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Abstract This chapter concerns itself with the way in which China uses mainly
non-kinetic means to broaden its power and influence in the South China Sea. The
old writings of Sun Tzu and the modern writings of Liang and Xiangsui, together
with the analysis of the tensions in the South China Sea, demonstrate that the
strategies being used by China do not always concur with Western ways of
thinking. China did not launch a large-scale offensive against its neighbours to
control the South China Sea with its natural resources and sea lines of communi-
cation. Over the last decades it has been patiently broadening its influence in the
area, often by using civilian or paramilitary means. It now occupies most of the
Spratlys, Paracels and Scarborough Shoal. Because of its economic and diplomatic
dominance China is persuasive behind the scenes in bilateral negotiations with
neighbouring countries. The military, symmetric, deterrent response of the West, by
sailing through these waters with warships, may be effective, but may not be
sufficient to secure the status of international waters and freedom of navigation in
the long term. In dealing with China in the disputes over the South China Sea,
Westerners need to acquire knowledge about Chinese strategic thinking in order to
come up with the most adequate response.
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16.1 Ba and Wang

Samuel P. Huntington wrote his bestseller The Clash of Civilizations and the
remaking of World Order twenty years ago. His work can be seen as a reaction to
Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man. Fukuyama argued that
the end of the Cold War implied the ultimate victory of Western liberalism in the
world. Huntington however saw a revival of civilizational divides. He predicted that
the fault lines between civilizations would be the future conflict lines. International
relationships would no longer be dominated by “isms” like communism, capitalism
or liberalism, but by deeply rooted, sometimes more than thousand years old civ-
ilizations. A consequence of his views is the need of a paradigm shift. When
Westerners consider China and the Chinese civilization, they inevitably have to
refrain from looking exclusively from their own civilizational perspectives and
adopt a different angle. This means that the Chinese way of achieving political,
diplomatic and strategic goals may differ from the Western way of thinking.
According to Paul An-hao Huang in The Maritime Strategy of China in the Asia-
Pacific Region (2010), it becomes clear that the Western paradigms on international
relations, like (neo)realism and similar schools, are insufficient for analysing
Chinese strategy. Chinese thinking, influenced by Confucianism for instance,
cannot be simply explained by Western power thinking. According to sinologist
Henk Schulte Nordholt, Chinese President Xi has repeatedly stated that
Confucianism represents the soul of the nation and the teachings of the old
philosopher are enjoying a true revival. As to the nature of a state, Confucianism
makes a crucial distinction between ‘ba’ and ‘wang.’ ‘Ba’—hegemony—is prac-
ticed by states that subjugate others by a show of force. States that choose ‘wang’—
the princely way—instead, achieve their goals through moral persuasion and the
superiority of their virtuous example.1 Unsurprisingly, Chinese opinion leaders
attribute ‘ba’ to the United States and ‘wang’ to China. A well-known exponent of
this is “the peaceful rise of China.” Even though this might sound like mere
propaganda, the Chinese seem to be masters in achieving their aims without using
large-scale violence. Does this mean that Chinese rulers always apply soft power to
achieve their goals? No. The Chinese offensive in the Korean War (1950–1953), the
Chinese seizure of the Paracel Islands from Vietnam (1974) and the state violence

1 Schulte Nordholt 2016, p. 38.
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on Tiananmen Square (1989) remind us of Chinese hard power and the will to use
it. But the wisdom of the old strategist Sun Tzu prevails: achieving victory without
use of force is the preferred way.

This brings us to the broader perspective of non-kinetic influencing in this book,
to which this chapter aims to contribute. How do the Chinese pursue their interests?
While power is shifting from the West to Asia and particularly China, which may
cause conflict, it is crucial to have an understanding of the Chinese way of strategic
thinking. Without this knowledge, it will be hard to respond adequately to it. This
chapter will therefore begin with a short introduction of the strategist Sun Tzu,
followed by Chinese views on modern warfighting, expressed in the book
Unrestricted Warfare. Then this chapter analyses China’s expansion in the South
China Sea, with an emphasis on non-kinetic influencing. How do the Chinese
increase their influence without the use of high end military means? We will have a
look at Chinese grand strategy, followed by what is at stake in the South China Sea.
The next sections deal with maritime strategy and unrestricted warfare in the South
China Sea. This chapter has a final section on “all warfare is based on deception”,
before it wraps up with a conclusion.

16.2 Sun Tzu

Sun Tzu has been reflecting on Chinese strategic thinking since his thoughts were
written in approximately 500 BC. Westerners became gradually acquainted with his
work, The Art of War, much later, in the 20th century. Sun Tzu is well-known
today: a search on the internet provides us with numerous applications of his
wisdom, also for civilian use. One hundred years ago however, he was unknown.
The first high-quality scientific translation was made by General Samuel B. Griffith
in 1963. The quotes in this article are based on the last translation.2 This chronology
provides the explanation why great Western strategists, like von Clausewitz and
Jomini, or maritime strategists like Mahan or Corbett, made no reference to Sun
Tzu.3

Sun Tzu expressed his principles in thirteen concise chapters. No comprehensive
treatises, but short eloquent statements with great profoundness. For instance:
“Generally in war the best policy is take a state intact; to ruin it is inferior to this.
(…) For to win one hundred victories in one hundred battles is not the acme of skill.
To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill”.4 This is paradoxical. In
military affairs, is it not all about fighting and winning? As a strategist, Sun Tzu
however focussed on the higher purpose: subduing the enemy. It is preferable to do
this without bloodshed, high costs, destruction and causing deep hatred. I assess

2 Sun Tzu 1963.
3 Woudstra 2013.
4 Sun Tzu 1963, p. 77.
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that such a strategy eventually worked in ending the Cold War. Deterrence proved
to be effective. The Warsaw Pact had to give up and disintegrated without fighting.
According to Sun Tzu this amounts to the acme of skill. In general though, the
Western paradigm of warfare during the 20th century was marked by force-on-force
attrition style warfare. Indeed, as Russell Weighley asserted, technological and
logistical superiority and attrition strategy was the American Way of War since the
Civil War. Sophisticated approaches such as advanced by Sun Tzu were generally
not part of the military lexicon. War was conceptualized primarily in military terms,
as a clash of armed forces and a contest in which economic and psychological
instruments played decidedly subordinate roles.

What might Sun Tzu have proposed? One could think of buying and corrupting
the enemy leadership, or eliminating them silently, or employing spies on a large
scale to find out enemy weaknesses.5 In addition, one could exploit the cognitive
domain by presenting false or ambiguous information, confusing the leadership, or
chasing commanders physically and psychologically round the clock.6 According
to Chinese tradition this should be done discretely yet effectively.

What we call irregular, asymmetric or hybrid warfare are not “new” phenomena.
Seen through the Chinese lens of Sun Tzu, these types of warfare have been
common practice since at least 500 BC. Indeed, creating and exploiting asymme-
tries is the essence of strategy. These ideas have been further developed in the book
Unrestricted Warfare, which is the subject of the next section.

16.3 Unrestricted Warfare

A Chinese view on contemporary warfare and the use of force is reflected by the
book Unrestricted Warfare, published in 1999 by two Chinese (senior) colonels,
Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui. Written well before 9/11, as a reflection on
Western military performance in Operation Desert Storm (1991), it provides an
almost prophetic insight in the Chinese views on warfare in the 21st century. The
writers coined unrestricted warfare by stating that whilst non-warlike actions may
be the new factors constituting future warfare, a new name for this new form of war
is needed: Warfare which transcends all boundaries and limits. This, in short, is
meant with unrestricted warfare: all instruments of state power will be available,
information will be omnipresent, and the battlefield will be everywhere. It means
that all weapons and technology can be superimposed at will, all the boundaries
separating the two worlds of war and non-war, of military and non-military, will be

5 Sun Tzu 1963, p. 67: “Anger his general and confuse him. Pretend inferiority and encourage his
arrogance”.
6 Sun Tzu 1963, p. 66: “All warfare is based on deception”, and p. 68: “Keep him under strain and
wear him down”.
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destroyed, many of the current principles of combat will be modified, and even the
rules of war may need to be rewritten.7 Indeed, two years later, on September, 11th,
2001, these words almost surrealistically came true: the non-state actor Al Qaeda
launched a coordinated attack of a military scale, using ordinary civilian means,
with thousands of casualties and a high psychological impact, whilst striking at the
economic and military symbols of the United States: the Twin Towers and the
Pentagon. The attack on the political symbol—the White House—only failed
thanks to the courageous intervention of the airplane’s passengers. As Liang and
Xiangsui predicted, there is nothing in the world today that cannot become a
weapon. Hence, our understanding of weapons should be redefined as the choice of
weapons is unrestricted and only limited by human fantasy and innovation. With
technological enablement the increase in the types of weapons, cognitive and
creative processes will have the same effect. As we see it, a single man-made
stock-market crash, a single computer virus, a single rumour or scandal affecting the
enemy’s currency exchange rates or exposing the leadership of an adversary on the
Internet, all can be included in the ranks of new-concept weapons.8

According to the two Chinese colonels, the necessary new method is to create a
complete military Machiavelli. Achieve objectives by fair means or foul, that is the
most important spiritual legacy of this Italian political thinker of the Renaissance. In
the Middle Ages, this represented a breakthrough against romantic chivalry and the
declining tradition of knighthood. It meant using means, some possibly compre-
hensively, without restraint to achieve an objective; this holds for warfare also.
Even though Machiavelli was not the earliest source of “an ideology of going
beyond limits” as China’s Han Feizi preceded him, he was its clearest exponent.9

One may conclude that the influence of the principles of medieval chivalry is
diminishing in modern warfare. These principles were reflected by the Geneva
Conventions, aimed to set international rules to limit the dehumanization of war-
fare. Unrestricted warfare does not necessarily acknowledge these Conventions per
se: no uniforms, no legal protection for combatants, no rules.

Does this mean that unrestricted warfare will be more violent, as it tends not to
abide by any rules? Probably not. Sun Tzu argued that subduing the enemy without
fighting is the acme of skill. Liang and Xiansui confirm that technological progress
has given us the means to strike at the enemy’s nerve centre directly without
harming other things, offering numerous new options to achieve victory, and all
these make people believe that the best way to achieve victory is to control, not to
kill.10

One might argue that unrestricted warfare and hybrid warfare are synonyms. For
the purpose of this chapter, unrestricted warfare is the preferred term, as it was
coined by the Chinese.

7 Liang and Xiangsui 1999, p. 12.
8 Liang and Xiangsui 1999, p. 25.
9 Liang and Xiangsui 1999, p. 180.
10 Liang and Xiangsui 1999, p. 27.
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16.4 Chinese Grand Strategy

Between 1405 and 1433, the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) undertook seven
trans-oceanic voyages. Emperor Yong-Le appointed Admiral Zheng He as the
commander of the most powerful navy in the world, comprising 255 ships and
27,800 men. The strategic purpose of the Ming Dynasty’s battle fleet was to
re-establish an imperial global order with the Middle Kingdom in prime position. It
pursued China’s political and economic interests by controlling the strategic lines of
communication in the South China Sea.11 Since the voyages of Admiral Zheng He
in the fifteenth century, China has been a mere continental power with a continental,
inward looking strategy. The Chinese Wall is a symbol of its preoccupation with
outside threats on land. The loss of face for China during the Opium Wars, also
called the Century of Humiliation, has shaped the present Chinese defence posture
in an important way. In the 20th century, the navy was a small coastal service and
stayed in the shadow of the land forces. Therefore its name makes sense: People’s
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), the navy as part of the army. The coastal role for
the PLAN has gradually changed since the need to counter the increasing piracy
threat in the Gulf of Aden. For the first time in centuries, the Chinese navy went
out-of-area to fight pirates in the vicinity of Somalia. China also started a com-
prehensive building program for its navy. In August 2011, the first sea trials took
place with its then recently procured aircraft carrier, the ex-Soviet Varyag. This
raises questions about China’s maritime strategy. Though it will last several years
before this ship will be fully operational capable, China made a step on the way to
maritime power projection.12

In 1890, A.T. Mahan coined Seapower in his famous book The Influence of
Seapower upon history (1660–1783); he argued that naval power and economic
expansion reinforce each other mutually. According to Frans-Paul van der Putten
and Minke Meijnders, the Chinese government is currently developing an ambi-
tious programme of maritime infrastructure construction along the main
Asia-Europe shipping route. China’s initiative for a so-called ‘21st Century
Maritime Silk Road’ is aimed at port development in South-East Asia, around the
Indian Ocean and in the eastern Mediterranean region. The Chinese leadership
publicly presented its initiative for the Maritime Silk Road in October 2013. Earlier
that year, China had already launched its Silk Road Economic Belt initiative, which
is aimed at infrastructure cooperation in a zone that stretches from Xinjiang (the
north-western part of China) to the Baltic Sea. The Chinese government uses the
term ‘One Belt, One Road’ to refer to the combination of these two initiatives.
Chinese investment in large infrastructure projects constitutes the basis of One Belt,
One Road. These projects are financed, constructed, supplied and sometimes
operated by Chinese firms that are either state-owned or that otherwise have close

11 Jenner and Thuy 2016, p. 297.
12 Woudstra 2011, p. 24.
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relations with the Chinese government.13 Earlier, the maritime expansion was
expressed by the metaphor of the String of Pearls:

The “String of Pearls” describes the manifestation of China’s rising geopolitical influence
through efforts to increase access to ports and airfields, develop special diplomatic rela-
tionships, and modernize military forces that extend from the South China Sea through the
Strait of Malacca, across the Indian Ocean, and on to the Arabian Gulf.14

This maritime strategy is not limited to Asia. Chinese expansion also reaches
Europe and Africa. The Greek harbour Piraeus, the Pakistan harbour of Gwadar and
the harbour or Djibouti are now (almost) in Chinese hands. At the beginning of this
decade, the Port of Rotterdam had to intervene when the Hong Kong owned
Hutchison Whampoa was about to achieve a dominant position in the harbour. The
conglomerate has owned Europe Container Terminals (ECT), which treats more
than 60% of the containers in that port, since 2002. Together with their share in the
Euromax terminal, their influence increased further. Therefore the Rotterdam port
authority decided to invite other players as a counterweight to the Chinese posi-
tion.15 Taking into account that 90% of world trade goes by the seas, the Chinese
maritime expansion seems to be inevitable to satisfy the needs of more than 1.3
billion inhabitants.16

So what is the purpose of this strategy? According to Ryan Martinson, who
assessed Chinese maritime strategy from primary sources, China strongly pursues
economic wealth through maritime expansion. At the 30 July 2013 study session,
the Politburo discussed the topic of building China into a “maritime power.” A
close reading of this document reveals that the party-state’s definition of “maritime
power” is very broad, inter alia: maritime powers use the ocean to build wealth,
their marine science and technology are advanced and they are able to exploit
marine sources effectively. However, maritime powers are also able to safeguard
their maritime rights and interests, and a careful reading of Xi Jinping’s remarks
also suggests endorsement of an assertive turn—in his words, a “transformation”—
in how China handles its maritime disputes. In Xi’s words: “We love peace and will
continue along the path of peaceful development, but we absolutely cannot abandon
our legitimate rights and interests, much less sacrifice our core interests.” “Ocean
defence” involves much more than preventing foreign invasion along China’s coast;
it refers to actions to defend all “Chinese” space from encroachment, including
offshore islands and remote waters under Chinese jurisdiction.17 In sum, in order to
serve its economic interests, China’s maritime expansion and power have increased
in the 21st century.

13 Van der Putten and Meijnders 2015, p. 6.
14 Pehrson 2006, p. v.
15 NRC Handelsblad 2010.
16 US Department of Defense 2015, p. v.
17 Martinson 2016, pp. 26–27.
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16.5 What Is at Stake in the South China Sea?

In the previous section we have seen the purposes of the broader Chinese maritime
strategy. We now zoom into Chinese interest in the South China Sea in order to
understand Chinese behaviour in that sea. The South China Sea is semi-enclosed. It
contains a wealth of maritime resources and some of the world’s most important
strategic Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs). It is one of the most diversified
tropical seas. The rich fishing stock and the high potential of hydrocarbon reserves
make it an attractive pool of resources and an important means to feed the sur-
rounding populations. The seas around the Spratly and Paracel Islands contain
important fossil fuel and gas reserves. China claims sovereignty over 80% of the
South China Sea based on the “nine-dash-line” which figures on a map of 1947.18

Gradually, by occupying the Paracel Islands, Spratly Islands, Scarborough Shoal
and other islands, China treats the South China Sea as inland waters. Customary
law and the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Seas (UNCLOS)
however, consider these waters to be international waters, just like the
Mediterranean or the Black Sea. This is based on the freedom of the seas, as it was
first expressed by Grotius, in his treaty Mare Liberum in 1609. The freedom of the
seas can only partially be restricted by legal claims in accordance with UNCLOS,
which was also ratified by China. Overlapping claims of Brunei, China, Malaysia,
Philippines, Taiwan and Vietnam complicate jurisdiction issues. In addition to these
claims, more than 41.000 ships, accounting for more than half of the world shipping
volume 5000 billions of dollars’ worth of trade, sail through the sea annually.19

16.6 Maritime Strategy in the South China Sea

The views on sphere of influence, sovereignty and jurisdiction differ largely
between China and the United States and its allies. The US navy maintains a
continuous presence in the South China Sea, even with carrier battle groups
operating from Guam, Japan and South Korea. The US Freedom of Navigation
program is to maintain the legacy of Grotius. Though ironically, the US didn’t ratify
UNCLOS, due to procedural conservative opposition in Congress, it is one of the
strongest proponents of freedom of navigation. According to UNCLOS, freedom of
navigation exist within the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of a coastal state,
which means that even a foreign (war)ship can approach the coastal state up to its
territorial waters, 12 nautical miles from its shores.20 This led to incidents, like the
incident with USNS Impeccable, an unarmed Navy ocean surveillance ship in 2009.
USNS Impeccable was harassed by five Chinese fishing vessels in Chinese EEZ in

18 Qian 2016.
19 Jenner and Thuy 2016, p. 173.
20 UNCLOS III, Article 58, Rights and duties of other States in the exclusive economic zone.
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the South China Sea. They attempted to snag the Impeccable’s acoustic array sonars
from beneath the ship, and manoeuvred in front of the ship, coming to a complete
stop and almost causing a collision. The Chinese vessels at times came within 25
feet of the ship.21 The mere fact that USNS Impeccable was in the Chinese EEZ did
not justify the attempts to chase it. From the Chinese point of view however, it was
an infringement in their sphere of influence without peaceful purposes.

The Chinese are fully aware that at present they cannot win a direct con-
frontation with the US Navy. Therefore they adopt an indirect approach. Sun Tzu
already advocated: “He who knows the art of the direct and indirect approach will
be victorious. Such is the art of manoeuvring”.22 The PLAN probably won’t equal
the US Navy in the next decade or even decades, therefore it will not be possible to
gain full sea control of the South China Sea. The strategy aims at sea denial of the
US Navy in the waters close to the Chinese mainland. This sea denial strategy
opposes the US Freedom of Navigation programme in and South China Sea.
The US response to this is a comprehensive Air-Sea Battle concept. As the weaker
party, China chooses asymmetric means as a deterrent: submarines and carrier-killer
ballistic missiles. But the actual warfare maybe different, according to Sun Tzu: “In
war, numbers alone confer no advantage. Do not advance relying on sheer military
power”.23 So for instance the actual war may be fought electronically. A vast
network of electronic warfare devices is being installed on the newly occupied
(artificial) island in the South China Sea.24

16.7 Unrestricted Warfare in the South China Sea

How does China apply unrestricted warfare in the South China Sea? It is clear that it
has been gradually extending its influence in this area. Though Sun Tzu favours
achieving goals without the use of force, Chinese naval vessels fought a short war
with Vietnam in 1974 over the Paracel Islands and China has been occupying them
ever since. But how does China “subdue the enemy without fighting?” In 2014, a
standoff around China National Offshore Oil Corporation’s (CNOOC) Haiyang
Shiyou 981 drilling rig took place, the most serious clash between China and
Vietnam in the disputed South China Sea since the battle in the Paracels in 1974
and a skirmish near Johnson South Reef in the Spratlys in 1988. But this time
fishing vessels from both countries were playing the key roles on the frontline
instead of warships. From May 2014, nearly 200 ships from China and Vietnam,
including naval, coastguard and civilian vessels, gathered in the area around the
CNOOC platform. The Vietnamese vessels were attempting to disrupt drilling work

21 Footage provided by Navy Visual News Service 2009.
22 Sun Tzu 1963, p. 106.
23 Sun Tzu 1963, p. 122.
24 Thomas-Noone 2016.
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in the disputed area, while the Chinese ones formed a protective cordon around the
rig until it withdrew in July.25

At present, China’s territorial extension is mainly based on civilian or
para-military activities. Like Fisher Militia. These militia extend China’s presence,
without the need to deploy the PLAN or the coastguard, which however, are often
in the background to back up the militia’s activities. These activities amongst others
consist of passing information on foreign naval ships to the PLAN or Chinese
coastguard. Their fishing vessels are also chasing fishing vessels from other
countries and they are a means of transport of building materiel for construction
works on the disputed Islands. Low tide elevations are thus being transformed to
true artificial Islands, with runways, radars, ports and military installations.
According to Reuters, the fishing fleet based in the tiny port town of Tanmen on
Hainan Island is getting everything, from military training and subsidies to even
fuel and ice, as China creates an increasingly sophisticated fishing militia to sail into
the disputed South China Sea. The training and support includes exercises at sea
and requests to fishermen to gather information on foreign vessels, provincial
government officials, regional diplomats and fishing company executives said in
recent interviews. “The maritime militia is expanding because of the country’s need
for it, and because of the desire of the fishermen to engage in national service,
protecting our country’s interests,” said an advisor to the Hainan government who
did not want to be named. State-controlled fishing companies dominate the fleets
that go regularly to the Spratlys and are recipients of much of the militia training
and subsidies, according to industry sources.26

To highlight the importance of South China Sea, President Xi Jinping visited
Tanmen in Hainan within a month after becoming president. In the centre of the
small town on the east coast of Hainan province, a large billboard celebrates the
April 2013 visit of President Xi Jinping, who was photographed with local fish-
ermen a month after assuming the presidency. Xi’s first stop in town was the
Tanmen Marine Militia Company. Since its establishment in 1985, the militia had
recruited local fishermen, provided military training in their spare time, and
organised voyages to “actively collect maritime information, assist island and reef
construction, and contribute to sovereignty defence in the South China Sea” when
summoned, the official Hainan Daily reported. The president shook hands with
militiamen, praised them for their combat capability, discipline and patriotism,
encouraged them to master modern equipment, and promised to “improve their
work and living conditions”, the newspaper said. Xi had set the goal of building
China into a “maritime power” after he became Communist Party general secretary
in late 2012.27

25 Zhen 2016.
26 Rajagopalan 2016.
27 Zhen 2016.
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16.8 All Warfare Is Based on Deception28

According to international law, outside the territorial waters, but inside the
Exclusive Economic Zone, “no State may validly purport to subject any part of the
high seas to its sovereignty”.29 China seems to create a self-fulfilling prophecy by
repeating that it has “historic sovereign rights” over 80% of the South China Sea,
based on the nine-dash-line which figured on a chart from 1947. According to the
12th July 2016 Award of the Permanent Court of Arbitration, China’s position turns
out to be deceptive, because the Unites Nations Convention on the Law of the Seas
(UNCLOS) leaves no room for it. Coastal states are entitled to territorial waters, a
contiguous zone, an Exclusive Economic Zone of 200 nautical miles and the
subsoil to 350 Nautical miles if the continental shelf is extending that far. All these
zones depart from the base line, which is the astronomical low tide line of the
mainland. Under strict circumstances, islands may generate jurisdiction too. And if
there are overlapping claims, these have to be negotiated on the basis of equity.
China however does not abide by these rules, but claims the South China Sea as
inland waters, just like e.g. the Suez Canal is inland waters of Egypt. UNCLOS, of
course, is not applicable on inland waters.

In 2012 China seized Scarborough Shoal, which in fact is lying on the conti-
nental shelf of the Philippines. Philippine fishermen were expelled from the area by
Chinese fishermen. Under the rule of its former president Aquino, in 2013, the
Philippines turned to The Hague’s Permanent Court of Arbitration over the South
China Sea jurisdiction disputes with China. China did not recognize the Court and
boycotted its hearings. China’s main argument was that it considers that it has
sovereignty in the South China Sea and therefore the disputes cannot be subject to
ruling by the Court. On 12th July of 2016 the Court ruled that China cannot make
historic sovereignty claims and virtually all Philippine griefs against China were
ruled in favour of the Philippines.

China was upset by the outcome of the tribunal, but it has managed to weaken
the effect. It seems that another strategy of the old master Sun Tzu is being applied:
“Thus, what is of supreme importance in war is to attack the enemy’s strategy (…).
Next best is to disrupt his alliances.”30 Based on this principle China already tried to
play apart the members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).31

In its disputes over the South China Sea, as the dominant player, it largely prefers to
deal with other states bilaterally. Now that the Arbitration Court award has been
given, the Philippines are being incited to make “a pivot to China.” This seems to
work, as the present president of the Philippines, Duterte, tries to detach the
Philippines from its ally the United States and seeks for closer ties with China.
Interestingly, the recent visit of the Philippines president to Beijing led to the

28 Sun Tzu 1963, p. 66.
29 UNCLOS III, Article 89—Invalidity of claims of sovereignty over the high seas.
30 Sun Tzu 1963, pp. 77–78.
31 Nguyen 2016.
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promise of large investments in infrastructure in the Philippines and the opening of
the Scarborough Shoal to fishing vessels from the Philippines.32

16.9 Conclusion

The old writings of Sun Tzu and the modern writings of Liang and Xiangsui,
together with the analysis of the tensions in the South China Sea demonstrate that
the strategies being used by China do not always concur with Western ways of
thinking. China didn’t launch a large scale offensive against its neighbours to
control the South China with its natural resources and sea lines of communication.
Over the last decades it has been patiently broadening its influence in the area, often
by using civilian or paramilitary means. It now occupies most of the Spratlys,
Paracels and Scarborough Shoal. Because of its economic and diplomatic domi-
nance China is persuasive behind the scenes in bilateral negotiations with neigh-
bouring countries. The military, symmetric, deterrent response of the West, by
sailing through these waters with warships may be effective, but may not be suf-
ficient to secure the status of international waters and freedom of navigation in the
long term. In dealing with China in the disputes over the South China Sea,
Westerners need to acquire knowledge about Chinese strategic thinking, in order to
have the most adequate response. Or, to end with a quote of their most famous
strategist Sun Tzu: “If ignorant both of your enemy and of yourself, you are certain
in every battle to be in peril”.33
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