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Abstract 

 

In the 1990s, the China threat theory begins to concern some IR 

scholars and policy makers whose worry mainly comes from China’s 

rapid economy and military expenditure growth after 1980s. What 

concerns them is the surmise that China will challenge existing powers 

and orders of international society during its rise, which will inevitably 

bring about frictions and conflicts among nations. 

 

There are some consistency between China threat theory and realism. 

The realists argue that, it is material power which drives the world 

politics, and states in the international society act in accordance with the 

Hobbesian logic. Thus, a state’s ultimate goal is to become hegemony of 

the region in order to make sure its security. 

 

Is China trying to be hegemony? And conflicts and wars increase 

among China and other states during its rise? By viewing territorial 

disputes China has with others, we will find there seems a gap between 

realities and the China threat theory, which constructivism may provide a 

supplementary explanation for it. 

 

 

 

 

Key Words: China Threat Theory, realism, constructivism, Wendt 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Chapter1.  Introduction………………………………...……………1 

Chapter2.  A Rising China and the Threat 

            2.1 A Rising Power and the Potential Threat………10 

            2.2 Realism and the China Threat...…………...19 

Chapter3.  Constructivism 

            3.1 From Realism to Constructivism…………………..28 

            3.2 The Constructivists………………………………...31 

            3.3 Identity, Interest, and Behavior…………………….34 

            3.4 Methodology……………………………………….42 

Chapter4.  Wars and Conflicts before 1979 

            4.1 Sino-Indian War………………………………….....47 

            4.2 Sino-Soviet Conflict………………………………...65 

            4.3 Sino-Vietnamese War…………………………….....84 

Chapter5.  Wars and Conflicts after1979 

            5.1 Territorial Dispute in South China Sea……………...97 

            5.2 Diaoyu /Senkaku Islands Dispute……..…………...113 

Chapter6.  Conclusion...……………………………………126 

References……………………………………………………………134 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

iv 
 

List of Charts, Figures, Pictures and Tables 

 

Chart 1. Population Comparison: China, U.S. and the World       p. 13 

Chart 2. Labor Force between China and the United State         p. 14 

Chart 3. Country’s Economic Growth Rate by Percentage         p. 16 

Chart 4. National Defense Expenditure of China                p. 18 

 

Table 1. Top 10 Largest Countries in Area                     p. 15 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical Framework: connections of culture, identity, interest 
and behavior                                            p. 41 
 
Picture 1. Western theater and Eastern theater of Sino-India War in 1962 

p. 49 

Picture 2. McMahon Line and the disputed area              p. 52 

Picture 3. Border Disputes between China and the Soviet Union: Ussuri 
River between the two countries, and the disputed islands on it   p. 78 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

1 
 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

    What is China Threat? And why China is seen as a threat?  

 

    In the mid 90s, some people began to have a concern that since the 

Soviet Union has collapsed and the Cold War went to an end, who could 

be the next to concern and challenge the U.S.? Because people think 

history repeats itself all the time, there is always a potential and rising 

power trying to challenge the existing power and to dominate1. We can 

see examples like Britain and France in the 18th century, Germany and 

Britain in the end of 19th century, and Germany, Japan in the WWII. 

Moreover, confrontations between the Soviet Union and the United State 

after WWII have not been too far away.  

 

        Then who would be the next after the Soviet Union to challenge and 
trouble the U.S.?  
 

        Many people think it could be China. Since China has been seeing as 

a rising power after acquired its tremendous achievements during the 

“Reform and Opening up” policy in 1978. Moreover, accompanying its 

impressive economic achievement, rapid growth rate on the military 

expenditure as well as active motions on its modernization look daunting 

to not only the U.S. but also many of its neighboring states2.  

                                                       
1 Wu-ping Kwo, Quen-tsai Wu, Kuo-shyang Sun, Chin-shui Lien and Chang-yen 

Tsai, (2006), “China's Peaceful Ascendancy-Threat or Partner to the World 

Community,” European Journal of International Review, pp.171-173. 
2 The Diplomat (October 1, 2013): “How China Would Fight the US (And Win),” via: 
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        A strong and rising China may be more assertive and even 

aggressive on what it advocates, which might challenge the U.S. interests 

on economy, security and other spheres; thus bring about frictions, 

conflicts and even wars eventually. The Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 

1995-96 is one of the examples, which is seen as China defying the U.S. 

and its interests in the Western Pacific. 

 

The menace of a rising China also concerns other countries and has 

them arm themselves, especially for those who have sovereignty disputes 

on the land or maritime borders with it. An Asian arm race may come true. 

In fact, from 1990 to 2012, almost every Asian country except for Japan 

has raised their military spending to some degree3. And in the 2012, 

military expenditure in this region exceeded that of in the European 

Union for the first time4. It seems that the fear of China mainly drives this 

                                                                                                                                                           
http://thediplomat.com/2013/10/how-china-would-fight-the-us-and-win/ latest 

retrieved on 2013/10/10. 

3 Foreign Policy Research Institute (September, 2013): “A Solution to Arms: Asia’s 

Military Buildup, Its Reasons, and Its Implications,” via: 

http://www.fpri.org/docs/Chang_-_Asias_Military_Buildup_1.pdf latest retrieved on 

January 4, 2014. Also see Financial Times (June 7, 2012): “How to profit from the 

Asian arms race,” via:  

http://blogs.ft.com/beyond-brics/2012/06/07/how-to-profit-from-the-asian-arms-race/

#axzz2p2CguCVz latest retrieved on January 4, 2014. 
4 Deutsche Welle (March 18, 2013): “The New Arms Race in Asia,” via: 

http://www.dw.de/the-new-arms-race-in-asia/a-16681158 latest retrieved on January 4, 

2014.  
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competition5.And such security dilemma could also result in a down 

spiral among China and its counterparts. 

 

        On the other hand, the Chinese leaders and officials try to ease other 

countries by making clarifications in many occasions that China aims at 

bringing peace and prosperity to the international society but not inducing 

conflicts during its rising process. They say, China “never seeks 

hegemony6,” and will be a “great power of responsibility.” 

 

        By far, there seems to be a gap between this threatened feel of other 

countries and China’s claimed intension. Furthermore, it may be like what 

Joseph Nye warns, that “If we treated China as an enemy, we were 

guaranteed an enemy in the future.7” Because once anyone tries to 

contain China, it may preempt. 

                                                       
5 Ian Storey, (2011), “Asia’s Changing Balance of Military Power: Implications for 

the South China Sea Dispute,” Maritime Energy Resources in Asia: Energy and 

Geopolitics, NBR Report, pp. 159-168. 
6 According to the Chinese government, “China never seeks hegemony,” has been 

one of their foreign policy principles since Deng Xiaoping in his position. See Deng’s 

talk in 1978, See News of The Communist Party of China (October 24, 2006): “Shi 

Xian Si Hua Yong Bu Cheng Ba,” via: 

http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/69112/69113/69684/69695/4949667.html latest 

retrieved on January 05, 2014. Also see The State Council Information Office 

(September, 2011): White Paper on Zhong Guo De He Ping Fa Zhang, via: 

http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/2011/Document/1000032/1000032.htm latest 

retrieved on January 05, 2014. 
7 The New York Times (January 25, 2013): “Work With China, Don’t Contain It,” via: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/26/opinion/work-with-china-dont-contain-it.html?_

r=0 latest retrieved on January 4, 2014. 
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    In addition, considering China’s to date magnitude, we may find 

people are not happy to see this atmosphere of distrust between China and 

its counter parts. Most of the time, such distrust would make focus of 

certain issues from economy to politics misplaced and even consign 

dialogues to standstill.  

 

    China, this nowadays second largest economy in the world8, after its 

economy reform since 1978, has its GDP growth rate average about 10 

percent every year 9 . And according to some estimate, this 

newly-emerging economic powerhouse will surpass the U.S. on economic 

scale by 201910.  

 

    When it decides to go out and enter into the global system, China 

makes itself more and more connected with others. And accompanying its 

achievements on economic performance since the late 1970s, China has 

started to play critical roles by degrees in many important issues. When 

                                                       
8 China surpassed Japan as the world’s second largest economy in 2010. 
9 The World Bank  “China Overview”, via: 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/china/overview, latest retrieved on January 4, 

2014. 
10 According to IMF and the OECD, it would be 2016 that the Chinese economy 

surpasses the U.S.; meanwhile The Economist suggests it would be 2019. Financial 

Times (March 22, 2013): “China forecast to overtake US by 2016,” via: 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/0a3f5794-92b3-11e2-9593-00144feabdc0.html#axzz2qdZ

8yFRt latest retrieved on January 10, 2014. The Economist (November 20, 2013): 

“Catching the Eagle,” via: 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2013/11/chinese-and-american-gdp-fo

recasts latest retrieved on January 10, 2014. 
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we think about China, we would not ignore its status in the global supply 

chain system; it played a critical role in the Asian financial crisis in 1997; 

its pivotal role in multilateral economic and security organizations such 

as Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) the North Koreas issues; 

and even on climate change issues. Thus, no one would doubt China has 

made itself embedded into the international society and shown its potency 

in almost every dimension of the world to this day. 

 

    It seems this China Threat concern is based on realistic thought, for 

they both advocate that a rising power will inevitably challenge the 

existing order and so that to threat the international society. Furthermore, 

both of them project a pessimistic future of China’s rise—a future with 

more frictions, conflicts and even wars among China and other countries. 

 

    To the realists, the international politics is power politics. And the 

Hobbesian anarchy is the only logic dominating the international society, 

which means there is not a central and supreme governor among states to 

maintain orders. Therefore, to ensure their own security, states try to 

maximize their power in terms of material things especially for economy 

growth and military capabilities. And this logic of structure makes 

conflicts and wars the eternal essence of the international politics. 

 

    In 2001, Mearsheimer even directly indicated that conflicts and 

security competitions between a rising China and the U.S. in the 

foreseeable future is inevitable, which he called “the tragedy of great 
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power politics,” contributing to part of concern of the China Threat11.  

         

Is it possible for us to have a different expectation of China’s rise? 

Considering this rising power’s potent and its role in the international 

society today, it would be crucial for us to decide how to view China. 

 

    On this quest, constructivism as another paradigm of IR study may 

provide a different kind of perspective for us to see China’s rise, for its 

fundamentally different assumptions from the realism. To the 

constructivists, the international politics is mainly driven by idea but not 

material powers, so the structure is not fixed like what realists assert; 

instead, states and the society are mutually constructed. Thus, to the 

constructivists, though the international structure is anarchic, the 

Hobbesian zero-sum game is not the only logic in it. 

 

    “Anarchy is what states make of it,” which implies that there are 

possible scenarios differing from the realistic pessimism and depending 

on different identities of the countries12. According to Alexander Wendt, 

one of the major scholars of constructivism, there are three kinds of 

anarchy cultures in the international society; they are Hobbesian, Lockean 

and Kantian. 

 

                                                       
11 John J. Mearsheimer, (2001), The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York: 

Norton. pp. 361-362. 
12 Alexander Wendt, (1992), “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social 

Constructivism of Power Politics,” International Organization, 46 (2), pp. 391-425. 
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Identity as an idea where to start with is crucial to the constructivists; 

according to different identities, states recognize their interests then 

decide how to behave. Such process could be revolving and form 

different kind of interaction models called the “culture” by the 

constructivists, among countries. Thus, the realistic pessimism scenario 

for China’s rise is not the only and inevitable.  

 

    In this thesis, I argue that by taking a constructivist perspective, the 

pessimistic prediction of China’s rise could be not inevitable. To make 

further verification on this argument, I take a look back into China’s 

territorial disputes with its neighboring states in contemporary history. 

Which are the Sino-India War in 1962, the Sino-Soviet conflict in 1969, 

the Sino-Vietnam War in 1979; and after 1979, there are territorial 

disputes in the South China Sea, and Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands dispute 

with Japan. Case study and historical-comparative research (H-C research) 

will fit our purpose to review the real life events in the past, and to reveal 

subtle aspects so as to provide interpretations for them. 

 

    We are supposed to see a more assertive and even an aggressive 

China in these events, especially when it has gained the tremendous 

economic achievements after its economic reform in 1978. And from the 

realist view, frictions, conflicts and even wars among China and other 

countries would be increasing since then for the Hobbesian culture is the 

only logic in the international society. 

     

On the other hand, if our cases do not support the realist assumptions 
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above, I am going to provide a constructivist perspective to see the China 

Threat, since the constructivism was rising as a complementary paradigm 

in the late 1980s. 

 

Before starting the case study and doing testaments, in the following 

chapters, we will have a more specific introduction for China as a rising 

power, as well as the two competitive paradigms in IR study today—the 

realism and the constructivism. Researchers point out that constructivism 

has relatively scattered-around concepts and theories than other 

paradigms13. Constructivists may talk about identity, rules and norms, 

languages…etc., but not all at once. Every constructivist has his/her core 

concepts and topics while building theories. For this reason, we need to 

make some fusion or emphasize on certain of these concepts while doing 

applications.  

 

So, if we are going to seek a constructivist perspective in the 

following research, Alexander Wendt, whose theory would undoubtedly 

be our choice, not only for Wendt’s contribution to make constructivism 

recognized substantially in IR studies, but for what he emphasized—the 

identity—could be a very start while we are trying to have a view from 

constructivists. Wendt’s “tree cultures of international society” is another 

critical theory. It contradicts against the dominating assumption—there is 

only one and fixed structural logic coming from Hobbesian description of 

                                                       
13  Maja Zehfuss, (2002), Constructivism in International Relations. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. pp.10-22. 
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anarchy in the international society—of realism. His arguments also 

indicate that it is possible for a mutual-construction between society and 

members of it. Once we apprehend Wendt’s assertions, we will find his 

theories can be broadly applied while considering in a constructivist view. 

 

In Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, I will go through some cases which took 

place after 1949 in the history of China. These cases, which territorial 

disputes as relatively high-politics conflicts happened among China and 

its neighboring states can directly let us see how did China react to such 

issues and what is its attitude—not only what they allege. 

 

After investigating in these cases, we can make sure if China is 

becoming more assertive and aggressive during its rising process so that 

to bring more frictions and conflicts to the region. Finally, we will have 

conclusion in Chapter 5, and if necessary, provide explanations from a 

constructivist view. 
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Chapter 2. A Rising China and the Threat 
 

2.1 A Rising China and the Potential Threat 
 

Could it be China? What makes China a potential threat in the eye of 

the IR scholars and the United States? It seems that the concern was 

based on a realist thinking, which argues that the international system is 

dynamic, with states chasing and expanding power all the time. On the 

one hand states increase their power, and they are never satisfied with the 

status they occupy. Wars and conflicts usually happen when a new rising 

power which is not satisfied with its status in the system and tries to 

challenge a dominated power state, Germany and Japan in the World War 

II were just the case. 1  Apart from the China leaders’ corollary 

renouncement to the conjecture, looking back to the contemporary history 

of China, it is hard to find China’s intention to invade other countries and 

expand its power by wars and conflicts with others2. Do the historical 

realities acquit China and sentence the realism and “China threat” to a 

revision?  
 

                                                        
1 Robert Gilpin, (1981), War and Change in World Politics. New York: Cambridge 

University Press. pp. 231-244. 
2 They are the Sino-Indian War in 1962, the Sino-Soviet Conflict in 1969, the 

Sino-Vietnames War in 1979, the series territorial disputes in South China Sea and 

Diaoyutai Islands (which also be known as Senkaku Islands in Japanese) after 1979. 

In addition to these, on the international events like Syria problem or Kosovo problem, 

China often takes a none-interference stand. 
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In 1992, Ross Munro’s article “Awakening Dragon: the real danger 

in Asia is coming from China” suggests that after the Cold War, China 

would be the main competitor that the U.S. must pay its attention on 

international stage in every aspect. Since the Soviet Union’s collapse, 

China had no longer to worry about the threat from Russia. Furthermore, 

“Precious little binds the United States and China together now that our 

mutual concern about Soviet expansionism, the essential glue of our 

relationship in the 1970s and most of the 1980s, has dissolved.3” When 

the common interest has vanished, conflicts emerge increasingly and very 

possibly.  

 

Munro’s concern is not like unwarranted, since it comes from 

China’s rapid economic and military expenditure growth. After the Soviet 

Union’s collapse and “the prevailing pacifist mood in Japan …, China 

faces no serious regional threat for the first time in centuries. Indeed, no 

other East Asian country alone could conceivably confront China today.” 

Munro also mentions China has been one of the major countries in the 

world whose military expenditure grew rapidly at that period4.  

 

China’s potential economic power comes from its huge population 

as well as its renowned labors with admirable working ethics. In addition, 

its extensive land size and abundant resources also contribute to this 

potential power. From the supply-and-demand view, these factors 
                                                        
3 Ross H. Munro, (1992), “Awakening Dragon: the real danger in Asia is coming 

from China,” Policy Review, p. 11. 
4 Ibid., p. 10. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

12 
 

represent that investors can get labors, lands and resources they need at a 

cheaper price which allows their products to be much more competitive. 

See Picture 1.1 and Table 1.1 below, which make comparison between 

China’s and the U.S. in populations and land sizes. 
 

In 1970, China had 829,920,000 and the U.S. had 205,052,000 in 

their populations separately, which makes China’s population four times 

more than the U.S. Although the One-Child Policy was launched in 1970s, 

China’s population growth still exceeded the U.S. And when it came to 

1990, China’s population arrived at a number of 1.1billion, almost five 

times of the U.S. population which still remained 2.4hundred million at 

that time5.  

 

                                                        
5  National Bureau of Statistic of China, via: 

http://www.stats.gov.cn/ndsj/information/zh1/c011a latest retrieved on December 28, 

2012; U.S. Bureau of the Census (April 11, 2000): “Historical National Population 

Estimates: July 1, 1900 to July 1, 1999,” via: 

http://www.census.gov/population/estimates/nation/popclockest.txt latest retrieved 

on December 28, 2012. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

13 
 

 

Chart 1. Population Comparison: China, U.S. and the World 
 

A huge population also makes advantage for China in its workforce.  

In 1980, China had 424 million labors working in different fields, among 

them, about 75% of the labors worked for agricultural goods and services, 

which was a relatively high ratio while comparing with other developing 

countries 6 . A relatively higher percentage of agricultural workforce 

implies that there is still room for transforming it to other industry sectors 

such as manufacturing or services which has much higher added-values. 

                                                        
6 In 1980, China had about 75% labor force in agricultural activities, while Soviet 

Union had 21.6%, India has 69.5%, Brazil had 36.7% and the U.S. had merely 3.5% 

at the same time; In 1989, India’s agricultural labor force percentage surpassed that of 

China’s the first time, which was 64.6% in a slow and stably downward trend; while 

China had 61% agricultural labor force at the same time, still a relatively high 

proportionate comparing with others. When it came to 1995, China still had 52% 

agricultural labor force, India 61.9%, Brazil 19.8% and the U.S. remained merely 

2.8% as a much lower ratio. 
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This transformation could help China maintain its economic growth even 

without other factors of production involving7.  

 

 
Chart 2. Labor Force between China and the United State 

 

China also has one of the largest country size in the world, which is 

merely after that of Russia, Canada and the United States8. In a modern 

                                                        
7 In Yi-Fu Lin’s view, there are at least four key factors determining economic growth 

rate, which are factors of production involving (natural resource, labor and capital ), 

industry upgrade, technology improving and institution arrangement. Lin asserts a 

positive economic growth rate could happen with industry upgrade but without 

additional factors productions like natural resources, labors and capital involved. 

Yi-Fu Lin, (2009), Interpretation of China’s Economy. Taipei: China Times Publishing, 

p.29. 
8 ITA (1997): Interatctive CIA Worldfact Book 1996, via: 

http://www.theodora.com/wfb/abc_world_fact_book.html latest retrieved on 

December 28, 2012. 
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society, natural resources rely on country area size to some degree9. In 

other words, a larger-size country may have more sufficient resources to 

throw into its economic activities and get a better chance to develop.  
 
Table 1. Top 10 Largest Countries in Area 
Country (by rank) Area (square kilometer) Percentage of the world 
Russia 17,098,242 3.4% 
Canada 9,984,670 2% 
China 9,596,960 1.9% 
United States 9,372,610 1.8% 
Brazil 8,514,877 1.7% 
Australia 7,741,220 1.5% 
India 3,287,263 0.6% 
Argentina 2,780,400 0.5% 
Kazakhstan 2,724,900 0.5% 
Algeria 2,381,741 0.5% 
 

Indeed, while comparing China with other countries by economic 

growth rate, its performance is obviously outstanding. Which can be seen 

in Picture 1.3. In the entire 1980s, China experienced a long period of 

economic high growth, which overstepped other developing countries and 

average world economic growth rate. Double digits growth rate even 

happened in 1984, 1985, 1992, 1993, and 1994, which suggest strong 

motivity in China’s economic activities. 

                                                        
9 Lin, Supra note 8, pp.29-32. 
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Chart 3. Country’s Economic Growth Rate by Percentage 

 

There is another possible reason to see China as a threat, it is 

Chinese government’s non-democratic characteristic. Just take a look at 

other developing countries like India and Indonesia, which also have 

massive resources and rapid economic growth while comparing with the 

U.S. from mid 80s. Yet the U.S. builds a much closer partnership with 

them since post cold war period, and this relationship is believed to aim at 

containing China’s power expansion in Asia10. 

                                                        
10 By the end of the Cold War, India was in a different group from the U.S. After the 

Soviet Unions’ collapse, the PRC has replaced the dominant power in Asia, which 

made the United States worry about its power balance and control in Asia. Because of 

India’s economic development and similar attitudes toward democracy, the United 

States finally tried to release ice-breaking military and security cooperation policies to 

India, which aimed at slowing down power inclination to PRC gradually. While the 

U.S. viewed China as Strategic Competitor in Gorge W. Bush’s administration, it also 

maintained a strategic partnership with India and other Asia-Pacific countries, the 

relationship between the U.S. and India has been steadily heating up since then. 

Wan-Min Chang,(2008), Interaction Between Chinese Communist and US-India 

Strategic Partnership, pp. 144-147. 
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On the other hand, China has raised its national defense expenditures 

since 1970s, especially from 1989 to the Post Cold War period as Munro 

mentions. There is a sharp climb by double-digit on defense budget 

especially in the late 80s. Picture 1.4 below shows the growing trend of 

China’s national defense expenditure which is released publicly by the 

Chinese government11. 

                                                        
11 Other international institutes like Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

(SIPRI) also provides military expenditure database of countries in the world; their 

time series is from 1988 to present. I’d like to observe a much earlier and longer data 

here, so adopt the data which is from China’s public document. However, we have to 

make sure there are differences existing in different databases, since these institutes 

may choose different items while estimating. For instance, as SIPRI’s estimation, 

China’s military expenditures from 1989 to 1995 were: 440, 490, 533, 732, 869, 1050, 

1250 (hundred million) Yuan. Yet the official data released by China government were: 

251, 290, 330, 378, 426, 551, 637 (hundred million) Yuan. We can realize the SIPRI’s 

estimation is much higher than the China’s official data. Look at the growth rates on 

military expenditure estimated separately by SIPRI and China’s government, the 

SIPRI estimated before 2000, the double-digit growth rate appeared in only in 1996, 

1998 and 1999; yet the Chinese official data shows there was a continuing 

double-digit growth rate from 1989 to 1994 (on the National Bureau of Statistics of 

China website, they provides public national defense expenditure data only from 1970 

to 1995).  
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Chart 4. National Defense Expenditure of China 

 

In addition to the sharp spike of military expenditure, the CCP 

government also adopts a series of military modernization mainly 

focusing on quality improvement. This commitment could be seen as a 

threat for Southeast Asia countries, especially those who have disputes on 

South China Sea sovereignty and development with China. It also means 

the United States interests in Asia face challenge, which confirms the 

China Threat conjecture again12. 
 

After the World War II came to an end and Asian countries got 

independence from the colonial powers, the disputes over the South 

China Sea began to emerge among countries around it. These countries 

are China, Taiwan, Vietnam, Philippine, Malaysia, and Brunei, all of them 

                                                        
12 Chiu-ming Cheng, (2010), South China Sea Strategic Interaction of U.S. and 

Chinese Communist after Cold War, pp. 11-19. 
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claim a whole or at least partial sovereignty of the South China Sea13.  
 

Indeed, China has had countless territorial disputes with other 

nations in its history. Looking back to the ancient China, it has never been 

lack of foreign enemies since it has quite long boundary with other 

countries. We can see there are restless wars between Han Dynasty and 

Xiongnu, Sui, Tang Dynasties and Tujue (the Turkic people), Song, Ming 

Dynasties and Mongolian, Qing Dynasty and Burmese, and so forth. 

Though sometimes the foreign enemies take initiative to invade in, China 

also launches wars when it has the capability14. 
 

Is China an aggressive one as the realists and other states concern? 

We need much room to clarify it. 

 

2.2 Realism and the China Threat 
 

It has been a long time that academics and policy makers analyze 

                                                        
13 Ibid., pp. 11-19. Since the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) issued in 1956, it has reminded the importance of the ocean territory of 

the countries neighboring the ocean. Due to the South China Sea’s important strategic 

location, it’s critical sea lanes, and moreover, it was believed there were prolific oil 

and gas under-neath; Southeast countries neighboring it all tried to claim the 

sovereignty by pre-occupying the isle because of the inclination of international law 

which has inclination of realism. In 1974 and 1988, China and Vietnam had military 

confrontations at the Paracel Islands and Johnson South Reef, after that, China 

controlled over all of the Paracel Islands and six reefs of the Spratly Islands.  
14 Fang-Tin Zhou, (2011), Equilibrium Analysis of the Tributary System, The Chinese 

Journal of International Politics, Vol. 4, pp. 147-178. 
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political behaviors and make decisions through paradigms15. Realism is 

one of the most important and influential approaches to understand and 

figure out the states as political actors in international-system arena and it 

dominated the study of IR in the United States during the Cold War16. 
 

Realism is a school of thought that explains international relations in 

terms of power. It is different from idealism, which considers human 

nature is basically good, and the driven powers of international events are 

morality, international law and organizations. According to idealism, all 

the states in the international system could be seen as a community, and 

members under this community could overcome common problems 

together17. In contrary, the realists consider the international system as 

anarchy for there is not a central authority to make the order arranged.  

 

According to the realists, the most important actors—states—in the 

international system chase their own interests rationally. When conflicts 

happen among these countries, the actors can only rely on their own 

power and combat against each other to protect the interests and security. 

                                                        
15 Thomas S. Kuhn proposes the conception, “paradigm”, in his book The Structure 

of Scientific Revolutions in 1962. Paradigm, which refers to a set of common 

methodology, theories, explanations or models accepted in a certain epistemic 

community. Kuhn applied it to scientific field first, the scholars of international 

relationship borrowed it afterward. 

Thomas Kuhn, (1989), The Structure of Scientific Revolution. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 
16Joshua S. Goldstein, (2004), International Relations. Pearson Education. p. 71. 
17 Ibid. p.71. 
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In this condition, states chase and struggle for powers, and they do their 

best to maximize it, which guarantees their survival and development in 

the international system18. 
 

Representatives from realism school like Thomas Hobbes, who 

advocates that there is a “free-for-all” situation when a centralized 

government is absent. Actors seek their own interests under this situation, 

which he names it “state of nature” or “state of war.”19 
 

In contemporary, Hans J. Morgenthau argues that international 

politics is based on power and states always struggle for it. According to 

Morgenthau, by maintaining, expanding and exerting their power, states 

compete for the interests and make sure their survival in international 

system20. We can see the example of realism in World War II and the Cold 

War. In these periods, states tried to maximize their power which also 

brought about frictions, conflicts and wars. Under this atmosphere, it is 

hard to find cooperations between countries that hold hostility toward 

each other. 
 

                                                        
18 Robert Jervis, (1978), “Cooperation under The Security Dilemma,” World Politics,  

pp. 167-170. 
19 Goldstein, Supra note 17, p. 72 
20 “Power” here to maintain states’ interests including military force using. Bih-Jaw, 

Lin, (2010), Paradigm Development in International Relations, The Journal of 

International Relations, vol. 29, p.17；Hans J. Morgenthau, (1985), Politics among 

Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, p. 4; 

Cheng-Kun Ma, (2008),  China’s Security Strategy and Military Development. Taipei: 

Jolihi Publishing, pp. 21-29, 
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By the end of the Cold War, neo-realism arose and tried to give some 

revisions to realism. At that time, the system was still seen as an anarchy, 

yet a lot of international regimes and organizations begun to emerge. 

States were still chasing power, however, the access to it and even the 

definition of the power diversified.21  

 

The neo-realists try to provide theories in a scientific way and even 

add economic dimensions into them. It is different from the conventional 

approach of the realism, since the realists usually do their researches in a 

pure historical analysis.  

 

Kenneth Waltz is one of the representatives of the neo-realists22. His 

The Theory of International Politics was published in 1979, which is 

seen as a pioneer of neo-realism. He tries to make international 

relationship research social-scientific when the realism faces a changing 

environment of the international system and seems unable to reflect the 

realities23. Despite of different research approaches, both realism and 

neo-realism argue that power struggle is the critical essence of 

                                                        
21 Cheng-Tian Kuo, (1996), International Regime and International Organization. 

Taipei: Shih-Ying Publishing, pp. 1-7; B. J, Lin, Supra note 21, p.30. 
22 B. J. Lin, Supra note 21, p. 30. 
23 Since the Vietnam War, the rapprochement between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, 

Normalization of U.S.-China relations, and the integration of the Europe, etc. at that 

time, these events had never been anticipated through the traditional IR theorem 

before. Therefore, the IR scholars had consensus there should be a revision for the 

traditional IR theorem, and to make it social-scientific is one of the possible ways. B. 

J. Lin, Supra note 21, p. 28. 
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international interactions24. 
 

However, neither the realists nor neo-realists have expected the end 

of the Cold War. The theoretical lapse discredited the realism for a short 

while until the September 11 attack was launched in 2001, which brought 

the credit back to the realism camp25.  

 

Mearsheimer’s The Tragedy of Great Power Politics was one of the 

representative works at the time26. Inheriting the principle of Hobbesian 

realism, Mearsheimer argues that the anarchy of international system 

makes states scramble for power and try to maximize it to make sure 

survival. He thinks that the international politics also means the great 

power politics, and power distribution decides the interactions between 

countries. According to Mearsheimer, the great power’s ultimate goal is 
                                                        
24 Kenneth Waltz, (1979), Theory of International Politics. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

25 Goldstein points out only after the September 11 attack in 2001, “the appearance of 

the common enemy—international terrorists” brought temporarily the great powers 

back together, though the Iraq War in 2003 incurred power-balance between them 

again. B. J. Lin also claims that in the early post cold war era, people had 

over-expected for the peace, though they also discovered maintaining it was more 

difficult soon after. And just like Morgenthau mentioned before, power struggle 

would be the key element of international system. Goldstein, Supra note 17, p. 94; B. 

J, Lin, Supra note 21, p.30; Morgenthau, Supra note 21, p. 4; The Economist 

(2001): “No, Realists Can Be Optimists Too,” via: 

http://www.economist.com/node/806126 latest retrieved on December 28, 2012. 
26 B. J, Lin, Supra note 21, p.30. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

24 
 

to be the regional hegemony so that to ensure their security, the great 

powers never stop their ambitions to be a global hegemony. In other 

words, great powers will maximize their power as possible as they can, 

hence there would be endless security dilemma among them27. The IR 

scholars agree that The Tragedy of Great Power Politics is one of the 

most important works after Waltz’s The Theory of International Politics 

in realism28 .  
 

In his conclusion, Mearsheimer points out that since China’s strength 

is growing, it will adopt its own “Monroe Doctrine” and challenge the 

status of the United States in Asia. Therefore, a fierce security 

competition between China and the U.S. is doomed and inevitable29.  
 

From E. H. Carr to Mearsheimer, realism emphasizes on seizure and 

operation of power in the international system. And wars and conflicts are 

always the main theme of international politics. That is why China threat 

theory concerns the IR scholars and the policy makers.  

 

It is hard to estimate how much Mearsheimer and the suggestions 

from realism perspective are related with the foreign policy made by the 

United States since September 11 attack. Although some consistency 

appear between realism—especially the offensive realism which 
                                                        
27 Ibid.. 
28 Sean M. Lynn-Jones, (2002), “Book Review on the Tragedy of Great Power 

Politics,” International Affairs. 
29 John J. Mearsheimer, (2001), The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York: 

Norton.  
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Mearsheimer proposes—and the foreign policies of George W. Bush 

administration30.  
 

In March 2006, Bush visited India for the nuclear deal and a 

strategic partnership has been confirmed between them. This visit was 

seen as a part of containment policy against China31. At the same time, 

the Secretary of State, Rice traveled to Australia for the 

U.S.-Japan-Australia Trilateral Dialogue, she also appealed for more 

awareness to China’s military expansion, and she warned that China 

could be a threat to peace of the Asia-Pacific region32. 
 

There is a consistency between realism and the U.S. policy toward 

China at the time. On one hand, the realists put heavy emphasis on power 

struggle; on the other hand, the United States is afraid of its influence will 

be tempered by a rising China. As the realists assert, the international 

system is dynamic, none of the state will be satisfied with their capability 

                                                        
30 John J. Mearsheimer, (2003), The Tragedy of Great Power Politic (Yi-Wei. Wang 

and Xiao-Song. Tang, Trans. ), III. Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin Press. 
31 CNN International (March 01, 2006): “Bush Visit to India Centers on Nuclear 

Pact,” via: 

http://articles.cnn.com/2006-03-01/world/bush.india_1_civilian-nuclear-agreement-un

ited-states-and-india-nuclear-deal?_s=PM:WORLD latest retrieved on December 28, 

2012. 
32 Voice of America (15 March 2006): “Rice in Sydney for U.S.-Japan-Australia 

Security Talks,” via: 

http://www.51voa.com/voa_standard_english/VOA_Standard_5247.html latest 

retrieved on December 28, 2012; China Times (March 17, 2006): “Rice Visits 

Australia: US-Japan-Australia Security Dialogue”. 
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and status in the system. To survive, every state will do their best to 

maximize their power and be the only great power (which also known as 

hegemony) in the region33.  
 

The Chinese leaderships have denied several times for the 

accusation of their intention to be hegemony in Asia. Not only the U.S., 

but also other Asian countries—especially those who have maritime 

sovereignty disputes with China, all worry about this intention. They are 

afraid a rising China will damage their interests.  

 

On the other hand, the Chinese leaders reaffirm in many occasions 

that China will be a “great power of responsibility,” which is aiming at 

having a healthy relationship with its neighbor states and so to realize a 

common prosperity in Asia. As the General Secretary of the China 

Communist Party, Jiang Zemin once mentioned, “The history has always 

repeated like this, it depends on the principles of the state’s domestic and 

foreign policies that have been obeyed but not only the state’s capability  

when we consider if it is a threat. China focuses on social modernization 

in its domestic constructions, and firmly advocates an independent and 

peaceful foreign policy. We will never change these principles when 

making decisions. And we will struggle for the world and region’s peace 

as we usually do.34” Additionally, Jiang also pointed that, “a new world 

war would be impracticable in the foreseeable future. To strive for a 

                                                        
33 Robert Gilpin, Supra note 2; Mearsheimer, Supra note 26. 
34 Zemin Jiang,(2002), Jiang Ze Min Lun You Zhong Guo Te Se She Hui Zhu Yi. 

Beijing: Zhong Yang Wen Xien Press, p. 531. 
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longer period of international peace and an appropriate environment (for 

development) is more practical.35” 

 

Do the realists take China wrong? Since China clarifies itself 

repeatedly to its neighboring states in the international society, there 

seems a contradictory between the rising power’s declaration and the 

conjecture from the outside. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                        
35 Zemin Jiang,(2002), Quan Mian Jian She Xiao Kang She Hui, Kai Chuang Zhong 

Guo Te Se She Hui Zhu Yi Shi Ye Xin Ju. Shanghai: Remin Publishing, p. 19. Also 

see http://www.china.com.cn/chinese/2002/Nov/233867.htm. 
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Chapter 3. Constructivism 
 

3.1 From Realism to Constructivism 

 

There is a long-time competition in the international relation 

academia. Since the twentieth century, the realism and the liberalism have 

been the mainstream of IR study and policy making circles alternately.  

 

Between the two World Wars, the liberalism led the international 

society with a collective security thinking, the League of Nations (LON) 

was one of the most famous examples. Yet after 1939, E. H. Carr’s The 

Twenty Year’s Crisis gave it a heavy blow, and the World War II soon 

broke out. After World War II, realism led by Hans Morgenthau argues 

that the state’s desire for power is instinctive, and this instinct is the 

source of wars and conflicts in the international society. According to 

realism, a state would strive its best to maximize its relative power and 

seek hegemony as its ultimate goal.  

 

When it comes to 1970s, a series of new changes such as the end of 

Vietnam War and the oil crises happened and challenged the basic 

assumptions of the realism1. In 1977, Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye’s 

book—Power and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition —was 

                                                       
1  Ya-qing Qin, (2001),“Social Construction of International Politics: 

Alexander Wendt and the Constructivist Approach to International 

Relations,”  Americas & Europe Quarterly, pp. 231-264. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

29 
 

published. In this book, Keohane and Nye try to overturn some 

conventional assumptions in IR study such as state-centrism and the 

emphasis on military power. They assert that the realism always views the 

states as the only important actors in the international society, yet this 

makes them ignore other critical actors such as sub-state organizations or 

non-state organizations. Furthermore, Keohane and Nye also argue that 

the realists has paid too much attention on military power which makes 

them turn a blind eye to the processes of interactions among actors2. After 

Keohane and Nye’s work, the door to neo-liberalism has opened. 

Neo-liberalism started its exalting decades since 1989 and reached a peak 

after the end of the Cold War3.  

 

In spite of the competition in 1970 to 1990 between the two main 

paradigms—the realism and the liberalism—were always the highlight of 

the IR study, there were still other schools keeping skepticism on them. 

These schools are such as Normative theory, Feminist theory, Critical 

                                                       
2 Robert Keohane & Joseph Nye, (1977), Power and Interdependence: World Politics 

in Transition. Boston: Little, Brown. 
3 As mentioned in Chapter 1, the end of the Cold War pounded the realism which led 

mainly by Kenneth Waltz, who advocats the bi-polar system consistently. Francis 

Fukuyama’s The End of History and The Last Man declares the ultimate triumph of 

liberalism, which means a more opened economy and less constraint from 

government. Globalization and global governance study were thriving, supranational 

organizations like European Union (EU), Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), 

North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) were in stable progress. Cooperation 

among international society seemed so possible. Bih-Jaw Lin, (2010), “Paradigm 

Development in International Relations,” The Journal of International Relations, vol. 

29, pp.39-41. 
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theory, Historical theory and Post-modernism—Robert Keohane called 

them together the “Reflexive theories”. Differing from the mainstream 

theories4, fundamental points of the reflectivists are stressed on the role of 

the ideas, the discourse right, the mutual constructions of structure and 

actors, and non-material power and so forth. The reflexive theories have 

differences with the mainstream theories basically on ontology and 

epistemology5.  

 

However, critiques from the reflectivism did not get too much 

attention from the mainstream, and the differences between them made 

the dialogue difficult. In most of the IR researches, realism and liberalism 

still played the leading role.  

 

At the same time, high convergences appeared between the realism 

and idealism, which have been called the “neo-neo system”. The 

convergence made the IR study increasingly go into a dull trend6. The 

plight of the dialogue between the rationalistic theories and the reflexive 

theories, as well as the increasing convergence within the mainstream 

paradigms, all of these gave a way to social constructivism’s 

development. 

                                                       
4 Robert Keohane called the neo-realism, neo-liberalism and World-System theory 

the “rationalistic theories”. Robert Keohane, (1989), International Institutions and 

State Power. Boulder: Westview. pp. 158-179; Qin, Supra note 1, pp. 118-119. 
5 Qin, Supra note 1, pp. 118-119. 
6  Steve Smith, Ken Booth & Maryasia Zalewski eds, (1996), International Relations 

Theory: Positivism and Beyond . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 

149-185; Qin, Supra note 1,p. 125.  
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3.2 The Constructivists  

 

Nicolas Onuf is the first one who introduces the concept 

“constructivism” to international relation field. He wants to bring the 

thoughts of social theory into IR study. Though Onuf aims at building a 

new paradigm for international relations, he only receives few attention 

from the academia of IR in the beginning.  

 

Onuf broached some preliminary ideas of constructivist thinking in 

his book World of Our Making in 1989. In this book, Onuf makes “rule” 

as the central concept in his theory. He argues that the agent and the 

society construct each other and thus make social realities.  

 

According to Onuf, rules in a constructing process guide the actors 

and indicate what should be done, so the actors could act and reach their 

goals in a rational way. Nonetheless, sometimes actors also break the 

rules and make a new one to fit their interests. Under this scenario—rules 

guide the actor, and the actor reshape the rules inversely. And this 

circulation makes a society process mold7.  

 

After Onuf, others cultivate in the constructivism field continuously 

and finally make it ampler. 
                                                       
7 Nicholas C. Onuf, (1989), Wold of Our Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory 

and International Relations. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press; Ya-qing 

Qin, (2009), Classical Readings of International Relationship. Beijing: Peking 

University Press, pp. 149-171. 
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Alexander Wendt inherits the legacy left by Onuf. And he also 

contributes to make ideas of constructivism widely noticed8. Indeed, 

while thinking about the constructivism, Wendt must be mentioned for his 

“moderate” constructivism9. His thesis “Anarchy is What State Make of it: 

The Social Construction of Power Politics” is considered as the manifesto 

of constructivism10. In this article, Wendt challenges the exogenesis 

between the actor and structure, which is set by the realism and the 

liberalism according to rationalism thinking. Instead, Wendt’s assertion 

emphasizes on idea, culture and identity. What he argues is that the actor 

and structure are mutually constructing each other during interaction 

process in a society. 

 

Wendt argues that the Hobbesian anarchy is not the only logic in a 

international society, and different ideas will make different cultures 

among actors. According to Wendt, there are three cultures in the 

international society: the Hobbesian, the Lockean and the Kantian, which 

construct state’s identity, therefore interests and behaviors. 

 

Martha Finnemore makes focus on state’s interests and she questions 

the mainstream’s assumption which states that actor’s identity and 

                                                       
8  Maja Zehfuss, (2002), Constructivism in International Relations. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, p. 11. 
9 Ya-qing Qin, (2007), Power, Institutions and Culture. Beijing: Peking University 

Press, p. 14. 
10 Ibid., p. 8 ; Alexander Wendt, (1992), “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The 

Social Constructivism of Power Politics,” International Organization, 46 (2), pp. 

391-425. 
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interests are always given fixed11. Finnemore argues that national interest 

is changeable, and the change comes from actor’s recognition of identity 

but not the material power in most of situations.  

 

In her book, National Interests in International Society, Finnemore 

suggests that state’s interests are mutually constructed with international 

society and institutions. A state recognizes its interests through the 

interaction with other states and organizations, and the interaction process 

is substantially based on persuading but not material power. Finnemore 

argues that, only if a state recognized its stand and identity in the 

international society, could it realize its interests and then take action 

consequently12.  

 

Kratochwil is also known as an important constructivist, whose work 

is an exploration of rules and norms in political life events. He focuses on 

everyday language and the norms guiding human behaviors13. He asserts 

that international politics must be analyzed under the context of rules and 

norms14. Thus, Kratochwil introduces the metaphor of Wittgenstein’s 

language game to analyze rules and norms. Rules and norms are crucial 

to his arguments because by playing a role as communicate media, they 

                                                       
11 Martha Finnemore, (1996), National Interests in International Society. New York: 

Cornell University Press. 
12 Ibid. 
13  Zehfuss, Supra note 8, p. 11; Wendt Alexander, (1995), “Constructing International 

Politics,” International Security, pp.71-81; Friedrich Kratochwil, (1991), Rules, 

Norms and Decisions. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. p. 28-30 
14 Kratochwil, Supra note 13, pp. 10-12. 
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guide actor’s decisions and provide meanings for the actions15. However, 

rules and norms do not determine human behaviors absolutely and 

directly, it also depends on the process of deliberation and 

interpretation16.  

 

3.3 Identity, Interest, and Behavior 

 

As Maja Zehfuss mentions, it is difficult to determine what is the 

core concept of constructivism, because every constructivist emphasizes 

different concepts in their theories.17 This makes the constructivism more 

discrete and obscure than we expect. To make theoretical applications, we 

must make a blend of these concepts. 

 

Nonetheless, there is still consensus among constructivists. By 

viewing the state and the international structure as human being in a 

society, constructivists apply social theories to IR study. To this extant, 

the constructivists stand on the same ground. 

 

On the other hand, the constructivists also deny the exogenous 

between actor and structure. They argue that the international political 

environment should not be seen as an unchangeable and given fact, 

instead, the structure interacts with the actor.  

 

                                                       
15 Ibid. p. 34. 
16 Ibid. pp. 10-11. 
17 Zhefuss, Supra note 8, p. 2. 
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Furthermore, by refusing the fundamental assumptions of the 

rationalism, constructivists have the same questions in IR research. Since 

the material power is not the only factor states take into account when 

they are considering what actions would they adopt, “what is the critical 

factor make states act in different ways in the international society?”  

 

Constructivists are aiming at providing explanations for states 

behaviors. Yet differing from the realists, their starting point is the idea, 

rather than a given and unchangeable structural based on material power 

such as economy and military. In the constructivist view, it is not 

necessary for the great power politics to go to a gloomy result, since 

Hobbesian anarchy is not the only logic in the international society and 

there are other cultures of interaction among actors. It is not necessary to 

jump into skepticism while facing China’s rise. Once we consider China’s 

rise in a constructive perspective. In other words, when we take state’s 

identity into account and realize that there are other kind of cultures 

among international relations, then we can probably find another rising 

path different from “the tragedy of great power politics”. 

 

Alexander Wendt provides four kinds of identity in his book Social 

Theory of International Politics, which are personal/corporate, type, role, 

and collective 18 . Based on these identities, a state as an actor in 

international society can recognize its interests and know how to interact 

                                                       
18 Alexander Wendt, (1999), Social Theory of International Politics. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. p. 224. 
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with others. Following we are introducing these four kinds of identities. 

 

The personal/corporate identity is based on material or physical 

characters. When a state has its territory and people, then it forms itself 

an individual entity in the society. Personal/corporate identities is the 

basis and element of other identities. 

 

The type identity—as other two kinds of identities which will be 

mentioned below—derives from a state’s personal/corporate identity. 

Wendt borrows the concept from Jim Fearon, who provides the concept 

of “social category”. Which indicates someone’s objective characters, 

such as his appearance, behavioral traits, attitudes, values, skills, 

knowledge, opinions, experiences, historical commonalities and so forth, 

can make the actor recognized and labeled in a group19. Social rules or 

norms play a role in this recognizing process. That is to say, members in a 

group identify or discriminate each other by objective characters, which 

also reflect the rules or norms behind the society. On the other hand, rules 

in the society guide other members to take actions or have expectations 

on a member in certain category. In the international society, the type 

identity could be referred to “regime types” or “forms of state,” such as 

capital states, communist states, fascist states or democrat state, and so 

forth20. A member in a society can have not only one type identity at the 

                                                       
19 Jim D. Fearon, (1999), “What is Type Identity (As We Now Use The Word),” p. 19, 

Stanford University.  
20 Wendt, Supra note 18, pp. 226. 
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same time.21 In short, pre-existing and self-organizing characters under 

social rules make type identities constructivist. 

 

The role identity relies on Others and depends on culture largely. 

Role identity is not based on intrinsic or inner characteristics of an actor, 

but only exists in relations with Others22. That is to say, an actor cannot 

obtain role identities only by itself, role identities must be rooted in 

interactions happened between Self and Other. Within such interactions, 

the counter-parts share some common knowledge embedded in a society, 

and the Self can see itself from the eyes of Others23.  

 

Collective identity is also known as “social” identities in the social 

identity theory24, which “takes the relationship between Self and Other to 

its logical conclusion, identification25.” The collective identity is the 

combination of type identities and role identities to some extent, yet go 

beyond them at the same time. Holding such identity, distinctions 

between Self and Others become blurred, and the Self integrates itself 

into Others (and vise versa) eventually. It is a progress of making “Me” as 

“Others” and, “Others” as “Me.” With the collective identity, the Self 

                                                       
21 Ibid. pp.226-7. 
22 Ibid. p. 227. 
23 Ibid. p. 227. 
24  Ji Lin, (2012), “Rethinking the Identity Theory Under the Framework of 

Systematic Constructivism: Concepts and Logic”, World Economics and Politics, Vol. 

6, p. 77; Alexander Wendt, (1994), “Collective Identity Formation and the 

International Sate,” The American Political Science Review, Vol. 88, No. 2, p. 385. 
25 Wendt, Supra note 18, p.229. 
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could define the welfare of Others’ as part of its own welfare, which 

Wendt calls it “altruistic.26” Though an altruistic actor can still be seen as 

rational in constructivism. 

 

Wendt does not have too much emphasis on the actual contents of 

the rules and norms in his book, yet Finnemore could give a complement 

in her work27. And we know that neither real political interaction nor 

foreign policy states make in international society is the core of Wendt’s 

work. Nonetheless, we are still trying to make these scattered concepts 

and theories more integrated so that can further apply it to the real world.  

 

The constructivists argue that only if the actors in a society 

recognize their identities, can they decide how to act with others and 

achieve their interests28. Thus, we have to provide a clearer illustration on 

interest as well.  

 

Realists directly define interest of a state through a material view, 

such as economy growth rate or military capability. It would be expedient 

to have interest based on material things when we assess interests of a 

state and further to predict what actions it may take. However, social 

theories distinguish two kinds of interests—they are objective and 

                                                       
26 Ibid. p.229. 
27 Martha Finnemore provides three cases in her book, National Interests in 

International Society, elaborating how the states are affected and react to the rules and 

norms under the international society.  
28 Finnemore , Supra note 11,Chapter 1; Wendt, Supra note 18, p. 231. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

39 
 

subjective interests29. Under the culture context, a state recognizes its 

identities which can guide it to know its own specific interests as well as 

to take actions. It seems that there is kind of causality between identities 

and interests, since constructivists allege that interests derive from 

identities, but the former also makes incentives (either positive or 

negative) of the latter. As Wendt mentions in his book, “without interests 

identities have no motivational force, without identities interests have no 

direction.30” 

 

From another ontological view, constructivists argue that there are 

two kinds of interest existing for states. Objective interests are needs or 

functional imperatives which must be fulfilled if an identity has to be 

reproduced. For example, these objective interests of a state can be 

monopoly of organized violence, sovereignty, a certain regime type or 

form of state, alliance and even vassal states and so forth. From a socialist 

view, a state has to pursue these objective interests to make sure its 

existence in the society.  

 

However, a state does not always recognize its objective needs and 

interests. A state does not really know what it needs or what solutions 

should it adopt into under certain circumstances. Indeed, a state usually 

takes actions based on its beliefs rather than its objective needs. And 

these beliefs usually derive from cultures, histories of the structure. Such 

                                                       
29 Wendt, Supra note 18, p. 231. 
30 Ibid. 
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beliefs provide proximate motivations for a state to take actions31, which 

Wendt terms them subjective interests. 

 

As mentioned above, we can obtain a model depicting how these 

elements are considered by constructivists in IR studies. Figure 2.1 is an 

epitome shows the constructing process between actor and structure. In 

this interaction, an actor recognizes its identities as well as interests 

(including objective and subjective interests). Different considerations of 

interests lead to different behaviors, and finally these behaviors may give 

feedback to the structure reversely. 

 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical Framework: connections of culture, identity, interest 
                                                       
31 Ibid. p. 232. 
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and behavior 

 

We can take this model into account while trying to figure out 

China’s behaviors in the international society and to understand its rise 

path. How could we view the China threat debate? Will it be like 

Germany and Japan in World War II and follow their steps? Will there be 

inevasible wars and conflicts as the realists concern between a rising 

power and a ruling power? Or should we have more confidence on the 

Chinese leaderships who claim that they will adopt a peaceful rise path 

and be a responsible great power?  

 

By looking into cases in the following chapters, we can expect to see 

after 1949 China as a member in the international society: how does it 

identify itself, how these identities affect China to consider its national 

interests, and how dose China response these interest recognitions?  

 

We will exam and make a check if there is a consistency between the 

realist concern and what China has done in the past. We would like to 

make sure whether China has a more aggressive attitude in territorial 

disputes with other states, or by contrast, it chooses to get more closer to 

the international norms and rules—which is to say, it adopts a more 

moderate and peaceful way. 

 

Here I use some international law principles as indicators while 

examing China’s attitude in disputes. Mainly of them I am referring to are 

non-use of force principle, cooperative principle,…etc., which had been 
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written and embodied in the United Nations Charter and other specific 

laws. We will see if China chooses to be close to these international law 

principles or to stay away from them. And we will decide whether 

China’s attitude lead to more opportunities for conflicts and make them a 

threat to other states in the end. 

 

3.4 Methodology 

 

There are two main goals of this thesis, one is to test the realistic 

China Threat theory; and the other is, if there is any gap between the 

theory and the reality, then we should provide another point of view for 

alternative and revising it. In other words, the two goals of this thesis are 

about how the reality responds to the China Threat suspicion.  

 

According to Yin, a case study research can be a choice of methods 

when a researcher asks the questions about how a phenomenon happens 

or develops, and why it happens—especially when the researcher wants 

some in-depth enlightenments from a real-life circumstance in its context 

but he or she has little control over the event32. For this reason, case 

studies are commonly used as a research method in social science 

investigation including international relations. 

 

    Case studies are usually seen as a basic method for qualitative 

                                                       
32 Robert K. Yin, (2009), Case Study Research, Design and Methods. California: 

SAGE Publications, p. 10. 
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researches. Since a case study shows its advantage with providing the 

richness and extensiveness of evidences, and so that it allows a researcher 

to perceive meaningful characteristics from both individual and holistic 

levels from the real-life events under context.  

 

By extracting data from an event, the case study researchers interpret 

the event, endow it with meaningful characteristics, and try to construct a 

picture and give an illustration from a certain perspective. Thus, case 

studies are suited for testing whether a theory is consistent with the 

reality33. 

 

A historical-comparative research (H-C research) can serve for our 

purposes as well. Since history means events which have happened in the 

past, in other words, it means records of the past and the experiences 

outside the researcher’s daily life34.  

 

For the reason above, in this thesis we are going to gather and 

analyze historical evidences to some extent and so that to reveal aspects 

of the interaction over a long period of time between actors. In fact, a 

historical comparative researcher is always trying to see through the eyes 

of those being studied and to re-construct the reality of another time and 

                                                       
33 David A. de Vaus, (2001), Research Design in Social Research. London: SAGE 

Publications, p. 222 
34  W. Lawrence Neuman, (2006), Social Research Methods: Qualitative and 

Quantitative Approaches. Pearson Education, p. 430. 
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place35.  

 

    Though different research methods fill different needs and situations 

while investigating in various social science topics, it is not necessary to 

distinguish these two methods exclusively from each other. In fact, 

research methods are usually overlapping on techniques and targets. For a 

case study and an H-C research, they could be consistent with each other 

under these dimensions:  

 

    First, both of the two methods are suited for asking questions about 

how a phenomenon happens, and why it happens? With their ability to 

deal with data of multiple sources, case studies and H-C researches can 

provide explicit descriptions and illuminations of certain events. Thus, 

both of them are capable of testing theories though a deductive way. 

 

    On the other hand, either case studies or H-C researches usually 

provide descriptions with a specific perspective, for both of them are 

aiming at seeing through the eyes of those being studied, therefore, 

subjective views are inevitable in these two methods36.  

 

    There are two main purposes in this thesis. First, we are trying to test 

the realistic China threat theory on territorial issues. Second, if it is 

necessary, we will make complements and revisions for the flaws of 

China threat from a constructivist perspective. 
                                                       
35 Ibid., p. 423. 
36 Ibid., p. 423. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

45 
 

    The unit of analysis in the thesis is state which takes actions. And 

when we refer to conceptions like culture, identity, interest and behavior, 

they are confined within certain period of time. In fact, according to the 

cases in the following chapters, we will put most of our attentions on the 

process of interactions in contemporary between China and its neighbor 

states. Thus, the concepts and interpretations will be mainly extracted 

from historical evidences after the CCP government built its regime in 

1949. 

 

    According to Yin, there are six sources of evidence for a case study 

researcher37; and from an H-C research point of view, Neuman classifies 

these sources of evidence into primary sources, secondary sources and 

recollections38. As an investigator who wants to “see through the eyes of 

those being studied” and rebuild the picture of the event which has 

happened, the primary sources collected directly from those who lived in 

the past would be the first choice. However, in most of the circumstances, 

a researcher could get more access to secondary sources indirectly written 

or documented by others. In reality, evidences of source usually scatter 

around and appear incompletely. In fact, there is no single source has a 

dominating advantage over other sources, and various sources can be 

highly complementary. 

                                                       
37 These six sources of evidence are: documentations, archival records, interviews, 

direct observations, participant observations and physical artifacts. Robert K. Yin, 

(2003), Case Study Research: Design and Methods. California: SAGE Publications,  

pp. 85-89. 
38 Neuman, Supra note 34, pp. 430-432. 
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    In the following study, we still have preference for primary sources 

coming directly from people or organizations at the time like letters, 

communiqués, announcements and other news reports. Nonetheless, 

actually it is difficult to get access to the direct sources under some 

conditions. To get a broader picture of the event, secondary sources and 

recollections like personal memoirs, autobiographies, interviews, related 

and studies done by others would also be collected and made part of our 

study.  
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Chapter 4. Wars and Conflicts before 1979 

 

4.1 Sino-Indian War 

 
    Historical Background 
 

    In the past thousand years, the two ancient giant countries—China 

and India—have been distinguished by the Himalayas. The mountain 

plays a role as a natural watershed at the south central Asia. Behind the 

northern Himalayas ridge is the Tibet Plateau, and the unfolding area 

following the south foothills is the Indo-Gangetic Plain. Between the two 

giant countries, there are smaller countries located among the mountain 

areas, including Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, Burma and so forth. In different 

phases of the history, these small countries show their allegiance toward 

the two giants alternatively—sometimes they admit China as their 

suzerain, and present tributes to the Chinese emperor; sometimes they put 

themselves under the protection of India. These small countries scattering 

around the mountain areas are usually seen as buffer zones between the 

two giants. However, there are still unknown tribes and unclaimed lands 

in this lengthy mountain area, especially in the western and eastern parts 

of it. 

 

    In the 19th century, after dominating the India Subcontinent, the 

British Empire has been making efforts to build a firmed and assured 

boundary line with its neighbor, China. However, it failed to reach this 

goal after all, which consequentially brought about the boundary disputes 
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for India and China in the mid of 20th century1. 

 

    Two Disputed Lines 

 

    There are two boundary lines that the British left pending for India 

after the latter acquired its independence from the Empire2.  

 

                                                       
1 In fact, in the historical phase of British India, boundary lines had been changing 

several times based on the relationships between British Empire and its neighbors 

surrounding the India Subcontinent, which mainly reflected its concerns about Russia 

at the west and China at the north; furthermore, different opinions from interior 

toward the boundary policy also made it staggering most of the time.  

Neville Maxwell, (2000), India’s China War. New York: Random House, p. 3, p. 20. 
2 In the conflict of 1962, the events leading to war mainly happened separately at the 

northwestern sector and northeastern sector of the boundary frontier. Though the 

underlying cause of the war came from India’s “forward policy”, which comprised the 

entire northern boundary area with China, and there were also combats at the north 

central sector during the war. See Picture 3.1. 
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Picture 1. Western theater and Eastern theater of Sino-India War in 1962 
Adapted from: The Economist 

 

In the first decade of the 20th century, the Chinese government 

wanted to further confirm its power over Tibet by transforming it from a 

vassal state to a province of China, which got the nerves of the British 

India3. The intention to consolidate power over Tibet was considered 

would make the British India lose the buffer zone with its dreadful 

neighbor. Owing to this concern, the British held a tripartite conference at 

Simla in 1913, which was trying to persuade the Chinese government to 

separate Tibet into two parts—the inner and the outer. The British India 

convinced that by separating Tibet into two parts, it can maintain the 

outer one as a buffer zone while leaving the inner one still claimed by 

                                                       
3 Before being absorbed as one province of China in 1910, Tibet had maintained itself 

a rather independent relationship with China, which also had been providing as a 

buffer between British India and Russia. Maxwell, Supra note 1, p. 41. 
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China. But China disregarded this proposal, and the British failed on its 

goal4.  

 

The Simla Conference was continuingly taken place from 1913-1914, 

since the Chinese government had rejected the proposal that setting the 

Tibet into two parts, the British government turned to Tibet on its own 

without informing China. In 1914, during the Simla Conference, the 

representatives of the British government and Tibet mutually exchanged 

letters, in which both of them agreed on a border line roughly delimited 

from the east side of Bhutan westward to the northwest area of Burma. 

According to the letter, the two parties substantially pushed the frontier 

line of British India northwards further into Tibet including Tawang, 

where had been penetrated by Tibet in culture as well as administrative 

institutions. On the other words, according to the mutual border 

delimitation agreement, Tibet ceded over 30,000 square miles to the 

British5. Tibet signed the draft treaty with the British government in 

exchange for seeking a more independent status against China, which the 

British promised that they would provide the help—although they did not 

realize it in the end. At the same time, the representative of Chinese 

                                                       
4 Luke T. Chang, (1982), China’s Boundary Treaties and Frontier Disputes. New 

York: Oceana Publications. p. 65. 
5 According to Maxwell mentioned in his book, there is no clause specifying the 

accurate latitude and longitude of the “McMahon line” on the map of the secret treaty 

between the British and Tibet. Which we can assure by checking the original treaty 

map released later (see Picture. 3.3.1 and 3.3.2). Maxwell, Supra note 1, pp. 48-49; 

Chang, Supra note 4, pp. 67-70; Claude Arpi, (2013), 1962 and the McMahon Line 

Saga. Delhi: Lancer Publishers. p. 139. 
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government was totally excluded from this secret negotiation. 

 

This secretly-delimited border line drew by the British and Tibet, 

was just named after the representative of the British government at that 

time, McMahon, which was called the McMahon line. After Simla 

Conference, the British government did not publish the result they gained 

with Tibet until 1937, nor the India government who follow up belatedly 

in 19546. 

 

                                                       
6 Although the British government and Tibet agreed the secret letters exchange 

should bind both of them, the arrangement in fact violated the Convention Between 

Great Britain and China Respecting Tibet signed in 1906, in which the British has 

promised that it will never annex the territory of Tibet. It also violated the 

Anglo-Russian Entente signed in 1907, in which the British has promised that it will 

not transact any affairs directly with Tibet unless it was introduced through the China 

government. And it may just because of this reason, not only both parties signed the 

treaty furtively, even the first time while the British government published the 

McMahon line on its map, the 30,000 square miles territory ceded by Tibet still was 

marked as “disputed”.  
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Picture 2. McMahon Line and the disputed area 
Adapted From: University of Kentucky, 

http://webteach.mc.uky.edu/geo330/himalayas/maps/002.htm 

 

    On the other hand, the British government also drew a line at the 

northwest frontier area of India unilaterally, by which it tried to keep the 

Russian power out of this area.  

 

From 1946 to 1947, the British government dispatched their officials 

to investigate this uninhabited area. In the investigation, they drew a line 

from Pangong Lake northerly to the Spiti River. However, an area joint 

with Tibet at the northwest fringe was remained “uncertain”. This flaw 

was made up by a surveyor named W. H. Johnson in 1865. He made a 

proposal to include Aksai Chin into Kashmir. Even without formally 

informing the Chinese government, the “Johnson line” was widely 
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printed in British published maps since 18687.  

 

However, in the early 1880s, China began to put their attention to 

the south extreme of their territory. The Chinese erected a boundary stone 

at the Karakorum Pass to claim this area, and the British government 

confirmed it in 1892. Although China did not have a specific delimitation 

after the claim8. After China’s 1892 demarcation, it also made a claim to 

the British government that Aksai Chin belonged to China. The British 

compromised to China’s claim9, yet China did not respond to this. 

Furthermore, after India gained its independence from the British Empire, 

it inherited the arrangement of Johnson line, even though the government 

never exerted any power in the region since then10.  

 

    From Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai to Warfare 

 

    There was a honeymoon between India and China after World War II, 

when the former obtained its independence from the colonizer and the 

latter was taken over by the Chinese Communist Party.  

 

After 1947, the Cold War built a bipolar system in national society, 

                                                       
7 Maxwell, Supra note 1, pp. 19-28. 
8 Ibid. p.30. 
9 Which brought about the Macarthney-Mcdonald line in 1899. The line pointed that 

the British India and China had half of the Aksai Chin tract respectively. Ibid. pp. 

33-34. 
10 Chang, Supra note 4, pp. 63-65. 
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confrontation between the Western bloc led by the U.S. and the Eastern 

bloc led by the USSR has unfolded. Beside the two super powers, in 1955, 

the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) led by the Prime Minister of India, 

Jawaharlal Nehru, was established. The NAM was attended mainly by the 

developing countries of the Third World, who claimed they are 

neutralized from the two mainstreams—the capitalism camp and the 

communist camp.  

 

However, one of the NAM’s fundamentals was based on 

“Panchsheel”—the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. The 

Principles was proposed in 1954 between India and China, which 

indicates mutual respects for sovereignty and territory, mutual 

non-aggression, mutual benefit and so forth11.  

 

In fact, since the beginning of Nehru’s tenure, his administration has 

been holding a friendly attitude toward China. In addition, India was the 

first non-socialism state who recognizes the People’s Republic China 

after the CCP took over power. On many occasions, India also worked 

actively urging the United Nations to accept statues of the “New China” 

governed by the CCP—rather than the Republic of China governed by 

Kuomintang who had fled to Taiwan12.  

                                                       
11 The five principles of peaceful coexistence are that: mutual respect for each other’s 

territorial integrity and sovereignty, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference 

in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. 

Maxwell, Supra note 1, p. 79. 
12 Other countries held the same attitude like, for instance, the USSR. Ibid., p. 93. 
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On the other hand, the Chinese government viewed the independent 

India as a relatively progressive and friendly regime while comparing it 

with other countries of the capitalism camp. Just like China itself and 

other Afro-Asian and Latin American countries, India has suffered from 

imperialism for a long time. For this reason, the Chinese believed that 

India stood at the same place with them to some extent. The Chinese 

believed that, China, India and other repressed countries had the same 

goals to fight against imperialism and to protest the peace in the world13. 

Thus, the CCP government thought they should maintain a relationship 

with India so that China and India could combat their common 

enemy—especially the American Empire. 

 

    The friendship of India and China reached its peak in 1956. A 

popular slogan “Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai” praising the brotherhood 

between the two ancient giants penetrated everywhere14.  

 

For some uncertain reasons, until the mid of 1950s, neither India nor 

China’s prime ministers officially raise the unresolved border issues left 

by Britain even though there were several meetings between the two 

countries in this period, and both of them had recognized the problems on 

their common border. In 1956, when the Chinese Prime Minister Chou 

En-lai was meeting with Nehru in India, he tried to prompt the 

                                                       
13 “Cong Zhing Yin Bian Jie Wen Ti Zai Lun Ni He Lu De Zhe Xue,” Remin Ribao, 

editorial, October 27, 1962. 

14 Maxwell, Supra note 1, p. 93. 
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controversy of McMahon line. Nonetheless, Chou did not mention about 

another disputed line at the west sector—the Johnson line. And they did 

not reach a specific resolution on this at that time15. 

 

    China asserted that not only the McMahon line left by the British 

imperialism was an illegal legacy, at the west sector, Aksai Chin was also 

a traditional area belonged to China16. However, disregarding of China’s 

repeatedly protests that it was violating “Panchsheel”—the Five 

Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, India relentlessly put all their military 

outposts forward on the middle and eastern disputed lines since 195417.  

 

On the other hand, in March 1956, earlier than Chou’s visit to India 

at the end of the year, China decided to build a highway from Xinjiang to 

Tibet, which would pass through Aksai China18. In 1961, China started to 

patrol along the McMahon line and the Chinese soldiers even trampled 

into some Indian administrated regions. Since then, competition for 

outpost setting has started between the two countries. 

 

                                                       
15 Ibid., pp. 93-94. 

16 It can be traced back to 1890, after the Ching court dispatched a surveyor to 

explore the extreme west of the frontier; China has taken it for granted that Aksai 

Chin was part of their territory. Ibid., pp. 87-88. 
17 Ibid., pp. 85-86. 
18 Though India marked Aksai Chin as their territory on the official map in 1954, they 

did not recognize there was a newly built highway at Aksai Chin until 1958. Ibid., pp. 

87-88. 
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India launched its “Forward Policy” in November 1961 in return. 

The Policy was aiming at gaining more strong points from China’s 

occupied areas, so that India could claim that they still exert some 

substantial power in these areas. Meanwhile, Indian also could 

strategically deter China’s intention to cut its supply from the backward19. 

Through the Forward Policy, Indian tried to force Chinese “intruding” 

troops to withdraw.  

 

Since China asserted that Aksai Chin was their traditional territory 

and the McMahon Line was illegal, China saw the Forward Policy as an 

aggression.  

 

    Though India was not launching the Forward Policy to open a war, 

and even there have been relatively small scale military conflicts 

happening in the disputed areas in 195920, Nehru shut down the door 

when China suggested a negotiation21. At that time, what China was 

trying to do is to make clear on the boundary disputes with India through 

                                                       
19 Ibid., pp. 173-175; Global Security: The China-India Border War,  via:  

http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/1984/CJB.htm latest retrieved on 

March 12, 2012. 
20 In 1959, Long-ju and Kongka Pass incidences happened at the Eastern and Western 

sectors.  

21 Maxwell, Supra note 1, pp. 212-213; The Times of India (Decenber 19, 2010): 

“Nehru’s Stubbornness Led to 1962 War With China?” via: 

http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2010-12-19/india/28271241_1_boundary-i

ssue-indian-maps-new-maps latest retrieved on March 12, 2013. 
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negotiations—just like what it had done with other neighbors such as 

Burma and Nepal22. 

 

    From 1961 to 1962, there were diplomatic notes going back and 

forth between China and India governments. On the boundary disputes 

and India’s Forward policy issues, China suggested solving the problem 

through negotiations, and it also proposed that both India and China 

withdraw 20 km backward respectively from where they have occupied. 

However, India kept claiming there was no boundary dispute between 

India and China. According to New Delhi, the territory it claimed, 

including Aksai Chin at the western sector, the middle sector, and the 

McMahon line at the eastern sector, which all customarily and 

traditionally belonged to India. Hence, India thought there was no need to 

negotiate for the so called “boundary dispute”. Despite India’s negative 

response to the proposals of withdrawal and negotiation, China stopped 

its patrols in its own occupied areas while India kept pushing forward 

their troops23, which tensed the situation between the two countries. 

 

Until the last minute before the military clash took place in the 

Autumn of 1962, China appealed for the friendship and brotherhood with 

India. Renmin Ribao appraised Nehru and his administration: 

 

    Nehru is China’s friend, an opponent against the war and aggression 
                                                       
22 “Cong Zhing Yin Bian Jie Wen Ti Zai Lun Ni He Lu De Zhe Xue,” Remin Ribao, 

editorial, October 27, 1962. 
23 Maxwell, Supra note 1, pp. 233-234. 
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policy of imperialism24. 

 

    In a diplomatic note was released on March 22, 1962, which also 

appealed: 

 

    Once the (military) clashes happened, obviously, it only benefits the 

reactionists and imperialists….There is no fundamental conflicts of 

interests between China and India, …the Chinese government still believe 

the boundary disputes need to be resolved, and these disputes could be 

resolved through a peaceful and friendly way25.  

 

    Appeals of the same tone had been repeated several times by the 

Chinese leaderships, official documents and the media in the past few 

years. Chou En-lai, the Prime minister of China at that time, wrote in a 

letter on 9 August, 1959: 

 

    Both India and China have suffered from aggression of imperialism 

for a long time, hence China has expected that the two countries would 

have a consistent view on the boundary disputes and both of them would 

adopt into a mutual sympathizing, understanding, fair and just attitude to 

                                                       
24 “Xi Cang Ge Ming He Ni He Lu De Zhe Xue,” Renmin Ribao, editorial, May 6, 

1959. 
25 Renmin Ribao, 1962.04.14 Page 3; The Central People’s Government of the 

People’s Republic of China: State Council Gazette, No. 4, 1962, via: 

http://www.gov.cn/gongbao/shuju/1962/gwyb196204.pdf latest retrieved on March 14, 

2013. 
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achieve the resolution. …before the disputes get resolved, both of China 

and India should respect the status quo on their boundaries, and keep 

themselves from the intention trying to change the status quo unilaterally  

even appeal to military force26.  

 

    In the same letter, Chou also mentioned that: 

 

I have pointed on January 23, 1959, that the boundary lines between 

India and China are un-delimited….the so called McMahon line has 

never been recognized by any of the Chinese governments in the 

past, …China never accepts such a line, which will make it lose 

sovereignty and bring humiliations to the country…. with regards to the 

western sector …for historical and cultural reasons, there was a 

customary line between the Ladakh and China, …however, the British 

and India include an immense territory of China into that of their own on 

the map, which is without legitimacy and not in accordance with the 

administrative and jurisdiction realities. … 

 

    Yet India did not accept China’s assertions on boundary lines nor the 

proposal to keep the status quo. From 1960 to 1961, India began to bring 

about the forward policy, kept pushing their troops forward on the frontier 

                                                       

26 Nanfang Daily (October 31, 2003): “Guo Wu Yuan Zong Li Zhou En Lai Guan Yu 

Bian Jie Wen Ti Fu Yin Du Gong He Guo Zong Li Ni He Lu,” 

via:http://tieba.baidu.com/p/92592962 retrieved at 2013/3/15;  Maxwell, Supra note 

1, pp. 122-123. 
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relentlessly.  

 

After all, China changed their view and attitude toward India. 

Beijing blamed New Delhi for adapting into imperialism and started to 

see it as a lackey of imperialism while the U.S. came closer with India at 

that time27. Moreover, China took India’s forward policy and its refusal 

on negotiation as an act of conspiracy of expansionism and aggression. 

 

    In October 1962, the boundary war between the two ancient giants 

was finally kicked off at the eastern sector. In fact, India has been actively 

setting outposts on the frontier since 1959. At the eastern area, there were 

even several posts set north exceeded across the McMahon line into the 

Chinese territory28. However, the two parties can still keep themselves 

restrained at the outset. Meanwhile, Beijing also warned and protested to 

New Delhi for the trespasses through diplomatic ways. 

 

                                                       

27 Not only the U.S. has provided a more positive attitude to India since 1959, some 

also consider that Nehru paid back equally. Relationship between India and the U.S. 

has become warmer, this could be perceived while the U.S. presidents were visiting 

India and through the economic aid which sharply spiked after 1959. Chang, Supra 

note 4, pp. 82-83. 

28 For instance, India has set a outpost at Khinzemane in 1959, where at the latitude 

of 27°46”N., however, on India’s official map, the boundary line ran at its end at 27° 

14’ 30” N; other posts exceeded boundary lines like Che Dong, which was set in 1962. 

Maxwell, Supra note 1, pp. 293-295. 
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In September 1962, there have been several small scale clashes at 

the western sector. The Chinese military at the eastern area tried to get 

approach to Che Dong, an outpost of the Indian set exceeded north across 

McMahon line. At the same time, Beijing released a diplomatic note 

blaming India trespassing into Khinzemane and Che Dong, and it 

reaffirmed that once the Indian troops stopped to move forward, the tense 

situation could be relieved immediately. In the note, China suggested 

again that both of the two parties to withdraw their troops backward 

20km from the frontier and to dispatch diplomats for the boundary 

negotiation. The CCP government declared that they were trying to 

maintain the peace between the two countries29. 

 

    India did not take the suggestion that to sit with China for boundary 

negotiation. Yet, China thought that a drawn-out dispute on the boundary 

will impair them over economy, military and even the domestic public 

order. In a meeting of Politburo Committee on October 18, 1962, Mao 

Zedong said: 

 

    We’ve been seeking for a peaceful way to solve the boundary 

disputes with the Indian, but they don’t show respect to us. They provoke 

the arms conflicts deliberately. Since Nehru insists to fight a war, we have 

no choice but to reciprocate it. …Maybe taking a counterattack is the 

                                                       

29 The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China: State Council 

Gazette, 1962, No. 10, via: http://www.gov.cn/gongbao/shuju/1962/gwyb196210.pdf 

retrieved at 2013/6/16. 
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only way for us to calm the frontier, and solve the problem peacefully. But 

our counterattack would just be punitive, and it is a warning to tell Nehru 

and the Indian government that appealing for arms force to solve the 

problem is not the way30. 

 

    The first fire was shot on September 20, 1962. Both India and China 

blamed each other for shooting the first gun. After that, the two parties 

started to organize and assemble their troops more positively in the 

frontier areas. 

 

The war lifted up its curtain at the eastern sector, after that, there has 

been the staple field of the battle. The Chinese had a superior force than 

the Indian. Meanwhile, the Chinese had advantage over weaponry and 

logistic supply, and they also occupied many strategic positions. 

 

The battles unfolded from the east to the west31. On 20 October, the 

Chinese launched heavy strikes at the eastern and western sectors, which 

shattered most of the outposts of India. 

 

After the Chinese gained several victories in the battle fields, they 
                                                       
30 There has been a similar declaration from the India government. Since the two 

sides saw each other’s action on the frontier as aggression, the India government 

declared that to “clear” the Chinese troops on the boundary lines, it was not for killing 

them or capture, but to force them retreating to their side. “Hui Yi Zhong Gong Jun 

Dui Dui Fan Yin Du Zhan,” narrated by Yinfu Lei, written by Yixian Chen, Wenhui 

Book Review, November 5, 2006. 
31 Chang, Supra note 4, pp. 85-90. 
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appealed for turning the war to negotiation table again. On October 24, 

Beijing made a statement to New Delhi that China does not want to seize 

India’s territory for even one inch. In the statement, China called for 

negotiation based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence 

(Panchsheel) once again. And it also appealed that before a deal was set 

down, the two parties should retreat their troops at the frontier 20 km 

backward32. 

 

New Delhi did not accept the suggestion. The battles at the frontier 

were continuing. The Indian was seeing China’s behavior as aggression, 

at the same time, the Chinese domestic media called the war as a 

“self-defense counterattack”. The war affair continued lasting for about 

one month, and a negotiation was never achieved successfully.  

 

At the eastern and western sectors, by superior force and sufficient 

logistic supply—which was what the Indian short of—the Chinese took 

over most of the outposts and forced the Indian to retreat. The Chinese 

military did not chase after the retreating Indian but just stopped at the 

boundary line which they have claimed.  

 

On November 20, there was not any organized Indian military force 

in the Chinese claimed areas at the eastern and western frontier sectors. 

This result did not only shock New Delhi, but other countries also 

                                                       
32 “Declaration of People’s Republic of China (October 24, 1962),” Zhong Yin Bian 

Jie Wen Ti, (1962). Beijing: People’s Press. pp. 1-3. 
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worried about Beijing would take further aggression into India’s inner 

territory. However, China unilaterally declared the cease-fire and 

retreated from the eastern sector on the next day. 

 

4.2  Sino-Soviet Conflict 

 

    Historical Background 

 

    Many researchers think the series of conflicts on the Sino-Soviet 

borders in 1969 were not only ignited by disputes of territorial 

sovereignty but also should be seen as a result of the deterioration of 

China-Soviet relationship33. The Soviet Union and China as the two 

pivots of the socialist camp since the Cold War began, and with other 

socialist states, they confronted against the imperial 

incarnations—especially Japan and the United State at that time. There 

was a prosperous period between China and the Soviet Union since they 

supported each other not only on ideology but politics and other 

                                                       
33  Xin Qi, (1969), Zhen Bao Dao Shi Jian Zhen Xiang. Hong Kong: Steps 

Publications Ltd; Thomas W. Robinson, (1972), “The Sino-Soviet Border Dispute: 

Background, Development, and the March 1969 Clashes,” The American Political 

Science Review, Vol. 66, No. 4, pp. 1175-1202; Xiao-yan, Zhang, (1978), Zhen Bao 

Dao Shi Jian Ji Fei E Guan Xi. Taipei: Li Ming Cultural Enterprise; Lyle J. 

Goldstein, (2001), “Return to Zhenbao Island: Who Started Shooting and Why it 

Matters,” The China Quarterly, pp. 985-997; Kui-song Yang, (2000), “The 

Sino-Soviet Border Clash of 1969: From Zhenbao Island to Sino-American 

Rapprochement,” Cold War History, Vol.1, No.1, pp.21-52. 
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dimensions.  

 

As regards brotherhood between the Chinese and the Soviets, Mao 

Zedong had mentioned in many occasions that: 

 

    Thank for Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, they give us weapons, 

which are not machine guns, but Marxism Leninism…We should unite 

with the countries abroad who treat us fairly, and struggle (against the 

imperialism) with them. That is to say, we unite with the Soviet Union, 

unite with other people’s republic countries, unite with the masses and 

proletariats in the world, as an international united front34.  

     

    While Anastas Mikoyan as an envoy of the Soviet Union made his 

secret visit to China in 1949, Mao highly appreciated and praised the 

guidance, advises and helps which the Soviet Union has provided to CCP 

in the meeting. He said to Mikoyan: 

 

    The Chinese Communist Party born in 1921 is one of the direct 

results of the October Revolution, and the Soviet Union led by Lenin gave 

us help. After Lenin, Stalin also gives us help. …it’s crucial that the Soviet 

Union gives us a quarter of its total foreign aid. We would probably have 

not succeeded without your help35.  

                                                       
34 Zedong Mao, “Lun Ren Min Min Zhu Zhuan Zheng,” Renmin Ribao, July 1, 1949. 

35 Chi-hua, Shen, (2009), “From Xibaipo to Moscow: Mao Zedong’s Announcement 

of  Leaning to One Side Re-discussions on the Background and Basis of Sino-Soviet  
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    Since then, Mao mentioned it repeatedly in public. He 

acknowledged the first place of the Soviet Union among all socialist 

states and spoke of the “deep and strong relationship” between China and 

the Soviet Union, in which, Mao described both of them were great 

powers36. Until 1957, at the fortieth annual convention of the Supreme 

Soviet of the Soviet Union, Mao reaffirmed the fraternal relationship and 

interdependence between China and the USSR, Mao highly praised the 

Soviet Union’s leading role among the socialist camp while admitting 

China as a follower37. The similar tone acknowledging the Soviet Union 

as a forerunner and a leader of socialist revolution can be heard among 

the leaderships of the Chinese Communist Party at that time. For example, 

Kang Sheng (Zhang Zong Ke) also mentioned the revolution happened in 

China was the sequel of the October Revolution38.  

 

    It was not only rhetoric for the Chinese leaderships to highly praise 

the contributions of the Soviet Union. Connections on military, foreign 

                                                                                                                                                           
Alliance,” Zhong Gong Dangshi Yanjiu, Vol. 4, pp. 14-33. 
36 Dieter Heinzig, (2004), The Soviet Union and the Communist China, 1945-1950: 

The Arduous Road to the Alliance. New York: M. E. Sharpe. p. 269. 
37 Zedong Mao, “Zai Su Lian Zui Gao Su Wei Ai Qin Zhu Shi Yue Ge Ming Si Shi 

Zhou Nian Hui Shang De Jiang Hua (The Speech at the Fortieth Convention of the 

Supreme Soviet of the Soviet Union),” Mao Ze Dong Wen Ji Di Qi Juan (Selected 

Works of Mao Zedong, VII). Also see Renmin Ribao, the Front Page, November 7, 

1957. 
38 Sheng Kang, “Zhong Guo Ge Ming Shi Wei Da De Shi Yue Ge Ming De Ji Xu Wei 

Su Lian Gong Chan Dang Ren Er Zuo (The Revolution of China is the Continuance 

of the Great Revolution of Octorber—for the Communists of the Soviet Union),” 

Renmin Ribao, the seventh folio, November 7, 1957.  
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policies and economy affairs between China and the USSR were further 

confirmed and improved after the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, 

Alliance and Mutual Assistance was signed by the two governments in 

195039. The treaty officially unfolded an era of interdependence and 

mutual benefit between the two countries. 

 

From 1951, the USSR gave aids to China in several ways, including 

offering low-interests loans, providing science and technology archives, 

constructing or reconstructing key projects for development (especially 

on heavy industries), starting up bilateral trades, setting up joint stock 

companies, dispatching the Soviet experts to China as well as training the 

Chinese experts, helping to draw up economic plan and so forth. Among 

which also contained the well-known “156 key projects” compatible with 

the first five-year plan of China, and the project was viewed to contribute 

significantly to China’s industry development40. Li Fuchun, who was in 

                                                       
39 According to the treaty, there were 6 clauses in it, including mutual military 

cooperation, to fight together against imperialist states and invasions, joint 

consultation on the common stakes, spirit of friendly cooperation reflected on territory 

integrity and respect toward sovereignty of internal affairs, to cultivate and 

consolidate on the cultural and economic relationships of the two countries. The 

original text of the treaty was also published on the Renmin Ribao on February 15, 

1950.  
40  After the Chinese civil war and the CCP established the “new China”, 

infrastructures in China had been severely destroyed. The Soviet aids at the time were 

mainly focused on economic rebuilding and setting up foundations for industry. The 

“156 key projects” were progressively implemented and mainly concentrated on coal, 

electricity, steel, non-ferrous metals, chemical engineering, mechanical engineering, 

and military industry sectors. Zhi-hua Shen, (2001), “Jian Guo Chu Qi Su Lian Dui 
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the Government Administration Council and also a member of the first 

five-year plan group then, once commented in his report that China would 

not have gained its achievements in the first five-year plan without the 

USSR’s help41. 

 

In the Stalin era, he did not amplify China’s status in the socialist 

camp. Until the early years of Khrushchev’s term, he started to pay more 

attention on the relationship with China and to increase more aids to 

Beijing. 

 

The turning point of the fraternal relationship between the two 

countries appeared around the middle of the 1950s, especially after the 

20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union42. At the 

Congress of the CPSU on February 24, 1956, Khrushchev delivered a 

“secrete speech”, which especially lashed out at Stalin’s crimes and tried 

                                                                                                                                                           
Hua Jing Ji Yuan Zhu De Ji Ben Qing Kuang (Xu Qian),” Dang Shi Yan Jiu Zi Liao, 

no.3, pp.1-16. 
41 Li Fuchun reconfirmed this opinion at a meeting of the first session of the National 

People’s Congress in 1955, the transcript of the speech was also printed on the 

Renmin Ribao, see “Gaun Yu Fa Zhan Guo Min Jing Ji De Di Yi Ge Wu Nian Ji Hua 

De Bao Gao Zhi Si”, Renmin Ribao, July 8, 1955; The China Review News (March 9, 

2013): “Li Shi Hui Gu: Su Lian Zhuan Jia Yuan Hua Yu Che Li Shi Mo,” via:  

http://www.chinareviewnews.com/crn-webapp/mag/docDetail.jsp?coluid=101&docid

=102463439&page=1 latest retrieved on April 22, 2013. 
42 The particular time when the split between China and the USSR has happened is 

not clear, however, we can still be sure it was triggered by the changes of ideological 

and foreign policy orientation which were made by Khrushchev. See Thomas 

Robinson, Supra note 33, pp.1175-1177; Zhang, Supra note 33, Chapter 2. 
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to overthrow the cult of personality toward Stalin43. After the Congress, 

Khrushchev further threw out the idea of “peaceful coexistence” arguing 

that by peaceful competition with the western countries, a war between 

the communist camp and the capitalist camp could be avoidable44. In 

1959, Khrushchev as the head of Soviet Union made his first visit to the 

United State which convinced the western countries there might be a start 

of the thaw between the two superpowers under the cold war structure45. 

 

Nonetheless, the series of u-turns Khrushchev made on ideology and 

foreign policies brought about discrepancies between Beijing and 

Moscow increasingly. In fact, the discords appeared before 1960, and 

some even think one of the causes of the Great Leap Forward in China 

was to surpass the Soviet Union and so that to help China to claim its 

central role in the socialist camp46.  

                                                       
43 Robinson, Supra note 33, p. 1776; also see the full text of this speech—“On The 

Cult of Personality and Its Consequences” via: 

http://archive.org/details/TheCrimesOfTheStalinEraSpecialReportToThe20thCongress

OfThe latest retrieved on Aprial 28, 2013. 
44 Nikita S. Khrushchev, (1959), “On peaceful coexistence,” Foreign Affairs, No. 1, 

Vol. 38. New York: Council of Foreign Affairs, pp.1-18. 
45 Though this optimism and harmonious atmosphere turned out to be a flash in the 

pan after the U-2 incident which happened in May 1960.  
46 See the related interviews with Chinese historians including Li Dan-hui, Shen 

Zhi-hua, and other officials on video programs, “Dong Feng Po-- Zhong Su Guan Xi 

Bian Qian Jie Bi”, you can find the resources at the website below: 

http://so.v.ifeng.com/video?q=%E4%B8%9C%E9%A3%8E%E7%A0%B4-%E4%B8

%AD%E8%8B%8F%E5%85%B3%E7%B3%BB%E5%8F%98%E8%BF%81%E6%

8F%AD%E7%A7%98%EF%BC%88%E4%B8%80%EF%BC%89&c=5 latest 
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Mao showed skepticism toward Soviet Union’s conversion on 

ideology and he thought Khrushchev’s advocacy for “peaceful 

coexistence” would eventually turn out to be wrong. In contrary to 

Khrushchev’s peaceful coexistence theory, Mao alleged that it is definite 

and necessary to open a war with the capitalist countries one day and the 

violent revolutionary liberation movement will defeat the capitalists in 

the end. In Mao’s view, the socialist camp and the capitalist camp could 

only be enemies against each other, accordingly, there’s no room for the 

“peaceful coexistence”. 

 

When it comes to 1960, the disputes over ideology began to emerge 

in public. At the Warsaw summit in February, 1960, Khrushchev 

mentioned that “We (the USSR) are now going to go our own way”, 

which means, a way different from that of China’s47. Two days after, 

Renmin Ribao published an article written by a representative of China 

for the Warsaw Summit, which denounced the “revisionism” severely48. 

                                                                                                                                                           
retrieved on April 20, 2013.   
47 Ming-fu Yan, (2007), “Sui Kang Sheng Can Jia Hua Jue Shou Nao Hui Yi,” 

Hundred Year Tide, pp. 10-13. 
48 This article was written by Kang Sheng, one of the members of the core leadership 

at the time, he was also the representative of China for Warsaw summit. The article 

did not scold the Soviet Union directly, instead, Yugoslavia took up the blame as the 

revisionist. Nonetheless, what China blamed for—including the peaceful projection 

toward the Western bloc, was all contrary to Khrushchev’s inclination of foreign 

policy at the time. See “Zai Hua Sha Tiao Yue Di Yue Kuo Zheng Zhi Xie Shang Wei 

Yuan Hui Hui Yi Shang Kang Sheng Tong Zhi Tan Mu Qian Kuo Ji Xing Shi”, 

Renmin Ribao, front page, February 6, 1950.  
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At that time, the CCP put its weight on mauling revisionists49. In the same 

year, the two fraternal communist countries had quarrels fiercely with 

each other in public. China blamed the USSR as a revisionist, and the 

latter criticized China as “infantilism” and “doctrinism” in retaliation50.  

 

Discords on ideology were lasting, and it jeopardized relationship 

between the two countries. In July 1960, Moscow tore up the contract of 

scientific cooperation signed with Beijing previously; furthermore, all 

experts dispatched to China were recalled to the USSR. This recall put 

Beijing in an embarrassing position, for they could not rely on the 

Moscow’s scientific and technical supports anymore. The undergoing 

nuclear cooperation project was also cut, as a result, the Chinese had to 

do the nuclear weapon developing by their own from scratch51. 

 

In July 1963, the Soviet Union admitted on the Pravda that there 

were fundamental and theoretical discrepancies between the leaderships 

of China and the USSR. Meanwhile, China revealed its controversies 

                                                       
49  China government published articles in series criticizing the revisionism on 

domestic presses after the Warsaw summit in February 1960, though all of them did 

not blame the USSR or Khrushchev’s foreign policies directly. See “Lie Ning Zhu Yi 

Wan Sui”, Hongqi, 1960 (8), pp. 1-29; “Yan Zhe Wei Da Lie Ning De Dao Lu Qian 

Jin”, Renmin Ribao, editorial, April 22, 1960; “Zai Lie Ning De Ge Ming Qi Zhi Xia 

Tuan Jie Qi Lai”, Renmin Ribao, the front page, April 23, 1960. 
50 Danhui Li, (2006), “Zui Hou De Nu Li Zhong Su Zai 1960 Nian Dai Chu De Dou 

Zheng Yu Diao He (Last Effort: Struggle and Conciliation of China and Soviet Union 

in Early 1960s),” Journal of Social Science, pp. 146-154. 

51 Robinson, Supra note 33, p. 1176. 
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with the USSR in September, and it also published the noted “Nine 

Commentaries on the CPSU” in succession on its official media52. 

 

While the two parties criticized each other as traitor of the 

communism, the contests also transferred to military and boundary 

disputes. Since China and the USSR shared a lengthy common border 

line from the western to the eastern China, Mao worried a lot that the 

Chinese territory joint with the USSR were under risk. He once 

complained “the Soviet Union occupies too much territory (of others)”. 

At a meeting with a Japanese Socialist Party Delegation in 1964, Mao 

mentioned: 

 

Whenever they (the Soviets) can put something into their pockets, 

they will. It is said that they even want to occupy Xinjiang and 

Heilongjiang53. 

 

Mao’s concern seemed not unwarranted, for Moscow also viewed 

Beijing as a threat at the time. The USSR signed a mutual defense treaty 

with Mongolia in 1966 so that it can deploy troops to the Sino-Soviet 

border. Especially after the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia in August 

                                                       
52 The Nine Commentaries were published on Renmin Ribao and Hong Qui (Red 

Flag periodical) from September 1963 to July 1964 in series, aiming at elaborating the 

discrepancies between China and the USSR, as well as criticizing Khrushchev and the 

USSR under his governing was revisionist and the secession of the international 

communist movement. 

53 Yang, Supra note 33, p.23. 
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1968, which made the Chinese were more concerned that under the 

“Brezhnev doctrine” one day the Soviets would invade China as well. 

 

The tension escalated. In October 1964, there were over 1,000 

incidents took place along the border, and in 1969, the number of incident 

spiked to 4,18954. 

 

There was a chance for reconciliation of Beijing and Moscow after 

Khrushchev’s downfall and when Leonid Brezhnev took over his position 

in October 1964. However, it finally turned out to be a futility. As the 

Chinese official press commented, since Brezhnev’s government still 

adhered to the peaceful coexistence theory, it looked like his government 

was a “Khrushchev doctrine without Khrushchev55”. 

 

The Disputed Points 

                                                       

54 There was a trend in Czechoslovakia that the domestic people requested for 

democracy, yet this relatively limited democracy requesting movement was seen as 

challenging to the Soviet’s dominant status then; the movement made its end after the 

Soviets and other socialist states invaded Czechoslovakia with armed weapons in 

August 1968. In China, the invasion was seen as “Brezhnev doctrine”, which asserted 

that the Soviet Union had the right to intervene other socialist countries to correct the 

political deviations. Ibid. p. 24, also see the Note. 7 and 10 at p. 50; Goldstein. Supra 

note 33, p. 990. 
55 See “San Yue Fen Lie Hui Yi Hou Su Gong Xin Ling Dao Ji Qi Zhui Sui Zhe De 

Fan Hua Yan Lun” Renmin Riboa, November 10, 1965. 
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The disputed points of Sino-Soviet territory conflict burst out in 

March 1969, mainly concentrated on the way of boundary delimitating 

and the treaties which were signed by the Ching dynasty and the tsarist 

Russia.  

 

The battle locale, Zhenbao Island—which was called Damansky 

(Damanskii) Island in Russian—was one of the numerous islands on the 

Ussuri, where a common boundary river between China and Russia at the 

Far East. There were at least hundreds of islands scattered on the Ussuri 

and Heilongjiang River, many of them were not sizable, even two of the 

largest islands of them—the Chilichin Island and Zhenbao Island, were 

measured by 3.6 and 0.74 square kilometers. Some of these islands 

belonged to China, others belonged to the USSR; nonetheless, there were 

many islands on the rivers belonging to neither one of them. Though 

Zhenbao Island was uninhabited, the China government made it 

incorporated into Heilongjian province; yet the west bank of the river 

inhabited the Tungustic ethnic of China. The USSR also set posts just 

around the islands at the east bank56.  

 

Before the clash happened in 1969, there had been territorial 

disputes between the CCP government and the USSR, the sovereignty of 

the islands on the Ussuri River was only part of them. It has long been a 

bane in the Chinese mind that the tsarist Russia had robbed China of 

massive lands since the late years of the Ching dynasty through the 

                                                       
56 Zhang, Supra note 33, pp. 73-75. 
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“unequal treaties” and even forcibly occupies without treaties. At the time, 

China was encountered with great powers from around the world, the 

tsarist Russia was just one of them. According to some accounts, there 

were at least 4.2 millions square kilometers that China had yielded to 

Russia from 1689 to 194557. 

 

China and Russia had signed the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689, Treaty 

of Aigun in 1858, Treaty of Tientsin in 1858 and Convention of Peking in 

1860. These treaties signed at the Ching dynasty confirmed part of the 

outlines between China and Russia58. And according to them, the Argun 

River at the northern China marked the two countries; Heilongjiang was 

made as a boundary river, at its southeast, Ussuri also marked the border 

later. Then the boundary contour at the northeast China was roughly 

settled down.  

 

The Ussuri as a boundary river, which distinguished China and 

Russia, yet debates were emerging when it comes to sovereignty of the 

islands on river. Both of the two countries alleged they owned these 

islands.  

                                                       
57 Most of the “lost lands” from east to west of China were bounded with Russia, 

including Outer Mongolia and areas nearby Xinjiang. 
58 The common boundaries to-date we see between China and Russia had been 

roughly confirmed by the Treaty of Nerchinsk, Treaty of Kyakhta (1727), Treaty of 

Aigun, Treaty of Tientsin, Convention of Beijing, Treaty of Tacheng (1864), Treaty of 

Saint Petersburg (also known as Treaty of Illi, 1882) and even the “secret agreement” 

of Yalta Conference… etc. Yet it does not count in the parts of where had been 

occupied without treaties. Zhang, Supra note 33, pp.3-5. 
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The USSR advocated that they had these islands in accordance with 

the Treaty of Nerchinsk, Treaty of Aigun, Treaty of Tientsin and the 

Convention of Peking which had been signed before. However, China 

protested that these were the “unequal treaties” and wanted to 

re-negotiate with Moscow, even on the base of the original treaties; China 

also advocated that although under these “unequal treaties”, they still had 

the say over these islands59.  

 

The two governments met a deadlock at the principle of demarcation. 

While Moscow insisted that according to the clauses of these treaties the 

demarcation line on the Ussuri River should be at the inner side of the 

principle channel, so the islands would belong to the USSR. Yet Beijing 

refuted Moscow’s statement and asserted that even in the treaty and its 

map annexed, they did not demonstrate accurately where these islands 

should belong to. Although there was a red line on the map drawn along 

the Ussuri River, it did not assign the islands to neither one of them; one 

of the reasons was that because the islands on the river were too small to 

be recognized on the map and actually be overlaid by the red line. China 

asserted that with regard to the sovereignty of the islands, the two 

countries should accept the Thalweg Argument, which concluded that the 

riverine boundaries must follow the deepest point of the river channel, so 

it also meant that most of the islands would belong to China. However, 

the Soviets did not agree with China on this60.  

                                                       
59 Yang, Supra note 33, pp. 23-25. 

60 Yang, Supra note 33, pp. 23-24. 
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Picture 3. Border Disputes between China and the Soviet Union: 
Ussuri River between the two countries, and the disputed islands on it 
Source: Voice of America (VOA),  

http://www.voafanti.com/gate/big5/www.voachinese.com/content/zhenbao-island

-20120727/1447757.html 

 

Beijing and Moscow held talks on February 25, 1964, trying to seek 

solutions to the boundary problems. Although both of them agreed that it 

was necessary to make some adjustments on the border, they did not 

match a consensus on the main points. Moscow did not accept what 

Beijing demanded—including admitting the inequality treaties first and 

adopting the Thalweg Argument as the principle of riverine demarcation. 

While Moscow proposed the two countries having another talks in 

October, 1964, the Chinese made no reply to this proposition until the 
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Zhenbao Island incident compelled them sit with each other in 196961.  

 

Military Conflicts Break Out 

 

The Soviets asserted firmly that the river islands were their territory 

and did not admit the treaties were unequally made, moreover, they 

deployed more military troops to areas around China’s border such as 

Sinkiang and Mongolia. In Chinese view, this was preparation for 

invasion in any time62.  

 

Though at the time, China cannot compete with the Soviets on 

weapons and logistic, in long term and average, disposition of Soviet and 

Chinese force along the border was roughly balanced in numbers of men. 

On disposition, the Chinese had an edge near Manchuria, while the 

Soviets had an edge around Sinkiang area63. Some even think that except 

for nuclear development, the PLA had enjoyed a substantial advantage 

                                                       

61 Robinson, Supra note 33, pp. 1177-1181. 

62 Though Goldstein indicates that according to the latest material, there are no 

evidence make sure the inclination that either the Soviets or Chinese dispatched more 

troops around the borders before 1967, except the Soviets indeed signed a mutual 

defense contract with Mongolia in 1966 so that they could increase the mobility 

nearby the border, and this indeed made China concerned. Goldstein, Supra note 33, 

pp. 991-992. 

63 Robinson, Suopra note 33, p. 1183. 
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over the Soviets during the late 1960s64.  

 

Skirmishes around the borders had happened since 1959, after a 

most serious clash happened in Qiliqin on January 5, 1968. And the two 

parties experienced a calm-down period shortly before the end of 195865. 

Mao seemed to feel that China had advantage to some extent at the time, 

and he also surmised that even the Chinese initiated a battle, the Soviets 

wouldn’t retaliate seriously. So after the Qiliqin incident happened in 

January 1968, Mao and the CCP Central Military Commission (CMC) 

decided to “teach the Soviets a bitter lesson” once they got any 

opportunity66. 

 

Since the Soviets landed their armed vehicles on Zhenbao Island on 

December 27, 1968, violent conflicts occurred several times. From 

December 1968 to February 1969, there had been at least seven similar 

incidents happened between the Soviet and the Chinese soldiers67. 

The CMC has made the instruction to PLA that “fight no battle 

unless victory is certain”68. And the Chinese thought they were prepared 

                                                       

64 Goldstein, Supra note 33, p. 993. 

65 After the clash happened in Qiliqin which was provoked by the Soviet side, China 

protested, and accepted the Soviets’ apology. 

66 Goldstein, Goldstein Supra note 33, p. 993. 

67 It may be the Soviets who tried to provoke the Chinese side at first in the incident 

on 27 December 1968. Yang, Supra note 33, p. 25. 
68 Ibid., pp. 27-28. 
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at the time.  

 

The major fightings of the 1969 Sino-Soviet border conflicts 

happened on March 2, and March 15—two weeks after the first. Though 

it is still controversial about that who initiated the conflicts on Zhenbao 

Island69, it is certain that the Chinese was well prepared and even made 

an ambush in the first battle on March 2. And the second battle happened 

two weeks after, which seemed to be a retaliation launched by the Soviets. 

However, what we can make sure is that the Chinese was well prepared 

for a war at the time. According to a material from the top-level cadre of 

PLA introduced by Yang Kuisong, description of the details in the battles 

is given as70:  

 

The Chinese dispatched 30 of their border patrol soldiers to 

Zhenbao Island on March 2 in the morning. It was not too long for the 

Soviet garrison soldiers on the island to discover their enemies. The war 

was opened at 9:17 a.m. and ended at 9:50 a.m.. Soviets on the island 

had a truck, command car, armoured vehicles and about 70 soldiers; 

once they found the Chinese enemies, the Soviets encircled and attacked 

them. So the Chinese side had to counterattack. The casualties of the 

Soviets was severe, also their car and vehicle were destroyed and 

damaged. The Chinese viewed it was a successful action.  
                                                       
69 Researchers used to view the USSR was who kicked it off, yet after more resources 

are newly released, more researchers infer it was China who initiated the conflicts on 

the island. 

70 Yang, Supra note 33, pp. 25-26, 32. 
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An even severer conflict was launched after two weeks on March 15. 

The Soviets were supported more sufficient with large numbers of tanks, 

armoured vehicles, and heavy-calibre guns this time. And they dispatched 

more numbers of men with force to the garrison. Yet China was 

well-prepared, too; with their set of anti-tank mines, armoured vheicles, 

and well trained soldiers, the Soviets did not enjoy any advantage at 

soldiers or equipments. The war was opened at 8:02 a.m., it seemed that 

was kicked off by the Soviets, and they were sufficiently supported by the 

logistic, so that the war on the island would be continued wave after wave. 

Attacks even taken from the Soviet bank, and the Chinese bank also 

stroke back once they got opportunities. In this conflict, the Chinese 

shelled the enemy’s border garrisons and bunkers, make the Soviets lost 

their tanks and armoured vehicles, moreover, the Chinese killed a colonel 

from the Soviets. Yet, China also suffered from heavy casualties.  

 

It seemed that the victory did not go to either China or the USSR 

after the two conflicts. As Mao meant that the Chinese joined the 

conflicts for self-defense and counterattack, and they did not intend to 

lure the Soviets into inner Chinese territory to open a full-scale war. 

While Mao wanted to stop the conflict at the March 15 incident, the 

Soviets still stroke at the Chinese soldiers on the island. In fact, the 

March 15 conflict might give Moscow a shock, and they tried to connect 

with Beijing to open a talk. Yet Beijing refused a talk merely through 

telephone and proposed a “direct talk through diplomatic channels”. 

Though Moscow alleged that things could be dealt in a peaceful way, the 
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“talk” was not taken place in the end71.  

 

Though the two parties both declared that they were willing to 

resume negotiations, the meeting was not put into practice. While the 

Soviets kept bombing on the Zhenbao Island, the Chinese denounced it as 

an act of “aggression and expansionism” and blamed the Soviet 

revisionists doing it for “carrying favour with the US imperialists”. In the 

statement, China reaffirmed the Soviets invading Chinese territory for 

serving their own social imperialism policy and called the Soviets traitor 

of Leninism72. While the Soviets proposed the premiers of the two 

countries to meet in person, China refused it. Moscow decided to take a 

military action for retaliation on the Western Sino-Soviet borders, where 

they had an edge on logistic supply. The retaliation was launched on 

August 13, 1969, more than 300 Soviets soldiers were dispatched to the 

Soviet side border, where adjacent to Xinjiang. The Soviets were 

well-prepared this time, and crossed the border to attack; as a result, the 

Chinese garrison there was completely eliminated in the end. It seemed 

neither China nor the Soviet did not want a full-scale war, so while the 

Soviet called for a meeting on September 6, China agreed. On September 

11, Zhou Enlai and Alexei Kosygin met at Beijing airport for three and a 

half hours. Kosygin brought Zhou a peace message, and Zhou also gave 

an implicit notice that China did not really want a war, they wanted to 

renegotiate the “unequal treaties”, even it would be done on the bases of 
                                                       
71 Ibid., pp. 31-32.  
72 “Zhong Hua Ren Min Gong He Guo Zheng Fu Sheng Ming”, Front page, Renmin 

Ribao, 25 May 1969.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

84 
 

the old. Moreover, Zhou explained that China had its domestic problems 

need to be solved; thus a full-scale war was not a desirable option. The 

meeting brought an ease to the two parties, while Zhou and Kosygin both 

agreed to restrained the situation on the border and not to launch a 

nuclear war. Yet Mao took Kosygin’s words as delaying tactic of social 

imperialism, and there was still a war scare among China; the Chinese 

leaderships even indicated a large evacuation plan to leave Beijing on 

October 20, nonetheless, the war did not happen at the end of the year73.  

 

4.3 Sino-Vietnamese War 

 

    Historical Background 

 

    China and Vietnam has had a close relationship in the first and 

second Indochina Wars. Vietnam had been colonized by France since 

1858, when France tried to build its sphere of influence in Southeast Asia 

in the late 19th century74. During the WWII, Japan took over the authority 

of Vietnam from the French, Vietnam then was transferred to colony of 

Japan in March 1945. While Japan surrendered on August 15 of the same 

year, there was suddenly a power vacuum happening in Vietnam. The 

Communist Party of Vietnam led by Ho Chi Minh, seized the point and 

established the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Yet 20 days after the 
                                                       
73 Yang, Supra note 33, pp. 33-41. 
74 By the end of the 19th century, France has accomplished the last part of its colonial 

empire puzzle in the Southeast Asia, which encompassed Vietnam (1858), Cambodia 

(1887), Laos (1893) and the Guangzhou wan of China as a concession (1900).  
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establishment, the French landed in south Vietnam and launched a 

massive attack north-toward. The war was enduring from 1946 to 1954, 

known as the First Indochina War, which ended up with The Geneva 

Accords signed by the belligerents on July 20, 1954 and the French 

withdrew from the Vietnam. Following the French withdrawal, the U.S. 

put its hand into Vietnam through keeping aiding to the anti-communist 

regime in South Vietnam. In March 1965, the American military landed 

in Da Nang, where was a port city of the South Vietnam. Since then, the 

Vietnam War, which is also called as the Second Indochina War, has 

started. The war continued nearly 10 years in Vietnam, in 1973 the Paris 

Peace Accords was signed by the two parties, and the U.S. retreated from 

Vietnam after that. 

 

    China supported Vietnam in both the first and second Indochina 

Wars. By aiding Vietnam with consultants, militaries, weapons and other 

material supplies, China played as a solid partner to Vietnam during the 

two Indochina wars. According to some estimates, in addition to the 

consultants and militaries dispatched to the Vietnam War, China provided 

Vietnam with fire arms, artilleries, bullets, warships, tanks, armored 

vehicles, aircrafts, …etc in the war field from 1950 to 1974; and it also 

helped the Vietnamese to build the logistic railways and radio stations. 

During this period, China’s aids to Vietnam were amount to about RMB 

4.26 billion75. 
                                                       
75 According to Ni, from 1950 to 1974, the total aids China supported Vietnam was 

added up to about RMB 4.26 billion; other estimates showed that the figure was about 

USD 20 billion. See Chuang-hui Ni, (2010), Shi Nian Zhong Yue Zhan Zheng. Hong 
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    Based on the in time support, there was a “comrade and fraternal” 

relationship between China and Vietnam. Le Duan, the Secretary of the 

Communist Party of Vietnam, once appreciated China’s help in the wars 

and mentioned, “The victory of the Vietnamese cannot be separated from 

the Communist Party of China, the China government and the fraternal 

Chinese people, who gave us with strong supports and enormous aids. 

The Vietnamese will never forget this kind of generous help.76” Indeed, 

Vietnam was the one who has received the most aids from China, and 

which also lasted for a longest period while comparing with other 

countries who were aided. While the Vietnam needed China, China 

needed the Vietnam as well, since China saw the Vietnam as one of the 

objects they wanted to rope in the International Communist Movement77.  

 

    This intimate comradeship was lasting till 1975, when the separated 

Vietnams were united.  

 

    What Leads to War 

 

    Split between China and the Soviet Union has reached its peak at the 

end of the 1960s. The contending fields also transformed to the 

                                                                                                                                                           
Kong: Tian Xing Jian Press; Zhi-jun Wang, (2009), 1979: Dui Yue Zhan Zheng Qin Li 

Ji. Hong Kong: Thinker Publishing Limited. p. 13; Xiao-ming Zhang, (2005), 

“China’s 1979 War with Vietnam: A Reassessment,” The China Quarterly, p. 855. 
76 Ni, Supra note 75, p. 21. 
77 David R. Dreyer, (2010), “One Issue Leads to Another: Issue Spirals and the 

Sino-Vietnamese War,” Foreign Policy Analysis, p. 303. 
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communist camp, where the two once-brothers both wanted to gain 

supports from their own allies. China’s war with Vietnam in 1979 may be 

an extension which was reflecting the Sino-Soviet wrestling. 

 

    Many researches about the Sino-Vietnamese War in 1979 conjecture 

that territorial issue was not the only reason for China to launch the war at 

the time78. Though China and Vietnam did have territorial disputes on the 

land border where is adjacent to the north Vietnam and southwest China; 

the two parties also had disagreements on the sovereignty of the islands in 

Tonkin Bay, as well as Paracel Islands and Spratly Islands in South China 

Sea. In 1887, the French colonist and the Qing government had had 

surveyed and demarcated on the border79; from 1957 to 1959, the CCP 

government and Vietnam had reconfirmed the existing border line. Yet 

after the unification of Vietnam, issue dispute on border lines bounced 

back. 

 

    While China and France demarcated the boundary line in 1887, they 
                                                       
78 Many researches and introduction resources recently point out that the territorial 

issues were not the only reason for the Sino-Vietnamese War bursting in 1979; most 

of them also mention that issues accumulation between China and Vietnam lead to the 

war. According to the survey of Correlates of War, the Sino-Vietnamese War in 1979 

was coded into a war mainly caused by policy disputes, which means one declares 

intention not to abide by the policy of another state. See Dreyer, Supra note 75; Zhang, 

Supra note 75; Xiao-bing Li, edit., (2012), China at War. California: ABC-CLIO. pp. 

412-413. 
79 The Qing government and the French have agreed in the Treaty of Tientsin signed 

in 1885 to survey and demarcate the border between China and Vietnam, and they 

accomplished it in 1887.  
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erected about 300 tablets on the land border between the north Vietnam 

and the south China. However, these tablets were moved, broken or 

missing after decades; boundary line between the two countries was 

indistinct already. Though the total contentious lands were only less than 

100 square kilometers, conflicts on the border had been happening since 

1974. According to a data from China, which shows the situation from 

1974 to 1978, there were: 125 border incidents happened in 1974, 423 

incidents in 1975, 926 incidents in 1976, 1940 incidents in 1977, and in 

1978, 1180 bloody incidents happened on the border, which caused more 

than 300 deaths80. 

 

    On the sea, the 1887 Sino-Franco treaty also left a problematic 

legacy to China and Vietnam. While China asserted that the demarcation 

line only referred to the possession rights of the islands in Tonkin Gulf, 

Vietnam argued that it referred to not only the islands right, but the 

allocation of whole territorial waters. The contradiction had not burst out 

until in 1973, when Vietnam addressed to China that they wanted to 

broach a negotiation with foreign firms for exploring oil resources in 

Tonkin Gulf81. Similar episodes happened in the South China Sea, where 

sovereignties of Paracel Islands and Spratly Islands were contentious. 

There was little economic value of these islands, nonetheless, when it 

comes to strategic position and economic zone accompanied these islands, 

                                                       
80 Ni, Supra note 75, p. 33, p. 71. 
81  Library of Congress Studies (Deceber 1987): Vietnam, 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+vn0111) latest 

retrieved on May 31, 2013. 
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both of the two countries became ambitious. According to some estimates, 

there were prolific oil and mineral resources buried under the water, and 

this transformed South China Sea into a battlefield. Vietnam has occupied 

some coral reefs of the Paracel Islands in the late 1950s, and unilaterally 

delimited part of Spratly Islands into their own territory in 1973. After 

Chinese government reaffirmed the sovereignties of islands of the South 

China Sea in January 1974, armed clash finally burst out in the water area 

around Paracel Islands between the two countries in the same year82.  

 

    The two countries held hostility toward each other not only for the 

disagreements on territorial issues. After the Sino-Soviet split emerged 

publicly in 1960s, Beijing and Moscow competed for supports of 

countries in the socialist camp actively. Vietnam was leaning gradually 

toward the Soviets at the point. It’s probably because Vietnam has always 

seen China as a threat from the north, which cannot be ignored as a 

matter of fact. Le Duan, the General Secretary of the Communist Party of 

Vietnam (CPV), once said “After beat up the American, we keep our 

million troops embattled …it’s because the threat which China gives 

us.83” China made their dismal image even worse, after Richard Nixon’s 

                                                       
82 There was a armed clash happened between China and Vietnam from 15 January 

1974, the battle was lasting 6 days around Ganquan Island and Yongle Islands nearby 

Paracel Islands. It ended up with China recapturing three islands of the Yongle Islands 

occupied before by destroying the Vietnamese warships. 
83 According to the white book published by foreign affairs of Vietnam in 1979, 

Vietnam admitted that they never really saw China as a comrade nor brother. In the 

history, Vietnam has reluctantly been China’s vassal state for a long time, and it was 

grievous experience to the Vietnamese. Wang, Supra note 75, p. 15. 
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visit to China in 1972, the Vietnamese protested that they felt they were 

“selling out84”, since the U.S. was seen as a long-term enemy to Hanoi.  

 

   In China’s eye, Vietnam chose to stand with Soviet Union and showed 

their ambition to be a dominator in Southeast Asia with no hesitance. 

After giving the U.S. a heavy blow in the Vietnam War and being united, 

the Vietnamese once granted themselves as “the third military great 

power” of the world85. At the same time, Vietnam tried to stretch their 

arm into the Southeast Asia countries. Since the French colonism rooted 

in Indochina, Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos were always seen as one unity. 

After the French retreated and the three countries obtained independences 

respectively, Ho Chi Minh never gave up trying to build an “Indochina 

Union” led by Vietnam, which seen as hegemonism and expansionism to 

China86. Yet it was agreeably to the Soviet Union to gain one more ally 

and strengthen their influence in Southeast Asia through this relationship. 

Hanoi and Moscow shared the same interest on against the U.S. and 

China at the time. In June 1978, Vietnam joined the Council for Mutual 

Economic Assistance (COMECON) led by the USSR, and lent the Tonkin 

Gulf to the Soviets as a naval base in Southeast Asia. Furthermore, 

Vietnam signed a friendship treaty with the Soviets at the end of 1978. 

According to the treaty, the Soviets provided military aids to Vietnam, 

and one should rush to support the other once encountering conflicts87. 

                                                       
84 Dreyer, Supra note 77, p. 303. 
85 Wang, Supra note 75, p. 14. 
86 Dreyer, Supra note 77, p. 305. 
87 Vietnam and the USSR signed the “Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation” in 2 
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The friendship treaty between Hanoi and Moscow made China be under 

pressure of encirclement, they accused Vietnam as a “regional 

hegemony” while the Soviets was the “global hegemony”. China also 

criticized Vietnam as “Asian Cuba”88.  

 

    In July 1977, Vietnam signed a friendship and peace treaty with 

Laos, which gave Hanoi much room to interfere Vientiane. Hanoi also 

tended to sign a similar treaty with Phnom Penh, yet the negotiation 

failed. After Hanoi accused Cambodia for slaughtering Vietnamese 

diasporas and invading Vietnamese territory, in December 25, 1978, a war 

was launched by Hanoi, the pro-China regime in Phnom Penh called for 

Beijing’s help, yet it was taken over in January 197989.  

 

    Before Vietnam denounced Cambodia’s mistreatments to 

Vietnamese diasporas and launched a war, the CPV also started a “clear 

the border” policy aiming at the Chinese diasporas in Vietnam. In 

October 1977, the Chinese diasporas in the northwest and north Vietnam 

were banished, bloodsheds of killing the Chinese on the border also 

happened. After protesting to Hanoi for mistreatments to the Chinese 

diasporas, Beijing called back the ambassador in Vietnam, helped the 

                                                                                                                                                           
November 1978, according to the sixth clause, Vietnam and the Soviets would 

immediately consult each other once either encountered attacks in order to eliminate 

the threat. Bruce A. Elleman, (2001), Modern Chinese Warfare: 1795-1989. United 

States: Routledge Publishing. pp. 287-288. 
88 Dreyer, Supra note 77, p. 303. 
89 Ni, Supra note 75, p. 47. 
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diasporas back into China in June 1978; and all the aids to Vietnam was 

called off90.  

 

    Beijing and Hanoi had reached the nadir of their relationship by the 

end of 1978. The constant harassments on the Sino-Vietnamese boundary, 

the mistreatments to Chinese diasporas, Soviet-Vietnamese ally in 

Southeast Asia, and the attack on Cambodia, all of these concerned 

China. 

 

    Beijing made up its mind to contain the situation in its backyard 

which seemed to be out of control. On December 7, 1978, after Vietnam 

invaded Cambodia, China denoted that they would conduct a “limited 

war”, which limited on the goal, time, region and scale. While on his visit 

to the U.S. on January 28, 1979, Deng Xiaoping mentioned, without a 

necessary enforcement, the disturbing problems between China and 

Vietnam would never come to an end, so that China had to “teach 

Vietnam a lesson.91” Beijing declared a war to Hanoi in February 1979, 

also called as “punitive” or “counterattack” war in China. 

 

    The War Course 

 

    After the Central Military Commission was convened in Beijing in 

December 1978 and made a decision to open a war with Vietnam, the 

                                                       
90 Ibid., pp. 66-67. 
91 Zhang, Supra note 75, pp. 851-853. 
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military regions in China were preparing themselves to join the fight. 

Because of the friendship treaty of Vietnam and the USSR, China also 

had to take account into the possible reaction from the Soviets. In 

addition to Soviets possible rescue, the Vietnamese took over weapons 

left by the American army who had retreated from the Vietnam War. It 

was said the left-over weapons were valued up to USD 20 billion92, which 

were considered could surpass that of China’s. Moreover, the Vietnamese 

army was thought to be more sophisticated and could be more adapted to 

the battlefield since they were just experienced a harshly ten-year war. 

Contrary to the Vietnamese who had advantages, circumstances on the 

China’s side were awkward, in that China just went out from the Great 

Leap Forward (1958-1961) and Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), upon 

which domestic society and military morale were crumbling. There 

seemed to be a gap between China and Vietnam, making made two of 

them not equal footing.  

 

    The CMC and the Chinese leaderships decided to have a limited war 

accompanied with a “kill the chicken with a butcher’s knife” strategy93, 

setting a goal to finish the war in a short time and then retreat. On  

December 8, 1978, the CMC demanded an order that the Guang Zhou and 

Kun Ming military regions were obligated to eliminate the frontier guards 

of the Vietnamese, wrecking their military facilities so as to could make a 

counter- attack against the Vietnamese invasion and keep the peace on the 

                                                       
92 Wang, Supra note 75, p. 14. 
93 Which means, using much strength than needed to make sure the final victory. 
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boundary94.  

 

    China assembled their military in January 1979 on the 

Sino-Vietnamese border and there were at least 225,000 military on 

readiness. At the same time, over than 100,000 logistics awaiting nearby 

the battlefield. Vietnam also dispatched over 100,000 military around 

their north boundary and Hanoi, yet the main force was kept in Cambodia 

at the beginning of the war95.  

 

    Finally the war commenced, on February 17, 1979, the Chinese 

government issued an announcement pointing out that their border troops 

were forced to launch counterattack in that Vietnam had been invading 

China’s territory and attacking Chinese people for a long time96. At 5:00 

a.m., the Chinese troops stationed in Guangxi and Yunnan Province in 

south border started to attack Vietnam’s north frontier and invaded 

Vietnam. By February 26, the Chinese had taken over about 20 counties 

and provincial capitals including strategic positions like Dong Dang and 

                                                       
94 Zhang, Supra note 75, pp. 857-863; Wang, Supra note 75, p. 305. 
95 To date, much of information of the 1979 war was unreleased and classified by the 

two governments including the numbers of arm force and casualty. According to some 

researches, the military number put into the 1979 war by the Chinese government 

ranging from about 200,000 to 600,000. There were about 100,000 Vietnamese 

military at the beginning of the war. What can be sure is: the Chinese military was 

times over the Vietnamese military. See Ni, Supra note 75, pp.93-97; Wang, Supra 

note 75, p. 284; Zhang, Supra note 75, p. 861; Li, Supra note 78, p. 411. 
96 “Fen Qi Huan Ji Bao Wei Bian Jian”, Remin Ribao, the front page, February 18, 

1979.  
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Lang Son in northern Vietnam, which caught Hanoi off-guard. Yet 

Vietnam called their troops immediately back from Cambodia and 

reinforced the defense with Vietnamese local militia. The fighting favored 

the Vietnamese since they were more familiar with the terrain, what 

worse for the China side was deficiency of the logistic and their lack of 

experience of coordinating on the battlefield97. In early March, the 

Vietnamese once forced the Chinese out of Lang Son by an efficient and 

fierce fighting; yet it did not end until March 4, when the Chinese took 

over Lang Son again98. 

 

    On March 5, Chinese government declared that since they had 

reached their goal to defend territory and give Vietnam a lesson, they 

were the victor in the war and started to withdraw. All the Chinese troops 

were retreated on March 16, and the war was over. The Vietnamese also 

declared the victory, since they did not retreat the troops in Cambodia, yet 

they did not chase after the Chinese.  

 

    Aftermath 

 

    Both of China and Vietnam claimed victory in the 1979 war; 

however, neither of them released casualty numbers of the war. In fact, 

much information about the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese War remained 

restricted and controlled—at least in China. Resources are not easy to be 

reached, until recently some publishing has released the rough numbers. 
                                                       
97 Zhang, Supra note 75, pp. 860-864.  
98 Li, Supra note 78, p. 412. 
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According to Ni, the total numbers of death in the 1979 war on Chinese 

side is about 12,00099; casualty numbers provided by Wang are about 

15,412 death, 5,103 wounded, out of 320,133 joined the war; Zhang gives 

the number of death is 25,000 killed and 37,000 wounded, while Vietnam 

government declared the number of Chinese casualty contributed by them 

caused is 42,000100; according to Li, the casualty numbers ranges from 

about 22,000 to 80,000, while the Vietnamese suffered 32,000 to 52,000 

wounded and killed101.  

 

    The gauged casualty numbers from one research to another oscillate. 

What can be sure is that China suffered the casualties unexpected, and the 

result was heavy and distressful to them. The 1979 war fails to solve the 

contending between China and Vietnam eventually, and conflicts between 

the two countries was lasting till 1989 after the cold war reached its end. 

 

 

                                                       
99 Ni, Supra note 75, Appendix. 
100 Zhang, Supra note 75, pp. 866-867. 
101 Li, Supra note 78, p. 412. 
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Chapter 5. Wars and Conflicts after 1979 
 

5.1 Territorial Disputes in South China Sea 
 

    Historical Background 
 

   Between Indian Ocean and Western Pacific there is a semi-closed 

water. The water connects with China and Taiwan at its north, then from 

counterclockwise Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia and Philippines are 

adjacent to it. Numerous islands, islets, atolls and reefs are located on it, 

and most of them are extremely small in size. These islands are usually 

submerged at high tide. For this reason, the specific number of these 

uninhabited islands and islets is unknown. Yet, according to some 

estimate, the number of the islands is approximately between 150-500. 

 

The water area is called the South China Sea, which encompasses 

two main island groups—the Spratly Islands and the Paracel Islands. It 

covers about 1.2 million square (i.e. 875,000 square nautical miles) in the 

area1.  

 

    Before the WWII broke out, the South China Sea has already been a 

contested area for the countries which scrambled for it. China, France, 

Philippine and Japan all claimed their rights to the sea. Until the 18th 

                                                        
1 Clive Schofield and Ian Storey, (2009), The South China Sea Dispute: Increasing 

Stakes and Rising Tensions. Washington: The Jamestown Foundation. pp. 7-11. 
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century, the Chinese vessels prevailed on the surface of the sea. These 

vessels were commuting between China and the southeast coastal 

countries for trading commodities, meanwhile, they also spread the fame 

and dignity for the Chinese emperors2. Yet in the 19th century, the 

European powers began to show their interests in this area. When the 

British and the German vessels entered into the South China Sea, China 

protested against their entry 3 . From 1930-1933, the French moved 

actively and took over 9 islands in the Spratlys, which made these 

features annexed into An Nam4. The French moves made China, Japan 

and Philippine unsatisfied, and they protested to it. To respond to the 

occupations, the Chinese government published a map in 1935 which 

claimed all the Spratlys and the Paracels as their territory5. Yet it was not 

too long for Japan to sweep over the water area. Seeing the area 

strategically as part of their expansion southward, the Japanese occupied 

the Spratlys as well as the Paracels in 1939. Such occupation guaranteed 

                                                        
2 Stein D. Tønnesson, (2006), “The South China Sea in the Age of European 

Decline,” Modern Asian Studies, p. 1. 
3 Leszek Buszynski and Iskandar Sazlan, (2007), “Maritime Claims and Energy 

Cooperation in the South China Sea,” Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 29, No. 1, p. 

144.  
4 Which belonged to the French Indochina at that time. 
5  From 1934-1935, the then China government—the Chinese Nationalist Party 

organized a survey committee to check the islands in the South China Sea separately 

naming them and published a map to confirm their claims. The Philippines claimed 

that according to the Treaty of Paris of 1898 which was signed by the U.S. and Spain, 

the islands dominated by the French in the Spratlys should belong to Philippine. 

Buszynski and Sazlan, Supra note 3, p. 145. 
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Japan a stable oil supply from Indonesia6. 

 

However, after Japan’s surrender in 1945, there was a power vacuum 

left in the contested water. Before the San Francisco Peace Treaty was 

signed in 1951 and Japanese declared they would renounced all the right, 

title and claim to the Spratly Islands and the Paracel Islands 7, the 

European powers tried to return to Indochina and retrieve their rights of 

the South China Sea. To recapture their controls in the South China Sea, 

the French occupied some islands in the Spratlys by erecting markers on 

them in 1946. Moreover, they stationed troops on some islands of the 

Paracels in 1954 before the Chinese came and claimed the islands8. 

 

    The San Francisco Treaty also left a troublesome legacy. Although in 

the Article 2 it mentions that Japan will give up all the right, title and 

claim to the Spratly Islands as well as the Paracel Islands, it does not 

indicate who would take over these rights and claims. This flaw brings 

about disputes among the Southeast Asian countries after they gained 

independences from the colonists. 

 

    Sea of Contests 

 

    What makes countries scramble to claim and occupy the islands of 

                                                        
6 Tønnesson Supra note 2, pp. 9-10. 
7 Article 2 (f), Treaty of Peace with Japan.  
8 Jinming Li, (2011), “The Chinese U-shaped Line in the South China Sea: Its 

Background and Effectiveness,” Southeast Asian Studies, No. 1, pp. 43-44. 
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South China Sea?  

 

    Until the oil was allegedly found nearby the South China Sea in the 

1970s, it appeared that there was not any advantage except for the guano 

resource on these islands. However, by straddling passageway between 

the Indian Ocean and the Western Pacific, the South China Sea plays a 

crucial role of communicating Europe, Middle East and the East Asia. 

Cargo ships conveying materials sail on it every day, thus controlling the 

islands means controlling this important sea lane.  

 

Nowadays, 90 percent of the international trades take place through 

maritime shipping, and 45 percent of them transport through the South 

China Sea. This fact makes this area the world’s second busiest sea lane9. 

By this passage, raw materials, energies, coals, iron ores are conveyed to 

the East Asia countries such as China, Japan, Taiwan and South Korea. 

According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), until 

2011, the South China Sea approximately bears a third of global transport 

of crude oil. Over half of global liquefied natural gas (LNG) is traded 

through it10, and this figure is three times than that of the Suez Canal, and 

fifteen times than that of the Panama Canal11. 

                                                        
9 Joshua P. Rowan, (2005), “The U.S.-Japan Security Alliance, ASEAN, and the 

South China Sea Dispute,” Asian Survey, Vol. 45, No. 3, p. 415. 
10 U.S. Energy Information Administration (February, 2013): “South China Sea,” via: 

http://www.eia.gov/countries/regions-topics.cfm?fips=SCS latest retrieved on June 24, 

2013. 
11 Rowan, Supra note 9, p. 417. 
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    Moreover, since the oil was found in the continental shelves nearby 

the area in 1970s, the South China Sea became more seductive to the 

littoral states around it.  

 

Estimates of the deposits of the oil vary significantly: a moderate 

Chinese assess indicates that the potential oil reserves in the Spratlys and 

the Paracels could be equivalent of 105 billion barrels, while the entire 

South China Sea region could reach a reserve about 213 billion barrels. 

Thus, according to the 10 % rule of the thumb noted in an analysis of the 

U.S. Department of Energy, the moderate Chinese figure could bring 

about about 1.4 to 1.9 million barrels of oil production coming out from 

the Spratlys per day12. Yet the EIA estimates there are about 11 billion 

barrels of oil reserve in the area and that would be approximately 100,000 

barrels coming out per day13. 

 

    Another important energy reserve discovered in the area is 

hydrocarbon, and about 60%-70% of it appears in the form of natural gas. 

According to a Chinese report, there are considered to be approximately 

225 billion of hydrocarbon in the South China Sea, while the U.S. 

Department of Energy estimates it as 2000 trillion cubic feet of natural 

gas resource. Still, figures of the gauge vary extremely, since the figure 

that the EIA gave in 2011 offered the reserve of natural gas was 190 

trillion cubic feet14. 
                                                        
12 Ibid. 
13 EIA, Supra note 10. 
14 Ibid. 
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    After the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS/LOSC) was established and signed in 1982, competitions for 

islands in the water area tensed up, for the clauses in it reflect the 

principle of “the land dominates the sea”. For instance, in Article 121, the 

UNCLOS mentions that an island can generate its exclusive economic 

zone (EEZ) and continental shelf. On the other words, possessions to 

islands bring access to resources15. 

 

    While the oil price gets higher with escalation of oil demand today, 

the South China Sea makes itself more tempting to littoral states around it. 

In addition, based on its strategic transport status and profusion of natural 

resource, this water area also arouses other countries interests, especially 

for one of the most important trading powers, the Unites States. Since the 

mid-90s, the U.S. shows its interests in South China Sea affairs for its 

freedom of navigation. In fact, to step into the water disputes is to realize 

one part of Asian-Pacific strategy of the U.S.16 At the ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF) held on July 23, 2010, the U.S. Secretary of State, Hillary 

                                                        
15 The original clause is, “Except as provided for in paragraph 3, the territorial sea, 

the contiguous zone, the exclusive economic zone and the continental shelf of an 

island are determined in accordance with the provisions of this Convention applicable 

to other land territory.” See The United Nations: United Nations Convention on the 

Law of the Sea, Part VIII, Article 121 (2), via: 

http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/closindx.htm latest 

retrieved on June 24, 2013. 
16 Yuan Kuo, (2013), “Geographical Situation in the South China Sea and the Chinese 

Government Efforts to Safeguard China’s Interests in the Region in the 1990s,” 

Contemporary China History Studies, No. 3. 
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Clinton mentioned that the U.S. has a national interest in freedom of 

navigation in the South China Sea, so to help find out a way for the 

disputes will be a “diplomatic priority”17. Before this statement, the U.S. 

also made their declaration through practical actions. For example, it 

signed a Visiting Force Agreement (VFA) with Philippine in 1998, which 

indicates regular military excises would be held in South China Sea with 

the Philippines18.  

 

    While states enthusiastically jump into the South China Sea 

competition, the regional puzzles get tangled up. 

 

    The Claimants 

 

    There are 6 states claiming their sovereign rights over the South 

China Sea. Although the claimants are all the signatories of the UNCLOS, 

which calls for peacefully settling the disputes, however, the ambiguities 

within the law and the realistic characteristics showing in many maritime 

dispute cases do not pave the way for a peaceful resolution19. 

                                                        
17 Taipei Times (July 24, 2010): “China on the Defensive at ARF over Maritime 

Rows,” via: http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2010/07/24/2003478703  

latest retrieved on June 25. 
18 Buszynski and Sazlan, Supra note 3, p. 150. 
19 One of the principles adopted commonly in the international maritime disputes is 

“effectivités”, which means the claimant exercises its legislative, administrative and 

jurisdictional rights on the disputed features. The principle of Effectivités is a 

common and important reference for the international court while they are 

considering the maritime right disputes. The Sovereignty over Pulau Ligitan and 
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    According to the UNCLOS, every state could have its own territorial 

sea measured from the baselines 12 nautical miles seaward; meanwhile, 

the Law also designates a 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone and 

the continental shelves20. In the EEZ and the continental shelves, states 

enjoy certain economic and jurisdictional rights, which makes occupying 

the water area lucrative. However, while all the littoral states claim the 

waters and features on it, these claims are overlapping.  

 

Every state claims the waters and the features on it for different 

reasons, and each of them confirms their claims through different ways. 

Although all the claimants are signatories of the UNCLOS, not every one 

of them adheres to the law strictly. Vietnam and China, for example, are 

firmly asserting their “historical rights” to the water area, so both of them 

claim the entire South China Sea. Philippine also asserts a 

285-nautical-mile territorial sea right. Except for Brunei, every claimant 

occupies at least one feature in the South China Sea. Until 2013, in the 

region, Vietnam has occupied 21 features, China and Philippine have 8 
                                                                                                                                                               
Pulau Sibadan (2002), Territorial and Maritime Dispute between Nicaragua and 

Honduras in the Caribbean Sea (2007), Sovereignty over Pedra Branca/Pulau Batu 

Puteh, Middle Rocks and South Ledge (2008), are just the cases in recent years. See 

Chien-chi, Liu. (2013). The Sovereignty Claims and Exercises Between the People’s 

Republic of China and Republic of China over Disputed Islands in the South China 

Sea—Examined by the Principle of Effectivités of International Law. Taipei: TEC2C 

Cultural Publishing, pp. 37-56.  
20 See The UN: United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Article 3, 55, 56, 

76, via: 

http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/closindx.htm latest 

retrieved on June 25, 2013. 
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features respectively, Malaysia has 5, and Taiwan has 221. 

 

As mentioned above, in Article 121, the LOSC says islands can 

generate their EEZ and continental shelves. In other words, to have the 

islands is to have the control over the resources. Although the law also 

sets a limit that “rocks which cannot sustain human habitation and 

economic life of their own have no exclusive zone or continental shelf”. 

The littoral states are vying to claim and occupy the features as possible 

as they can. For the ambiguous characters in the law, once the claimants 

occupy the features, they try to do constructions on them making these 

features “sustainable” for human habitation and economic activity.  

States try to confirm their sovereign right claims by strengthening their 

physical presences on the features22. 

 

    China on It 

 

    After the San Francisco Peace Treaty was signed in 1951, China 

made a protest statement on the very next day. In the statement, the 

Chinese claimed their historical and undisputable rights in the South 
                                                        
21 According to Schofield and Storey, until 2009, the Philippines had occupied 9 and 

China had 7 in the region; yet after the two countries confronted on the Second 

Thomas Shoal in May 2013, the Chinese government has announced they have got 

control on the shoal which was occupied by the Philippines before. Schofield and 

Storey, Supra note 1, p. 10.  
22 For example, taking over the Swallow Reef in 1983, Malaysia built a naval base on 

it, which also encompasses hotel accommodating tourists. Lighthouses, helipads, 

straps, observation stations, radio stations are often built on the feature as well.  
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China Sea, and they asserted that the Peace Treaty would not make any 

sense to China23. 

 

    According to the Chinese assertion, they have had connections with 

the South China Sea since the Han Dynasty in the 2nd century. After that, 

the Chinese made the Spratlys recorded in their history intermittently 

from the 12th century to the 17th century. And the region was made part 

of the empire in the 15th century. In addition, they assert that the South 

China Sea has always been a common field for the Chinese people to 

make living 24 . In 1947, the Nationalist Party drew a U-shaped 

(Nine-dotted) line on the map and published it. After the KMT retreated 

to Taiwan, the CCP inherited the delimitation as well as the sovereignty 

claims25. From 1956, China has occupied the features in the Paracels and 

the Spratlys successfully. And after China defeated Vietnam on the 

Paracel Islands in 1974, they have totally controlled the Paracles26. 

 

    To have more say in the South China Sea, China built a weather 

observation station in the Spratlys under the UNESCO’s consent in 1987. 

This project let China has more accesses to the area so as to obstruct 
                                                        
23 Enlai Zhou, “Guan Yu Mei Ying Dui Ri He Yue Cao An Ji Jiu Jin Shan Hui Yi De 

Sheng Ming”, Renmin Ribao, first page, August 16, 1951. 
24 Hailin Zheng, (2011), “Zhong Guo Jei Jue Nan Hai Wen Ti De Li Shi Jing Yan Yu 

Zhan Lue Xuan Ze,” Straits Review Monthly, No. 207. pp. 34-35. 
25 Peter. Kien-Hong Yu, (2003), “The Chinese Broken U-Shaped Line in the South 

China Sea: Points, Lines, and Zones,” Contemporary Southeast Asia, 25 No. 3, p. 407; 

Li, Supra noter 8, pp. 43-44. 
26 Buszynski and Sazlan, Supra note 3, p. 145. 
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others stretching hands into the region27. Meanwhile, the Chinese were 

actively constructing on the Spratlys and the Paracels, including building 

harbors, concrete wharfs, gun emplacements and other storage facilities 

on the islands, which were often thought to be set for military use28. 

 

    Since the late 1970s, Deng Xiaoping has been calling for “setting 

aside the disputes, cooperating on resource exploitations, and the 

sovereignties belonging to China” on the maritime sovereignty disputes 

in many occasions29. When he met with the vice president of Philippine, 

Salvador Laurel, in June 1986, Deng suggested that, “We should set aside 

the sovereignty problems on the South China Sea at the present time. 

Don’t let the problem impede our friendship30.” Deng and other CCP 

officials maintained the same attitude when they met with other 

leaderships of Southeast Asian countries from 1970s to early 1990s. 

 

    Nonetheless, the rhetoric seems not guarantee peace in the area. By 

carrying out the weather observation project under the UNESCO in 1987, 
                                                        
27 Hurng-yu Chen, (2010), “Political and Legal Analysis on Conflicts in South China 

Sea,” Review of Global Politics, No. 32, p. 2; Buszynski and Sazlan, Supra note 3, p. 

149. 
28 Rowan, Supra note 9, p. 428. 
29 It was June 1979 when China first proposed this idea officially to Japan on the 

sovereignty disputes they had in the East China Sea, after that, the Chinese made this 

idea extended to all the maritime sovereignty problems. See Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the People’s Republic of China: “Ge Zhi Zheng Yi Gong Tong Kai Fa,” via: 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn/ziliao_611306/wjs_611318/2159_611322/t8958.sht

ml latest retrieved on 2013/06/25. 
30 Ibid. 
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the Chinese decided to build an observation station on the Fiery Cross 

Reef (“Yungshu Reef” in Chinese) located 740 nautical miles from China. 

On January 31, 1988, the Chinese dispatched 6 members of the PLA to 

land on the reef planting their national flag on it. This behaviour 

provoked Vietnam since it claimed the entire maritime area as well. On 

February 2, the Vietnamese dispatched their fleet to the Spratlys and tried 

to seize the reef, which caused a standoff between the two countries. The 

Vietnamese continuously sent their fleets to the region, so did the Chinese. 

The conflict was continuing. On March 14, the Vietnamese planted their 

flag on the Johnson South Reef (“Chigua Jiao”, in Chinese) yet the PLA 

tried to remove it. Finally the two parties fired at each other. The PLA 

sunk 2 vessels of Vietnam and heavily destroyed another one. The 

fighting caused the Vietnamese casualties about 77, held captives over 40. 

On the Chinese side, there were 6 death and 18 wounded. After the 

Chinese foreign ministry issued a statement calling Vietnam to stop 

invasion into the Spratlys on April 5, the Chinese government submitted a 

program to the United Nations in May claiming their sovereignty over the 

Paracels and the Spratlys31. 

 

    In 1990, China’s premier Li Peng reaffirmed in diplomatic occasions 

that China was ready to set aside the sovereignty disputes and to 

collaborate with the Southeast Asia countries on resources exploitation. 

Other officials like Qing Qichen also reiterated the same words in the 
                                                        
31 Guan-chiun Su, (2012), Beijing’s South China Sea Strategy for the 21st Century, p. 

28; Ang-cheng Guan, (2000), “The South China Sea Deipute Revisited,” Australian 

Journals of International Affairs, Vol. 54, No. 2, pp. 203-204. 
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next few years. 

 

However, in 1992, China rejected an invitation to join the ASEAN 

Declaration on the South China Sea, which appealed for peaceful 

settlement of the sovereignty dispute, collaboration on navigation safety, 

preventing pollutions as well as rescue operations. Furthermore, China 

sent the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) to patrol the South 

China Sea more frequently and avowed it would use all the navy force to 

protect its interests in the area when necessary32.  

 

Meanwhile, Beijing passed the Law on the Territorial Waters and 

Their Contiguous Area (also known as the Territorial Sea Law). In the 

Article 2, the Spratlys and Paracels were formally announced as parts of 

China’s territory33. 

 

    In early 1995, another skirmish broke out on the Mischief Reef of 

the Spratlys between China and Philippine. The reef is located nearby 

Palawan Island within the Philippine’s EEZ. In February, the Philippines 

announced they found China built two military constructions on the 

Mischief Reef, which was inconsistent with the International Law and the 

1992 ASEAN Declaration. In March, Manila dispatched troops to land on 

the reef and blew up the markers the Chinese left on it. Later, the 

                                                        
32 Samuel S. G. Wu and Bruce B. Mesquita, (1994), “Assessing the Dispute in the 

South China Sea: A Model of China’s Security Decision Making,” International 

Studies Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 3, p. 381. 
33 Ibid. 
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Philippines detained 4 Chinese fish boats and arrested 62 fishermen 

operating around the Half Moon Shoal. Philippine saw the behaviours as 

creeping invasion, and it claimed the fishermen were dispatched to the 

reefs by China and they bear special purpose but not for fishing34. The 

standoff was lasting for few months, until the two parties reached an 

agreement on settling maritime disputes under the LOSC and 

collaborating on maritime affairs in August35. 

 

    While modernizing the PLAN by buying advanced weaponry from 

Russian and investing in nuclear arms in the mid-90s, Beijing also tried to 

convince the littoral states of its goodwill. In May 1996, Beijing signed a 

confidence-building measure with ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 

promising that it would inform the members before using military force. 

Then in June, at the ASEAN-China dialogue held in Indonesia, China 

proposed a joint conduct36. Yet at the same time, China declared their 

baseline along the coast as well as established a baseline around the 

Paracel Islands which reconfirmed the Paracels as part of Chinese 

territory. Though the declaration on the Paracels was inconsistent with 

UNCLOS, Qian Qichen reaffirmed China’s “indisputable” sovereign right 

in the South China Sea37. 

                                                        
34 Time (March 8, 1999): “Reef Wars,” via: 

http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2054240,00.html latest retrieved on 

June 27, 2013. 
35 Su, Supra note 31, p. 28. 
36 Rowan, Supra note 9, pp. 433-434. 
37 Schofield and Storey, Supra note 1, p. 19. 
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    In fact, from 1995 to 1999, China alarmed the ASEAN members not 

only by having a craving for PLAN’s modernization, but also by its active 

moves in the maritime area. In addition to trying to occupy and build 

fortifications on reefs within Philippine’s EEZ, China even put unilateral 

fishing bans and violated Vietnamese ownership of energy fields in the 

area to reinforce its sovereignty rights38. 

 

    The ASEAN countries were anxious to draw China into a 

multilateral dialogue platform. In November 2002, China and the ASEAN 

claimants including Malaysia, Brunei, Philippine and Vietnam signed the 

Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC). In 

this 10-point document, the signatories promise to refrain from seizing 

and inhabiting features of the South China Sea, and they pledge to 

achieve a peaceful settlement of the disputes. Additionally, the claimants 

declared they would adopt cooperative activities including maritime 

environmental protections, scientific research, navigation and 

communication safety, searching and combating transnational threats39. 

 

    ASEAN’s efforts seemed get rewarded in the first half of the decade. 

In 2003, China signed the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast 

Asia, which kicked off a strategic partnership and promised to implement 

                                                        
38 Ibid., pp. 19-23. 
39 Association of Southeast Asian Nations: Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in 

the South China Sea, via: 

http://www.asean.org/asean/external-relations/china/item/declaration-on-the-conduct-

of-parties-in-the-south-china-sea latest retrieved on June 27, 2013. 
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detailed projects in the DOC with the ASEAN countries40. In 2005, China, 

Philippine and Vietnam signed the Joint Marine Seismic Undertaking 

(JMSU), which agreed that state own companies cooperate on 

pre-exploration seismic studies in the South China Sea41. Though in many 

dialogue platforms with ASEAN countries, China was accused of 

controlling over agenda settings by it political and economic dominances, 

the smooth air was continuing.  

 

    In 2007, situation in the Southeast Asia seemed to relapse, and it was 

China who re-triggered it. In January, China set a marker on the Paracels 

baselines, the action aroused protest from Vietnam. Hanoi accused China 

of violating the Vietnamese sovereign right in the area42. In March, an 

intelligence released from the U.S. Navy pointed that the Chinese were 

making an effort to strengthen capability of the PLAN. A nuclear 

submarine base under construction was also allegedly discovered in 

Hainan43. Between 2007 to 2008, China even directly put pressures on 

companies going to cooperate with Vietnam on off-shoal oil exploitation 

projects, British Petroleum (BP) and Exxon Mobil included, until they 

                                                        
40 China News (October 8, 2003): “Zhong Guo Zheng Shi Jia Ru Dong Nan Ya You 

Hao He Zuo Tiao Yue Yu Dong Meng Hu Xin Jia Shen,” via: 

http://www.chinanews.com/n/2003-10-08/26/354610.html latest retrieved on June 27, 

2013. 
41 However, the JMSU was opposed in domestic Philippine society, and finally called 

off in 2008 by the President Arroyo.  
42 Yen-hui Sung, (2007), “Zhong Guo Jin Qi Zai Nan Hai De Huo Dong Ji Qing Shi 

Fa Zhan,” Strategic and Security Analysis, Vol. 28, p. 14.  
43 Ibid., p. 17. 
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suspend the oil and gas projects of Vietnam’s southeast coast44. In early 

2009, China also made enthusiastic attempt to dissuade Philippine from 

enacting its revised baseline law but in vain after all45. China’s attitudes 

kept turning firm. In a talk with the U.S. senior officials in Beijing in 

March 2010, the Chinese leaders mentioned for the first time that “the 

South China Sea is Chin’s core interest”.  

 

    From January 2012 to May 2013, Beijing continuously dispatched 

fish boats, surveillance ships and fleets to the South China Sea. It moved 

actively around Scarborough Shoal and the Second Thomas Shoal within 

the Philippine’s EEZ, which caused military confrontations and standoff 

in the region and got the nerves of the littoral states again. 

 

 

5.2 Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands Dispute 
     

Historical Background 
     

    In the vast expanse of East China Sea, eight tiny islands are located 

on it46. These islands are located in its extended continental shelf edge, 

                                                        
44 Schofield and Storey, Supra note 1, p. 22.  
45 Philippine passed a baseline law in February 2009, which made a revision and 

claimed the Kalayaan Archipelago as well as the Scarborough Shoal into its territory. 

The revision made the law more consistent with the LOSC. Schofield and Storey, 

Supra note 1, p. 29. 
46 Their names in turns are Diaoyu/Uotsuri, Huangwei Yu/Kuba-shima, 

Nanxiaodao/Minami-kojima, Beixiaodao/Kita-kijima, Chiwei Yu/Kubaseki-shima or 
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where is between 25 degrees 40 minutes to 26 degrees north latitude, and 

from 123 degrees to 124 degrees 34 minutes east longitude. Total area of 

the eight islands is merely about 6.5 square kilometers, and 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands is the biggest one of them, which is measured 

about 3.91 square kilometers. Yet in the eight islands, only two out of 

them are over 1 square kilometers47. These islands are 102 nautical miles 

north from Taiwan, 90 nautical miles east from mainland China and 230 

nautical miles south from Naha, Okinawa. Although these islands are 

remote and uninhabitable, for centuries, they have been a rest place and 

an indicator for fishermen and people who travel between China and 

Japan. 

 

    In the 15th century, China named these islands “Diaoyu Yu” or 

“Diaoyutai” and recorded them into history, furthermore, the Chinese 

designated the islands to be under Taiwan’s administration at that time. 

However, Japan also drew these islands into their territory and named 

them “Senkaku” islands in 1895 before the First Sino-Japanese war broke 

out. After World War II, according to the San Francisco Treaty, Japan 

handed over the islands. The Japanese government made Nansei Islands 

including Ryukyu Islands as well as Daito Islands under trusteeship of the 

United States48. Yet in June 1971, the U.S. government returned the 

                                                                                                                                                               
Taisho-jima, Chongbeiyen/Okini Kitaiwa, Chongnanye/Kino Minamiiwa, 

Feilai/Tobise.  
47 The other one is the Huangwei Yu/Kuba-shima Island. 
48 As the Treaty refers, “Japan will concur in any proposal of the United States to the 

United Nations to place under its trusteeship system, with the United States as the sole 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

115 
 

trusted region to Japan according to the “Treaty Between Japan and the 

United States of America Concerning the Ryukyu Islands and the Daito 

Islands (also known as the Okinawa Reversion Treaty)”, and the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands was included. The Reversion Treaty was 

implemented in May 1972, then Japan incorporated the islands into 

jurisdiction of Ishigaki , Okinawa49. 

 

    There was no dispute over this maritime area until the United 

Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) 

declared their discovery that there might be oil deposits around the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in 196850.  

 

After the ECAFE’s announcement, China issued its first formal 

claim to the islands in December 197151. Japan and Taiwan also made 

their claims after China. The U.S. as one of the contributors of this 

                                                                                                                                                               
administering authority, Nansei Shoto south of 29deg. north latitude (including the 

Ryukyu Islands and the Daito Islands)…Pending the making of such a proposal and 

affirmative action thereon, the United States will have the right to exercise all and any 

powers of administration, legislation and jurisdiction over the territory and inhabitants 

of these islands, including their territorial waters. ”  See Chapter II, Article 3, San 

Francisco Treaty (Treaty of Peace with Japan).  

49 National Policy Foundation (July 6, 2005): “Diao Yu Tai Zhu Quan Zheng Yi Yu 

Hu Yu Wen Ti,” via: http://old.npf.org.tw/Symposium/s94/940714-NS.htm, latest 

retrieved on 2013/7/3. 
50 Ibid. 
51 “Zhong Hua Ren Min Gong He Guo Wai Jiao Bu Sheng Ming”, Renmin Ribao, 

front-page, December 31, 1971.  
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situation clarified they would keep neutral on the sovereignty issue in 

November 1971. William P. Rogers, Secretary of the State of that time, 

stated in the Senate Committee saying that “This treaty does not affect the 

legal status of those islands of all. Whatever the legal situation prior to 

the treaty is going to be the legal situation after the treaty comes into 

effect 52 .” After that, Washington keeps neutral on issues of the 

sovereignty of the islands officially. Nonetheless, it also confirms that 

The Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United 

States and Japan which was signed by the two countries in January 1960 

would apply to the Senkaku Islands.  

 

In Article 5 of the Mutual Cooperation and Security Treaty, it 

stipulated that53: 

 

Each party (i.e. the United State and Japan) recognizes that an 

armed attack against either Party in the territories under the 

administration of Japan would be dangerous to its own peace and 

safety and declares that it would act to meet the common danger in 

accordance with its constitutional provisions and processes.  

                                                        
52 Han-yi Shaw, (1999), “The Diaoyutai/Senkaku Islands Dispute: its History and an 

Analysis of the Ownership Claims of the P.R.C., R.O.C., and Japan,” Maryland Series 

in Contemporary Asian Studies, No. 3, p. 123. 
53 Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security Between the United States of America 

and Japan, Article V (January 19, 1960), See the online document here: 

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/ps/japan/mutual_cooperation_treaty.pdf latest retrieved 

on July 1, 2013. 
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In March 2004, Deputy Spokesman of the State Department, Adam 

Ereli, reaffirmed this position. He mentioned that “Article 5 of the 1960 

U.S.-Japan Mutual Cooperation and Security Treaty states that it applies 

to the territories under the administration of Japan (i.e. Senkaku 

Islands)54.” Until recently, the U.S. provides the similar language in 

public when it comes to this issue55. 

 

The U.S. standpoint makes the situation complicated. Since both of 

China and Japan see Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands the important real estate for 

their economic values. Moreover, after ECAFE’s 1968 discovery, some 

also put attention on strategic status of the islands. In addition to the 

lucrative and large deposits of oil lying around, the islands could play a 

role allowing its owners to claim their maritime rights under the 

UNCLOS thus have a greater predominance of the East China Sea. 

 

On one hand, according to some estimates, sovereignty over the 

islands could affects approximately 40,000 square kilometers of 

continental shelf or EEZ56. On the other hand, owners could grant their 

                                                        
54 U.S. Department of State: “Daily Press Briefing (Corrected), March 24, 2004,” via: 

http://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/dpb/2004/30743.htm latest retrieved on July 1, 

2013. 
55  U.S. Department of State: “Daily Press Briefing, August 16, 2010,” via: 

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/dpb/2010/08/146001.htm latest retrieved on July 1, 

2013. 
56 Zhong-qi Pan, (2007), “Sino-Japanese Dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands: 

The Pending Controversy from the Chinese Perspective,” Journal of Chinese Political 

Science, Vol. 12, No. 1, p. 72. 
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military and security advantage by controlling the west side of the first 

island chain of the Western Pacific. Combination of these various values 

makes Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands the ground of contesting eventually. 

 

The Claimants 

 

There are three claimants vying for sovereignty of the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. Based on the special historical background, 

Taiwan (Republic of China, ROC) has its reasons for claiming the Diaoyu 

Islands similar with that of China57, which mainly focus on geographical 

proximity, historical records and usages. And same with China, Taiwan 

asserts that according to the Cairo Declaration and Potsdam Proclamation, 

the Diaoyu Islands should have been restored to the Republic of China, 

not to mention that this conclusion was reconfirmed in the later 1951 San 

Francisco Treaty and the 1952 Peace Treaty between the Republic of 

China and Japan58.  

 

    Japan’s claim to the islands is mainly based on their seizure and 

                                                        
57 After the second part of the Chinese Civil War ended in 1949, the Chinese 

Nationalist Party (Kuomintang) retreated to Taiwan, and after that the ROC 

government in Taiwan has been vying for the representative status and the legitimism 

of “China” with the PRC government in the international society.  
58  Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of China (Taiwan): Statement, “The 

Diaoyutai Islands An Inherent Part of the Territory of the Republic of China 

(Taiwan)” via: 

http://www.mofa.gov.tw/EnOfficial/Topics/TopicsArticleDetail/fd8c3459-b3ec-4ca6-

9231-403f2920090a latest retrieved on July 1, 2013. 
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usage of these islands. In late 1890s the Japanese Koga Tatsushiro 

established business on the islands, operating bonito-flake factories and 

processing albatross feathers to sell59. Japan alleges that the islands were 

terra nullius (as empty land) when it occupied these islands in 1895, so 

they were not included into the Treaty of Shimonoseki and thus not in the 

obligation to be returned to China after the World War II according to 

either the Cairo Declaration or the Potsdam Proclamation. Japan asserts 

that the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands belong to the description of Article 3 in 

the San Francisco Treaty as the Nansei Islands which were put under the 

U.S. administration after the treaty was signed in 1951, but not the islands 

it renounced in the Article 260. While the U.S. deliberately maintains its 

neutrality on the sovereignty issues, Japan asserts that its use and control 

over the islands was normal and undisputed until the possibility of oil 

resources was released in 1968. 

 

    China’s assertion is mainly against that of Japan’s. First of all, 

Beijing refutes that the islands were terra nullius in 1895 strongly argued 

by Tokyo. Based on this point of view, Beijing asserts that the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands are affiliated with Taiwan and included in the 

Treaty of Shimonoseki signed after the First Sino-Japanese War, As a 

                                                        
59 The Japan Times (May 18, 2012): “Owner OK with metro bid to buy disputed 

Senkaku Islands,” via: 

http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2012/05/18/news/owner-ok-with-metro-bid-to-buy-

disputed-senkaku-islands/#.UdZ5gDttPik latest retrieved on July 1, 2013. 
60 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan: “Basic View on the Senkaku Islands,” 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/senkaku/ latest retrieved on July 1, 2013. 
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corollary, these islands should be returned to the Chinese after the end of 

World War II in accordance with the Cairo Declaration, the Potsdam 

Proclamation and the San Francisco Peace Treaty61. In addition to its 

legitimacy status, China also put emphasis on historical evidences 

claiming that the islands were named and recorded in its history since the 

Ming Dynasty in 15th century. Furthermore, according to Beijing, the 

Diaoyu Islands were used intermittently by the Chinese and have been 

put under administration of Taiwan since Qing Dynasty, so it is the 

Japanese who usurped the islands in 1895. 

 

    Contest Simmering 

 

    Though the quarrel has happened since 1970s, the Diaoyu/Senkaku 

Islands were actually controlled by Japan after the Okinawa Reversion 

Treaty which came into effect in 1972. From then on, flashpoints werwe 

mainly kept under the civilian level between the Chinese communities 

(including Hong Kong, Taiwan and Mainland China) and the Japanese 

society62.  

                                                        
61 Xinhua News (June 13, 2013): “Lu Xing Kai Luo Xuan Yan Ling Tu Tiao Kuan 

Gui Huain Zhong Guo Diao Yu Dao,” via: 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2013-06/13/c_124851115.htm latest retrieved on 

July 1, 2013. 
62 To be detailed, the sentiment is between the Chinese communities and specific 

right-wing groups of Japan. From 1970 to 2000, several incidents burst out between 

the Chinese communities and certain Japanese right-wing political groups, which 

usually have beginnings of the Japanese try to set flag or lighthouse on the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands to confirm their sovereignty, and such behaviours provoke 
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    On October 25, 1978, Deng Xiaoping called for temporarily setting 

aside the sovereignty problem in his visit to Japan, he said63:  

 

    Our two sides agreed not to touch upon this question when 

diplomatic relations were normalized between China and Japan…It 

doesn’t matter if this question is shelved for some time, say, ten years. 

Our generation is not wise enough to find common language on this 

question. Our next generation will certainly be wiser. They will surely 

find a solution acceptable to all. 

     

    In May 1979, when he was at a meeting with the Japanese 

congressman Suzuki Zenko, Deng further suggested that China and Japan 

should jointly exploit the resources around the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands 

and shelve the sovereignty problem temporarily. The idea was formally 

made as a guideline included to China’s maritime dispute policy later in 

June of the same year64. Since then, the two parties have only achieved a 
                                                                                                                                                               
the Chinese side. The most two prominent groups are the Nihon Seinensha (Japan 

Youth Federation) and the Chinese Baodiao movement (Protect Diaoyu Islands). The 

sovereignty dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands is more generally concerned in 

the Chinese society than in Japan, since many Chinese are still suffering from sense of 

humiliation according to the historical rivalry with Japan. Shaw, Supra note 52, pp. 

11-18. 
63  “Vice-Premier Teng at Tokyo Press Conference: New Upsurge in Friendly 

Relations between China and Japan”, Peking Review, Vol. 21, No. 44, p. 16. 
64 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China: “Ge Zhi Zheng Yi, 

Gong Tong Kai Fa,” via: 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn/ziliao_611306/wjs_611318/2159_611322/t8958.sht

ml latest retrieved on July 1, 2013. 
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fisheries pact treaty in November 199765, and after that, both of them try 

to keep a low-key attitude on the sovereignty issues. 

 

    However, things have been changed in recent decade. In fact, since 

1999, Beijing apparently has raised its level of presence in the disputed 

maritime area by shifting its verbal claims to dispatching physical 

researches and naval vessels to water area nearby the islands66. At the 

same time, Japan also drafted a plan in November 2004 indicating that it 

would “defend the southern remote islands of Kyushu and Okinawa from 

possible invasion67” aiming at reconfirming and strengthening its power 

over the disputed maritime area.  

 

In February 2005, Japan announced a lighthouse erected on the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Island by the Nihon Seinensha—a Japan right-wing 

activists was placed under state protection and control, which resulted in 

a strong protest from Beijing. The Chinese Foreign Ministry called the 

move by Tokyo as “a serious provocation and violation of Chinese 

                                                        
65 China and Japan had made their first official fishery pact treaty in 1975, and after 

1982 the two side signed and ratified the LOSC, they established a new treaty in 1997 

which came into effect in 2000. Chien-liang Lu, (2011), “Sino-Japan Fisheries 

Agreement and the Solution to Taiwan-Japan Fisheries Disputes,” Issues & Studies, 

Vol. 50, No. 1, pp. 43-50. Pan, p. 75. 
66 Pan, Supra note 56, p. 75. 
67 Taylor Fravel, (2010), “Explaining Stability in the Senkaku (Diaoyu) Islands 

Dispute,” p. 150. On line resource 

http://web.mit.edu/ssp/people/fravel/2010_senkaku.pdf, latest retrieved on 

2013/07/01. 
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territorial sovereignty68.” In December 2008, two Chinese survey ships 

were reportedly found entering into Japan’s territorial waters around the 

disputed islands, which marked for the first time that Chinese 

non-civilian but the official vessels traveled so close to the disputed 

islands69.  

 

    Tensions did not stop here, from around 2012, Beijing put fairly 

regular incursions by dispatching the government aircrafts and vessels to 

the nearby disputed areas, which were thought to give Japan a pressure 

and hint it that China owns the sovereignty over these islands70. In 

addition to actual moves around the islands, in March 2012, China also 

officially announced the names of the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands and other 

feature affiliated nearby to confirm its legitimacy around the maritime 

area71.  

 

    The disputes reached its peak in July 2012, after Japanese 

government formally provided a project to buy and nationalize the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. On July 7, 2012, the Japanese Premier Noda 

                                                        
68 Pan, Supra note 56, p. 76. 
69 Fravel, Supra note 67, p. 156. 
70 Michael Swaine, (2013), “Chinese Views Regarding the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands 

Dispute,” China Leader Monitor, No. 41, pp. 1-10. 
71 State Oceanic Administration of People’s Republic of China (March 2, 2012): 

“Guo Jia Hai Yang Ju Min Zheng Bu Shou Quan Gong Bu Wo Guo Diao Yu Dao Ji 

Bu Fen Fu Shu Dao Yu Biao Zhun Ming Cheng,” via: 

http://www.soa.gov.cn/xw/hyyw_90/201211/t20121109_561.html latest retrieved on 

July 1, 2013. 
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Yoshihiko reiterated in an interview that the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands 

belongs to Japan undoubtedly, and there was no territorial dispute on the 

islands between China and Japan72. Japan’s announcement aroused the 

Chinese ire. After that, Beijing sent their vessels entering into the 

territorial waters of the islands more frequently, and even had a military 

exercise in the East China Sea73. 

 

    The Japanese government officially signed a contract buying the 

islands from its owner on September 11, 2012. However, China did not 

stop sending it vessels patrolling the disputed water areas after that. In 

fact, from September 11 to the end of 2012, China was allegedly found it 

made 18 incursions into the territorial waters74. 

 

    The arena also shifts to diplomatic channels. However, from 

September 2012, to May 2013, consultations and meetings between the 

two parties did not ease the situation. On April 26, 2013, Beijing 

expressed that the Diaoyu Islands is China’s “core interest”, which is a 

term usually associates with Tibet and Taiwan issues and means that the 

room for compromise is little75. This position is reaffirmed again when Xi 
                                                        
72 Swaine, Supra note 70, p. 13. 
73 Ibid.; China Times (July 10, 2012): “Da Lu Hai Jun Jin Qi Dong Hai Shi Tan Yan 

Xi,” via: http://news.chinatimes.com/mainland/11050501/112012071000187.html  

latest retrieved on July 1, 2013. 
74 Swaine, Supra note 70, p. 16. 
75 Nikkei (April 27, 2013): “Zhong Guo Shou Ci Biao Shi Diao Yu Tai Shi He Xin Li 

Yi,” via: 

http://zh.cn.nikkei.com/politicsaeconomy/politicsasociety/5419-20130427.html latest 
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Jinping when he met with Barack Obama in a China-U.S. summit in June 

201376. 

 

    It seems that a solution between China and Japan will not easily 

come up in a near future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
                                                                                                                                                               
retrieved on July 1, 2013. 

76 Global Post (June 11, 2013): “Senkaku Islands are "core interest" of China, Xi 

tells Obama,” via: 

http://www.globalpost.com/dispatch/news/kyodo-news-international/130611/senkaku

-islands-are-core-interest-china-xi-tells-obama latest retrieved on July 1, 2013. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

 

Realists assert that the international system is dynamic since states 

are never satisfied with their status quo in the society. To survive and 

make sure their security in the system, a state will struggle to maximize 

its power and be hegemony in the region. Thus, there are always 

revisionist states, once they obtain potential power, these states will 

challenge the status quo in the system, which brings about wars and 

conflicts.  

 

Based on realistic thoughts, the China Threat advocates predict that 

after China obtains its economic and military power, it will challenge 

existing order and status quo of the international society. Moreover, it 

may even seek to be a regional hegemony. By attempting to manipulate 

and intervene into other states sovereignty, China could build its 

dominating statures in the international society. According to advocates of 

the China Threat and the realists, in the process of expansion, a rising 

power is more likely to have frictions and conflicts with others, since 

their interests are usually contradictory. The worst examples happened in 

history were Germany and Japan in World War II.  

 

    However, the history realities in this thesis do not support the realist 

China Threat surmise perfectly. When we review contemporary China’s 

territorial disputes with other countries, it is hard to discover China’s 

attempts to expand its power by intervening into other countries 
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sovereignty. Neither does China put its will on others and realize it 

arbitrarily, which is thought by the realists would result in wars and 

conflicts. Although the Chinese troops invaded into other countries 

territories or the unsettled boundaries during the war courses—like what 

we have seen in the 1962 Sino-Indian War and 1979 Sino-Vietnamese 

War; nonetheless, as Mao said, “China does not want an inch of territory 

from other countries,” most of such trespass are for defensive reasons in 

the first place. And after these wars finished, the Chinese troops retreated 

back their own territory. 

 

Obviously, most of the intense and large-scale wars only happened 

before 1979, the last one was the Sino-Vietnamese war. And these wars 

were deliberately long-term planned rather than accidental or sudden 

outbreaks. Moreover, wars took place before 1979 also caused relatively 

higher casualties. 

 

All of the wars launched before 1979 were in the name of 

self-defense or counter-attack. According to the China Threat advocates 

and some realists, wars and conflicts will happen more frequently after 

China gradually obtains its achievements in economy and military 

abilities. Yet when most of the land border disputes (except for the 

boundary issue with India) have reached peaceful solutions through 

negotiations and treaties successively in 1990s, what we see is a more 

compromising and sophisticated China in the international society, who is   

more likely to be cooperating and have dialogue with other countries on 
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the territory issues. In most of these cases, we observe that when the 

territorial dispute occurs, China prefers negotiations and other diplomatic 

channels to make progress at the outsets.  

 

Although after 2000, pressures of confrontation in South China Sea 

and Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands increase and wordings of each party also 

become tougher, frequency of intensive and large-scale armed conflicts 

decrease overall while comparing with the cases happened before 1979.  

 

After 1979, what we see is a more cautious, conservative and 

flexible China on territorial disputes. Just like Deng indicated in the late 

1970s, on territorial issues, though Beijing insists the sovereignties 

belong to China, it also accepts to shelve disputes for temporary and to 

jointly exploit resources with other countries. To date, the declaration 

remains the pivotal principle when Beijing deals with other countries on 

territorial disputes. 

 

    In contrast to the prediction that there are more likely wars and 

conflicts between China and other countries after its rise, on high-politics 

issues such as territorial disputes, in fact, Beijing shows higher flexibility 

contributing to the control of intensity of these conflicts to some extent. 

How can we explain the gap between the realistic China Threat and the 

reality? 

 

    Constructivists can provide a more detailed supplement for the flaw 
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of realism. In our cases, we see China has different identities when it 

faces different countries. Such identities also guide different recognitions 

of interests for China, and lead it to adopt different behaviors. Finally, 

these behaviors form the cultures—but not only the Hobbesian 

one—between China and its neighboring states. 

 

    In the case studies, we observe the Hobbesian culture has shortly 

appeared between China and the Soviet Union from early 1960 to 1969, 

when the Sino-Soviet boundary war took place. Under this culture, states 

see each other as enemy. Since “all against all”, what they worry about is 

being eliminated by the other. There is no trust between enemies under 

the Hobbesian culture, one must eliminate another to ensure its security. 

Just like the concern has flashed into Mao’s mind, “Whenever the Soviet 

Union can put something (i.e. our territory) into their pockets, they will. 

(See Chapter 3.2)” The Soviets appeared as an enemy in Chinese leaders 

mind at that time, so while Kosygin suggested ceasing the war in 

September 1969, Mao did not trust in him and even indicated an 

evacuation for the fear of a full-scale war would be launched by Moscow. 

We can still see realistic power consideration in the Chinese leaders’ 

decisions to go to a war or not. Since seeing the Soviets as an enemy, to 

launch a war and eliminate the USSR could meet the Chinese interests of 

physical survival and to keep its autonomy. However, the Chinese leaders 

did not have the confidence to win a full-scale war, so they adopted a 

limited and symbolic armed conflict with Moscow. Furthermore, the 

“Soviet threat” contributed to the rapprochement between China and the 
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U.S. in the early 1970s to some extent, since to establish alliance with the 

American is one way to ensure the security interest for China. 

 

    On the other hand, in the wars with India and Vietnam before 1979, 

China was seeing both of the two countries as rivals under the Lockean 

culture. Under such structure, states admit each other’s sovereignty and 

will not try to eliminate their rivals. Even territorial disputes and military 

conflicts occur between rivals, death threats do not exist between them. 

And what we observe in the 1962 Sino-Indian War and 1979 

Sino-Vietnamese War is, to launch an effective and limited war could 

meet the security interest of the Chinese, since it could reduce the 

harassments and armed clashes at the border lines. It also meets the 

economic interest of China, because a “counter attack” or “punitive war” 

to effectively deter harassments and incursions could save a deal of 

money on boundary defense for the Chinese government. 

 

    The identity considerations are even clearer on the South China Sea 

and Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands disputes in recent decades. Since its reform 

and opening up in 1978, China has increasingly adapted itself into the 

international economic and political system. When the old ideological 

barriers gradually blur, China transforms its identity with other states 

from enemy to rival and competitor. For China, a violent and final war 

with the capital states is not necessary anymore; instead, interdependence 

and cooperation with others on economic and other various issues 

become more frequent and deeper. Being rivals and competitors, the 
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threat of being eliminated no longer exists among nations. Although 

controlling and dominating the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands and South China 

Sea will bring not only economic, but also strategic and even self-esteem 

interests to Beijing, these are not immediate and urgent for it, mainly 

because it is less relevant to survival needs to China. Moreover, having 

conflicts and wars on territorial issue with its important trading partners 

risk more to China at the time. The reasons above could explain why 

tensions have been kept under a certain level in South China Sea and the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands since 1979. 

 

    To sum up, we see two constructivist features in these five cases. 

First of all, identity of as a factor is variable. We observe such identity 

changes happen among China and different countries. Most of the time, 

China views other countries as rivals who could be competed against 

meanwhile could also be cooperating with. At other times, we observe 

China views other countries as friends, what it holds is an altruistic 

attitude toward others. Such identity happened in the Sino-Soviet 

relationship before 1960s and Sino-Vietnamese relationship during the 

first two Indochina Wars. Furthermore, even facing the same country, 

identity varies with time, like what we observe in the Sino-Soviet case 

after 1960s, and the Sino-Vietnamese relationship after the mid 1970s. 

Second, correlation between identity and interest shows up in these five 

cases, which also leads countries to adopt different behaviors and result in 

different cultures among them eventually. In these five cases, China 

usually sees other countries as rivals, which makes it adopt a dual-track 
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strategy on foreign policy with other countries. Under this dual-track 

strategy, there is room for China to have interactions and cooperate with 

other countries on many other issues even they have disputes on 

territorial sovereignty at the same time. And such interaction mode just 

contributes to what the constructivists called the Lockean culture. The 

only case that shows Hobbesian culture is the Sino-Soviet War in 1969, 

when China was seeing Moscow its enemy and thinking to eliminate each 

other is the interest between them at the time. Thus Mao designated a 

large-scale evacuation plan for the comprehensive war he thought would 

have come. The two features could exactly make the constructivist 

framework I provided in Chapter 3. 

 

    This thesis tries to test the realistic China Threat through real life 

events among China and its neighboring states. And we confirm that, 

comparing to a realist perspective to see China’s rise, our cases are more 

in favor of that of the constructivist. 

 

    Prospects 

 

    Similar dispute is happening between Taiwan and China since KMT 

has retreated from mainland in 1949. Military conflicts happened and 

frozen atmosphere were between the Cross-Straight. And before late 80s, 

governments of the two sides almost had no contacts with each other. 

Until recently, the Chinese leaders still reiterate that they will not give up 

using military force toward Taiwan when it is necessary. Many Taiwanese 
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also concern that China would more likely be a threat when it rises as 

economy and military power.  

 

However, it is noteworthy that after experienced a period of 

high-pressure, the two sides break the ice after all and start to have 

conversations even cooperations on many issues, the Economic 

Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) signed in 2010 is especially 

conspicuous. For both of the two sides, to eliminate each other and make 

sure their security is not considered to be the only interest anymore. In a 

way, Taiwan and China see each other as rivals at present.  

 

Although Wendt dose not point out specifically that it is causality 

between identity and interest, we can confirm there is correlation between 

them. Which is to say, the more diverse interests are recognized by 

countries, the more likely they are seeing each other as non-enemy and 

away from the Hobbesian culture—probability of large-scale military 

conflict will be lower, too. 

 

We have found some patterns of how China acts on its territorial 

disputes in the five cases of our research, and such patterns would be 

inspiring if we apply them to developing situation such as the 

Cross-Straight relationship. From a constructivist perspective, contingent 

armed clashes in the long run could not be completely ruled out. However, 

it would be more preferable for Taiwan to contrive its political leverage 

by seeking and valuing cooperate opportunities with China in the 
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foreseeable future. 
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