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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

As a topic of inquiry, the ‘rise of China’ is as ubiquitous in the field of International
Relations as the rise of yeast is in baking. Having already published two issues on China’s
ascent as a Great Power in two issues more than ten years apart, (issues 6.2 in 2011 and
17.1 in 2022), | must confess that we at STAIR had half a mind to abandon this topic
altogether out of due self-awareness. However, in keeping with Issue 20.1 on the subject
of Fascism, we are less interested in ‘pinning the Cold War on the dragon,’ as it were,
and more interested in the ways in which hegemonic competition between China and
the United States interpolates and configures in International Affairs more generally.
A preoccupation with China and the United States as belligerents in a civilizational
clash and teleological tango can be myopic, and even jingoistic. This issue is therefore
not about US-China relations, but how their direct and indirect competition is a
dimension of other issues in International Affairs, including the fate of the EU, Artificial
Intelligence, trade wars, and other milieus.

In conjunction with Issue 20.1, this series has sought not merely to take stock of
international affairs and global (geo)politics, but to do so in a way which asserts that
we must embrace different narratives than those of twenty years ago. The world
has not merely ‘changed’ since STAIR’s founding - it has become, in some respects,
unrecognizable if the lexicons, assumptions, and narratives of two decades ago are taken
for granted. Put simply, we find ourselves unsure as to whether the term ‘Cold War’ is
even appropriate any longer. A narrative of bipolar competition between paramount
strategic hegemons in Asia and North America, one ostensibly socialist and the other
capitalist, in the broader context of the rise of nation states once colonized by the West,
with the threat of global destruction looming as a possible consequence of their co-
escalation, cannot help but evoke memories of the Cold War. What I have noticed,
however, working with STAIR’s diligent editors on this issue, is that since we did not grow
up during the Cold War, we understand that dichotomy in largely abstract ways having
learned about it in school, as opposed to as an intuitive and internalized attribute of our
social consciousness. We hazard the observation that those of our generation recognize
the trope that ‘the United States fights war for oil” as more sensible and self-explanatory
than ‘the United States fights wars to contain socialism,” for instance. Perhaps we are
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less cognizant of the ideological narratives that shape International Affairs, and thus
assume that decontextualized ‘interests’ are the signal and ‘beliefs’ are the noise.

We can be persuaded that notwithstanding the ‘multipolarity’ which characterizes our
age, a degree of strategic clarity has (re)emerged in International Affairs. What does not
seem as intuitive to us are the extent to which the assumed friend-enemy distinctions
which drive decision-making in international affairs are as coherent as we would expect
of the kind of civilizational conflict often associated with the Cold War. Speaking for
myself, I can attest as a Canadian, however anecdotally, that the sudden surge in patriotic
identification following the imposition of tariffs on Canada by the United States varied
independently, and certainly did not compromise, Canadian enmity towards China or
Russia in the context of our fears of their incursion upon our interests in the Arctic,
or their alleged espionage and interference in our elections, among other issues. As
much as we continue to regard the United States as an ally, we also continue to boycott
American products when it is convenient, whereas Chinese products tend to escape
unharmed and unnoticed.

Thehard work and talent of STAIR’s editors and contributors deserves recognition. Bosco
and Noah, your work on the Theme Section was exemplary, and has set a standard for
future issues. Your knowledge of the subject matter, broad and deep, expertly informed
the selection of pieces, the identification of peer reviewers, and the feedback returned
to authors. Elena and Theo, the podcast continues to come close to outshining the
journal itself as our preferred source of content. You have made the podcast into a truly
professional production and have done so with a relieving independence. STAIR owes
a special debt of thanks to Ismail, who stepped in at a critical juncture as Production
Editor, producing the covers and contents for 20.1 and 20.2. Your decisive refashioning of
STAIR’s entire production process has been the only truly smooth step in our transition
to Open Access publication.

Finally, to Yacine, I wish the best of luck as Editor in Chief for the coming year. Having
done more than your share on the General Section of both of this year’s issues, I am
confident that the journal is in the best hands. Feel free to make good use of me at your
leisure as I join the Steering Committee as an alumnus. I can’t wait to see where you
take STAIR as it begins the third decade of its journey. And, as always, my thanks to
the reader for reading the work of the incredible authors included herein, now in open
access format.

Sincerely,
Armin Safavi, Editor in Chief

/
s —
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THEME SECTION INTRODUCTION

“The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to be born: Now is the time of
monsters.” This famous quote by Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci seems apt in
describing the critical juncture faced by today’s world. The markers of the old, post-
Cold War order are eroding across multiple dimensions. The United States achieved
unipolarity after the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991, but U.S. supremacy is rapidly ceding
ground to a more complex multipolar world. Regional powers like China, India, and
a resurgent Russia are creating alternative international groupings, including BRICS
and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, to challenge Western-led norms and
institutions. The “rules-based” international order is under tremendous strain, proving
toothless in restraining great power politics. The economic pillars of the Western liberal
order are also under duress, with the United States, its primary architect, turning its
back on globalisation with punishing tariffs. Meanwhile, democracy, once seen as an
ascendant political model, is under attack from both the left and right, primarily due to
its perceived inability to address economic dislocation and rising inequality.

While the decay of the old order is evident, a distinct new order has yet to emerge. With
a history of excellence in regional studies and social science, St. Antony’s College—the
home of this journal for twenty years—has long contributed to envisioning the future
of the international order. In St. Antony’s College’s inaugural Margaret MacMillan
North American lecture, Richard Haass, president emeritus of the Council on Foreign
Relations, outlined several possibilities for how Gramscian “monsters” would jostle in
a world beyond Pax Americana. These included a U.S. attempt to restore its primacy,
the transition of global leadership to another power, the division of the world into
spheres of influence, or descent into chaos and disorder. These possibilities offer much
to consider as we anticipate and shape the new world we are entering.

Still, scholars struggle to define and agree on precise analytical categories to summarise
these concurrent dynamics. Among the labels applied, the “New Cold War” framing has
been invoked so frequently that it has its own Wikipedia page. Its most recent rendition
refers to the increasingly contentious relationship between the United States and
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China. This pairing parallels certain dynamics during the Cold War: two superpowers
have deep disagreements over economic order, international security, and political
system, but their sizeable nuclear arsenals prevent them from engaging in a direct
military conflict. While the historical comparison has obvious deficiencies—such as
its failure to capture today’s complex interdependence in the global economy—it is a
good starting point for making the present moment somewhat tractable. The theme
of this issue, The New Cold War?, was designed to help organise debates about the
current geopolitical moment around a common, albeit contested, set of analytic tools
developed from a critical period of world history. Recognising that this framing is in no
way perfect or uncontested, we have chosen to add a question mark to this issue’s title
to avoid asserting this reality and to invite a genuine debate on whether a contemporary
cold war is in fact happening.

The research articles in this issue capture different dynamics of this emerging
geopolitical reality, covering nuclear stability, technological competition, trade,
ideology, and maritime security. To varying degrees, they adopt the “New Cold War”
analogy while contending with its benefits and limitations. Linda van der Horst and
Qiyang Niu argue that traditional and reformist strategic stability frameworks are no
longer adequate in today’s new geopolitical climate. The former, rooted in a bipolar
context, fails to account for today’s multipolar dynamics, while the latter overcorrects by
focusing too heavily on non-traditional threats. Compounding these theoretical issues,
the erosion of arms control agreements and the rise of disruptive technologies have
rendered old approaches untenable. Van der Horst and Niu take a pragmatic approach
to managing strategic stability, proposing that practitioners focus on factors like timing,
dialogue formats, sequencing, diplomatic orchestration, and inclusivity. In taking this
practitioner’s perspective, their contribution paves the way for a new generation of
great-power arms control.

As van der Horst and Niu allude to, the rise of new technologies has become a major
vector of instability in today’s age. In particular, artificial intelligence (AI) has become
a focal point of U.S.-China competition, especially after Chinese developer DeepSeek
released large-language models with capabilities rivalling those of U.S. counterparts
earlier this year. Richard Heeks and Yujia He’s contribution tackles head-on the role
of Al in shaping today’s geopolitical order. They organise the scholarly discourse on
global AI development into two broad camps. On the one hand, affirmative uses of the
“Al Cold War” framing are driven primarily by an understanding of Al innovation as
indispensable to national security. On the other hand, opponents of the “AI Cold War”
narrative warn that the framing is exploited by tech and defence firms to discourage
government Al regulations, reinforce militarisation dynamics, and undermine
international research and regulatory cooperation. To overcome the deficiencies
underscored by critics, future research, Heeks and He argue, should extend beyond
the binary U.S.-China framing, devoting more attention instead to the Al development
strategies of third-party countries, including those from the Global South.

This critical review of the “Al Cold War” literature reminds us that just as the Cold
War was never only about the US and the Soviet Union, today’s emerging world order
also involves third countries trying to secure their own interests amidst competing
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demands from the two superpowers. Based on this crucial insight, Daniel Thumpston
approaches understanding the U.S.-China cold war from the European Union’s (EU)
perspective. He argues that the “strategic triangle” concept can illuminate the logic of
interaction between the US, China, and the EU. The US-Japan-EU Trilateral Meeting of
Trade Ministers (TMTM) and the EU-US Trade and Technology Council (TTC) are best
understood as efforts to bind the US and EU together in their common strategy to counter
China’s strengths in global trade. Crucially, the EU was not simply bandwagoning with
the US’s preferred policies; it has developed a sophisticated strategy to hedge against a
potentially unreliable transatlantic partner and retain avenues of economic cooperation
with China.

In addition to third-country agency, ideology is another salient dimension of today’s
geopolitics that deserves further research. Observers may assume that the current U.S.-
China dynamic, even if framed as a contest between democracy and authoritarianism,
lacksthe sameuniversal,ideological grandeurofthe first Cold War. Mark Juergensmeyer’s
insightful contribution challenges this assumption by highlighting that the conflict is
not a retreat from ideology, but a shift in its nature. As he notes, the liberal order is
founded on “secular nationalism,” a political model that separates state and religion.
The rise of “religious nationalism”—which uses religious worldviews to anchor the
modern nation-state—represents a direct challenge to this foundation. If the new Cold
War is a contest between autocracy and democracy, then religious nationalism “plays a
significant role in buttressing the power and providing the mobilising force of dictatorial
regimes in the emerging global conflict of the present.” This is seen in Vladimir Putin’s
reliance on the Russian Orthodox Church and the Ayatollah Khomeini’s revolution
in Iran. The influence of religious nationalism is even felt within democracies, with
Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalism in India and Donald Trump’s strong support
from U.S. evangelical protestants challenging the centrality of secular democracy to a
modern state.

Maritime security is a highly contested theatre in today’s fraught geopolitics. China’s
naval expansion and increasing assertiveness in maritime affairs threaten to challenge
US primacy as a Pacific power. Much of the conversation around the motivations
behind Beijing’s build-up relies on two common theories: threat environment theory
and economic security. In his contribution, Owen Au complements these theories by
utilising the concept of “naval nationalism:” the use of naval power notjust for deterrence
or trade protection, but as a tool for domestic legitimacy and nationalist identity. Au
argues that while threat-based and economic theories capture important elements
of China’s motivations, they fail to appreciate the symbolic and political weight that
Beijing assigns to its navy. Au’s discussion provides a powerful lens for understanding
how China envisions its place in the world and how it seeks to assert that vision in the
maritime domain.

Alongside the peer-reviewed articles, our Interview section adds greater depth to the
issue’s theme. In the Interview section, we are grateful to Professor Barry Buzan and
Professor Jennifer Lind for their thoughts on today’s international order. Whereas
Professor Lind favours viewing today’s world through the lens of polarity rather than
the Cold War analogy, Professor Buzan believes there is value in applying the “cold war”
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as a general concept. Professor Buzan’s discussion of the English school perspective—
arguing that the main story today is not U.S.-China power transition, but “the end of
the Western-led world order and the emergence of a second round of modernity”—
provides a useful corrective to the fixation on great power competition prevalent in
academia and the media.

Last but not least, we are immensely honoured to publish an address by the Honourable
Dr. Kevin Rudd on the 20th Anniversary of the Department of Area Studies at the
University of Oxford. A former Australian Prime Minister, Foreign Minister, and
diplomat, Dr. Rudd provides a compelling analysis of how the academic study of
international affairs can be harnessed for both its descriptive and prescriptive value.
He argues that area studies is the “natural academic bedfellow” of foreign policy
practitioners, helping them understand how othernations view the world by synthesising
insights about a country’s geography, history, culture, and political systems, as well as
the domestic agendas of its leaders. Dr. Rudd then demonstrates how this discipline
offers insights into Xi Jinping’s worldview and actions, and consequently, the trajectory
of U.S.-China relations. Highlighting the promise of education and learning, Dr. Rudd
inspires our confidence in navigating what he calls a “decade of living dangerously.”

While the articles and essays in this issue do not offer a conclusive statement on how
to characterise this emerging international order, it is our sincere hope that they will
contribute to the ongoing debates and continue the tradition of St. Antony’s College
of not just engaging in scholarly analysis of the past and present, but also in actively
shaping our understanding of the future. We hope you will find it illuminating.

Brian Kot and Noah Smith
Managing and Theme Section Editors
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NATIONALISM AT SEA:
RETHINKING CHINA’S NAVAL EXPANSION
SINCE THE 1980s

Owen Au

Abstract: China’s dramatic naval expansion and increasing assertiveness in maritime affairs over
recent decades mark a significant departure from its historically continental strategic orientation. Chi-
nese strategists and experts often attribute this transformation to a shifting threat environment and
growing economic interdependence with maritime trade since the launch of economic reforms in 1978
and the end of the Cold War in 1991. While both factors held explanatory value in the late 20th cen-
tury, their relevance has diminished since the 2010s, and remains insufficient to account for China’s
continued pursuit of a carrier-based, blue-water navy capable of global power projection. Drawing
on Robert Ross’s concept of naval nationalism, this paper offers a complementary perspective to these
conventional explanations.Through a critical analysis of China’s strategic behaviour from the 1980s to
the present, this paper arqgues that naval nationalism has been a consistent—though not exclusive—
driving force behind China’s naval development. Its influence is closely tied to Beijing’s perception of
its global position: the more China perceives itself as occupying a strong position or operating within
a favourable international environment, the more salient naval nationalism becomes in shaping its
maritime strateqy. Fuelled by nationalist sentiment and symbolized by aircraft carriers and far-sea
operations, China’s ambition to become a global sea power is increasingly accompanied by a deter-
mination to “reclaim” its maritime territory and challenge US naval dominance in the Western Pacifi

Despite the political polarization in the United States, perhaps one of the few issues
that can draw consensus from both Republicans and Democrats is the strategic priority
toward China. Both the Trump and Biden administrations have been determined to
confront China by strengthening the US naval presence in the Western Pacific,’ which is
reasonable given China’s shocking pace in building up its naval strength. While the US
has long been the leading naval power, China has been rapidly expanding its navy over
the last decades. In 2022, the number of Chinese active warships surpassed that of the
US, and China is currently operating the world’s largest navy. Although the People’s
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) still lags behind the US in terms of total tonnage,
according to some naval intelligence, China’s ships are increasingly of comparable
quality to those of the US.

While China grows more confident in its expanding naval capability, in addition to its
most notable assertive operations over disputed regions in the East China Sea, Taiwan,
and the South China Sea,* the country is also more eager to send its fleet beyond its

8 Owen Au
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immediate maritime region. In February 2025, China’s unnoticed live-fire military drill
in the waters between Australia and New Zealand showcased both the country’s ability
and willingness to project its power to distant regions.’

Though historically a continental power, China is now directing its security focus
seaward, determined to challenge the US maritime dominance that has prevailed since
the end of the Second World War. It is no coincidence that, despite bordering fourteen
countries along its over 22,000km land border, China appears to be more assertive in
maritime disputes.

This paper examines the factors that have been driving China’s maritime ambition and
naval expansion since the 1980s. The following section examines two key factors, often
highlighted by Chinese naval strategists and experts, that explain China’s shift in security
focus toward the sea. The first widely cited factor is the changing threat environment,
which compels China to focus more on potential threats from the sea. The second is
economic: since the 1978 economic reforms, China’s integration with the maritime
economy has made it necessary to protect its expanding sea lines of communications
(SLOC:s) to safeguard its economic and energy security. While these two factors hold
some explanatory power, they both nonetheless show weakness, with their explanatory
power starting to fade in the 2010s.

The latter part of this paper will examine how naval nationalism has been a consistent,
though not exclusive, driving force behind China’s naval development since the 1980s
and has played an incrementally prominent role since the early 2010s. As conceptualized
by Robert Ross, naval nationalism refers to nationalist “prestige strategies” to enhance
the regime’s domestic legitimacy by satisfying the nation’s self-perception as a great
power.® While Ross laid the conceptual framework of naval nationalism, he did not
fully contextualize it in the case of China. In particular, he did not examine what
factors, beyond the personal ambitions of autocratic leaders,” support China’s naval
nationalism, nor how its significance in the country’s strategic thinking has varied
across different periods. This paper argues that naval nationalism stems from China’s
desire to project itself as a great power, but its influence on naval development depends
on how Beijing perceives its global position. The stronger or more favourable China
views its international environment, the more dominant naval nationalism becomes in
shaping its maritime strategy and naval development.

Evaluating Conventional Explanations

This section will examine two factors that are widely used, especially among Chinese
strategists, to explain or justify China’s shifting strategic focus toward maritime affairs,
and therefore the country’s rapid expansion of PLAN, over the last decades. The first
factor is what I call the threat environment theory, and the second factor is economic
security.

Threat Environment Theory

The threat environment theory suggests that China’s shifting strategic focus toward the
sea was mainly driven by the change in the geopolitical landscape in East Asia since the
end of the Cold War, and that the development of the PLAN as an essential response

Owen Au 9
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to the country’s evolving threat environment. As pointed out by a PLAN strategist, the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 provided “historical opportunities” for China as it
eliminated the nation’s greatest continental security threat at the time.® In the decade
following, China successively settled its border disputes with neighbouring countries
and signed a “Friendship Cooperation Treaty” with Russia, leading to a period when the
security environment of its land border was seen in the country as “the best in China’s
history.” As a result, China could safely reallocate more resources and security focus
on the sea.

Atthesametime, Chinafounditselffacingadifferent geopolitical challenge—expanding
US hegemony as a unipolar power. Following the end of the Cold War, the US sought to
secure its global dominance through a series of military interventions and destabilizing
acts, which the research institute of the PLA even calls “the root causes of contemporary
warfare.” Similar concern was also expressed by the Chinese government, which stated
in 1998 that the US’s “expanding military bloc and strengthening military alliance create
uncertainty for international security.”" At a 2005 Peking University seminar attended
by over 20 prominent Chinese scholars, experts, and officials, participants agreed that
while the US sought to maintain global hegemony, “China must prepare for the US’s
persistent attempt to suppress China.””

During the same period, the political development in Taiwan was another nerve-
touching issue for China. Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) in 1949, Beijing has persistently claimed sovereignty of Taiwan. The island, at
the time, was under control of the Kuomintang (KMT) which was defeated by the CCP
during the Chinese civil war, and thus viewed by the PRC as part of its territory yet
to be “reunified.” In the 1990s, Taiwan underwent a democratic transition, which was
seen by authoritarian China as a “separatist” initiative to “make Taiwan an independent
political entity.”® Meanwhile, Lee Teng-hui, Taiwan’s first democratically elected
president, advocated for the “Two-state theory” and refused to endorse the “One China
Principle.” Beijing perceived this move as a rejection of China’s proposal for “peaceful
reunification,” contributing to China’s belief that it had to respond forcefully.* However,
Beijing’s attempt to deter the “separatists” in Taiwan through large-scale military
exercises and missile launches received counter-deterrence responses from the US.
As observed by lan McCaslin and Andrew Erickson, China’s inability to respond to
the US deployment of two aircraft carriers to waters off the Chinese coast during the
Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1996 pressed Chinese leadership to increase funding for PLAN
modernization.”

As China began to perceive its primary source of threat shifting from land to sea, its
coastal regions simultaneously emerged as strategically vital yet increasingly vulnerable
to maritime threats. Under Deng Xiaoping’s policy of “allowing some to get rich first”(
1—H9 NG E #LK),' China prioritized the modernization and urbanization of its
densely populated coastal regions. These areas were designed to serve as the country’s
economic gateway to global markets, pooling together factories, cheap labour, and
well-developed infrastructure.” This strategy successfully attracted foreign direct
investment (FDI), which played a pivotal role in capital formation and economic growth.
Subsequently, by the early 1990s, the coastal regions accounted for about 90% of China’s
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FDI projects.® Wu Zhengyu from the Renmin University of China observed, one of the
motives behind China’s drive to develop sea power was to “expand its strategic depth in
the Western Pacific, and thereby maximize the security of China’s most economically
vibrant eastern region.”” Another Chinese strategist even asserted that, “if Taiwan and
other islands are not within China’s control, China will not be able to guarantee the
border security of commercial centres such as Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen.”*

In short, with the changing geopolitical landscape in the post-Cold War 1990s, marked
by the collapse of the Soviet Union, successive settlements of land border disputes with
its neighbours, expansion of US hegemony, and the deteriorating relationship with
Taipei, the threat environment theory suggests that China’s major security threats were
no longer from its land border, but from the sea. Meanwhile, after a decade of economic
reform, China’s flourishing coastal regions became vital to the country’s economy, such
that any attack on those regions from the sea would be devastating. As a result, China’s
shift in security focus toward the sea and its naval buildup were a response to the change
in threat environment.

This argument is convincing in that it was largely compatible with the trajectory of
the development of China’s naval strategy in the late 20th century. At the time when
China’s economy started to surge under Deng’s economic reform, the PLAN was still
adopting the strategy of “coastal defense” (/5[ {#]l) as directed by Mao Zedong since
the early years of the establishment of the PRC.” The role of the PLAN in the military
throughout the early decades of the PRC was largely as a supporter to the PLA ground
force,” such that some may see the strategy of “coastal defense” as a “limited extent
of ground operation” rather than a genuine naval operation.” In the early years of
economic reform, Deng still used “coastal defense” as the navy’s guiding principle,* but
this began to change in the mid-198o0s.

In 1983, Liu Huaqing, then Commander of PLAN, proposed the revised naval strategy
of “active defense and near-sea operations” (FR [, UTH#FENL), which was later
refined in 1985 as “near-sea active defense,” also sometimes referred to as “near-sea
defense.”” As categorized by Liu, “near-sea defense” is a “regional defensive strategy”
(X3 B 78 (5% %), marking a departure from China’s traditional “coastal defense”
strategy.” While “coastal defense” is a ground-based operation focused on securing
China’s shoreline, “near-sea defense” aims to create a buffer zone across the broader
maritime region. Recognizing the economic vulnerability of China’s coastal regions, Liu
sought to keep potential conflict zones at a safe distance from these economic hubs.

Liu’s proposal was officially endorsed by Deng in 1985; the year China normalized its
relations with the Soviet Union.” The vitality of “near-sea defense” as PLAN’s primary
strategy was further consolidated due to Liu’s subsequent elevation to the Central
Military Commission and the CCP Politburo Standing Committee in the 1990s. Even
after Liu retired, “near-sea defense” remained central to the country’s strategic thinking.
Subsequently, throughout the 2000s, advancing the capability of “near-sea defense”
had been one of the primary tasks for the PLAN.”®
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While the strategy of “near-sea defense” had been dominant at the time, China’s naval
strategy has never been purely about “near-sea defense,” with its centrality starting to
fade by the end of the 2010s. Since 2008, developing a capability to operate in the far-sea
has been another major task for the PLAN alongside “near-sea defense.”” Meanwhile,
discussion in China regarding the construction of a blue-water navy and an aircraft
carrier became popular,* such that China eventually launched its first aircraft carrier
in 2012.

As pointed out by Robert Ross, it is unnecessary for a country to develop a carrier-
based blue-water navy to protect its maritime security in its immediate waters, as it
is far less cost-effective than focusing its resources on advancing its submarine-based
access-denial capability.?’ While the strategy of “near-sea defense” addressed the new
threat environment by denying potential invaders access to China’s coastal regions,
the subsequent emphasis on “far-sea protection” clearly deviated from this strategic
purpose.

In parallel to his proposal of “near-sea defense,” significant efforts were also made by
Liu to advocate for the construction of an aircraft carrier, such that he was also known
as the “Father of the Chinese Aircraft Carrier.” Although the Chinese leadership had
not been publicly vocal regarding aircraft carriers until the late 2000s, studies found
that as early as the mid-1990s, President Jiang Zemin had already quietly approved the
research and development of China’s capability to build an aircraft carrier’ Even at
the time when the trajectory of Chinese naval development was largely in line with the
evolving threat environment in the late 20th century, Chinese naval strategists believed
the country’s navy should do more than just respond to the threat environment.

One risk of overly stressing the threat environment theory is that it may lead to an
oversight of China’s overall attitude toward territorial disputes. While diplomatic efforts
were made by China throughout the 1990s to settle its border disputes and to improve
relationships with its land neighbours, similar efforts were also made regarding its
maritime neighbours. As a signal to show its willingness to uphold the international
maritime order, China ratified the United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea in 1996. Meanwhile, a series of bilateral negotiations with other claimants of the
South China Sea also took place during the period.** Most notably, China reached an
agreement with Vietnam in 2000, establishing a mutually agreed maritime boundary
in the Tonkin Gulf, which some even saw as “a model of conflict resolution.”

It is also an overstatement to say China has well-settled its border disputes with its land
neighbours. For example, China continues to have several unresolved border disputes
with India and Bhutan.* Interestingly, compared to China’s attitude and behaviour
when dealing with disputes on the sea, it appears more restrained regarding disputes on
land. Despite China and India occasionally engaging in border clashes, those clashes
rarely escalated seriously’” and were settled in line with the Agreement on Confidence-
Building Measures both countries signed in 1996, which explicitly prohibited the use of
guns and bombs along the Line of Actual Control.?®

Therefore, it is fair to say that instead of the lack of disputes on land allowing China
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to shift its focus to the sea, it is more likely the case that China chooses to be more
assertive in maritime disputes while keeping those on land latent. As Ross observed,
border disputes are not the cause of security conflicts, but rather “security conflicts
cause border disputes.”® While it is true that the geopolitical development by the end
of the 20th century marked a relief in China’s land-based security threat, and, at least to
some extent, a relatively more unfriendly environment on the sea, China did take part
in that change of environment.

Economic Security

Another commonly discussed factor besides the threat environment theory is the
significance of China’s maritime security to its economic security. In addition to the
growing economic significance of the coastal regions, another effect of China’s economic
reform since 1978 is the integration of the country’s economy into the global market.
Benefiting from its vast supply of cheap labour and lax industrial regulations in the
1980s, China rapidly developed as the world’s largest manufacturer, often being referred
to as the “world’s factory,”* exporting manufactured goods across the globe. Following
the announcem