemy, accumulate small victories in place of big wins, fully leverage and bring into play our advantageous conditions, exploit and create unfavorable conditions for the enemy, and implement protracted war.”53 Mao doubtless recognized these ideas as his own.

Sabotage warfare had four basic characteristics. First, Xiao called for deploying all available weaponry to deliver all possible types of attacks against the enemy. Second, his concept placed great weight on hatching covert actions and sudden surprise attacks to overpower unsuspecting or unprepared adversaries. The PLA Navy could wrest the initiative from superior foes through deceptive measures. Third, sabotage warfare unleashed offensive campaigns and tactics in constant assaults on the enemy’s effective strength. And fourth, the concept demanded nimble use of troops and combat styles to preserve Chinese forces while annihilating opponents.

In effect, Xiao codified what his ground forces had practiced out of sheer necessity in past years. In contrast to a formal naval strategy that purported to align maritime means with larger strategic and political aims, the admiral sketched a concept that was largely operational and tactical in nature. In other words, Xiao prescribed methods for winning battles. Surprise, deception, unorthodox tactics, offensive spirit, and small incremental victories formed the core of Xiao’s ideas about naval battle. According to the official PLAN encyclopedia, sabotage warfare at sea involved

offensive operations at sea in which naval forces employ destructive and surprise attacks against the enemy. It is also known as guerrilla warfare or irregular warfare at sea. It is a combat style that relies on small groups of naval forces to carry out covert surprise attacks…. To achieve the operational objectives, it uses unconventional combat methods to attack the enemy’s critical targets. In coordination with conventional operations on the strategic and campaign levels, it seeks to annihilate, weaken, deplete, tire out, and divide the enemy in order to pin down the enemy or throw into confusion the enemy’s deployment of forces.54

Opportunism suffused the concept. Sabotage warfare at sea sought to exploit China’s complex maritime geography, notably its convoluted 18,000-kilometer coastline and the offshore islands that dot the approaches to the mainland. Agile naval forces could disperse and hide along shorelines and around islands—awaiting orders, deploying and redeploying, launching and coordinating attacks, and operating under the cover of shore-based artillery and naval aviation.55

PLA naval sabotage targeted weak enemy assets such as transport vessels, isolated warships, and feebly defended naval bases and seaports. Specific tactics for pummeling these soft objects included laying mines, staging rapid raids, employing high-speed vessels and aircraft, dispatching hunter-killer submarines to strike from below, and infiltrating enemy harbors to mount sneak attacks. In keeping with Mao’s strategy of “people’s war,” moreover, conventional saboteurs would tap support around the margins. The fishing fleet and the coastal populace would act as a maritime militia, an auxiliary to traditional military action.

Xiao’s operational concept supplied an organizing principle around which the Chinese navy could design tactics and weaponry. Sabotage warfare was an expedient, however, and a distasteful one at that. It was neither a mode of war making PLA commanders relished nor an artifact of Chinese strategic traditions or culture. Xiao proffered tactical solutions for the lesser antagonist at sea because that was what the PLA Navy was during the 1950s. Xiao went to war with the fleet he had—not one that might come into being decades hence. He left largely unanswered how the navy would do battle and advance strategic objectives once China had made itself strong.

While Chinese mariners’ theorizing and hard-won lessons at sea informed the PLAN’s operational doctrine, the Soviet Union represented a major source of early CCP naval thinking as well. In August 1950 Admiral Xiao convened the first navy conference to discuss the PLAN’s future development and direction. To him, ideological kinship, complemented by access to technology and know-how, made the Soviet Navy a logical, politically correct partner of choice.56 And sure enough, in ensuing decades the Soviet Union provided hardware, technical assistance, and thousands of experts to abet China’s cause.

Even so, Xiao opposed a blind embrace of all things Soviet. He insisted that the Chinese navy accept Soviet counsel selectively, rejecting Soviet ways unsuited to China’s distinct local conditions. To him it appeared plain that the PLAN could draw some technological and institutional lessons from the Soviets. At the same time the service must stick to its own traditions on such crucial matters as political indoctrination.

Xiao’s landmark August 1950 conference also imposed lasting effects on the Chinese navy’s force structure. The nation’s dismal economic, industrial, and technological state put a damper on the navy’s ambitions and options. The PLAN clearly could not stand up to modern navies from the West in symmetrical force-on-force combat. And the immediate Nationalist danger—a danger much closer to home—constricted the scope of naval modernization. Xiao thus concluded, “With an eye toward long-term development and departing from the current situation, we will build light combat power at sea that is modern and offensive in nature. We need to first organize and develop our current capabilities and, on the foundation of those current capabilities, develop torpedo boats, submarines, and naval aviation to gradually build a strong, national navy.”57

Xiao’s espousal of surface, underwater, and air forces reflected an early appreciation of the character of naval warfare. “Modern sea battle,” maintained Xiao in 1950, “is necessarily a kind of three-dimensional war and is a kind of composite war. We must use the aircraft above the waves, the warships on the sea’s surface, the submarines in the water, and artillery along the coast to form a synergy of integrated power. In war, the lack of any one of those capabilities could well spell disaster.”58

The offshore engagements of the 1950s amply validated the importance of mutual support between surface forces and shore-based weaponry. Xiao’s directive—commonly known as “kong [空], qian [潜], kuai [快],” Chinese shorthand for “naval aviation, submarines, fast attack craft”—furnished a template for PLA naval development over the next two decades. Indeed, the synergy between sea-and land-based implements of maritime might endures in Chinese force design and methods to this day. That the PLA Navy should fight in concert with ground-based and irregular forces comes as second nature to China’s fighting sailors.

Liu Huaqing and Near-Seas Defense

The Chinese navy’s early operational history, Xiao’s doctrine of sabotage warfare at sea, and the fleet buildup that commenced in the 1950s engraved legacies on service culture that proved stubbornly resistant to change. External shocks and strategic decisions further solidified the status quo. For one thing, the chaos of the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s stymied the modernization effort. For another, Mao’s determination to pursue an undersea nuclear deterrent strained resources while diverting attention from conventional forces. China thus struggled trying to remake its light coastal force for more ambitious missions.

Indeed, obsolescent platforms constituted the bulk of the PLA Navy fleet well into the 1980s. The naval service overproduced outdated ships and submarines while neglecting new research-and-development projects. Single-mission platforms lacked self-defense weapons. Nonexistent coordination among combat arms hobbled the PLAN. To make matters worse, the limited range of shore-based air power on which surface units depended for protection against air and submarine threats confined naval operations to within two hundred nautical miles off mainland shores.59

In short, the Chinese navy lacked the ability to wage the type of three-dimensional war Admiral Xiao had advocated decades before. Naval doctrine too was stuck in the past. Little changed from the 1950s into the 1960s, 1970s, and even early 1980s.60 Outmoded doctrine reinforced bloated force structure reinforced outmoded doctrine—setting in motion a vicious cycle.

This state of affairs persisted until 1982, when Admiral Liu Huaqing took over as PLAN commander. Considered the founding father of the modern navy that plies the seas today—and known in the West as “China’s Mahan”—Liu instituted a definitive break with the Maoist legacy. Western commentators have documented Liu’s central role in advancing the concept of “near-seas defense,” or “offshore defense.” No reprise of the existing literature need be attempted here.61 Nevertheless, it is worth noting that near-seas defense remains the bedrock for the PLA Navy, bridging its doctrinal past, present, and future. The PLAN encyclopedia states that near-seas defense involves “the combined use of all kinds of methods to exercise the overall effects of maritime power to preserve oneself to the maximum extent while unceasingly exhausting and annihilating the attacking enemy. It requires a sufficient grasp of mobile combat capabilities to search out and destroy the enemy, gradually shift the power balance, change the strategic situation, and thereby appropriately time the transition to the strategic counter offensive and attack.”62

In keeping with Deng Xiaoping’s strategic guidance elucidated above, the concept of near-seas defense contemplated waging a long-term, regionally oriented strategy within an enlarged maritime defense perimeter. It thrust the Chinese navy’s area of operations much farther off mainland shores while erecting a series of echelons or defensive layers in a manner reminiscent of Soviet thinking.

Instead of fighting in China’s coastal waters, the PLAN now aimed to keep antagonists at arm’s length while shielding political and economic centers along the seaboard from attack. In contrast to sabotage warfare at sea, which sought to tie up or slow down enemy forces, near-seas defense would defeat them and roll them back. Rather than trust to pinprick strikes or hit-and-run attacks employing small forces, more substantial, better-organized formations would fight naval engagements. And from an institutional standpoint, near-seas defense freed the PLA Navy in part from subordination to the army. No longer was the sea service a mere adjunct to ground operations. It now enjoyed greater scope for action as an independent strategic force.

Importantly, PLA naval strategy was—and remains—anchored in Deng’s long-standing strategic principles. For example, Admiral Liu insisted that near-seas defense conform to strategic guidance premised on active defense. Near-seas defense deployed offensive tactics and operations to attain strategically defensive goals. Paramount among these goals was safeguarding such “core interests” as national unity, territorial integrity, and maritime rights—interests Beijing was prepared to defend by force.

Despite its offensive bent, however, near-seas defense remained true to the traditional assumption that China would open any conflict as the weaker antagonist. To remedy their material weakness, naval forces would prosecute aggressive offensive actions to grind down enemies. The cumulative impact of tactical actions would swing the naval balance in China’s favor over time, affording the PLAN the opportunity to seize the offensive. This sequence of events recalls the famous three phases in Mao’s concept of protracted war, which aspired to reverse a feeble Red Army’s fortunes vis-à-vis powerful foes. Over time the erstwhile weak would overcome the erstwhile strong.

Admiral Liu also delineated the geographic scope of the near-seas (近海), or offshore, area. In the past, the admiral’s colleagues had misconstrued “offshore” as being the capacity to project force a certain distance out to sea; two hundred nautical miles, or 370 kilometers, was the figure most often cited. During a high-level naval research meeting in 1983, however, Liu rebuffed this narrow geospatial conception. In his memoirs he recalls: “I emphasized that we must have a uniform understanding of the ‘near seas’ concept based on Comrade Xiaoping’s directive. ‘Near seas’ refers to our nation’s Yellow Sea, East China Sea, South China Sea, Spratly archipelago, and the waters within and beyond the Taiwan-Okinawa island chain, as well as the northern sea area of the Pacific. Just beyond the ‘near seas’ is the ‘mid-far seas.’”63

Liu’s terse description of the near seas reveals several insights worthy of attention. First, circumscribing the PLAN’s operational range by fixed distances would defy the reality of Asia’s complex maritime geography. For instance, James Shoal, the southernmost feature China claims in the South China Sea, is more than 1,850 kilometers from China. The waters east of Okinawa, far to the north, are almost 740 kilometers off the Chinese coast. The Taiwan Strait, midway between, measures only about 130 kilometers at its narrowest. In short, a 370-kilometer operational reach would suffice for PLAN purposes in some subtheaters but not others. It would make little sense to constrict the navy’s operating grounds, preventing it from discharging its defensive function toward the outer fringe of the near seas.

Second, Chinese conceptions of China’s maritime environs may not obey geographic boundaries. For Liu, the first island chain need not demarcate the outer frontier for offshore-defense operations. He refers to the “northern sea area of the Pacific” and to “waters within and beyond the Taiwan-Okinawa island chain.” Both expanses lie east of the Japanese archipelago. How far offshore defense goes beyond the first island chain remains unstated—perhaps deliberately so. Ambiguity permits future generations of PLA commanders to interpret the concept according to China’s needs and capabilities of the moment. Offshore defense may radiate as far offshore as Chinese weaponry can take it.

Third, Liu developed and refined his near-seas construct more than three decades ago. Its longevity attests not just to the durable nature of his vision but also to its conceptual malleability. Disentangling offshore defense from geographic features and arbitrary range arcs inscribed on the map empowers PLAN chiefs to broaden the range of offshore defense as navy capabilities improve. And to be sure, PLA defense white papers have pushed offshore defense farther and farther off Chinese coastlines. There is merit to leaving strategic concepts a trifle vague.

Finally, Liu’s definition of the near seas conveys a Sinocentric worldview and, in turn, an intensely proprietary attitude toward contiguous waters. Such presumption comes as little shock. Offshore sea areas have been integral to dynastic China’s periphery for centuries. History predisposes Chinese commentators to regard them as a marine preserve. Observers should evaluate Beijing’s claims to sovereignty in the China seas in this context. As the official PLA dictionary of military terms states, employing the possessive form: “The People’s Republic of China’s near seas include the Bohai Sea, the Yellow Sea, the East China Sea, the South China Sea, and sections of water east of Taiwan Island” (our emphasis).64

To Chinese eyes, then, offshore defense constitutes a subset of Chinese homeland defense, consonant with China’s core interests. China attaches extraordinary value to fighting and winning in expanses that fall within the near-seas construct. They are sacrosanct—just as China’s landward core interests are sacrosanct.

In addition to clarifying the parameters whereby near-seas defense unfolds, Admiral Liu divided the navy’s “strategic missions” into peacetime and wartime activities. In peacetime, the navy must (1) defend the nation’s unity, territorial integrity, sovereignty, and maritime rights and interests; (2) transact naval diplomacy; (3) deter attacks on the homeland from the sea; (4) cope with local conflicts at sea; and (5) facilitate national development. In wartime the PLAN must (1) counter enemy attacks from the sea, acting independently or jointly with sister services; (2) guard the nation’s sea-lanes; and (3) execute strategic nuclear retaliatory strikes if so ordered by top CCP leadership.65

Remarkably, when Liu drafted this slate of missions in 1986, they remained largely beyond the PLAN’s capacity. The admiral set his sights on the future, confident that the naval service would accumulate hardware and devise methods to fulfill the operational aims he set forth. And so it has. Today China’s navy makes foreign port calls and conducts drills with foreign navies as a matter of routine. It has mounted an uninterrupted presence in the Indian Ocean for counterpiracy duty. And its undersea deterrent is now integral to the nation’s nuclear posture. Few doubts linger that the PLAN can impose substantial costs on adversaries should atomic deterrence fail. Small wonder that Liu Huaqing remains a legendary figure among Chinese mariners.

Wu Shengli and the PLAN’s Transformation

If Admiral Liu laid the groundwork, the second-longest-serving commander of the PLAN, Admiral Wu Shengli, oversaw the most bracing time of growth and modernization in PLAN history. Under his watch the navy passed milestones of which Liu could only have dreamed. Wu inherited a navy well on its way toward regional and global eminence. Still, his leadership imparted new momentum to Chinese naval development. The navy accomplished the following under his tutelage:

•  Commissioning China’s first aircraft carrier and commencing construction of follow-on carriers

•  Commencing serial production of modern, indigenously designed surface combatants and submarines

•  Introducing second-generation nuclear attack submarines and strategic ballistic-missile submarines (SSBNs)

•  Dispatching antipiracy patrols to the Indian Ocean

•  Evacuating Chinese nationals from Libya and Yemen

•  Providing naval escorts for chemical weapons removed from Syria

•  Searching for a downed civilian airliner—Malaysian Airlines Flight 370—in the Indian Ocean

•  Superintending disaster relief to the Philippines after Typhoon Haiyan

•  Delivering emergency water supplies to the Maldives

•  Participating in U.S.-led Rim of the Pacific exercises

•  Breaking ground on China’s first overseas base, in Djibouti

•  Launching an island-building campaign in the South China Sea

The Chinese navy’s force structure, lethality, operational readiness, tactical proficiency, and diplomatic visibility all leaped forward under Admiral Wu. He led the service for more than a decade, helping the PLAN take its place as a respected force in Asia and beyond. The navy earned plaudits unthinkable in the early 2000s, from us as well as many others. Indeed, Professor Andrew Erickson of the Naval War College and Kenneth Allen of the Center for Naval Analyses, both close watchers of the PLA, liken Wu’s contributions to those of Admiral Hyman Rickover, the father of the U.S. Navy nuclear-propulsion program, including the stratospheric standards it enforces.66 Rickover makes fine company!

Early in his tenure Admiral Wu coauthored an article with PLAN political commissar Hu Yanlin in the authoritative CCP journal Qiushi. In it they construct a powerful case for why China must go to sea. First, they frame their case in terms of the nation’s “century of humiliation,” a history drilled into Chinese leaders and citizens alike: “In China’s modern history, imperialists and colonists initiated more than 470 invasions of China, including 84 large ones, from the sea. The Chinese nation, which has suffered humiliation to the fullest, realized that the thin awareness of the maritime rights caused the decline of sea defense in modern history. This decline then directly resulted in these disastrous invasions … by the powerful Western countries. Only when the navy is strong can the maritime rights rise, which will bring the rise of the nation.”67

The lesson is clear: never again. Never again should China expose itself to seaborne conquerors. It must make itself formidable at sea to avoid repeating past ignominy. Naval officers bear a special responsibility to right this historical wrong. Wu and Hu go on to assert that the Chinese state and society together have made the conscious policy choice to amass sea power: “To build a powerful navy has been the idea of our Party and our nation. Since the founding of the new China, our leaders of the Party and the nation—based on the strategic level of history, reality, and national development—have been taking the establishment and reinforcement of a powerful navy as the key task for the national defense and military construction.”68

Wu and Hu then review past exhortations from Chinese leaders from Mao Zedong to Hu Jintao. “All of these key instructions from our Party,” they point out, “have clarified the fundamental goals, principles, policies, and development path” for the PLAN. Finally, the two remind readers that China’s navy is responsible for guarding vast swathes of the earth’s surface: “Our nation is an oceanic nation that owns more than 18,000 kilometers of oceanic coast line, more than 6,500 islands that are larger than 500 square meters, more than three million square kilometers of oceanic area with sovereignty and jurisdiction and international exclusive exploitation rights for 75,000 square kilometers at the bottom of the Pacific. In the oceanic area of our nation, there exist huge strategic interests along with various contradictions and threats.”69

Such assertions about China’s oceanic characteristics may jar those accustomed to classifying China as a continental power. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the 3 million square kilometers of Chinese maritime “sovereignty and jurisdiction” Wu and Hu claim include some 90 percent of the South China Sea. Otherwise their figures do not add up.

Whether consciously or not, the two admirals conceive of China’s saltwater quest in quintessentially Mahanian terms. The interplay between China’s deliberate choice to turn seaward and the structural geographic conditions that enable—and impel—Beijing to do so represents precisely the same dynamic Mahan identified in The Influence of Sea Power upon History. In that classic treatise Mahan proclaims that such factors as “geographic conformation,” “national character,” and “character of the people” determine whether a society is fit for sea power. Wu and Hu clearly believe that China meets these prerequisites for nautical success.

Intriguingly, the two also hint at the oceangoing character of the navy they hope to construct and deploy. They note, for example, that the Chinese navy has made strides in logistics, “extending near-seas support to far-seas support” (our emphasis).70 As Mahan quips, navies deprived of fuel, stores, and access to overseas bases are like “land birds” unable to fly far from home.71 The PLA Navy is less and less land-bound by his standard.

Two years later Admiral Wu and PLAN commissar Liu Xiaojiang wrote another article for Qiushi to document the Chinese navy’s endeavors. Parroting Hu Jintao, Wu and Liu pledge to fulfill the military’s new historic missions, including winning “local maritime wars under informatized conditions” and carrying out “diversified military tasks.” They boast that the PLA Navy has matured into a “comprehensive military service” composed of surface, undersea, air, and coastal-defense units as well as a marine corps and an undersea nuclear deterrent force. And in tribute to the PLAN’s increasingly global nature, the two admirals pay special attention to noncombat exploits such as overseas port visits, multilateral exercises, disaster relief, and “far seas escorts” in the Indian Ocean.72

In short, the PLA Navy has gone global and appears increasingly comfortable about it. The year 2009 marked the sixtieth anniversary of the service’s founding. PLAN officials arranged a variety of activities to commemorate the anniversary, including a grand naval review at the North Sea Fleet headquarters at Qingdao. The fleet review was akin to a coming-out party for the Chinese navy. That year, accordingly, Admiral Wu granted a series of media interviews. The rare interviews opened a window into his thinking. When a reporter asked about how the navy was fulfilling Hu Jintao’s call to prepare for martial confrontations at sea, Wu replied: “We have tested a series of new tactics, such as surface action groups assaulting large formations of enemy combatants; submarines conducting deep water mine laying and ambushes; naval aviation squadrons executing long-range raids and nighttime low altitude attacks over water; naval and air forces prosecuting joint operations against submarines; combined arms blockades and combat; and confrontation and counterattack in complex electromagnetic environments on land, at sea, and in the air.”73

Wu thus indicated that he had more than Taiwan contingencies in mind. ASW and mock attacks against massive enemy fleets are useful for countering U.S. intervention in the western Pacific. They are hardly necessary for fights in the Taiwan Strait, which lies under the shadow of mainland defenses. Wu also divulged certain operational and tactical details about near-seas defense in the twenty-first century. When asked to forecast what the PLAN would look like in 2019, on the seventieth anniversary of its founding, Wu replied: “Sophisticated equipment is the important material foundation for winning local maritime wars under informatized conditions. We will strengthen the development of core weapons systems, including large surface combatants; high underwater endurance, stealthy new-type submarines; supersonic combat aircraft; precision, strong penetration, long-range missiles; deepwater, high-speed, intelligent torpedoes; and interoperable electronic warfare systems.”74

In other words, the PLAN is ripening swiftly in terms of hardware. When Admiral Wu stepped down from his post in January 2017 he bequeathed to his successor, Shen Jinlong, a navy well positioned to fight and win in the near seas. In another interview, Wu vowed that the navy will apply itself wherever the top leadership discerns a need for it: “The People’s Navy will always adhere to the principle that, wherever the center of gravity of the nation’s interests leans, that is where the key direction of our combat power development will follow; wherever the scope of the nation’s interests extends, that is where the perimeter of our combat power development will reach; and wherever the threats to our nation’s interests come from, that is where the core of our combat power development will point against.”75

These are forceful and confident words. The Chinese navy, insists Wu, must ready itself for blue-water ventures even as it continues equipping and training to manage trouble closer to home. Nor has its performance to date disappointed. Wu Shengli achieved much on his watch.

Thus, three admirals, Xiao, Liu, and Wu—landmark figures in Chinese naval development—compiled naval strategies that fit China’s strategic circumstances while making allowance for material conditions of poverty or abundance. Xiao’s concept of sabotage warfare at sea conformed to PLA operational traditions while making the most of meager means. Liu’s near-seas defense strategy dovetailed with China’s outward-oriented economy and expansion of its maritime interests beyond its immediate environs. Wu prepared the navy to defend the near seas while projecting its reach into the far seas. Each admiral, then, progressively expanded the scale and sophistication of naval operations in keeping with interests and threats specified by the navy’s political masters.

China’s Defense White Papers and Maritime Strategy

Because the naval leadership has remained in lockstep with political guidance, the directives handed down from Beijing provide clues to how the Chinese navy will handle geostrategic challenges confronting China. Beginning in 1998 the political leadership took to publishing biennial defense white papers, in part to explain how officialdom views sea power and its uses. Draft white papers undergo thorough interagency vetting and, as a consequence, constitute Beijing’s most authoritative statements about marine affairs. A white paper also acts as a proxy for the state of Chinese strategy at the time it appears. Taken together, these documents help outsiders trace how strategy has evolved through the Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping eras.

China’s National Defense in 2004 broke new ground in Chinese commentary on naval matters. Strikingly, the white paper directs the PLA to craft military forces capable of “winning both command of the sea and command of the air.”76 “Command” is a Mahanian term connoting absolute control of important waters. The white paper, moreover, was the first official directive to mention the “common,” namely the seas, skies, space, and perhaps even cyberspace. The document orders the PLAN to acquire warships, aircraft, precision armaments, and information technology suitable to support its bid for command of sea and sky in China’s environs.

The 2006 defense white paper took this logic a step further, stating that “the Navy aims at gradual extension of the strategic depth for offshore defensive operations and enhancing its capabilities in integrated maritime operations and nuclear counterattacks. The Air Force aims at speeding up its transition from territorial air defense to both offensive and defensive operations”77 (our emphasis). In accordance with China’s growing dependence on the seas for its well-being, the framers of the report envision commanding the common within an expanding offshore belt. The Chinese navy, working alongside its sister services, will ward off threats to the homeland as far forward as possible. This mission is consistent with the views summarized in chapter 2, which hold that China must deepen its maritime defenses to protect coastal economic hubs. The farther offshore China’s defense perimeter, the better China’s chances of withstanding coercion or assault.

The 2008 defense white paper reiterates its predecessors’ mandate to gird for offshore operations, but it also commits the PLAN to work alongside foreign sea powers to combat nontraditional threats such as piracy, weapons proliferation, and humanitarian disasters. Consistent with Hu Jintao’s notion of new historic missions, the white paper depicts nontraditional missions as the latest phase in China’s naval evolution: “Since the beginning of the new century … the Navy has been striving to improve in an all-round way its capabilities of integrated offshore operations, strategic deterrence and strategic counterattacks, and to gradually develop its capabilities of conducting cooperation in distant waters and countering nontraditional security threats, so as to push forward the overall transformation of the service.”78 The white paper proclaims that Chinese flotillas will help preserve good order at sea in “distant waters” deemed critical to China’s energy security and commercial access. China’s apparent willingness to broadcast its intent to take on nontraditional tasks marks a major departure from previous white papers. It bespeaks mounting confidence in Chinese capability at sea.

China’s National Defense in 2010 continues the trend. The white paper restates the goal of developing a well-rounded navy that can prosecute missions ranging from nuclear deterrence to high-end conventional combat to low-intensity peacetime military operations in remote waters. But it carves out even more room for tasks that fall short of conflict. Borrowing language once commonplace in U.S. defense circles, the white paper devotes special attention to “military operations other than war,” which encompass such nontraditional missions as humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.79

The shift in focus between the 2010 white paper and its forerunners was not surprising; it followed Beijing’s dispatch of its first naval flotilla to the Indian Ocean for counterpiracy duty in December 2008. The white paper merely codifies what the navy was already doing. The document goes on to tout the PLAN’s efforts to protect shipping in the Gulf of Aden and thus, sotto voce, announces China’s arrival as an Indian Ocean player.

The 2013 defense white paper, The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces, delves even further into the nexus between national security and maritime power. Released after Xi Jinping took the helm in late 2012, the white paper reveals much about the new leader’s ambitions. It spells out frankly Beijing’s goals in the nautical realm: “China is a major maritime as well as land country. The seas and oceans provide immense space and abundant resources for China’s sustainable development, and thus are of vital importance to the people’s well-being and China’s future. It is an essential national development strategy to exploit, utilize, and protect the seas and oceans and to build China into a maritime power. It is an important duty for the PLA to resolutely safeguard China’s maritime rights and interests.”80

The 2013 white paper casts off the exclusively landward orientation of the past, proclaiming China both a continental power and a maritime power. The document plays up the intimate relationship between China’s economic health and its access to the oceans. And, significantly, it sets the unequivocal goal of building China into a maritime power while noting that the Chinese military has a pivotal part to play in fulfilling that goal. The white paper’s framers further contend that “with the gradual integration of China’s economy into the world economic system, overseas interests have become an integral component of China’s national interests. Security issues are increasingly prominent, involving overseas energy and resources, strategic sea lines of communication (SLOCs), and Chinese nationals and legal persons overseas. Vessel protection at sea, evacuation of Chinese nationals overseas, and emergency rescue have become important ways and means for the PLA to safeguard national interests and fulfill China’s international obligations.”81 No longer, then, does Beijing confine China’s interests to the mainland and nearby waters. The globalization of China’s economy has tied the country’s fate to events abroad, both good and bad. As the report suggests, disruptions to energy flows in some far-flung corner of the world could harm the nation’s economic growth and prosperity. The evacuation of Chinese nationals during the Libyan civil war in 2011 underscored how vulnerable China’s interests in unstable regions truly are. Accordingly, Beijing explicitly designates sea-lane security and the protection of overseas interests as PLA missions for the first time, implying that the geographic sweep of Chinese military action is set to widen yet again.

The 2013 white paper thus doubles down on the naval service’s expeditionary character. The directive instructs the PLAN to develop “blue-water capabilities of conducting mobile operations, carrying out international cooperation, and countering nontraditional security threats.” It vows to step up “blue-water training” that hones the Chinese navy’s ability to form “combined task forces composed of new types of destroyers, frigates, oceangoing replenishment ships and shipborne helicopters.” The PLAN “is increasing its research and training on tasks in complex battlefield environments, highlighting the training of remote early warning, comprehensive control, open sea interception, long-range raid, antisubmarine warfare, and vessel protection [in distant seas].”82

These passages are notable both for their vocabulary and for their substance. For the first time, a white paper deploys the phrase “blue water” to denote the PLAN’s geographic scope of operations. It is possible that “blue water” is just conceptual shorthand, interchangeable with the phrase “distant water” used in previous white papers. Nonetheless, it betokens a shift of mindset toward the navy.

At a minimum, the new language implies that Chinese now regard their navy as a globe-spanning force. An oceangoing fleet is no longer an aspiration; it is real. Elites and ordinary citizens expect the PLA Navy to possess the capacity to conduct errands throughout the world’s oceans. At the same time, the architects of the 2013 defense white paper describe in finer detail the hardware, seamanship, and training still needed for China’s navy to fulfill the nation’s oceanic destiny. That China’s leadership feels comfortable divulging specifics marks a sharp break from white papers released just a decade before.

The 2015 edition, China’s Military Strategy, follows the same trajectory. Its drafters place even more weight on how central the seas are to the nation’s well-being and security. “The seas and oceans,” the white paper declares, “bear on the enduring peace, lasting stability, and sustainable development of China. The traditional mentality that land outweighs sea must be abandoned, and great importance has to be attached to managing the seas and oceans and protecting maritime rights and interests” (our emphasis).83 The communist leadership thus ordains that Chinese society discard its landcentric strategic culture. The mandate from Beijing reflects a profound transformation of outlook. Threats to China have approached over land since antiquity. The Cold War was little different. The CCP leadership fixed its gaze on China’s land frontiers for decades during that twilight struggle. Beyond the borders lay rival great powers, some of which posed mortal dangers to China. Thus, the conceit that sea is as important as shore demands a remarkable rebalancing of China’s geostrategic priorities and habits of mind. Constituents possessed of the continental mindset long held sway in policy deliberations. The 2015 military strategy leaves scant doubt that Xi means to break the terrestrial monopoly on geostrategic thought.

While past white papers consistently pledged to defend China’s maritime rights and interests as Beijing construes them, the 2015 version proffers new details about menaces to China’s rights and interests. It accuses rival claimants of “provocative actions,” including activities that “reinforce their military presence on China’s reefs and islands that they have illegally occupied.” CCP leaders are evidently referring to actions taken by Southeast Asian states, mainly the Philippines and Vietnam, to hold the South China Sea atolls and reefs these states occupy and claim.

And in a thinly veiled reference to the United States, the document contends that “some external countries are also busy meddling in South China Sea affairs.” In fact, the paper says, “a tiny few maintain constant close-in air and sea surveillance and reconnaissance against China.” To cope with maritime interests and threats that CCP leaders see multiplying, the white paper goes on to argue: “It is necessary for China to develop a modern maritime military force structure commensurate with its national security and development interests, safeguard its national sovereignty and maritime rights and interests, protect the security of strategic SLOCs and overseas interests, and participate in international maritime cooperation, so as to provide strategic support for building itself into a maritime power.”84

The latter passage highlights the dual character of China’s maritime challenges and obligations as Beijing sees them. On the one hand, Beijing believes it must buffer the homeland against seaborne threats, uphold the nation’s territorial integrity, and guarantee rights and interests in offshore expanses. On the other hand, Beijing must extend its striking reach to defend a range of overseas interests while also conducting constabulary operations. In other words, the PLA must posture itself to respond to close-in and distant threats that impinge on China’s interests at virtually the same time. This twin responsibility corresponds to the white paper’s sketch of the Chinese navy’s expanded mission: “In line with the strategic requirement of offshore waters defense and open seas protection, the PLA Navy (PLAN) will gradually shift its focus from ‘offshore waters defense’ to the combination of ‘offshore waters defense’ with ‘open seas protection,’ and build a combined, multi-functional and efficient marine combat force structure.”85

As noted before, “offshore waters defense,” or near-seas defense, connotes military operations designed to defend China’s core interests when deterrence fails. Taiwan represents such a core interest, and thus a cross-strait conflict embroiling the United States would fall into this category. “Open seas protection” refers to expeditionary operations aimed at blunting or quelling threats in peacetime or in that shadow land between peace and open war. Ongoing counterpiracy patrols in the Indian Ocean are such a mission. The strategy’s framers restate their fealty to Maoist concepts, however, even while contemplating operations in new theaters. They proclaim that active defense remains the “essence” of Chinese Communist strategic thought.

In other words, to obey policy directives from Hu and Xi, China’s navy must configure itself to respond to contingencies either close to home or in remote waterways. The authors of China’s Military Strategy foretell increasing demand for expeditionary deployments. If so, global missions will beckon the PLAN far from traditional operating grounds. But the PLAN will call on time-tested warfare precepts while doing business there.

Since the turn of the century, China’s defense white papers have added new nautical content bit by bit. Nowadays, the leadership minces few words about Beijing’s longing to become a sea power of consequence. That China’s future well-being depends increasingly on the sea represents a clear, consistent theme in recent directives—and thus they accent the PLAN’s global and expeditionary character. To all appearances the leadership has settled the debate about whether China should pivot seaward or apply its energies ashore.

This review of policy and strategy statements, from CCP chairmen to PLAN commanders to defense white papers, demonstrates that China has orchestrated its sea-power enterprise with skill, resourcefulness, and fortitude—panache, even. A relentless will to sea power has driven Chinese leaders to the sea, especially since the Deng Xiaoping era. Wolfgang Wegener might not approve of China’s purposes, but he would approve of China’s vigor—and of the maritime might to which popular and elite resolve has given rise.

Self-discipline has played its part in China’s seafaring enterprise. CCP chieftains have prudently limited their ambitions and thus avoided outrunning the resources available to them. Communist China assembled a fleet by increments, starting out with strategies of the weak under Admiral Xiao Jinguang before moving on to strategies of the strong, leveraging advanced platforms and weaponry. By the time Xi Jinping assumed power, the Chinese navy was primed for success in saltwater competition.

True to the art of strategy, then, Chinese leaders have set and enforced priorities. They heeded stubborn resource constraints, fixing their gazes on their nation’s most consequential interests and threats while postponing or canceling lesser pursuits. Mao and Deng contented themselves with defending China’s immediate environs while condemning hegemonic powers. They stood up to the most forbidding menaces during the Cold War, namely the United States and the Soviet Union. With a stronger navy to execute their strategic visions, Jiang, Hu, and Xi could realistically anticipate prevailing outright in modern naval combat.

That means combat against America and its Asian allies. Since the 1990s the United States has become both the gold standard of sea power to which China aspires and China’s archnemesis. As we show in the following chapters, Beijing has steadily made up ground against the U.S. Navy. Past performance is no guarantee of future success. But if future political and naval leaders approach their strategic tasks with the same imagination, discipline, and steadfastness as their forebears, then China will pose an enduring challenge to American mastery of the Asian seas. And it may make good against the oceangoing hegemon of the age where Wegener’s High Seas Fleet fell short.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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FLEET BUILDING WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS

The United States prides itself on fielding a “national fleet” made up of the U.S. Navy and Coast Guard surface fleets.1 America has nothing on China in this department. China’s national fleet is a composite of navy, coast guard, and maritime law enforcement shipping. These official components of the fleet operate in conjunction with unofficial components such as merchantmen that double as minelayers or intelligence-gathering assets and a maritime militia situated within the fishing fleet. If it floats and flies a Chinese flag, it is probably part of Chinese sea power.

The composition of China’s fleet betokens a holistic understanding of what constitutes sea power. Any implement that can shape events at sea could be part of the fleet, whether it be military or nonmilitary, governmental or nongovernmental in nature. Such a fleet furnishes Beijing with options throughout the spectrum of peacetime and wartime competition. It also introduces asymmetries into U.S.-China encounters in the marine common. U.S. naval commanders must accustom themselves to the reality that they confront an assortment of platforms that Chinese commanders can combine and recombine, depending on the mission.

China’s approach poses problems from a cultural standpoint as well. In the sense that “Mahanian” connotes girding for fleet battles and “post-Mahanian” means policing the sea or projecting power ashore, China is comfortable using post-Mahanian means for Mahanian ends. A fishing trawler or coast guard cutter represents an implement of power politics as surely as a warplane or a hulking destroyer. For their part, U.S. naval officers find it hard to deal with white-hulled China Coast Guard cutters or maritime enforcement vessels trying to cement command of Chinese-claimed waters. Countermeasures for maritime militia embedded within the fishing fleet and working in conjunction with law enforcement ships are still harder to come by. We return to the problem of foiling China’s “gray-zone” strategies in chapter 6.

Continental States Can Build Fleets

When the first edition of this book appeared in 2010, it remained commonplace for China specialists to proclaim that it would take the PLA Navy decades to construct a serious blue-water fleet or even a regional fleet with serious clout. And to be sure, many a continental state’s quest for sea power has ended in disaster. Imperial Germany, our standard for comparison in this volume, was a land power dominant by many indices of national power, including population, natural resources, and industrial potential. When Germany squared off against the preeminent sea power of its day, Great Britain, its bid for naval mastery came to grief. Maritime geography combined with a preponderant enemy navy were too much to overcome.

But we take issue with the common wisdom that holds that continental powers cannot go to sea with any real hope of success. That is determinism. Germany is not the only land power to bid for sea power. Past continental powers have gone to sea; therefore they can.2 There is no reason to think China will perform more poorly than the likes of a rising United States, Imperial Japan, or Soviet Union. Shipyards laid the keels for the first serious U.S. Navy battle fleet in 1883. Fifteen years later, that navy vanquished the navy of a European imperial power, Spain, and wrested away the Philippine Islands and other Spanish holdings. By World War I, the United States had embarked on building a “navy second to none.” Postwar naval arms accords affirmed the U.S. Navy’s shipbuilding success, codifying its equal standing with Britain’s Royal Navy—the world’s nautical suzerain. America’s project succeeded.

Imperial Japan opted to construct a modern navy following the Meiji Restoration of 1868, which terminated military rule and seclusion in the island state. The IJN made quick work of China’s Beiyang (Northern) Fleet off the Korean west coast in 1894, then demolished two Russian fleets in 1904 and 1905. Those victories granted Japan mastery of Asian waters for decades to come. After suffering humiliation at American hands during the Cuban Missile Crisis (1962), the Soviet leadership set out to construct an oceangoing fleet for the USSR. By the 1970s the Soviet Navy boasted numbers and capability sufficient to surge task forces into multiple oceans and seas at the same time. Its Mediterranean fleet outnumbered the U.S. Sixth Fleet during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. Indeed, the Soviets bested America, Japan, and Germany in the pace and scope of their ascent to nautical eminence.3

Clearly, then, a continental power can make itself a great sea power given adequate resolve and resources. It can construct a regional navy of consequence within about fifteen years after making the decision to do so, and it can make itself a global force of consequence another fifteen years after that. But success is not foreordained. The continental power may not overcome the dominant sea power of the age. The Soviets’ seaward quest faltered, Japan’s preeminence in Asia proved ephemeral, and the Germans ended up scuttling their High Seas Fleet in disgrace. Even a newcomer that falls short, however, can spoil things for the hegemon. It behooves dominant sea powers to take prospective spoilers seriously.

We maintain that China could defy the fate of continental powers that did fall short by turning its apparent geographic liabilities to advantage, managing its resources wisely, and keeping its ambitions in check. Like America and the Soviet Union, it could become a composite land and sea power if its leadership and people display enough skill at shipbuilding and seafaring and have enough willpower to take to the sea. The early results portend success. Communist China will fare far better than the Kaiser’s Germany.

Fleet Building, German Style

Fleet building is as interactive an enterprise as exploiting strategic geography or rallying strategic will to the sea. Germany faced a Great Britain that was not only blessed by geography—First Sea Lord Jacky Fisher christened Britons “God’s chosen people” for this reason—but also deployed what High Seas Fleet admiral Wolfgang Wegener termed a “brutally superior” Royal Navy astride German maritime communications.4 Threats consist of capabilities and intentions, but military strategists generally plan against rivals’ capabilities and leave the task of judging intentions to politicians. This division of labor makes sense from the standpoint of combat leaders. After all, intentions can change quickly, while designing and building weaponry take years in an industrial age.

In this spirit, Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, the German state secretary for the navy, deemed it intolerable that Britain’s navy should stand athwart German sea routes—even though there was negligible evidence that Britain would turn that navy against Germany.5 Shortly after assuming duties as navy secretary in 1898, Tirpitz informed Kaiser Wilhelm that the military situation against Britain demanded “battleships in as great a number as possible.”6 For Tirpitz, winning Germany’s rightful “place in the sun” of empire meant stationing a fleet of sixty-one capital ships at German seaports by the 1920s.7

It also meant exempting naval procurement from parliamentary oversight while constantly upgrading the fleet. Tirpitz wanted German capital ships automatically replaced after twenty-five years of service life. He lowered that figure to twenty years after the Royal Navy commissioned HMS Dreadnought, a revolutionary all-big-gun, oil-fired, turbine-driven battleship that demoted to secondary status battleships that had stood at the vanguard of naval technology a short time before.8 In a real sense, then, the Anglo-German naval arms race began anew in 1906 when Dreadnought slid down the ways.9 Germany had to start over, and it needed to refresh the fleet regularly by fielding new ship classes. Hence, Tirpitz agitated to lock in budgets, guaranteeing funding for his construction program.

Tirpitz calculated the optimal size of the High Seas Fleet by studying British martial traditions and the politico-military configuration of late nineteenth-century Europe. His conclusions were on the flimsy side. He postulated, first, that Germany could accomplish its purposes with a fleet smaller than the Royal Navy fleet kept at home to defend the British Isles. In part this was because he believed Germany could offset numerical inferiority with superior ship design by constructing vessels able to withstand battle damage and deliver heavy firepower more swiftly and accurately than could their British counterparts.10

Tirpitz thus saw little need to match Royal Navy numbers hull for hull; fewer ships but better would suffice. His estimate of the strategic situation only reinforced his thinking about ship and fleet design. Notes historian Holger Herwig: “Citing British naval history, Tirpitz argued that Britain would always be the attacker in war and, consequently, would require 33 percent numerical superiority; conversely, Germany would have to construct a fleet only two-thirds the size of the British, a ‘risk’ fleet … that London would hesitate to challenge for fear of losing its global positions in a naval Cannae in the North Sea.”11 (Carthaginian general Hannibal’s army encircled and annihilated a Roman army at Cannae, giving European strategic thinkers schooled in the classics part of their vocabulary for debating military affairs.) Britain, Tirpitz believed, would shy away from the Romans’ fate. It would shun risk at sea to preserve its navy—and thus its empire.

Yet German officers reasoned in circles. They seemed to believe the Royal Navy would take the offensive because the Royal Navy always took the offensive. For evidence they commonly invoked the Battle of Trafalgar, the 1805 clash in which Lord Horatio Nelson’s outnumbered fleet crushed a Franco-Spanish fleet off the southwest coast of Spain. Trafalgar comported with British strategic traditions and thus indicated how British mariners would prosecute operations. Never mind that the battle was now a century in the past and the Royal Navy had spent the intervening decades waging imperial police actions that bore little resemblance to Nelson’s triumph.

Tirpitz thus foretold that Britain’s Grand Fleet would stand into the North Sea at the outbreak of war, accepting battle on the Germans’ terms despite the risk. Though he seldom agreed with Tirpitz, Admiral Wegener concurred that British mariners had prosecuted a perpetual strategic offensive, seeking to better the empire’s geographic position and mercantile interests in wartime and peacetime alike. Restlessness was the soul of British maritime strategy.

The other premise underlying Tirpitz’s vision of German naval development was that fellow European powers such as France would band with Germany to escape Britain’s maritime dominance. The High Seas Fleet would form the nucleus of an “alliance fleet” that would match or even surpass the Grand Fleet in numbers. But this premise overlooked how the Kaiser had systematically alienated prospective allies since 1890, when he fired Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, an advocate of diplomatic restraint. Wilhelm’s clumsiness rendered him an unlikely superintendent for a naval coalition against Great Britain.12

Worse, from Berlin’s standpoint, the Royal Navy supplied the international public good of maritime security that benefited all seafaring nations—and muted potential opposition to British naval mastery. In short, British highhandedness rankled continental Europeans from time to time, but European leaders preferred the British devil they knew to the German devil they did not.13 Great Britain posed too minor a menace to cement a coalition to oppose it.

For an officer obsessed with a rival navy’s capabilities, Tirpitz was deaf to the diplomatic signals his own helter-skelter shipbuilding efforts broadcast. Tirpitz intended to menace the Royal Navy in home waters, so German shipwrights fitted battleships with stout armor to protect against large-caliber British guns. Rugged construction added weight, however, consuming extra fuel while truncating the ships’ range. Since the cruising radius of German battlewagons was too short to let them operate beyond the North Sea, it became plain to British observers that the High Seas Fleet was aimed squarely at Britain.

Indeed, Paul Kennedy aptly describes the German battle fleet as a “sharp knife, held gleaming and ready only a few inches away from the jugular vein” of the premier sea power of the day.14 This was not a force built for colonial or sea-lane defense but for apocalyptic battle in European seaways. Self-defeating though Tirpitz’s strategic ideas were, Herwig declares that they had hardened into “dogma, inviolable and sacrosanct,” by World War I.15

Alfred Thayer Mahan hints at the dangers of obfuscating about maritime strategy. In a commentary on Berlin’s 1900 Navy Law, Mahan observes that the law set forth a principle that was to govern German naval development “over a term of many years,” namely “that it was essential to possess a navy of such force that to incur hostilities with it would jeopardize the supremacy of the greatest naval power” of the age.16 In effect, lawmakers designated Great Britain as the primary foe and the benchmark for German shipbuilding while remaining coquettish about the true purposes of the High Seas Fleet.

Since the German naval leadership was not “transparent”—to use today’s parlance for openness in large institutions—about its motives for constructing big-gun ships of war, the British were forced to infer German intentions from German capabilities and hardware. A fleet of short-range, heavily gunned, thickly armored warships stationed just across the North Sea from the British Isles could have only one purpose: to dispute Royal Navy control of European waters. Net assessment, then, acted as the prime mover for Great Britain’s reciprocal buildup. Political judgment played little part because no one could fathom German politics.

Both the United States and China are guilty of similar evasiveness to one degree or another. The American sea services steadfastly refused to name an opponent in their 2007 “Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower,” the most authoritative statement of how they view the nautical world and the proper strategic responses to perceived threats. When the U.S. sea services agitated for a big, hightech fleet while insisting that the United States currently faces no conventional naval threat, Chinese naval strategists were compelled to read between the lines—and to devise their own strategy based on U.S. capabilities rather than official statements of intent. Revised in 2015, the latest “Cooperative Strategy” does name names and thus represents a step toward candor despite taking a blunter tone.

For its part, the Pentagon hectors the PLA for obscuring the purposes of the impressive fleet China is assembling. And indeed, Beijing is prone to use such formulas as “a certain country” or a generic “powerful adversary” to refer to the United States rather than frankly stating its views. Washington, too, must plan against China’s capabilities, since evidence about Chinese intentions remains nebulous. The two of us took part in a gathering some years ago where Fudan University scholar Shen Dingli declared frankly that “we compete.” One could wish for more of Shen’s brand of outspokenness. Theodore Roosevelt advised diplomats to speak softly, but he was not urging them to dissemble. Candor is a virtue even—or perhaps especially—with prospective foes.

It is unfair to condemn German thought or deeds without identifying better strategic alternatives that were open to Berlin. As noted above, the German naval command made no effort to outflank Britain in a geographic sense to improve Germany’s strategic position. Nor did the naval leadership exert itself to develop an asymmetric strategy that harnessed new technology. Early on, Tirpitz ruled out the strategy of the lesser naval power that French thinkers had championed since midcentury. Strategists of the jeune école, or “new school” of naval warfare, abjured head-on confrontations against superior fleets in favor of cruiser warfare overseas and sea denial close to home.17 Jeune école navies, as a consequence, favored minelayers and torpedo-armed light craft over capital ships meant for toe-to-toe combat.

Such measures were anathema to Tirpitz and the Kaiser. For Mahan and his German disciples, “the backbone and real power of any navy” were “the vessels which, by due proportion of defensive and offensive powers,” were “capable of taking and giving hard knocks.”18 That description meant either battleships or battle cruisers, battleships’ speedier, more lightly armored brethren. Cruiser and sea-denial warfare, in short, represented an asymmetric strategy premised on assailing weakness—thinly guarded sea-lanes frequented by merchantmen—while avoiding the strength manifest in an imposing enemy battle line. Such indirection affronted strategists intent on decisive fleet encounters.19

Partisans of the jeune école presumably would have applauded navies that experimented with asymmetric means before World War I. For its part, the German Navy built no submarines until 1906—in large part because Tirpitz feared that undersea warfare would siphon resources away from battleship construction. Innovations in mine warfare and torpedo boats lagged as well. As a consequence, Germany joined a symmetrical arms race it could not win at acceptable cost while foreswearing unorthodox means that would have let it contest vital waterways. In short, its apathy toward such new technologies as U-boats, mines, and torpedoes resulted in a major missed opportunity for the German naval command.20

This is not an opportunity China will pass up. The jeune école philosophy is second nature for Chinese mariners. Steeped in China’s sparse maritime tradition, its weakness during the post–World War II years, the legacy of Mao Zedong’s guerilla-warfare strategy, and the influence of Soviet naval doctrine, the PLA Navy embraced a minimalist posture from its founding.21 China’s navy long remained an adjunct to ground forces as it deployed submarines, torpedo boats, and shore-based aircraft that hugged the coast. As we showed in chapter 4, it was not until the late 1970s, amid Deng Xiaoping’s reform and opening campaign, that Beijing articulated a more expansive vision of sea power. Urged on by PLA Navy commander Admiral Liu Huaqing, the Chinese leadership directed the navy to develop hardware and methods to mount a forward defense of the mainland—both within and beyond the first island chain.

Even so, the service’s brown-water mentality—that is, its ingrained habit of thinking in terms of defending waters just offshore—and force structure persisted well into the early 1990s. To this day, the PLAN operates missile boats useful for coastal defense, albeit in stealthier, more lethal forms than their Maoist forerunners.22 This apparent handicap in strategy conceals an advantage. Unlike Imperial Germany, which rushed into building a top-heavy naval force structure that still proved no match for its main antagonist, the Chinese have approached sea power in a patient, methodical, sequential manner. Admiral Xiao Jinguang’s concept of “sabotage warfare at sea,” profiled in chapter 4, admittedly resulted from necessity rather than choice. Yet, the very defensive-mindedness of early PLA naval doctrine applied a catalyst for imaginative thinking about how to defeat a technologically superior foe at sea.

Recognition of one’s failings makes an excellent starting point for strategic thought. Chinese planners long assumed, correctly and realistically, that the PLAN would fight from a position of weakness should it be pitted against U.S. forces. Accordingly, they sought to array comparative Chinese strengths against critical American vulnerabilities to even the odds. PLA strategists formulated what the Pentagon terms an “anti-access strategy,” covered in detail in ensuing chapters. Anti-access strategy combines military with nonmilitary measures in an effort to delay the arrival of U.S. and allied forces in a particular Asian theater of operations, preclude or disrupt the use of regional bases that are critical to sustaining U.S. military operations, and hold off U.S. power-projection assets as far from Chinese shores as possible.23

By selectively developing inexpensive, readily available weapon systems such as submarines and antiship missiles (or purchasing them abroad) and by tailoring operational concepts to China’s local circumstances, the PLA has put itself in position to execute an antiaccess strategy. Beijing can contest American command of the common, much as jeune école theorists aimed to deny a stronger antagonist maritime command—and thereby frustrate its operations and strategy—a century ago.

China’s hope is that anti-access defenses can in effect erect a no-go zone for U.S. forces along the East Asian seaboard. Disputed command—either real or perceived—softens American political resolve while foreclosing certain U.S. military options. It also frees up maneuver room for the Chinese, improving the likelihood that the PLA can stage a breakout from the first island chain under the protective aegis of anti-access forces. Shackled by geography and relatively short-range weaponry, Imperial Germany had no such strategic option in the North Sea.
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MAP 3—China’s Anti-access Strategy
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Beyond the potential operational advantages, Chinese investments in access denial promise flexibility and efficiency in terms of force structure and costs. Beijing long eschewed an overtly symmetrical buildup of naval forces, including prohibitively expensive big-deck aircraft carriers. Even today the PLAN is taking an unhurried approach to developing carriers, having refitted a Soviet-built flattop, improved the design after taking it to sea, and constructed an upgraded version at Chinese yards.

In contrast to Tirpitz, the Chinese seem unfazed by lopsided force ratios because anti-access involves qualitatively different measures of effectiveness. The proper measure for PLA adequacy is the power of the PLAN fleet plus the shore-based firepower that air and strategic rocket forces can concentrate at the scene of battle to augment the fleet. Taken in isolation, then, the fleet’s power matters little; what matters is joint PLA combat power at the decisive place and time. If joint PLA combat power equals or exceeds that of U.S. and allied forces on the scene, then it meets China’s needs—no matter what symmetrical comparisons between the navies might indicate. This is consistent with the idea that the PLAN will pursue command of the sea with Chinese characteristics, as sketched out in chapter 1. Maritime command is a joint affair for Beijing.

Recognizing this, the PLA naval command has wisely refused to run a ship-for-ship arms race. With little pressure to compete numerically, the navy and shipbuilders enjoy the luxury of testing and refining surface and subsurface combatants, producing and field-testing a new ship class every few years before committing to mass production. This leisurely but fruitful process is ideal for “fleet experimentation.” It keeps the risk of technological failure at a minimum while producing a superior end product. In fleet building as in geographic position and strategic willpower, then, China is outperforming Imperial Germany. We next examine the development of the PLAN’s surface fleet before turning to the nonmilitary component of Chinese sea power.

China’s Surface-Warfare “Big Stick”

The Chinese navy’s surface fleet is a force on the march. To conjure up Theodore Roosevelt, the navy represents Beijing’s “big stick,” much as the U.S. Navy’s Great White Fleet was Roosevelt’s. The surface fleet comprises destroyers, frigates, corvettes, and fast-attack craft, along with—most strikingly—China’s first aircraft carrier, a refurbished Soviet-built flattop dubbed Liaoning. Since the early 2000s the PLA Navy has fielded new classes of indigenously built destroyers, frigates, and corvettes. Of particular note, the Type 052D Luyang III destroyer, the Type 054A Jiangkai II frigate, and the Type 056 Jiangdao corvette have all gone into serial production, adding mass, balance, and punch to the fleet.

A bit more than a decade has elapsed since China began to commission these modern fighting ships. Coming so far so quickly constitutes an impressive feat by any standard. The PLAN’s metamorphosis from a coastal-defense force composed of largely obsolescent Soviet-era technologies into a modern naval service has riveted attention within the U.S. defense community. By 2009 the ONI—a body not known for hyperbole—was already hailing the advances of China’s surface fleet as “remarkable.” According to ONI’s 2015 report on the PLAN, “In 2013 and 2014, China launched more naval ships than any other country and is expected to continue this trend through 2015–16.”24 And indeed it did.

The Pentagon’s 2017 annual report on Chinese military power follows in this vein, observing that the PLAN is “the largest navy in Asia, with more than 300 surface ships, submarines, amphibious ships, and patrol craft.”25 Retired rear admiral Michael McDevitt likewise points out that “when one counts the number and variety of warships that the PLAN is likely to have in commission by around 2020, China will have both the largest navy in the world (by combatant, underway replenishment, and submarine ship count) and the second most capable ‘far seas’ navy in the world.”26

While the Chinese surface fleet’s modernization program may not rival the massive buildups witnessed in the years before World War I and World War II, it is nevertheless reshaping the naval balance of power in Asia. To better appreciate the implications of the PLAN’s growth spurt, we will first examine the PLA Navy’s premier destroyer, the Type 052D, as a case study that highlights the durability of China’s maritime challenge, and then chart the trajectory of the U.S.-China competition at sea.

The PLAN’s Workhorse

The aircraft carrier Liaoning captured the popular imagination after joining the fleet in 2012, but the PLAN’s surface combatants constitute the true vanguard of seaborne Chinese endeavors. These workhorse vessels will make China’s turn to the seas felt in maritime Asia and beyond. In the coming years they will serve as pickets guarding the carrier, project power in their own right at the core of surface action groups, show China’s flag in disputed waters, defend good order at sea in distant theaters, and conduct naval diplomacy around the world.

Let us start with the Type 052D Luyang III–class guided-missile destroyer (DDG). The PLAN commissioned the first of the class in March 2014 to great fanfare. The new vessel is an improved and slightly larger variant of the Type 052C, itself a man-of-war Chinese naval enthusiasts touted as “China Aegis.”27 They portray the PLAN DDG as a peer of state-of-the-art U.S. Navy cruisers and destroyers outfitted with the Aegis combat system—a combination radar, computer, and fire-control system capable of autonomously engaging multiple air and missile targets at long range.

Do such comparisons stand up? To a point. The Type 052D is a stealthy 7,500-ton, gas-turbine-driven ship with a cruising range of 4,500 nautical miles. Its phased-array radar system can reportedly detect, identify, and track hundreds of surface and air targets simultaneously at distances of several hundred miles. The DDG boasts 64 VLSs; a VLS cell is essentially a silo embedded in a ship’s hull. Each can disgorge one to four missiles, depending on the types and sizes of the missiles housed within it. Outfitting a combatant with VLS permits quick firing of antiair, antiship, or land-attack missiles without the bother, delay, and technical hassles associated with uploading munitions onto launchers from magazines deep within the ship.

On paper, at least, the Type 052D appears to be a humbler cousin to the U.S. Navy’s Aegis-equipped Arleigh Burke–class DDGs and Ticonderoga-class guided-missile cruisers. The PLAN DDG displaces less than the U.S. Navy warships, which displace 9,600 and 11,000 tons, respectively. Lesser tonnage indicates that it has smaller capacity for fuel and stores, and thus a shorter cruising range than its American counterparts. On the other hand, it is slightly larger than the Royal Australian Navy’s Aegis-equipped Hobart-class “air-warfare destroyers” now entering service, which displace 6,350 tons fully loaded.

The Luyang III’s dimensions appear more than adequate to discharge the types of regional missions it will likely shoulder in China’s near seas—the waters that lap against China’s shores—and the Indian Ocean. Its armament is smaller than that of the Burkes and Ticonderogas, which carry 96 and 122 VLS cells, respectively. The Hobart has only 48 VLS cells, leaving the Australian DDG at a disadvantage on a one-to-one basis. But again, this Chinese destroyer packs a punch for local conflicts in Asian waters—especially since it will operate within reach of shore fire support in most cases. Geographic proximity lets the fleet summon land-based antiship weaponry to scenes of impact, evening the firepower balance.

China’s navy did not rest after fielding the Luyang III class; it moved on to more ambitious designs. In mid-2017 the news broke that the PLAN had launched the Type 055 DDG, a destroyer with dimensions exceeding those of American Burkes and Ticonderogas.28 If the Type 055 meets China’s needs, it could go into production alongside the Type 052D. That would open up new horizons for PLA naval operations. The U.S. Navy deploys Aegis cruisers and destroyers with its carrier strike groups and with surface-action groups, tailoring forces to likely threats while holding down the cost of procuring and maintaining the fleet. The PLAN too could adopt a “high/low mix,” combining various ship types as tactical circumstances warrant. It could also designate the more capacious, more heavily armed, longer-range Type 055 for expeditionary duty in, say, the Indian Ocean while reserving Type 052Ds for East and Southeast Asian missions where shore-based fire support is on call.

Since commencing its naval buildup in earnest in the late 1990s, Beijing has taken an eminently sensible approach to fleet development. So long as China’s strategic surroundings remained hospitable and the United States was content guaranteeing safe passage through international waters and skies, the PLAN could pursue methodical fleet experimentation. Shipwrights built small classes of ships, identified and kept the best features of each, and discarded the rest. This risk-averse approach made technological sense while the Chinese were attempting a qualitative leap in naval engineering.

Until recently, the Chinese surface fleet bore out this go-slow approach. Over roughly a ten-year period beginning in the mid-1990s, China built no more than two hulls apiece for five classes of destroyers and frigates. It constructed two Luhus, one Luhai, two Luyang Is, one Luzhou, and two Jiangkai Is.29 Designating these ships as fleet experiments, however, does not mean they remain close to home or forgo regular maritime operations. The PLAN has extracted real operational value from them. New-design vessels have stood into distant waters to fine-tune crews’ skills, develop doctrine, and smooth out technical kinks. Counterpiracy patrols in the Indian Ocean have paid real dividends in this regard, as have forays into the China seas and the open waters of the Pacific Ocean.

Ultimately, however, the PLAN had to settle on a single design for mass production. Larger force structure developments have likely prodded Chinese planners to draw the fleet-experimentation phase to a close. The PLAN’s first aircraft carrier, Liaoning, the refitted Soviet-built Varyag, has undergone a series of sea trials since entering service in 2012. The PLAN has been flight-testing the J-15, a reverse-engineered derivative of the Russian Su-33 fighter plane that can operate from Liaoning’s decks. The chief element missing from an initial PLAN carrier group is a versatile picket ship to defend the capital ship against air and missile threats. Unless and until the Type 055 proves its mettle, it appears the PLAN has found its premier surface combatant in the Type 052D.

Admittedly, a new DDG will merely complete the strictly material dimension of China’s carrier ambitions. Assembling a Chinese carrier battle group on par with its American counterparts will remain a daunting challenge. Chinese planners will need to combine the carrier, its air wing, surface combatants, and possibly a screen of nuclear attack submarines into a seamless, mutually supporting team. This is no easy feat.

But the destroyer’s usefulness will not hinge entirely on the fate of China’s carrier program. A multipurpose DDG could be put to many other uses while the PLAN methodically masters the art of carrier operations. Notably, the Type 052D could join a surface action group or amphibious task force to support and defend high-value ships other than carriers. It could also act as the centerpiece of such a group or cruise independently, much as U.S. surface combatants sometimes do. And it could execute these functions across broad sea areas. Since 2008, surface action groups numbering up to eleven ships have transited the international straits separating the Ryukyu island chain to reach the open western Pacific. Such naval activism strongly suggests that the surface action group will be a key organizing principle around which surface combatants will be deployed, with the Type 052D leading the way.

What, more specifically, will the Chinese do with their DDGs? Improved Luyangs could fend off air attacks against China’s Soviet-built Sovremennyy-class destroyers, which specialize in ship-killing engagements. They could also accompany the small but growing numbers of amphibious assault ships, including the Yuzhao-class amphibious transport dock that Beijing has constructed to project power ashore. Such expeditionary strike groups easily outmatch those deployed by Southeast Asian navies. They would be particularly well suited to seize islands in the South China Sea or to fend off assault on the artificial islands Chinese engineers have manufactured from rocks and atolls. The Type 052D, furthermore, could extend its protective air-defense umbrella over the nimble and stealthy Type 022 Houbei catamarans. These craft belie their diminutive size, sporting long-range ship-killing cruise missiles that allow them to assert or deny control of the seas vis-à-vis superior fleets. Type 022s—quintessential jeune école combatants—can accomplish much if shielded from aerial attack.

In a Taiwan contingency, moreover, cutting-edge DDGs would offer Beijing a sea-based air-defense option that would further threaten the survivability of the embattled Taiwan Air Force. With its long detection and engagement horizon, a single Type 052D could cover wide swathes of airspace near or over the island, beyond the effective firing range of shore-based surface-to-air missile units emplaced on the Chinese mainland. Type 052Ds cruising east of Taiwan could in effect surround the island’s air defenders, mounting a threat from all points of the compass when pilots take to the air.

Finally, the PLAN could dispatch these imposing frontline warships overseas, showcasing China’s military prowess to foreign audiences while advancing naval diplomacy. They represent tokens of political commitment that may help coerce or deter foes and hearten allies and friends. The bottom line is that more—and more capable—large-displacement destroyers will allow China to mix and match different elements of its naval power imaginatively for a multitude of missions.

Is it likely that the regional naval balance of power will shift as a result of China’s DDG buildup? The short answer is yes. A casual calculation based on reports from the Pentagon and ONI is telling. Such sources estimate that the PLAN will put to sea at least ten Type 052Ds, giving China a fleet of sixteen or more Aegis-equivalent warships even in the unlikely case that it builds no more combatant ships of this type. (The Type 055’s debut appears to settle the question of whether the PLAN intends to keep manufacturing capital ships.)

Japan and South Korea are the only Asian powers with similar Aegis-equipped heavyweights in their navies. Southeast Asian powers that buck China’s will would be utterly outmatched in surface engagements against the PLAN. They have nothing remotely comparable. On paper, at least, the Type 052D’s debut makes China’s the leading indigenous Asian navy. Once the full 052D contingent joins the fleet, the PLAN can expect to take on any regional fleet—excluding the U.S. Navy, of course—with better than average prospects of success.

Will the prospect of a tilt in China’s favor spur a new round of naval construction across the region in the coming years? Much depends on the staying power of the United States in the region and on Asian countries’ capacity and willingness to bear the costs of an arms race.

The Challenge to the U.S. Navy

Despite compelling evidence that Chinese naval power is growing in quantity and quality, skeptics doubt the PLA Navy will translate this material heft into real combat effectiveness. One sanguine view holds that the U.S. Navy surface fleet is more than a match for any rival in the contest for sea control—the arbiter of any naval war—and will remain so for the foreseeable future. The implication is that, while Beijing may be able to exact a price from the U.S. Navy for attempting to use the seas and airspace in China’s environs, the United States will still command the seas when the chips are down.

At the tactical level, this comforting narrative holds that U.S. naval forces remain able to land a devastating blow before opposing warships get close enough to fire their first shot. In a fleet-on-fleet engagement, for example, carrier-based warplanes would unleash missiles at enemy surface combatants from standoff distances—that is, beyond the engagement range of the opponent’s antiship arsenal. This scenario conforms to the long-standing American doctrinal preference for shooting the “archer” (an enemy warship or warplane) before the archer can let fly his “arrow” (antiship weapon). This tactical and technological margin of superiority will endure and perhaps even widen, this storyline goes, and the U.S. Navy will perpetuate its dominant position in maritime Asia.

Such a soothing narrative is quickly losing cogency as the PLAN’s surface fleet catches up across the board. China’s mariners are cementing core competencies while closing the capability gap. For years, Chinese ships’ paucity of sophisticated area-wide air defenses exposed them to air and missile attacks. This shortcoming reaffirmed U.S. commanders’ conviction that carrier aviators would handily defeat the PLAN in a fight. Now, however, near-state-of-the-art systems on board some Chinese combatants outrange the antiship weaponry sported by U.S. aircraft. ONI reports that the Type 052D carries a new variant of the HHQ-99 surface-to-air missile with a range of eighty nautical miles, comparable in reach to the U.S. Navy’s premier air-defense missile, the Standard Missile-2. (The Navy is now deploying the SM-6, its first interceptor capable of antiair, antisurface, and ballistic-missile defense [BMD] missions. If successful, the SM-6 will boost Aegis vessels’ range as high as two hundred nautical miles.)30 The Luyang-class DDGs are apparently equipped with phased-array radars similar in appearance—and, according to Chinese pundits, in capability—to the American Aegis combat system. The Type 055 destroyer, which displaces more than 10,000 tons and carries 112 VLS cells, will reportedly join the Type 052Ds to thicken fleet air defenses.31

At the same time, the PLAN has armed its warships to the teeth with a family of Russian- and Chinese-made antiship cruise missiles (ASCMs) boasting ranges of 120–130 nautical miles. Worse, from the American standpoint, the Pentagon pegs the range of the supersonic YJ-18 ASCM now entering service on board PLAN combatants at an impressive 290 nautical miles. The only comparable weapon currently in the U.S. inventory is the subsonic, four-decades-old Harpoon antiship missile, whose advertised striking range is around 70 nautical miles. (The SM-6 will do much to correct the range mismatch, but it appears the YJ-18 may outrange even the U.S. Navy’s newest missile. Much depends on what the true range of the SM-6 is—as opposed to the range given in unclassified settings.) In other words, major Chinese combatants can not only keep U.S. aircraft at bay, they can also unleash volleys of ASCMs at the U.S. fleet from beyond American weapons’ range. Even if PLAN vessels remain inferior to their U.S. Navy counterparts on a ship-for-ship basis, getting in several missile engagements before a U.S. fleet can return fire could provide the PLAN with its great equalizer against a stronger foe. Chinese archers may now hold the initiative.

Both the defensive and offensive sides of sea combat, then, are stacking up in China’s favor and progressively eroding or nullifying altogether some of the U.S. Navy’s tactical advantages. In short, the U.S. Navy’s surface battle capacity has fallen behind the times. Since the Cold War, the navy has grown accustomed to operating in uncontested waters. Indeed, as we will show in chapter 8, the leaders of the U.S. sea services resolved that no one was likely to dispute American command of the sea, and thus that the fleet could and should devote its energies exclusively to projecting power ashore from this safe nautical sanctuary. Having taken such strong bureaucratic signals to heart, the surface fleet let the skills and hardware for striking at sea atrophy. Why practice fighting for something that no one is going to dispute?

Other missions have preoccupied the service since the Cold War. Naval aviators have spent the past decade supporting ground forces rather than training to duel enemy armadas. Dropping smart bombs on insurgents and terrorists in Iraq and Afghanistan demands different skills than evading enemy defenses and pummeling enemy men-of-war. Meanwhile, DDGs have been burdened with an ever-wider array of missions, including BMD. Competing missions—some of which, like BMD, command national-level scrutiny—siphon finite resources, crew attention, and physical space on board ship away from the fleet-on-fleet combat function.

In effect the Navy has demoted war at sea—the raison d’être for any navy—to afterthought status. Both the hardware (weaponry, sensors, and hulls) and the software (training and exercises) for sea control have suffered as a result. Reversing two decades of steady decline in surface warfare in an era of tight budgetary constraints will be neither easy nor quick. U.S. naval officials have conceded the need to rectify the situation and have initiated, for instance, a crash program to develop and field new long-range shipboard ASCMs. They have instructed the fleet to experiment with “distributed lethality,” arming more surface vessels more heavily to confront antagonists. The SM-6 has been successfully tested against surface targets as part of distributed lethality, while a new long-range antiship missile is under development for firing from B-1 bombers, F-18 fighter/attack jets, and, ultimately, VLS-equipped surface ships.32 Furthermore, Tomahawk cruise missiles may be repurposed for antiship missions—reconstituting a capability dismantled after the Cold War.33

Nonetheless, it would be a grievous mistake to concentrate wholly on the technical and operational progress the PLA Navy surface fleet has made or the tactical travails that could hold back the U.S. Navy surface fleet. Competition is about more than gee-whiz weaponry and comparing entries in Jane’s Fighting Ships. It is about politics. It is about how much of a nation’s naval power the political leadership is prepared to hazard in combat considering the political stakes and competing requirements elsewhere around the world.

The only meaningful standard for gauging a seagoing force’s adequacy is its ability to mass superior combat power at the decisive time, at the decisive place on the nautical chart, to overpower the strongest probable adversary. This is a tough standard to meet when operating across intercontinental distances. An Asian power fighting close to home can fling most or all of its forces into battle. A faraway global power may have no such luxury. Unless it diverts forces from pressing commitments in other theaters, placing those commitments in jeopardy, Washington can commit only a fraction of U.S. naval forces to action. And it ranges from difficult to impossible for a fraction of one force to defeat the whole of a peer competitor’s force.

It is far from clear that the United States retains its accustomed supremacy by this unforgiving standard, or that it retains matchless technological supremacy. Budgetary factors are also at work. It costs the United States far more than it costs China to stage a unit of combat power at a given scene of action in maritime Asia. Distance from the theater demands more capacious ships able to carry more fuel, arms, and stores. Forward bases and a sizable logistics fleet are a must, as are dedicated personnel. Whether the Pentagon can afford to mount superior strength in a rival great power’s backyard, whether the sea services are investing in the right people and hardware to constitute that strength, and whether American seafarers have the requisite skills to prevail when battle is joined are questions worth pondering.

Doubts about U.S. maritime mastery have cast U.S.-China competition in a whole new light. And to further compound the strategic and operational dilemma, a purely fleet-on-fleet engagement is improbable within the China seas or the western reaches of the Pacific Ocean, where Beijing has the luxury of throwing the combined weight of Chinese sea power into a sea fight. It can dispatch not just the PLAN surface fleet but ASCM-armed submarines and swarms of missile-armed patrol craft—its ultramodern answers to the jeune école—to trouble spots.

Furthermore, land-based implements of sea power can strike a blow in any fleet action that takes place within their combat radii. PLA Air Force warplanes can join the fray, making land-based airfields into de facto aircraft carriers to supplement the fleet’s combat power; so can ASBMs lofted by the PLA Rocket Force. Lord Horatio Nelson, who knew a thing or two about operating fleets under the shadow of shore-based weaponry, counseled that “a ship’s a fool to fight a fort.” Nelson would blanch at a Fortress China that can strike hundreds of miles out to sea without even ordering fleets to get under way.

Because the U.S. sea services are scattered throughout Asia and the world, then, one part of the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps could conceivably be called on to confront the whole of China’s maritime might. To estimate the outcome of a fleet action, we must determine how whatever contingent the U.S. Navy is likely to commit to battle, including its aerial and subsurface components along with any assets supplied by allies like the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force, stacks up to the massed power of the PLA Navy fleet backed by the array of anti-access weaponry at PLA commanders’ disposal. This assumes Chinese commanders do the smart thing in wartime and combine their three regionally based fleets for action, of course. If China’s navy outmatches the U.S. and allied fleet contingent under such conditions, it is adequate to the tasks political leaders in Beijing have entrusted to it. If not, the advantage resides with the United States and its allies.

The unenviable task before Washington, then, is to regain, preserve, or extend the margin of superiority of the fraction of its naval force that is deployed to Asia over the entire maritime force—sea and land—that Beijing can use to shape events on the high seas. It will be tough to pull off such a feat, especially under present circumstances. Finances are straitened, and overall numbers are endangered as a result, as is the military’s capacity to innovate. To make ends meet, the U.S. Navy is substituting light combatants such as its new littoral combat ships for multimission warships with heavier firepower. To aggravate these problems, the fleet finds itself outranged by its most likely antagonist and could well take a beating while trying to close to missile range. This problem will persist until new antiship missiles restore long-range hitting power to the fleet or until exotic armaments such as electromagnetic railguns or shipboard lasers augment combatants’ main battery.

From a grand-strategic standpoint, the lag in U.S. weapons development could open a danger zone in which Beijing is tempted to strike before its range advantage disappears. Imperial Japan made a similar now-or-never calculation in 1904 after realizing that rival Russia was constructing new battlewagons for its Pacific Squadron. Japan’s navy struck before St. Petersburg could amass insuperable strength in Far Eastern waters. In 1941, likewise, Tokyo hit the U.S. Pacific Fleet before the entirely new fleet being built under the Two-Ocean Navy Act of 1940 could arrive in the theater to shift the naval balance against Japan. U.S. and allied leaders must remain watchful lest Beijing too succumb to the temptation to settle disputes around its nautical periphery by force. China would be far from the first combatant to act before a window of opportunity slams shut.

Are submarines the remedy for what ails the Navy? Do they constitute a game changer akin to the “assassin’s mace” that so beguiles Chinese strategists? (A weaker opponent armed with an assassin’s mace strikes down a stronger opponent by assailing some fatal weakness.) Many Westerners appear to think so, assuming that the U.S. Navy can simply dive beneath the waves and pummel the PLA Navy from below. Submariners voice confidence in the superiority of American and allied boats over anything China has put to sea. We see no reason to question the allies’ qualitative superiority in this sphere, and indeed, we have depicted the subsurface fleet as a core competitive advantage for the United States.

But while quality remains on the allies’ side, brute numbers of hulls are problematic. Under the Obama administration’s “pivot” to Asia—a strategy the Trump administration has evidently adopted, though not by name—60 percent of the U.S. Navy’s sixty-nine-vessel submarine force now patrols the Pacific Ocean.34 But eighteen of the sixty-nine are Ohio-class nuclear-powered ballistic-missile boats (SSBNs) or cruise-missile boats (SSGNs) meant for shore bombardment. The submarine force operates fourteen SSBNs and four SSGNs. They do not fight for sea command. (This could change once Tomahawk ASCMs join the fleet. SSGNs could then do double duty between shore bombardment and fleet combat.) That leaves fifty-one nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSNs) suitable for a tilt against the PLA Navy. Sixty percent of that figure, thirty or thirty-one SSNs, will be in the Pacific theater.

That may sound like ample strength, but bear in mind that no ship or plane is ready for service all of the time. Routine upkeep, extended overhauls and refueling, crew rest, and training lodge inexorable claims on a vessel’s schedule. A hoary U.S. Navy axiom holds that it takes three U.S.-based ships to keep one on foreign station. One is in the shipyards and completely out of service; another is preparing for deployment; and the third is actually on patrol. According to Congressional Research Service naval experts, the three-to-one ratio overstates the proportion of ships available for combat duty.35 Using this ratio for the sake of discussion, however, U.S. naval commanders can expect to have eleven fully combat-ready subs at their disposal at any time. Assuming the rhythm from overhaul to deployment holds up, another eleven may be available in varying states of readiness. Permanently basing ships overseas improves the readiness ratio, but even then a safe rule of thumb is that it takes two hulls to ensure that one is battleworthy.36

Twenty-two SSNs, no matter how good they are individually, constitute a slender force to cover the vast China seas and western Pacific in wartime. Theorist Julian S. Corbett advises commanders to post vessels at the origin of an enemy fleet’s voyage; at its destination, if known; or at focal points such as straits where shipping has to congregate when passing from point A to point B. Otherwise, it may be hard to make contact. Monitoring Chinese seaports along with narrow seas such as the Luzon Strait and the passages through the Ryukyu Islands will stretch the tactically proficient but lean U.S. submarine fleet. That, in turn, will cede broad operating grounds to the PLAN.

American SSNs are further constrained because they are armed only with torpedoes for antiship missions. Unlike Chinese boats, they do not routinely carry ASCMs to expand their strike range. Indeed, the strike range of the U.S. submarine force’s standard Mark 48 heavyweight torpedo is ten nautical miles tops, as opposed to well over one hundred nautical miles for ASCM-toting PLAN submarines. Depending on short-range weaponry sharply limits the area on the map an individual SSN can cover and leaves sizable expanses uncovered. Trying to get the job done under these conditions stresses the undersea fleet’s numbers even more.

Undersea warfare, then, remains an advantage for the U.S. Navy, but it is not the silver bullet the hype implies. The Navy needs more mass—meaning more boats, preferably with extended-range armament—if it is to vanquish China’s navy from the depths. Practitioners and pundits err if they view the silent service, as currently configured, as a cure-all for what ails the surface Navy. Indeed, doubling the Navy’s submarine inventory would represent a prudent move for Washington in its strategic competition with Beijing. The service might accelerate the acquisition of SSNs, or it might even consider fielding a diesel-submarine contingent. It could procure—or coproduce with Japan, a premier submarine builder—several conventional boats for the price of one SSN. Such measures would stretch finite shipbuilding dollars. Fielding a submarine-launched ASCM would extend American subs’ combat reach even farther. An antiship Tomahawk missile will help ameliorate the range problem, but full-scale Tomahawk conversion remains some way off.

Where does all of this leave us? China watchers tend to make the U.S. Navy the benchmark by which to judge the PLA Navy’s size and composition. As we have noted, however, the proper yardstick is the navy’s capacity to fulfill the goals assigned to it by political leaders, in the expanses that matter, against the strongest likely opponent. Beijing’s immediate goals and its likely opponents fall within reach of the abundant shore-based armaments festooning Fortress China. Combining those weapons with sea-based implements of marine combat yields a force far more potent than side-by-side comparisons of surface fleets would indicate. The PLA Navy may not need a surface fleet symmetrical with the U.S. Navy’s—measured by flattops, air wings, destroyers, and so forth—to get its job done.

As we have underscored time and again, observers must apply standards unique to China to determine whether China’s navy has struck the right balance of capabilities. Comparing it with a globe-spanning navy like America’s reveals little.

China’s growing surface fleet is just one expression of Beijing’s larger, longer-term challenge to stability in maritime Asia. China’s “comprehensive national power,” to use a term coined by Chinese strategists, furnishes the foundation for developing durable sea power. Despite slackening GDP growth, the Chinese economy is already roughly half the size of America’s. China is also one of the largest shipbuilding powers in the world, and its naval yards are riveting together warships of every kind at breakneck speed.

Such sinews of national power will not only help the Chinese navy catch up more quickly with the U.S. Navy but will also keep Beijing competitive at sea over the long haul. China’s current economic, financial, and industrial position relative to the United States is enviable compared with Japan’s on the eve of Pearl Harbor or the Soviet Union’s during the late Cold War. (Japan’s economy was about one-tenth the size of America’s in 1941.) Even so, both the Japanese and the Soviet navies posed a formidable threat to the United States.

The inputs of naval power are inherently long lasting as well. High-end vessels such as the Type 052Ds are built to stay in service for twenty to thirty years. (The U.S. Navy tries to wring even more service out of its surface combatants.) A ship commissioned in 2016, in other words, could in theory ride the waves until midcentury. Provided the PLAN turns out to be a good steward of its capital-intensive assets, undertaking regular maintenance and repairs, China promises to maintain a standing presence in Asian waters.

Moreover, the warships that entered serial production over the past decade were almost certainly designed, developed, and procured years in advance. Thus there is a built-in time lag between the initial Chinese decision to launch a new ship type and the physical construction of that vessel at a shipyard. The new developments we are observing today are products of much earlier plans. It is anybody’s guess what additional new classes of warships—and in what volume—the PLAN has in store for the region. The Type 055 remained mostly a rumor until it debuted publicly in June 2017. As noted before, the vessel reportedly displaces more than U.S. Navy DDGs or cruisers—suggesting increased capacity for fuel, munitions, and armaments. Consequently, once it joins the fleet in numbers, the Type 055 will extend the PLAN fleet’s operating radius while amplifying its combat punch.

The changes afoot may be a sign of things to come. A balanced regional fleet is now in the making, and it will no doubt alter the geometry of the naval balance in maritime Asia. Even if economic growth rates continue to slow in the coming years, China will have laid the basis for a competition that will be measured in decades. The United States and its allies must think beyond the technical, tactical, and operational implications of the PLAN’s burgeoning surface fleet and adjust to the fact that they confront a long-term rivalry against a resourceful and resilient antagonist.

China’s Nonmilitary “Small Stick”

If the PLA Navy is China’s big stick—a navy that fights for objects in dispute—the China Coast Guard, maritime law enforcement services, and maritime militia represent its “small stick.” Together the military and nonmilitary components constitute China’s national fleet. The constable’s nightstick makes a fitting metaphor for China’s approach to consolidating “indisputable” or “irrefutable” sovereignty over contested expanses and geographic features, especially in the South China Sea and East China Sea. China polices what it claims as though its sovereignty were already an established fact, daring rival claimants with feeble navies and coast guards to do something about it. If they cannot, China is left in possession of the disputed turf. It appears sovereign, and over time it may become sovereign in fact, albeit not under treaty law.

China’s turn to small-stick diplomacy marks an abrupt departure from the approach it was pursuing when the first edition of this book appeared in 2010. At that time it was waging a “charm offensive” meant to mollify Asian neighbors wary of China’s meteoric ascent to maritime might. Ming Dynasty admiral Zheng He lent his appealing visage to the charm offensive, helping Beijing broadcast the message that China—unlike European conquerors—was an innately trustworthy great power incapable of trampling Asians’ rights and privileges the way imperial powers once did.

Within a decade China abandoned the charm offensive, perhaps because it was no longer considered necessary. The world got a taste of its souring mood in March 2009 when a PLAN intelligence-gathering ship, a Bureau of Maritime Fisheries patrol vessel, a State Oceanic Administration patrol boat, and two fishing trawlers harassed USNS Impeccable in South China Sea international waters. This standoff, although not the first, represented a culmination of previous confrontations at sea, including a troubling encounter between USNS Victorious and a fisheries patrol boat in the Yellow Sea. That same year the CCP leadership submitted a map to the United Nations delineating its claims to land, sea, and sky in the South China Sea.37 A “nine-dashed line” inscribed on the map enclosed some 80–90 percent of regional waters, including enormous stretches of Southeast Asian neighbors’ two-hundred-nautical-mile EEZs.38 Beijing soon took to proclaiming that it commanded sovereignty within the nine-dashed line, notwithstanding clear provisions set forth in the law of the sea—an accord to which China had freely assented.39

And then China set out to enforce these claims. Fast-forward to 2012, when Beijing set the pattern for its gray-zone operations. Philippine and Chinese ships faced off at Scarborough Shoal, 120 or so nautical miles west of Luzon. China dispatched noncombat vessels to uphold its territorial claims. No Chinese warships appeared on the scene. Beijing’s muted approach conformed to its pattern of calibrating deployments of force to prevailing circumstances while holding overwhelming military might in reserve to deter or compel recalcitrant Southeast Asian states. The Scarborough standoff inaugurated a Chinese strategy we dubbed “small-stick diplomacy.”40 This was a quintessential gray-zone endeavor, an enterprise designed to achieve gains normally associated with warfare without actual resort to arms.

China brought similar pressure to bear against Japan in September 2012 after the Japanese government purchased the Senkaku Islands from private owners to head off a worsening dispute with Beijing. Instead of taking the islands out of contention, however, Tokyo’s move elicited an angry response. First, Beijing accused Japan of changing the islands’ territorial status quo. Then it dispatched two law enforcement vessels to the waters surrounding the Senkakus. Indeed, China has sent cutter flotillas near the islands regularly since 2012. In effect it has demonstrated to Japan and the world that Beijing “coadministers” the waters adjoining the archipelago. This state of affairs has obliged Japan Coast Guard vessels to work overtime to monitor and trail every Chinese intrusion lest Tokyo tacitly concede Beijing’s claim to sovereignty; in practice, though, Tokyo has more or less acquiesced.

In these cases, small-stick diplomacy constituted savvy diplomacy. Rather than deploy the big-stick manifest in capital ships, Beijing dispatched the least force necessary to gain its ends. It made nonmilitary ships from its maritime surveillance and law enforcement services—the “five dragons stirring up the sea,” as some Chinese authors call them—the mainstays of its strategy.41 (In 2013 China fused these services into a single China Coast Guard.)42 It also resumed using the fishing fleet as an arm of Chinese sea power, much as maritime militia acted as an auxiliary force in a 1974 battle against the South Vietnamese Navy over the Paracel Islands.43

China took—and continues to take—an all-consuming view of what constitutes sea power, as indeed it should. Despite the tenor of Western commentary, sea power is about more than fighting ships and ship-launched aircraft and armaments. Fortress China constitutes an immense military asset for nearby contingencies. Shore-based missiles, aircraft, sensors, and command-and-control infrastructure can influence events on the high seas. So can coast guards and maritime enforcement agencies. Even privately owned assets such as merchantmen and fishing boats represent an arm of sea power if they can transport war materiel, monitor foreign ship movements, lay sea mines, and the like. And so, as we have learned in recent years, can outlying islands dredged up from the seafloor.

Regarding sea power as a continuum hands China’s leadership a range of options, including the option of brandishing a small stick to accomplish its goals. It can do so because Manila and fellow claimants to regional islands and seas know full well that Beijing can unlimber its big stick—in the form of PLA ships, warplanes, and missiles—and wallop them if they defy its will. Advantage: China.

Neither the Philippines nor any other Southeast Asian state stood much chance of amassing enough physical power to resist small-stick diplomacy on its own in those events; that left balancing strategies. But presenting a united front is hard for the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), the most obvious candidate to act as a balancing coalition. ASEAN is a notoriously loose regional consortium, not a military alliance. Its members never mustered a consensus on the Scarborough Shoal standoff or similar controversies that followed—even in 2013–14 when Beijing began constructing and arming artificial islands in the region.

Nor was the Obama administration eager to take sides. The U.S. leadership professed agnosticism toward conflicting maritime claims to islands, atolls, and rocks, demanding only that navigational freedom be preserved.

By pivoting to small-stick diplomacy, Beijing displayed an impressive capacity to learn from its mistakes in 2010, when its overbearing tactics threatened to stampede China’s weaker neighbors into making common cause among themselves and with the United States. “China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and that’s just a fact,” proclaimed China’s foreign minister during one shockingly undiplomatic public exchange with his Singaporean counterpart.44

The unsaid but unmistakable message behind such domineering language was get used to it. Minor powers situated near major ones take that message to heart—hence Southeast Asians’ newfound receptiveness to diplomatic and military cooperation with one another and with outsiders such as the United States, India, and Japan. From 2010 forward, realizing the error of its ways, Beijing pressed its maritime claims with a lighter touch.

By exercising restraint, Beijing sought to divide and conquer. Chinese leaders insisted on negotiating with Southeast Asian governments on a one-to-one basis. That kept ASEAN members from pooling their diplomatic and military resources and ensured that any bilateral parleys would favor China.

Beijing, in short, grasped the efficacy of a small stick. Accordingly, the five dragons have expanded faster than the PLA Navy. The maritime enforcement services have recruited new personnel and converted decommissioned naval vessels for police duty. The coast guard has also accepted civilianized versions of state-of-the-art Type 054 frigates and Type 056 corvettes into its fleet. Equally worrisome, China has put to sea cutters displacing about 12,000 tons, making them the largest of their kind in the world. In May 2017 the 3901 cutter conducted its first patrol in the contested waters of the South China Sea. These vessels can patrol the farthest reaches of the China seas and handily outmuscle rival claimants should confrontations escalate. They promise to help China sustain a visible and credible presence in waters where it asserts sovereign jurisdiction.

Beijing’s buildup of the coercive but nonmilitary dimension of sea power is testimony to its balanced, comprehensive approach to managing China’s nautical surroundings. Its apparent preference for employing nonnaval assets in clashes over disputed territory revealed an artful, methodical strategy for securing China’s maritime claims throughout Asian waters. Best of all, from China’s standpoint, this strategy widened cracks in ASEAN’s already shaky edifice.

How did small-stick diplomacy work at Scarborough Shoal? First, using coast guard–like assets reinforced China’s diplomatic messaging. Navies exist to fight for objects in dispute. Had China sent warships to shoo away Philippine ships, it would have admitted silently that it was competing for territory claimed by others. Sending enforcement vessels, by contrast, signaled matter-of-factly that China was policing sovereign waters. Moreover, Chinese skippers could act against foreign vessels while Chinese diplomats condemned Southeast Asian governments for infringing on China’s sovereignty and violating its domestic laws—lawbreakers being defined as rival Southeast Asian navies, coast guards, and fishing fleets.

Furthermore, relying on nonnaval vessels partly inoculated Beijing against the charge that it was practicing gunboat diplomacy. China’s diplomatic narrative boiled down to this message: this isn’t diplomacy at all; it’s routine law enforcement.

Second, the lopsided power mismatch between China and the smaller competitors made it possible to take a softer touch. Beijing could afford to deploy lightly armed ships against maritime rivals whose navies barely rated as coast guards. PLA Navy involvement would constitute an overmatch in most cases. Imagine the press photos if a Chinese frigate or destroyer had faced off against an outclassed Philippine Navy vessel. China would have looked like an imperial power in regional eyes. Better to don an inoffensive visage.

The first Philippine vessel to respond off Scarborough Shoal was the frigate Gregorio del Pilar. The flagship and pride of the Philippine Navy fleet, Gregorio del Pilar is a retired, mostly disarmed U.S. Coast Guard cutter of 1960s vintage. Though grandiosely rebranded a frigate, it boasts minimal combat power. The vessel is Bambi to the PLA Navy’s Godzilla. There can be no doubt which ship would prevail in a battle, but China’s public image would suffer enormously in the process. Entrusting coercive diplomacy to the maritime enforcement services reduced the chances of a diplomatic debacle without forfeiting Chinese interests.

Third, employing nonmilitary vessels eschewed escalation and kept confrontations local. Using a blunt military instrument like the PLA Navy would have internationalized any minor incident, bringing about the outcome China feared most—a hostile coalition. Shots fired in anger by PLA gunners likely would have provoked region-wide protests while igniting nationalist passions. Unobtrusive methods, by contrast, kept contests bilateral while still stacking the deck in China’s favor.

Fourth, paramilitary vessels empowered Beijing to exert low-grade yet unremitting pressure on rival claimants to South China Sea islands and waters. Constant patrols probed weaknesses in coastal states’ maritime surveillance capacity while testing their political resolve. Moreover, keeping disputes at a simmer granted China the initiative to turn the heat up or down as strategic circumstances warranted.

If all else failed, Beijing could employ its navy as a backstop to civilian maritime agencies. Indeed, the small stick carried clout precisely because China’s rivals knew full well that the big stick lurked over the horizon, waiting in reserve. That China—unlike weaker contenders—had the option to climb the escalation ladder only magnified the intimidation factor at Scarborough Shoal and elsewhere within the nine-dashed line. Indeed, the mere threat of naval coercion might induce opponents to back down in times of crisis.

Innocuous in themselves, then, peacetime coast guard patrols carried weight when backed by the firepower of a great fleet, and Manila, Hanoi, and other claimants knew it. Given the strategic benefits of nonmilitary sea power, maritime law enforcement remained a growth industry in China in the years after 2009. Beijing sought to achieve its goals through discreet methods while applying a solvent to opposing coalitions before they could come together.

This constituted an impressive approach to nautical diplomacy. And it enjoyed good prospects for success until international law intruded in July 2016, when the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) at The Hague struck down China’s excessive claims to jurisdiction over South China Sea waters.45 Unable to prevail through diplomacy or international law, China was left with its seagoing forces as the tool remaining in its depleted toolkit. It could make its national fleet so strong that no one could reverse its territorial gains and few would dare to try.

A National Fleet Executes a “Cabbage Strategy”

Official CCP sources confirm the general approach: China deploys nonmilitary shipping as an arm of sea power, with naval and military force as a fallback should things go wrong. While the PCA ruling sent this strategy into overdrive, it has been visible at least since the encounter at Scarborough Shoal. In May 2013, for instance, China’s State Oceanic Administration published a commentary proclaiming: “We should claim our nation’s legitimate rights and interests in our territorial waters through normal fishing production and through the routine patrol of fishery administration ships, marine surveillance ships, and other law enforcement ships, and should also safeguard our nation’s maritime rights and interests with the backup of our Navy and Air Force” (our emphasis).46 In other words, fishing craft ply their trade in disputed fishing grounds, and law enforcement agencies protect the fishing fleet from low-level resistance from rival coast guards. The PLA Navy and Air Force remain watchful in case Beijing decides to rush heavier firepower to the scene, creating a power mismatch in its favor and, if all goes well, cowing the opponent into retreat.

At the risk of mixing metaphors, then, Beijing deploys its small and big sticks to prosecute what some Chinese commentators dub a “cabbage strategy,” encasing disputed objects with concentric layers of unarmed or lightly armed hulls while hardening the outer layer with military force. In May 2013 the Xinhua Domestic Service carried an unattributed editorial explaining how the cabbage strategy advanced China’s grand strategy for consolidating its territorial claims. Precipitating the article was a clash between Manila and Beijing over Second Thomas Shoal, a feature some one hundred nautical miles west of the Philippine island of Palawan and deep within the Philippine EEZ. The Xinhua editorialist restated the legal groundwork, insisting that China held indisputable sovereignty over South China Sea land features and the adjacent waters. It framed China’s actions in moral terms, claiming the actions were “beyond reproach” while denying that China was bullying a weaker neighbor. It implored rival claimants to comply with the 2002 Declaration of Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea and refrain from “actions that expand and complicate disputes, and that influence the peace and stability of the South China Sea.” And it applied a historical patina to Beijing’s case, insisting that Chinese fishermen had “always” used the shoal as a fishing ground.47

In short, the editorialist reiterated China’s brief for sovereignty, conjuring up the full range of political and legal arguments. Chinese emissaries grasp an elemental truth about diplomatic persuasion: it is not enough to say something once. A message must be broadcast early, often, and consistently in order to persuade. Having done so, the Xinhua editorial turned to “noted military expert” Zhang Zhaozhong—a retired rear admiral, NDU professor, well-known television personality, and prolific author of nationalistic navalist books for popular consumption—to explain how a cabbage strategy works. The strategy, Zhang says, can be encapsulated in “just one word, which is squeezing.” His explanation is worth quoting at length:

For every measure there is a countermeasure.…If you send fishing vessels to resupply, then we will use fishing vessels to keep them out; if your coast guard sends supplies, then we will send marine surveillance to keep them out. If your Philippine Navy ships hurry over, we will use naval vessels to keep them out. There is nothing to be afraid of, and we must stick it out to the end. The cabbage strategy of which I have spoken many times is to surround them layer by layer, and make them unable to enter [Second Thomas Shoal].48 (Our emphasis)

Zhang’s summary is rich in content. In strategic terms, the approach he espouses evokes an axiom from German general Helmuth Moltke the Elder, who maintained that the “tactical defense is the stronger” form of war, while “the strategic offensive” constitutes “the more effective form.”49 Julian S. Corbett interprets Moltke’s idea of combining strategic offense with tactical defense as follows:

This form of war presupposes that we are able by superior readiness or mobility or by being more conveniently situated to establish ourselves in the territorial object before our opponent can gather strength to prevent us. This done, we have the initiative, and the enemy being unable by hypothesis to attack us at home, must conform to our opening by endeavoring to turn us out. We are in a position to meet his attack on ground of our own choice and to avail ourselves of such opportunities of counter-attack as his distant and therefore exhausting offensive movements are likely to offer.50

In other words, says Corbett, if the combatant waging a strategic offensive can seize ground it covets, it can then defy its antagonist to reverse its occupation of that ground. From a military standpoint, defending something is easier than taking it away. Tactical defense is stronger, after all. And from a diplomatic standpoint, the combatant trying to retake turf from rival forces could come off as the aggressor even though its rival committed aggression first. China can create the new normal of Chinese ownership of some disputed feature, then plead with challengers not to disturb the peace—and play the aggrieved party if they do.

This is a particularly effective approach in the gray zone, that shadow land between peacetime diplomacy and outright warfare. As Zhang notes, China’s national fleet so outclasses any individual Southeast Asian claimant that China will control escalation in any one-on-one confrontation. If Manila or Hanoi sends fishing boats to uphold its claims, Beijing can probably send more. If Manila or Hanoi escalates, dispatching coast guard white hulls, Beijing can probably send more, bigger, and more capable white hulls. Indeed, the China Coast Guard could outpunch the Philippine Navy. And if any opponent escalated to military force, it would do so in full knowledge that the PLA Navy was ready to steam into action, building up an insuperable edge in physical might for Beijing. The cabbage strategy is hard to beat.

But there is also an inward-facing component to the cabbage strategy that is implicit in Zhang’s depiction of it as an exercise in squeezing adversaries into submission. If Chinese forces can mount a layered defense against outward opponents and deny them access, they can also lay siege to an opponent already holding the disputed island or atoll. They can squeeze that opponent into submission, constricting its supply lines and fending off outside relief until the occupants must abandon their redoubt or starve. This is the approach China has taken at Second Thomas Shoal, where the Philippine government has marooned a rusty amphibious transport, Sierra Madre, in an effort to preserve sovereignty over the feature. The handful of marines clinging to Sierra Madre are lonely defenders of Philippine claims to Second Thomas Shoal.51 That tactical defense represents the stronger form of war must come as cold comfort to them, encircled as they are by vastly stronger forces and facing scant prospect of relief.

American commentators frequently deride Zhang as an uninformed propagandist. Nevertheless, he identifies elemental features of China’s gray-zone tactics. While we acknowledge that Zhang may not speak with authority about Chinese foreign policy or strategy, we see real value in his metaphor of the cabbage strategy for a tactical and operational concept. His message is useful analytically even if observers harbor misgivings about the messenger.

Fleet Building Is about More than the PLA Navy

Chinese maritime strategy is a grand strategy of a type Alfred Thayer Mahan and B. H. Liddell Hart would instantly recognize. For China, sea power is about more than the PLAN. It encompasses any implement able to mold events out at sea, whether that implement is a navy warship or a PLA Air Force stealth fighter/attack plane or a ballistic missile fired by the PLA Rocket Force. It encompasses law enforcement vessels from the China Coast Guard and sister maritime surveillance or enforcement agencies. And it encompasses unofficial implements such as fishing boats crewed by militiamen or trawlers packed with electronic snooping equipment.

Clearly, then, America and its allies confront a multifaceted Chinese challenge. Recent history suggests the allies must fashion a likewise all-encompassing maritime counterstrategy for the China seas or surrender their nautical rights and privileges to China by default. They must band together while harnessing every resource available to them.
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CHAPTER SIX
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FLEET TACTICS WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS

Having reviewed more intangible aspects of Chinese maritime strategy such as geopolitics, historical precedent, and strategic thought, we now turn to more prosaic matters. How will China put its strategy into practice using the implements it has assembled through fleet building? China’s navy is maturing and developing the arsenal to carry out a forceful maritime strategy. In the interim, however, “sea denial” is still the best concept for managing the nation’s nautical surroundings. Such an approach will suffice until Beijing has rounded out a fleet on par with the finest rival fleets likely to appear in Asian seaways.

Sea denial aligns with long-standing Chinese traditions. A successful sea-denial navy is at once humble and enterprising: it frankly admits its inferiority to prospective antagonists while refusing to admit defeat. It neither flees vital waterways nor resigns itself to passive defense. That the weaker contender can win—or accomplish its goals by keeping its foe from winning—sometimes escapes China watchers. In the late 1990s, for instance, two prominent Sinologists declared that China’s innate feebleness at sea forced it to shelter passively within the first island chain, where it would wage a strategy of “protracted defensive resistance.” U.S. naval supremacy, they maintained, was too stifling to permit anything more ambitious.1

We dissent. A sea-denial force works around its weaknesses while exploiting the advantages it does enjoy. It need not vanquish hostile forces outright. Its function is to clear foes from designated waters for a finite interval or, better yet, to deter them from entering in the first place. A sea-denial strategy succeeds if it wards off stronger foes long enough for the nation to fulfill its larger strategic objectives.2 Sea denial thus constitutes a strategically defensive strategy that inferior powers prosecute through offensive tactical and operational methods. Even if the PLA Navy remains weaker than its likely opponents, it will stay on the operational and tactical offensive. The U.S. Navy and its allies must anticipate that.

The hybrid offensive/defensive style of combat conforms philosophically to Alfred Thayer Mahan’s dictum that even lesser navies can impose local command on important waters—as indeed Mahan beseeched the U.S. Navy to do in the Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico, even though it remained weaker on the whole than Great Britain’s Royal Navy.3 At the same time it conforms to Mao Zedong’s concept of “active defense,” which yokes offensive tactical means to defensive strategic ends. Today as in the age of Mao, the PLA portrays active defense as the core of Chinese military strategy. China’s first formal military strategy white paper, released in 2015, declares:

The strategic concept of active defense is the essence of the [CCP’s] military strategic thought. From the long-term practice of revolutionary wars, the people’s armed forces have developed a complete set of strategic concepts of active defense, which boils down to: adherence to the unity of strategic defense and operational and tactical offense.… Shortly after the founding of the PRC in 1949, the Central Military Commission established the military strategic guideline of active defense, and later, in line with the developments and changes in the national security situation, had made a number of major revisions of it.4 (Our emphasis)

Intriguingly, China’s Maoist approach likewise conforms to precepts set forth in Sir Julian Corbett’s writings about maritime strategy—writings Chinese strategists have investigated in recent years.5 “True defense,” proclaims Corbett—a contemporary of both Mao and Alfred Thayer Mahan—means balking a stronger opponent’s strategy while awaiting the chance to administer a counterpunch.6 The British theorist even hit on the same term—“active defense”—to show how a weaker navy can dispute a stronger navy’s maritime command until it makes itself stronger and wrests away command for itself. Active defense, clearly, is a concept with heft and longevity in China’s way of sea warfare.

And China has structured forces around that method of defense. The Chinese military possesses, is procuring, or plans to acquire systems designed to make the seas and skies adjoining the Asian mainland no-go territory for any opponent. Beijing has purchased arms from Russia lavishly since the early 1990s. At the same time it has bolstered its domestic defense industry, allowing the PLA to field a variety of indigenous weaponry. Infusing new platforms and systems into the force alongside a more professional, more battleworthy corps of mariners has produced a leap in offensive PLA combat power.7

Over the past two decades, modern diesel submarines—difficult to detect, track, and target in shallow offshore waters—have slid down the ways at Chinese shipyards or been purchased in significant numbers from Russian suppliers. One aircraft carrier is in service, another is nearing operational status, and future carriers are reportedly under design or construction.8 Destroyers equipped with sophisticated radar suites (touted as equivalent to the U.S. Navy’s state-of-the-art Aegis combat system), antiship missiles, and air-defense missiles increasingly form the backbone of the Chinese surface fleet. PLA Navy surface groups’ chances of withstanding long-range missile or air bombardment are brightening commensurately. This is doubly true so long as the fleet operates within range of shore-based fire support that augments the fleet’s firepower with missiles and aircraft dispatched from Fortress China itself. Shore fire support constitutes the PLAN’s great equalizer.

Accordingly, surface forces typically cruise underneath that protective umbrella. And the range and accuracy of shore-based assets are growing. This allows the PLAN to extend its combat radius while still tapping that great equalizer. Indeed, China may stand at the brink of rendering a strategic concept condemned by Mahan—the “fortress-fleet” tethered to shore fire support—viable for the first time. Mahan was writing in the context of the Russian Navy’s dismal performance during the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5. He upbraided the Russian naval command for resorting to this “radically erroneous” way of combat, which fettered Russian commanders’ freedom of maneuver—ships had to remain within reach of the fort’s guns—while sapping their fighting spirit.9

Mahan’s was a telling critique for an age of rudimentary naval technology, when the effective firing range for artillery was a few miles. It has lost cogency now that precision fire can reach scores if not hundreds of miles offshore. One imagines the Russian Navy would have fared far better against the IJN had shore gunfire boasted modern China’s range and precision to pummel Japanese fleets throughout the Yellow Sea and Tsushima Strait—the battlegrounds for climactic sea engagements in 1904–5. Russian gunnery could have cut the Japanese down to size from afar while affording Russian warships maneuver space aplenty.

In short, the day of the fortress fleet may have come. If so, footloose PLAN units will be able to roam waters Beijing deems important without leaving the protective cover of shore defenses. Defense will increasingly blur into offense under this aegis, even eastward of the first island chain. Advanced ground-based air-defense systems, capable naval fighter/attack aircraft, long-range cruise missiles, and even ASBMs reputedly able to find and attack vessels on the high seas are pivotal to China’s military modernization effort.10 If the Chinese package these assets wisely while developing the tactical proficiency to use them, they will gain confidence in their ability to deter, delay, or defeat any foreign force bold enough to attempt hostile entry into nearby seas or airspace.11

China’s continent-spanning geography is invaluable to the PLAN’s sea-denial strategy because it furnishes plentiful sites for coastal bases and mobile missile batteries. Indeed, emerging military capabilities are explicitly designed to assail targets in offshore expanses from bases on the mainland. Furthermore, as weapons range improves, shore defenses can be positioned farther inland. Technology will make China’s deep continental interior a safe haven from which to punish intruding forces along the coastline.12

This sanctuary will serve the purely military purpose of buffering PLA assets against attack. A PLA that turns strategic depth to advantage can compel enemy forces to enter the combat range of its weaponry, accepting battle on China’s political, geographic, and military terms. Such a strategy would have found favor with Mao Zedong, who famously urged his followers to lure enemies deep into Chinese territory. The Red Army would enfeeble its antagonists in the process, setting conditions for a devastating counterblow, and the weaker Chinese Communist legions would score a conventional battlefield victory in the end.13

Just as important, defending from deep inland dares an opponent to escalate the fighting. Suppose U.S. forces struck at Chinese antiship missile sites located well inland. They would risk inflicting collateral damage under such circumstances, especially if targets adjoined populated areas. Duly broadcast by Chinese media outlets, images of civilian death or suffering could swing political sentiment behind Beijing—not just in China but among influential audiences elsewhere in Asia and in the international community. A backlash against a hardhearted or feckless America could result, no matter how just the cause that prompted the United States to take up arms.

Moreover, the United States would risk escalating a limited naval conflict to full-blown war against China, its leading trading partner and a fellow permanent member of the UN Security Council. China is a nuclear-armed power that brandishes mobile, increasingly effective, land-based and undersea strategic deterrent forces. The survivable retaliatory arsenal operated by the PLA Rocket Force would remain in reserve should conventional deterrence fail. No U.S. president would lightly make the decision to employ force under the nuclear shadow.

The historical record supports that contention. Americans showed restraint vis-à-vis the Chinese in the Korean and Vietnam Wars, declining to escalate “vertically” up the scale of violence. History also suggests that policy makers exercise caution before undertaking military actions likely to prompt “horizontal” escalation to new places on the map. In particular, the prospect of expanding the geographic scope of military operations deep into China’s interior would be daunting if not unthinkable to an American president. The repercussions from such a fight could well outweigh the presumably modest strategic goals at stake for Washington.

The odds of U.S. leaders climbing down from a dispute would improve under those circumstances, boosting the likelihood that China would prevail without an actual exchange of fire. Small wonder that Chinese fleet tactics fuse offense with defense; they come naturally to PLA Navy commanders while promising handsome dividends.

Massed, Dispersed, or Sequential Tactics?

The PLA’s increasing ability to integrate surface, subsurface, and aerial warfare into a defensive thicket against seaborne threats to China is remaking the strategic environment in maritime Asia, and the U.S. armed forces must keep pace.14 They must adapt their own methods and weaponry if they hope to preserve the maritime supremacy that has served U.S. interests—not to mention the interests of the region as a whole—so well since 1945.

Captain Wayne Hughes has supplied U.S. Navy mariners with a primer for sea combat in Asia. Hughes’ classic Fleet Tactics (1986) and its successors, Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat (2000) and Fleet Tactics and Naval Operations (2018), constitute a baseline for analyzing the challenges Chinese antiship tactics pose. However useful his treatises, though, they cannot stand alone. We mean no slight. Fleet Tactics aspires to school tacticians in a variety of settings and against a variety of potential antagonists. Indeed, Hughes describes his purpose as “to illustrate the processes—the dynamics—of naval combat” rather than to prophesy how particular contingencies might turn out.15 Thus, Fleet Tactics is largely silent on operational and strategic matters, and it is entirely devoid of political, cultural, and strategic context. As is the case with any good theory, its users can tailor it to varying circumstances.

This flexibility is a strength, but it could become a weakness if readers misuse Fleet Tactics. There is a decidedly technical feel to such accounts on naval tactics, which are de rigueur in U.S. Navy training institutions where warfighters learn their craft. The downside of the abstract approach to naval warfare is that, taken in isolation, Hughes’ works strongly imply that technology decides the outcomes of martial encounters. On the high seas, enemy fleets slug it out with volleys of precision-guided arms. When fighting close to enemy shores, defenders may fire antiship missiles at U.S. task forces, land-based aircraft may disgorge missiles from aloft, or diesel submarines may lurk below preparing to launch torpedoes or missiles. In both modes of fighting, the combatants hammer away with everything in their magazines, and the side that lands the first blow is the likely victor.

For Hughes, the arbiters of high-tech naval combat are (a) “scouting effectiveness,” meaning the proficient use of shipboard and offboard sensors, combat systems, and computer data links to find enemy units; (b) “weapon range,” the ability to inflict damage at a distance; and (c) tactics, which are determined by scouting effectiveness and the range of a fleet’s weaponry.16 Hughes’ text conveys the dynamics of sea combat, but its scope is limited. Seeker effectiveness or detect-to-engage algorithms will do much to shape the results of any U.S.-China clash at sea, as will missile ranges. But people, not machines, compete for naval mastery. Not for nothing did U.S. Air Force colonel John Boyd, one of the leading strategic minds of the Cold War, proclaim that people, ideas, and hardware—“in that order”—represent the prime determinants of competitive endeavors, warfare in particular.17 More to the point, Mao lambasted “the so-called theory that ‘weapons decide everything,’ which constitutes a mechanical approach to the question of war.… [I]t is people, not things, that are decisive.”18

Outdistancing an opponent’s sensors and weaponry is far from the only challenge any U.S. naval offensive will face. Fleet Tactics shares this deficit of vision with standard net assessments that tally up numbers of platforms and their technical characteristics, often scanting the human element of war and politics. A larger view is in order. Consider one data point from Asian maritime history: Imperial Japan, which has emerged as a model for PLAN development. Ni Lexiong, a leading Chinese proponent of sea power, faults China’s Qing Dynasty for being insufficiently Mahanian in its 1894–95 tilt against Japan. China, Ni says, should bear in mind that Mahan “believed that whoever could control the sea would win the war and change history; that command of the sea is achieved through decisive naval battles on the seas; that the outcome of decisive naval battles is determined by the strength of fire power on each side of the engagement.”19

That distinguished analysts such as Ni now pay tribute to Japanese sea power despite the bitter history of Sino-Japanese relations during the twentieth century marks a striking turnabout in Chinese strategic thought. Beijing’s willingness to consider the Japanese paradigm bespeaks increasing openness to non-Chinese, noncommunist sources of wisdom on military and naval affairs. Yet looking beyond Chinese traditions is eminently Chinese. Sun Tzu’s Art of War, probably written in the fourth century B.C., remains a fixture in Chinese strategic discourses. The Chinese sage counsels generals, “Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you will never be in peril. When you are ignorant of the enemy but know yourself, your chances of winning or losing are equal. If ignorant both of your enemy and of yourself, you are certain in every battle to be in peril.”20 This may be a truism, but it is one worth repeating, and it is important because it urges strategists to recognize the strengths and weaknesses of each belligerent and reject analyses blinkered by culture or ideology.

American commanders should heed Sun Tzu’s wisdom as well. They need to understand U.S. forces’ material and human strengths; acknowledge their own shortcomings; and come to terms with the ends, ways, and means likely to guide China’s efforts in crisis or war. Only thus can they fashion strategy for overcoming Chinese forces. The Mahanian geopolitical logic that helps govern Chinese maritime strategy could also help goad Beijing into a trial of arms involving the United States. Our purpose here is to explain what such a prospect means in operational and tactical terms. A few propositions:

•  If Mahan supplies the grand logic of maritime war, Mao Zedong’s operational-level writings on land warfare will inform Chinese tactics and operational practices in any clash off Taiwan, in the South China Sea, in the East China Sea, or at hotspots elsewhere along the Asian periphery. This is China’s martial grammar.

•  The South China Sea represents the most likely maritime theater for Beijing to conduct combined-arms attacks designed to saturate and overpower U.S. task groups’ defenses in support of China’s geopolitical and strategic aims.

•  PLA forces will integrate weapons systems, new and old, into joint “orthodox” and “unorthodox” attacks, executing offensive actions to attain strategically defensive goals.21 They will not depend on any single method or system, or solely on aerial, surface, or subsurface warfare. Multiple axes of attack, multiple weapon types, and preparedness to shift nimbly between the main and secondary efforts will represent hallmarks of China’s way of naval war.

Among the three tactical scenarios Wayne Hughes posits (described below), PLA Navy planners and commanders will probably incline toward dispersed attack, sequential attack, and massed attack, in that order. Unless Beijing grows so confident in its quantitative and qualitative superiority that it can simply hammer away, saturating American defenses at a single blow, it will stay with tried-and-true Chinese methods.

As Sun Tzu’s theories suggest, more acute understanding of oneself and the adversary could provide the margin of victory in an armed conflict against China. Now fast-forward from China’s Warring States period, when Sun Tzu purportedly lived, to nineteenth-century Europe.22 Recall that Carl von Clausewitz depicts war as “only a branch of political activity … that is in no sense autonomous” (emphasis in original). “Is war not just another expression of [peoples’ and governments’] thoughts, another form of speech or writing?” he queries before answering his own question. “Its grammar, indeed, may be its own, but not its logic.”23

By this he means three things. First, war is the act of pursuing policy aims with the admixture of military means. The addition of violent means fires passions among the combatants—usually negative ones such as fear, rage, and spite—while bringing chance and uncertainty to the fore. Second, nonmilitary instruments such as diplomacy and economic coercion still have a part to play after the shooting starts. And third, warlike preparations and war itself are expressions of political and strategic thought. A violent clash of human wills is not easily reducible to rules, formulas, or statistics. Those schooled on Clausewitz cannot fully appreciate Chinese hardware and tactics without grasping the larger strategic, political, and cultural considerations that impart the logic—the purpose—to war.

Despite our dour tone, we are not prophesying naval war in Asia. There is ample room for debate about China’s intentions and its vision of its maritime destiny. Chinese naval power might evolve in a benign direction, although that prospect appears dimmer than it did when the first edition of this book appeared. We believe U.S. political leaders and commanders should do their best to shape conditions in favor of a maritime entente with China, but hoping for an agreeable outcome is not a strategy.

Washington, that is, can no longer afford a strategy of neglect simply because it reckons that the probability of a clash with China is low and wants to keep it that way. Nor, as we pointed out in chapter 5, can the United States assume that its traditional strengths in naval warfare, including air power and undersea forces, will be sufficient to fend off China’s striking power at sea. By investigating the logic and grammar impelling Chinese sea power, U.S. strategists can estimate how the PLA Navy would mount an integrated, offense-minded defense against U.S. Navy carrier, amphibious, and surface action groups in Asian waters. Foresight will help them prepare for this eventuality.

Tactical Scenarios: Near Shore and on the High Seas

Hughes considers two very broad categories of wartime contingencies: (1) U.S. forces might close in on the coast of an adversary that boasts considerable land-based defenses but lacks a fleet able to stand against the U.S. Navy in open waters; (2) a prospective opponent might possess a fleet able to meet the U.S. Navy in highseas combat, operating more or less independently of land support. The permutations between the two paradigms are endless, as Barry Posen suggests in his definition of “contested zones.”

As Posen observes, a skillful though weaker adversary enjoys certain advantages when operating on its home ground, including nearby shore-based assets and manpower, short lines of communication, and intimate acquaintance with the tactical environment.24 A savvy power can parley these advantages into distinct strategic and operational advantages over the United States, imposing costs Washington might find politically unacceptable. If the costs of fighting China prove steeper than the stakes merit, rational U.S. leaders may refuse to pay them. Even a lesser foe, then, could induce U.S. decision makers to hesitate or perhaps even to withdraw U.S. forces following a traumatic event—say, the crippling or sinking of a major surface combatant or aircraft carrier. This dynamic—and it is worth spotlighting its pronounced psychological, nontechnical component—will characterize any military encounter off Chinese coasts for the foreseeable future.

The prospects for variety in the operating environment—especially in littoral combat—should give wise fleet tacticians pause. Strategist Bernard Brodie points to a perverse facet of naval warfare: “There are too few naval wars and far too few major naval battles to enable us ever to prove the correctness of a tactical theory” (his emphasis).25 Even an epic battle—a Trafalgar or Tsushima—represents just a single data point for evaluating a theory. The U.S. Navy fought its last major engagement at Leyte Gulf in 1944; China’s PLA Navy has never fought one. Fleet actions take place too seldom to allow for rigorous trend analysis or confident findings. It is a fallacy to extrapolate from one bit of information that may not even be accurate.

As Brodie notes, even a marginally different configuration of forces or tactics on the part of one combatant or the other could have produced a different outcome to a particular engagement. Analysts would then render a different—and possibly faulty, yet equally confident—verdict on the efficacy of the tactics deployed.26 Brodie might add that the times and technology change between the major battles that constitute the data points for analysis. It is hard to draw trend lines between disparate combatants, historical epochs, and geographic settings, and those who do should take care to leave generous margins for error.

With all of that in mind, Wayne Hughes posits three representative scenarios for naval engagements on the high seas: attack by massed forces on massed forces, dispersed attacks that arrive on top of targeted forces nearly simultaneously, and sequential attack. The latter refers essentially to attacks dispersed in time rather than space (see figure below).27

Two caveats are in order. First, we are not predicting specific Chinese tactics; we use these three possibilities only as crude indicators of how Chinese forces might respond to a U.S. naval offensive.

The attacking force—“Force B” in Hughes’ nomenclature—could represent a mix of Chinese shore- and sea-based missile shooters supplemented by platforms such as minelayers or torpedo-firing submarines. The important question is whether Chinese strategic and operational preferences incline Chinese commanders toward massed, dispersed, or sequential attack. A related question: would Chinese commanders prefer to keep the PLA Navy closer to home, in keeping with the fortress-fleet approach, or would they feel comfortable dispatching the fleet for independent operations beyond shore-based cover?28
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FIGURE 1—Tactics for Striking at an Approaching Naval Force

Reprinted by permission from Wayne P. Hughes Jr., Fleet Tactics: Theory and Practice (Annapolis, Md.: Naval Institute Press, 1986), 244.



Second, in the formulae Hughes develops to gauge the probabilities of U.S. defenses’ being overwhelmed or penetrated by “leakers” (platforms or munitions that get past the battle group’s layered defense), he avoids using the characteristics—ranges, warhead sizes, and so forth—of specific weapons systems. We follow suit for the most part. Capabilities change, while tactical principles apply across many contingencies. It falls to those closer to tactical and technical questions than we are to put the analysis and findings presented here into actual practice.

In short, China’s contested zone in littoral sea areas will comprise some composite of land and sea defenses. As the Chinese military extends its reach seaward—especially if a post-Taiwan era ever comes to pass—the high-seas component will naturally come to predominate. In Clausewitzian terms, as the PLA extends the range of land-based weaponry and continues building its oceangoing fleet, China will thrust the “culminating point of the attack” for its foes outward from its coasts. Clausewitz observes that when one state invades another, the combat power of the invading army starts to dwindle while the defending army grows stronger and stronger as the lines of communication with its bases shorten and it takes advantage of familiar surroundings.

The culminating point represents the crossover point at which the defender’s strength starts to surpass that of the attacker. A fleet that stands into an enemy’s maritime contested zone faces the same dynamic.29 U.S. Pacific Fleet relief forces will exhaust themselves if they push too far in the face of Chinese resistance. This phenomenon will bolster China’s prospects for denying the U.S. military access to important waters and for exercising sea control in those waters. Extending the reach of the PLA’s anti-access armory farther out to sea means the PLA can strike at the Pacific Fleet farther away and hasten the onset of the American culminating point. In all likelihood the PLA will strike in dispersed fashion, concentrating combat power from many axes atop its U.S. Navy targets at the same time.

Applying Maoist Active-Defense Grammar to Offshore Operations

Wars are not—and should not be—fought for their own sake. Politics and grand strategy impart the logic or purpose to warfare, assigning statesmen, soldiers, and mariners the ends toward which they strive. War’s grammar, on the other hand, is the ways and means whereby warring combatants try to reach those ends.30 Alfred Thayer Mahan proffered both a Clausewitzian logic of sea power premised on commercial, political, and military access to important regions and a grammar of naval strategy, operations, and tactics.

Mahan’s sea-power logic remains persuasive in China, it seems. Beijing has resolved to gain or preserve commercial, political, and military access to theaters it deems important to China’s national interests. Mahan’s writings on operational and tactical matters, on the other hand, have a musty if not archaic feel about them. He affirmed that the “offensive element in warfare” was “the superstructure, the end and the aim for which the defensive exists, and apart from which it is to all purposes of war worse than useless. When war has been accepted as necessary, success means nothing short of victory; and victory must be sought by offensive measures, and by them only can be insured.”31

This vision of offensive battle comports with Chinese strategic proclivities, as does Mahan’s advocacy of forward bases and a robust merchant marine. But Mahan’s doctrine of battle between big-gun battleships is obsolete in an age of high-tech combat.32 Nor do Chinese analysts draw detailed lessons from his works beyond his injunctions to mass combat power at the critical place to prosecute a fleet engagement and to size fleets accordingly.

That Mahan has fallen into disrepute in operational and tactical matters is not surprising. As he admitted to Theodore Roosevelt, he was an indifferent fleet officer—“I am the man of thought, not the man of action,” he confided—and more than once he came up on the short end of a technical debate.33 He feuded with W. S. Sims, for example, on the question of whether new U.S. battleships should be fitted with all-big-gun main batteries or with a composite battery of big guns and lesser-caliber naval rifles.34 Richard Hough notes that Sims administered an “annihilating” rejoinder to Mahan’s advocacy of mixed armament, upbraiding Mahan for ignoring the combat punch of Japanese 12-inch gunfire at Tsushima.35

Mahan’s poor performance in tactical debates in his own day makes it scarcely surprising that American and foreign tacticians nowadays look elsewhere for insight. Chinese officials, mariners, and scholars consult other martial traditions as they draft a grammar of marine combat—including their own. Chinese traditions offer a rich stock of land-warfare concepts, including the writings of Sun Tzu and, in particular, Mao Zedong, who etched his strategic outlook on contemporary China through personal example and voluminous writings on political and military affairs.

Admiral Xiao Jinguang, for instance, drew inspiration from Mao’s writings to develop his naval doctrine of “sabotage warfare at sea,” described in chapter 4. In that chapter we also showed that one component of China’s current maritime strategy, “offshore waters defense,” takes its guiding precepts from the Maoist doctrine of active defense, an approach to warfighting distilled from Mao’s experiences in land campaigns against Imperial Japanese occupiers and the Chinese Nationalist Army.36 Indeed, Deng Xiaoping explicitly paid homage to Mao’s formula when he articulated his vision for China’s maritime strategy in the reform and opening era.

Mao scorned passive defense. His military writings are wholly offensive in character, even the material written during the wilderness years when his Red Army was vastly inferior to its enemies and had little choice other than to remain on the strategic defensive. Passive defense represented “a spurious kind of defense” for him, while active defense meant “defense for the purpose of counter-attacking and taking the offensive.”37 Even strategically defensive aims, then, were best attained through offensive ways and means. Passive measures were necessitated by an unfavorable balance of forces. They were transient. They were not the core of China’s national strategy, let alone its strategic preference.38 This outlook lends China’s quest for sea power much of its grammar.

To Chinese eyes, U.S. mastery of East Asian seas resembles the Nationalist Army’s strategy of “encirclement and suppression” transposed to the East, Yellow, and South China Seas.39 The Red Army did not reply to Nationalist Army ground offensives through passive means. It unleashed tactical offensives opportunistically to elongate the war, tire out enemy forces, and shift the balance of forces in the Communists’ favor. Patient action represented a precursor to a counteroffensive and ultimately to decisive victory.

Prompted by Mao and Mahan, Chinese naval strategists today talk routinely of prying control of the waters westward of the first island chain from the U.S. Navy’s grasp. They intend to surround and control these waters by offensive means, even if the United States still commands Asian waters at large.

True, Mao did warn against risking engagements in which victory was not assured, but it represents a grave mistake to equate such prudence with acquiescence in military inferiority. The strategic defensive was an expedient for Chairman Mao, not a desirable or permanent state of affairs. If the PLA heeds his advice, its grammar of naval war should give the U.S. Navy pause. America’s control of Asian waters does not render all naval battles unwinnable for Beijing. Washington must take seriously the reality that Beijing has adopted an intensely offensive naval strategy in its littoral waters. The PLA Navy is making itself a force to be reckoned with.

In this context, dispersed attacks on exterior lines are becoming increasingly thinkable for the PLA, as they were for the Red Army in its struggles against the Imperial Japanese Army and the Nationalist Army.40 (Operating along exterior lines is like operating around the circumference of a circle while the competitor on interior lines is located at the circle’s center and operates along its radii, with the advantages a central location confers.) The dispersed approach confers a variety of benefits. First, Maoist preferences predispose Chinese defenders to let U.S. forces close on Chinese shores, casting Americans in the part of Mao’s “foolish” boxer who “rushes in furiously and uses up all his resources at the very start.”41 Plunging deep into China’s offshore defensive zone attenuates the strength of the U.S. forces, weakening them before PLA defenders mount attacks from shore- and sea-based weaponry scattered around the battle zone.

Nor will the PLA confine its fleet tactics to any particular warfare domain. It will unleash missile barrages complemented by submarine attack, minefields, and the panoply of other tactics and systems on which China has lavished attention. As American forces come under the shadow of Chinese coastlines, the PLA will assume the exterior lines, rendering dispersed attacks possible along multiple threat axes. By deploying land-based implements of sea power, Beijing can bring the full force of its contested zone to bear, creating a 360-degree threat to U.S. expeditionary groups. In the ideal case, if those land-based forces are successful, the PLA may not even need to hazard the PLA Navy battle fleet in action.

Second, PLA commanders will concentrate their efforts on individual vessels or small detachments. Despite the tenor of Chinese commentary, U.S. commanders should not automatically assume that aircraft carriers will be the prime target for PLA action. Amphibious ships, for example, would make tempting targets in a Taiwan contingency, assuming U.S. Marines attempted to land to succor Taiwanese defense forces. Disabling or sinking one of the U.S. Navy’s Aegis warships would certainly give the United States pause, stirring memories of the October 2000 attack on the destroyer USS Cole and thus magnifying the political impact of such a feat of arms on the American electorate.

The PLAN might even set its sights on U.S. combat-logistics vessels transiting to or from the conflict zone. Despite the lower political profile of tankers and stores ships, depriving carrier or amphibious task groups of “bullets, beans, and black oil” would bring the U.S. effort grinding to a halt. Even a nuclear-powered carrier demands refueling every few days. Otherwise its complement of aircraft cannot fly, and it may as well have been disarmed.

Third, and closely related, the PLA will incorporate orthodox and unorthodox methods and weaponry into its defensive scheme in keeping with Mao’s and Sun Tzu’s warfare precepts. Western naval analysts commonly invoke the concept of saturation attack, implying that cruise missiles will be China’s sole implements in such a confrontation, or at any rate its implements of choice. This may be true. More likely, though, PLA saturation attacks will involve the concerted use of cruise, ballistic, and hypersonic missiles; aerial attack from manned or unmanned warplanes; mines; torpedo attack; electronic warfare; and cyber warfare (see chapter 7). All of those weapons are ideal for a contested zone and complement more conventional means.

Antiship missiles might thus represent not the primary, orthodox element of an active-defense campaign but the secondary, unorthodox element. For example, missile attack would compel U.S. tacticians to look skyward while Kilo-class diesel boats loosed salvoes of wake-homing torpedoes (torpedoes that find their surface target by following the water turbulence churned up by the target ship’s propellers) against U.S. surface combatants from beneath. It also bears repeating that Maoist tactics emphasize fluidity. Astute commanders shift between axes as circumstances permit, making the unorthodox attack into the orthodox attack if it appears more promising, and switching back again if need be. Distinguishing orthodox from unorthodox tactics may prove next to impossible in the heat of battle—which is the point of this supple approach.

And fourth, Beijing will merge nonmilitary instruments into its defensive efforts by using diplomacy to augment Maoist active defense. China constantly wages what strategists dub “three warfares,” deploying psychological, media, and legal measures to shape opinion in China’s favor.42 It carries on this shaping effort in wartime and peacetime alike, in the spirit of former premier Zhou Enlai’s dictum that “all diplomacy is a continuation of war by other means.”43

For instance, Beijing could impress upon Washington the lasting diplomatic and economic repercussions of taking on China over Taiwan. It takes time to debate whether a military undertaking is worth its price and hazards. The United States could pause to reflect, and its hesitation could grant the PLA enough time to attain its goals before U.S. forces intervened. Additionally, Chinese diplomats could act as coalition breakers trying to weaken or pick off U.S. allies. Discouraging Japan from granting the use of bases on its soil or impressing on Australia that it will pay a price for supporting U.S. military action would impair America’s strategic position in Asia. Indeed, without access to allied bases America has no strategic position in Asia. Denying access to them incapacitates them, which is almost as good as destroying them from China’s standpoint.

Beijing would turn operational achievements of Chinese arms to propaganda advantage using its three-warfares strategy. Even small tactical triumphs would weary the American populace while giving America’s allies second thoughts about supporting the United States against Asia’s central political and economic power. Asians understand that win or lose in a sea war, they will have to live with a vindictive China that has a long memory. Asymmetries in commitment to the allied cause could open fissures that China could pry open further—degrading or dismantling the alliance system that lets U.S. forces operate on exterior lines far from North American shores.

The South China Sea on the “Day after Taiwan”

The South China Sea offers an ideal case study for future conflict off Chinese shores. Chinese and Western strategists once forecast that the Pacific Ocean constituted the most likely theater of twenty-first-century maritime competition between the United States and China. Admiral Liu Huaqing, the modern PLA Navy’s founding father, espoused an eastward-facing strategy, perhaps stemming from China’s preoccupation with a possible Taiwan contingency. Even Liu, however, included the South China Sea among the “near seas” where the Chinese navy must gird itself to prosecute active-defense operations. And indeed, the South China Sea is a more probable locus for contingencies pitting the PLA against the U.S. Navy.44 Beijing’s claim to “indisputable” or “irrefutable” sovereignty over most of that expanse, its construction and arming of artificial islands, and its heavy-handed conduct toward Southeast Asian neighbors have shifted the center of gravity for high-seas competition southward.

The South China Sea is China’s crucial gateway to the Indian Ocean. At least four strategic challenges beckon the attention of Chinese strategists southward. First and foremost, Taiwan, at the northern edge of the sea, continues to obsess China’s leadership. A formal declaration of independence or a Taiwanese breach of a Chinese redline such as constitutional reform remains the most likely casus belli for Beijing. But the cross-strait dispute is no longer the all-consuming issue it once was. If it has not already, China will soon gain the confidence to start looking past Taiwan to other pursuits in Southeast and South Asia.

Satisfactory settlement of affairs in the Taiwan Strait will free up Chinese resources and energies, advance the cause of national unification, and break through Dean Acheson’s island-chain perimeter. To borrow from General Douglas MacArthur, regaining the island would also give the PLA its own offshore—and unsinkable (if also immobile)—aircraft carrier and submarine tender.45 Moreover, if China occupies Taiwan, which Admiral Ernest King called “the cork in the bottle of the South China Sea,” Chinese shipping bound to or from the Middle East, the Horn of Africa, or the Mediterranean Sea can reach Chinese seaports unmolested.46

The second strategic challenge perplexing Chinese scholars and top officials is the “Malacca dilemma” or “Malacca predicament.” Former president Hu Jintao first articulated this strategic problem, which entails an attempt on the part of the United States and its allies to close the Malacca, Lombok, or Sunda Strait to Chinese shipping as an indirect riposte during a Taiwan conflict or some other Pacific imbroglio.47

Assuring free passage through the sea lines of communication linking the Persian Gulf region and Africa with Chinese seaports—in particular through the Strait of Malacca—has thus taken on surpassing importance to China’s communist regime.48 The uninterrupted flow of oil, natural gas, and other raw materials across the bodies of water south and southwest of the mainland—the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean—will occupy an increasingly prominent place in China’s maritime calculus. This emerging energy security imperative suggests that tracking longer-term Chinese intentions and grand strategy in southern waters constitutes an urgent task for the United States.49

Third, China has staked claim to the waters, air, and islands of most of the South China Sea at its neighbors’ expense. Indeed, the National People’s Congress in effect wrote China’s claims into domestic law in 1992. In 2009 the government submitted a map to the United Nations delineating its claims. A “nine-dashed line” enclosing an estimated 80–90 percent of the South China Sea bounds the area where China claims indisputable sovereignty. At its most basic, sovereignty means physical control of space within an area on a map. What the sovereign says there is the law, and others obey. Unsurprisingly, China’s claims to sovereignty in the region and attempts to enforce those claims have generated considerable tension.

Both national sentiment and the region’s value as a maritime thoroughfare animate Beijing’s policy, as do the undersea resources said to be found around the many islands to which China, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Vietnam have lodged claims. The seas are also a growing source of nutrition as a Chinese citizenry that enjoys rising disposable incomes turns its appetite to seafood. Even cartographers have joined the fray. One laments that the landmass of China resembles a rooster, an image unworthy of China’s majesty; but including the sea areas China has claimed gives the nation an appealing shape on the map—a torch. “Chinese map,” proclaims the mapmaker, “you are the collected emotion and wisdom of the Chinese people, their coagulated blood and raging fire, symbolic of their power and personality, the embodiment of their worth and spirit.”50

This conveys not only the region’s importance for Chinese national dignity but also the interdependence between the sea and Chinese economic development. Beijing has sought to give effect to domestic law as it amasses dominant sea power, relying on a maritime militia and a modern coast guard backed up by the PLA Navy. Southeast Asia’s coastal states have not yet determined how to uphold their rights and privileges under the law of the sea in the face of an increasingly bellicose China.

Fourth, it has become apparent that undersea warfare imparts momentum to China’s southward maritime turn. In April 2008 Jane’s Intelligence Review disclosed that the PLA had constructed an impressive naval base complete with underground pens for fleet SSBNs, at Sanya on Hainan Island, in the northern reaches of the South China Sea.51 The news prompted a flurry of speculation among strategic thinkers in the West and Asia. “Must India be anxious?” asked one Indian commentator.52

Many countries should be. To borrow a metaphor Chinese officials use, the Sanya base gives Beijing the first of China’s “two eyes” at sea—Taiwan being the other.53 Metaphors aside, basing SSBNs in the South China Sea would let the PLA Navy outflank U.S. and Japanese ASW efforts in northeast Asia while enabling the Chinese submarine force to operate on exterior lines. Sanya gives the navy a forward base not only for SSBNs but for attack submarines, aircraft, and surface units as well, projecting China’s combat reach outward in much the same way Taiwan would do in the Pacific Ocean. The artificial island redoubts to Hainan’s south have helped Beijing consolidate its control over this offshore preserve.

The South China Sea, in short, offers an ideal theater for the PLA to fight on tactically exterior lines while the United States operates along strategically exterior lines. As we noted in chapter 3, the Luzon Strait, which separates Taiwan from the Philippines, has taken on new prominence now that operational Chinese units are stationed at Sanya. Regaining Taiwan would expedite Chinese military access to the strait—its outlet to the Pacific Ocean. In a day-after-Taiwan scenario, having emplaced PLA air and sea forces on the island, China would extend its reach seaward while occupying a commanding position opposite Luzon.

This positioning would render China’s logic of dispersed attack even more compelling. PLA forces could vector in attacks on U.S. Navy task forces not only from PLAN units at sea but also from sites on the mainland and, just as important, from Hainan and Taiwan—its twin offshore aircraft carriers and submarine tenders, to borrow MacArthur’s metaphor. Once armed with antiship missiles, the artificial islands could lend additional firepower to the mix, further complicating the tactical picture for U.S. commanders. By forcing the United States into perimeter defense, the PLA could open up promising tactical vistas for itself. It could feint in the South China Sea, for instance, stretching American defenses and situational awareness to the south while staging a breakout to the north, through the narrow passages piercing the Ryukyu Islands or the Japanese archipelago itself.

Taken together, this strategy adds up to an effort similar to the one the United States mounted in Mahan’s day, when the U.S. Navy set out to establish local ascendancy over superior European navies in the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico. These were expanses of overriding economic and military importance to a rising United States that had fixed its gaze on Asia and Pacific markets and bases. Consequently, for U.S. naval commanders, revisiting U.S. maritime history while monitoring how China manages its “Caribbean” could supply a harbinger of future Chinese actions in the South China Sea.54

Strategic Preference #1: Dispersed Sea Denial

To return to Wayne Hughes’ analytical template, what are China’s strategic preferences for naval warfare? How will China apply its panoply of new hardware to achieve the goal of sea denial? Following Hughes’ three determinants of tactical effectiveness, Chinese defenders will attempt to disrupt U.S. scouting, outrange U.S. weaponry, and exploit defects in U.S. fleet tactics, keeping American commanders off balance. Consonant with Mao’s injunction to cut off one of an enemy’s fingers rather than mash them all, PLA defenders will concentrate on individual U.S. units or small formations that find themselves remote from mutual support.55 They will operate along tactically exterior lines, concentrating firepower in space and time at the last minute to overpower American defenses. In short, they will fight according to the Maoist way of war, defeating a stronger antagonist piecemeal.

By playing up tactical victories in the world press, Beijing can hope to discourage the American people, peel off ambivalent U.S. allies such as Japan or Australia, and collapse the overall U.S. effort. Western analysts must monitor the PLA for inventive uses of China’s tactical and geostrategic advantages. Some representative weapon systems useful for dispersed but integrated attacks would include the following.

Antiship Cruise Missiles

The PLA has plowed major effort and resources into cruise missile procurement and development. Antiship missiles can be fired from ships, aircraft, and surface batteries, forcing U.S. Navy antiair defenders to cope with multiple threat axes. For instance, the fast, agile SS-N-22 Moskit (known in U.S. naval circles as the Sunburn) carried on board PLA Navy Sovremennyy-class DDGs has excellent prospects even against the U.S. Navy’s Aegis combat system, the latest in American technical wizardry and the system it was designed to penetrate.56 A decade ago a RAND report situated SS-N-22 and SS-N-27 antiship missiles at the heart of China’s strategy for a Taiwan contingency, strongly suggesting that the United States would find itself on the losing end of a cross-strait encounter in 2020.57 The YJ-18 missile now entering service boasts a range of 290 nautical miles—about four times that of the Harpoon, the standard antiship weapon in the U.S. Navy surface fleet for now.58 Ships carrying the YJ-18 could get in their licks long before U.S. warships could respond. Such weaponry, in short, makes an ideal candidate for orthodox or unorthodox antiship attack.

Antiship Ballistic Missiles

In 2010 Admiral Robert Willard, commander of the U.S. Pacific Command, announced that the PLA’s DF-21D antiship ballistic missile (ASBM) had attained “initial operational capability,” meaning the ASBM had made its operational debut while still undergoing testing and refinement. The DF-21D boasts a range of 1,500–2,000 kilometers and can reportedly strike at moving ships on the high seas.59 In a 2015 military parade in Beijing the PLA displayed the DF-26, a ballistic missile with the range to strike Guam. The DF-26 reportedly has an ASBM variant, projecting the reach of Chinese anti-access defenses 3,000 to 4,000 kilometers offshore. If they live up to their hype, the DF-21D and DF-26 will expand the operating grounds for China’s fortress fleet immensely.60

A China able to strike effectively beyond the second island chain with sufficient numbers of ASBMs could hope to replicate Imperial Japan’s strategy, which aimed at reducing the U.S. Pacific Fleet battle line far out in the Pacific as a precursor to a decisive engagement in Asian waters. Unlike Japanese forces, however, the PLA could mount such a strategy without bothering to seize and fortify Pacific islands. A working ASBM capability would signal that the PLA can act along exterior lines against U.S. naval forces across far greater distances than once thought possible. It could execute a Maoist strategy on a region-wide scale.61

Stealth Aircraft

Stealth fighter/attack aircraft such as the PLA Air Force J-20 would make an ideal implement for unorthodox attack against U.S. airborne-early-warning and tanker aircraft. The J-20 sports a two-thousand-kilometer combat radius.62 Flights of elusive J-20s could strike at the U.S. Navy and Air Force surveillance and logistics capability, blinding American aviators while denying warplanes the fuel they need to sustain flight operations over the western Pacific. In short, PLA stealth aviators could encumber U.S. air power without fighting a major air battle against cutting-edge U.S. F-22 or F-35 stealth fighters. That is the very definition of an unorthodox attack.

And it would be well aimed. Showcased in Afghanistan, in two wars against Iraq, and in other conflicts of the past two decades, the modern American way of war is premised on winning the contest for information supremacy at the outbreak of war. U.S. forces have prevailed in large part because superior technology has given them a “common operating picture” of conditions in the battle space that no opponent can match. Airborne sensors detect and target enemy aircraft, ships, or ground vehicles from afar. Jammers and antiradiation missiles incapacitate enemy sensors attempting to gather data on and target U.S. assets. These tactics effectively paralyze U.S. adversaries during the opening phases of a military campaign, paving the way for an even more important battlefield condition: air supremacy.

J-20 or J-31 stealth jets could seriously degrade U.S. scouting effectiveness, one of Hughes’ chief determinants of tactical success. Weapons range means little without the ability to find and target enemy forces at long distances. Since the dawn of carrier warfare, U.S. maritime strategy has seen command of the air as a prerequisite for surface fleet operations. An operation near Chinese shores would be no different. If Chinese pilots struck down Airborne Warning and Control System or E-2D early-warning planes, they would wholly or partially nullify the U.S. edge in information warfare, slowing down and complicating U.S. aviators’ efforts to command the skies. In doing so they would blunt U.S. offensive action while exposing U.S. warships, including aircraft carriers, to air and missile counterstrikes.

A robust Chinese stealth air fleet would oblige U.S. commanders to devote energy and air assets to securing the skies. For instance, commanders might find themselves forced to assign scarce fighters to escort early-warning or tanker planes, taking the escorts out of the major fight and thus diluting U.S. combat power. Even if PLA stealth aviation remains inferior to its American counterpart it could open the way for PLA offensive-defensive operations in Mao Zedong’s sense. Debilitating the foe would boost the PLA’s chances of denying maritime command.

Undersea Warfare

The PLAN submarine fleet has aroused growing concern in U.S. defense circles, judging from scholarly commentary and the Pentagon’s annual reports to Congress on Chinese military power.63 Lethal, stealthy diesel-electric submarines such as Russian-built Kilos and indigenous Yuans or Songs can prowl China’s offshore contested zone while nuclear boats range farther afield, cueing PLA commanders as U.S. forces approach or launching nuisance attacks on the high seas. Armed with wake-homing torpedoes, even diesel boats can compel American ships to take radical evasive maneuvers. The torpedoes can distract and hamper a ship’s combat team while the PLA bombards the fleet with antiship ballistic or cruise missiles. Subsurface combat, in short, compounds an already wicked tactical problem.64 It could help dishearten U.S. forces or impose such costs that U.S. officials abjure the effort to pierce China’s contested zone, brightening China’s prospects for successful sea denial.

To sum up, if the PLA manages to force U.S. forces to fixate on any single domain—surface, subsurface, or aerial—it can then pose new challenges from the other domains. Nuclear and diesel attack submarines, missile-armed fast patrol craft such as the PLAN’s Type 022 Houbei, or “assassin’s mace” systems like minefields make good adjuncts to more traditional systems like ASBMs and shore-based aircraft. PLA commanders could combine and recombine these systems to dizzy American defenders. In a sense, then, we are witnessing a merger of time-honored strategic concepts: jeune école–style combatants wage war aggressively against high-end intruders, shore artillery lends fire support on a grand scale, and an ultramodern fortress fleet prowls the sea within reach of these supporting arms. Strategies of the weak are coming into their own.

A well-designed Chinese force package would impose a three-dimensional threat on U.S. forces, launching unorthodox and orthodox attacks along multiple vectors. The more stresses the Chinese can impose, the less likely U.S. forces will be to venture landward of the island chains or into the South China Sea. If China can even partially cancel out U.S. technologies that manage the fog of war, it can severely curtail U.S. forces’ freedom of maneuver along Asian coastlines—access the U.S. Navy has long taken for granted. In short, the combined effect of multiaxis assaults could induce U.S. forces to operate farther from Chinese shores, helping China achieve its goal of sea denial in the China seas.

One caveat is worth appending. Despite the bleak tenor of our commentary, we are not maintaining that these capabilities, alone or combined, will give China a decisive edge in littoral warfare, let alone outright military superiority over the United States. The PLA Navy is not some superhuman force. It remains a relative newcomer to naval warfare. While Beijing divulges few details about budgets or weapons acquisitions, the PLAN is not exempt from the cost constraints familiar to military services worldwide. It must surmount technological hurdles after starting from behind. Officers and sailors must take their ships to sea for sustained intervals to refine their seamanship and tactical acumen. When the PLA Navy will equal the U.S. Navy in material and human terms—if ever—remains an open question.

Moreover, the PLAN would have to coordinate closely with the PLA Air Force and Rocket Force to prosecute the joint campaign we are describing, so as to amplify the tactical effects of multidimensional attacks against opponent forces. Interoperability and interservice cooperation—skills that take years of practice to hone—would be at a premium. Whether PLA combat arms are up to these and kindred challenges remains an open question.

Certainly the PLA will press the operational and tactical advantages it possesses while striving to overcome its lingering shortcomings. Beijing can hope to drive up the costs of entry into waters and skies it cares about, deterring or hindering U.S. involvement in Asian conflicts. If successful, it will have fulfilled its defensive strategic aims. If the PLA can deny U.S. forces the ability to dictate events, it will have attained the most important goal of sea denial: seizing local control of sea and sky long enough to realize operational and strategic goals. The approach we have posited here comports with the experiences of the past forty-plus years of naval war. From Egypt’s sinking of the Israeli destroyer Eilat with Styx missiles in 1967, to Argentina’s sinking of HMS Sheffield in 1982, to Iraq’s Exocet attack on USS Stark in 1987, to Hezbollah’s crippling of the Israeli corvette Spear with a C-802 surface-to-surface missile in 2006, experience demonstrates that an inferior yet determined navy can hurt a superior one.

As we show in chapter 7, the Chinese have afforded these historical case studies close scrutiny. They have learned that the weak can force the strong to change their behavior even without winning outright.65 In each incident, a single missile hit brought about major tactical effects. In the cases of Eilat and Sheffield, a missile sank a ship altogether. Or missile strikes can score a “mission kill,” putting a ship’s combat-systems suite out of action while preventing its crew from accomplishing its mission. They can disable the stricken vessel. Sometimes, though, a missile is not required. USS Samuel B. Roberts, USS Princeton, and USS Tripoli suffered far-reaching damage from crude, cheap Iraqi sea mines during the late 1980s and early 1990s, furnishing an even more striking example of how sea denial works. Thus, tactics involving dispersed, multifaceted attacks promise the PLA a handsome return on a modest investment. Such tactics make sense according to sound principles of naval warfare as elaborated by Wayne Hughes. And they fit with Chinese strategic and operational traditions. If what comes natural works, it only makes sense for China to do it.

Strategic Preference #2: Cut Off the U.S. Navy’s “Fingers” One by One

PLA naval planners cannot count on defeating the United States by crippling or sinking a small, though politically significant, portion of the U.S. fleet. The strategy might work. It might elevate the costs of fighting China above the value Washington assigns the object at stake. Or it might not. America could prove less morally flabby than expected. Chinese strategists may draw a lesson from the Pacific war, the Korean War, the first Gulf War, and the 9/11 terror attacks: do not discount America’s will to fight. Hideki Tojo’s Japan, Kim il-Sung’s North Korea, Mao Zedong’s China, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, and Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda all calculated that the surprise, speed, and shock of initial successful campaigns would stun America into submission. All were wrong.

Prudence thus demands that Beijing consider the what-ifs. What should the PLA do if its sea-denial strategy fails to drive U.S. naval forces from important sea areas? Its most obvious fallback would be to keep doing what works. Picking off U.S. warships and formations piecemeal might eventually create a favorable environment for sea denial—so long as U.S. commanders kept playing into Chinese hands and presenting a “cooperative adversary.”

Successive minor victories at sea would resemble the battles Mao’s Red Army fought on strategically interior but tactically exterior lines against the Imperial Japanese Army and the Nationalist Army. Sequential-attack tactics would let the PLA whittle the U.S. Navy down to size over time, perhaps fulfilling its tactical and operational aims on the logic sketched previously. At a minimum, the tactics would gradually tilt the military balance toward China, enhancing the PLA’s prospects for a decisive counteroffensive—as Mao foretold. To be sure, this presupposes that Beijing has great confidence in its ability to manage escalation in nautical warfare. It behooves U.S. naval planners to keep tabs on Chinese strategic discourses, gauging whether PLA strategists entertain such confidence.

In short, Wayne Hughes’ second tactical scenario—sequential attack—would likely rank second in China’s hierarchy of naval tactics. The PLA may disperse offensive tactical strikes in time as well as space.

Strategic Preference #3: Mao Zedong, Meet Alfred Thayer Mahan

The strategic preferences we are discussing are not fixed; they are leanings. As the PLA Navy approaches parity with the U.S. Navy, Mao’s grammar of active defense will come to resemble the Mahanian scheme for concentrated fleet-on-fleet engagements. Recall that the third and final phase of Mao’s strategy of the weak is the conventional counteroffensive that brings about final victory. What comes before—the strategic defensive, the strategic equilibrium—are transitory expedients, not desirable states. If Beijing believes the PLA is now the stronger contender, it can skip the phases that presuppose China is outmatched and proceed straight to a conventional offensive.

Mao’s endgame was a conventional battlefield victory. Mahan hoped to open with a fleet-on-fleet engagement that likewise yielded victory. Both strategists agreed on the imperative to vanquish the foe’s main force in decisive combat at some stage. The only difference was how to sequence operations and engagements to bring about a fleet action.

Hughes’ third scenario, massed attack, thus may now be part of the PLA commanders’ portfolio of options. As noted before, some Chinese strategists look directly to Mahan for strategic insight. The well-known pundit Zhang Wenmu cites Mahan’s maxim that economic prosperity hinges on deploying stronger naval forces at strategic locations. From this Zhang concludes that China must “build up our navy as quickly as possible” in preparation for the “sea battle” that constitutes the “ultimate way for major powers” to resolve economic disputes.66 Zhang, it seems, foresees decisive fleet actions.

How might such an engagement come about? One plausible scenario: a sequential PLA strategy could unfold by increments, climaxing in a Mahanian test of arms. Small-scale engagements would progress stepwise toward the ultimate reckoning. Or, if the PLA felt the balance of forces favored it from the outset, Beijing might seek a decisive battle with the U.S. military right away rather than progress through Mao Zedong’s phases of war. The strong have little need for the strategies of the weak.

Venturing everything to gain everything is not so dramatic a break with Mao as it seems. Mao enjoined weaker powers, not stronger ones, to give ground and concentrate against isolated enemy units. Once Chinese forces build up to parity or relative superiority over their foes, they will enjoy far more operational and tactical options, including the option of inaugurating the conventional counteroffensive Mao believed they must eventually prosecute to achieve victory. If the strategic setting favors offensive action, then, there is no reason for the PLA not to get right to it.

Indeed, Mao departed from his own pattern when circumstances warranted. Despite grave reservations among his comrades, Mao prevailed on them to intervene decisively in the Korean War, convinced that a massive initial blow would push UN forces off the peninsula. His gamble failed miserably. Still, such logic—perhaps compounded by wishful thinking—could again grip Chinese commanders. Below we discuss some factors that might impel them to risk a fleet action early.

Maoist Operational Grammar Isn’t So Different from Mahan’s After All

As we noted above, offensive Mahanian battle is compatible with Maoist traditions when conditions suit. Having ensnared U.S. forces deep inside China’s contested zone, the PLA can assume the exterior lines, applying Mao’s operational logic far more broadly than he anticipated. Mao himself contemplated globe-spanning exterior lines, albeit in a diplomatic rather than an operational sense. His contemporary followers might apply his theory in ambitious ways, pursuing a counteroffensive promising outright naval victory. Maoist theory would converge with Mahanian theory, urging them on.

Death Ground

The CCP regime could find its survival at stake in some Taiwan or South China Sea contingency. Self-preservation is the top priority for the CCP, as it is for the rulers of any state. A cross-strait war, to name the most obvious contingency, would call Chinese national unity into question—and the legitimacy of the regime along with it. U.S. intervention thus might summon forth an all-out PLA assault. If the communist regime’s longevity hinged on victory, self-restraint would recede in importance. Or a similar calculus could take hold should the United States mount a blockade of Chinese resource shipments, endangering China’s economic vibrancy and thus standards of living for the populace. All bets are off should some U.S. action place China’s leadership on what Sun Tzu dubs “death ground”—where it is imperative to fight to the utmost or perish.

Now or Never

China often deprecates America’s political staying power, but it may fear a repetition of December 1941, when an Asian sea power last underrated America’s will and capacity to fight across the Pacific and paid the price for it. Chinese commanders resigned to armed strife against U.S. forces might aim a knockout blow at U.S. naval task forces that venture into the China seas. If Chinese forces did not achieve a solid victory, however, Beijing might provoke the kind of massive U.S. counterstroke that followed Imperial Japan’s attack at Pearl Harbor. But there is a major difference: today’s counterpart to “Pearl Harbor” sits within reach of strike forces based on the Chinese mainland. The PLA need not replicate the long, tortuous voyage the IJN undertook to assail Oahu in 1941. It can rain missiles on U.S. Seventh Fleet bases such as Yokosuka and Sasebo from nearby. And unlike IJN carrier aviators operating at the end of their logistical tether, PLA rocketeers can sustain their bombardment until the job is done thoroughly. A killing stroke would foreclose the prospect of massive American retaliation, and such a stroke is increasingly thinkable for Beijing.

Dare All to Gain All

Should the PLA offer decisive battle and win, its triumph would hasten China’s rise to regional and world eminence, reordering the Asian and perhaps global systems. America would not quickly rebuild its navy—or regain its superpower status, which turns on supremacy in the maritime commons—following a catastrophic defeat. We doubt that Beijing would initiate war solely to knock out the U.S. Navy. Chinese thinkers grasp the political, economic, and military costs of great-power war and evince little appetite for it. Still, the allure of a final reckoning might prod Chinese commanders to risk the fleet if they were already leaning that way for the reasons discussed above.

That Chinese decision makers could hazard a climactic fleet action does not mean they are fated to do so. Much will depend on how they estimate the military balance in Asia. Thus, monitoring how Beijing appraises its comprehensive national power relative to that of the United States and other rival powers will supply important clues to Chinese maritime strategy and tactics.

Can the United States Preserve Its Naval Mastery?

U.S. officials, commanders, and shipwrights must exercise foresight, refine training and doctrine for Asian sea combat, and pay constant attention to upgrading the material dimension of strategy. Military professionals like to point out that they traffic in capabilities rather than intentions. How should U.S. naval commanders prepare for Chinese integrated attacks at sea?

By embracing Wayne Hughes’ advice, for one thing. Hughes urges ship designers to extend the range of U.S. missiles while bolstering U.S. Navy expeditionary forces’ detection and targeting ability. Constant work on ships, planes, and armaments is crucial. So is constant work on the human factor. Hughes enjoins commanders to refine their tactics so as to preserve or restore their advantage over prospective adversaries such as China. In particular, American seafarers need to regain the Navy’s proficiency at electromagnetic emissions control (EMCON), which manages electromagnetic emissions such as radar and radio to keep enemy forces from detecting U.S. task forces. It means muffling the force’s electronic signature or silencing it altogether. Properly done, EMCON hobbles enemy scouting and targeting. Aggressive electronic warfare is likewise central to U.S. information superiority.

Who holds the edge in weapons range and scouting effectiveness at present? To date, China has won the contest for greater range. Every one of its antiship missiles outranges the U.S. Navy’s Harpoon, granting PLA Navy captains multiple engagement opportunities before American ships can close the range enough to fire back. The PLA’s YJ-18 boasts four times the Harpoon’s range. The U.S. Navy and defense firms are now competing in the range war, however. As noted in chapter 5, the Pentagon’s Strategic Capabilities Office has repurposed the SM-6 interceptor for surface-warfare engagements, a new long-range antiship missile is under development, and engineers have fitted the Tomahawk land-attack cruise missile with sensors and software to conduct surface engagements.67 If pursued, the latter in particular will boost vessels’ striking reach into the hundreds of miles. Naval commanders will sleep more soundly once such weaponry reaches the fleet. Faster is better when fielding these armaments.

Nevertheless, when and if the PLA perfects its ASBMs, U.S. forces will be forced to operate within the DF-26 or DF-21D threat envelopes, especially if developments bear out the upper estimates of those missiles’ reach. These figures exceed the maximum range advertised for any U.S. land-attack cruise missile or for any ship-launched aircraft armed with antiship or land-attack missiles. Depending on the variant, the U.S. Navy’s Tomahawk land-attack cruise missiles boast ranges officially reported at 1,600–2,500 kilometers. The F/A-18 E/F Super Hornet, the mainstay of today’s carrier air wings, has a combat radius of 723 kilometers with a standard bomb load and external fuel tanks.68 Add another 321-plus kilometers for the Super Hornet’s joint air-to-surface standoff missiles (JASSMs) and 804-plus kilometers for the extended-range variant (JASSM-ER).69

At extreme range, then, the F/A-18 can hit targets roughly 1,500 kilometers away. That is almost precisely the low-end estimate for DF-21D range and deep within DF-26 range. The F-35C Lightning II stealth fighter will improve on the Super Hornet’s range, clocking in with a combat radius estimated at 1,111 kilometers.70 For the F-35, that makes the extreme striking range 1,915 kilometers—beyond the minimum estimate for the DF-21D’s range but well within the maximum. If the DF-26 proves out, carriers would have to venture deep within the ASBM envelope to do their work. Beijing’s buildup of its fleet, and of its shore-based sea-power arsenal, is pushing the culminating point of the attack farther offshore for U.S. task forces, raising the costs of entry for the U.S. military into Asian waters.

With regard to manned aircraft, the PLA Navy’s J-11 fighter/attack aircraft, a derivative of the Russian Su-27 and Su-30, boasts a tactical radius of 2,000 kilometers if refueled in flight.71 In theory, it could hold U.S. vessels at risk up to 2,400 kilometers distant from its base if armed with YJ-12 ASCMs which boast a range estimated at 250 to 400 kilometers. This pushes the engagement zone well beyond the inner island chain, supporting China’s goal of sea denial in and around Taiwan and the approaches to the South China Sea. And this discussion leaves aside the contributions China’s J-15 might make. The J-15, under development for use on board PLAN carriers, has a combat radius of around 1,500 kilometers, and a family of stealth aircraft is under development that appears able to operate out to the second island chain.

The favorable balance of aircraft and missile ranges now allows Chinese strategists to look beyond the Taiwan impasse. They appear comfortable that they can deny the United States access to the waters shoreward of the first island chain. Now look at the American side. For close-in encounters like one off Taiwan, which could involve landing U.S. Marines or interdicting Chinese landing forces, U.S. forces must venture within the cruise missile envelope and well within range of missile-armed aircraft flying from airfields on the mainland. Layered defenses for carrier and amphibious groups will be thinner and more permeable in these cramped quarters. Response times for U.S. defenders will plummet as a result. This is what it means to operate within range of Fortress China and its fortress fleet.

Shipboard defenses will take on new importance under these circumstances. The U.S. Navy’s premier self-defense system, the RIM-162 Evolved Sea Sparrow Missile (ESSM), is a semiactive radarguided missile fired from vertical launch systems or deck-mounted launchers. Its range is reported to be only forty-five kilometers, however, compressing reaction times for U.S. task forces against Chinese antiship weaponry like the Sunburn, with its sea-skimming cruise altitude, maximum velocity of Mach 3, and capacity for radical evasive maneuvers in the terminal phase.72 The YJ-18 cruises at subsonic speeds but accelerates to Mach 3 when approaching its target.

One study estimates the probability of a hit for a Mach 2.5 missile at 40 percent against a carrier group screened by Aegis combatants.73 The window for multiple ESSM engagements, then, will shut quickly under battle conditions. The Close-In Weapon System (CIWS), U.S. Navy warships’ point defense against aerial attack, is a radar-guided Gatling gun able to fire up to 4,500 penetrating rounds per minute. The range of CIWS mounts is so short, though, that their rate of fire provides cold comfort for shipboard defenders against airborne threats.74 The Navy is upgrading point defenses with “SeaRAM,” a defense system that marries CIWS radar and fire control with rolling airframe missiles to engage incoming missiles farther off board. The system’s range is classified but appears to be around eight kilometers.75 This represents an improvement over gunfire, but again, it amounts to short range when coping with supersonic missiles trying to evade shipboard defenses.

A significant disclaimer is in order. The technical specifications of China’s armaments appear imposing, but missile ranges are contingent on the PLA’s ability to detect, identify, and track U.S. warships at extreme distances. The Pacific Ocean is big, and the biggest fleet is vanishingly small by comparison. This factor imposes a deterrent to long-range surface engagements. U.S. Navy doctrine frowns on very long-range antiship strikes for fear of hitting noncombatants. There is little reason to think the PLA Navy, which has never been tested in high-seas combat, has leapfrogged this intricate technical and doctrinal challenge. Nor is there reason to think PLA commanders would cut loose indiscriminately, heedless of the danger to civilian shipping or the waste of expending scarce munitions against non-combatants—except as a desperation measure should the CCP regime find itself treading on death ground.

For now, our diagnosis is this: China holds the advantage in long-range antiship weaponry, but the United States is beginning to field systems that will cut into that advantage. U.S. naval commanders should no longer expect to strike with impunity at Chinese military assets, ashore or at sea, while keeping their own high-value platforms—carriers, amphibious landing ships, and Aegis cruisers and destroyers—out of harm’s way. Commanders should also realize that the fleet relies to an unhealthy degree on the carrier air wing for its offensive punch against sea and shore targets. These facts add up to a compelling brief not just for new shipboard armaments but also for initiatives such as “distributed lethality,” which will disperse firepower throughout the surface force. Once every ship is a fighting ship, the fleet’s dependency on a few squadrons of fighter/attack aircraft should ease.

How far offshore the PLA Navy will operate is a function of how confident Chinese commanders are in their anti-access defenses, how much risk Chinese commanders and party leaders are willing to assume, how much seamanship and tactical prowess Chinese mariners and airmen exhibit, and the technical feasibility of such systems as the ASBM. Together these factors will govern the point at which U.S. task forces will come under threat when approaching the Asian seas.

If our diagnosis is correct, the United States and its allies are in a danger zone. If American engineering stands at the verge of evening the range imbalance, and if Chinese commanders know that, the Chinese may be tempted to act before their advantage disappears. This may be why Beijing has shown signs of urgency in the South China Sea by dredging up seafloor to create military installations. Beijing has taken the risk of uniting a hostile coalition—but perhaps the CCP leadership rates that risk as less than the risk of taking a leisurely approach that soothes animosities but lets the United States recover its maritime supremacy in Asia. The region could be in for a bumpy ride in the coming decade or so.

Looking ahead, it is safe to say that the PLA’s tactical reach already extends beyond the first island chain. It is also safe to say that Beijing will soon be able to dispute U.S. command of the waters and skies between the two island chains, if indeed it cannot already. How far offshore China’s navy conducts exercises and what Chinese officers and pundits say about their doctrine will provide the best indicators available.

For planning purposes, the soundest assumption is that U.S. forces will face surface, subsurface, and aerial threats along more than one threat axis, especially as they close on Chinese shores. Within China’s contested zone, the PLA will fight on tactically exterior lines, mounting dispersed attacks to overpower U.S. antiair, antiship, and antisubmarine defenses. Accordingly, U.S. commanders must think about how American units can lend one another mutual support and make the expeditionary force a single, cohesive force. This will help balk Maoist strategies predicated on defeating an oncoming force bit by bit, picking off isolated units and annihilating them. Hughes terms this mutual-support strategy “massing for defense.”76

The martial balance may continue shifting toward the PLA in the coming years as Chinese forces expand, improve their arsenal, and refine their tactics to make the best use of the contested zone. It will certainly continue shifting if the United States declines to make the conscious political choice to remain the world’s predominant sea power and guarantor of freedom of the sea. Primacy requires resources. Admiral J. C. Wylie points out that Congress makes strategic decisions all the time through the budgetary process.77 Indeed. No amount of seamanship or tactical wizardry will carry the U.S. Navy to victory in the Far East if U.S. mariners have too few implements for the fight.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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CHINESE SEA POWER IN THE MISSILE AGE

This chapter focuses on the role missiles might play in determining the contours of U.S.-China naval rivalry, drawing heavily on the material dimension of maritime strategy to examine China’s prospective challenge at sea. Our analysis complements the discussion of fleet tactics in chapter 6 by integrating a concrete warfighting capability into our assessment of Chinese operational concepts. We have no desire to slight the other important elements of naval warfare, including such big-ticket items as warships and aircraft, but we contend that a strategy centered on missiles could radically alter the offense-defense balance at sea, favoring those who wield missiles as a defensive instrument to stymie hostile efforts to project sea power ashore.

As such, the missile will constitute the weapon of first resort for virtually any serious contingency that pits Beijing against Washington. If the literature pertaining to antiship missiles is any indication, Chinese views of missile technology and its operational efficacy portend a disquieting nautical environment. Indeed, the types of missile-centric maritime strike missions that some Chinese strategists envision could prove highly conducive to both “horizontal” and “vertical” escalation—escalation to new places on the map and up the scale of violence, respectively—in times of crisis or conflict. China’s swelling family of antiship missiles—and evolving doctrine governing how the PLA uses them—certainly has the potential to threaten U.S. and allied sea control in Asian waters.

Antiship Missiles in Historical Perspective

Chinese analysts of maritime strategy have carefully examined historical case studies involving antiship missiles to inform their operational thought. This rich history contains possible insights into how the PLA Navy might seek to employ its own antiship arsenal in twenty-first-century warfare at sea. Some scholars believe that the missile age of the twenty-first century has brought about a dramatic shift in the offense-defense balance that increasingly threatens the survivability of surface combatant ships. Qu Dongcai at the Navy Aviation Engineering Academy notes: “According to estimates, since the Third Middle East War in 1967 when the Egyptian navy used Styx missiles to sink the Eilat destroyer, antiship missiles have successively attained remarkable achievements in the India-Pakistan war, the Malvinas sea battle, and the Iran-Iraq war. By 1991, as many as forty surface vessels have been destroyed or damaged, demonstrating that the antiship missile has become the primary threat against surface vessels.”1

The Chinese pay special attention to an obscure naval encounter between Israel and Egypt following the 1967 Six-Day War, which, as Qu notes, ushered in the missile era at sea. On October 21, 1967, an Egyptian Komar-class missile boat sheltering within the harbor of Port Said fired two SS-N-2 Styx antiship missiles at the Israeli destroyer Eilat, which was patrolling in international waters along the Sinai Peninsula coast. Both missiles scored devastating hits, disabling the destroyer. The crew undertook frantic efforts to save the warship. Ninety minutes later, however, another Komar launched two more Styx missiles at Eilat; one struck amidships while the other missed. The ship sank a few minutes later, marking the first time that an antiship missile had sunk a warship in combat.

Chinese analysts hail this event as a “milestone” (里程碑) in naval history, describing the attack as Styx missiles’ “baptism by combat” (战斗洗礼).2 The asymmetric character of the missile strikes resonated with the Chinese. Commentators note that Eilat displaced more than 1,700 tons while the Soviet-built Komar displaced no more than 70 tons, a weight ratio of 24:1. An observer engaging in word play likens the sinking to “a mosquito devouring an elephant” (蚊子吃了大象) (komar means “mosquito” in Russian).3 The notion that a missile boat could humble a much larger combatant appeals to the long-standing small-ship ethos pervading the PLAN. The authors of another Chinese study note that “this is the first combat employment of a modern antiship missile that used a very small price to obtain a very large operational effect. The real meaning behind the Eilat destroyer incident is that it fully revealed the function and place of guided-missile weaponry in contemporary local wars.”4

The Chinese also praise the Styx for its outstanding performance in the 1971 Indo-Pakistan War. During that two-front conflict the Indian Navy deployed four Osa-class missile craft armed with the Styx to neutralize the naval threat on India’s western flank. Escorted by two destroyers, the Mumbai-based boats traveled more than nine hundred kilometers to reach the port of Karachi. In the wee hours of December 5 the Indians launched a surprise night attack against Pakistani combatants moored pierside. All of the Styx missiles hit their targets, sinking the destroyer PNS Khyber and minesweeper PNS Muhafiz while severely damaging the destroyer PNS Shah Jahan. On December 9 the Osas struck Karachi again. Styx strikes destroyed fuel-storage tanks ashore as well as three merchant vessels. The Chinese note that all eleven missiles hit their targets during these two operations while the Indians suffered no losses.5 Unsurprisingly, analysts hold up the Styx as a technical breakthrough that altered the character of naval combat, compelling Western navies to reevaluate the missile threat at sea.

But the Chinese are also careful not to overstate the value of the Styx. They document Israel’s revenge in the 1973 Yom Kippur War, during which the Israeli Navy launched a series of bold attacks against its Arab opponents at the outset of conflict. On the night of October 7 four Israeli Sa’ar-class missile boats rushed north to the Syrian port of Latakia to neutralize the Syrian naval threat. As the task force closed in on Latakia, it ran into a Syrian torpedo boat and minesweeper. The Israelis sank them with gunfire and Gabriel antiship missiles, respectively. The flotilla then encountered two Komar-class missile boats and one Osa. The Syrians fired the first volley, lofting seven Styx missiles. The Israelis engaged the incoming threats with chaff and electronic countermeasures, successfully misdirecting all the Syrian “birds” to land harmlessly into the ocean. The Sa’ars then closed within range to fire their Gabriel missiles, which immediately sank two enemy combatants and damaged the third. The Israelis chased down the surviving boat and finished it off with gunfire.

The Israeli flotilla then turned south toward Egypt. On the night of October 8 six Israeli missile boats and four Egyptian Osa-class missile craft from Alexandria detected each other at a distance of fifty kilometers off the Nile Delta coast. The Osas struck first, launching a salvo of twelve Styx missiles. All missed thanks to Israeli electronic jamming. Transitioning quickly to the counterattack, the Israelis gave chase as the Egyptians beat a hasty retreat. The Israeli boats let fly their Gabriel missiles once they closed within range, sinking two Osas and then another. Only the fourth Egyptian craft survived the encounter. The Israeli formation turned north again, and an engagement off the Syrian coast at Tartus led to another lopsided outcome. All of the Syrians’ Styx missiles missed again owing to jamming, while the Israelis sank two enemy boats. These running naval engagements, described in China as “the world’s first missile duel” (世界第一次导弹决战) at sea, offer important lessons as well as a cautionary tale to Chinese analysts.6

It was clear that the Israelis had turned the tables on the Arab navies in dramatic fashion. The Egyptians lost twelve missile boats, and the Syrians lost eight. The Israeli Navy emerged unscathed. The Chinese duly note that the Arab navies collectively launched about fifty Styx missiles, and not a single missile landed a punch.7 Despite its longer range and larger warhead compared with the Gabriel, the Styx fell prey to active countermeasures that fooled its sensors. Conversely, the shorter-legged Gabriels sank enough Arab boats to pass sea control to the Israelis.

Chinese observers attribute Israel’s triumph to a variety of operational and tactical factors. The Israeli Navy was far more aggressive in its offensive operations than the Arab navies, dispatching more than a hundred sorties in multiple directions.8 Israel struck at night, employing tight formations and combined-arms tactics while employing helicopters as the eyes and ears of the flotilla. While Egypt and Syria boasted more boats and missiles in aggregate, the Israelis equipped every vessel with seven to eight missile launchers as opposed to two to four on board each Arab combatant. This firepower enabled Israeli boats to launch “concentrated missile attacks” (导弹密集攻击) that substantially improved their chances of scoring a hit.9 The more rounds in flight, that is, the greater the chance that one will get through.

Most important, Israel got to work during the interwar period between 1967 and 1973, drawing and applying lessons from the Eilat disaster. Israeli mariners quickly adopted active-defense technologies and associated doctrines to defeat Styx missiles while the Arab navies rested on their laurels, doing very little to modernize their forces. Within six years Israel’s “soft kill” technologies—designed to manipulate a target ship’s or plane’s electromagnetic, acoustic, and other sensors or guidance systems—could outsmart the faster, more powerful “hard kill” missiles the Arab forces wielded. To the Chinese the lesson is crystal clear: complacency kills. The Egyptian and Syrian experience testifies to the relentlessly interactive and competitive nature of naval development.

The role antiship missiles played in the 1982 Falklands War made arguably the deepest impression on Chinese analysts. The conflict erupted over Argentina’s attempt to forcibly wrest offshore islands that it considered its own from a distant maritime power, Great Britain. Many Chinese view the contest as paralleling the current stalemate across the Taiwan Strait. As Lyle Goldstein observes astutely, China’s interest in the Falklands War stems in large part from the “compelling strategic analogy between the Falklands case and a putative conflict over Taiwan.”10 It should thus come as little surprise that Chinese observers devote substantial energy to parsing this naval confrontation.

On May 4, 1982, a pair of Argentine Super Étendard fighter/attack jets approached the Royal Navy picket ship HMS Sheffield at wave-skimming altitude to avoid radar detection. Each aircraft launched a French-built Exocet missile at Sheffield from a distance of around 38 kilometers before peeling away to return to its base. When the missiles closed to within 5 kilometers of the vessel they dipped to about 2.5 meters above the ocean. One veered off target, but the other slammed into the warship’s starboard side amidships about 2 meters above the waterline. The missile’s speed (clocked at 700 miles per hour) astonished and humbled the British, especially in combination with the inferno the fuel remaining in the missile’s fuselage ignited on impact. The crippled destroyer sank six days after the attack as it was being towed to its home port. The incident marked the first time since World War II that the United Kingdom had lost a major surface combatant to enemy fire. Sheffield came to symbolize modern warships’ vulnerability to cruise missile attack, earning it the epithet “one-hit ship.”

Much as they do in their analyses of Eilat’s sinking, Chinese commentators spotlight the asymmetric nature of the fight, especially the lopsided costs involved in the encounter. According to one study, for the price of an Exocet, about $200,000, Argentina was able to sink a $23 million British warship, achieving a cost ratio of 1:115.11 To some the episode illustrates how a weaker antagonist can combine sound tactics with effective technology to deadly effect.12 In another play on words, one analyst likens the missile strike to a “small fish swallowing a big ship [小鱼吃大舰]” (exocet means “flying fish” in French).13 The attack also highlighted to the Chinese the unpredictable, seesaw character of sea combat. Only two days before the missile strike on Sheffield, a British nuclear attack submarine had notched a major tactical victory by sinking the light cruiser General Belgrano. The Argentines’ successful counterpunch awakened the British public to the seriousness of the crisis while buoying Argentina’s confidence.

More setbacks awaited the British. On May 25 the British merchant ship Atlantic Conveyor, which had been requisitioned to provide logistical support, came under attack from another pair of Argentine Super Étendards, each armed with an Exocet. The two missiles scored direct hits on the vessel’s port side. Residual propellant in the projectiles caused a massive, uncontrollable fire. Burning rocket fuel cooked off ammunition while igniting the fuel the transport carried. Fire devoured not just critical supplies but also ten helicopters—administering a major blow against Britain’s logistical effort in the war. The ship sank three days later while under tow. The loss of a merchant ship during hostilities was another first for the British since World War II. One Chinese analyst portrays the Exocet as a “star” in the conflict and credits it with compelling the British aircraft carrier task force to operate well east of the Falklands. Harrier aircraft were forced to fly longer distances to reach the islands—expending more fuel in transit, reducing their time on station, and thus eroding the combat effectiveness of British air power.14

Five years later the U.S. Navy found itself in a comparable situation while patrolling the Persian Gulf during the Iraq-Iran “tanker war.” On May 17, 1987, an Iraqi Mirage F1 aircraft mistakenly fired two Exocets—the same type of missile that doomed Sheffield and Atlantic Conveyor—into USS Stark. The first missile ripped into the frigate’s port side but did not detonate. The second tore a three-by-four-meter hole in the ship’s hull before exploding. One-fifth of the crew perished soon after the attack. It took eighteen hours to extinguish the fires, which set Stark’s aluminum superstructure ablaze and heated some of the ship’s compartments to 3,000° Fahrenheit. The crew of the listing warship finally brought the inferno under control, and she limped back to Bahrain, where repairs enabled her to return to home port in Mayport, Florida, under her own power. The incident, according to one Chinese study, “once again demonstrated the combat effectiveness of the Exocet.”15

The 1986 confrontation between the United States and Libya in the Gulf of Sidra involving American-made Harpoon antiship missiles represents another major case study for the Chinese. On March 24 surface combatants and aircraft from three U.S. carrier battle groups began operations south of the “line of death” Libyan strongman Colonel Muammar Gaddafi had drawn across the gulf. Libyan corvettes and missile boats surged toward the American surface fleet to challenge the U.S. presence. One of the boats locked its fire-control radar on a U.S. aircraft, and the cruiser USS Richmond K. Turner launched a Harpoon in response. The missile struck the boat, setting it afire. The incident marked the first time a surface-to-surface Harpoon missile had been used in combat.

That night a French-built La Combattante II–class Libyan fast-attack craft sought to approach the battle groups under the cover of darkness. U.S. sensors detected its movements, and A-6 Intruder attack fighters quickly intercepted it. A Harpoon fired from an Intruder put the vessel out of action, and follow-on Intruders used cluster bombs to finish it off. Later that evening, a Soviet-built Nanuchka-class corvette failed to breach fleet defenses anchored by the Aegis cruiser USS Yorktown. A defending Intruder’s Harpoon heavily damaged the incoming ship. Yorktown later fired two more Harpoons, immobilizing another La Combattante II craft. The following morning A-6 attack aircraft bombed a second Nanuchka-class corvette with cluster munitions and sank it with a Harpoon. By the time the U.S. Navy ended its seventy-five-hour operation across the line of death, it had severely damaged three vessels and sunk two more while suffering no losses. Such was the Harpoon’s debut.

The Chinese marvel at the U.S. fleet’s ability to neutralize guided-missile craft that were fairly modern for the time. The Libyan Navy, they say, was “powerless” (无能为力) and “accomplished nothing” (无所作为). Analysts identify several factors that explain this lopsided outcome. Like the Egyptians and the Syrians in 1973, the Libyans had failed to modernize their fleet with modern electronic countermeasures and other soft-kill capabilities. The lack of proper defense systems rendered Libya “passive” (被动) and bound to “take a beating” (挨打).

Tactically, instead of fighting in formation as the Israelis had in 1973, each Libyan missile boat sought to sneak up on the U.S fleet on its own. Lacking mutual support and mass, the vessels failed to maximize their offensive potential and were overwhelmed by the multiple American counterstrikes. More important, the Libyans employed assets unsuited to the overall operational environment. Rather than drawing the enemy toward the coast, where the smaller missile boats enjoyed advantages in maneuver and deception, they challenged the U.S. Navy on open waters, a setting that played to American strengths. Libyan officers and crew also lacked training and experience in night combat. The U.S. Navy’s capacity to operate day and night in all weather conditions compounded Libya’s weaknesses.16

It is clear that the Chinese excel as students of history. They have dispassionately assessed the successes and failures of antiship missiles in diverse situations. While they appear enamored with missiles’ lethality and disproportionate impact against much larger and far more expensive targets, they generally do not consider the missile a panacea. They recognize that for every advance in offensive capability a defensive counter inevitably follows. They possess a healthy Clausewitzian appreciation for the inherently interactive, topsy-turvy nature of war and competition. If the Chinese faithfully apply such lessons when developing missile tactics and hardware, the United States and its allies are likely to face an opponent far more sophisticated than the weaker belligerents described above.

Missiles in Twenty-First-Century War at Sea

In addition to their extensive study of history, the Chinese have scrutinized post–Cold War antiship missile developments for their potential applications in twenty-first-century war at sea. While the Chinese divulge little tactical information about their own antiship-missile arsenal, they have commented extensively on foreign missiles. Such discussions offer a useful proxy for understanding the PLAN’s tactical and technical preferences.

Chinese analysts’ assessments of Soviet- and Russian-built antiship missiles are particularly telling, not least because the Chinese navy arms its warships imported from Russia with them. Although the PLAN does not possess the SS-N-19 Shipwreck supersonic ASCM, for instance, Chinese observers have repeatedly cited it as a model to emulate. The Shipwreck, which entered service in the Soviet Navy in the early 1980s, boasts a range of 550 kilometers, a cruising altitude of 30–70 meters, a top speed of Mach 2.5, and a 750-kilogram warhead. It was a fearsome weapon in its day. The Soviets deployed it on board Oscar II–class cruise missile submarines and the Kirov-class nuclear-powered battle cruiser. The PLAN encyclopedia on navy equipment notes approvingly that “the Oscar-class nuclear submarine can carry 24 [Shipwreck] missiles, continuously fire a missile underwater every three seconds, and conduct low-altitude supersonic saturation attacks against carriers and their battle groups. The [Shipwreck] missile is an antiship cruise missile with highly effective counter-carrier combat capabilities.”17

The SS-N-22 Sunburn supersonic ASCM joined the Soviet Navy panoply in the mid-1980s. The Chinese purchased Sunburns from the Russians when they acquired four Sovremennyy-class destroyers from the late 1990s to the mid-2000s. The Sunburn boasts a range of 90–120 kilometers, a cruising altitude of 20 meters (dropping to 7 meters during its terminal phase of flight, just before striking the target), a top speed of Mach 3, and an armor-piercing warhead weighing more than 300 kilograms. The missile engages in radical evasive maneuvers along an S-shaped flight path as it nears the target. The authors of one study call it “the bane of aircraft carriers [航母的克星].”18

Nor is that all. The SS-N-27 Sizzler supersonic ASCM made its debut in the 1990s. China acquired Russian-built Kilo-class diesel-electric submarines from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s and armed some of them with Sizzlers. The SS-N-27 comes in multiple variants and thus has a wide range of specifications. The submarine-launched version carries a warhead weighing up to 500 kilograms and can cover a distance of 220–300 kilometers. The supersonic variant can sprint up to Mach 2.9 as it approaches the target, and the high-subsonic type can accelerate up to Mach 0.8. Capable of operating under poor weather conditions, the missile descends to skim 3–5 meters above the wave tops after it comes within 20 kilometers of its target.19

Chinese specialists foretell more upgrades to ASCM arsenals. According to the PLAN’s encyclopedia of navy equipment, future trends in development of ASBMs will include (1) improvements in propulsion to increase speed and range and to achieve hypersonic cruising speeds; (2) production of multipurpose airframes that can carry different types of warheads and can be launched from a variety of platforms; (3) broad use of microelectronic and nanoelectronic technologies to reduce the size and weight of missiles; (4) the introduction of high-performance smart missiles that can better identify targets, counter enemy jamming, pierce fleet defenses more readily, enhance precision, and increase destructive power; and (5) widespread use of vertical launch systems that pack more firepower, make rapid firing in multiple directions possible, and bolster PLAN vessels’ capacity to mount saturation attacks.20

The Chinese have also begun to assess more openly and in greater detail the ASBM, a weapon system that has stimulated much anxiety in the United States over the past decade. A shore-based ASBM force capable of hitting ships under way at great distances from shore would furnish China with an unprecedented military tool, allowing Beijing to control events at sea directly from the mainland. Indeed, worries about what such a strategic turn of events implies for the U.S. Navy’s hitherto uncontested command of the sea have sparked the kind of debate in Washington not seen since the rise of Soviet naval power in the 1960s and 1970s. Much has already been written about this weapon in the West, and we will not reprise that literature. We focus instead on what the Chinese have revealed thus far.

During a September 2015 military parade celebrating the seventieth anniversary of China’s victory over Japan, the PLA unveiled the DF-26 intermediate-range ASBM and the DF-21D medium-range ASBM. Surprisingly, the announcer narrating the event on TV supplied crucial details about both missiles. As the DF-21 rolled by the review stands, the announcer stated, “The DF-21D under review is a land-based ballistic missile designed to strike surface combatant targets. It is our military’s assassin’s mace for asymmetric combat at sea.” When the DF-26 units rumbled past the stands the announcer reported, “The units passing by now are part of a nuclear- and conventional-capable missile formation. The DF-26 missile under review can conduct medium- to long-range precision strikes against important targets on land as well as medium- to large-sized surface combatants at sea. It is a new-type weapon in our military’s strategic deterrence system.”21

Two months after the Beijing parade, two researchers from the AMS, the PLA’s premier research institution, published an article describing the DF-26 missile’s capabilities. The authors confirm that the DF-26 is a dual-use missile able to fulfill conventional and nuclear strike roles. A variety of conventional warheads can fit atop the airframes to execute missions as varied as attacks on airfields and ports, deeply buried bunkers, and command-and-control centers. The truck-launched DF-26 “can be launched on the move with no support”; that is, missile crews need not reach a predetermined launch site or undertake lengthy preparations before launching fire missions. The DF-26’s long range allows the PLA Rocket Force to move missiles around China’s deep interior while retaining the capacity to strike far out to sea. And road mobility allows launchers to travel freely along China’s extensive interior road network, complicating an opponent’s efforts to locate the missile and thus bolstering its survivability. The researchers assert: “Especially against time-sensitive targets, such as surface combatants, it can strike on demand as soon as the information of the ship’s movement is acquired.”22 This article represents a remarkably candid assessment of the ASBM, and one certainly designed to broadcast a deterrent signal to outside observers.

On July 30, 2017, to mark the ninetieth anniversary of the PLA’s founding, President Xi Jinping presided over a massive military parade at the Zhurihe training base in the Inner Mongolian Desert. The parade showcased the DF-26 and the DF-21D as a part of a “strategic strike group” belonging to the newly established Rocket Force. The announcer characterized the DF-26 as a “strategic missile that can carry a conventional warhead and a nuclear warhead. Its firing method is very flexible, allowing it to take the enemy by surprise and accurately strike targets on land and at sea.” The announcer went on to say that the DF-21D is “a medium-range missile.… This missile’s seeker can intelligently distinguish the terrain, adjusting its course as it flies, ensuring precision strike. In the Dong Feng missile family, DF-21D is exclusively used for attacking surface combatants and has been dubbed ‘the carrier killer.’”23

Chinese discourses about the feasibility of an ASBM are nothing new; indeed, they commenced in the late 1990s. Analyst Mark Stokes was among the first to detect China’s interest in developing long-range precision-strike weaponry that can bypass an enemy’s fielded forces in order to menace enemy vulnerabilities and centers of gravity directly. Stokes authored two studies, published in 1999 and 2002, that proved prescient, anticipating the surge in Chinese writings about ASBMs.24

As early as 2002, three analysts from the Dalian Naval Academy introduced the ASBM as “a completely new antiship weapon concept waiting to be developed.”25 They offer surprisingly concrete details. For example, they project that a “theater weapon (战区武器)” would have a range of 500–1,000 kilometers while an “area weapon (地区武器)” would have a range of 1,500–3,000 kilometers. The authors note that the “antiship ballistic missile’s most notable features would be its long range, high speed (Mach 3 to 15), top-attack flight profile, and strong penetration capability and destructive power.” During the final phase of an ASBM strike, when the warhead reentered the earth’s atmosphere and hurtled toward its target, the seeker would begin active search and targeting when it was 50–80 kilometers above the aim point. They predict that ASBMs will eventually replace cruise missiles as the weapon of choice and conclude that “tactical precision-guided ballistic missiles will become the primary threat to surface fleets” because they “will be able to conduct long-range precision strikes against surface fleets, particularly carrier groups.”

By the late 2000s the literature had advanced to gauging the feasibility of ASBM strikes. In 2009, for example, three faculty members from the Naval Aeronautical Engineering Institute penned an article in Flight Dynamics, a technical journal published by the China Flight Test Establishment, assessing the capacity of ASCMs and ASBMs to punch through the layered defenses of a carrier strike group. The authors report that their simulations indicated that 95 percent of ASBMs would get past fleet defenders.26

The Chinese likewise pay close attention to hypersonic missiles. While they divulge nothing about ongoing research and developments in China, they have examined and published on technological advances and programs in the United States and Russia. Three researchers from the China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation point out that “Russia and the United States are currently developing hypersonic missiles with speeds in excess of Mach 5. These missiles can expand the battle space, conduct noncontact strikes, and increase kill ratios, thus receiving special attention in the field of military science…. As a result, the future development of ship-based defense systems will face an even more grim challenge.”27 The term “noncontact strikes” refers to long-range, over-the-horizon attacks.

Two engineers at the Nanjing Electronic Equipment Research Institute observe that hypersonic speeds reduce reaction times for enemy defenses, impart extra momentum to the weapon and thus boost its destructive power, enhance its penetration capability, and extend its striking range.28 They note that a hypersonic missile could devastate a target without even carrying an explosive warhead, owing to the kinetic energy unleashed by the force of impact alone. “If hypersonic technologies can be combined with stealth technologies,” two engineers from the China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation observe, “then the missiles would become even more survivable, enhancing the ability to seize the initiative on the battlefield. Such technologies would pose a serious challenge to the ballistic missile defense systems currently deployed by the United States.”29 Notably, they assert that the Standard Missile-3 ballistic-missile inceptor on board U.S. Navy surface combatants would be unable to defeat an incoming hypersonic weapon.

Two analysts from the Second Artillery Engineering Academy likewise contend that a hypersonic cruise missile would pose a potent threat to a large surface combatant. They calculate that a missile boasting a velocity in excess of Mach 5 could hit an enemy carrier at a range of one thousand kilometers or more in ten minutes or less.30 The missile’s extreme velocity, range, and striking power would give the carrier scant time to take evasive maneuvers or intercept the incoming threat.

As ASBMs and hypersonic weapons join more traditional subsonic and supersonic antiship missiles in the coming years, the PLAN and its sister services will enjoy a wider array of options to threaten an enemy fleet. The speed, range, lethality, and multidirectional character of these missiles are likely to make maritime Asia an ever more inhospitable environment for U.S. and allied navies.

Target: American Aegis

The PLA’s interest in antiship missiles is a product of its singular focus on its foremost operational objective: the U.S. Navy. Since the 1990s Beijing has acquired from Russia the kinds of systems, such as the SS-N-22 Sunburn missile, that kept American naval commanders up nights during the late Cold War. There is little question whom the PLA has in its crosshairs when commentators, including the official announcer at the July 2017 military parade, openly describe the ASBM as a “carrier killer.” Who else operates carriers China might want to kill? When engineers conclude that the Standard Missile-3 ballistic-missile interceptor cannot defend the fleet against a hypersonic weapon, it is clear which fleet they have in mind. In short, Chinese discussions of the antiship missile constitute a useful proxy for interpreting how the PLA appraises its ability to deter the U.S. Navy from intervening in an Asian conflict or defeat it should deterrence fail.
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FIGURE 2—Chinese and American Antiship Missile Ranges

Adaptation by Chris Robinson based on Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments (CSBA) images used with permission.



China’s growing arsenal of antiship missiles has conjured up apocalyptic visions in the West of a U.S. aircraft carrier crippled or sunk in the Pacific Ocean. This is indeed a doomsday scenario, but bear in mind that China’s antiship capabilities would endanger all vessels constituting a carrier strike group. Particularly worrisome is the missile menace to Aegis-equipped destroyers and cruisers. Since a typical carrier group relies on a few multimission Aegis vessels to counteract enemy firepower from missiles, aircraft, surface ships, and submarines, the loss of even a single picket ship would impair the overall integrity of the task force. Defeating Aegis ships, densely packed as they are with weaponry to ensure that nothing gets through, is thus tantamount to undermining the survivability of the carrier itself.

As the respected theorist of naval tactics Wayne Hughes observes, “Modern American firepower tends to be clumped together, striking power in a few aircraft carriers, defensive firepower in AAW [antiair warfare] missile cruisers and in the fighter aircraft aboard carriers.”31 By implication, severe harm to surface units that hoist the protective umbrella over the fleet would work radically in favor of the adversary. It is conceivable that compromising shipborne AAW would keep at bay or even turn back a strike group from a particular theater of operations, and it might do so without ever threatening the carrier directly. The sobering reality is that attacking secondary targets such as Aegis-equipped cruisers or destroyers could pay operational and strategic dividends for enemy forces. In effect, AAW pickets would become targets as lucrative as the aircraft carrier itself.

Chinese analysts concur. Their writings and statements evidence real and intensifying interest in striking Aegis combatants at sea as a part of a broader anticarrier strategy. The advent of Aegis technology in the early 1980s—USS Ticonderoga, the first Aegis cruiser, joined the fleet in 1983—restored mobility to U.S. naval plans against the Soviet Union. If Beijing perfects techniques for using antiship missiles against Aegis ships, it could reverse the freedom of maneuver that the United States has taken for granted ever since then. As such, Chinese analysts’ views of Aegis and its vulnerabilities open a window into Chinese operational thought about maritime strike. Chinese analysts have speculated about the combat effectiveness of ASCMs and ASBMs against the workhorses of the U.S. Navy, particularly Ticonderoga-class cruisers and Arleigh Burke–class destroyers, for well over a decade. They have modeled and simulated saturation missile attacks against them and disclosed detailed findings in technical journals.

Three analysts from the Dalian Naval Academy, for instance, assess the shipboard defenses of a single Aegis-equipped Arleigh Burke destroyer and its ability to fend off a missile attack and conclude that a saturation strike involving between seven and twenty missiles would overwhelm the destroyer’s layered defenses.32 The authors go on to illustrate missile tactics that would strain the sensors of the American destroyer. They hypothesize a multivector attack involving (1) two high-altitude supersonic missiles akin to the SS-N-12 Sandbox; (2) two sea-skimming supersonic missiles similar to the SS-N-22 Sunburn; and, (3) tellingly, an ASBM. If these missiles closed in on a Burke along different flight paths and arrived at their target nearly simultaneously, the warship would be doomed. It is noteworthy that these researchers began speculating about saturation warfare in 2002—some seven years before the ASBM became a topic of debate in the United States. It is also noteworthy that their scheme conforms to Wayne Hughes’ notion of dispersed attack as profiled in chapter 6.

Although the Sunburn is widely known for the threat it posed to U.S. carriers during the Cold War, the Chinese also consider it a mortal danger to the picket ships defending the carriers. As one study bluntly asserts: “The Sunburn’s design objective is to deprive the enemy of enough reaction time to engage in interception, raising the missile’s penetration capabilities. It is designed to attack surface combatants equipped with the Aegis system and the Standard Missile-2 surface-to-air missile system.”33

A PLAN-sponsored university textbook on missile systems calculates that the Sunburn can cover ninety kilometers in only two minutes. At such a speed the projectile would hit its target well before the Aegis system could complete its sequence of defensive countermeasures, which includes detecting and tracking the incoming Sunburn, calculating a fire-control solution, and firing and guiding an interceptor to meet the missile threat.34 Since the SS-N-22 comes equipped with an armor-piercing warhead, one study claims, one or two hits would put an Aegis-equipped destroyer out of action.35

Researchers at the Naval Aeronautical and Astronautical University simulated the ability of air-launched ASBMs to fight past the various countermeasures on board a single surface combatant. Their model tests the missiles against the layered defenses of a modern warship, including air-defense missiles, deck gunfire, and electronic countermeasures. Without identifying the target ship by name, the study’s engineers coyly hypothesize “a certain type of guided-missile destroyer” equipped with the Standard Missile-2 interceptor, 5-inch 54 Mark 45 gun, Phalanx point-defense system, AN/SLQ-32 electronic-warfare suite, and Mark 36 chaff and decoy launching system.36 Without question they are referring to an Aegis-equipped surface combatant.

Another technical study compares manned attack aircraft and unmanned combat aerial vehicles in maritime strike missions. The authors, researchers at the Academy of Electronics and Information Technology, organize their entire paper around the Arleigh Burke Flight IIA destroyer as the notional target. “The Burke-class IIA destroyer,” they note, “serves as the U.S. Navy’s main fleet air defense surface combatant in the early twenty-first century. It was designed and built to counter the serious threat from the former Soviet Union’s antiship missile ‘saturation attack’ tactics. It is the backbone of carrier fleet air defenses, mainly responsible for antiship missile defense and sea-based area-wide ballistic missile defense missions.”37

Their experiments indicate that the unmanned warplane enjoys longer range, a smaller airframe, and better stealth features than its manned counterpart. These advantages “reduce the distance at which Burke-class IIA destroyer can detect the attacking platform and missiles.” Further, the unmanned system can “conduct effective strikes from a greater distance outside the destroyer’s defensive zone, posing a greater threat to the destroyer.” They thus conclude that “the unmanned fighter possesses combat potential and superiority in conducting strikes against long-range targets that a manned fighter cannot match.”

If any doubt lingers that anti-Aegis missile tactics enjoy official sanction—and have for some time—skeptics need only consult the 2004 edition of The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns, an authoritative doctrinal publication issued by the then–Second Artillery Corps, now PLA Rocket Force. The document reveals eye-opening details about how PLA missile forces anticipate employing the conventional arsenal in a maritime strike campaign.

The report’s framers beseech commanders to consider a range of options for waging “operations of resistance against intervention by the powerful adversary.” The term “powerful adversary” is another oblique reference to the United States. Among the most intriguing options is what the doctrine calls “information assault,” the tactical objective of which is to blind and deafen enemy fleet defenses. The document states: “Directed against the enemy’s command-and-control system or weak links in its Aegis system, conventional missiles carrying antiradiation sub-munitions or EMP [electromagnetic pulse] sub-munitions can be used when enemy radar is being used and their command systems are working, with antiradiation sub-munitions striking radar stations and EMP sub-munitions paralyzing the enemy’s command-and-control system.”38

In a document more than four hundred pages long, the above passage constitutes the only explicit reference to a specific American weapon system, the Aegis radar. Suppose such an information assault were launched against a U.S. carrier strike group. If the strike successfully blinded the carrier group’s sentry ships, then follow-on attacks would likely meet far less resistance—opening the way for decisive blows against the carrier itself.

These writings demonstrate that Chinese planners are shaping strategy, operations, and tactics around a specific opponent. They appreciate keenly that picket ships are essential to the integrity of a carrier strike group’s fleet defenses. Inflicting severe harm on them could do as much to degrade a strike group’s combat effectiveness as pummeling a carrier directly. The destruction of a vaunted carrier is not necessarily their goal. Despite all the talk about carrier killers, the United States and its allies should anticipate a comprehensive missile threat to fleet operations.

Missiles, Missiles, and More Missiles

Beyond the writings about specific missile systems and their intended targets surveyed above, the Chinese literature offers detailed assessments of how the PLA should employ its missile force in concrete tactical and operational terms. If speed and maneuverability are key ingredients in an antiship missile’s lethality, PLA analysts also regard quantity as essential to ensuring that at least one missile gets through the opponent’s fleet defenses. They have written extensively about the concept of saturation attacks, which are designed to overpower modern sea-based air and missile defenses. A technical study of how to program the flight paths of antiship missiles explains: “The idea of a saturation attack is: to exploit the limits of a surface combatant’s ability to rapidly defend itself, in order that many missiles reach and strike that single target in relatively short time intervals, and to saturate the defensive capabilities of the warship under attack to such an extent that it is unable to engage in an effective defense and thereby enhance the missile strike’s effects.”39

Three analysts from the Naval Aeronautical University laud Admiral Sergei Gorshkov, supreme commander of the Soviet Navy during the 1960s and 1970s, for pioneering techniques for saturation attack and describe how such techniques operate: “Concretely, in order for the attacking side to achieve its strategic and tactical objectives, it employs submarines, surface combatants, and aircraft to engage in continuous attack methods to defeat enemy defenses. From the air, the ocean surface, and undersea, the platforms fire missiles within an extremely short time period from different directions and at different altitudes against the same target in quantities that well exceed the capacity of the target’s countermeasures.”40

Here, too, Chinese analysts are drawn to tactics that disperse weapons in space and then concentrate them on top of their target at the last instant. A research team at the Dalian Naval Academy finds that defensive weaponry on board surface combatants is neither evenly distributed nor uniformly capable, which means that not all sides of a warship are equally well defended. The attacker’s goal should be to find the weak spots in the vessel’s defenses and aim extra missiles along axes leading to those weaknesses. They advise:

According to the postures of our adversary and our own forces, the guidance system and the maneuverability of our missiles, and the configuration of the enemy’s shipboard air-defense firepower, we can program different flight paths for every single missile engaged in a massed attack against a single combatant or warships in formation so that multiple missiles will approach and strike the opponent from different directions. At the same time, a relatively larger number of antiship missiles should be programmed in the direction where the enemy’s air-defense firepower is weak.41

Going beyond such broad guidance, Chinese analysts have undertaken ever more complex modeling to arrive at the optimal number of missiles required to defeat an enemy’s seaborne air and missile defenses. Three authors from the Naval Aeronautical University, for instance, sketch a scenario positing an attack on a surface combatant. They estimate that a single fighter armed with four antiship missiles would suffice to carry out such a mission.

They postulate several key conditions: (1) the aircraft must launch its four subsonic ASBMs in a single salvo; (2) it must release the weapons at a range of 130 kilometers from the target ship in order to stay outside the ship’s defensive envelope; and (3) the ASCMs must be preset to approach the warship along four different flight paths. Ideally, if multiple fighters launched four or more missiles at different times—under the coordination of an early-warning aircraft, presumably—and if these missiles were programmed to reach the target simultaneously, then the assault’s saturation effects would be even more potent. The authors estimate that such saturation tactics boost the probability of puncturing the enemy’s defenses by up to 80 percent.42

The logic of dispersed attack prevails yet again when another team of analysts from the Naval Aeronautical University tests missile tactics under even more complex and stressful conditions. The authors postulate an attack by Chinese fighters against an enemy surface action group comprising a destroyer and two frigates. They assume that (1) each warship is equipped with four air-defense missiles of the same type; (2) the flotilla can provide mutually supporting fires to defeat incoming missile threats; and (3) the defending surface action group can fire a coordinated salvo of six interceptors, two from each ship, against the attacker’s missiles. They then pit a fighter squadron armed with twenty air-launched, subsonic ASCMs able to reach speeds of Mach 0.85 against the flotilla. Their calculations indicate that a saturation attack involving twelve missiles would enjoy an 80 percent probability of inflicting severe damage on the flotilla’s destroyer.43

Two engineers from the China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation construct a similar scenario while modeling an antiship missile attack. They postulate an enemy surface action group composed of a lead ship and two escorts. All three vessels are equipped with surface-to-air missiles, electronic-warfare suites, and deck guns, providing a layered defense for the flotilla. The coauthors assume that the lead ship can fire four interceptors while the two escorts can each fire one apiece to counteract the first incoming salvo. They then assign a probability of kill to each defensive layer—from missiles to electronic warfare to deck guns—for shooting down or misdirecting the inbound missiles. Based on the estimated success rate of the shipborne defense systems, they calculate that thirteen medium-range ASCMs would be enough to overwhelm the enemy fleet’s defenses. Such a barrage would plunge three missiles into the lead ship’s hull—putting it out of action or worse.44

As we noted earlier in this chapter, Chinese thinkers seldom shy away from counterarguments, an important part of critical thinking. We admire their humility; they understand that others may lodge legitimate objections to how they see things and prescribe alternatives of their own. Proponents of saturation tactics, accordingly, seldom insist that their preferred approach represents the only answer to winning at sea.

Moreover, analysts debate just how much is enough to defeat modern sea-based air and missile defenses. Some believe the costs associated with massing firepower could cut sharply into the potential benefits. Two professors at the Navy Submarine Academy acknowledge that saturation attack may be the most effective tactic to enhance the penetration of antiship missiles. But they caution, “Such an attack requires large numbers of antiship missiles to be fired within an extremely short period. And not only does a large quantity of missiles require many combat platforms to carry them, but such lavish use of weaponry may be not economical. At the same time, firing a large number of missiles in a very short time imposes very high demands on the organization and coordination of many combat platforms. This is especially difficult to execute in a complex electro-magnetic environment.”45

The Chinese have nonetheless developed tactical concepts designed to unleash a variety of saturation attacks under grueling wartime conditions. Captain Tan Ansheng, an associate professor at Dalian Naval Academy with a doctoral degree in military science, published the PLA’s first textbook on fleet tactics in 2009.46 It offers insights into how China’s navy views missile engagements at sea.

According to Captain Tan, fierce strikes and counterstrikes involving enormous exchanges of firepower will typify sea combat in the early twenty-first century. In such a contest, the side that strikes first and surprises the opponent with long-range precision fire stands poised to seize the battlefield initiative and win the day. As such, combined-arms strikes (合同打击), over-the-horizon attacks (超视 距攻击), and quick, decisive engagements (速战速决) should guide Chinese thinking about naval warfare. Tan goes on to describe various saturation tactics in ascending degree of difficulty:

•  “Dispersed rushed attack method” (分散抢先攻击方式) refers to an uncoordinated missile attack during which each ship is left to its own devices to fire the first shot when it is best positioned to do so. In this scenario, local commanders are free to engage when the opportunity arises. Given the chaotic character of this method, it is the least preferred approach. It equates to a haphazard form of Wayne Hughes’ sequential method as detailed in chapter 6.

•  “Rapid, coordinated rushed attack method” (快速协同抢先 攻击方式) involves a more organized effort to launch the first wave of attacks with supersonic antiship missiles followed by a subsequent volley of subsonic antiship missiles. The goal is to punch through enemy fleet defenses with speedier missiles and to exploit the resulting weakening of the opponent’s air and missile defenses with slower projectiles. It corresponds to a more disciplined form of sequential attack.

•  “Overtaking attack method” (超越攻击方式) envisions the launch of subsonic antiship missiles first with a follow-on salvo of supersonic missiles. The second wave of supersonic missiles is timed to overtake the subsonic missiles just as they collectively reach the enemy fleet’s defensive envelope. The subsonic missiles in this instance serve as a screen to their supersonic counterparts. Presumably, this approach would confuse and overload the defender’s sensors. This method represents a cross between sequential attack and massed attack: the salvo arrives en masse even though the rounds leave their launchers at different times.

•  “Simultaneous in-the-air method” (同时临空方式) is the most complex form of attack. Supersonic and subsonic missiles—programmed to reach the opponent’s fleet at the same time—would be launched simultaneously from different locations, and thus would approach the opponent from different vectors. This method demands meticulous planning and choreography, missiles boasting sophisticated guidance systems, and a high degree of interoperability and communication among the various firing units. In Captain Tan’s view this method is most likely to inflict devastating damage against the adversary.47 It corresponds to Hughes’ dispersed attack, which we maintain represents the PLA’s top strategic preference.

The Chinese appreciate that sea combat and war in general are not one-sided affairs. War at sea is a competitive enterprise pitting two or more living forces against one another, each trying to outsmart and impose its will on its nemesis. As such, Chinese analysts anticipate that contestants in future naval wars will strive to outdo each other in an intense missile rivalry. Each fleet will put to sea armed to the teeth with missiles. Two authors from the Beijing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics foresee the tactical and operational consequences of the modern missile age: “Currently, a naval vessel is typically armed with eight to sixteen antiship missiles. In the course of attacking an enemy fleet, more than a hundred missiles will likely be fired. As such, coordinated command of large numbers of weapon platforms will be necessary…. Modern naval warfare is a fast-tempo, high-intensity process. While missile attacks on both sides will probably only last about ten minutes, they will also launch several hundred missiles [during that time frame].”48

Implied is that high-volume exchanges of firepower will almost certainly inflict grievous losses on one side or both. This trend in naval warfare—portending heavy, potentially catastrophic losses in a single exchange—engenders its own irresistible logic. To escape the fate of losing an entire fleet in an afternoon, each side will seek to throw the first punch as soon as possible—as Hughes counsels. Under this pressure navies are more likely to adopt hair-trigger postures or embrace preemptive doctrines. Indeed, Chinese operational thought may be converging with the Soviet Navy’s “battle of the first salvo” concept. Three researchers at the Electronic Engineering College of the Naval Aeronautical University assert bluntly: “Sea combat is very short. The possibility of failure can occur in an instant. As such, preemptive strikes [先发制人] often possess decisive meaning. Defense cannot play a leading role in sea combat. Preemption and offensive operations must not be neglected.”49

This mode of thinking augurs ill for escalation control and strategic stability. It is doubly worrisome because Chinese military doctrine under the conceptual guidance of “active defense” already inclines toward striking first. In other words, operational proclivities, technical trends, and tactical imperatives are reinforcing one another—pushing Chinese planners toward preemptive moves. In times of crisis, when the fog of war is dense, the pressure to react immediately to the slightest provocation could overpower local commanders armed to the hilt with missiles. Confrontations at sea could spiral quickly out of control. It is unclear whether the civilian leadership in Beijing has thought through the strategic implications of saturation missile tactics.

If the PLA draws the right lessons from history, acquires the technological and tactical proficiency to implement an effective antiship missile campaign, and perseveres with its unrelenting focus on defeating the U.S. Navy, then several outcomes and trends are in store. The PLAN and fellow services will likely develop a sophisticated, well-balanced missile force that relies on speed, maneuverability, penetration aids, destructive power, sheer quantity, multiple domains—sea, land, air, and space—and all angles of approach to overcome enemy fleet defenses.

Provided Beijing devotes adequate resources to naval development and possesses the capacity for joint coordination—conditions that are no longer in doubt—it can create a multidimensional threat environment for oncoming naval forces, mounting attacks dispersed in space and time. Combined-arms saturation tactics involving (1) ship-, air-, and submarine-launched missile salvos; (2) ASBM strikes; and (3) hypersonic missile attacks would stand a good chance of overwhelming sea-based air and missile defenses—particularly when supplemented by assassin’s mace tactics such as mine and undersea warfare.

The literature this chapter has surveyed demonstrates that the Chinese are historically minded, technically astute, grounded in tactics, and singularly driven by their quest to deter and defeat the U.S. Navy. Their writings suggest that China’s interest in antiship missile technologies and tactics is not an ephemeral phenomenon. It will sustain itself into the indefinite future.

Furthermore, China has invested high-quality human capital in this endeavor. Scholars, engineers, and military officers hailing from universities and research institutions dedicated to the study of hard sciences contribute to the PLA’s technical and tactical development. They are neither amateurs nor military enthusiasts with unknown qualifications, backgrounds, and affiliations. They are credentialed thinkers and theorists who enjoy the sanction of top-notch sponsors, publishers, and journals.

Indeed, the competitive intellectual environment in which the discourse on missile warfare takes place grants outside observers an invaluable opportunity to monitor the progress and maturation of Chinese thinking about missile tactics and campaigns. China watchers should expect Chinese analysts to revisit these subjects in the coming years as options such as hypersonic weapons become technically feasible and ready for action. It behooves them to take this prospective seriously—and reply to the challenge with equal ingenuity and fervor.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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U.S. MARITIME STRATEGY IN ASIA

Times change. Strategists must change with them or find themselves behind the times and risk coming to grief. This is a problem for American maritime strategists in particular. U.S. naval history seems to oscillate between “Mahanian” and “post-Mahanian” phases, in the casual sense that the name of Alfred Thayer Mahan connotes battle between rival navies. Battle comes in countless varieties. There are epic sea fights that drive an enemy’s flag from the seas or at most allow it to appear as a fugitive. This was how Mahan himself defined maritime command. Or one navy could vanquish another in piecemeal fashion, wearing away its strength through repeated small-scale triumphs. Either way, a Mahanian navy sees its chief purpose as combat. This assumption governs its force acquisitions and training.

If battle constitutes a navy’s focal point for fleet design and tactical and doctrinal development, then that navy inhabits a Mahanian age. If the primacy of battle recedes, letting a navy devote itself mainly to constabulary missions or power projection, then that navy dwells in post-Mahanian times. Yet there is a danger that naval leaders could mistake one milieu for the other. A Mahanian navy could thrive in post-Mahanian times, assuming government and society consented to fund a pricey force that confronted no peer antagonist. A musclebound navy boasts excess capacity and capability during placid times and overmatches post-Mahanian foes.

The reverse is not true. A force that reconfigures itself for noncombat functions suffers from material and human deficits even as challengers driven by competitive instincts amass combat power for sea fights. A post-Mahanian force trying to reacclimate to Mahanian surroundings must upgrade obsolescent hardware, sensors, and weaponry. Fielding new assets is no quick feat in a high-tech industrial era. Crews must relearn tactics, techniques, and procedures befitting a force that expects to venture in harm’s way. And perhaps most important, such a force must don its game face—acculturating itself afresh to Mahanian habits of mind and action. Material and cultural revolutions come neither easily nor swiftly. Competitors that start from behind could race ahead in the meantime. Consequently, it constitutes a grave error for post-Mahanian U.S. Navy leaders to ignore gathering Mahanian perils.

Though admittedly imprecise, classifying epochs as Mahanian or post-Mahanian makes convenient shorthand. First consider the U.S. Navy’s Mahanian eras. The Navy displayed a Mahanian bent in 1898 when it crushed the Spanish fleet at Manila Bay. It was a Mahanian force inhabiting post-Mahanian times during World War I. Destroyers dueled U-boats in the Atlantic Ocean, clearing the way for an armada of transports to ferry manpower and war materiel to Europe. The navy fought the U-boats again during World War II while lunging across the Pacific Ocean toward Japan. And, most recently, the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps published an intensely Mahanian strategy during the 1980s. Straightforwardly titled “The Maritime Strategy,” the document instructed the sea services to gird themselves to pummel the Soviet Navy in times of strife. In short, battle was the U.S. Navy’s overriding purpose during times of high-end naval warfare.

Post-Mahanian times followed each Mahanian victory. Shipbuilding continued at a desultory pace after Manila Bay, but U.S. presidents employed the U.S. Navy mainly as a diplomatic and constabulary force. The interwar decades represented an interlude of decay. Naval arms control was in place, and no obvious foe was visible on the horizon. The vast armada that overcame Japan and Germany was broken up during the early Cold War, when the Soviet Navy that would vex Americans by the 1970s was still years away. No one mounted serious opposition to U.S. rule of Korean or Vietnamese waters, letting aviators and surface gunners pound shore targets with impunity.

And then came the endgame to the Cold War. In light of this pattern, it was perhaps inevitable that U.S. maritime strategy would take a post-Mahanian swerve after the Soviet Navy’s demise. The Cold War victory was a peculiar victory. The U.S. sea services dispatched their archfoe in thoroughgoing fashion, as they had the IJN during World War II. But they did so without actually fighting that foe and without suffering damage and loss of life that might have imparted sobriety to post–Cold War strategic thought. Having won big without fighting, naval leaders may have indulged the illusion that command of the sea is America’s birthright. If bringing about an enemy’s demise was that easy and pain-free, the U.S. Navy could devote itself exclusively to radiating power onto foreign shores and policing the sea.

Ambient conditions, in short, seemed to have rendered timeless features of maritime strategy moot. Whatever the psychology impelling decision makers, the leadership released a markedly post-Mahanian strategic directive after the Cold War. Dubbed “… From the Sea,” it declared in effect that America and its allies owned the oceans and seas. There was no one left to fight, and thus the victors could reinvent their sea services for functions not oriented toward battle against peer navies. A post-Mahanian navy could shrink by deemphasizing such combat capabilities as surface and antisubmarine warfare. The sea services could transform themselves into “fundamentally different” forces, to quote the preamble to “… From the Sea.” The sea was an offshore haven. Naval history had ended, much as international-relations pundits proclaimed that political history had reached its end with the end of the Cold War.

After assuming its Mahanian state during the 1980s, U.S. maritime strategy resumed its post-Mahanian character for the quarter-century following the Cold War. To all appearances, it is now reverting to a Mahanian outlook at the same time that prospective antagonists are building up sea power to challenge the maritime supremacy American seafarers have long taken for granted. This is where the sea services stand today—as recent strategic directives attest. A Mahanian future awaits.

Opposing Trajectories

The world has changed since the first edition of this book appeared, and the U.S. sea services are trying to change with it. A decade ago sea-power scholar Geoffrey Till postulated that Western and Asian navies had set themselves on opposite trajectories.1 Western fleets were on the decline, and Asian fleets were on the ascent.

Till’s brief centered in part on material measures. Hull and airframe counts listed in Jane’s Fighting Ships or Combat Fleets of the World lent credence to his observation. The U.S. Navy had dwindled to half its Cold War self in brute numerical terms, from almost six hundred ships to fewer than three hundred. European navies found themselves in even worse straits. Pacifist Japan imposed such stringent budgetary limits on its armed forces that the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force, though highly professional, remained stagnant in numbers. Chinese shipyards, meanwhile, were bolting together ships of war with aplomb.

But Till went further, positing that Western and Asian mariners had come to inhabit separate mental worlds. The two groups entertained different assumptions about the nature of seafaring forces and as a result were configuring and training fleets to execute markedly different missions. Asians were readying themselves for sea fights in time-honored fashion, while Westerners saw maritime strategy mainly as a constabulary venture. In short, Asians dwelt in the “modern” world of Mahanian battle while Westerners lived in a “postmodern,” post-Mahanian world that had transcended the need to fight for maritime command. Or so Westerners thought.

Beliefs have consequences. For Asians it was axiomatic that other navies constituted their likeliest foes. Driven by that assumption, they constructed warships and warplanes bristling with weaponry. Westerners concentrated on ridding the oceans of nonstate challengers such as terrorists, gunrunners, and traffickers in unconventional weaponry. They saw themselves chiefly as custodians of the globalized system of trade and commerce, not as defenders of the national interest against malevolent great powers. They rebalanced their fleets toward lighter combatants that could be built in large numbers and yet still outmatch lawbreakers.

That disjuncture was a hint that times of peril awaited America, its allies, and its friends. Till fretted that cultural and psychological disadvantages afflict post-Mahanian navies compared to navies with Mahanian instincts and habits. Westerners might remain stronger in raw physical terms and yet still lose their fighting edge. They might lose that tragic sense that the next peer challenger will come along sooner or later, and that someday they will have to contend for maritime mastery once again. In short, navies intent on police duty are ill prepared to confront rivals intent on battle, no matter what tallies of their armaments or manpower might imply.

Perhaps it is natural for postmodern modes of thinking to take hold after a smashing Mahanian triumph. Sooner or later, though, the next major challenger emerges and compels naval leaders to rejoin the hardscrabble world of strategic competition and warfare.

Readjusting to Mahanian times after a tranquil interval is far from easy or certain. A navy can find itself cruising in what historian Andrew Gordon dubs the “long calm lee” of victory.2 Think about Gordon’s metaphor. Leeward conditions deceive. On the leeward side, the bulk of a ship or a landmass blocks the wind and elements. The lee offers fleeting shelter, though, lasting only until the ship turns or the wind shifts. But if history grants a navy a long lee, its leadership may come to see calm weather not as a reprieve but as the permanent state of things. A navy may remake itself as a fair-weather force, unready to ride out the tempests certain to buffet it sooner or later.

Whether a navy inhabits a post-Mahanian or a Mahanian world thus matters a great deal. First of all, much depends on whether an enemy—a peer or near-peer competitor fielded by a hostile state—has yet to come into view. A post-Mahanian navy discerns no equal or, perhaps, overlooks an enemy on the rise. It relegates combat to secondary status. A Mahanian navy, by contrast, designates its most probable or most forbidding foe and orients itself toward vanquishing that foe should the need arise. It makes equipping and preparing for battle the sine qua non of peacetime endeavors.

Naming an enemy imparts clarity to strategy making, force design, and war planning. As Captain Harry Yarnell complained in 1919, devising strategy with no antagonist in sight is like “trying to design a machine tool without knowing whether it is going to manufacture hairpins or locomotives.”3 The U.S. Navy perceived no clear enemy when it came out of World War I, just as it saw no clear enemy after World War II or the Cold War. Naval planners chafed in these post-Mahanian years. In the former case the IJN, a force on the make, ultimately furnished the yardstick for American strategy and fleet design—and resolved Yarnell’s analytical dilemma.

Second, a post-Mahanian navy concerns itself with exploiting maritime command while a Mahanian navy concentrates on winning it. Sir Julian Corbett partitions the conduct of naval war into three broad phases: “disputing command” through defensive operations or small-scale counterattacks, “securing command” through battle or blockade, and “exercising command” once control of the sea is in hand.4 A post-Mahanian navy devotes itself to exercising command—the least burdensome of naval functions—whereas a Mahanian navy girds itself to win or contest an opponent’s command of vital waters. Preparing for the most taxing missions hones a fleet’s fighting edge. Preparing for less demanding missions leaves it off balance when combat looms.

And third, post-Mahanian forces tend to scatter across the map in peacetime while Mahanian forces tend to mass for action. This makes sense. Constabulary forces must disperse to combat law-breaking. Dispersal thins out the combat power they can bring to bear at any particular place on the map. A battle-minded navy acknowledges its weakness and thus keeps forces together in hopes of making itself the stronger contender at likely scenes of impact.

A concentrated force of Mahanian leanings could overpower a superior yet dispersed opponent at decisive times and places. Mahan proffers a “broad formula” that hints at how. A fleet contingent, he maintains, “must be great enough to take the sea, and to fight, with reasonable chances of success, the largest force likely to be brought against it.”5 In other words, it must concentrate enough ships and armaments to prevail at likely scenes of combat. A lesser navy can prevail if it stages stronger forces where it matters, when it matters.

Here again, assumptions are crucial. A navy can afford to disperse if its leadership assumes it faces only nonstate opponents. If it assumes it may face a peer competitor, it must array fleets on the map to meet that competitor. The challenge a post-Mahanian fleet in Mahanian surroundings faces, then, is to realign assumptions that are fitting for a globalized world to conform to a bare-knuckles world of power politics. Only thus will the leadership take nascent menaces as seriously as they deserve.

We will employ Till’s modern/postmodern taxonomy to trace broad trends dating from the Reagan administration’s major effort at strategy making—the 1986 Maritime Strategy—through the present day with a view toward comprehending the difficulties the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps face in adjusting to the brave new world of high-seas strategic competition. We cull evidence from the Reagan Maritime Strategy;6 “… From the Sea,” the sea services’ initial effort at post–Cold War strategy;7 the 2007 “Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower”; and the revised 2015 edition of the “Cooperative Strategy.”8

First and foremost, we find that the times have changed since the age of Reagan, and changed back again. We postulate that the sea services inhabited a modern, Mahanian world of power politics during the late Cold War. They declared the advent of a postmodern, post-Mahanian world in the 1990s. And now, spurred by new circumstances, they are making a fitful return to the Mahanian world of power politics.

Second, we observe that the services went from naming a prospective foe to declaring there were no foes. This imparted a dangerously abstract quality to strategy, war plans, and operational practices. Strategy is about interaction between combatants determined to get their way. With no adversary, it is difficult to judge one’s own efficacy.

Third, having soft-pedaled prospects for combat, the sea services went from stressing battle readiness to honing their capacity for projecting power ashore and conducting constabulary duty.

And fourth, as service chieftains and their political masters grudgingly came to accept the reality of a rising China, Washington adjusted U.S. Navy fleet dispositions to meet the new challenger. In 2012 the Obama administration announced that the sea services would “pivot,” or “rebalance,” to the Indo-Pacific theater.9 Fleet dispositions went from the traditional fifty-fifty split between the Atlantic and Pacific fleets to favor the Indo-Pacific by a sixty-forty margin, measured by numbers of hulls allocated to regional commands.

By tracing how the strategic environment has changed around the sea services in recent decades, we project how U.S. maritime interactions with China and other Asian societies may unfold in the coming decades. Understanding what went before will help sea-service leaders fashion wise counterstrategies for the future.

A Mahanian Maritime Strategy (1986)

To get some purchase on the 2007 Maritime Strategy (subsequently “refreshed” in 2015), it is worth reviewing the development, tenets, and critiques of the James Watkins–John Lehman strategy of the 1980s, the last official maritime strategy document until 2007.10 Made public in a supplement to a 1986 issue of the U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, the Maritime Strategy was a statement about how the sea services meant to thrash the Soviet Union during the late Cold War. Roughly speaking, we use the 1986 Maritime Strategy as a proxy for how sea-service chieftains devise strategy for Mahanian strategic surroundings. In Clausewitzian parlance, the 1986 strategy dwelt on the “grammar” of operations and tactics, explaining how the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps would fulfill America’s strategic and political goals. Its purpose, or “logic,” was straightforward: “We win, they lose,” as President Reagan put it in one oft-quoted statement.11 The United States, that is, would apply all of its diplomatic, economic, and martial resources to put an end to the Cold War.

The directive’s framers, accordingly, spelled out how the Cold War U.S. Navy meant to defeat a “peer competitor” should a clash of arms ensue. The strategy specified the sorts of platforms and weaponry needed for a high-intensity fight with the Soviet Navy. The U.S. Navy performed police functions during the Cold War, to be sure, but considered them a “lesser included” element of its strategy—something to be prepared for and prosecuted on a not-to-interfere basis with battle preparations.

And to all appearances it worked. Indeed, a triumphal afterglow has come to suffuse memories of the Cold War’s denouement among American seafarers. To counteract such hubris, it is crucial to bear in mind that the U.S. Maritime Strategy and the strategic concepts on which it was founded were never put to the test of actual combat. Battle is the final arbiter of what works and what doesn’t work in martial enterprises. No one knows how a sea war between East and West would have unfolded, and no one should draw fixed conclusions from the Cold War’s outcome. Nevertheless, the 1980s effort to make maritime strategy under heavy fiscal constraints, and for an uncertain environment populated by peer competitors, illustrates perennial themes.

Crafting strategy is an iterative, synthetic process. Efforts to match ends with means undergo many phases as new ideas are offered, accepted, rejected, or modified. As Clausewitz and Michael Handel point out, strategy involves two belligerents jockeying for comparative advantage. Clausewitz contends that “war consists of a continuous interaction of opposites.”12 That makes it inherently unpredictable. Handel adds that the “interaction of the warring states, each searching for a comparative advantage, defines the unique nature of each war” (his emphasis).13

Interaction, reassessment, and adaptation were constants throughout the Cold War—as they will be in Asia, the principal locus for U.S. maritime endeavors for the foreseeable future. Cold War interactions, however, remained largely hypothetical. The U.S. Navy performed a variety of functions from 1945 through 1970. It quarantined Cuba during the Cuban Missile Crisis, projected power ashore in Korea and Vietnam, deterred Soviet military aggression, and undertook routine naval diplomacy by showing the flag in key regions.

Significantly, though, the U.S. Navy fought no fleet actions. Its last major fleet-on-fleet engagement took place in October 1944 when it met the IJN’s Combined Fleet in Leyte Gulf. In a classic 1954 Naval Institute Proceedings article, Samuel Huntington beseeched the U.S. Navy to undertake a “transoceanic strategy.” Huntington observed that the relative calm of the postwar epoch had left the service without a great-power competitor to supply a benchmark for success and failure.14 The Navy was aimless, bereft of a “strategic concept” to guide its endeavors and force development. Transoceanic operations offered a solution and a sense of purpose.

Huntington’s strategy worked for a time. During the 1950s and early 1960s, when the Soviet Navy remained an afterthought for American strategists, the lack of Leyte Gulf–type clashes freed the U.S. Navy for missions remote from command of the sea. Habits, doctrine, and hardware for maritime command atrophied even as the Soviet Navy commenced building itself into a serious blue-water competitor. In one sense, perversely, the United States was a victim of wartime success, deprived of a rival fleet around which to structure strategy and forces. It won too big in 1945 and drifted toward a post-Mahanian world in which the United States could exercise maritime command without fighting for it.

The advent of an oceangoing Soviet Navy following the Cuban Missile Crisis changed that state of affairs. The Soviet Navy was traditionally a homeland defense force. Josef Stalin had ordained the construction of a Mahanian battle fleet before World War II. Moscow’s Mahanian ambitions came up empty, however, frustrated by the Soviet Union’s backward shipbuilding industry and the competing demands of land defense.15 Stalin had fretted over the likelihood of NATO amphibious assaults along the Eurasian periphery, but his successors took a more relaxed view of the seaborne threat. They let the surface fleet languish. By the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet Navy was unable to dispute Western sea control beyond Warsaw Pact coastal waters.

Moscow, consequently, found itself unable to contest the U.S. maritime exclusion zone—a blockade in all but name—imposed around Cuba in 1962. The Cuban debacle exposed Soviet maritime weaknesses and jolted Moscow into action. Grand Admiral Sergei Gorshkov, the father of the Soviet blue-water fleet, superintended the effort to renovate Soviet naval strategy and build a fleet able to execute it. Like China, Russia is by tradition a continental power. Its most recent foray into sea power had ended disastrously in 1905 when the Japanese Combined Fleet commanded by Admiral Togo Heihachiro sent the Russian Baltic Fleet to the bottom of the Tsushima Strait.

Russian and Soviet maritime history thus offered the West little information on which to chart the future of Soviet sea power. Official statements and writings made unreliable guides to Soviet strategy, colored as they were by Marxist-Leninist theory, the national interest, alliance politics, and even the whims of top political leaders. Shipbuilding patterns likewise represented a crude indicator of Soviet strategy and intentions. In the Soviet Union as elsewhere, ships performed a variety of missions, some far removed from those for which they were designed. As in other attempts at Kremlinology, divining the principles and purposes behind Soviet maritime strategy remained for the most part an exercise in conjecture.

One of the concepts that molded Soviet thinking about nautical matters was the “blue belt of defense,” a geographically defined offshore zone within range of land-based air and sea assets.16 Similar to contemporary China’s way of thinking about the China seas, the Soviet concept envisioned enclosing and defending vital expanses, much as armies sought to do on land. Russian and Soviet strategists applied land-warfare concepts to the nautical domain. Much as Stalin and his advisers wanted to ring the USSR’s borders with friendly or neutral states, erecting a buffer against overland invasion, Gorshkov and his disciples wanted to erect a defensive barrier against NATO fleets.

Alfred Thayer Mahan inveighed against the Imperial Russian Navy for its concept of the “fortress-fleet,” contending that it reduced the navy to a seaward appendage of shore fortifications.17 A fortress fleet ostensibly acted as a forward defense of the fortress. In reality it was the other way around. Mahan pointed out that Russian fleet commanders made a practice of sheltering under the guns of the fort for protection against stronger antagonists. Nor were his concerns misplaced. The early twentieth century remained an age of short-range gunnery, owing in large measure to rudimentary fire control. Commanders who wanted fire support from shore were confined to the miniscule sea areas under a fort’s guns.

For Mahan this added up to a “radically erroneous” mode of sea combat that rendered navies unduly timid and conservative.18 Even so, the fortress fleet concept persisted in Soviet naval thought. And it started to come into its own as long-range, precision-guided firepower extended the reach of shore-based implements of sea power. New technologies such as antiship and surface-to-air missiles could push the blue belt outward, denying the United States and its allies control of seas washing against Warsaw Pact shores.

This constituted sound logic. Europe is in effect a large peninsula jutting westward from Asia, and a dominant navy can roam freely around the periphery, setting the terms for naval and military action. Huntington’s transoceanic strategy urged the U.S. Navy to think of the Mediterranean as an inlet into Eurasia, a platform from which to project power into the Soviet bloc. For the Soviets, holding off Western power projection required vying with NATO for control of this bay. Gorshkov never specified how wide a defensive belt he foresaw. He presumably wanted to extend it as far offshore as Soviet arms could carry it. In the ideal case, the Soviet Navy might make itself master of the Mediterranean Sea.

That strategy was behind Soviet forces’ swift buildup in numbers and capability from the 1960s onward. In the realm of hardware, undersea warfare took a central place in the Soviet naval buildup. The Soviet Navy deployed fifty SSBNs by the early 1970s and some three hundred SSNs. It is important not to overrate the submarine fleet on the basis of its numbers. Quality lagged, for all of Gorshkov’s—and before him Stalin’s—boasting that quantity possesses a quality all its own. A retired American submariner jokes that, for sonar operators, detecting early classes of Soviet submarines was like listening for two skeletons making love inside a metal trash can. Acoustics, in other words, rendered Soviet submarine numbers largely meaningless in the Cold War’s early days.

Compounding the problem for Soviet submariners, the short range of early sea-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) compelled Soviet SSBNs to patrol far forward if they were to come within range of American cities. Soviet strategic preferences had to give way under prevailing circumstances. Skippers had to run risks to do their job at a time when backward technology amplified those risks.

By the early 1970s, Soviet Navy operating practices showed that Moscow was gaining confidence in its ability to contest waters the U.S. Navy had ruled since 1945. It was becoming a modern Mahanian force, in Geoffrey Till’s terms. For example, the Soviets executed an impressive series of exercises dubbed Okean (Ocean) during the 1970s. In 1970 Moscow deployed fleets in traditional U.S. Navy preserves such as the Mediterranean and the North Atlantic while also standing into the Norwegian Sea and the Indian Ocean. No longer was American sea control a given.

Indeed, these exercises even cast doubt on whether the United States could count on using Atlantic sea-lanes to reinforce NATO-European allies during a land war. The 1973 Arab-Israeli War reinforced the impression of an increasingly offensive-minded, blue-water Soviet Navy. The Soviet Mediterranean Squadron outnumbered the Mediterranean-based U.S. Sixth Fleet during the conflict—sending shockwaves rippling through the U.S. naval leadership and the Nixon administration. The growing mismatch in numbers was hard to dismiss, especially when strategists took into account the disparity between U.S. and Soviet shipbuilding rates and budgets.

Certain anomalies became apparent. Despite the enormous effort and resources it allocated to Gorshkov’s oceangoing fleet, the Soviet Union was not constructing a navy symmetrical with the U.S. Navy. First, the Soviet Navy made no obvious push to construct big-deck aircraft carriers comparable with U.S. flattops. Second, despite the naval leadership’s increasingly Mahanian outlook, the leadership displayed little urgency about moving from a sea-denial to a sea-control strategy. The Soviet surface fleet, for example, evidently considered ASW a secondary concern, even though guarding against undersea attack is essential to effective sea control.

Third, as naval technology matured, extending SLBM ranges, Soviet SSBNs started operating closer to home. They could strike at American targets without venturing beyond reach of shore support. In short, defensive strategic preferences of centuries’ standing reasserted themselves as the Soviet Navy improved its combat capacity. Soviet skippers retreated from open-ocean operations even as quieting and other concealment technologies rendered such operations less risky and allowed them to become more venturesome.

These patterns defied Westerners’ assumptions. In 1981 the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) Admiral Thomas Hayward, reportedly voiced disbelief that the Soviets would operate a great navy in such a peculiar manner. The disparity between defensive operating patterns and platforms apparently designed for offense baffled Western analysts. Some wondered whether the Soviets even had a naval doctrine. Westerners also debated the degree to which Soviet leaders distinguished between nuclear and nonnuclear warfare, since they had evidently planned to use tactical nuclear weapons during a European land war during the 1960s.

And perhaps most important, Westerners questioned whether new Soviet capabilities would generate new intentions. It was possible, that is, that Moscow would seek more ambitious strategic aims once it possessed the wherewithal to attain them. Seaborne challenges might start to look like nails once Soviet leaders possessed a hammer—and Soviet practices might converge with those of Western fleets.

The leadership’s words furnished one indicator. Admiral Gorshkov was a fairly prolific writer. His book The Sea Power of the State contradicted Mahan’s maxim that no nation can be a dominant maritime and a dominant land power for long. Gorshkov proclaimed that the Soviet Union was both. Yet while naval war was important, defeating the imperialists’ seagoing “big stick”—not wresting away sea control—represented Moscow’s chief goal. Frustrating Western coercion would grant Moscow the freedom of action all government leaders and commanders covet.19

As it upgraded the fleet’s capabilities, the Soviet Navy also shifted its center of buoyancy to the east, reestablishing a serious presence in East Asian waters for the first time since the Battle of Tsushima in 1905. The Pacific Fleet, based at Vladivostok, expanded the Soviet Navy’s nuclear deterrent. SSBNs now cruised an eastern bastion in the Sea of Okhotsk and Sea of Japan. The eastern presence also enabled the navy to conduct coercive diplomacy around the Asian periphery, shadowing forward-deployed U.S. Navy assets while opening up new options vis-à-vis an increasingly hostile China. The Pacific Fleet was a serious force, comprising more ships than the Northern Fleet. Thirty percent of the total Soviet Navy—including some ninety surface combatants—was based in the Far East.

It was unclear whether the United States still ruled the waves in Mahanian fashion when faced by such an adversary. But by the 1970s, Kremlinologists and naval strategists were rethinking the nature of the Soviet maritime challenge. An emerging consensus held that the U.S. Navy had an opportunity to regain the initiative at sea. It appeared, for example, that the Soviets had abandoned hopes that capitalism would collapse under the weight of internal contradictions. Nor did they seem intent on giving capitalism a shove in hopes of toppling it. If these premises were correct, nuclear escalation was not a foregone conclusion in wartime. The Soviet regime may have mellowed, as George F. Kennan had famously prophesied it would.20 And strains on the Soviet economic system were starting to show, especially after the invasion of Afghanistan began funneling off Soviet resources that might have gone to naval power.

If the Soviet Union was indeed reverting to defensive strategy, the United States might be able to use its central geographic position—its ability to reach out across the Atlantic and Pacific—to regain its accustomed maritime supremacy. By acting boldly at the outset of a conflict with the Soviet bloc, the United States could blunt some of the advantages the Soviets had built up in the previous decade. How the Navy should go about resuming Mahanian primacy was the question before the American naval leadership.

George Baer observes that effective strategy requires a threat. A menace concentrates minds while handing strategists a yardstick to judge their endeavors’ efficacy. Accurately estimating the Soviet threat was central to adapting U.S. strategy to new realities. Numbers and types of platforms were never far from the minds of American naval strategists. Whether aircraft carriers should remain the centerpiece of U.S. naval power, as they had been since World War II, ranked foremost among the questions raised. Even if the carrier remained king, however, was it politically thinkable to risk the nuclear-powered, capital-intensive flattops then building in action off Eurasian shores?

Successive CNOs harbored different ideas about naval strategy, although the overall trend favored retaking the offensive. Admiral Elmo Zumwalt, who had the mixed fortune to serve as CNO in the late Vietnam years, believed the U.S. Navy should refocus its strategy on sea control. The Korean and Vietnam Wars had allowed the navy to project power onto Asian shores with little fear of enemy interference. That was no longer true with the existence of a Soviet Navy that could put more than two hundred ships to sea around the world simultaneously, as it had during the Okean-70 exercise. NATO sea lines of communication (SLOCs) were threatened for the first time. Sea control, maintained Zumwalt, would assure the United States of the ability to surge manpower and materiel across the Atlantic at the outbreak of war.

In the face of the new Soviet threat Admiral Zumwalt instigated a long-overdue debate about U.S. naval strategy, missions, and platforms. He admitted that painful tradeoffs lay in store should the Navy rededicate itself to sea control. Most controversially, he insisted the Navy must accept a smaller force structure in the short term to free up funds for new construction for the longer term. This involved risk. Zumwalt espoused a fleet founded on a “high/low mix” that blended large numbers of inexpensive, less capable platforms—the Oliver Hazard Perry frigates being the best example—into a mixed fleet alongside such costly, high-end platforms as Nimitz-class nuclear carriers and cruisers outfitted with the Aegis combat system. For Zumwalt, who served during the economic malaise of the 1970s, such economies represented simple necessity.

Zumwalt pushed a quantitative approach oriented more toward acquisitions than strategy; policy and strategy largely disappeared. His “Project 60” agenda, for example, dwelt almost entirely on fleet numbers, technological innovations, and new platforms and weapons systems like the Perry-class guided-missile frigate, the “Sea Control Ship”—a sort of low-cost carrier that could be hazarded in battle more readily than an expensive nuclear-powered aircraft carrier—and the Harpoon ASBM.

The analytical shortfalls of Project 60 and similar Zumwalt initiatives convinced many officers they needed to rejuvenate the sea services’ tradition of strategic thought. Zumwalt’s critics contended that a high/low mix would leave the Navy a defensive force—able to exercise sea control but unable to win it in the first place. Higher-end ships and platforms, that is, would likely be too few and pack too little punch to win a Mahanian victory that would let the lower-end platforms do their job. The critics insisted in effect that the best defense was a good offense—and that the U.S. Navy was abandoning offense.

Zumwalt also exaggerated the rationality of the budget process in Washington. Congress gleefully pocketed the savings the Navy offered by decommissioning old ships but did not reciprocate by funding replacements in sufficient numbers.21 Shipbuilding rates plummeted by some two-thirds from the mid-1960s through the early 1970s, dragging the fleet size inexorably down. The fleet dropped from nearly nine hundred ships in 1965 to just over five hundred in 1980. Quality improved on a ship-for-ship basis as the Navy phased out aged vessels, but high-tech wizardry was not everything against a numerically preponderant Soviet Navy. At some point mass would start to tell.

Admiral James Holloway, Zumwalt’s successor as CNO, commissioned several studies to examine the repercussions of the dwindling force structure.22 “With the continuing decline in our naval force levels,” Holloway told Congress, the service “had become a one-ocean navy” for the first time since World War II. The Pacific Ocean was now a zone of American neglect.23 Analysts reached similarly dismal findings. One study in effect argued that a five-hundred-ship fleet would stand little chance of prevailing in such critical waterways as the Atlantic SLOCs on which NATO strategy relied; the Mediterranean, the inlet where Huntington had insisted a transoceanic navy needed liberty to operate; and the western Pacific, a region inhabited by key allies like Japan. The naval leadership voiced confidence that an eight-hundred-ship fleet could discharge all of the missions assigned it.

Those findings stunned the nation’s leaders, both civilian and uniformed. In 1978 alone the rate of new construction fell by half. President Jimmy Carter and his secretary of defense, Harold Brown, proposed reducing carrier numbers by halting construction of new nuclear-powered carriers and building less expensive VSTOL (very short takeoff and landing) carriers resembling those smaller navies around the world operated. Admiral Thomas Hayward, who succeeded Holloway in 1978, publicly deplored the descent toward such a “Third World strategy.”24 Not to be outdone, Secretary of the Navy Graham Claytor worried that the administration would make the Navy a nautical “Maginot Line.”25 Claytor doubtless chose his historical analogies carefully, implying that such a Navy courted abject defeat.

No matter how sensible Navy leaders’ lobbying on behalf of a bigger force was, however, they were out of step with reigning views of foreign policy and maritime power. The 1970s was a heyday of arms control and disarmament, not only for the Carter administration but also for its Republican predecessors. The Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty were only some of the treaties and accords negotiated in the Nixon, Ford, and Carter years. Those who think in terms of arms control assume that parity—not superiority or victory in battle—represents the goal of military strategy and forces. It probably seemed natural for elected officials to think in terms of naval parity rather than maritime command. The times ran against a Mahanian strategy.

Nor was it obvious that the Navy would have much of a role to play in a NATO-European war. NATO’s doctrine of “flexible response” posited that the alliance would use tactical nuclear weapons early in a war on the Central Front, halting a Warsaw Pact ground offensive. The matter would be decided before naval power came to bear. In short, the U.S. Navy took a backseat to other instruments of national power for policy makers of the 1970s. Diplomacy was the option of first resort, naval power the last. Secretary of Defense Brown simply made this explicit by relegating the Navy to lesser missions such as convoy duty and presence functions.

Self-isolating the Navy from national policy is a perilous business, whatever the merits of service leaders’ arguments. But the Navy leadership did just that. Various new studies and strategic concepts were already under development during the Carter years, bearing such names as Sea Plan 2000 and Project Sea Strike.26 Several common themes emerged within the Navy and among academic experts at the Center for Naval Analyses and other think tanks.

First, naval proponents took to declaring that Mahanian command of the sea was the prerequisite for all other naval missions, and thus that offense should be the entering assumption for debates over strategy. The U.S. Navy should reassert its maritime supremacy.

Second, experts claimed technological advances were again making Mahanian command feasible. New systems such as Aegis, improved ASW hardware and software, and cruise missiles would let the surface fleet survive and thrive even in a high-intensity threat environment. In short, battle groups could project power, even against a Soviet Navy wielding combined arms to defend its offshore blue belt.

Third, the U.S. fleet should grasp the initiative at the outbreak of war, carrying the fight to the enemy around the Eurasian periphery. Peripheral operations would compel the Soviets and their allies to defend themselves everywhere and keep them from concentrating their efforts in Germany. Maritime operations around the margins, that is, could shape the battle space ashore.

Naval analysts concluded that the Carter administration should abandon plans to “swing” ships from the Pacific Fleet to the Atlantic Fleet in times of crisis. The administration should concentrate the Atlantic Fleet to support its Europe-first strategy, while the Pacific Fleet should hold the Soviet Pacific Fleet and its offshore submarine bastion at bay, menacing the Soviet oceanic periphery. Opening a Pacific theater would force Moscow to expend scarce resources defending the Far East and thereby relieve the NATO-European theater.

The upshot was that the U.S. Navy should puncture the Soviet blue belt all around the Eurasian periphery, giving Moscow more to think about than prosecuting a ground war in Europe. A dominant Navy, not one made up of a high/low mix of ships, could turn the blue-belt concept inward against the Soviet Navy, making offshore waters a zone of peril for Soviet mariners. Admiral Hayward’s successor as CNO, Admiral James Watkins, and his civilian superior, Secretary of the Navy John Lehman, codified this strain of strategic thought in a formal statement of maritime strategy. The strategy was briefed to numerous different audiences in classified forums and underwent numerous refinements. It went public in 1986 in U.S. Naval Institue Proceedings.

Watkins and Lehman bragged that their Maritime Strategy put the Navy and Marines on the “same set of sheet music” with the national leadership for the first time in years if not decades.27 The Maritime Strategy rejected claims that any NATO–Warsaw Pact war would automatically go nuclear, nullifying the value of naval power as a warfighting instrument. It insisted that the United States could wage cumulative naval operations along the Soviet periphery, protracting the war while driving up costs to an unbearable level for Moscow. Such indirection would allow the United States to terminate the war “on favorable terms.”28

Reagan administration leaders fixed their force-structure goal at six hundred ships, giving the administration a readily intelligible slogan around which to rally popular and congressional support. They derived that number from past studies estimating how a U.S. Navy of various sizes would fare against Warsaw Pact navies in contested expanses from the North Atlantic to the Indian Ocean to the western Pacific. Six hundred ships was not the number of ships the administration and naval leaders actually coveted, though; it was a middling figure. Like the naval leadership of the Carter years, Reagan officials believed it would take an eight-hundred-ship navy to guarantee success in all contingencies.

Indeed, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended such a fleet in fiscal year 1984 while casting seven-hundred-ship and six-hundred-ship navies as riskier alternatives.29 At six hundred the outcome would remain in doubt. That conclusion should give today’s fleet designers pause. It should also dampen the afterglow that still colors the Cold War’s outcome in the U.S. Navy’s corporate memory—and sometimes prompts naval officers to make light of China’s marine challenge today.

The Maritime Strategy had its detractors. Critics questioned the drafters’ assumptions about the nature of the war. They doubted that operations along the eastern and western Soviet borders would drain resources from Warsaw Pact ground and air forces in Europe, where the main effort would take place, and they decried it as a venture in “brochuresmanship.”

Some of the most cutting criticism came from University of Chicago political scientist John Mearsheimer, who presented a paper at the Naval War College in 1985 and later published it in the journal International Security. Mearsheimer condemned the Maritime Strategy for employing naval power to shift the nuclear balance in a conventional war. Striking at the Soviet undersea fleet during a conventional conflict, he maintained, would present Moscow with a use-it-or-lose-it quandary vis-à-vis nuclear weapons. Soviet leaders might order a barrage of SLBMs rather than lose the SSBN fleet to U.S. naval attack.30 It is worth noting, however, that few critics questioned the Mahanian assumption that force-on-force engagements ought to constitute the core of U.S. maritime strategy. The debate centered more on the mechanics of how to beat the Soviet Navy than on the need to do so.

There is no need to refight these debates here; nor is the outcome especially important for our purposes. The important point is that however imposing a foe the Soviet Navy presented, the intellectual challenge of confronting it was relatively straightforward. The existence of a discrete threat reduced the strategy-making process to a discrete set of questions, setting the parameters for debate—much as the IJN concentrated American efforts during the interwar years when naval planners thrashed out the famous color-coded war plans for war in the Pacific.

For instance, naval planners eyeing the Soviet Navy debated whether aircraft carriers could survive naval action in the Barents Sea, where Soviet surface and subsurface craft fought under the cover of land-based weaponry. They estimated how many ASW assets the U.S. Navy and its allies needed to cover a large yet technologically backward Soviet submarine force, and so on. Designating a prospective antagonist, in short, lends a concreteness to strategic discourse and force design that is lacking when naval leaders refuse to accept the reality that some rising challenger could make itself master of the seas—or at least a deadly troublemaker.

And there was something to critics’ claims that the Maritime Strategy was an exercise in salesmanship to the American public. A hulking rival fleet bristling with weapons gave Americans something to rally against. It simplified Navy leaders’ task of uniting the government, electorate, and military behind a forward-leaning strategy. A Mahanian strategy, it seems, demands Mahanian threats to concentrate the popular mind.

“… From the Sea” (1992)

As the Cold War drew to a close, fanciful ideas about what the future might bring beguiled the American sea services. Nor were they alone. In 1992 the political scientist Francis Fukuyama published his landmark book, The End of History and the Last Man.31 Fukuyama maintained, in brief, that all possible forms of government had now been developed and tested and that liberal democracy was best. The pathway to the end of history could and likely would prove turbulent. What the end of history would look like was now clear.

By happenstance the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps published their first venture in post–Cold War strategy making the same year Fukuyama’s treatise appeared. Though not in so many words, sea-service chieftains proclaimed that the end of naval history had arrived. The preamble to “… From the Sea: Preparing the Naval Service for the 21st Century” proclaims:

Our ability to command the seas in areas where we anticipate future operations allows us to resize our naval forces and to concentrate more on capabilities required in the complex operating environment of the “littoral” or coastlines of the earth. With the demise of the Soviet Union, the free nations of the world claim preeminent control of the seas and ensure freedom of commercial maritime passage. As a result, our national maritime policies can afford to deemphasize efforts in some naval warfare areas. But the challenge is much more complex than simply reducing our present naval forces. We must structure a fundamentally different naval force to respond to strategic demands.32 (Our emphasis)

The architects of “… From the Sea” were saying something dramatic: that the U.S. sea services should remake themselves for a post-Mahanian age. Mahan depicts wresting command of the sea from rival navies as the summit of maritime strategic achievement, while Corbett points out that a navy must win command before it can exercise command. Battle thus constitutes a navy’s central purpose for the masters of sea power. Only after they prevail can the victors project power onto foreign shores, police the sea-lanes, and otherwise harvest the fruits of command.

“…From the Sea” notified the sea services that they no longer needed to prepare to duel peer navies. In effect the directive declared that America owned the sea. It instructed the services to deemphasize traditional warfare functions that would never again be needed and reinvent themselves as an armed force fundamentally different from the one that waged the Cold War at sea.

Naval potentates, then, wanted the services to concentrate on honing their capacity to exercise command of the sea from the vast offshore sanctuary that was the world’s oceans and seas. They should cease wasting time and resources preparing for a fight that would never occur. Small wonder that hardware and human acumen for missions such as surface warfare and ASW decayed starting in the 1990s. Top leaders had telegraphed a powerful bureaucratic signal indicating that the sea services had other priorities than combat. And then, having reinvented themselves as a postmodern force, the services found themselves scrambling to reconstitute basic naval missions when a new challenger—China—took shape.

“… From the Sea” set the naval services on an ahistorical pathway. What service chiefs saw as an effort to adapt to transformed strategic circumstances was in fact a proclamation that navies no longer needed to prepare to fight other navies—in other words, to fulfill their primary enabling function. The aftereffects linger to this day, wrong-footing the U.S. Navy for high-seas strategic competition.

China burst into naval history shortly after the U.S. leadership proclaimed an end to it. Beijing thus wrested away the initiative in the incipient U.S.-China strategic competition. China was the only nation competing in Asian waters for a decade following the 1995–96 Taiwan Strait crises, which supplied a catalyst for China’s bid for maritime mastery. Yesterday’s forebodings about China have become today’s facts—mandating that America and its allies compete in earnest. It is high time for the U.S. Navy to return to history—Mahanian history—with its attendant worldview and ethos.

“A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower” (2007)

Mahan would probably sympathize with today’s sea-service leaders. First, like the post–Civil War Navy in which he served, today’s Navy confronts strategic surroundings in which traditional naval competition or conflict is a real prospect, but the threat has not fully taken form. Debates over maritime matters remain largely abstract and speculative.

Second, Mahan had the luxury of worrying about safeguarding America’s “gateway” to Asia and the Pacific, the Panama Canal. That potential threat concentrated his intellectual energy by aiming it at a single, readily intelligible spot on the map. Today’s sea services confront challenges all around the globe—and will do so as long as the United States remains the self-appointed guardian of maritime security.

Third, while no subnational challenge poses the same menace as a strong enemy fleet, managing challenges such as piracy and proliferation demands ships, aircraft, and surveillance assets in large numbers. Otherwise a navy cannot provide adequate geographic coverage of afflicted sea areas. Capital ships are unnecessary to combat pirates or weapons traffickers, who have neither the need nor the ability to command the sea. Large numbers of low-end craft are more suitable for police duty. Indeed, the maxim that quantity has a quality all its own is especially apt for navies and coast guards performing constabulary work.

But large-scale construction of patrol craft diverts resources from building the warships needed to win command. The dilemma for a nation like the United States, which regards itself both as the trustee of the sea-lanes and as defender of its own interests and prerogatives against rival sea powers, is to allocate scarce resources wisely. It must preserve adequate combat capacity while fielding sufficient numbers to exercise sea control.

This is not a new debate. Writing in 1897, the editor of Harper’s, the anti-imperialist Carl Schurz, pronounced Theodore Roosevelt’s advocacy of a great battle fleet self-defeating. Across the Atlantic, far removed from great-power strife, the United States “should have a smart little navy enabling us to do our share of police duty on the seas,” Schurz declared. Aside from that, the American people should enjoy the blessings of “an unarmed peace.”33

Now as in the age of Schurz, Roosevelt, and Mahan, there is a dualism to Washington’s strategic predicament. Piracy is now a matter of course in the Strait of Malacca and the Gulf of Aden, but those areas and the threats there are remote from the daily lives of Americans. On the other hand, the threat that would impinge on daily life—a near-peer competitor that strives with the United States for maritime dominance—has not yet fully gestated. China’s navy remains an abstract conception for the moment—magnifying the dilemmas before statesmen, strategists, and force planners trying to meet the challenge.

Chinese leaders want to keep any naval threat to the United States or its Asian allies as abstract as possible commensurate with Beijing’s aims, of course. By lying low, they believe they will avoid supplying Washington an excuse—and the political momentum—to rebuild America’s force posture in the region. China has nevertheless aggravated matters in the South China Sea and East China Sea with its attempts to establish sovereign jurisdiction over islands, atolls, and reefs; the adjoining waters; and the skies overhead. Whether its actions apply a stimulus comparable to World War II or the Cold War—crystallizing Americans’ thinking about the possibility of Mahanian naval strife—remains doubtful.

Julian Corbett’s wisdom bears on this strategic problem. Corbett vouchsafes that an uncommanded sea is the normal state of affairs, hinting that the blanket coverage implied by Mahan’s notion of “overbearing power” sweeping enemies from the sea is too resource-intensive to sustain for any meaningful period of time.34 Former CNO and Joint Chiefs chairman Admiral Mike Mullen, surveying a strategic setting typified by stagnant or declining resources and manifold operational demands, evidently concluded as much in 2005.

The ability to scatter forces over wide expanses while concentrating them at vital points is the key to protecting shipping. Corbett, accordingly, implores naval commanders who want to approximate command of the sea to work toward “elastic cohesion” on the high seas.35 The fleet should spread out as far as possible while remaining able to coalesce for action at some contested point. Admiral Mullen saw coaxing allies and partners into an informal “thousand-ship navy,” or seagoing coalition, as the best way to realize Corbett’s ideal.

Foreign officials objected to Mullen’s term “navy,” claiming it implied they must submit to American command. Such qualms prompted naval leaders to rename the thousand-ship navy the “Global Maritime Partnership.” For them the collective approach represented the only way to deploy sufficient resources in vital waters and airspace.36 Enter the 2007 Maritime Strategy. The “Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower” represented a concise statement of aims cosigned by the service chiefs of the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard. If we accept Corbett’s depiction of maritime strategy as the art of determining the relations between ground and sea forces, then the Cooperative Strategy qualifies as the United States’ most genuinely maritime strategy ever.

The strategy document rightly boasts that “never before have the maritime forces of the United States—the Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard—come together to create a unified maritime strategy.”37 In fact, the 1986 Maritime Strategy was a naval strategy promulgated by CNO James Watkins and the U.S. Marine Commandant, General P. X. Kelley. Ensuing strategic documents like “… From the Sea” (1992) and “Forward … from the Sea” (1995) were co-signed by the secretary of the navy, the CNO, and the commandant, and purported to embody the sea services’ consensus strategic vision.38 The 2007 Maritime Strategy was the first to incorporate the U.S. Coast Guard, signifying the sea services’ embrace of counterpiracy, counter-proliferation, and other operations resembling law enforcement.

The makers of the Cooperative Strategy laid the groundwork for an enduring strategic approach. The strategy’s principles of defending the global system, preserving a healthy quotient of combat power, and shifting the sea services’ gaze to Asia conformed to the Obama administration’s leanings. How the Trump administration and future presidencies will manage the tension between police and combat functions remains to be seen, but there is no escaping the persistence of both power politics and systemic maladies. The Cooperative Strategy acknowledges this, vowing to stage “credible combat power” in the western Pacific, Indian Ocean, and Persian Gulf for the foreseeable future while also overseeing the liberal system of maritime trade and commerce over which the United States has presided since 1945.

Will the American body politic support such an open-ended, resource-intensive maritime strategy? The outlook remains uncertain. Mahan himself worried that the character of the American people and their government might work against sea power. The incentives just might not be there. For instance, he wrote, the United States spanned a continent. And like France, it boasted a pleasant climate and abundant resources. America’s ability to provide for itself tended to distract attention from seafaring pursuits “in this our period of commercial and naval decadence.”39 Americans might—and perhaps will—turn inward again.

The convivial North American surroundings contrasted starkly with the British Isles, whose poverty of natural resources drove Britons to the sea in search of trade and prosperity.40 Or, suggested Mahan, Americans might resemble the Dutch during their golden age of seafaring. Ruled by merchants loath to levy taxes, the Dutch “would not pay” for a navy able to sustain their republic’s position vis-à-vis an England on the make.41 Mahan deemed Dutchmen too tightfisted to endure.

If they mimicked the French or Dutch examples, Americans would lose out in the struggle for maritime supremacy through sheer neglect. There is some cause for concern today by Mahanian indices. “If sea power be really based upon a peaceful and extensive commerce,” contends Mahan, “aptitude for commercial pursuits must be a distinguishing feature of the nations that have at one time or another been great upon the sea.”42 The United States enjoys robust commerce buoyed by the international economic system it helped create after World War II. Geography remains favorable, furthermore. Hawaii and Guam are American soil, giving the U.S. military a stronghold in the second island chain and a lifeline to it.

Yet projecting power into the first island chain is a matter of adroit alliance management with nations such as Japan and South Korea. Indeed, America has no strategic position in Asia without alliances. With regard to shipping, the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard remain the world’s foremost national fleet, but the U.S.-flagged merchant fleet is little more than an afterthought. The vast bulk of American goods travel in foreign-flagged hulls. The prospects for U.S. staying power in the Indo-Pacific, then, appear decidedly mixed by Mahanian measures.

As a result, the 2007 Maritime Strategy handled diplomacy toward Asian audiences delicately. Its drafters shied away from naming an enemy. China is conspicuously absent from the document. Nor is a maritime-strategy document necessarily the right forum to profile specific threats in any event. After all, the Pentagon already publishes annual reports to Congress on Chinese military power, updating its estimates of the PLA’s military potential and evolving strategy on an ongoing basis.

Nor, a decade ago, was it obvious what trajectory Chinese naval development would take. At that time the PLA Navy appeared unlikely to match the global reach and capability the Soviet Navy displayed in the 1970s. China’s navy partook of the Gulf of Aden counterpiracy expedition almost from its inception, generally keeping a three-ship contingent on station off Somalia and ultimately opening a support base at nearby Djibouti. That modest deployment pales by comparison with the Okean-75 naval exercises that showcased the Soviet Navy’s blue-water prowess. Since China’s maritime ambitions appeared unassuming, U.S. sea-service leaders refused to name China as a foe and risk creating the self-fulfilling prophecy of U.S.-China enmity.

The downside of assuaging Chinese sensibilities is that U.S. allies in Asia, particularly Japan, worry that Washington will take conciliation too far. Tokyo long ago tethered its national security to the United States under the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty. Tokyo’s annual defense white papers, entitled Defense of Japan, concede that Japan cannot guarantee its national security solely through independent efforts. Defense of Japan 2016 thus pronounces the U.S.-Japan alliance the “centerpiece of Japan’s security” and a “cornerstone of the peace and prosperity of the Asia-Pacific region.” The alliance, moreover, will become “indispensable,” the white paper says, as the “security environment surrounding Japan becomes increasingly severe.”43

Having bound their fortunes inextricably to America, Japanese leaders monitor shifts in U.S. policy and strategy carefully. They look for signs that Washington will abandon Japan in its hour of need. Alternatively, they fear that Washington may do something unwise, entrapping Tokyo into actions counter to its interests. Japan, in short, is wary of its superpower patron. At the same time, Japan’s strategic community is deeply conflicted about China’s future and about Tokyo’s long-term relationship with its giant neighbor.

Japanese ambivalence about Chinese ascendancy is by no means unanimous. Those who advocate continued engagement with China were probably relieved to find no explicit references to China in the 2007 Maritime Strategy, rightfully fearing that a provocative document that set its U.S. ally on a maritime collision course with China would substantially increase the risk of entrapment for Japan. If a nautical rivalry emerges as a result, Tokyo could find itself compelled to distance its policy from Washington while striving for a more independent policy toward Beijing. Washington in turn needs the alliance to anchor its military presence in the region—and thus to sustain its preeminence.

Querulous Southeast Asian leaders likewise count on the United States to counterbalance China’s pretensions to dominance in their home region. This has become increasingly difficult since Beijing commenced trying to enforce its claims to “indisputable sovereignty” over most of the South China Sea and began manufacturing islands and infrastructure to support military aircraft and shipping there.44 Excessive deference or hostility to Beijing, then, could corrode the maritime order the U.S. Navy has presided over since 1945. Striking a delicate balance within any policy initiative for Asia is no easy feat.

Several aspects of the 2007 Cooperative Strategy warrant special scrutiny. The authors start by taking note of the interconnected nature of the globalized world. They side firmly with Harvard scholar Joseph Nye and long-dead British diplomat Eyre Crowe, who portray defense of the system as an international public good—something that benefits all seafaring nations.45 By providing for maritime security over the past seven-plus decades, the U.S. Navy earned legitimacy for American rule of the seas, much as the Royal Navy legitimized British supremacy during the age of sail. While the document makes no mention of Mahan, moreover, it conforms to his ideas about the primacy of commerce, as outlined in chapter 1, and thus to his logic of sea power:

The security, prosperity, and vital interests of the United States are increasingly coupled to those of other nations. Our Nation’s interests are best served by fostering a peaceful global system comprised of interdependent networks of trade, finance, information, law, people and governance. We prosper because of this system of exchange among nations, yet recognize it is vulnerable to a range of disruptions that can produce cascading and harmful effects far from their sources. Major power war, regional conflict, terrorism, lawlessness and natural disasters—all have the potential to threaten U.S. national security and world prosperity.46

Wars large or small may persist the service chiefs say, but the Maritime Strategy portrays them more as disruptions to the system than as direct threats to U.S. maritime preponderance. The document’s architects also include war on a list of ills that includes not only threats—that is, challenges that fuse capability to the deliberate intent of a living opponent—but also natural disasters, the uneven advance of economic liberalization, and other phenomena that are not products of human action. And the strategy’s talk of preventing second- and third-order effects of baneful phenomena opens up the possibility of the Navy’s acting in myriad contingencies. Tracing “cascading and harmful effects” to their source, attacking that source, and doing so without serious unforeseen consequences is no simple matter.

The Cooperative Strategy took a starkly different perspective on strategy than did the Reagan administration’s strategy. That is no accident: it was a strategy for a different world. The Cold War divided the world up into rival camps. The 2007 Maritime Strategy broadcast the message that all nations are stakeholders in the system and should help preserve it by jointly supplying the public good of freedom of the sea. Combined action, furthermore, would nurture “confidence and trust among nations through collective security efforts that focus on common threats and mutual interests in an open, multipolar world.” In turn, a healthier world system would result. The document’s key passage assigns the maritime services six “strategic imperatives”:

Where tensions are high or where we wish to demonstrate to our friends and allies our commitment to security and stability, U.S. maritime forces will be characterized by regionally concentrated, forward-deployed task forces with the combat power to limit regional conflict, deter major power war, and should deterrence fail, win our Nation’s wars as part of a joint or combined campaign. In addition, persistent, mission-tailored maritime forces will be globally distributed in order to contribute to homeland defense-in-depth, foster and sustain cooperative relationships with an expanding set of international partners, and prevent or mitigate disruptions and crises.47

Loosely speaking, this means the sea services must simultaneously preserve their battle readiness to guard against traditional military conflict and hone their proficiency at police functions, nation building, naval diplomacy, and the like. The Maritime Strategy implies that such functions can be neatly partitioned, with separate combat and constabulary forces executing their missions. In reality U.S. Navy, Marine, and Coast Guard units have found themselves pressed into service in either capacity. Such has been the burden for seafarers since antiquity, when Greek navies fought one another on the high seas, attacked or defended merchant shipping, or struck at pirates, depending on the wishes of their political masters.

What of the means to these expansive ends? The Maritime Strategy directs the maritime services to pursue six “expanded core capabilities”: forward presence, deterrence, sea control, power projection ashore, maritime security, and humanitarian assistance and disaster response. To realize these capabilities it orders the sea services to improve interoperability among themselves and with foreign allies and partners; bolster maritime domain awareness and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capacity; and prepare their people for the intensely interactive strategic environment they will encounter in the Indian Ocean and the western Pacific. Despite all their talk about cooperation, the chiefs are blunt about sea control:

There are many challenges to our ability to exercise sea control, perhaps none as significant as the growing number of nations operating submarines, both advanced diesel-electric and nuclear propelled. We will continue to hone the tactics, training and technologies needed to neutralize this threat. We will not permit conditions under which our maritime forces would be impeded from freedom of maneuver and freedom of access, nor will we permit an adversary to disrupt the global supply chain by attempting to block vital sea-lines of communication and commerce. We will be able to impose local sea control wherever necessary, ideally in concert with friends and allies, but by ourselves if we must.48 (Our emphasis)

The document thus strikes a martial note, evoking the Mahanian grammar of maritime operations while focusing squarely on Asia. Indeed, it goes beyond anything Mahan himself would have espoused. Mahan wanted a U.S. Navy able to dominate the Gulf of Mexico and Caribbean Sea along with the Pacific lifeline to the Philippine Islands; the 2007 Maritime Strategy reserves the right to command any navigable expanse on the planet at Washington’s discretion. The directive’s specific mention of potential enemy capabilities, namely submarines, is particularly noteworthy. While Russia has made headlines in recent years as it renews its maritime activism, China remains the only naval power in the world that has amassed undersea might prodigiously in both the conventional and nuclear domains.

Since the 1990s the PLA Navy has introduced three new classes of advanced diesel-electric boats (the Kilo, the Song, and the Yuan) along with two classes of second-generation nuclear-powered subs (the Jin SSBN and the Shang SSN). Additional nuclear boats are reportedly in the works. Such concerted effort is unrivaled anywhere. The passage quoted above marks the closest the 2007 Maritime Strategy comes to identifying China’s naval modernization as a major challenge to U.S. Navy sea command. If the threat is measured in terms of an adversary’s capacity to sortie and operate large numbers of modern submarines, then China must rank atop or near the top of any list of competitors.

“Critical to this notion [of sea control],” declares the Cooperative Strategy, “is the maintenance of a powerful fleet—ships, aircraft, Marine forces, and shore-based fleet activities—capable of selectively controlling the seas, projecting power ashore, and protecting friendly forces and civilian populations from attack.” This is a function of forward-deployed naval power. “Credible combat power will be continuously postured in the Western Pacific and the Arabian Gulf/Indian Ocean to protect our vital interests, assure our friends and allies of our continuing commitment to regional security, and deter and dissuade potential adversaries and peer competitors.”49 Such language would have been instantly familiar to Mahan in his most warlike mood—even though he scarcely foresaw a globe-spanning U.S. Navy.

Beyond that, the Maritime Strategy says little about force structure. This too is by design. The strategy’s authors took inspiration from Mahan’s logic of commercial, political, and military access, as befitted their emphasis on cooperation. As we noted before, the Maritime Strategy sets forth a logic of sea power predicated on U.S. leadership. Its primary audiences reside in foreign capitals and the international community. Advocating a particular makeup for a U.S. national fleet would fall flat with audiences overseas—especially given the unsettled conditions the strategy predicts in an unevenly globalizing world and the imperative to deliver a message congenial to overseas observers.

Still less could the document’s authors predict in advance which foreign partners would join which specific endeavors. This is the nature of founding and leading a standing coalition or coalitions to oversee freedom of the maritime common. The service chiefs appeared content to let debates over the grammar of maritime strategy and forces sort themselves out elsewhere. Operational grammar seemed likely to need modifying from contingency to contingency, depending on the challenge and the kind and magnitude of foreign support Washington hoped to assemble. In short, combined maritime strategy promised to be a kaleidoscopic affair, with maritime consortiums shifting according to the partners’ needs and interests of the moment.

From Hybrid toward Mahanian Strategy: The 2015 “Refresh”

Three things are noteworthy about the “refreshed”—or more accurately, revised and expanded—2015 “Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower.” First, China puts in several appearances; the service chiefs are no longer so reticent about naming potential antagonists. Second, the 2015 derivative propagates the trend inaugurated in 2007 toward a more Mahanian outlook. And third, despite these differences, the document’s release elicited little commentary within naval officialdom or the affiliated scholarly community. The 2007 Cooperative Strategy, in contrast, occasioned months of debate among stakeholders.

That China now rates explicit mention is a function of changes to the strategic and operational setting since 2007—chiefly changes wrought by China’s bellicose conduct since the 2010 time frame. While China’s high-seas activism does present some opportunities for collaboration, notes the document, “China’s naval expansion also presents challenges when it employs force or intimidation against other sovereign nations to assert territorial claims. This behavior, along with a lack of transparency in its military intentions, contributes to tension and instability, potentially leading to miscalculation or even escalation.”50

The strategy also refers to China by proxy, noting that anti-access and area-denial weaponry “allows potential adversaries to threaten naval and air forces at greater ranges,” complicating U.S. “access to some maritime regions … as well as our ability to maneuver within those regions … including the littoral and landward access.”51 China, of course, has invested lavishly in such an arsenal.

But China constitutes just one among a dizzying multitude of hostile actors and challenges the Maritime Strategy catalogues. Indeed, the 2015 strategy bulks forty-eight pages, more than twice the length of its predecessor. The sea services declare that they will help manage all of these challenges. Strategy is first and foremost a matter of setting and enforcing priorities. The sheer size of the Maritime Strategy suggests that, as of 2015, the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard were not yet ready to embrace the reality of long-term strategic competition against an assertive China—and make that their priority.

While the refreshed strategy is more Mahanian in outlook than its 2007 forerunner, it scarcely even approaches the grim tenor of the 1986 Maritime Strategy. It marks incremental cultural readjustment to a world of renewed great-power politics. Perhaps that is why it occasioned little debate among navalists following its publication. The 2007 Cooperative Strategy marked something entirely new in maritime history, but however much the 2015 strategy differed from its predecessor in cosmetic terms, it constituted a venture in gradualism.

A Tale of Evolving Strategies

What guidance can we distill from the U.S. Navy’s evolving strategies? We treat the 2007 and 2015 editions of the Cooperative Strategy as a unit for simplicity’s sake; the former swiveled the sea services toward a more Mahanian world, and the latter kept the Mahanian pivot going. What do the likenesses and disparities between the 1986 and 2007/2015 maritime strategies say about making and adapting strategy in today’s increasingly competitive Asian nautical environment?

First, the strategies are written on two different analytical planes. The 1986 document speaks primarily to operational-level commanders, corresponding to the Mahanian grammar of sea combat and to Mahan’s and Corbett’s writings on fleet tactics. The 2007 and 2015 variants are pitched at the grand-strategic level, corresponding to Mahan’s sea-power philosophy; to the logic of commercial, diplomatic, and military access; and to Huntington’s definition of a strategic concept. Ideas about sea power manifest themselves in the Cooperative Strategy. Specific insight into operations, tactics, and fleet design is in short supply.

Second, there is considerable interplay between the operational and strategic levels, as we demonstrated while perusing the interactions between undersea deterrence and maritime anti-access. The Watkins-Lehman strategy, for instance, envisioned skewing the nuclear balance in America’s favor even in a conventional conflict, as the strategy’s critics pointed out. An operational vision of offensive naval warfare thus took on strategic and political repercussions. Even though it remains silent on operations and tactics, the Cooperative Strategy too will impinge on such practical matters.

Moreover, the 2007/2015 strategy in effect—and perhaps unbeknownst to its framers—inaugurated a project of world-historical scope. For roughly the past five centuries a single predominant sea power has exercised trusteeship over the global system of maritime trade and commerce. The Cooperative Strategy, by contrast, proclaims in effect that the United States will found and lead a standing coalition or family of coalitions and partnerships—a “global network of navies,” to quote the 2015 strategy—to preside over the system.52 This is unprecedented. And the United States will do all of this from a position of relative weakness and at a time when it has fewer and fewer resources to devote to the enterprise.

As a result, America’s say in coalition circles is on the wane while it tries to orchestrate something uniquely ambitious. Call it the Golden Rule of coalition building: he who has the gold makes the rules, with the corollary that he who has less gold has less say about the rules. Managing a partnership with little to contribute to it promises to prove tough. Thus, executing the Cooperative Strategy will demand naval diplomacy of extraordinary dexterity long into the future.53 Whether officialdom has come to terms with the coalition dynamics it is likely to encounter remains to be seen.

Having an adversary to impart focus, and having a leadership willing to be frank about identifying and planning against that adversary, simplifies the intellectual challenge before strategists. That was the case when naval leaders formulated the 1986 strategy. But there are vast differences between the strategic contexts then and now. The Soviet naval threat had been real and compelling for well over a decade by the time Watkins and Lehman began pushing their new approach. The drafters of the 2007 strategy had no such luck. By 2015 the service chiefs were edging in a more competitive direction as it became increasingly hard to deny that China posed a serious challenge to American maritime supremacy.

The Cooperative Strategy could itself help shape the nature and magnitude of a Chinese threat. Think of how the 1986 strategy would have influenced strategic debates in Moscow had it been released in, say, 1960—before Admiral Gorshkov embarked on his fleet-building enterprise and before the Soviet Navy posed more than a nuisance. In all likelihood a declaratory strategy proclaiming that the U.S. Navy intended to sink its Soviet antagonist in its home waters would have strengthened Gorshkov’s hand in internal quarrels with the army and air force over strategy and resources.

Warlike talk from the U.S. Navy and Marines might have prompted Moscow to take a far more offensive stance at sea, overriding the Soviets’ strategic preference for fighting within their blue belt of defense. The same logic applies to China. Updating the 1986 strategy in the 2007 timeframe might well have proved counterproductive in Asian waters. A bellicose U.S. document might have undermined the policy agenda of top Chinese leaders who to date had exhibited a preference for moderation and conciliation while projecting a pacific image of Chinese sea power.

Such a strategy, then, would have been premature in 2007. It appeared more prudent to give Beijing a chance to vindicate the leadership’s assurances about the beneficent nature of Chinese sea power. Issued back then, a grammatically driven approach to U.S. maritime strategy might well have foreclosed prospects for cooperation at sea. We should always be skeptical of casual claims that being forthright with China will bring about a self-fulfilling prophecy, giving rise to rivalry and antagonism. Such claims too readily devolve into excuses for doing nothing about this emerging challenge. Still, reviving the 1986 strategy too soon would have darkened the maritime environment in Asia, alarming allies and undecided powers alike.

By 2015, however, China had had its chance to act beneficently and had squandered it through overbearing conduct toward fellow Asians. Its actions reshaped the strategic environment to a point where something more along the lines of the 1986 Maritime Strategy appeared more fitting. Nevertheless, strategy statements can themselves become part of strategic interaction with adversaries, allies, or bystanders. Careless phrasing is tantamount to self-defeating behavior.

This basic fact molded both the 1986 and 2007/2015 maritime strategies. The audiences for U.S. nautical outreach correspond to the Clausewitzian “trinity”—roughly speaking, the government, the people, and the armed forces—for each party to an interactive relationship, plus international bodies like the UN Security Council and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization that take an interest in oceanic affairs.54 Clearly, the diplomatic geometry becomes more and more unwieldy as the number of parties increases.

The geometry of the 1986 Maritime Strategy was relatively straightforward, encompassing the American trinity, the Soviet trinity, and the NATO allies. By aiming to draw all seafaring nations into a maritime consortium, the 2007/2015 Maritime Strategy attempts a far more difficult feat. Because it elaborates principles without going deeply into specifics, the 2007/2015 strategy may prove more durable than its predecessor and better suited to regions like Asia where the configuration of power and interests remains fluid.

The upshot: candor matters, but it also has its pitfalls. Theodore Roosevelt was fond of invoking the West African proverb, “Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.” But speaking softly is not the same thing as dissembling about such uncomfortable subjects as U.S.-China naval rivalry. Roosevelt simply meant that governments should foreswear bluster. Soft-pedaling the chances for naval conflict undercuts the case for platforms like aircraft carriers and Aegis destroyers, potentially debilitating American naval might. And it does so while fanning speculation in Asia about American fortitude in the face of a militarily strong if not militant China.

That would constitute the worst of all possible worlds for strategic communicators. History primes Chinese officials and scholars to be skeptical about American sea power, no matter what Washington says. As a general rule, consequently, it is better to speak softly—but also frankly—about the proper uses of maritime power.

A Full-Bore Mahanian Strategy?

Signs indicate that the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard have come to embrace the coming Mahanian future and have started girding themselves for it. In 2011, for example, CNO Jonathan Greenert issued a set of “Sailing Directions” ranking warfighting first among the “tenets” of U.S. naval operations.55 This terse directive signaled a turnabout in attitudes from the 2007 Cooperative Strategy, which afforded noncombat functions coequal standing with combat. Mahanian utterances were increasingly commonplace within a few short years after 2007—suggesting that events were turning naval leaders’ post-Mahanian world upside down.

Admiral John Richardson continued to sound these themes after succeeding Admiral Greenert as CNO in 2015. CNO Richardson published a “Design for Maintaining Maritime Superiority” in 2016, acknowledging that “the United States is facing a return to great power competition” for the first time since the Cold War, singling out China and Russia as serious competitors, and pledging to “maintain a fleet that is trained and ready to operate and fight decisively—from the deep ocean to the littorals, from the sea floor to space, and in the information domain.”56 And in 2017, in a similar vein, Admiral Thomas Rowden, the commander of U.S. Navy surface forces, released a strategy statement vowing to “return to sea control” and thus making it the North Star of naval operations once again.57

Suppose naval overseers persevere with their Mahanian turn. What would a latter-day counterpart to the 1986 Maritime Strategy look like? Clear similarities to the Cold War would mold any such strategy. For one, China is a competitor on the march, just as the Soviet Union went on its march during the 1970s. China’s rise to economic and military eminence is compelling the United States to choose between building up armed strength and forfeiting crucial national interests, just as Soviet adventurism prodded the U.S. Navy to reawaken from its post-Mahanian slumber of the 1950s and 1960s and the post-Vietnam funk of the 1970s. Returning to Mahanian history involves wrenching cultural and material changes.

For another, China’s military has fielded a reconnaissance-strike complex designed to proscribe unwanted entry into offshore waters or, failing that, to impose forbidding costs on hostile forces that dare venture into those waters. But while the Soviet military never perfected an ASBM, the PLA evidently has. Operating in concert with shore-based aircraft and missiles and short-range submarines and patrol craft, ASBMs have hoisted a protective aegis over the China seas and western Pacific, augmenting the firepower of the PLA Navy surface fleet. In effect the PLA has amalgamated the ideas of the fortress fleet, the jeune école, and the offensively minded battle fleet into a single implement of sea combat. It took Chinese weapons engineering to fulfill the promise of the Russian concepts of the fortress fleet and the blue belt of defense. The U.S. Navy, meanwhile, is struggling to crack China’s anti-access defenses, in part by developing new weaponry and in part by concentrating combat power in maritime Asia.

So there is a whiff of the 1980s about U.S.-China strategic competition. Now, for the differences separating the Cold War from today: First of all, Moscow faced the prospect of a two-front war. Soviet forces would find themselves fighting to their west in continental Europe and also around the marine periphery as the U.S. sea services carried the fight into the offshore bastions. But whereas the sea represented a secondary theater for the Soviet Union, it is the primary theater for China. China, after all, faces few overland threats that might deflect attention and assets from seaborne competition. Beijing places enormous weight on managing the seas landward of the first island chain as well as a buffer to the islands’ east, and it can afford to allocate the bulk of its efforts and resources there. The PLA, then, promises to be a more troublesome high-seas competitor than the Soviet military ever was.

Second, the U.S. sea services’ operational objectives would differ in a China contingency from those assigned during the Cold War. The Lehman-Watkins strategy directed U.S. Navy task forces to steam into Soviet nautical bastions to assail the Soviet SSBN fleet. In theory the imperative to defend SSBNs would stretch Soviet defenses out around the Soviet Union’s geographic periphery—alleviating pressure on the Central Front in Europe and tilting the military balance toward NATO. That theory may not apply to China. While the PLAN has made strides in undersea deterrence, the Chinese leadership evidently does not affix the same importance to SSBNs as did Soviet potentates.

If that is the case, threatening them would not summon forth the overreaction the framers of the 1986 strategy expected from Soviet defenders. It would not distort PLA defenses in the allies’ favor. The U.S. leadership, consequently, should make sinking the PLAN surface fleet the objective of U.S. naval operations in the western Pacific. Beijing does appear to care about the fleet it has invested such time, treasure, and effort assembling. A Mahanian strategy, then, could aspire to operational and tactical goals that would elicit a smile from Mahan himself.

And third, U.S. joint forces can turn geography to advantage today in a way they never could vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. Access to the oceans is a vital interest for China today in a way it never was for the Soviets, or even for China’s Cold War self. U.S. allies occupy the first island chain. Forces stationed there could close the straits piercing the island chain to Chinese submarines, surface shipping, and aircraft. U.S. and allied ground forces could emplace mobile missile-armed detachments on islands adjoining the straits to imperil PLA forces attempting east-west movement between the China seas and western Pacific, not to mention north-south movement along the Asian seaboard. Submarine, surface, and air forces prowling along the island chain would solidify the barricade. In effect the allies would mount a reciprocal anti-access strategy, putting PLA commanders on notice that they are not the only ones who can restrict an antagonist’s access to crucial waters and skies.

This is a lot to accomplish. The contest matches up a fraction of U.S. maritime forces against the combined weight of a concentrated PLA on its own home ground, far from American ground. U.S. naval officialdom must revisit the 1980s as it charts a Mahanian strategy to handle such adverse strategic conditions. Officials must be brutally honest with themselves as they inquire into history. And they must stay humble. Hubris is a deadly sin of naval warfare, and it manifests itself from time to time in naval circles. It does no one any good to crow—as two admirals did not long ago—that PLA Navy ships can’t “fight their way out of a wet paper bag” while a U.S. Navy ship “will rock anything that it comes up against,” or that comparing Chinese and American submarines is like “comparing a Model T with a Corvette.”58

That the U.S. Navy outcompeted its chief antagonist during the 1980s does not mean it is fated to do the same today. If China represents a tougher seaborne competitor now than the Soviet Union was then, and if the Reagan administration believed it would take a six-hundred-ship navy to prosecute a Mahanian strategy against the Soviet Navy, what does this imply about the size and shape a Mahanian U.S. Navy should take to outcompete the PLA? The answer may be that the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard need to be far larger and brawnier than protagonists to the debate over sizing and configuring the sea services allow.

The Mahanian future that awaits may demand nothing less.
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CHAPTER NINE
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CHINA DREAMS ON

We end this sojourn through marine Asia by peering through a glass darkly into the future. China is busily accumulating sea power to make President Xi Jinping’s Chinese Dream come true. The dream is about making China great again after it suffered a long “century of humiliation” at the hands of seaborne conquerors punctuated by dynastic collapse and civil war. Greatness in the abstract need not alarm fellow Asian powers. It is the type of greatness Xi has in mind that vexes outsiders. Parts of China’s dream are innocuous or even mutually beneficial for Eurasia; these are welcome. Other parts, however, raise the possibility that a great China will be a domineering China.

It is the job of U.S. maritime strategy to temper the sinister aspects of China’s bid for greatness without quashing its benign aspects. To channel China’s dream toward temperance, U.S. leaders must understand and adapt. They must understand China’s maritime strategy, that is, while adapting to the new circumstances to which it has given rise. What should scholars and practitioners of American sea power take away from studying maritime China? First of all, the Chinese are industrious folk and tough competitors. Xi’s vision of the Chinese Dream amounts to a statement of political purpose along with an effort to summon political resolve. To all appearances it resonates with the audiences to which Xi means to appeal, namely the CCP and rank-and-file citizens.

A polity intent on fulfilling a common dream invests generously in policies, strategies, and implements of power designed to make it a reality. And it sustains that investment for a long time, if not forever. As Carl von Clausewitz counsels, a competitor that yearns ardently for its “political object” undertakes an effort of commensurate “magnitude,” as measured in lives, treasure, and resources. It presses the effort for an open-ended “duration.”1 The magnitude of an endeavor corresponds to the rate at which a competitor expends resources; duration means how long it keeps up the expenditure. Doing the arithmetic—multiplying rate by time—reveals that China is pursuing an enterprise of startling proportions.

And it could make good on its oceangoing project. Americans, accordingly, must resist the urge to deprecate China’s ingenuity, competitive fire, and steadfastness; far safer to regard challengers as peer competitors or spoilers until events prove otherwise. Past seafaring hegemons have yielded to the temptation to discount challengers. The allure of complacency is doubly strong if the hegemon has reigned supreme for decades while challengers boast meager records for nautical enterprise. In this sense a false reading of history breeds smugness. Russian admirals sneered at the IJN a century ago. The wages of condescension? Wreckage from two fleets strewn across Asian seafloors and the destruction of Russian sea power in the Far East for generations to come.

Nor are Russians the only offenders. U.S. Navy leaders love to tout the foresight of interwar strategists toiling at the Naval War College and other precincts. Yet American naval officers were slow to grasp that the IJN was a deadly foe in the making. They waved aside its capacity to develop the weaponry that Japanese aviators deployed to stunning effect in 1941–42. And not until Soviet task forces started voyaging throughout the seven seas, including historic American preserves, did the U.S. Navy start taking the Soviet Navy seriously during the Cold War. Hubris toward challengers such as China’s PLA Navy is a vice U.S. Navy leaders must rebuke without mercy. Hubris begets blind spots—and blind spots misshape strategy, operations, and tactics.

Affording this prospective antagonist respect and grappling with how its leadership makes and executes strategy will help the United States avoid intellectual failings of this sort. Westerners, including Americans, have made much of China’s anti-access strategy, for example. Some reduce anti-access to a family of weapons that China has deployed to make things tough on U.S. or allied forces. Anti-access is a material thing for analysts of such leanings. The engineering side of the problem is nettlesome, to be sure, but there is more to it than that. Beijing wants to make the rules regulating access to waters and skies it cares about. It would permit mercantile shipping to cruise the sea-lanes unmolested while proscribing military activities—surveillance flights, underwater surveys, and the like—that the leadership deems objectionable.

Resourceful regulators use whatever tools are at hand. Military force is only one such tool. Properly understood, then, anti-access is a grand strategy. Its practitioners harness diplomacy. Chinese emissaries impress upon potential opponents that the costs of forcible access to the western Pacific or China seas will prove unbearable and the return on the investment meager. If they do their job convincingly, they will skew American or allied cost-benefit calculations against bucking Beijing’s will. Economics is another tool at China’s disposal. Offering or withholding economic cooperation plays a part in its cost-imposing strategy. Economics could let Beijing play the alliance-breaker, moreover, peeling away U.S. allies that see an enormous stake in trading with China.

Moreover, the Chinese have shrewdly interpreted international law in ways that aim to restrict U.S. military use of the seas and airspace enshrouding China. They have also enshrined their legal positions across maritime Asia in domestic legislation in an attempt to confer sovereign authority on their excessive jurisdictional claims. And of course there is the obvious martial component. The PLA has devised hardware and tactics to persuade adversaries that they cannot win a trial of arms—or at any rate cannot win at a cost acceptable to them. China thus counts on foes to be rational and to abjure costly entanglements that promise scant gain.

Chinese anti-access efforts in the diplomatic, economic, legal, normative, and military realms thus constitute a strategic danger of the first order to the United States and its allies. After all, access to the western Pacific has been an essential pillar of America’s regional strategy for well over a century. Ever since Secretary of State John Hay issued his “Open Door” circular note in 1899, beseeching European powers to respect one another’s equal privileges to the Chinese market, Washington has designated comprehensive and unfettered access to Asia a vital regional objective. It was Tokyo’s progressive menace to U.S. access in Asia in the 1930s that drew the two sides into confrontation and eventually war. After Japan’s defeat in the Pacific War the United States drew up a blueprint for a system of mutual access to underwrite Asian peace, security, and prosperity. It then strove to put that blueprint into practice for decades afterward.

And sea power continued to act as the final arbiter of mutual access. The U.S. Navy’s postwar dominance facilitated the uninterrupted flow of seaborne commerce, promoting transpacific access to markets while offering a chance at prosperity for those who participated in the network of maritime trade. The naval service’s forward presence in Asia and its ability to respond rapidly to crises also deterred aggression while reassuring allies, and thereby preserved a favorable balance of power. For the United States, access begat wealth, wealth begat power, power begat stability, and stability begat access—a positive-sum cycle.

This is the grand-strategic “logic” of sea power. And it is China’s mounting resistance to the U.S.-led system of trade and commerce, which has nourished the regional order for more than seven decades, that makes the rise of Chinese sea power so worrisome. Policy makers, then, must resist the temptation to focus narrowly on the material or operational dimensions of Chinese anti-access. These are important beyond a doubt. But statesmen must recognize that China’s ascent and its accompanying dream pose an all-encompassing challenge to the United States and the long peace over which it has presided in Asia.

Second, geography is important to China, but its dreams are not bounded by geography. This volume has demonstrated that bursting the “first island chain” is integral to Chinese maritime strategy on economic, diplomatic, and military grounds. As Mahan teaches, maritime strategy is about prying open commercial, political, and military access to trading regions. But access starts at home for a power like China, encumbered as it is by offshore terrain. Occupying Taiwan, for instance, would break the island chain while guaranteeing the PLA Navy access to the western Pacific. It would also drive a salient into the offshore theater, granting Beijing new influence over the southern approaches to Japan and Korea. U.S. alliances might well suffer for it.

Would China content itself with such a geopolitical coup? Perhaps, but color us skeptical. It is very doubtful that China would terminate its seaward quest after a successful opening gambit. Rupturing the island-chain barrier constitutes Beijing’s immediate goal, not its ultimate goal. Mahan’s logic of maritime strategy directs Beijing to court access to suppliers of raw materials and consumers of Chinese products—and most regions critical to Chinese economic health and vitality lie beyond the first island chain. Access to the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf in particular constitutes a fulcrum for China’s foreign policy and strategy. It demands a regular if not standing PLAN presence in these waterways. Regaining Taiwan would administer a palliative for the “Malacca dilemma” that vexes China’s leadership, but it would not cure it.

In short, no one should expect China to stand down once ensconced on Taiwan. Nor will even an ascendant China abandon its martial playbook. As strategic documents and commentary indicate, China has fashioned a way of maritime operations and tactics that owes something to Mahan’s operational “grammar” of marine command but derives primarily from Mao Zedong’s grammar of “active defense,” as interpreted and reinterpreted by generations of CCP leaders and PLA commanders. This elastic mode of strategy envisions luring foes deep into Chinese defenses while exacting a heavy toll from them as they come. Only after enfeebling stronger enemy forces will PLA defenders hazard decisive combat. If anti-access measures work as designed, China might not even need to risk the PLAN surface fleet in action. Better yet, the defense might deter American intervention altogether.

Third, while martial greatness constitutes part of the Chinese Dream, it is not the whole of it. As we have noted time and again in this volume, Chinese strategists conceive of maritime strategy in holistic terms. The pursuit of access drives them. Strategy manifests itself concretely as Beijing nurtures commerce, builds ships, and negotiates access to foreign harbors. In practical terms, then, any implement that can mold events in waters China cares about represents an implement of sea power. That could be a PLA Navy ship, a PLA Air Force jet, a PLA Rocket Force antiship missile, or a China Coast Guard cutter. It could even be a fishing trawler crewed by militia. For China, maritime strategy is not solely a navy-against-navy affair. U.S. diplomats and military folk must prepare themselves for Beijing’s hyper-Mahanian approach to sea power.

Fourth, ideas from the strategic canon can help Americans fathom the workings of China’s maritime strategy. Mahan’s works are helpful both because they exert direct influence in China and because they help scholars and practitioners analyze and explain the actions of any sea power—whether or not it pays homage to Mahan. But Mahanian operational grammar furnishes China with only partial guidance at best. Chinese strategists have merged ideas from Mao, Corbett, and other eminent thinkers into a synthetic grammar of sea combat. American mariners must read these classics as well, not only for their intrinsic worth but also because together they afford a glimpse at the red team’s playbook.

Fifth, if it is critical not to denigrate China’s capacity to compete, it is just as critical not to overrate China as a high-seas competitor. Its maritime services and naval-industrial complex have performed impressively to date, but they are neither infallible nor superhuman nor unstoppable. Nor are they exempt from human frailty or material shortcomings. Nor are China’s national resources inexhaustible. It is far from predestined, consequently, that Chinese sea power will continue along its upward trajectory into the distant future. Demographic travails, economic woes, and diplomatic overreach could burden China’s seaward ambitions and impose a ceiling on them over the long term.

Parlous times may await the region as China nears that ceiling. Autocratic societies such as China presumably know more than any external observer about their domestic circumstances. If China’s campaign for sea power starts butting up against its limits—and if Chinese maritime strategists believe the U.S. military has begun to compete in earnest at last—the leadership may conclude it must act now or never. In fact, such a mindset may have already taken hold. A sense of urgency may help explain the haste impelling China’s efforts to consolidate territorial gains in the South China Sea. Beijing is running the risk of uniting a hostile Southeast Asian coalition because the risks of leisurely strategy appear far worse.

Turning more narrowly to naval matters, the costs of operating and maintaining China’s ever-growing fleet will mount. For now China benefits on the cheap from the surge in newly commissioned vessels whose keels it laid under the modernization programs of the 1990s and 2000s. Indeed, the PLAN has been putting to sea ships of all types at breakneck speed over the past decade. Like new cars, new ships demand little maintenance in their youth. As they age, however, the cost of keeping them seaworthy and fit to fight will escalate. Shipboard components, parts, machinery, and complex weapons systems will need replacement owing to routine wear and tear, not to mention upgrades as technology advances. Older equipment is also prone to malfunction and failure under unforgiving conditions at sea. If the PLAN suffers from slack maintenance practices, structural damage—frequently unnoticed until it is prohibitively expensive to repair—could accrue. Such oversights compound the costs of fleet maintenance.

Consequently, the price of managing an aging fleet’s operational readiness will rise sharply even as Chinese planners look ahead to designing and procuring new generations of warships. The cost curve could prove especially steep because entire classes of ships that joined the fleet in quick succession could reach obsolescence en masse a decade or two hence. Gleaming new hulls splashed on TV or the Internet surround the PLAN with an aura of power and majesty today, but the bill will eventually come due. When it does, programs for everyday operations and upkeep will compete with recapitalization and modernization for scarce—and perhaps diminishing—resources. Maintaining an aging fleet entails opportunity costs for the future fleet.

In the not-so-distant future, then, Beijing will face budgetary choices from which years of abundance have exempted it. How much will it cost China to maintain a larger and older fleet while keeping it sufficiently modern and ready for combat in 2025 or 2030? This question hangs over decision makers in Beijing. Washington should anticipate the day when China begins to labor under such financial burdens and should hunt for ways to impose painful trade-offs on China while magnifying the opportunity costs inherent to any seagoing navy. Making things pricey for China represents another mode of peacetime maritime competition.

Sixth, China is neither unreasonable nor impervious to deterrence. It responds to costs, benefits, and hazards just as any rational competitor does. Steadfast, firm, patient pushback thus could induce Beijing to postpone its ambitions. And if it postpones them long enough, internal change could engender more healthful attitudes toward regional politics. Are we prescribing a containment strategy? Strictly speaking, no. China is not the Soviet Union in 1950, when Secretary of State Dean Acheson inscribed his “American defense perimeter” on the map of Asia.

Nor does twenty-first-century China exhibit the kinds of ideological hostility that plunged U.S.-China relations into a deep freeze—including a comprehensive diplomatic and economic embargo that would be unthinkable today—during the first two decades of the Maoist era. While Beijing has not hesitated to influence foreign governments subtly through economic inducements, public-relations campaigns, and soft power, including proliferating pro-China “Confucius Institutes” to Western universities, it evinces little desire to export a malign ideology or overthrow the West.

And while containment sought to constrict Soviet expansionism through political, economic, and military measures, it is far from obvious that every element of China’s maritime strategy warrants containing. Some of Beijing’s initiatives—its One Belt, One Road enterprise, to name one—appear innocuous if not downright beneficial to Eurasia as a whole. America and its allies must distinguish between public goods of this sort and efforts to abridge freedom of the sea or wrest territory or resources from neighbors. The former should be welcomed, the latter opposed without remorse.

In fact, standing aside could constitute savvy strategy. It is plausible that China is guilty of self-defeating behavior as it plans to invest across Eurasia by land and by sea. Beijing intends to plunge infrastructure investments into some of the least stable and productive regions in the world. The prospective returns on those investments seem dubious at best. One Belt, One Road thus may represent a formula for self-inflicted Chinese financial and diplomatic overextension. In that case the United States and its allies should get out of China’s way and let it fritter away its capital—a finite resource—and even goad Beijing into overreach if possible.

Every yuan China devotes to projects of questionable worth in South and Central Asia is one less yuan Beijing has to spend on threatening implements of maritime and aerospace power for the western Pacific. The diversionary effects of China’s ambitious and potentially quixotic Eurasian quest could benefit the United States and its allies along the first island chain over the long run. In the meantime Washington and Asian capitals must deter and shape the worst elements of Chinese behavior in maritime Asia.

In practical terms, a U.S. strategy aimed at curbing China’s worst excesses would display an outward semblance of containment—and China’s leadership would doubtless interpret it as such. For decades Beijing has accused the United States of harboring a “Cold War mentality” and of conniving with Asian allies to stunt China’s rise. For instance, arming the Ryukyu Islands with antiship and antiair missiles to constrain Chinese sea and air access to the western Pacific would dredge up bad memories in Beijing.

That being the case, diplomatic dexterity is at a premium in Washington and friendly capitals. Political and military leaders must explain how they intend to marshal power to advance clearly stated political purposes while at the same time reassuring their Chinese counterparts that America has no desire to thwart the beneficent rise to economic and diplomatic eminence that China claims to be pursuing. Plainspoken diplomacy is best. American emissaries must neither bluster nor dissemble.

Yet policy makers must also be ready to accept that their reassurances, no matter how sincere, may never convince Beijing that the United States neither bears ill will toward China nor seeks to thwart its rise. As preceding chapters have demonstrated, unpleasant historical memories predispose Beijing to view the world as a dark place where only the fittest survive. At the same time, China’s elemental sense of its place and purpose in Asia may render unacceptable to the Chinese state and society any Asian future except their own dominance. Unshakable beliefs could convince Chinese leaders that a struggle for mastery over Asia is probable if not inevitable.

Washington must do what it can to avoid a showdown, but it must do so without abdicating its leadership and the military predominance that has underwritten American primacy. It must also prepare itself to wage a new Cold War in Asia should one come. Given that the central theater for such a rivalry would be a nautical theater, framing a coherent maritime strategy now is indispensable to strategic success.

Some may blanch at the prospect of another Cold War. Few savor the idea. But the alternative—if China displaced the United States as the regional hegemon—would prove far worse. Imagine a future Asia where a domineering China dictated events while demanding deference from its neighbors and where the principle that might makes right ruled. China’s track record in word and deed over the past decade suggests that this imagined future is no stretch.

Others may protest, reprising the familiar rejoinder noted in the previous chapter that we are engaging in a self-fulfilling prophecy. If we treat China like an enemy, they say, it will surely become one. But China is a strategic actor in its own right, not some passive mass that merely responds to stimuli from outside. China sees its destiny and is determined to fulfill it. It has acted on its ambitions for at least a decade, long before anyone opposed it. If a prophecy impels China, it is the prophecy conveyed by Xi Jinping’s Chinese Dream—not one imposed from outside.

Policy makers, then, must reject straw-man arguments that reduce China to an inert object and see it for what it is: a living force with an iron will to power. And we must see that America and China have embarked on an inherently interactive, reciprocal competition. Only by discerning the true nature of the relationship can Washington act expediently to mold China’s behavior, impose costs on it where necessary, and coerce or fight it if we must. If we falsely assume the relationship is a one-way affair in which China perpetually defends itself against U.S. actions, then we risk talking ourselves into inaction. Doing nothing is always an option in strategic competition. It would be an unworkable one after years of Chinese strategic advances at sea.

This brings us back to U.S. maritime strategy. Apart from urging naval officialdom to study the facets of Chinese strategy set forth in this volume, we offer four parting recommendations.

First, U.S. strategists and practitioners should be more Chinese in some respects. Or rather, they should emulate China’s approach to reading, filtering, and applying Mahan’s writings and amalgamating them with other fonts of strategic wisdom. In effect China takes a joint, interagency, and public-private outlook on maritime strategy, conscripting any ship, aircraft, or weapon able to shape events at sea. Such an outlook would benefit U.S. strategists as well. Sea power is not—or should not be—solely the province of the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard.

Americans too must think jointly and inventively. U.S. Army forces, for example, could play a pivotal part in U.S. maritime strategy. They have done it before, staging amphibious operations in the South Pacific on an epic scale to beat Imperial Japan. Soldiers could mount an anti-access strategy in miniature if ground units were emplaced along the first island chain. China can exact a heavy price for steaming into its environs. Missile-armed U.S. ground forces can reciprocate by taking their own toll on PLA Navy or Air Force units trying to exit or reenter the China seas. Furthermore, U.S. troops can supply fire support for allied naval and air forces. Like the PLA, they could stage a “fortress-fleet” strategy, sweeping hostile units from nearby waters and skies while hoisting an aegis under which fleet operations can proceed. Turnabout is fair play in strategy.

More important, such implements of anti-access possess intrinsic political value. Ground-based missile units would express America’s commitment to its allies in physical form. When deployed to friendly soil, U.S. forces become concrete tokens of America’s resolve. An attack on them would invite a powerful riposte. That very prospect might deter China from making a move in the first place.

Consider a hair-raising scenario in which the PLA is readying itself to unleash a massive missile campaign against the Ryukyu Islands during an escalating crisis with Japan. Deploying a U.S. rapid-response battalion armed with truck-mounted antiship and air-defense missiles to the southwest islands could alter the Chinese strategic calculus while disrupting the associated military plans. While a powerful Chinese first strike might wipe out both Japanese and American island defenders, PLA commanders and their political masters would be compelled to weigh the operational benefit of doing so against the certainty that the United States would now enter the fray in force on its ally’s behalf. In all likelihood Beijing would think twice before pulling the trigger. If the Chinese did back away from their military option, the allies would have successfully upheld deterrence—winning a strategic victory by any measure.

This hypothetical scenario suggests that policy makers must reacquaint themselves with the idea of “tripwire” forces, token military units planted in an opponent’s way to provide a first line of defense. An attack on these frontline defenders triggers intervention by larger forces. Recall that U.S. Army tripwire forces were stationed in West Berlin—a city that was never defensible in any meaningful way—throughout the Cold War. No one meant them to stop, much less defeat, the Warsaw Pact onslaught if deterrence failed. NATO fully accepted that they would be destroyed should World War III break out. Yet their destruction would guarantee U.S. involvement in any East-West conflagration—automatically shoring up deterrence. U.S. ground forces along and near the demilitarized zone on the Korean Peninsula likewise perform a tripwire function to deter Pyongyang.

It may be time for Washington to strew tripwires in Beijing’s path. China’s surging might has emboldened Beijing to advance its regional designs, confident that its smaller neighbors are too intimidated to resist. China’s strategic importance to Asia and beyond also affords Chinese leaders ample margin of error to absorb blowback from their adventurism. Witness Beijing’s dismissive attitude toward the PCA at The Hague in 2016 after jurors rendered a stinging legal judgment against China’s claims to sovereignty in the South China Sea. In that instance Chinese leaders calculated correctly that they could withstand the damage to China’s reputation from defying international law.

Emboldened by such precedents, Beijing may one day conclude that it is time to roll the iron dice. If the Chinese believe their moves will encounter negligible or nonexistent resistance, they will continue to seek incremental gains or may even make a sudden move that presents the region with a fait accompli. The notion of a “short, sharp war” against Japan—an option the PLA reportedly entertained in 2014—represents one variant of a fait accompli strategy.2

To discourage such moves policy makers should introduce tripwire forces to the western Pacific theater, some deployed along the front lines and some held in reserve, to prompt Chinese leaders to rethink plans for aggression. As the scenario postulated above suggests, such forces would (1) awaken Chinese decision makers to the risks and costs of actions they may be contemplating and thus induce them to pause and reflect before they pass the point of no return; (2) slow the momentum toward conflict, allowing all sides the time to cool down and seek an exit from the confrontation before it is too late; (3) reassure allies that the United States remains steadfastly committed to their cause in times of crisis or hostilities, and thereby discourage allies from reactions or overreactions that could worsen tensions; (4) impose operational costs, however minor they may be, should deterrence fail; (5) buy time for reinforcements to arrive in the theater should a shooting war break out; and, above all, (6) fundamentally change the political dynamics of the crisis by showing that America has a vital stake in the western Pacific and will act accordingly.

Consequently, it behooves U.S. policy makers to relearn elements of the Cold War playbook. Accepting and taking risks will likely become a routine part of the great-power competition between the United States and China. This is no less true at sea. The politics of anti-access reinforces our argument that executors of U.S. maritime strategy must view the instruments of sea power entrusted to them in holistic, grand-strategic terms. These are elements that senior commanders and civilian policy makers must forge into a weapon of national policy in order to discourage misbehavior.

Strategists must think in interagency terms, especially as they strive to counteract China’s “gray-zone” offensive. As we observed before, Beijing deploys China Coast Guard cutters in tandem with the fishing fleet. These two elements constitute China’s “small stick,” the vanguard of its gray-zone strategy in the East and South China Seas. Washington might follow suit, dispatching U.S. Coast Guard cutters and sailors to help Asian allies guard their EEZs. It could form combined coast guard units with regional partners; it could buy small craft in large numbers, paint them white, relabel them cutters, let fly the Stars and Stripes, and station them in the region. This represents one option among many. Contemplating such offbeat courses of action is a must.

And what about public-private ventures in maritime strategy? Pressing merchantmen into service as strategic implements is a lost art among American mariners. They should cultivate it afresh. Commercial vessels could supplement the efforts of military and law enforcement forces. For instance, freighters converted for military use could serve as logistics assets helping refuel, restock, and rearm U.S. expeditionary forces on station in the western Pacific. Using them in this way would help offset the extreme leanness of the U.S. combat-logistics fleet. Such vessels could act as mother ships for U.S. Coast Guard small craft or for special-operations units. It behooves strategists to think ahead about such options. Imagination is a virtue—orthodoxy, not so much.

Second, we beseech the sea services not to neglect the human dimension of strategy while tending to the material dimension. Colonel John Boyd maintains that people, ideas, and hardware—in that order—represent the crucial determinants of human competition and strife.3 Naval leaders must be prepared to entertain once-unthinkable ideas about strategy and operations rather than dismissing them reflexively. To name one: if China is building toward a five-hundred-ship PLA Navy by 2030, as reputable analysts foretell, how big a U.S. Navy will it take to answer that challenge?4 Naval leaders must agitate for a fleet larger than any under consideration today if that is the tool they need to accomplish the job.

The leadership, moreover, may need to reconsider habitual deployment patterns. Under the Obama administration’s “pivot” to Asia, the sea services reapportioned forces from the traditional fifty-fifty split between Pacific and Atlantic to a sixty-forty split in favor of the Pacific theater. The Trump administration has evidently made the pivot its own while dispensing with the metaphor. But if the U.S. Navy still has its hands full with the PLA Navy, it must reallocate assets more lopsidedly to the Pacific Ocean. It could transfer a bigger share of the fleet as measured by raw numbers of hulls. Or it could shift high-end platforms to the Pacific while reserving light forces for the relatively sedate Atlantic and prevailing on NATO for help policing that expanse against the Russian Navy and other menaces. Naval leaders should reject no idea out of hand—no matter how outlandish it may seem.

Third, sea-service leaders must renovate American naval culture. To start, they must resolve never again to declare an end to naval history. Even smashing triumphs—a World War II or a Cold War—do not repeal such basic naval functions as fighting for maritime command. Nor does victory obviate others’ capacity to contest U.S. marine supremacy. In short, there will always be a next contender, just as there always has been. Service chieftains should encode that axiom in the sea services’ institutional DNA, making it the starting point for debates about strategy, operations, and fleet design. Never again should naval leaders declare never again.

Even should the sea services surmount China’s maritime challenge, the leadership must instill an inquisitive spirit within naval culture. If the next challenger awaits somewhere over the horizon—and it does—mariners and defense manufacturers cannot rest. They must apply themselves constantly to devise new hardware and methods for sea combat. Numbers of fighting ships and aircraft might contract if U.S.-China strategic competition goes America’s way. They probably will. But if high-end armaments already exist in modest numbers when the next challenge takes shape, it will be easier to scale up the force structure than to compel the naval-industrial complex to improvise new systems under the duress of strategic competition or armed strife. Hence the need to innovate before the reason why becomes plain.

And last, the naval leadership should make American naval culture a restless culture like the one Wolfgang Wegener saw impelling the Royal Navy during the epoch when Britannia ruled the waves. Longshoreman philosopher Eric Hoffer observes that creative ages are buoyant ages.5 They are ages when whimsy prevails—when any crank can formulate a zany idea, put it to the test, discard it if it fails, and move on to the next oddball hypothesis. Some experiments will pay off even though most do not. A playful organizational culture is apt to be a culture favoring enterprise and derring-do—in other words, a culture able to handle all tests and come out stronger for it.6 Meeting the seaborne challenge manifest in China’s dream, it seems, demands far more than upgrading weapons or sensors. It demands wholesale material and cultural reform. Let’s take inspiration from a longshoreman and a German admiral and make it so.


[image: image]

NOTES

[image: image]

Introduction

1.    The official news service Xinhua maintains a standing page about the Chinese Dream, updating it from time to time as new stories emerge. See “Chinese Dream,” Xinhua, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/special/chinesedream/.

2.    Xi Jinping explained the relationship between the Chinese Dream and China’s foreign policy at the closely watched Central Conference on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs held by the CCP leadership November 28–29, 2014. For the official summary of Xi’s speech, see http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1215680.shtml.

3.    State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Policies on Asia-Pacific Security Cooperation, January 2017, State Council website, http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2017/01/11/content_281475539078636.htm.

4.    “Xi Jinping and the Chinese Dream,” The Economist, May 4, 2013, http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21577070-vision-chinas-new-president-should-serve-his-people-not-nationalist-state-xi-jinping.

5.    For the full text of Hu Jintao’s speech, see “Full Text of Hu Jintao’s Report at 18th Party Congress,” November 27, 2012, Embassy of China website, http://www.china-embassy.org/eng/zt/18th_CPC_National_Congress_Eng/t992917.htm.

6.    Alison A. Kaufman, “Testimony before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission Hearing on ‘China’s Narratives Regarding National Security Policy,’” March 10, 2011, U.S.-China Commission website, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/3.10.11Kaufman.pdf.

7.    Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects and Strive for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era,” speech delivered at the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, October 18, 2017, China Daily website, http://www.chinadaily.com.cnchina/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/content_34115212.htm.

8.    Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society.”

9.    Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society.”

10.  See China Central Television website, http://news.cctv.com/special/dgwj/index.shtml.

11.  See China Central Television website, http://tv.cctv.com/2017/09/03/VIDEbrcb0fgQBrX278PlV9NF170903.shtml.

12.  See, for example, Joe McReynolds, ed., China’s Evolving Military Strategy (Washington, DC: Jamestown Foundation, 2016).

13.  Robert Seager II and Doris D. Maguire, eds., Letters and Papers of Alfred Thayer Mahan, 3 vols. (Annapolis, Md.: Naval Institute Press, 1975), vol. 2, pp. 342, 361. The terms “logic” and “grammar” come from Carl von Clausewitz’s treatise On War and are treated exhaustively in chapter 1.

Chapter 1. Mahan’s Lingering Ghost

1.    Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy (1911; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1988), p. 107.

2.    Paul Kennedy, “The Rise and Fall of Navies,” New York Times, April 5, 2007, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/05/opinion/05iht-edkennedy.1.5158064.html.

3.    Author discussions with European officials and scholars, “Pioneering for Solutions against Piracy” conference, Netherlands Institute of International Relations, July 8, 2009, http://www.clingendael.nl/cscp/events/20090708/.

4.    Jasper Gerard, “Ministers Accused of ‘Sea Blindness’ by Britain’s Most Senior Royal Navy Figure,” Telegraph, June 12, 2009, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/politics/defence/5517833/Ministers-accused-of-sea-blindness-by-Britains-most-senior-Royal-Navy-figure.html.

5.    Bruce Swanson, Eighth Voyage of the Dragon: A History of China’s Quest for Sea Power (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1982), esp. pp. 28–43; Louise Levathes, When China Ruled the Seas: The Treasure Fleet of the Dragon Throne, 1405–1433 (London: Oxford University Press, 1994).

6.    Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, p. 94; K. M. Panikkar, Asia and Western Dominance: A Survey of the Vasco da Gama Epoch of Asian History, 1498–1945 (New York: Day, 1954); and K. M. Panikkar, India and the Indian Ocean: An Essay on the Influence of Sea Power on Indian History (New York: Macmillan, 1945).

7.    Nicholas Evan Sarantakes, “The Last Days of the Royal Navy: Lessons from Britain’s Strategic Retreat from the Pacific,” in Toshi Yoshihara and James R. Holmes, eds., Asia Looks Seaward: Power and Maritime Strategy (Greenwood, CN: Praeger, 2007), pp. 32–45. See also Panikkar, Asia and Western Dominance.

8.    See, for instance, Michael Howard, “Men against Fire: Expectations of War in 1914,” International Security 9, no. 1 (summer 1984): 41–57.

9.    Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), pp. 26–28.

10.  Geoffrey Till, “Maritime Strategy in a Globalizing World,” Orbis 51, no. 4 (fall 2007): 569–75; and Geoffrey Till, Seapower (London: Frank Cass, 2003).

11.  Till, “Maritime Strategy in a Globalizing World,” pp. 569–75.

12.  Banyan [pseud.], “Chasing Ghosts,” The Economist, June 11, 2009, http://www.economist.com/node/13825154.

13. B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy, 2nd rev. ed. (New York: Meridian, 1991), p. 353.

14.  Edward Mead Earle, “Introduction,” in Edward Mead Earle, Makers of Modern Strategy: Military Thought from Machiavelli to Hitler (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1943), p. viii.

15.  Liddell Hart, Strategy, p. 353.

16.  Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 605.

17.  Clausewitz, On War, p. 77.

18.  Liddell Hart, Strategy, pp. 321–22.

19.  Liddell Hart, Strategy, p. 353.

20.  Sun Tzu, The Art of War, trans. Samuel B. Griffith (London: Oxford University Press, 1963), p. 63.

21.  Clausewitz, On War, p. 97.

22.  Edward N. Luttwak, Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), pp. 191–92.

23.  Harold Sprout and Margaret Sprout, The Rise of American Naval Power: 1776–1918 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1939), pp. 203, 217–22.

24.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783 (1890; reprint, New York: Dover, 1987), p. 25.

25.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Problem of Asia (1900; reprint, Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1970), p. 124.

26.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Interest of America in Sea Power, Present and Future (1897; reprint, Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1970), pp. 65–83, 277–92.

27.  Mahan, Problem of Asia, p. 124.

28.  Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, p. 71.

29.  Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, pp. 22–23.

30.  Mahan, Problem of Asia, p. 33.

31.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, Retrospect & Prospect (Boston: Little, Brown, 1902), p. 246.

32.  Mahan, Retrospect & Prospect, p. 246.

33.  Sprout and Sprout, Rise of American Naval Power, pp. 203, 217–22.

34. Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon the French Revolution and Empire, 1793–1812, vol. 1 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1892), p. iv.

35.  Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, p. 138.

36.  Mahan, Interest of America in Sea Power, pp. 198–199.

37.  Edward N. Luttwak, The Political Uses of Sea Power (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), esp. pp. 6–13, 29–51.

38.  高兰 [Gao Lan], 中国海洋强国之梦 [China’s Maritime Great Power Dream] (Shanghai: Shanghai Remin Press, 2014), p. 32.

39.  Gao, China’s Maritime Great Power Dream, p. 32.

40.  Gao, China’s Maritime Great Power Dream, p. 35.

41.  Gao, China’s Maritime Great Power Dream, p. 33.

42.  胡波 [Hu Bo], 2049年的中国海上权力 [China’s Maritime Power in 2049] (Beijing: China Development Press, 2015), p. 26.

43.  Hu, China’s Maritime Power in 2049, p. 26.

44.  Hu, China’s Maritime Power in 2049, p. 33.

45.  中国人民解放军军事科学院 [People’s Liberation Army’s Academy of Military Science], 中国人民解放军军语 [People’s Liberation Army Military Terms] (Beijing: Academy of Military Science Press, 1997), p. 36.

46.  中国海军百科全书编审委员会 [Editorial Committee of the Chinese Navy Encyclopedia], 中国海军百科全书 [Chinese Navy Encyclopedia] (Beijing: Haichao Press, 1999), p. 1928.

47.  刘一建 [Liu Yijian], “制海权理论及发展趋势 [The Theory of Command of the Sea and Its Development Trends],” 中国军事科学 [China Military Science], no. 1 (January 2005): 43.

48.  Liu, “The Theory of Command of the Sea and Its Development Trends,” p. 43.

49.  黄江 [Huang Jiang], “论现代制海权 [On Modern Command of the Sea],” 中国军事科学 [China Military Science] 16, no. 2 (2003): 25.

50.  Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, p. 91.

51.  纪荣仁 王学进 [Ji Rongren and Wang Xuejin], “试析制交通权与制空权, 制海权的关系 [Assessing the Relationships between Command of Communications, Command of the Air, and Command of the Sea],” 中国军事科学 [China Military Science] 15, no. 4 (2002): 114.

52.  James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, Chinese Naval Strategy in the 21st Century: The Turn to Mahan (London: Routledge, 2008).

53.  Handel points out that “one does not necessarily have to read On War to be a Clausewitzian, since most of his ideas can be arrived at independently through the application of logic and common sense.” The same holds true for any strategic thinker. Michael I. Handel, Masters of War: Classical Strategic Thought, 3rd ed. (London: Frank Cass, 2001), p. 11.

Chapter 2. Economic Geography of Chinese Sea Power

1.    Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783 (1890; reprint, New York: Dover, 1987), p. 28.

2.    Edward N. Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geoeconomics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of Commerce,” National Interest 20 (summer 1990): 17–23.

3.    Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, p. 71.

4.    Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, p. 28.

5.    Jean-Paul Rodrigue, “The Geography of Global Supply Chains,” Journal of Supply Chain Management 48, no. 3 (July 2012):15–23.

6.    International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Statistics, 2017, http://www.imf.org/external/index.htm.

7.    United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, Review of Maritime Transport 2015 (Geneva: United Nations, 2015), p. 66.

8.    UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific [ESCAP] Statistics Division, Statistical Yearbook for Asia and the Pacific 2015 (Bangkok: United Nations Publication, February 17, 2016), p. 95.

9.    UN Conference on Trade and Development, Review of Maritime Transport 2015, p. 67.

10.  National Bureau of Statistics of China, China Statistical Yearbook 2016, http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2016/indexeh.htm.

11. United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, Review of Maritime Transport 2016 (Geneva: United Nations, 2016), p. 69.

12.  UN Conference on Trade and Development, Review of Maritime Transport 2016, p. 71.

13.  Li Yan, “China to Build 3 World-Class Airport Clusters,” People’s Daily Online, May 26, 2017.

14.  Edward Leman, “Can the Pearl River Delta Region Still Compete?” China Business Review, May–June 2003, http://www.chreod.com/assets/Uploads/PRDCBRMay-June03.pdf.

15.  World Bank Group, “East Asia’s Changing Urban Landscape: Measuring a Decade of Spatial Growth,” January 26, 2015, http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/publication/east-asias-changing-urban-landscape-measuring-a-decade-of-spatial-growth.

16.  J. S. L. Lam and W. Y. Yap, “Container Port Competition and Complementarity in Supply Chain Systems: Evidence from the Pearl River Delta,” Maritime Economics and Logistics 13, no. 2 (2011): 112–13.

17.  World Bank Group, “East Asia’s Changing Urban Landscape,” pp. 77–78.

18.  Zhen Hong et al., “The Competitiveness of Global Port-Cities: The Case of Shanghai,” p. 74, OECD website, http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/urban-rural-and-regional-development/the-competitiveness-of-global-port-cities-the-case-of-shanghai-china_5k3wd3bnz7tb-en.

19.  Wang Chengjin and Cesar Ducruet, “New Port Development and Global City Making,” Journal of Transport Geography, November 2012, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257425380_New_port_development_and_global_city_making_Emergence_of_the_Shanghai-Yangshan_multilayered_gateway_hub.

20.  Zhuan Ti, “Ningbo Plans for Belt and Road Construction,” China Daily, November 23, 2015.

21.  See 吴向鹏 [Wu Xiangpeng], “宁波应对 ‘一带一路’ 战略的功能定位和路径创新 [Ningbo’s Functional Position and Innovation Path for the ‘One Belt, One Road’ Strategy],” 港口经济 [Port Economy] 10 (2015): 39–41.

22.  Mahan’s The Gulf and Inland Waters antedates his best-known and most influential work, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783, testifying to the importance he placed on internal maritime geography. Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Gulf and Inland Waters (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1888).

23.  Mark Goh and Charlene Ling, “Logistics Development in China,” International Journal of Physical Distribution and Logistics Management (2003): 899.

24.  Stratfor, “The Geopolitics of the Yangtze River: Wuhan’s Rise,” Stratfor Analysis, April 2, 2013.

25.  Peter Rimmer and Claude Comtois, “China’s Container-Related Dynamics, 1990–2005,” GeoJournal 74, no. 1 (2009): 41–42.

26.  Business Monitor International, China Freight Transport Report, Q2 2013, p. 19.

27.  Business Monitor International, China Freight Transport Report, Q2 2015, pp. 21, 24.

28.  Jason Monios and Yuhong Wang, “Spatial and Institutional Characteristics of Inland Port Development in China,” GeoJournal 78, no. 5 (2013): 901.

29.  A. Beresford et al., “A Study of Dry Port Development in China,” Maritime Economics and Logistics (2012): 84.

30.  胡波 [Hu Bo], 2049 年的中国海上权力 [China’s Maritime Power in 2049] (Beijing: China Development Press, 2015), p. 13.

31.  Geoffrey Till, Seapower, 3rd ed., rev. (London: Routledge, 2013), p. 17.

32.  Hu Bo, China’s Maritime Power in 2049, p. 13.

33.  林宏宇 [Lin Hongyu], “当前中日关系与中国东海防空识别区 [Current Sino-Japanese Relations and China’s East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone],” 当代国际关系 [Contemporary International Relations] 1 (2014): 10.

34.  黄费连 王文华 [Huang Feilian and Wang Wenhua], “在实施海洋强国战略中维护我国国防安全 [Defending Our National Security in Implementing Maritime Great Power Strategy],” 海洋信息 [Marine Information] 3 (2016): 59.

Chapter 3. Strategic Geography of Chinese Sea Power

1.    You Ji and You Xu, “In Search of Blue Water Power: The PLA Navy’s Maritime Strategy in the 1990s,” Pacific Review 4 (1991): 140.

2.    Alexander Huang, “The Chinese Navy’s Offshore Active Defense Strategy: Conceptualization and Implications,” Naval War College Review 47 (1994): 18.

3.    Bernard D. Cole, The Great Wall at Sea: China’s Navy Enters the Twenty-First Century (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2001), p. 166.

4.    Office of Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military Power of the People’s Republic of China (Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2006), p. 15.

5.    Office of Naval Intelligence, The People’s Liberation Army Navy: A Modern Navy with Chinese Characteristics (Suitland, MD: Office of Naval Intelligence, 2009), p. 5.

6.    Edward Wong, “China Navy Reaches Far, Unsettling the Region,” New York Times, June 15, 2011, p. 11.

7.    Robert D. Kaplan, “China’s Caribbean,” Washington Post, September 26, 2010, p. A25.

8.    Bernard D. Cole, “Drawing Lines at Sea,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 137 (2011): 51.

9.    Bernard D. Cole, The Great Wall at Sea: China’s Navy in the Twenty-First Century, 2nd edition (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2010), p. 177.

10.  Cole, “Drawing Lines at Sea,” p. 51.

11.  Yoji Koda, “Commentary: Japanese Perspectives on China’s Rise as a Naval Power,” Harvard Asia Quarterly 3 (2010): 61–63.

12.  史春林李秀英 [Shi Chunlin and Li Xiuying], “美国岛链封锁及其对我国海上安全的影响 [America’s Island Chain Blockade and Its Influence on Our Nation’s Maritime Security],” 世界 地理研究 [World Geography Research] 22, no. 2 (June 2013): 1–2;杜朝平 [Du Chaoping], “岛链对中国海军的影响有多大? [How Much Influence Does the Island Chain Have on the Chinese Navy?],” 舰载武器 [Shipborne Weapons] 5 (2004): 37.

13.  刘宏 [Liu Hong], “台湾问题的地缘政治思考 [Geopolitical Consideration of the Taiwan Problem],” 扬州教育学院学报 [Journal of Yangzhou College of Education] 21 (2003): 48.

14.  桑红 [Sang Hong], “太平洋与东亚沿海的海洋战略角逐 [The Role of the Pacific and East Asian Littorals in Maritime Strategy],” 海洋世界 [Ocean World] 9 (2008): 43.

15.  陈春根蒋思海 [Chen Chungen and Jiang Sihai], “台湾：美国亚太地缘战略的基点 [Taiwan: The Basis of U.S. Geostrategy in the Asia-Pacific Region],” 江西教育学院学报 [Journal of Jiangxi Institute of Education] 23 (2002): 24.

16.  黄迎旭 [Huang Yingxu], “美国C形包围圈对中国的威胁被夸大 [The Threat of U.S. C-shaped Encirclement to China Being Exaggerated],” 学习时报 [Xuexi Shibao], 154 (2010).

17.  刘华清 [Liu Huaqing], 刘华清军事文选 [Selected Military Writings of Liu Huaqing] (Beijing: People’s Liberation Army Press, 2008), p. 528.

18.  Liu Huaqing, Selected Military Writings, p. 467.

19.  刘宝银杨晓梅 [Liu Baoyin and Yang Xiaomei], 环中国岛链—海洋地理,军事区位, 信息系统 [Island Chain Surrounding China—Oceanic Geography, Military Location, and Information Systems] (Beijing: Haiyang Press, 2003), p. 3.

20.  Liu and Yang, Island Chain Surrounding China, pp. 6–7.

21.  于开金李光所曹永恒 [Yu Kaijin, Li Guangsuo, and Cao Yongheng], “岛链浅析 [An Analysis of the Island Chain],” 船舶 [Ship and Boat] 5 (2006): 13.

22.  冯梁段廷志 [Feng Liang and Duan Tingzhi], “中国海洋地缘安全特征与新世纪海上安全战略 [Characteristics of China’s Oceanic Geostrategic Security and Maritime Security Strategy in the New Century],” 中国军事科学 [China Military Science] 1 (2007): 24.

23.  彭光谦 任向群 [Peng Guangqian and Ren Xiangqun], “安全形 势: 我们的现况如何? [Security Situation: What Is the Current Status?],” 环球军事 [Global Military] 1 (2002): 8.

24. 王传友 [Wang Chuanyou], 海防安全论 [On Coastal Defense Security] (Beijing: Haiyang Press, 2007), p. 223.

25.  林宏宇 [Lin Hongyu], “当前中日关系与中国东海防空识别区 [Current Sino-Japanese Relations and China’s East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone],” 当代国际关系 [Contemporary International Relations] 1 (2014): 10.

26.  胡波 [Hu Bo], “论中国的重要海洋利益 [On China’s Important Maritime Interests],” 亚太安全与海洋研究 [Asia-Pacific Security and Maritime Research] 3 (2015): 22.

27.  Hu Bo, “On China’s Important Maritime Interests,” p. 18.

28.  Shi and Li, “America’s Island Chain Blockade,” p. 22.

29.  Shi and Li, “America’s Island Chain Blockade,” p. 22.

30.  Peng Guangqian and Yao Youzhi, The Science of Military Strategy (Beijing: Academy of Military Science, 2005), p. 443.

31.  Chiang Kai-shek, China’s Destiny, trans. Wang Chung-Hui, intro. Lin Yutang (New York: Macmillan, 1947), pp. 9–10.

32.  寿晓松 [Shou Xiaosong], ed.战略学 [The Science of Military Strategy] (Beijing: Military Science Press, 2013), p. 80.

33.  王伟 [Wang Wei], 地缘政治与中国国家安全 [Geopolitics and China’s National Security] (Beijing: Junshi Yiwen Press, 2009), p. 150.

34.  王春永吕雪 [Wang Chunyong and Lu Xue], “台湾问题的地缘战略分析 [A Geostrategic Analysis of the Taiwan Question],” 解放军外国语学院学报 [Journal of PLA University of Foreign Languages] 23 (2000): 114–15.

35.  张仕荣 [Zhang Shirong], “台湾问题是21世纪初中国国家安全的核心内容 [The Taiwan Question Is the Core Content of China’s National Security in the Early 21st Century],” 中共银川市委党校学报 [Journal of Yinchuan Municipal Party College] 39 (2006): 37.

36.  Liu and Yang, Island Chain Surrounding China, p. 52.

37.  李杰 [Li Jie], “捆绑中国的’岛链’ [The ‘Island Chain’ That Ties Up China],” 现代舰船 [Modern Ships] 7 (2001): 37.

38.  朱听昌 [Zhu Tingchang], “论台湾的地缘战略地位 [On the Geostrategic Status of Taiwan],” 世界经济与政治论坛 [Forum of World Economics and Politics] 3 (2001): 67.

39. Shi and Li, “America’s Island Chain Blockade,” p. 5.

40.  Shi and Li, “America’s Island Chain Blockade,” p. 5.

41.  Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 216.

42.  张松峰 [Zhang Songfeng], “地缘视角看中国和平崛起过程中的中日关系 [Sino-Japanese Relations in the Process of China’s Peaceful Rise from a Geopolitical Viewpoint],” 现代经济信息 [Modern Economic Information] 23 (2009): 215.

43.  Liu and Yang, Island Chain Surrounding China, p. 17.

44.  Liu and Yang, Island Chain Surrounding China, p. 17.

45.  段廷志冯梁 [Duan Tingzhi and Feng Liang], “日本海洋安全战略:历史演变与现实影响 [Japan’s Oceanic Security Strategy: Historical Evolution and Actual Influence],” 世界经济与政治论坛 [Forum of World Economics and Politics] 1 (2011): 78.

46.  “中国的出海口问题还没有彻底解决 [China’s Sea Exit Problem Has Not Been Completely Resolved],” 水路运输文摘 [Water Transportation Digest] 11 (2004): 27.

47.  张小稳 [Zhang Xiaowen], “近期美国升高西太平洋紧张局势的战略意图及其影响 [The Strategic Intentions behind and Influence of Recent Heightening Tensions in the Western Pacific by the United States],” 东北亚论坛 [Northeast Asia Forum] 1 (2011): 55.

48.  郭亚东 [Guo Yadong], “中国应抵制威胁论噪音坚持打造深蓝海军 [China Must Resist the Noise of Threat Theory; Insist on Forging Blue-Water Navy],” 环球时报 [Huanqiu Shibao], May 5, 2010.

49.  沈伟烈 [Shen Weilie], “琉球岛链大国战略 [Ryukyu, Island Chain, Great Power Strategy],” 领导文萃 [Lingdao Wencui] 5 (2006): 63.

50.  砺志 [Li Zhi], “日,韩航空兵海上作战应用及对中国的影响 [Japanese and South Korean Aviation Units: Application to Naval Operations and Influence on China],” 舰载武器 [Shipborne Weapons] 12 (2007): 50.

51.  高卉 [Gao Hui], “日本驻军与那国岛与中国海洋安全 [Japan’s Military Deployment at Yonaguni Island and China’s Maritime Security],” 舰船知识 [Naval and Merchant Ships] 9 (2009): 26–29.

52.  Banyan [pseud.], “A Shrimp among Whales,” The Economist, October 27, 2016, https://www.economist.com/news/asia/21709317-threat-north-grows-south-korea-finds-itself-lonely-place-shrimp-among-whales.

53.  Henry Gottlieb, “Navy Report Concerns Reagan—Soviet Ships Called Threat to Vital Sea Lanes,” Associated Press, February 17, 1986. The sixteen straits included: Gulf of Alaska; Korea Strait; Straits of Makassar, Sunda, and Malacca; Bab el Mandeb; Suez Canal; Gibraltar; Skagerrak; Kattegat; Greenland–Iceland–United Kingdom gap; Strait of Magellan; Strait of Good Hope; Strait of Hormuz; Panama Canal; and Florida Strait.

54.  郭锐李晓倩 [Guo Rui and Li Qiaoqian], “朝鲜半岛与中国的地缘战略选择 [The Korean Peninsula and China’s Geostrategic Choices],” 朝鲜历史研究 [Korea History Research] 14 (2013): 364.

55.  史春林李秀英 [Shi Chunlin and Li Xiuying], “朝鲜海峡安全问题与中国的战略对策 [The Security Problem of the Korea Strait and China’s Strategic Countermeasures],” 东疆学刊 [Dongjiang Journal] 31, no. 4 (October 2014): 58.

56.  刘霏郭真郑芳 [Liu Fei, Guo Zhen, and Zheng Fang], “美国亚太再平衡战略与黄海争端 [U.S. Asia-Pacific Rebalance Strategy and the Yellow Sea Disputes],” 社科纵横 [Social Sciences Review] 31, no. 2 (February 2016): 82.

57.  李杰 [Li Jie], “台湾岛及周边海区的地理与气候 [Taiwan Island and the Geography and the Climate in the Surrounding Seas],” 现代军事 [Contemporary Military] 5 (2006): 70.

58.  Liu and Yang, Island Chain Surrounding China, p. 96.

59.  迎南 [Ying Nan], “台湾海区水文环境及其对海上行动影响 [The Oceanographic Environment of Taiwan’s Sea Areas and Its Influence on Maritime Operations],” 现代军事 [Contemporary Military] 7 (2006): 69–70.

60.  杜鹏程胡成军 [Du Pengcheng and Hu Chengjun], “台湾岛以东黑潮与潜艇作战 [Kuroshio East of Taiwan Island and Submarine Warfare],” 四川兵工学报 [Journal of Sichuan Ordnance] 31 (2010): 80.

61.  俞风流 [Yu Fengliu], “进出太平洋的最佳海上要道—巴士海峡 [The Best Sea Lane in and out of the Pacific: Strait of Luzon],” 当代海军 [Modern Navy] 5 (2007): 20.

62.  Alan K. Henrikson, “The Map as an ‘Idea’: The Role of Cartographic Imagery during the Second World War,” American Cartographer 2, no. 1 (1975): 19–53.

Chapter 4. China’s Strategic Will to the Sea

1.    Wolfgang Wegener, The Naval Strategy of the World War (1929; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1989), pp. xxvii, 96–100.

2.    Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 75; Sun Tzu, The Illustrated Art of War, trans. Samuel B. Griffith (1963; reprint, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 91; Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783 (1890; reprint, Boston: Little, Brown, 1905), pp. 58–81.

3.    “权威解读国民海洋意识指数报告 [Top Expert Explains Report on Public Maritime Consciousness Index],” 海洋世界 [Ocean World] no. 12 (2016): 31–32.

4.    赵宗金 [Zhao Zongjin], “海洋意识是何种意识？ [What Kind of Consciousness Is Maritime Consciousness?],” 中国海洋大学学报 [Journal of Ocean University of China], no. 4 (2016): 62.

5.    For an excellent survey of authoritative sources on Chinese maritime strategy, see Ryan D. Martinson, “Panning for Gold: Assessing Chinese Maritime Strategy from Primary Sources,” Naval War College Review 69, no. 3 (summer 2016): 23–44.

6.    黄胜天魏慈航朱晓辉 [Huang Shengtian, Wei Cihang, and Zhu Xiaohui], “东海军区海军的创建 [The Founding of the East China Navy],” 军事历史研究 [Military Historical Research]30, no. 1 (January 2016): 116.

7.    吴殿卿 [Wu Dianqing], 蓝色档案—新中国海军大事纪实 [Blue Files—Documentary of Events of the New China’s Navy] (Taiyuan, Shanxi: Shanxi People’s Press, 2015), pp. 26–27.

8. Mao Tse-tung, Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 5 (Beijing: Foreign Language Press, 1966), pp. 15–18.

9.    韩文琦 [Han Wenqi], “论新中国海军发展战略之演化 [On the Evolution of New China’s Naval Development Strategy],” 西安政治学院学报 [Journal of Xian Politics Institute] 12, no. 3 (June 1999): 67.

10.  陆儒德 [Lu Rude], 江海客毛泽东 [Maritime Advocate, Mao Zedong] (Beijing: Ocean Press, 2009), p. 223.

11.  温勇 [Wen Yong], “应对新挑战解决新问题—论党的海洋海防海军建设思想 [Facing New Challenges, Solving New Problem—On the Party’s Maritime, Coastal Defense, and Naval Development Thought],” 毛泽东邓小平理论研究 [Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping Theory Research], no. 6 (2013): 36.

12.  杜一平 [Du Yiping], “党的三代领导核心海军建设思想的历史考察 [A Historical Survey of the Party’s Third Generation Core Leadership Thoughts on Naval Development],” 军事历史 [Military History], no. 4 (2001): 9.

13.  石家铸崔常发 [Shi Jiazhu and Cui Changfa], “60年人民海军建设指导思想的丰富和发展 [60 Years of Enriching and Developing the Guiding Thought on the People’s Navy’s Construction],” 军事历史 [Military History], no. 3 (2009): 23–24. The authors are from the Dalian Naval Academy.

14.  彰克慧 [Zhang Kehui], “邓小平时代中国的海洋战略 [China’s Maritime Strategy during the Deng Xiaoping Era],” 江汉论坛 [Hanjiang Tribune], no. 10 (2015): 61.

15.  高新生 马敬增 董春林 [Gao Xinsheng, Ma Jingzeng, and Dong Chunlin], “论邓小平新时期中国海防建设思想 [On Deng Xiaoping’s Thought on China’s Coastal Defense Construction in the New Era],” 国防 [National Defense], no. 8 (2005): 57. The authors are from the Shenyang Artillery Academy.

16.  陈美惠苏小东 [Chen Meihui and Su Xiaodong], “论邓小 平海军建设思想 [On Deng Xiaoping Thought on Naval Construction],” 军事历史研究 [Military Historical Research], no. 3 (2012): 128.

17.  Chen and Su, “On Deng Xiaoping Thought on Naval Construction,” p. 128.

18. 刘中民薄国旗 [Liu Zhongmin and Bo Guoqi], “试论邓小平的海洋政治战略思想 [On Deng Xiaoping’s Thought on Maritime Political Strategy],” 中国海洋大学学报 [Journal of Ocean University of China] 5 (2005): 13.

19.  宋联江 吴迪明 孟蒙 [Song Lianjiang, Wu Diming, and Meng Meng], “论邓小平建设强大海傘思想 [On Deng Xiaoping’s Thought on Building a Powerful Navy],” 中国军事科学 [China Military Science], no. 5 (2014): 54.

20.  Song, Wu, and Meng, “On Deng Xiaoping’s Thought on Building a Powerful Navy,” p. 54.

21.  Liu and Bo, “On Deng Xiaoping’s Thought on Maritime Political Strategy,” p. 15.

22.  Liu and Bo, “On Deng Xiaoping’s Thought on Maritime Political Strategy,” p. 15.

23.  Han, “On the Evolution of New China’s Naval Development Strategy,” p. 69.

24.  刘杰林世华 [Liu Jie and Lin Shihua], “新中国60年人民海军发展战略的演进与启示 [The Evolution and Lessons of the People’s Navy’s Development Strategy over 60 Years for New China],” 军事历史研究 [Military Historical Research], no. 3 (2009): 17.

25.  Liu and Lin, “The Evolution and Lessons of the People’s Navy’s Development Strategy over 60 Years for New China,” pp. 16–17.

26.  Han, “On the Evolution of New China’s Naval Development Strategy,” p. 69.

27.  Shi and Cui, “60 Years of Enriching and Developing the Guiding Thought on the People’s Navy’s Construction,” p. 24.

28.  Liu and Lin, “The Evolution and Lessons of the People’s Navy’s Development Strategy over 60 Years for New China,” p. 17.

29.  杨怀庆 [Yang Huaiqing], “新时期指导人民海军建设的强大思想武器 [Powerful Theoretical Weapon Guiding the People’s Navy’s Construction in the New Era],” 求是 [Qiushi], no. 15 (2000): 15.

30.  See胡锦涛 [Hu Jintao], “认清新世纪新阶段我军历史使命 [See Clearly Our Military’s Historic Missions for the New Stage in the New Century],” December 24, 2004. Speech was posted on Jiangxi National Defense Education website (江西国防教育网) on April 16, 2010: http://gfjy.jxnews.com.cn/system/2010/04/16/011353408.shtml.

31.  Hu, “See Clearly Our Military’s Historic Missions for the New Stage in the New Century.”

32.  Hu, “See Clearly Our Military’s Historic Missions for the New Stage in the New Century.”

33.  李兵朱俊 [Li Bing and Zhu Jun], “浅析新中国海军战略思想的发展演变 [On the Evolution of New China’s Naval Strategic Thought],” 军事历史 [Military History], no. 6 (2010): 40.

34.  Shi and Cui, “60 Years of Enriching and Developing the Guiding Thought on the People’s Navy’s Construction,” p. 25.

35.  Liu and Lin, “The Evolution and Lessons of the People’s Navy’s Development Strategy over 60 Years for New China,” p. 17.

36.  Shi and Cui, “60 Years of Enriching and Developing the Guiding Thought on the People’s Navy’s Construction,” p. 26.

37.  Full text of Hu Jintao’s report at 18th Party Congress, Xinhua, November 19, 2012: http://en.people.cn/90785/8024777.html.

38.  Full text of Hu Jintao’s report at 18th Party Congress, Xinhua, November 19, 2012.

39.  “Xi Jinping: We Must Advance Our Concern for, Understanding of, and Strategic Management of the Ocean,” Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, July 31, 2013, http://www.gov.cn/ldhd/2013-07/31/content_2459009.htm.

40.  “Xi Jinping: We Must Advance Our Concern for, Understanding of, and Strategic Management of the Ocean.”

41.  “Xi Jinping: We Must Advance Our Concern for, Understanding of, and Strategic Management of the Ocean.”

42.  “Xi Jinping: We Must Advance Our Concern for, Understanding of, and Strategic Management of the Ocean.”

43.  “Xi Jinping: We Must Advance Our Concern for, Understanding of, and Strategic Management of the Ocean.”

44.  王士彬陈国全 [Wang Shibin and Chen Guoquan], “习近平视察海军机关并发表重要讲话 [Xi Jinping Inspects Navy Ministry and Delivers Important Speech],” China Ministry of Defense website, May 24, 2017, http://www.mod.gov.cn/leaders/2017-05/24/content_4781391.htm.

45.  “Xi Jinping Inspects Navy Ministry and Delivers Important Speech.”

46.  “Xi Jinping Inspects Navy Ministry and Delivers Important Speech.”

47.  Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects and Strive for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era,” speech delivered at the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, October 18, 2017, China Daily website, http://www.chinadaily.com.cnchina/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/content_34115212.htm.

48.  Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society.”

49.  Xi, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society.”

50.  The PLAN commanders and their terms of office include: Admiral Zhang Aiping (1949–50), Admiral Xiao Jinguang (1950–80), Admiral Ye Fei (1980–82), Admiral Liu Huaqing (1982–88), Admiral Zhang Lianzhong (1988–96), Admiral Shi Yunsheng (1996–2003), Admiral Zhang Dingfa (2003–6), Admiral Wu Shengli (2006–17), and Admiral Shen Jinlong (2017–present).

51.  海军司令部 [Navy Headquarters], 中国海军军人手册 [Handbook for Officers and Enlisted of the Chinese PLA Navy] (Beijing: Haichao Press, 2012), pp. 7–11.

52.  刘杰闫巍冯婧 [Liu Jie, Yan Wei, and Feng Jing], “党的海军建设指导理论发展的历史回顾与思考 [Historical Review and Thoughts on the Party’s Navy’s Construction Guidance and Theoretical Development],” 军事历史研究 [Military Historical Research], no. 1 (2011): 3.

53.  萧劲光 [Xiao Jinguang], 萧劲光回忆录 [Memoirs of Xiao Jinguang] (Beijing: Contemporary China Press, 2013), p. 287.

54.  中国海军百科全书编审委员会 [Editorial Board of the Chinese Navy Encyclopedia], 中国海军百科全书 [Chinese Navy Encyclopedia] (Beijing: Haichao Press, 1999) [hereafter Chinese Navy Encyclopedia], p. 731.

55.  Zhou, “On the Operational Thought of the People’s Navy,” p. 24.

56.  Xiao, Jinguang, Memoirs of Xiao Jinguang, p. 231.

57.  Xiao, Memoirs of Xiao Jinguang, p. 227.

58.  Xiao, Memoirs of Xiao Jinguang, p. 227.

59.  刘华清 [Liu Huaqing], 刘华清回忆录 [Memoirs of Liu Huaqing] (Beijing: Liberation Army Press, 2004), pp. 350–59.

60.  师小芹 [Shi Xiaoqin], “小型舰艇的历史定位与中国式均衡海军 [The Historical Position of Small Ships and Boats and the Balanced Navy with Chinese Characteristics],” 军事历史 [Military History], no. 1 (2011): 39.

61.  For an early assessment of Liu’s contributions, see You Ji, The Evolution of China’s Maritime Combat Doctrines and Models: 1949–2001, Working Paper Series (Singapore: Institute of Defense and Strategic Studies, May 2002), pp. 1–35.

62.  Chinese Navy Encyclopedia, p. 1154.

63.  Liu, Memoirs of Liu Huaqing, p. 434.

64.  中国人民解放军军事科学院 [PLA Academy of Military Science], 中国人民解放军军语 [PLA Military Terms] (Beijing: Military Science Press, 1997), p. 440.

65.  Liu, Memoirs of Liu Huaqing, p. 438.

66.  Andrew S. Erickson and Kenneth Allen, “China’s Navy Gets a New Helmsman (Part 2): Remaining Uncertainties,” China Brief 17, no. 4 (March 14, 2017), https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-navy-gets-new-helmsman-part-2-remaining-uncertainties/.

67.  吴胜利胡彦林 [Wu Shengli and Hu Yanlin], “锻造适应我军历史使命要求的强大人民海军 [Building a Powerful People’s Navy That Meets the Requirements of the Historical Mission for Our Military],” 求是 [Qiushi], no. 14 (July 2007), http://www.qstheory.cn/zxdk/2007/200714/200907/t20090707_6624.htm.

68.  Wu and Hu, “Building a Powerful People’s Navy That Meets the Requirements of the Historical Mission for Our Military.”

69.  Wu and Hu, “Building a Powerful People’s Navy That Meets the Requirements of the Historical Mission for Our Military.”

70. Wu and Hu, “Building a Powerful People’s Navy That Meets the Requirements of the Historical Mission for Our Military.”

71.  Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, pp. 25–89.

72.  吴胜利刘晓江 [Wu Shengli and Liu Xiaojiang], “建设一支与履行新世纪新阶段我军历史使命要求相适应的强大的人民海军 [Building a Powerful People’s Navy Adapted to Requirements of Honoring the New Historic Missions of the Chinese Military in the New Stage of the New Century],” [Qiushi], no. 9 (May 2009), http://www.qstheory.cn/zxdk/2007/200714/200907/t20090707_6624.htmhttp://theory.people.com.cn/GB/136458/9227863.html.

73.  陈万军吴登峰 [Chen Wanjun and Wu Dengfeng], “人民海军60年:走向深蓝—专访中国人民解放军海军司令吴胜利上将 [60th Anniversary of the PLA Navy: Sailing into the Deep Blue—Exclusive Interview with Admiral Wu Shengli, Commander of the Chinese PLA Navy],” 瞭望东方周刊 [Oriental Outlook], no. 17 (April 23, 2009): 38.

74.  “中国海军, 迈向科学发展新航程—中央军委委员, 海军 司令员吴胜利谈录 [Chinese Navy, toward a New Journey of Scientific Development—A Talk with Central Military Commission Member and Commander of the Chinese Navy Wu Shengli],” 环球军事 [Global Military], no. 9 (2009): 9.

75.  杨民青 [Yang Minqing], “人民海军战略历史转变 [The Historic Shift in the People’s Navy’s Strategy],” 瞭望 [Liaowang], no. 16 (April 20, 2009): 37.

76.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s National Defense in 2004, December 2004, http://www.china.org.cn/e-white/20041227/index.htm.

77.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s National Defense in 2006, December 2006, http://www.china.org.cn/english/features/book/194421.htm.

78.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s National Defense in 2008, January 20, 2009, http://www.china.org.cn/government/whitepaper/node_7060059.htm.

79. State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s National Defense in 2010, March 2011, http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2014/09/09/content_281474986284525.htm.

80.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces, April 2013, http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2014/08/23/content_281474982986506.htm.

81.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces, April 2013.

82.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces, April 2013.

83.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Military Strategy, May 2015, http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm.

84.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Military Strategy, May 2015.

85.  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Military Strategy, May 2015.

Chapter 5. Fleet Building with Chinese Characteristics

1.    U.S. Office of the Chief of Naval Operations and Office of the Commandant, The National Fleet Plan, August 2015, U.S. Navy website, http://www.navy.mil/strategic/Fleet_Plan_Final.pdf.

2.    See Andrew S. Erickson, Lyle J. Goldstein, and Carnes Lord, eds., China Goes to Sea: Maritime Transformation in Comparative Historical Perspective (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2009).

3.    For a fuller review of these cases, see James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, “Hardly the First Time,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 139, no. 4 (April 2013), https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2013-04/hardly-first-time.

4. Wolfgang Wegener, The Naval Strategy of the World War, intro. Holger H. Herwig (1929; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1989), p. 11.

5.    Paul M. Kennedy, “The Development of German Naval Operations Plans against England, 1896–1914,” in Paul M. Kennedy, ed., The War Plans of the Great Powers, 1880–1914 (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1979), p. 171.

6.    Paul G. Halpern, A Naval History of World War I (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1994), p. 2.

7.    Holger H. Herwig, “Luxury” Fleet: The Imperial German Navy, 1888–1918 (London: Allen & Unwin, 1980), pp. 95–110; James R. Holmes, “Mahan, a ‘Place in the Sun,’ and Germany’s Quest for Sea Power,” Comparative Strategy 23 (2004): 27–61.

8.    V. R. Berghahn, Germany and the Approach of War in 1914 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1973), pp. 25–42.

9.    Alfred von Tirpitz, My Memoirs, vol. 1 (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1919), pp. 142–65.

10.  Tirpitz, My Memoirs, vol. 1, pp. 170–77.

11.  Herwig, “Introduction,” in Wegener, Naval Strategy of the World War, p. xviii.

12.  Holger H. Herwig, “Imperial Germany: Continental Titan, Global Aspirant,” in Andrew S. Erickson, Lyle J. Goldstein, and Carnes Lord, eds., China Goes to Sea: Maritime Transformation in Comparative Historical Perspective (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2009), pp. 172–74.

13.  Eyre Crowe, “Memorandum on the Present State of British Relations with France and Germany, January 1, 1907,” in G. P. Gooch and Harold Temperley, eds., British Documents on the Origins of the War 1898–1914, vol. 3: The Testing of the Entente, 1904–6 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1927), pp. 402–17.

14.  Paul M. Kennedy, “Tirpitz, England and the Second Navy Law of 1900,” Militärgeschichtlische Mitteilungen 8 (1970): 38.

15.  Herwig, “Introduction,” in Wegener, Naval Strategy of the World War, p. xviii.

16. Alfred Thayer Mahan, Armaments and Arbitration, or, the Place of Force in the International Relations of States (New York: Harper, 1912), p. 57.

17.  Theodore Ropp, “Continental Doctrines of Sea Power,” in Edward Meade Earle, Makers of Modern Strategy: Military Thought from Machiavelli to Hitler (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1943), pp. 446–56.

18.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Interest of America in Sea Power, Present and Future (1897; reprint, Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1970), p. 198.

19.  Tirpitz, My Memoirs, pp. 57–62.

20.  Holger H. Herwig, “The Influence of A. T. Mahan upon German Sea Power,” in John B. Hattendorf, ed., The Influence of History on Mahan (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 1991), pp. 72–73.

21.  See David G. Muller, China as a Maritime Power (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1984), pp. 44–56, 111–16.

22.  Ting Yu, “Complete Remake or ‘Old Medicine in New Bottle’? A Brief Discussion of the Role and Application of the Type 022 Stealth Missile Boat,” Xiandai Bingqi [Modern Weaponry], September 2, 2008, pp. 35–43.

23.  Roger Cliff et al., Entering the Dragon’s Lair: Chinese Antiaccess Strategies and Their Implications for the United States (Santa Monica: RAND, 2007), p. 11.

24.  Office of Naval Intelligence, The PLA Navy: New Capabilities and Missions for the 21st Century, p. 15, U.S. Naval Institute website, https://news.usni.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/2015_PLA_NAVY_PUB_Print.pdf#viewer.action=download.

25.  U.S. Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2017, p. 24, U.S. Naval Institute website, https://news.usni.org/2017/06/07/pentagon-report-congress-chinese-military-development.

26.  Michael McDevitt, “Becoming a Great ‘Maritime Power’: A Chinese Dream” (Washington, DC: Center for Naval Analyses, June 2016), p. v.

27. Chi Mo, “Perspective of China’s Formidable Weapons for Attacking Taiwan,” Sing Tao Jih Pao, May 6, 2004, FBIS-CPP20040506000084.

28.  “China Launches New Class of Naval Destroyer,” Reuters, June 28, 2017, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-defense-destroyer-idUSKBN19J0GX.

29.  For the commissioning years of these hulls, see Ronald O’Rourke, China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Navy Capabilities—Background and Issues for Congress (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, September 18, 2017).

30.  “RIM-174 SM-6 Extended Range Active Missile (ERAM),” GlobalSecurity.org, June 12, 2017, https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/munitions/sm-6.htm.

31.  Huang Panyue, “China’s New Type 055 Missile Destroyer to Upgrade Reaction Capability of Weapons, Improve Country’s Navy: Expert,” Global Times, October 10, 2017, http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/2017-10/10/content_7780454.htm.

32.  “LRASM Missiles: Reaching for a Long-Range Punch,” Defense Industry Daily, December 15, 2017, https://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/lrasm-missiles-reaching-for-a-long-reach-punch-06752/.

33.  Sam LaGrone, “WEST: U.S. Navy Anti-ship Tomahawk Set for Surface Ships, Subs Starting in 2021,” USNI News, February 18, 2016, https://news.usni.org/2016/02/18/west-u-s-navy-antiship-tomahawk-set-for-surface-ships-subs-starting-in-2021.

34.  Figures as of February 5, 2018. For updates see Naval Vessel Register, http://www.nvr.navy.mil/NVRSHIPS/FLEETSIZE.HTML.

35.  Ronald O’Rourke, Naval Force-Structure Planning: Breaking Old Habits of Thought (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, March 19, 1993).

36.  Ronald O’Rourke, Naval Force Structure and the Size of the Navy (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, November 13, 1992).

37.  Permanent Mission of the People’s Republic of China, Notes Verbales CML/17/2009 and CML/18/2009, May 7, 2009, UN website, http://www.un.org/Depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/mysvnm33_09/chn_2009re_mys_vnm_e.pdf.

38.  The term comes from the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, “Part V: Exclusive Economic Zone,” UN website, http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/part5.htm.

39.  John Pomfret, “Beijing Claims ‘Indisputable Sovereignty’ over South China Sea,” Washington Post, July 31, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/07/30/AR2010073005664.html.

40.  James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, “Small-Stick Diplomacy in the South China Sea,” National Interest, April 23, 2012, http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/small-stick-diplomacy-the-south-china-sea-6831.

41.  任兴平冯水利罗宪芬刘景鸿 [He Zhonglong, Ren Xingping, Feng Shuili, Luo Xianfen, and Liu Jinghong], 中国海岸警卫 队组建 研究 [Research on the Building of the Chinese Coast Guard] (Beijing: Ocean Press, 2007). For much more on China’s coast guard, see Lyle J. Goldstein, Five Dragons Stirring Up the Sea: Challenge and Opportunity in China’s Improving Maritime Enforcement Capabilities, China Maritime Study no. 5 (Newport, RI: Center for Naval Warfare Studies, Naval War College, April 2010), http://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cmsi-red-books/5/.

42.  Ryan D. Martinson, “From Words to Actions: The Creation of the China Coast Guard,” paper presented at “China as a ‘Maritime Power’ Conference,” Center for Naval Analyses, Arlington, VA, July 28–29, 2015.

43.  Andrew S. Erickson and Conor M. Kennedy, “Countering China’s Third Sea Force: Unmask Maritime Militia before They’re Used Again,” National Interest, July 6, 2016, http://nationalinterest.org/feature/countering-chinas-third-sea-force-unmask-maritime-militia-16860.

44.  John Pomfret, “U.S. Takes a Tougher Tone with China,” Washington Post, July 30, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/07/29/AR2010072906416.html.

45. “The South China Sea Arbitration (The Republic of Philippines v. The People’s Republic of China),” Permanent Court of Arbitration website, http://www.pcacases.com/web/view/7.

46.  “PRC SOA Commentary Calls for Strengthening Maritime Sovereignty Protection,” Beijing Zhongguo Haiyang Bao Online, May 8, 2013.

47.  “PRC Commentator Suggests ‘Cabbage’ Strategy on the Second Thomas Shoal,” Beijing Xinhua Domestic Service, May 30, 2013, OSC-CPP20130620671001.

48.  “PRC Commentator Suggests ‘Cabbage’ Strategy,” May 30, 2013.

49.  Helmuth von Moltke, in Moltke on the Art of War: Selected Writings (Novato, CA: Presidio, 1993), pp. 68–69.

50.  Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy (1911; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1988), p. 73.

51.  Jeff Himmelman, “A Game of Shark and Minnow,” New York Times Magazine, October 27, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/newsgraphics/2013/10/27/south-china-sea/.

Chapter 6. Fleet Tactics with Chinese Characteristics

1.    Andrew J. Nathan and Robert S. Ross, The Great Wall and the Empty Fortress: China’s Search for Security (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), pp. 24–26.

2.    See, for instance, J. Noel Williams and James S. O’Brasky, “A Naval Operational Architecture for Global Tactical Operations,” in Sam J. Tangredi, Globalization and Maritime Power (Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2002), http://www.ndu.edu/inss/books/Books_2002/Globalization_and_Maritime_Power_Dec_02/29_ch28.htm.

3.    Mahan had in mind the U.S. Navy’s ability to impose command on the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea, astride the approaches to the isthmian canal, despite its overall inferiority to European navies. His most exhaustive geopolitical analysis of these waters is in two essays: “The Strategic Features of the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean” (Harper’s, 1887) and “The Isthmus and Sea Power” (The Atlantic, 1893).

4. “Document: China’s Military Strategy,” USNI News, May 26, 2015, https://news.usni.org/2015/05/26/document-chinas-military-strategy#SGA.

5.    James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, “China’s Navy: A Turn to Corbett?” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 136, no. 12 (December 2010), https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2010-12/chinas-navy-turn-corbett.

6.    Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy (1911; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1988), pp. 310–11.

7.    Martin Andrew, “The Dragon Breathes Fire: Chinese Power Projection,” China Brief 5, no. 16 (July 19, 2005): 5–8.

8.    “China’s Second Aircraft Carrier to Hold First Sea Trials: Expert,” Global Times, January 9, 2018.

9.    Alfred Thayer Mahan, Naval Administration and Warfare (Boston: Little, Brown, 1908), pp. 155–56.

10.  Keith Crane et al., Modernizing China’s Military: Opportunities and Constraints (Santa Monica: RAND, 2005).

11.  James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, “The Influence of Mahan upon China’s Maritime Strategy,” Comparative Strategy 24, no. 1 (2005): 53–71; Lyle Goldstein and William Murray, “Undersea Dragons: China’s Maturing Submarine Force,” International Security 28, no. 4 (spring 2004): 162–94.

12.  Of the Japanese invasion of China, Mao wrote, “Japan, though strong, does not have enough soldiers. China, though weak, has a vast territory, a large population and plenty of soldiers.” Even if strong enemy forces seized key urban areas and communication nodes, China would retain “a general rear and vital bases from which to carry on the protracted war to final victory.” Mao Zedong, “Problems of Strategy in Guerrilla War against Japan,” in Mao Zedong, Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 2 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1965), p. 158.

13.  Mao Zedong, “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” in Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 1 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1965), pp. 220, 234.

14.  Wayne P. Hughes Jr., Fleet Tactics and Naval Operations, 3rd ed. (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2018). This work is a revised version of Hughes’ Fleet Tactics: Theory and Practice (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1986) and Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat, 2nd ed. (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2000). We draw on all three editions.

15.  Hughes, Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat, 2nd ed., p. 266.

16.  Hughes, Fleet Tactics and Naval Operations, 3rd ed., pp. 262–93.

17.  Chester W. Richards, “A Swift, Elusive Sword: What If Sun Tzu and John Boyd Did a National Defense Review?” presentation at Boyd Conference, Marine Corps Base Quantico, VA, fall 2001, Defense and the National Interest website, http://www.d-n-i.net/dni/strategy-and-force-employment/boyd-and-military-strategy/.

18.  Mao Zedong, “On Protracted War,” in Mao, Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, vol. 2, pp. 113–31.

19.  Ni Lexiong, “Sea Power and China’s Development,” Liberation Daily, April 17, 2005, p. 5, U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, http://www.uscc.gov/researchpapers/translated_articles/2005/05_07_18_Sea_Power_and_Chinas_Development.pdf.

20.  Sun Tzu, The Illustrated Art of War, trans. Samuel B. Griffith (1963; reprint, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 125.

21.  Sun Tzu, The Art of War, trans. Thomas Cleary (Boston: Shambhala Pocket Classics, 1991), http://web.mit.edu/~dcltdw/AOW/5.html.

22.  Samuel B. Griffith, “Introduction,” in Sun Tzu, Illustrated Art of War, pp. 17–30.

23.  Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 605.

24.  Barry R. Posen, “Command of the Commons: The Military Foundation of U.S. Hegemony,” International Security 28, no. 1 (summer 2003): 5–46.

25.  Bernard Brodie, A Guide to Naval Strategy, 3rd ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1944), p. 252.

26.  Brodie, Guide to Naval Strategy, p. 252.

27. Hughes, Fleet Tactics and Naval Operations, 3rd ed., pp. 262–93.

28.  Mahan deplored “fortress-fleets,” fleets that operated purely in support of land fortifications (and within range of land-based fire support). Writing today, however, he might amend his analysis. The reach of shore-based weaponry would allow a fortress fleet to roam far more widely than in Mahan’s day, diminishing the distinction between an independent fleet and one dependent on land-based fire support. Russian commanders’ reluctance to challenge Admiral Heihachiro Togo’s IJN too far from Port Arthur sparked Mahan’s ire, but a PLA Navy backed up by ASBMs able to strike at enemy warships 2,500 kilometers away would be a far different creature. Alfred Thayer Mahan, “Retrospect upon the War between Japan and Russia,” in Naval Administration and Warfare (Boston: Little, Brown, 1918), pp. 133–73.

29.  Clausewitz, On War, p. 528. See also James R. Holmes, “Roosevelt’s Pursuit of a Temperate Caribbean Policy,” Naval History 20, no. 4 (August 2006): 48–53, which describes Theodore Roosevelt’s attempt to mount a contested zone in the Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico.

30.  Michael I. Handel, Masters of War: Classical Strategic Thought, 3rd ed. (reprint; London: Frank Cass, 2004), esp. pp. 119–34.

31.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, “Considerations Governing the Disposition of Navies,” National Review, July 1902, p. 706.

32.  Mahan saw “capital ships” as the embodiment of offensive strategy: “The backbone and real power of any navy are the vessels which, by due proportion of defensive and offensive powers, are capable of taking and giving hard knocks.” Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Interest of America in Sea Power, Present and Future (Boston: Little, Brown, 1919), p. 198.

33.  Richard W. Turk, The Ambiguous Relationship: Theodore Roosevelt and Alfred Thayer Mahan (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), pp. 1–6, 101–7.

34.  W. S. Sims, “The Inherent Qualities of All-Big-Gun, One-Caliber Battleships of High Speed, Large Displacement, and Gun Power,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings (December 1906): 1337–66; Hughes, Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat, pp. 69–70.

35.  Richard A. Hough, Dreadnought: A History of the Modern Battleship (New York: Macmillan, 1964), pp. 34–37.

36.  Alexander Chieh-cheng Huang, “The Chinese Navy’s Offshore Active Defense Strategy,” Naval War College Review 47, no. 3 (summer 1994): 9–18; Jun Zhan, “China Goes to the Blue Waters: The Navy, Sea Power Mentality, and the South China Sea,” Journal of Strategic Studies 17, no. 3 (September 1994): 180–208.

37.  Mao, “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” pp. 207, 224.

38.  Mao was no doctrinaire on operational matters. The offensive mindset “does not mean … that when we are already locked in battle with an enemy who enjoys superiority, we revolutionaries should not adopt defensive measures even when we are hard pressed. Only a prize idiot would think in this way.” Mao, “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” p. 208.

39.  References to U.S. “encirclement” and “containment” are ubiquitous in the Chinese press. See for example Willy Wo-Lap Lam, “Hu’s Central Asian Gamble to Counter the U.S. ‘Containment Strategy,’” China Brief 5, no. 15 (July 5, 2005): 7–8; Mao, “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” pp. 205–49.

40.  Such an approach represents a matter of course for Chinese strategists. See, for instance, Peng Guangqian and Yao Youzhi, The Science of Military Strategy (Beijing: Military Science Publishing House, 2005), pp. 459–61.

41.  Mao Zedong, “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” December 1936, in Selected Writings of Mao Tse-tung, https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-1/mswv1_12.htm.

42.  Stefan Halper, ed., China: The Three Warfares (Washington, DC: Office of Net Assessment, May 2013).

43.  Quoted in Saturday Evening Post, March 27, 1954.

44. Bernard D. Cole, The Great Wall at Sea: China’s Navy Enters the Twenty-First Century (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2001), pp. 165–68; Jeffrey B. Goldman, “China’s Mahan,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings (March 1996): 44–47; Jun, “China Goes to the Blue Waters,” pp. 189–91; Huang, “China’s Offshore Active Defense Strategy,” p. 18.

45.  Author discussion with Dr. Alan Wachman, Newport, RI, September 19, 2006. Chinese commentators sometimes append the reference to a sub tender. Bi Lei, “Sending an Additional Aircraft Carrier and Stationing Massive Forces: The US Military’s Adjustment of Its Strategic Disposition in the Asia-Pacific Region,” People’s Daily Online, August 24, 2004, FBIS-CPP20040823000025. Bi contends that Taiwan constitutes the hub of a latter-day U.S. “containment strategy” vis-à-vis the People’s Republic. According to this view, the “main measures” Washington uses to contain China include “continuing to uphold and tighten up the first island chain with the Japanese archipelago, South Korea, the Ryukyu Islands, the Taiwan-Penchu archipelago, and the Philippine archipelago as the core,” attempting to “return to southeast Asia” by courting ASEAN countries, building theater missile defenses in the region, and prepositioning a range of military hardware in the region.

46.  Quoted in Samuel Eliot Morison, The Two-Ocean War: A Short History of the United States Navy in World War II (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1963), p. 476.

47.  Bruce Elleman, “A Comparative Historical Approach to Blockade Strategies: Implications for China,” in Gabriel B. Collins, Andrew S. Erickson, Lyle J. Goldstein, and William S. Murray, eds., China’s Energy Strategy: The Impact on Beijing’s Maritime Policies (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2008), pp. 365–86.

48.  Some 80 percent of China’s oil imports, accounting for 40 percent of total Chinese oil consumption, passes through the strait, giving rise to the “Malacca dilemma.” Office of the Secretary of Defense, Military Power of the People’s Republic of China, 2005 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Defense, 2005), p. 33. On China’s demand for petroleum, see David Hale, “China’s Growing Appetites,” National Interest 76 (summer 2004): 137–47.

49.  You Ji, “Dealing with the Malacca Dilemma: China’s Effort to Protect Its Energy Supply,” Strategic Analysis 31, no. 3 (May 2007): 467–90.

50.  Xu Zhiliang, “Clearly Delineate PRC Territorial Waters in Map Making,” Nanfang Ribao, April 26, 2001, FBIS-CPP20010 427000033.

51.  “Secret Sanya—China’s New Nuclear Naval Base Revealed,” Jane’s Intelligence Review, April 21, 2008, http://www.janes.com/news/security/jir/jir080421_1_n.shtml.

52.  Gurpreet Khurana, “New ‘Revelations’ on China’s Nuclear Submarine Base at Hainan: Must India Be Anxious?” South Asia Defense & Strategic Review 2, no. 4 (July–August 2008): 28–29.

53.  Author discussions with U.S. scholars, Newport, RI, September 2008.

54.  James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, “China’s ‘Caribbean’ in the South China Sea,” SAIS Review of International Affairs 26, no. 1 (2006): 79–92. Robert Kaplan makes a similar point about the Caribbean in Asia’s Cauldron: The South China Sea and the End of a Stable Pacific (New York: Penguin Random House, 2015).

55.  Writes Mao, “A battle in which the enemy is routed is not basically decisive in a contest with a foe of great strength. A battle of annihilation, on the other hand, produces a great and immediate impact on any enemy. Injuring all of a man’s ten fingers is not as effective as chopping off one, and routing ten enemy divisions is not as effective as annihilating one of them.” Mao Zedong, “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” December 1936, in Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-1/mswv1_12.htm.

56.  “Hangzhou Type 956 Sovremennyy,” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/haizhou.htm.

57.  Wendell Minnick, “RAND Study Suggests U.S. Loses War with China,” Defense News, October 16, 2008, http://www.defensenews.com/story.php?i=3774348&c=ASI&s=AIR.

58. Michael Pilger, “China’s New YJ-18 Anti-ship Cruise Missile: Capabilities and Implications for U.S. Forces in the Western Pacific,” U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, October 28, 2015, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Research/China%E2%80%99s%20New%20YJ-18%20Anti-ship%20Cruise%20Missile.pdf.

59.  Amy Chang, “Indigenous Weapons Development in China’s Military Modernization,” U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, April 5, 2012, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Research/China-Indigenous-Military-Developments-Final-Draft-03-April2012.pdf.

60.  “DF-26 Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missile,” GlobalSecurity.org, December 4, 2016, http://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/world/china/df-26.htm.

61.  Ted Parsons, “China Develops Anti-ship Missile,” Jane’s Defense Weekly, January 18, 2006, http://www.janes.com/defence/naval_forces/news/jdw/jdw060118_1_n.shtml; Wendell Minnick, “China Developing Anti-ship Ballistic Missiles,” Defense News, January 14, 2008, http://www.defensenews.com/story.php?i=3307277.

62.  “J-20—Chinese Stealth Fighter,” GlobalSecurity.org, November 30, 2014, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/j-20-specs.htm.

63.  U.S. Defense Department, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China, 2017, Department of Defense website, https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1Documents/pubs/2017_China_Military_Power_Report.PDF?ver=2017-06-06-141328-770.

64.  For more on the Chinese undersea fleet, see Andrew S. Erickson, Lyle J. Goldstein, William S. Murray, and Andrew R. Wilson, China’s Future Nuclear Submarine Force (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2007), esp. pp. 59–76, 359–72.

65.  Andrew Hind, “The Cruise Missile Comes of Age,” Naval History 22, no. 5 (October 2008): 52–57; Ramit Plushnick-Masti, “Israel: Iran Aided Hezbollah Ship Attack,” CBS News, July 15, 2006, http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2006/07/15/ap/world/mainD8ISKVT80.shtml.

66. Zhang Wenmu, “China’s Energy Security and Policy Choices,” Shijie Jingji Yu Zhengzhi 5 (May 14, 2003): 11–16, FBIS-CPP20030528000169. See also Zhang Wenmu, “Sea Power and China’s Strategic Choices,” China Security (summer 2006):17–31.

67.  Sam LaGrone, “SECDEF Carter Confirms Navy Developing Supersonic Anti-ship Missile for Cruisers, Destroyers,” USNI News, February 4, 2016, https://news.usni.org/2016/02/04/secdef-carter-confirms-navy-developing-supersonic-anti-ship-missile-for-cruisers-destroyers; “LRASM Missiles: Reaching for a Long-Range Punch,” Defense Industry Daily, April 5, 2017, http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/lrasm-missiles-reaching-for-a-long-reach-punch-06752/; Sam LaGrone, “WEST: U.S. Navy Anti-ship Tomahawk Set for Surface Ships, Subs Starting in 2021,” USNI News, February 19, 2016, https://news.usni.org/2016/02/18/west-u-s-navy-anti-ship-tomahawk-set-for-surface-ships-subs-starting-in-2021.

68.  “F/A-18 Hornet,” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/aircraft/f-18-specs.htm; “BGM-109 Tomahawk,” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/munitions/bgm-109-specs.htm.

69.  “AGM-84 Harpoon; SLAM [Stand-off Land Attack Missile],” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/munitions/agm-84-specs.htm.

70.  “F-35 Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) Lightning II,” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/aircraft/f-35-specs.htm.

71.  “J-11 [Su-27 FLANKER]; Su-27UBK /Su-30MKK/Su-30MK2,” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/j-11.htm.

72.  “RIM-7/-162 Sea Sparrow/ESSM,” Jane’s Strategic Weapon Systems, February 8, 2008; Joris Janssen Lok and Richard Scott, “Navies Face Choice Questions for Defense of Surface Combatants,” International Defense Review, February 1, 2005.

73.  The study was supervised by Wayne Hughes. Chase D. Patrick, Assessing the Utility of an Event-Step ASMD Model by Analysis of Surface Combatant Shared Self-Defense (Monterey: U.S. Navy Postgraduate School, September 2001), pp. 51–54.

74.  “MK 15 Phalanx Close-In Weapons System (CIWS),” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/ship/systems/mk-15-specs.htm.

75.  Sam LaGrone, “Navy Studying Installing SeaRAM on More Destroyers, Other Ship Classes,” USNI News, August 16, 2016, https://news.usni.org/2016/08/17/navy-studying-installing-searam-destroyers-ship-classes.

76.  Hughes, Fleet Tactics and Naval Operations, 3rd ed., pp. 280–84.

77.  J. C. Wylie, Military Strategy: A General Theory of Power Control (1967; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2014), pp. 12–13.

Chapter 7. Chinese Sea Power in the Missile Age

1.    曲东才 [Qu Dongcai], “反舰导弹的突防技术浅析 [Analysis of Penetration Technologies of Antiship Missiles],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 9 (1997): 1.

2.    陈书海赵永甫姜义庆屈景富 [Chen Shuhai, Zhao Yongfu, Jiang Yiqing, and Qu Jingfu], 近海攻击利器—高速攻击艇 [Near-Seas Attack Weapons—High-Speed Attack Craft] (Beijing: National Defense Industry Press, 2004), p. 144.

3.    田武 [Tian Wu], “成也冥王, 败也冥王 [The Successes and Failures of Styx],” 当代海军 [Modern Navy], no. 5 (2005): 29.

4.    刘桐林郑安云丁宝荣程恭 [Liu Tonglin, Zheng Anyun, Ding Baorong, and Cheng Gong], 现代海战的利矛—反舰导弹 [The Spear of Modern Sea Combat—Antiship Missiles] (Beijing: Academy of Military Science, 2003), p. 199.

5.    Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 256.

6.    Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 111.

7.    袁健全田锦昌 [Yuan Jianquan and Tian Jinchang], 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], (Beijing: National Defense Industry Press, 2013), p. 122.

8.    Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 113.

9.    Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 114.

10. Lyle Goldstein, “China’s Falklands Lessons,” Survival 50, no. 3 (June–July 2008): 65.

11.  Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 163.

12.  Yuan and Tian, Aerodynamic Missile, pp. 125–26.

13.  邵永灵 [Shao Yonglin], 导弹与现代战争 [Missiles and Modern War], (Jinan, Shandong: Shandong People’s Press, 2013), p. 117. The author is a professor at the Second Artillery Command Academy.

14.  严伟江 [Yan Weijiang], “1982:海航第二中队战纪 [1982: The War Record of the Second Naval Aviation Squadron],” 世界展望 [World Outlook] (February 2003): 75.

15.  Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 173.

16.  Chen et al., Near-Seas Attack Weapons, p. 174.

17.  刘章民姜志军 [Liu Zhangmin and Jiang Zhijun, eds.], 海军装备 [Navy Equipment], vol. 2 (Beijing: Encyclopedia of China Publishing House, 2007), p. 390. The PLAN’s Equipment Research Academy was the editorial unit that sponsored the compilation of the encyclopedia.

18.  Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 279.

19.  Liu et al., The Spear of Modern Sea Combat, p. 232.

20.  Liu and Zhijun, Navy Equipment, p. 378.

21.  “A Closer Look at Nuclear- and Conventional-Capable Missile Units,” CCTV Online, July 22, 2017, http://m.news.cctv.com/2017/07/22/ARTIdrLpqLlsk2SMiviGrTIK170722.shtml.

22.  王长勤方光明 [Wang Changqin and Fang Guangming], “我们为什么要发展东风-26弹道导弹 [Why We Had to Develop the DF-26 Ballistic Missile],” 中国青年报 [China Youth Daily], November 30, 2015, p. 9, http://zqb.cyol.com/html/2015-11/23/nw.D110000zgqnb_20151123_1-09.htm.

23.  The transcript of the announcers as the strategic strike group passed the review stands can be found at CCTV Online, July 30, 2017: http://military.cctv.com/2017/07/30/ARTItCYE8yb3vdrUnMpEPgQ4170730.shtml.

24.  See Mark A. Stokes, China’s Strategic Modernization: Implications for the United States (Carlisle Barracks, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 1999), p. 89; and Mark A. Stokes, “Chinese Ballistic Missile Forces in the Age of Global Missile Defense: Challenges and Responses,” in China’s Growing Military Power: Perspectives on Security, Ballistic Missiles, and Conventional Capabilities, ed. Andrew Scobell and Larry M. Wortzel (Carlisle Barracks, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 2002), p. 114.

25.  颜仲新刘鼎臣湖海 [Yan Zhongxin, Liu Dingchen, and Hu Hai] “反舰导弹飞航弹道探讨 [Exploring the Flight Trajectories of Antiship Missiles],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 2 (2002): 34.

26.  许诚李永胜孙锦 [Xu Cheng, Li Yongsheng, and Sun Jin], “基于MARKOV过程的反舰导弹突防舰艇编队能力评估 [An Assessment of Antiship Missile Penetration Capabilities against Fleet Formations Based on the MARKOV Process],” 飞行力学 [Flight Dynamics] 27, no. 2 (April 2009): 95.

27.  徐国亮张逊王勇 [Xu Guoliang, Zhang Xun, and Wang Yong], “高速机动反舰导弹防御技术 [High Speed, Maneuverable Antiship Missile Defense Technologies],” 指挥控制与仿真 [Command Control and Simulation], no. 1 (2011): 1.

28.  蔡亚梅汪立萍 [Cai Yamei and Wang Liping], “美国的高超音速飞行器发展计划及关键技术分析 [Analysis of America’s Hypersonic Development Plan and Key Technologies],” 航天制造技术 [Aerospace Manufacturing Technology], no. 6 (2010): 4–5.

29.  王金云魏素军 [Wang Jinyun and Wei Sujun], “美俄未来高超音速飞航导弹技术发展动向 [Technology Development Trends of Future U.S.-Russian Hypersonic Missiles],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 9 (2012): 28.

30.  房茂燕汪民乐 [Fang Maoyan and Wang Minle], “巡航导弹攻击 航母的可行性与技术需求分析 [Analysis of the Feasibility and Technological Requirements for Cruise Missile Attacks against Carriers],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], (2010): 70–85.

31.  Wayne P. Hughes Jr., Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat, 2nd ed. (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2000), p. 305.

32.  颜仲新王刚杨祖快 [Yan Zhongxin, Wang Gang, and Yang Zukuai], “伯克级驱逐舰抗反舰导弹饱和攻击能力分析 [Analysis of Burke-Class Destroyer’s Counter Antiship Missile Saturation Attack Capabilities],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 7 (2002): 30.

33.  尤晓航 [You Xiaohang], 国外海军典型C4I及武器系统 [Representative C4I and Weapons Systems of Foreign Navies] (Beijing: National Defense Industry Press, 2008), p. 231.

34.  沈如松 [Shen Rusong], ed.,导弹武器系统概论 [Introduction to Missile Weapon Systems] (Beijing: National Defense Industry Press, 2010), p. 284.

35.  You Xiaohang, Representative C4I and Weapons Systems of Foreign Navies, p. 231.

36.  曾家有钟健林汪浩 [Zeng Jiayou, Zhong Jianlin, and Wang Hao], “全系统对抗条件下反舰导弹突防能力计算模型 [Computer Modeling of Antiship Missile Penetration Capabilities under Conditions of Full-Spectrum Countermeasures],” 系统仿真学报 [Journal of System Simulation] 21, no. 19 (October 2009): 6038.

37.  张永禾 周荣坤鲁伟 [Zhang Yongli, Zhou Rongkun, and Lu Wei], “有人战斗机和无人战斗机打击性能比较分析 [Comparative Analysis of Striking Capability of Manned Fighters and Unmanned Fighters],” 舰船电子对抗 [Shipboard Electronic Countermeasures] 36, no. 6 (December 2013): 87.

38.  于际训 [Yu Jixun], ed.,第二炮兵战役学 [The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns] (Beijing: PLA Press, 2004), p. 402.

39.  谢晓方孙涛欧阳中辉 [Xie Xiaofang, Sun Tao, and Ouyang Zhonghui], 反舰导弹航路规划技术 [Antiship Missile Navigation Programming Technologies] (Beijing: National Defense Industry Press, 2010), p. 179.

40.  张书宇张金春李雪梅 [Zhang Shuyu, Zhang Jinchun, and Li Xuemei], “多方向饱和攻击时反舰导弹航路规划方法 [Methods for Planning Antiship Missile Flight Paths during Multi-direction Saturation Attacks],” 兵工自动化 [Ordnance Industry Automation], no. 11 (2012): 6.

41.  王建国徐晓刚高军亮吴晶 [Wang Jianguo, Xu Xiaogang, Gao Junliang, and Wu Jing], “航路规划技术在反舰导弹远程 打击中的应用 [The Application of Flight Path Programming Techniques in Long-Range Antiship Missile Strikes],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 9 (2006): 25.

42.  王学宝王士星顾文锦 [Wang Xuebao, Wang Shixing, and Gu Wenjin], “反舰导弹变轨 方式研究 [Research on Changing Flight Paths for Antiship Missiles],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 2 (2004): 59.

43.  王昌金周立军聂前程刘强昌 [Wang Changjin, Zhou Lijun, Nie Qiancheng, and Liu Qiangchang], “反舰导弹饱和攻击的发射数量分析 [Analysis of Salvo Size of an Antiship Missile Saturation Attack],” 舰船电子工程 [Ship Electronic Engineering] 28, no. 9 (2008): 134.

44.  蒋充剑曾清 [Jiang Chongjian and Zeng Qing], “饱和攻击时 反舰导弹发射数量的计算方法 [The Calculation Methods for the Salvo Size of Antiship Missiles in a Saturation Attack],” 舰船电子工程 [Ship Electronic Engineering] 28, no. 3 (2008): 56.

45.  姚奕聂永芳 [Yao Yi and Nie Yongfang], “提高反舰导弹突防 能力措施研究 [Research on Measures to Enhance Antiship Missile Penetration Capabilities],” 飞航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 8 (2008): 27.

46.  谭安胜 [Tan Ansheng], 水面舰艇编队作战运筹分析 [Analysis of Surface Fleet Combat Management] (Beijing: National Defense Industry Press, 2009).

47.  Tan Ansheng, Analysis of Surface Fleet Combat Management, pp. 172–73.

48.  张昆薜晓春 [Zhang Kun and Bi Xiaochun], “反舰导弹饱和攻击的组织及实施 [The Organization and Implementation of Antiship Missile Saturation Attacks],” 航导弹 [Aerodynamic Missile], no. 11 (2006): 17.

49.  李军李敏勇刘国林 [Li Jun, Li Minyong, and Liu Guolin], “海上蜂群战探析 [Research on Maritime Swarming Warfare],” 海军大连舰艇学院学报 [Journal of Dalian Naval Academy], no. 1 (2010): 16.

Chapter 8. U.S. Maritime Strategy in Asia

1.    Geoffrey Till, “Maritime Strategy in a Globalizing World,” Orbis 51, no. 4 (fall 2007): 569–75.

2.    Andrew Gordon, The Rules of the Game (1995; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2013). The long calm lee to which Gordon refers followed the Battle of Trafalgar. Sensational victory left the Royal Navy intellectually becalmed for the long century from 1805 until the onset of World War I.

3.    Quoted in George W. Baer, One Hundred Years of Sea Power: The U.S. Navy, 1890–1990 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994), p. 90.

4.    Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, intro. Eric J. Grove (1911; reprint, Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1988), pp. 167–304.

5.    Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Interest of America in Sea Power, Present and Future (Boston: Little, Brown, 1897), p. 198.

6.    John B. Hattendorf and Peter M. Swartz, U.S. Naval Strategy in the 1980s: Selected Documents, Newport Paper 33 (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 2008), pp. 46–104; Federation of American Scientists website, https://fas.org/irp/doddir/navy/strategy1980s.pdf.

7.    U.S. Navy and Marine Corps, “… From the Sea: Preparing the Naval Service for the 21st Century,” September 1992, U.S. Navy website, http://www.navy.mil/navydata/policy/fromsea/fromsea.txt.

8.    U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard, “A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower,” October 2007, https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=479900; and “A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower,” March 2015, U.S. Navy website, http://www.navy.mil/local/maritime/150227-CS21R-Final.pdf.

9.    U.S. Department of Defense, “Sustaining Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense,” January 2012, Defense Department website, http://archive.defense.gov/news/Defense_Strategic_Guidance.pdf.

10. For the history of the 1986 strategy we rely heavily on three compendia: John B. Hattendorf, The Evolution of the U.S. Navy’s Maritime Strategy, 1977–1986, Newport Paper 19 (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 2004); John B. Hattendorf, ed., U.S. Naval Strategy in the 1970s: Selected Documents, Newport Paper 30 (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 2007); and Hattendorf and Swartz, U.S. Naval Strategy in the 1980s.

11.  Samuel Sheetz, “‘We Win; They Lose’: The Staggering Simplicity of Reagan’s Grand Strategy,” Daily Signal, December 10, 2011, http://dailysignal.com/2011/12/10/we-win-they-lose-the-staggering-simplicity-of-reagan%E2%80%99s-grand-strategy/.

12.  Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), pp. 136, 139.

13.  Michael Handel, Masters of War: Classical Strategic Thought, 3d ed. (London: Frank Cass, 2001), p. 117.

14.  Samuel Huntington, “National Policy and the Transoceanic Navy,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 80, no. 5 (May 1954): 483–93.

15.  Milan L. Hauner, “Stalin’s Big-Fleet Program,” Naval War College Review 57, no. 2 (spring 2004): 87–120.

16.  Baer, One Hundred Years of Sea Power, pp. 395, 398, 420, 422; Robert Waring Herrick, The USSR’s “Blue Belt of Defense” Concept: A Unified Military Plan for Defense against Seaborne Attack by Strike Carriers and Polaris/Poseidon SSBNs (Arlington, VA: Center for Naval Analyses, 1973).

17.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, Naval Strategy Compared and Contrasted with Principles and Practices of Military Operations on Land (Boston: Little, Brown, 1911), pp. 385, 391, 393, 397, 403, 441.

18.  James R. Holmes, “A ‘Fortress Fleet’ for China,” Whitehead Journal of Diplomacy (summer–fall 2010): 115–28, https://blogs.shu.edu/diplomacy/files/2012/05/009_Holmes_Layout-1a.pdf.

19.  Sergei G. Gorshkov, The Sea Power of the State (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1979).

20.  George F. Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs, July 1947, http://www.historyguide.org/Europe/kennan.htm.

21. Norman Friedman, The Fifty-Year War: Conflict and Strategy in the Cold War (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2000).

22.  Hattendorf, U.S. Naval Strategy in the 1970s, pp. 53–101.

23.  James L. Holloway III, Aircraft Carriers at War: A Personal Retrospective of Korea, Vietnam, and the Soviet Confrontation (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2007), p. 31.

24.  William M. McBride, Technological Change and the United States Navy, 1865–1945 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), p. 233.

25.  Nathan Miller, The U.S. Navy: A History, 3d ed. (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1997), p. 273.

26.  Hattendorf, U.S. Naval Strategy in the 1970s, pp. 102–33.

27.  Hattendorf, Evolution of the U.S. Navy’s Maritime Strategy, 1977–1986, p. 75.

28.  “The Maritime Strategy, 1986,” in Hattendorf and Swartz, U.S. Naval Strategy in the 1980s, pp. 203–58.

29.  Hattendorf, Evolution of the U.S. Navy’s Maritime Strategy, 1977–1986, pp. 10–12.

30.  John J. Mearsheimer, “A Strategic Misstep: The Maritime Strategy and Deterrence in Europe,” International Security 11, no. 2 (autumn 1986): 3–57. For a sampling of other commentary on the Maritime Strategy, see Robert W. Komer, “Maritime Strategy vs. Coalition Defense,” Foreign Affairs 60, no. 5 (summer 1982): 1124–44; Barry R. Posen, “Measuring the European Conventional Balance: Coping with Complexity in Threat Assessment,” International Security 9, no. 3 (winter 1984–85): 47–88; Christopher A. Ford and David A. Rosenberg, “The Naval Intelligence Underpinnings of Reagan’s Maritime Strategy,” Journal of Strategic Studies 28, no. 2 (April 2005): 379–409.

31.  Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992).

32.  U.S. Navy and Marine Corps, “… From the Sea.”

33.  Carl Schurz, “Armed or Unarmed Peace,” Harper’s Weekly, June 19, 1897, p. 603.

34. Corbett, Some Principles, pp. 91–94.

35.  For Corbett concentration was a “kind of shibboleth” that obscured the lessons of British naval history. “Division,” he maintains, is “bad only when it is pushed beyond the limits of well-knit deployment.” Corbett, Some Principles, pp. 131–32, 134.

36.  Geoff Fine, “‘Global Maritime Partnership’ Gaining Steam at Home and with International Navies,” Defense Daily, October 25, 2006, http://www.navy.mil/navydata/cno/mullen/DEFENSE_DAILY_25OCT06_Global_Maritime_Partnership_Gaining_Steam_At_Home_And_With_International_Navies.pdf.

37.  U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2007.

38.  U.S. Secretary of the Navy, “… From the Sea”; U.S. Secretary of the Navy, “Forward … from the Sea,” 1995, http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/policy/navy/forward-from-the-sea.pdf.

39.  Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783 (1890; reprint, New York: Dover, 1987), p. 76.

40.  Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, pp. 39, 53–54, 70–82.

41.  Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, pp. 38, 49, 68–69.

42.  Mahan, Influence of Sea Power upon History, p. 50.

43.  Japan Ministry of Defense, Defense of Japan 2016, Ministry of Defense website, http://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2016/DOJ2016_Foreword_web.pdf.

44.  John Pomfret, “Beijing Claims ‘Indisputable Sovereignty’ over South China Sea,” Washington Post, July 31, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/07/30/AR2010073005664.html.

45.  Joseph S. Nye, “The American National Interest and Global Public Goods,” International Affairs 78, no. 2 (April 2002): 238; Eyre Crowe, “Memorandum on the Present State of British Relations with France and Germany, January 1, 1907,” in G. P. Gooch and Harold Temperley, eds., British Documents on the Origins of the War 1898–1914, vol. 3: The Testing of the Entente, 1904–6 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1927), pp. 403–17.

46.  U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2007.

47.  U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2007.

48.  U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2007.

49.  U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2007.

50.  Department of the Navy, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2015, p. 4.

51.  Department of the Navy, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2015, p. 8.

52.  Department of the Navy, “Cooperative Strategy,” 2015, p. 1.

53.  James R. Holmes, “Rough Waters for Coalition Building,” in Patrick M. Cronin, ed., Cooperation from Strength: The United States, China and the South China Sea (Washington, DC: Center for a New American Security, 2012), pp. 99–115, https://s3.amazonaws.com/files.cnas.org/documents/CNAS_CooperationFromStrength_Cronin_1.pdf.

54.  Clausewitz, On War, p. 89.

55.  Chief of Naval Operations Staff, “CNO’s Sailing Directions,” September 27, 2011, U.S. Navy website, http://www.navy.mil/cno/cno_sailing_direction_final-lowres.pdf.

56.  Chief of Naval Operations Staff, “A Design for Maintaining Maritime Superiority,” January 2016, U.S. Navy website, http://www.navy.mil/cno/docs/cno_stg.pdf.

57.  Commander Naval Surface Forces, “Surface Force Strategy: Return to Sea Control,” January 9, 2017, U.S. Navy website, http://www.navy.mil/strategic/SurfaceForceStrategy-ReturntoSeaControl.pdf.

58.  Christopher P. Cavas, “Interview: Vice Adm. Tom Rowden, Commander, US Naval Forces,” Defense News, January 8, 2017, http://www.defensenews.com/articles/interview-vice-adm-tom-rowden-commander-us-naval-forces; James Fanell, “R-E-S-P-E-C-T … the PLA Navy,” Naval Institute Proceedings 143, no. 5 (May 2017), https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2017-05/r-e-s-p-e-c-t-pla-navy.

Chapter 9. China Dreams On

1.    Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 92.

2.    “Navy Official: China Training for ‘Short Sharp War’ with Japan,” USNI News, February 20, 2014, https://news.usni.org/2014/02/18/navy-official-china-training-short-sharp-war-japan.

3.    Quoted in Winslow T. Wheeler, ed., America’s Defense Meltdown: Pentagon Reform for President Obama and the New Congress (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009), p. 19.

4.    James E. Fanell and Scott Cheney-Peters, “Maximal Scenario: Expansive Naval Trajectory to ‘China’s Naval Dream,’” in Andrew S. Erickson, ed., Chinese Naval Shipbuilding: An Ambitious and Uncertain Course (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2016), pp. 261–73.

5.    Eric Hoffer, The Ordeal of Change (1963; reprint, Titusville, NJ: Hopewell, 2006), pp. 53–59.

6.    Nassim Nicholas Taleb exhorts leaders to go beyond making big institutions tough or resilient and strive to make their organizations “antifragile.” Such organizations derive positive value from a shock to the system rather than merely withstanding it. Taleb’s ideas are worth mulling for the U.S. sea services. Nassim Nicholas Taleb, Antifragile: Things That Gain from Disorder (New York: Random House, 2012).


[image: image]

INDEX

[image: image]

The index that appeared in the print version of this title was intentionally removed from the eBook. Please use the search function on your eReading device to search for terms of interest. For your reference, the terms that appear in the print index are listed below.

Academy of Military Science (AMS)

access: naval warfare to secure. See also sea denial/anti-access

Acheson, Dean

active defense

Aden, Gulf of

Aegis ships: Australian air warfare destroyers; China antiship capabilities against; Japan use of; PLAN destroyers; South Korea use of; U.S. Navy destroyers

air forces: establishment of; maritime strategy as grand strategy and use of; PLA joint operations with; PLAN modernization and expansion of; three-dimensional aspect of naval warfare

aircraft: dispersed sea denial with stealth aircraft; sea denial and range of

aircraft carriers: China carrier and naval aviation ambitions; commissioning of first and construction of more; naval power balance and; PLAN development of; Soviet-built carrier

Aleutian islands

amphibious assault ships

annihilation, battle of

anti-access. See sea denial/anti-access

antifragile and resilient organizations

antiship ballistic missiles (ASBMs): Aegis ships as target of; defensive/offensive use of; development of; dispersed sea denial with; land-based sea power use of; range of

antiship missiles: active-defense campaign with; active-defense technologies to defeat; anti-access strategy role of; antiship cruise missiles (ASCMs); Chinese advantage in anti-access defenses; concepts and doctrines development; defensive/offensive use of; deterrence role of; distributed lethality; doctrine to shoot archer before arrow release; historical perspective on use of; hypersonic missiles; Israeli operations and tactics; lethality of; long-range antiship strikes; PLAN inventory of; post–Cold War developments and applications; range of; saturation attack with; sea power role of; U.S. inventory of

antisubmarine warfare (ASW)

Argentina

armed suasion (naval suasion)

Art of War (Sun Tzu)

Asia-Pacific region: balance of naval power in; China rise to regain rightful place in; impact and complication factor of China sea power in; maritime rise of nations in and Europe maritime fall; opposing trajectories and assumptions about force design and missions in; pivot/rebalance to; predictions of naval war in; strategic competition and rivalry in maritime Asia; U.S. bases and forward presence in; U.S. Navy missions in; U.S. role in security in; U.S.-led alliance system in

Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN)

Australia

blue belt of defense

Bohai Bay Economic Rim

Bohai Sea

Boyd, John

cabbage strategy

calligraphic inscriptions

Caribbean Sea operations

Carter administration and Jimmy Carter

Central Military Commission

century of humiliation

Chiang Kai-shek

China: benefits of U.S.-led liberal order to; century of humiliation; competitor status of; comprehensive national power of; confidence and self-assurance of; containment and deterrence of ambitions of; continental power and oceanic power of; continental power of China and the Japanese invasion of China; continental worldview of; defense budget of; energy security concerns of; Japanese invasion of; literature sources for information about; maritime history of; martial script of people’s war; national core interests and maritime commerce; national fleet of; nautical sources of wealth and power in; opening to the world under Deng; peaceful development but defense of sovereignty and national honor of; perceptions and peacetime deterrence and coercion; psychology of insecurity in; renewal and regaining of historically rightful place of; restoration of prosperity and influence of; security of with peace to the north; socioeconomic transformation in and reorientation toward the seas

China Central Television

China National Infrastructure Knowledge database

China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation

China’s Military Strategy

China’s National Defense in 2004

China’s National Defense in 2006

China’s National Defense in 2008

China’s National Defense in 2010

Chinese Communist Party (CCP): campaigns to raise awareness and support for seaborne endeavors; Congress of the PLA Navy, 8th; Congress of the PLA Navy, 10th; Congress of the PLA Navy, 12th; navy and air force to defend China, support for by; Party Congress, 14th; Party Congress, 18th; Party Congress, 19th; PLA role in survival and authority of; vision for China of

Chinese Dream: ambition and vision of; cultural and historical component of; economic component of; foreign-policy component of; great rejuvenation vision for China; maritime strategy to achieve; martial component of; news and updates about; renewal and regaining of historically rightful place of China; sea power role in; timetable for national rejuvenation

choke points

Civil War, Chinese

Clausewitz, Carl von: foreign policy and grand strategy importance in international interactions; logic, common sense, and ideas of; logic and grammar of maritime strategy; magnitude of effort for political object; negative aim and positive aim campaigns; no fighting needed and strategic and political benefit of maneuvering forces; On War; war as continuation of political intercourse; war as expression of political activity; war as reciprocal clash of wills

Clinton, Bill

Coast Guard, China: defense role of; maritime strategy as grand strategy and use of; national fleet role of; small-stick diplomacy with; types of ships in

Coast Guard, U.S.

coastal-defense units

Cold War: containment strategy; island-chain concept origin during; new Cold War, prospect of; U.S. maritime strategy for; U.S.-led alliance system as artifact of

Cole, Bernard

combined-arms attacks/joint operations

command of the sea: China challenge to U.S. sea command; concept of and goal of; fleet design and sizing for; naval power for; near seas events and China pursuit of; struggle for, seizure of, and Chinese strategic thought; supremacy of U.S. maritime forces

commerce and trade: commerce, political willpower, and military force as logic of sea power; export-oriented manufacturing; geography, reliable access to waterways, and; geography, trade, and sea power; global economic order and marine commerce; global markets and global supply chain; grand strategy to support; island chains and; island chains straits, commerce through; logic of maritime strategy and grammar of maritime operations to secure; national core interests and maritime commerce; peacetime commerce, prosperity, and greatness; resources from and resources for naval power; sea power and; socioeconomic transformation and reorientation toward the seas; top trading partners of China; U.S.-China trade routes through island chains. See also ports and port system

containment strategy

contested zone

“Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower” (2007)

“Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower” (2015)

Corbett, Julian

corvettes: naval buildup with new classes of; naval power balance and new classes of; Type 056 Jiangdao

creative ages

cult of offense

Cultural Revolution

culture, Chinese Dream component

defense: active-defense concept; blue belt of defense; employment of assets under defensive strategy; nonmilitary dimension of; offensive/defensive tactics; passive defense; tactical defense; true defense

Deng Xiaoping: China opening to the world under; economic zones authorization by; hegemony, not seeking under; naval development and sea-power strategy under; navy reform under; peace and development grand strategy of; sea power and naval power support from; socioeconomic transformation under

“Design for Maintaining Maritime Superiority”

destroyers: Aegis destroyers; helicopter destroyers; naval buildup with new classes of; naval power balance and new classes of; radar-equipped destroyers; Type 052D Luyang III DDG; Type 055 DDG

deterrence: antiship missile role in; containment and deterrence of China’s ambitions; perceptions and peacetime deterrence and coercion; tripwire forces; Type 055 DDG

diplomacy: Chinese Dream and revision of international order; coercive diplomacy; containment and deterrence of China’s ambitions; as continuation of war by other means; great power diplomacy with Chinese characteristics; island chains and; military access and diplomatic access; perceptions and peacetime deterrence and coercion; sea power quest and; small-stick diplomacy; soft power of maritime strategy and; Xi diplomatic achievements

dispersed attack

Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces, The

Djibouti naval base

East China Sea

economics and economic policy: Bohai Bay Economic Rim; Chinese Dream component; economic development and security; GDP of China; geography, trade, and sea power; global economic order and marine commerce; island chains and; Pearl River Delta Economic Zone; sea power quest and; socioeconomic transformation and reorientation toward the seas; soft power of maritime strategy and; U.S.-led global system and economic rise of China; Yangtze River Delta Economic Zone

Egypt

Eilat (Israel)

electromagnetic emissions control (EMCON)

Europe

exclusive economic zones (EEZs)

Exocet missiles

Falklands War

far-seas support

first salvo concept

fishing fleet: cabbage strategy; defense role of; national fleet role of; sabotage warfare role of; small-stick diplomacy with

Fleet Tactics (Hughes)

Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat (Hughes)

Fleet Tactics and Naval Operations (Hughes)

fleets: construction of; of continental powers; cost of operating and maintaining; design for command of the sea; design of and ship types; expansion in response to fleet-building by opponent; modernization and expansion of; opposing trajectories and assumptions about force design and missions; size and capabilities as material dimension of maritime strategy; size and quality of; size of PLAN; surface fleet as big stick. See also ships

foreign policy: Chinese Dream component; containment and deterrence of China’s ambitions; grand strategy, military strategy, and; one-on-one negotiations; war as continuation of political intercourse

Fortress China (land-based sea power resources)

fortress-fleet strategy

“Forward … from the Sea” strategy

frigates: naval buildup with new classes of; naval power balance and new classes of; Type 054A Jiangkai II

“… From the Sea” strategy

Gao Lan

geography and geopolitics: coastal security, economic health, and great-power status; continental perspectives of maritime theaters by fixed geographic boundaries; continental power, sea power quest, and maritime geography; economic geography of China and sea power; geographic scope of inland military operations; grand strategy, military strategy, and; neutrality of geography; reliable access to waterways for commerce and trade; sea denial and; sea power and island chains geostrategy; sea power quest and. See also island chains

Germany: continental power and sea power quest by; fleet construction and naval capabilities of; Royal Navy fleet expansion in response to fleet-building by; trade with China by

Global Maritime Partnership

Golden Rule of coalition building

Gordon, Andrew

grand strategy: anti-access as; better peace as aim of; commerce and; concept and function of; Deng maritime strategy as grand strategy; foreign policy, military strategy, and; geography, military strategy, and; island chains and; Mahan formula for; maritime strategy as

gray-zone operations and strategies

Great Britain/United Kingdom: defense budget of; Falklands War; fleet expansion in response to German fleet-building; fleet size of Royal Navy; German fleet construction to counter Royal Navy threat; imperial decline and withdrawal from Asia region; maritime security role of; sea power of

Great Power Diplomacy television series

great powers: China pursuit of and ascent to; China status as great power; coastal security, economic health, and great-power status; great maritime power status; great power diplomacy with Chinese characteristics; maritime conduct of China and success as great maritime power; U.S. and Japan as barriers to China’s ambitions

Guam

Gulf and Inland Waters, The (Mahan)

Hainan Island

hard power

Harpoon missiles

Hayward, Thomas

helicopter destroyers (DDHs) and carriers

high seas, operating environment tactics

Holloway, James

Hong Kong

horizontal escalation of conflicts

Hu Bo

Hu Jintao: powerful armed forces and international standing of China; sea power and naval power support from

Hu Yanlin

Huang Jiang

Hughes, Wayne: arbiters of naval combat; Fleet Tactics; Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat; Fleet Tactics and Naval Operations; naval engagement scenarios; scouting effectiveness and tactical success; tactical scenarios for PLAN; tactics to preserve or restore advantage over adversaries; wartime contingency categories

hypersonic missiles

India

Indian Ocean: counterpiracy operations in; maritime history of; U.S. Navy operations in

India-Pakistan war

Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783, The (Mahan)

informatized conditions, winning local maritime wars under

inland waterways and ports

inscriptions

island chains: barricade and blockade behavior of; commerce and; commerce and trade through straits; control of; diplomacy and; economic development and security and; first island chain; geographic construct of; geographic scope of China’s naval operations; geography, strategy, and sea power; grand strategy and; imprisonment of China by; map of first and second island chains; military strategy and; national security and; near-seas concept inclusion of; origins of island-chain thinking; Pacific Ocean access through; second island chain; straits and channels through; strategic significance of; Taiwan unification and U.S. retreat to second island chain; third island chain; U.S. defense perimeter and U.S.-led alliance system along; usage of term

Israel

Japan: defense white papers and policy of; first island chain geographic construct; fleet construction and sea power of IJN; fleet modernization and expansion in; force strength of armed forces in; geographic advantages during Russo-Japanese War; geographic advantages of; invasion of China by; Russo-Japanese War; Senkaku Islands purchase by; strategic and military value of; Taiwan unification and U.S. withdrawal from; trade with China by; U.S. defense perimeter of the Pacific through; U.S. naval bases in; U.S.-Japan alliance, security from and military power of; U.S.–Japan–South Korea alliance operations

Japan, Sea of

jeune école (new school) of naval warfare

Jiang Zemin

joint operations

Kennedy, Paul

Korea Strait

Korean Peninsula. See also South Korea

Korean War

land-based sea power resources (Fortress China)

law enforcement. See maritime law enforcement fleet

Lehman, John

Li Xiuying

Liaoning aircraft carrier (China)

Libya

Liddell Hart, B. H.

Lin Hongyu

literature sources and methods

Liu Huaqing: appointment of; article about PLAN by; “metal chain” island chain speech of; modernization of PLAN under; navy command by; near-seas defense under

Liu Yijian

long calm lee of victory

Luttwak, Edward

Luzon Strait

MacArthur, Douglas

Mahan, Alfred Thayer: character of government, popular will, and pursuit of sea power; conscious, political choice of sea power; consequences of geography for sea power; danger of obfuscation about maritime strategy; fortress-fleet opposition by; Gulf and Inland Waters, The; Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783, The; interior maritime geography importance; logic, common sense, and ideas of; popularity of

Mahanian theory: alternatives to; analysis and understanding of Chinese maritime strategy through; combat as chief purpose of navy; evaluation of maritime strategy through; fleet sizing for combat; grammar of sea combat; local command of important waters by lesser navies; logic and grammar of maritime strategy; logic of maritime strategy and philosophy of sea power; maritime strategy as grand strategy; offensive strategy with capital ships; post-Mahanian maritime strategy; production, shipping, colonies, and markets as sea power; sea power concepts and Chinese strategy

Malacca, Strait of

Mao Zedong: active-defense concept; battle of annihilation; continental power of China and Japanese invasion of China; isolation under; martial script of people’s war; naval development and sea-power strategy under; sea power and naval power support from; strategic value of the navy, appreciation for

Marine Corps, U.S.

maritime consciousness

maritime law enforcement fleet: cabbage strategy; fishing fleet auxiliary role for; maritime strategy as grand strategy and use of; national fleet role of; naval power balance and; small-stick diplomacy with

maritime strategy: command of the sea, Chinese strategic thought on; danger of obfuscation about; as grand strategy; human dimension of; logic of; logic of maritime strategy and grammar of maritime operations; Mahanian theory for evaluation of; material dimension of; opposing trajectories and assumptions and force design; post-Mahanian perspective on; strategic competition and rivalry in maritime Asia; threat as basis for effective strategy

maritime strategy, Chinese: analysis and understanding of; cabbage strategy; Chinese Dream and; defense white papers and policy; defensive reaction to U.S.-led alliances; Deng maritime strategy as grand strategy; as grand strategy; great maritime power status; hard power of; human dimension of; Liu report as basis for naval strategy; logic of maritime strategy and grammar of maritime operations; naval leaders influence on development of; soft power of. See also tactics/fleet tactics

“Maritime Strategy, The”

maritime strategy, U.S.: analysis of evolution of; anti-access response; for combat with peer challengers; condescension/hubris toward capabilities of competitors; for constabulary missions; focus changes from Mahanian to post-Mahanian; full-bore Mahanian strategy; human dimension of; no clear enemy, strategy design for; pivot/rebalance to Asia; public-private ventures in; recommendations for; reconfiguration to meet China and Russia challenges; reconfiguration to meet China challenge; Soviet Navy expansion and; transoceanic strategy. See also specific strategies

massed attack

Mexico, Gulf of

military strategy/military power: China pursuit of and ascent to first ranks of military power; commerce, political willpower, and military force as logic of sea power; concept and function of; grand strategy, foreign policy, and; grand strategy, military strategy, and geography; island chains and; martial component of Chinese Dream; modernization and reform of military; peacetime military operations; perceptions and peacetime deterrence and coercion; powerful armed forces and international standing of China; variations in

militia, maritime

missile defense systems/ballistic missile defense (BMD) systems: hypersonic-missile technology against; number of missiles needed to defeat; shooting archer before letting arrow fly; U.S. Navy shipboard defenses. See also Aegis ships

missiles: anti-access strategy role of; offense-defense balance at sea and; preemptive doctrine for; range of; role in U.S.-China rivalry; saturation attack with; tactical and operational consequences of modern missile age; technical and tactical development of; threat of violent and lethal naval combat campaigns. See also antiship missiles

Miyako Strait

National Defense University (NDU)

NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization)

naval culture: renovation of; restless and enterprising culture

naval power: ability to mass superior combat power as gauge of; balance of

naval power in Asia; command of the sea through; control of the sea and winning wars; fleet design and ship types for; Mao support for development of; PLAN challenge to U.S. Navy; PLAN missions; resources for; sea power, maritime strategy, and; strategic value of the navy

naval rivalry

naval suasion (armed suasion)

Navy, U.S.: ability to mass superior combat power as gauge of; bases and forward presence in Asia-Pacific region; capabilities against integrated attacks at sea; combat-logistics vessels of; fleet construction and sea power of; fleet expansion of; fleet tactics against; force strength of; Great White Fleet; guardian of freedom of the sea function of; missions of; national fleet role of; naval power challenge from PLAN; naval supremacy of; PLAN strength compared to; reconfiguration to meet China challenge; reconnaissance and surveillance missions and close-quarters encounters with PLA; reconnaissance and surveillance missions of; standard for excellence and competitor status of; submarine fleet and capabilities; three-to-one ratio for ships on foreign station; unified maritime strategy for

near seas: active defense of; boundaries and definition of; China control of; command of the sea and events in; defense of and economic security; economic security and control of island chains; fleet capabilities for defense of; near-seas defense concept and strategy; operating environment tactics; security of as core interests; tactical and operational improvements for defense of

negative aim and positive aim campaigns

new school (jeune école) of naval warfare

Nixon administration and Richard Nixon

Obama administration and Barack Obama

offense: big-gun battleships doctrine; cult of offense; employment of assets under offensive strategy; offensive/defensive tactics

offshore defense. See also near seas

Okinawa

On War (Clausewitz)

One Belt, One Road initiative

open sea protection

Open Source Enterprise (Open Source Center)

Osumi Strait

peacetime deterrence and coercion

peacetime military operations

Pearl River Delta (PRD) Economic Zone

People’s Liberation Army (PLA)

People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Air Force

People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Rocket Force

People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN): anniversary of founding of; area of operations of; articles about PLAN modernization and endeavors; capabilities of, hubris about or overrating of; close-quarters encounters with U.S. Navy; cost of operating and maintaining fleet; defense role of; Deng modernization of; doctrine based on Soviet Navy; encyclopedia on navy equipment; first commander of; fleet expansion in response to U.S. fleet-building; founding father of modern navy; Hu modernization of; island chains and operation of; Jiang modernization of; Mao and CCP support for; missions of; modernization and blue-water navy capabilities of; modernization of and response to U.S. operations; modernization of surface fleet; national fleet role of; naval power challenge to U.S. Navy; perceptions and peacetime deterrence and coercion; reform of after Cultural Revolution; strategic value of; strength of compared to U.S. Navy; tactical and operational improvements to; transformation, modernization, and expansion under Wu; U.S. Navy as standard for excellence and competitor for; Xi modernization of

Philippine Islands: disaster-relief operations in; first island chain geographic construct; Luzon Strait; naval power of; Scarborough Shoal standoff; Second Thomas Shoal dispute; South China Sea sovereignty claims of; Taiwan unification and U.S. withdrawal from; U.S. defense perimeter of the Pacific through

piracy and counterpiracy operations: fleet for; Gulf of Aden and Red Sea operations; Indian Ocean operations; PLAN patrols; U.S. Navy operations

politics: character of government, popular will, and pursuit of sea power; commerce, political willpower, and military force as logic of sea power; hegemony, not seeking under Deng; logic of maritime strategy; sea power quest and; strategic will and political resolve for pursuit of sea power; war as expression of political activity

Port Economic Rim initiative

ports and port system: Bohai Bay Economic Rim; development of for global supply chain; economic vitality and sea power role of; inland waterways and ports; Pearl River Delta region; production and consumption stimulation by; sea power and; volume and patterns of trade through; Yangtze River Delta region

positive aim and negative aim campaigns

preemptive doctrine

Reagan administration and Ronald Reagan

resilient and antifragile organizations

Richardson, John

Rim of the Pacific exercises

Roosevelt, Theodore

Russia/Soviet Union: antiship missiles development by; battle of the first salvo concept; blue belt of defense; competitor status of; fleet construction and sea power of; fleet size of navy in; PLAN doctrine based on Soviet Navy; Soviet Navy appearance and strength of; Soviet Navy expansion and naval doctrine; submarine force

Russo-Japanese War

Ryukyu Islands: first island chain geographic construct; missile campaign against; PLAN transit through; strategic and military value of; surface action group operations near; U.S. arming of

sabotage warfare at sea

Sanya naval base

saturation attack

Scarborough Shoal

scouting effectiveness

sea denial/anti-access: Chinese advantage in anti-access defenses; dispersed sea denial; failure of strategy, fallback for; fleet design and ship types for; geography and; as grand strategy; massed attack for; offensive/defensive combat style of sea denial; sea denial traditions; sequential attack for; strategy and tactics for; U.S. maritime strategy to respond to; U.S. Navy capabilities against integrated attacks for

sea lines of communication (SLOCs): Atlantic SLOCs; command of the sea and control of; elastic cohesion and protection of; free passage through and energy security concerns of China; guardian of freedom of the sea function of U.S.; protection of security of; proximity to and sea power; sea power and control of

sea power: Asia maritime rise and Europe maritime fall; character of government, popular will, and pursuit of; commerce, political willpower, and military force as logic of; conscious political choice of; control of the sea and winning wars; geoeconomics and; logic, common sense, and ideas about; Mahan concepts of; modern, neo-Mahanian perspective on; pillars of; postmodern, post-Mahanian perspective on; production, shipping, colonies, and markets as; strategic will and political resolve for pursuit of; Wegener formula for resources and culture of a society to successfully strive for sea power

sea power, Chinese: campaigns to raise awareness and support for; Chinese Dream realization role of; Chinese leaders advocacy of naval development and; commerce, national will, military prowess, and; defense white papers and policy; diplomatic logic of; disparagement of quest for; economic logic of; expansion of and regional impact of expansion; geographic logic of; geostrategy and; Mahan sea power concepts and Chinese strategy; nationalism and quest for; naval power, maritime strategy, and; nonmilitary dimension of; pacific image of; political logic of; priorities and self-discipline for development of; resolve and resourcefulness in quest for; resources for; sources and implications of; strategic imperatives of; strategic will and political resolve for pursuit of

Senkaku Islands

sequential attack

Shanghai

Sheffield (Great Britain)

Shen Jinlong

Shenzhen

Shi Chunlin

ships: field trials for ship designs; fleet design and ship types; naval power balance and new classes of; publications about; three-dimensional aspect of naval warfare. See also specific kinds

Singapore

small-stick diplomacy

soft power

South China Sea: cabbage strategy in; China control of; China military presence in; confrontations between U.S. and China in; contingencies and challenges of future conflict in; island construction in; likely theater for combined-arms attacks; Luzon Strait passageway to and from; near-seas concept inclusion of; nine-dashed line and China claims to; sea cutter patrols in; Second Thomas Shoal dispute; small-stick diplomacy in; sovereignty and jurisdiction claims in; strategic, economic, and military value of; territorial disputes in

South Korea: fleet modernization and expansion in; Taiwan unification and U.S. withdrawal from; trade with China by; U.S. naval bases in; U.S.–Japan–South Korea alliance operations

Soviet Union. See Russia/Soviet Union

Spratly Islands

Standard Missile air-defense missiles: SM-2; SM-3; SM-6

Stark

stealth aircraft

strategy/strategic thought: publications about; terrestrial defense concepts

Styx missiles

submarines: anti-access strategy role of; Australia fleet modernization and expansion; diesel submarines; dispersed sea denial with undersea warfare; German use of; Japan fleet modernization and expansion; Luzon Strait access to Pacific Ocean from; naval power balance and new classes of; PLAN fleet modernization and expansion; South China Sea operations; Soviet force; three-dimensional aspect of naval warfare; undersea nuclear deterrent force; U.S. Navy fleet and capabilities

Sun Tzu: Art of War; know the enemy and know yourself; moral influence as factor in war; win without fighting concept

Sunda, Strait of

tactical defense

tactics/fleet tactics: adaptation based on scouting, ideas, and hardware; day-after-Taiwan capabilities; dispersed attack; implementation of maritime strategy with; massed attack; multiple axes of attack with multiple weapons types; offensive/defensive tactics; operating environments near shore and on high seas; proof of correctness of tactical theory; publications about; saturation attack; scouting effectiveness and tactical success; sequential attack; tactical and operational improvements of PLAN

Taiwan: blocking of China seizure of; China control of as breach in island chain; DDG use against; diplomatic and economic repercussions of conflict over; first island chain geographic construct; independence of; Nationalists retreat to; near-seas concept inclusion of; South China Sea sovereignty claims of; sovereignty dispute over and return to mainland rule of; strategic and military value of; trade with China by; unification with China, navy capabilities for; U.S. defense perimeter of the Pacific through

Taiwan Strait

Taiwan Strait crisis

terrestrial defense concepts

Till, Geoffrey

Tirpitz, Alfred von

Trafalgar, Battle of

tripwire forces

United States (U.S.): alliance system in Asia led by; guardian of freedom of the sea function of; malign intent toward China; national fleet of; naval culture in; security role in Asia-Pacific region; trade with China by; understanding competitors without projecting own assumptions; U.S.–Japan–South Korea alliance operations; will to fight of

vertical escalation of conflicts

Vietnam: South China Sea sovereignty claims of; South Vietnamese Navy battle over Paracel Islands; trade with China by

Vietnam War

war/naval warfare: alternatives to Mahan; China resources, geography, and culture for; control of the sea and winning wars; diplomacy as continuation of war by other means; escalation of limited naval conflict and geographic scope of inland military operations; as expression of political activity; grammar of; grammar of sea combat and logic of maritime strategy; informatized condition, winning local maritime wars under; jeune école of naval warfare; know the enemy and know yourself; logic, common sense, and ideas about; long calm lee of victory; naval engagement scenarios; peacetime deterrence and coercion; predictions of naval war in Asia; preemptive doctrine; as reciprocal clash of wills; sabotage warfare at sea; terrestrial defense concepts; three-dimensional aspect of naval warfare; violence and lethality of; waging war with postwar peace in mind; wartime contingency categories; win without fighting through peacetime deterrence and coercion

Watkins, James

weapons: development of core weapons systems; firing range of artillery; high-technology weapons support from Jiang; integrated weapons systems for attacks; publications about

Wegener, Wolfgang

white papers

Wu Shengli

Xi Jinping: diplomatic achievements of; foreign policy relationship to Chinese Dream under; great rejuvenation vision for China; great-power status of China under; naval development and sea-power strategy under; peaceful development but defense of sovereignty and national honor under; progress report speech at Party Congress; sea power support from and maritime ambitions of; timetable for national rejuvenation; vision for China of

Xiao Jinguang

Yang Huaiqing

Yangtze River

Yangtze River Delta (YRD) Economic Zone

Yellow Sea

Zhang Zhaozhong

Zheng He

Zumwalt, Elmo


ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Toshi Yoshihara is a Senior Fellow at the Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments. He previously served as John A. van Beuren Chair of Asia-Pacific Studies at the U.S. Naval War College, visiting professor of international politics at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, Tufts University, visiting professor at the School of Global Policy and Strategy, University of California, San Diego, and visiting professor in the Strategy Department at the U.S. Air War College. He is the recipient of the Navy Meritorious Civilian Service Award in recognition of his scholarship on maritime and strategic affairs at the Naval War College. He earned his doctorate at the Fletcher School.

James Holmes is the inaugural holder of the J. C. Wylie Chair of Maritime Strategy and a former visiting professor of national security affairs at the Naval War College. He previously served on the faculty of the University of Georgia School of Public and International Affairs and as a surface warfare officer in the United States Navy. He is the recipient of the Navy Meritorious Civilian Service Award in recognition of his scholarship on maritime and strategic affairs at the Naval War College. He earned his doctorate at the Fletcher School and was the top graduate in his Naval War College class.

The Naval Institute Press is the book-publishing arm of the U.S. Naval Institute, a private, nonprofit, membership society for sea service professionals and others who share an interest in naval and maritime affairs. Established in 1873 at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, where its offices remain today, the Naval Institute has members worldwide.

Members of the Naval Institute support the education programs of the society and receive the influential monthly magazine Proceedings or the colorful bimonthly magazine Naval History and discounts on fine nautical prints and on ship and aircraft photos. They also have access to the transcripts of the Institute’s Oral History Program and get discounted admission to any of the Institute-sponsored seminars offered around the country.

The Naval Institute’s book-publishing program, begun in 1898 with basic guides to naval practices, has broadened its scope to include books of more general interest. Now the Naval Institute Press publishes about seventy titles each year, ranging from how-to books on boating and navigation to battle histories, biographies, ship and aircraft guides, and novels. Institute members receive significant discounts on the Press’ more than eight hundred books in print.

Full-time students are eligible for special half-price membership rates. Life memberships are also available.

For a free catalog describing Naval Institute Press books currently available, and for further information about joining the U.S. Naval Institute, please write to:

Member Services

U.S. Naval Institute

291 Wood Road

Annapolis, MD 21402-5034

Telephone: (800) 233-8764

Fax: (410) 571-1703

Web address: www.usni.org

OEBPS/images/fig2.png
%, Ro

%, &, %, %,

< Y o % % %

T T i}
Range: s0nm 100 nm 150 0m 200 pm 250 nm 300 nm

i 1 v
U, Surface \
Enemy | & Combatant

Rar 150am 200m 250 nm 300 m

Enemy !

2 Combatant






OEBPS/images/fig1.png
Force A Force B

o P —— |
o0 ~—

Massed Attack

Force A Force B
° T

e e \.
Dispersed Attack

Force A Force B

o.o ., ~———a u =n

Sequential Attack





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


   





OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/linea.png









OEBPS/images/copy.png





OEBPS/images/map3.png
[ ep— EFTRPp—

‘. Ground-based @ Major U, bases

& misile bunchers

pary— St sweites

ﬁ\ MONGOLIA

v\

RUSSIA

@ Guam
G

Western
Pacific

Ocean






OEBPS/images/map2.png
To southern tip
Komehates panaala

MONGOLIA

7 Celebes ol
Sea %
% o

AUSTRALIA





OEBPS/images/map1.png
I
MONGOLIA ) oo
/ @0(\

Yellow
Sea

VYangzi River Delta
qg“ E:onomlc Zone

\ " Suzhous:
‘%shangha'

N P“;’y:'”’ Guanddon.

Guangxi - —Shenzen
Zhuang Gu/angzhoﬂ'/ 5

= 77 Zhuhai® S0 Kong

Pearl River Delta
Economic Zone

VIETNAM
(Hainafy South China .
- Sea | PHILIPPINES






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
10811 Yoshilg: 1d ESRBEIOITTES

LRED STAR
\H THE PACIFIC

Chma s Rise and the Challenge to U.S. Maritime Strategy






OEBPS/images/hfline.png






