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Abstract 

Dragon’s Ascension to the Sea: 

An Analysis on the stance and behaviours of  

Chinese government toward the maritime  

territorial disputes 

Yeong Ik Kim 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

 

 The dragon has begun its ascension. Contradicting her own foreign 

policy, “China does not seek regional hegemony or a sphere of influence”,
1
 

China is striving to expand her sphere of influence, fortifying her 

international status as “Super power”.  

 After the outbreak of global financial crisis in 2008, Chinese 

foreign policy, especially the territorial policies, seemed like has been 

changed as her international role has altered. China started to insist that rest 

of the world should respect China’s ‘core interests’, while revising her 

                                           

1 The quote comes from the People’s Republic of China State Council’s white paper on 

“China’s Peaceful Development” published in September 2011.  
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famous foreign policy ‘hide one’s capacities and bide one’s time (tao guang 

yang hui, 韜光養晦)’.  

Since that time, Chinese government has been emphasising on the 

importance of territorial issues. China has been taking more tough actions 

and more assertive stances than signals of compromise on the territorial 

disputes with her neighbour countries, particularly on the maritime 

territorial disputes. Sometimes China makes strong tone of statements and 

sometimes she sends coast guard ships or warships to controversial sea area, 

the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and several reefs and rocks in South China Sea 

for instance. 

 However, it is not true that China always takes the same protocols 

toward the territorial disputes. She has several cards in hand to cope with 

her counterparts and plays the most effective card accordingly. For example, 

there are huge differences between China’s actions toward Japan or Vietnam 

and actions to Mongolia or North Korea. To counterparts with enough 

military capability to stand against China, she willingly use force to her 

opponent. When it comes to deal with less strong neighbour, China often 

attempts to resolve the dispute in a peaceful way.  

 Given those situations, the purpose of this study is to answer these 

questions: Will China uses the assertive way consistently? What makes 

China take such actions towards the maritime territorial disputes? In order to 
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answer to these questions, this research will focus on the China’s changed 

stance on the territorial disputes from 2010 to 2014, mainly on the maritime 

territorial issues via analysing her actions and attitudes. As for the 

methodology and framework, two particular cases within Senkaku/Diaoyu 

Island dispute have been deliberately chosen: Diplomatic tension over 

fishermen arrest; and Japanese ‘Nationalisation’. Along with Chronological 

Analysis, content analysis method has been used to analyse the actions 

taken by Chinese government and its counterpart. This study is based on the 

statistical data derived from official statements announced by both Chinese 

government and its counterpart in order to process the research with 

neutrality. 

 Analysis based on the content analysis and chronological analysis 

shows several fascinating findings. First, China has no intention to 

compromise or yield on the issues related to its core interests: 1) the 

sovereignty; 2) national security; 3) development and benefits; 4) territorial 

integration; 5) peaceful development. Second, given aforementioned reason, 

Chinese government sticks to uncompromising policy toward the maritime 

territorial disputes in most of the occasion. Third, Chinese government tend 

to take hawkish actions both toward relatively strong counterpart and 

neighbour country which has fatal weakness to China. 

 According to the results of this research, Chinese foreign policy has 
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not been altered but changed its behaviours during financial crisis 2008-

2009, where it struck most of western countries, providing them with more 

issue than South and East China Seas to concern. Chinese behaviours on the 

maritime territorial dispute became more assertive. With her new stance, 

China takes proactive attitudes and firm actions toward the maritime 

territorial disputes under the slogan of ‘protect the core interests’. To resolve 

a series of maritime disputes, Chinese government implements different 

strategies toward each opposing countries: announcing strong statements; 

conducting military exercise; sending naval forces; and even evoking anti-

counterpart rally among Chinese people. So far, China always gets what she 

wants to in maritime disputes and China’s large domestic market and 

plentiful rare-earth materials guarantee her temporary triumph in disputes. 

Contrary to previous situations, China may have to face the new and the 

more harsh conditions when she deals with neighbouring countries by these 

factors: domestic politics, relatively slowdown of economic growth and 

enhanced counterparts.  

 

Keywords: Rise of China, Maritime Territorial Disputes, Core Interest, 

Senkaku/Diaoyu disputes, East China Sea 
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I. Introduction  

 

1. Research Background and Research Question 

 

 Unlike the West, where dragon is depicted as evil, East Asian 

countries portray Dragon as benevolent figure, symbolising holiness and 

divinity of a monarch, an absolutum dominium of the Emperor. For this 

reason, Chinese people have been using a dragon as their symbol and they 

deem themselves as its offspring. According to the East Asian myth, dragon 

has been camouflaging in the lake for thousands of years and one day it will 

ascend to the heaven. Of course, it is mere myth, but when it comes to 

China, it is not just a myth. Recently, this giant red dragon had begun its 

ascension to the sky with her strong economic power and military capability.  

 Shortly after China overcoming the global financial crisis in 2008, 

China seemed to take the new attitudes towards the current International 

order in three ways: propagate their own ideology; reject some consensus 

which is harmful for economic growth; and challenge to the regional 

hegemony. Several events show us what is the new manner of China toward 

the International society. For instance, China started to insist that ‘Beijing 
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Consensus’
2
 over ‘Washington Consensus’ as an alternative to economic 

development to developing. This resembles China’s attempt to evict Pax 

Americana and begin new era of Pax Sinica. Also, China embarked on 

making her own voice on reducing the aggregate amount of CO
2
 emission in 

Copenhagen climate change conference in 2009.
3
 Furthermore, China 

revealed slightly hawkish attitude and taken tough actions on the maritime 

disputes, mainly against Japan and ASEAN countries. 

 However, aforesaid situations were not suddenly loomed. There are 

three backgrounds which lead China to play a stubborn role in territorial 

disputes. Firstly, the domestic background is concerned. After the ‘Reform 

and Opening Up’ policy initiated by Deng Xiaoping and Chinese 

Communist Party, China has experienced immense change not only in 

economy field, but in every other field such as society, culture, arts and 

foreign policy. Thanks to the fruits of the reform programme initiated in 

1978, China now perceives the acquisition of “comprehensive national 

strength” within its grasp. Such strength would enable China to resolve her 

internal problems and reacquisition of her former international political 

                                           
2
 “Beijing Consensus” is a term which depict Chinese style economy development model. 

This term is coined by Joshua Cooper Ramo, in his The Foreign Policy Centre’s article in 

2004. For more detail contents about Beijing Consensus, refer to Joshua Cooper Ramo, The 

Beijing Consensus (London: The Foreign Policy Centre, 2004).  

3 Cho Young Nam, China’s dream: Xi Jinping’s leadership and China’s future (Seoul: Min 

umsa, 2013), pp. 258. (조영남, 『중국의 꿈: 시진핑 리더십과 중국의 미래』(서울: 

민음사, 2013), pp. 258). 
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status that China has lost at the beginning of the modern era.
4
 Consequently, 

China successfully reformed herself during the last three decades, 

withstanding humiliations from rather ‘developed countries’ as being 

developing, and backward country, and now she strives to stand as ‘super 

power.’ 

 Secondly, background in regional stage made China bolder. When 

the global financial crisis struck in 2008, Chinese economy and Japanese 

economy revealed their relatively strong economic stamina, based on stable 

manufacturing industry. In spite of Japan’s successful overcoming of the 

crisis, Japanese economy has been surpassed by Chinese economy in Gross 

Domestic Product, faster than expected in 2010.
5
 This is mainly due to the 

fact that China maintained high-level of economic growth, whereas 

Japanese economy no longer be able to sustain high-speed growth since 

1990. From that time, it is said that China had become the most powerful 

country in East Asia when it comes to hard power. This had made China to 

act boldly in attempt to challenge regional hegemony led by U.S. and Japan. 

 Lastly, international conditions seemed advantageous to China 

rather than the West since 2008. Western countries and their economies 

                                           

4 Michael D. Swaine and Ashley J. Tellis, Interpreting China’s Grand Strategy: Past, 

Present, and Future (Santa Monica: Rand, 2000), pp. 98-99.  

5 Takahara Akio, “A Japanese Perspective on China’s Rise and the East Asian Order,” in 

Robert Ross and Zhu Feng (eds.), China’s Ascent: Power, Security and the Future of 

International Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), pp. 218.  
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including United States were critically damaged by financial crisis in 2008-

2009 and their economy had made strenuous efforts to recover themselves 

from the mire of stagnation. In contrary, China and several newly 

industrialised countries overcame the crisis without such effort. As an 

aftermath of the crisis, new institution, G20, was established and the voice 

of newly industrialised countries became stronger. From this point, China 

had gotten a self-confidence to make herself voice in the international 

society. In addition, United States’ new Asian-Pacific policy evoked China 

to alter her policies.
6
 During 2010-2011, United State conducted new 

Asian-Pacific policy called ‘rebalancing strategy,’
7
 where China reckoned 

such policy was an attempt by United States and her allies to contain and 

besiege China, the Rising Red Dragon. Due to the aftermath of the global 

financial crisis in 2008, G20, and United States’ new Asian-Pacific policy, 

‘rebalancing strategy’, China was forced to raise her voice in the 

international society to protect herself. 

 In a nutshell, as an aftermath of these backgrounds, China started to 

reveal her strict behaviours toward the maritime dispute without altering her 

                                           
6
 There are various views on the motivation of ‘rebalancing strategy’. For instance, some 

scholars argued that Chinese assertive actions in the East China Sea and South China Sea 

invoke U.S’s rebalancing strategy. About these viewpoints, refer to Chung Jae Ho, 

“Evaluate Sino-US relation from the eye of the year 2013”, China Report 2013, (April 

2014), pp. 110. (정재호, “2013년 시점에서 평가하는 미∙중 관계”, 『2013 중국정세

보고』(서울: 국립외교원 중국연구센터, 2014), pp. 110). 
7 Cho Young Nam, China’s dream: Xi Jinping’s leadership and China’s future, pp. 308-309. 

(조영남, 『중국의 꿈: 시진핑 리더십과 중국의 미래』, pp. 308-309). 
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foreign policy. This change in attitude has a very significant meaning in 

regional security. Therefore, some questions were raised: Will China take 

the assertive way or not? What makes China to take such hawkish actions 

on the territorial disputes? How China used to manage the maritime disputes? 

These questions have significant meaning in understanding the current 

condition of maritime disputes in East Asia and to aware what is the China’s 

strategic goal on the territorial issues. 

 In order to answer above research questions, purpose of this study 

had been set up. The primary purpose of this research is: 1) to assess the 

change in Chinese foreign policy following its behavioural change; 2) to 

examine the conditions motivating China to take more or less assertive 

actions; 3) to assess the prospects for Chinese behaviour with regard to 

maritime sovereignty issues in the future.  

 

2. Scope and Definition  

 

 In this study, scope of research and definition of keywords were 

established for two main purposes: to make the process of this research 

more precisely and smoothly; and to prevent confusing readers about main 

conceptions of this study. First, this research will analyse the pattern of 

Chinese actions and attitudes on the maritime dispute with Japan from 
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September 2010 to March 2014. The period was specifically indicated for 

two main reasons: 1) to point out change in the external conditions, 

including but not limited to Chinese GDP growth; and 2) to illustrate the 

tension between China and Japan after so-called ‘Fishermen Arrested 

Incident in September 2010.’ External conditions are concerned as Chinese 

leaders’ were influenced by external factors. The fact that Chinese GDP 

surpassing Japanese GDP in 2010 affected to Chinese leaders’ mentality and 

China become more confident and bolder.
8
 As for the Fishermen incident, 

in brief, on September 7
th

, 2010, a Chinese fishing boat collided with 

Japanese Coast Guard (JCG) vessel in the East China Sea. Japanese 

government arrested the captain of fishing boat and held him in custody for 

more than two weeks because Chinese fishermen crossed the border and 

was fishing illegally in Japanese seas. Therefore, it can be argued that 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute became tense as of 2010.
9
 Thus, the research 

period is confined from September 2010 to March 2014. 

 Second, this research aims to analyse the cases of Senkaku/Diaoyu 

dispute such as aforementioned ‘Chinese fisherman arrest incident’ and 

‘nationalisation of Senkaku islands by Japanese government’. Of course, 

                                           
8
 Han Seok Hee, “China’s Assertive Diplomacy and East Asian Security”, Strategy 21, Vol. 

17, No. 1 (Summer, 2014), pp. 41. (한석희, “중국의 공세적 대외행태와 동아시아 안

보”, 『Strategy 21』통권 제33호, Vol.17, No.1 (서울: 한국해양전략연구소, 2014년 

여름), pp. 41).  
9
 James Manicom, Bridging Troubled Waters: China, Japan and Maritime Order in the 

East China Sea (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2014), pp. 1-14. 
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there are many another disputes involve China in current including Sino-

Vietnam dispute over the Paracel islands and Sino-Philippine dispute over 

the Spratly islands, however these disputes do not hold as much value as 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in studying Chinese stance on maritime disputes.
10

 

Furthermore, unlike the maritime territorial disputes over the reefs and rocks 

in the South China Sea, Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute have a significant 

meanings: 1) it is possible to regard this dispute as struggle for regional 

hegemony between Japan and China
11

, 2) it can be a barometer of US’s 

willingness to carry out her rebalancing strategy.
12

 Therefore, this study is 

focused on the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute in specific. 

 Third, the concept of ‘Chinese government’ in this research 

indicates Chinese Ministry of Defence and Chinese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. Despite aforementioned ministries do not have decision-making 

power,
13

 statements and announcements the ministries publish can provide 

us an official stance of Chinese government. Moreover, territorial issue is an 

affair which is related to defence and diplomacy of one country. Hence, the 

                                           
10

 Unlike Senkaku/Diaoyu islands dispute, situation of territorial disputes in the South 
China Sea aggravated step by step last half a century. For details of this issue, refer to Chen 
Jian, “China and the First Indo-China War, 1950-54,” China Quarterly, No. 133 (March 
1993), pp.85-110 (this article provides historical background to understand China’s 
strategic interests in Vietnam). and M. Taylor Fravel, Strong Borders, Secure Nation: 
cooperation and conflict in China’s territorial disputes (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2008), pp. 267-299. 
11

 Denny Roy, Return of the Dragon: Rising China and Regional Security (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2013), pp. 89-90.  
12

 Anna Morris, “The US Pivot to Asia: Will the Senkakus Be Its First Challenge?” RSIS 

Commentaries, No. 53 (April 3, 2013). 
13

 Kenneth Lieberthal, Governing China: From Revolution through Reform (Second 

Edition) (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2004), pp.229. 



 

８ 

 

scope of Chinese government in this study will be limited to Chinese 

Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

 Fourth, the term ‘core interests’ of China. Chinese government 

define its core interests as: 1) the sovereignty; 2) national security; 3) 

development and benefits; 4) territorial integration; 5) peaceful 

development.
14

 These definitions are more similar than different from its 

past definition. In 2007, China defined its core interests as: 1) the 

sovereignty; 2) unification and territorial integration; 3) national security; 4) 

economic and social sustained development; 5) uphold basic systems.
15

 

Chinese government and officials declared ‘core interests’ (he xin li yi, 核

心利益) in 2003 to characterise Beijing’s concern that Taiwan was moving 

toward de jure independence.
16

 According to the Chinese State Council 

White Paper 2011 entitled “China’s Peaceful Development (中國的和平發

展)” and Report to the Eighteenth National Congress of the Communist 

Party of China (中共第十八次全國代表大會上的報告：堅定不移沿著中

                                           
14

 Hu Jintao, “Report to the Eighteenth National Congress of the Communist Party of 

China”, Xinhua, November 19, 2012, http://www.xj.xinhuanet.com/2012-

11/19/c_113722546.htm (Access Date: January 9, 2015).  
15

 In Chinese, 1) 國家主權；2) 國家統一，領土完整；3) 國家安全；4) 經濟社會可

持續發展的基本保障；5) 中國憲法確立的國家政治制度和社會大局穩定. For more 

details about core interests of China, refer to Michael D. Swaine, “China’s Assertive 

Behavior: Part One: On ‘Core Interests,’” China Leadership Monitor, No. 34 (February 22, 

2011), p.4.  
16

 Xinhua, “Tang Jiaquan Meets US Secretary of State (唐家璇會見美國國務卿)”, 

January 20, 2003. http://news.xinhuanet.com/zhengfu/2003-01/20/content_697563.htm 

(Access Date: October 20, 2014). 

http://www.xj.xinhuanet.com/2012-11/19/c_113722546.htm
http://www.xj.xinhuanet.com/2012-11/19/c_113722546.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/zhengfu/2003-01/20/content_697563.htm
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國特色社會主義道路前進) in 2012, Chinese government reiterates these 

‘core interests’ and reveals uncompromised attitude on any issues related to 

core interests.
17

  

 Last, the meaning of ‘Dragon’ on the title of this thesis. Chinese and 

most of East Asian countries regard a Dragon as benevolent, mythological 

figure representing the divinity of a monarch. According to the East Asian 

myth, dragon has been camouflaging in the lake for thousands of years and 

one day it will ascend to the heaven. For this reason, Chinese people believe 

that China will eventually ascend as they deem themselves to descendant of 

dragon. Thus, a term ‘dragon’ here is used as a metaphor of China.  

 

3. Previous Research  

 

 There are four views on defining China’s behaviour on the regional 

and international affairs. Of course, these discourses’ subjects cover that of 

this study: Is China assertive? Four main viewpoints on the China’s 

assertive diplomatic stance follows: 1) Chinese official viewpoint: China is 

                                           

17 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, “China’s 

Peaceful Development (English Version) ”, September 6, 2011. 
http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/2011/Document/1000031/1000031.htm (Access Date: 
October 20, 2014) and Hu Jintao, “Report to the Eighteenth National Congress of the 
Communist Party of China”, Xinhua, November 19, 2012, 
http://www.xj.xinhuanet.com/2012-11/19/c_113722546.htm (Access Date: January 9, 2015). 

http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/2011/Document/1000031/1000031.htm
http://www.xj.xinhuanet.com/2012-11/19/c_113722546.htm
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not assertiveness country, 2) Offensive realists’ view: China is taking 

assertive stance, 3) Bureaucratic politics model: China is not assertive but 

lacks party government relations and inter-ministerial cooperation, 4) 

Empiricism: only facts can determine the direction whether China take the 

assertive way or not.
18

 These viewpoints will be explained and further 

elaborated in the following chapter in detail. 

 Likewise there are several different viewpoints on the China’s 

assertiveness; diverse arguments are existing surrounding the issue of 

China’s maritime territorial dispute. Those different views follow: 

 Firstly, Chinese strategy toward the territorial issues and her actions 

are not always aggressive, because Chinese leaders do not wish to pay much 

in terms of its economic development interests or its relationship with the 

United States.
19

 In addition, some scholars insisted that fundamental 

direction of Chinese territorial policy has not changed because China’s real 

actions are not unilateral behaviour and several small events cannot reveal 

whole intention.
20

 Also, some scholars believe that if China would be 

assertive and attempt to challenge the United States’ hegemony, it could be 

handled by United States only if United States engages in a proper way at 

                                           
18

 Cho Young Nam, China’s dream: Xi Jinping’s leadership and China’s future, pp. 223. 

(조영남, 『중국의 꿈: 시진핑 리더십과 중국의 미래』, pp. 223). 
19

 Alastair I. Johnston, “Is China a Status Quo Power?” International Security, Vol. 27, No. 
4 (Spring 2003), pp. 5-56. 
20

 Alastair I. Johnston, “How New and Assertive Is China’s New assertiveness?” 

International Security, Vol. 37, No. 4 (Spring 2013), pp. 7-48.  
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proper time.
21

 

 Among those sorts of scholars, some of them argue that the 

direction of China’s foreign policy or strategy has not changed in spite of 

several ‘small’ tensions with her neighbours. Alastair Iain Johnston is one of 

the leading scholars in this bloc. In his two remarkable articles which were 

written in 2003 and 2013,
22

 he reveals two main viewpoints on the China’s 

recent behaviour in maritime disputes: 1) if China becomes more powerful 

economically and militarily, China would be more assertiveness than before. 

However, Chinese leaders will choose moderate foreign policy or 

cooperative policy toward United States rather than assertive territorial 

policy or challenge the United States’ global hegemony. Because Chinese 

leaders know that they will pay more than they get from aggravation of 

Sino-U.S. relationship or worsen its relation with Japan and neighbouring 

countries; 2) China become more aggressive in the maritime disputes with 

Japan over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, yet it does not mean that Chinese 

foreign policy has been changed. Among the seven major events in Chinese 

foreign policy in 2010, China reveals unchanged or even moderated attitude 
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in six out of seven events excluding Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute.
23

 Thus, 

China’s recent diplomacy is not “newly assertive”, but combined “old 

assertive” and some moderation. For this reason, the assertive China 

discourse may be a harbinger of this effect as a Sino-U.S. security dilemma 

emerges. 

 The second category of view how to define China’s behaviour on 

the maritime territorial disputes in East China Sea is consisted with the 

scholars those who deem that China’s foreign policy become assertive. 

Some of them analysing China’s recent behaviour by using “China threat” 

theory and “power transition” theory and insists that China shall become 

aggressive power because China is walking along the assertive way unlike 

rather peaceful, power shift from British Empire to United States in the mid 

20
th

 century.
24

 

 Among those “offensive realists”, the most leading scholar is John J. 

Mearsheimer. According to his series of articles, it is unavoidable 

phenomenon that there will be war or clash between rising power and 

                                           
23
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hegemon because ever since history was started, every rising power has 

been attempting to get regional or global hegemony through conflict with 

incumbent hegemonic power. Of course, China is no exception. For this 

reason, China will go on a way of assertive expansionism. There are some 

evidences about China’s assertiveness: Several harsh conflicts between 

China and Japan and between China and ASEAN countries in 2010 and 

Chinese high-rank officials’ assertion that China’s core interest includes the 

East China Sea and South China Sea.
25

 Furthermore, he has three logical 

evidences to retort Chinese official argument that China’s rising is peaceful: 

1) State’s intention is changeable and vague, so China’s “an independent 

foreign policy of peace (獨立自主的和平外交政策)” is not trustworthy; 2) 

There are no definite distinction between offensive and defensive military 

power. Thus, Chinese armed force cannot be regarded as defensive military 

force, unlike Japan where armed forces are solely used for defensive 

purposes; 3) Countries’ future behaviour cannot be judged or predicted by 

its past behaviour. Therefore, just because the Dragon’s ascension had been 

peaceful during past few decades, it does not guarantee her future behaviour 

will also be moderate.
26

  

 Thirdly, some scholars insisted that China has tendency to use force 
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in maritime territorial disputes while she resolved land border disputes 

peacefully in most occasions. China has only used force in maritime 

territorial disputes with its most militarily capable neighbours. In addition, 

China has mostly used force to strengthen its position in disputes where it 

has occupied little or none of the land that it claims.
27

 For this reason, 

China can take harsh attitudes in maritime territorial disputes particularly in 

the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute, where China has no control over the island.  

 Among the scholars who think that China will take strong actions 

including military action in maritime territorial disputes, M. Taylor Fravel 

has a unique viewpoint on China’s pattern of behaviour in maritime dispute 

or territorial disputes. In his book published in 2008, he analysed vast 

amount of historical data and found the pattern of Chinese strategic 

behaviour both in land and maritime territorial disputes.
28

 The pattern of 

Chinese behaviour is rather straightforward. When faced with internal 

threats to regime security, especially ethnic rebellion, China has been 

willing to offer concessions in exchange for assistance that strengthens the 

state's control over its territory and people. In contrast, China has used force 

to halt or reverse decline in its bargaining power in disputes with its 
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comparatively hard power neighbours or in disputes where it has controlled 

none of the land being contested.
29

 Furthermore, Fravel pointed out three 

sources of occasions when China utilises her force: 1) a greater ability to 

deploy more air and naval assets into disputed areas, thus increasing China’s 

willingness to defend its interests; 2) the emergence of new and active 

popular and elite media; 3) a more active stance by claimants and other 

foreign entities.
30

 For these reasons, he insisted that Chinese assertiveness 

does not face other country in every occasion, but China would take strong 

actions in the maritime dispute with Japan over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands 

including use of force. 

 Lastly, there are diverse viewpoints how to regard China’s stance 

toward the maritime territorial disputes among Korean scholars. Some 

Korean scholars regard China’s stance on the territorial disputes as moderate 

or peaceful, and some other scholars argue that China has been revealing her 

assertive stance on the maritime disputes since 2010. In addition, some 

scholars insist that China still keep its mainstream of foreign policy which 

includes its maritime policy, and there are fine-tuning in Chinese foreign 

policy but it does not mean that Chinese foreign policy has changed. 

 In his articles and books, Cho Young Nam argued that it is not a 
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time to define whether China became an assertive power or not. According 

to his argument, Chinese foreign policy has fine-tuned since Xi Jinping took 

an office as President of People’s Republic of China but it does not mean 

China takes new assertive way. In Xi’s era, two trends appeared in Chinese 

foreign policy: 1) China takes strong stance on the core interest issues 

including maritime disputes; 2) China shows soft attitude toward its 

neighbouring countries to make beneficial environment to develop her 

economy continuously.
31

 Under these trends, China puts an effort to 

preserve its waters through four policies: 1) improve and develop marine 

resources; 2) save its marine ecosystem; 3) develop its ocean science and 

technology; 4) protect national interests in maritime affairs by using 

‘reciprocal principal (對等反制原則)’ for Japan and ‘Scarborough Shoal 

model (黃巖島模式)’ for Vietnam and Philippines.
32

  

 Challenging the above bloc’s argument, there are some Korean 

scholars who argues that China could become assertive country. In his 

article, Han Seok Hee insisted that China’s assertive behaviours make 

China’s neighbouring countries perceive China as their threat. According to 

his argument, the major causes of China’s assertive diplomacy can be 
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summarised by three factors: 1) potential power transition from United 

States to China; 2) emerging China’s nationalism; 3) the recession of the 

Deng’s principle of foreign policy “hide one’s capacities and bide one’s time 

(韜光養晦)” as a diplomatic principle.
33

 Though a majority of Western 

sinologists claim that China’s assertive diplomacy is defensive in terms of 

its character, but China’s neighbouring countries regard China as threat.
34

 

Thus, China’s series of behaviour, like unilateral announcement of Chinese 

Air Defence Identification Zone (CADIZ), does not conform to its rhetoric, 

although China’s rhetoric “New type of Great Power Relationship (新型大

國關係)” and “Convention for Neighbouring States Policy (睦鄰友好政策)” 

sound friendly and cooperative. In sum, he argued that China’s assertiveness 

has been consolidated as a fashion of its diplomacy, and it is likely to 

continue in its relations with neighbours.
35

 

 

4. Research Methodology  

 

 It is hard working to analyse the trajectory of Chinese territorial 
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strategy and find a pattern of China’s behaviour in maritime disputes. 

Because of China’s closed and secret political system, it is hard to obtain 

reliable official data from Chinese officials or institutions. Thus, it is 

important to process accessible data and classify whether those accessible 

data are appropriate to use in this research or not. In selecting accessible and 

accurate data, ‘content analysis’ method has been used.  

 It is possible that the researcher find latent items in the 

governmental documents, statistical data, newspaper and magazines, when 

the researcher attempt to analyse particular policy by his own research 

framework. In this case, the researcher has to read all of related documents, 

papers and data, but in many occasion the researcher takes simpler and more 

efficient method: content analysis
36

 Useful data from announcements of 

Chinese Ministry of Defence and script of daily press conference of Chinese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs from January 2011 to May 2014 has been 

collected by using content analysis method.  

 Besides the ‘content analysis’ method, another framework, 

chronological analysis has been implemented to find patterns of Chinese 

behaviour in Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute from September 2010 to May 2014 

and to analyse China’s attitudes on the maritime disputes. Among the series 
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of significant and petty events of Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute, some events 

deemed significant had been carefully selected and classified 

chronologically. In this way, chronological analysis method can explain and 

analyse the pattern and tendency of Chinese behaviours and interactions 

between Japan and China in maritime dispute over the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands.  

 

5. Structure of Thesis 

 

 This thesis is consisted of four parts: introduction, background, 

body, and conclusion. First, introduction (Chapter I) contains research 

background, research question, scope and definition, previous research, 

research methodology and structure of thesis. In this section, main logic and 

a way of process of this thesis are precisely introduced.  

 Second, background (Chapter II) is composed of following: views 

on the rise of China; maritime dispute and China; history and current 

condition of Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute; and Chinese strategy on the maritime 

territorial disputes. In this part, historical backgrounds and current condition 

of the main cases of this study are introduced. Also, various viewpoints 

toward the rise of China and China’s maritime strategy will be introduced. 

 Third, body is subdivided into two parts: attitude, and actions taken. 
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The former (Chapter III) will provide backgrounds of the main analytic 

cases of this research. And also, the official attitude of Chinese government 

toward both two cases of Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute since September 2010 

will be analysed, using content analysis method. The latter (Chapter IV) will 

delineate actions of Chinese government toward Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute. In 

addition, Japanese actions will also be described in brief. Moreover, an 

analysis of China’s behaviour and interactions between Japan and China in 

two cases of Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute using chronological analysis method 

will be provided. Through this part (Chapter III and IV), answers to the 

research question will be presented and whether Chinese maritime territorial 

policy and its behaviour will go to assertive way or not will be examined. 

Conclusion (Chapter V) will summarise the analysis results set forth and 

add my assessments of the findings of this study.  

 

II. Rising China and Maritime Territorial Disputes 

 

1. Views on the rise of China 

 

 Rising China is hot topic in many fields and groups of people 

working in diverse sectors are interested in this issue. Especially, it is one of 
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the spark themes for scholars who are studying International Relations (IR) 

or Chinese Studies. For IR scholars, this is an important question which 

deserves an answer: Is China assertive? There are four main sorts of 

viewpoints on the China’s ‘assertiveness’ diplomacy: 1) Chinese official 

viewpoint; 2) Offensive realists’ view and defensive realists’ retort; 3) 

Bureaucratic politics model; 4) Empiricism.  

 First, Chinese government has been retorted ‘China Threat’ theory 

and some suspicions on China’s recent behaviour in maritime disputes. 

Chinese government insisted that China still maintain ‘peaceful rising (和平

屈起)’ policy and ‘not to be leading country, not to challenge for hegemony, 

not to be hegemon (不當頭, 不爭覇, 不稱覇)’ strategy. These strategies 

are based on Chinese pacifistic tradition. Thus, China will not change these 

policies for at least next hundred years.
37

 In addition, Chinese government 

promulgated again those policies in the White paper「China’s Peaceful 

Development (中國的和平發展)」on September 2011 and in「Report to 

the Eighteenth National Congress of the Communist Party of China」on 

November 8
th

, 2012.
38
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 Second, some scholars have pessimistic viewpoints about power 

shift between US and China and they believe that hegemonic war or full 

scale clash between US and China is inevitable. Those scholars put an effort 

to prove the reliability of their argument using offensive realism, 

geopolitical theory and theory of long cycles. Offensive realists, including 

John J. Mearsheimer who is leading offensive realist bloc, think that all of 

rising power’s ultimate goal is to gain hegemony because that is the best 

guarantor of survival. Rising powers, at first, want to be a regional hegemon 

and after that, they seek to prevent great powers in other geographical 

regions from duplicating their feat. Moreover, regional hegemons do not 

want peer competitors.
39

 For these reasons, offensive realists prospected 

that China will imitate US and attempt to become a regional hegemon in 

Asia and seek to maximise the power gap between itself and its neighbours, 

especially Japan. United States, of course, will react if China attempts to 

dominate Asia because United States does not tolerate peer competitors. 

Also, China’s neighbours are sure to fear China’s rise and they too will do 

whatever they can to prevent China from achieving regional hegemony.
40

 

 Besides offensive realism, geopolitics and theory of long cycles also 

provide scholars an evidence of assertive China. Robert D. Kaplan insisted 

                                           
39

 Tim Dunne, Milfa Kurki and Steve Smith, International Relations Theories (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 83.  
40

 Zbigniew Brzenzinski and John J. Mearsheimer, “Clash of the Titans,” Foreign Policy, 

No. 146 (January/February 2005), pp. 46-50.  



 

２３ 

 

that geopolitical motivation make China take an assertive way. That is, 

China needs to procure more and more energy and strategic goods with a 

rapid growing of economy. Thus, China will enhance its influence in inner-

land (Central Asia and East Asia) and will eventually attempt to contain an 

ocean area (South China Sea and East China Sea) in their ‘sphere of 

influence’ to secure enough strategic resources.
41

 Randall L. Schweller and 

Xiaoyu Pu argue that there are five cyclical patterns in power transition 

between hegemon and rising power: 1) stable order led by hegemon; 2) 

rising power attempt to achieve hegemonic power’s decentralisation and 

delegitimation; 3) military build-up and form an alliance between hegemon 

and pro-hegemon countries; 4) resolution of international crisis through 

hegemonic war; 5) rising power finally success to build the new 

international order. But it is hard task to challenge the United States with a 

pro-China alliance and military build-up in post-cold war era. Therefore, 

China will challenge the United States by causing decentralisation and 

delegitimation of United States’ hegemonic power. For example, China is 

attempting to challenge the United States through soft power diplomacy and 

ask to change international order as a multipolar system.
42
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 Classical realists retort offensive realists’ arguments. They pointed 

out that offensive realism is based on the weak and unpersuadable logics. 

According to Janathan Kirshner’s argument, offensive realism has two 

theoretical errors: 1) hegemony-seeking policy is not rational choice for 

rising power because this strategy’s cost is more than its outcome, and 

hegemony-seeking strategy can lead rising power to ruin. There were five 

rising powers (Imperial Germany, Imperial Japan, Nazi Germany, the Soviet 

Union and the United States) in the 20
th

 century but only United States 

successfully attained hegemony, it means that hegemony-seeking has only 

20% of success rate; 2) China is a member of nuclear club, thus China can 

be guaranteed its survival without becoming a hegemon. In addition, he 

insisted that containment policy will not be working as China is the second 

largest economy in the world and it is hard to that contain country with such 

a large economy.
43

 Another classical realist, Charles Glaser provided 

similar viewpoint. In his article, he argued that the basic pressures generated 

by the international system will not force the United States and China to 

march into a conflict. Nuclear weapons, separation by the Pacific Ocean, 

and political relations will hold them back from causing a conflict. These 
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should enable United States and China to maintain high levels of security 

and avoid military policies that severely strain their relationship.
44

 For these 

reasons, classical realists insisted that it is more beneficial to United States 

to conduct engagement policy toward China rather than containment policy. 

 Third, some scholars pay attention to China’s political system: 

bureaucratic politics model. According to this theory, lack of efficient 

control tower and mutual cooperative mechanism between official actors 

and actors on the margins (fragmented authoritarianism) caused China’s 

strong actions to neighbours in occasion.
45

 Thus, the fact that China reveals 

aggressive attitude toward its neighbours in 2010 over the maritime 

territorial disputes does not mean that China embarked on the new assertive 

grand strategy.
46

 

 Last, some scholars analyse China’s rising only by observing and 

clarifying China’s real actions: empiricism. Michael D. Swaine and M. 

Taylor Fravel are leading scholars of empiricism. According to their 

arguments, China is not merely conducting assertive territorial policy. China 

has a double-faced strategy: 1) China seeks to cooperate with its neighbours 
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through ratification of joint development of resources agreement in 

maritime disputes. Also, they make concessions in land border disputes with 

its socialist neighbours; 2) China reveals aggressive attitude or even use her 

military forces to her counterpart in some maritime disputes. In addition, 

Fravel insisted that most of China’s strong actions were not pre-emptive 

strike but rather responsive to Vietnam and Philippines’ provocation.
47

 Thus, 

it is distorted interpretation that China starts to take assertiveness maritime 

dispute policy.  

 In sum, there are various theories, arguments and models on the rise 

of China and China’s assertiveness. Albeit their way of interpretation is 

diverse, most of them share one premise: China’s recent behaviour is 

assertive than before.  

 

2. Maritime Disputes and China  

 

 Because of its geographical factor and size of territory, Chinese 

history book is filled with the name of battles and conquerors. In the same 

vein, Chinese government has always been obsessed with national security 
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from ancient times to recent, especially about integration of territory (領土

完整).
48

 These historical legacies still give a pressure to modern Chinese 

leaders. Besides land border disputes with yesterday’s socialist neighbours, 

where most of land border disputes are already settled, China still have two 

major maritime territorial disputes to settle with its neighbouring countries: 

the East China Sea territorial dispute with Japan over the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands and the South China Sea territorial disputes with Vietnam, Philippine 

and some other ASEAN countries over the Paracel islands and the Spratly 

islands.
49

 In addition, when it comes to talking about offshore disputes and 

enlarges the range of maritime disputes from territorial issues to Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ) issues, China is conflicting with Republic of Korea 

on the demarcation of EEZ around the Socotra rock (이어도, Ieodo).
50
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<Map 1. The Territorial Disputes in South China Sea > 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The Economist Website 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/banyan/2011/02/south_china_sea (Access Date: 

November 2, 2014).  

  

 Sometimes China is entrapped into the territorial disputes and 

sometimes she brings about the offshore disputes with neighbouring 

countries. Unlike the cases of borderline disputes in land, China has 

provoked the maritime territorial disputes in many occasions. For instance, 

the territorial disputes in the South China Sea are the prime examples which 

show us China’s strategy toward the maritime disputes. The territorial 

disputes in the South China Sea mainly composed with two tensions: the 

disputes over the Paracel islands in the northern part of the South China Sea 

among Vietnam, Republic of China and China proper (PRC); and the 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/banyan/2011/02/south_china_sea
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disputes over the Spratly islands between China and ASEAN countries.
51

  

 In these disputes, there are two facts that reveal China’s strategy on 

the South China Sea: 1) Except a few attempt to find a peaceful way to 

resolve the disputes,
52

 China consistently takes a series of aggressive 

actions toward Vietnam and Philippine rather than sending moderate or 

cooperative signals to her opposing countries. China has been sending naval 

vessels to the controversial waters which claimed by Vietnam or Philippine 

as their territorial waters. Such a deployment incurred several clashes 

between Chinese patrol vessels and Vietnamese or Filipino fishing boats, 

and resulted in confrontations between Chinese naval ship and her 

counterparts’.
53

 2) China started to make noise. In 1974, Chinese naval 

forces clashed with the forces of the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam) 

in the Paracel Islands. The larger People’s Liberation Army Navy flotilla 

bested the four-vessel Vietnamese force, and eventually China took control 

over the entire archipelago.
54

 

 In conclusion, China is confronting with Japan and ASEAN 

countries over the rocks and reefs both in the East and South China Sea. 
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From time to time China attempts to resolve these disputes in a peaceful 

way, and wishes to have a win-win situation. Nevertheless, China seemed to 

prefer assertive actions especially in maritime territorial disputes.  

 

3. History and Current condition of Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute 

 

 A Senkaku/Diaoyu island (尖閣諸島/釣魚島) is located West of 

Okinawa prefecture and north of Taiwan and it is composed of eight islands 

and rocks.
55

 Japan gained control of the features in 1895 during the first 

Sino-Japanese War through the Treaty of Shimonoseki. From 1945 to 1972, 

United States occupied the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and gave it back to 

Japan in 1972. Neither People’s Republic of China nor Republic of China 

government made any official statements disputing or claiming the 

sovereignty of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands until 1971. Several maps, 

newspaper articles, and government documents from both countries after 

1945 refer to the islands by their Japanese name, the Senkaku Islands, while 

some even explicitly recognize the Islands as Japanese territory. It was only 

                                           
55

 Senkaku/Diaoyu islands is composed of eight islands and rocks like this: Uotsuri-

shima/Diaoyu dao (釣魚島/釣魚島), Taisho-to/Chiwei yu (大正島/赤尾嶼), Kuba-

shima/Huangwei yu (久場島/黃尾嶼), Kita-kojima/Bei Xiaodao (北小島/北小島), 

Minami-kojima/Nan Xiaodao (南小島/南小島), Oki-no-Kita-iwa/ Da Bei Xiaodao (沖ノ

北岩/大北小島), Oki-no-Minami-iwa/Da Nan Xiaodao (沖ノ南岩/大南小島), Tobise/Fei 

Jiao yan (飛瀨/飛礁岩).  
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by the early 1970s when Chinese documents began to rename them 

collectively as the Diaoyu Islands, and as Chinese territory. It is possible 

that Chinese leaders were motivated by a 1968 academic survey undertaken 

by United Nations Economic Council for Asia and the Far East found 

possible oil reserves in the area.
56

 

 

<Map 2. The Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute> 

 

Source: The Guardian Website http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/apr/19/tokyo-

governor-senkaku-islands-china (Access Date: November 3, 2014). 

 

 There are two main factors motivating Japan, China and Taiwan 

entrapped into the maritime dispute around the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands: 

                                           
56

 Lee Seokwoo, “Territorial Disputes among Japan, China and Taiwan concerning the 

Senkaku Islands,” Boundary & Territory Briefing Vol. 3 No. 7 (2002), pp. 10-11.  
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ownership of the islands and its waters and potential resources. In practice, 

most of events of the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute are occurred between Japan 

and China. As aforementioned, the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands were formally 

annexed during the first Sino-Japanese War. The islands came under the 

jurisdiction of the United States government in 1945 with the end of World 

War II. In 1971 the Okinawa Reversion Treaty was approved by the United 

States Senate, transferring administration over the features to Japan on the 

following year. The islands were owned and administered by Japanese 

citizens on behalf of the Japanese government until 2012, when the Japanese 

government nationalised them.
57

 On the ownership of the islands, China 

assert that the Potsdam Declaration, which Japan accepted as part of the San 

Francisco Peace Treaty, required that Japan relinquish control of all islands 

except for “the islands of Honshu (本州), Hokkaido (北海道), Kyushu (九

州), Shikoku (四国), and such minor islands as shall be determined,” and 

China argued that this means control of the Senkaku/Diaoyu features passed 

to China.
58

 But Japan does not accept that any ownership dispute exists, 

asserting that the islands are an integral part of Japan. Because Japan has 

been conducting “effective control” over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands since 
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221-222. 
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1972 and Japan’s ownership of the islands is transferred from the United 

States via legitimate treaty in 1971.
59

 

 Economic factor is another main cause for this dispute. In 1969 the 

United Nation Economic Council for Asia and the Far East identified 

potential oil and gas resources in the East China Sea, raising the value of the 

islands to all concerned. In this area, there are 160 billion barrels of oil 

equivalent, including several trillion cubic feet of gas. In addition, there are 

significant resources of metallic sulphides rich in copper, zinc, nickel, and 

even gold and silver.
60

 To make the tension smooth and compensate the 

mass amount of natural resources buried under the Senkaku/Diaoyu seabed, 

both sides agreed to jointly develop the Chunxiao gas fields in 2008,
61

 but 

they have never been able to reach an agreement on how to execute the plan.  

 Besides a resource potential and ownership of islands, sense of 

rivalry between Japan and China let the tension become more serious. Both 

sides regard the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute as a barometer of regional 

hegemony. Both Japan and China think that no matter which country gets 

triumph in this dispute and control the islands, the winner of this dispute 

                                           
59

 Hui-Yi Katherine Tseng, “China’s Territorial Disputes with Japan: The Case of 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,” The Journal of Territorial and Maritime Studies, Vol. 1, No. 2 

(Summer/Fall 2014), pp. 90. 
60
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185. 
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 Martin Fackler, "China and Japan in Deal Over Contested Gas Fields" in New York 

Times, June 19, 2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/19/world/asia/19sea.html (Access 

Date: November 3, 2014).  
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will be regarded as regional hegemon in East Asia. Thus, with the rising of 

China, both sides embarked on show strict attitude in this territorial dispute.  

 

<Table 1. The main events of the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute> 

Time Events Provoker 

1895 After first Sino-Japanese War, Japan started to 

control the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 
- 

1951 According to treaty of San Francisco, the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands belong to United States. 
- 

1970 Republic of China (Taiwan) claimed the 

ownership of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 
ROC 

(Taiwan) 

1970 People’s Republic of China (China proper) 

claimed the ownership of the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands. 

PRC (China) 

1972 Occupation of US is ended; US gave the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands back to Japan. 
- 

1994 United Nation Convention on the Law Of the 

Sea (UNCLOS) came into effect. 
- 

2008 Japan and China reached a consensus about joint 

development in the East China Sea. 
- 

2010 Chinese fishermen arrested by Japanese 

government for their illegal fishing within the 

Japanese water. 

China 

2011 Chinese patrol vessel firstly approached to the 

near sea of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 
China 

April 2012 Ishihara Shintaro, Governor of Tokyo, offered 

Tokyo municipal government the purchase of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Japan 

September 

2012 

Japanese government nationalised the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 
Japan 

2013 Four Chinese Coast Guard ships entered to 

Japanese water near the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands. 

China 

Source: Korea Institute for Defence Analyses Website, “World War Watch” 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28 (Access Date: November 3, 2014). 

  

 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28
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 Before the Chinese warship started to enter the surroundings of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in 2004, there were no severe conflicts between 

Japan and China. After both sides started to deploy naval vessels near the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, this maritime dispute became tenser to resolve 

peacefully. Furthermore, the tension seemed hard to solve peacefully and 

cooperatively with the two critical incidents in 2010 and 2012: 1) Chinese 

fishermen arrested by Japanese government for their illegal fishing within 

the Japanese waters near the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in September 2010 

and Japanese government purchased and nationalised the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands in April to September 2012. After these incidents, both sides’ 

attitudes toward each other became more serious and even heavily hostile. 

Thus, the attitudes and strategy of Japan and China on the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

dispute will be examined by analysing their attitude and actions to cope with 

those two incidents.  

  

4. China’s strategy on the maritime territorial disputes since 

2008  

 

 China’s more proactive attitude toward the international society has 

revealed after 2008 when the Western European countries and the United 
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States were struck by financial crisis while China maintained steady 

economic growth. The Chinese government had significant change in 

attitude ever since China started to use a term ‘core interests (核心利益)’ 

officially and frequently. In addition, scope of China’s core interests 

consistently enlarged. Moreover, Chinese government argue that foreign 

countries must respect and cope with China’s core interests.
62

 Also, China 

define its ‘core interests’ distinctly.
63

  

 With the emphasis on the ‘core interests’, Chinese policies toward 

the territorial disputes became more firm and strict than pragmatic because 

‘territorial integrity (領土完整)’ is a prime component of ‘core interests’. Of 

course, China’s involvement in military conflicts and explicit show of force 

has been decreased than before.
64

 But China will seek a peaceful 

compromise in territorial disputes only when the controversial territory is 

not included their core interests. If the controversial territory plays a role in 

China’s core interests, Chinese officials have indicated Beijing would be 

willing to use force to protect China’s core interests.
65
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 Originally, Chinese officials regard their core interests include 

Taiwan, Tibet and the East Turkistan (Xinjiang). But there are some 

evidences China has started to deem the East China Sea, including the 

Senkaku islands, and the South China Sea, including the Paracel and the 

Spratly islands, as their core interests. In 2010, Chinese State Councillor Dai 

Bingguo told the United States Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, that the 

South China Sea was a core interest during the 2010 Strategic and 

Economic Dialogue.
66

 In addition, Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

spokesperson Hua Chunying at a daily press conference on April 26, 2013, 

said “the Diaoyu (Senkaku) islands are about sovereignty and territorial 

integrity. Of course, it is China’s core interests.”
67

 Therefore, China regards 

the East China Sea and the South China Sea as their core interests. If it is so, 

China will show uncompromised attitudes in the maritime disputes with 

Japan and ASEAN countries.  

 In this context of emphasising on ‘core interests’, Chinese 

government established four principles to fortify its waters in 2013: 1) 

improve and develop marine resources; 2) save the marine ecosystem; 3) 

develop ocean science and technology; 4) protect national interests in 

                                           
66
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maritime affairs.
68

 Among them, ‘protect national interests in maritime 

affairs’ is worth paying attention. To protect maritime interests, China uses a 

double-faced strategy. For neighbouring countries, Chinese government 

established the new slogans in the neighbouring diplomatic affair 

symposium (周邊外交工作座談會) on October 24 to 25, 2013: more 

friendly (親), treat a neighbouring countries warmly (誠), share the benefits 

of developing (惠) and embrace neighbouring countries (容).
69

 

 In sum, if controversial area is not a part of core interests, China 

willing to try cooperation and compromise with her counterparts in 

resolving the territorial disputes. However, if troubled area is deemed as a 

part of her core interests, China has no intention to make compromise on the 

dispute at all. 

 

III. Chinese Government’s Stance on the Maritime 

Territorial Dispute 

 

1. Cases of the Maritime Territorial Dispute  

                                           
68
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 Among the several maritime territorial disputes of China, the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute is a research case of this study. Although there 

were numberless events between Japan and China over the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands, but it does not mean that every events bears significant meaning. 

Thus, two cases among innumerable events of the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute 

have been selected: 1) Chinese fishermen arrested by Japanese government 

in September 2010; 2) Japanese central government nationalisation of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands through purchasing the islands from owner of the 

islands. Those two events have significant meaning to this study as after the 

outbreak of these incidents, China faced vis-à-vis Japan and their attitude 

and actions towards each other became more hostile than ever. 

 On September 7
th

 2010, approximately hundreds of Chinese fishing 

boats had crossed the maritime border, trespassed and conducted illegal 

fishing in the middle of the home waters of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

After a short chase, Japanese Coast Guard have captured one fishing boat 

and arrested 15 Chinese fishermen including the captain of the fishing boat. 

After being aware of the news, Chinese government asked Japan to release 

all fishermen immediately. Japanese government rejected Chinese request 

and as result, Chinese government used numerous methods to pressure 

Japan. On September 13
th

, Japanese government decided to release fourteen 

fishermen excluding the captain and On September 24
th

, Japan released 
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detained captain of the captured fishing boat.
70

 This is one of the two cases 

selected to analyse in detail and identify a stance and pattern of actions of 

Chinese government toward the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute. 

 The second case of this study is Japanese nationalisation of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in September 2012. In April 2012, Ishihara 

Shintaro, the Governor of Tokyo, offered the Tokyo municipal government 

the purchase of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. In July 7
th

, Japanese cabinet 

decided to purchase the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and nationalise the 

Senkaku islands. Six days later, China warns Japan that China will not 

tolerate on Japan’s unilateral actions and implied the use of force. In spite of 

Chinese government’s rigorous compliant and anti-Japan protest in main 

cities of China, Japanese government eventually purchased the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands at 2 billion and 50 million Japanese Yen in 

September 7
th

.
71

  

 

2. Analysis Framework 

 

 In pursuit of the answers to the research questions, the China’s 
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attitudes and actions toward the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute will be analysed. 

As aforementioned, two main events are worth an analysis: Chinese 

fishermen arrest incident in September 2010 and nationalisation of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands by Japan in September 2012. To process the 

analysis, two different frameworks will be utilised: content analysis; and 

chronological analysis. 

 In this research, Chinese government within the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MFA, 外交部) and the Ministry of Defence (MoD, 國防部), will 

be analysed. Furthermore, the stance of Chinese government on the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute will be determined through using content analysis 

method in this chapter. To determine China’s attitude, both MFA and MoD’s 

spokesperson’s script at the daily press conference from January 2011 to 

March 2014 are collected and are classified by each criterion. This content 

analysis provides perceptions about the attitudes of Chinese government 

toward the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute. As criterion of classification of Chinese 

government’s stance, the type and degree of toughness of certain terms that 

Chinese spokesperson used at the press conference are critically analysed.  

 

3. Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ Stance on the 

Maritime Territorial Dispute  
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 Chinese Ministry of Defence (MoD) and Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MFA) are in charge of the territorial disputes including 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute. Of course, there are many small groups in the CCP 

and sub-level government departments which related to the maritime 

disputes. However, those sub-level government bodies making an 

announcement is an ultra vires. Chinese authority reveals their official 

opinions via the spokesperson of both MFA and MoD at the press 

conference, which is permitted, hence intra vires. Official government 

stances on the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute can only be revealed through the 

speech by spokesperson of MFA and MoD, and therefore, they are carefully 

analysed. Starting with Ministry of Foreign Affairs and followed by 

Ministry of Defence, the attitude of Chinese government will be revealed. 

From January 2011 to March 2014, China revealed her attitude on the two 

cases of the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute. 

 

<Table 2. Chinese MFA’s stance in the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute from 2011 

to 2014> 

 
Arrest Chinese 

Fishermen 

Incident 

Nationalisation of 

the Senkaku 

islands 

the rest incidents 

Frequency of 

Mention (%) 
6 % 20 % 73 % 

Refer to 100 % 100 % 100 % 
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Principal* (%) 

Ask let down* 

(%) 
100 % 31 % 25 % 

Warning* (%) 25 % 46 % 8 % 

Source: Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs Website, “daily press conference” during 

January 2011 to May 2014, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn/wjdt_611265/fyrbt_611275 

(Access Date: October 16 and 17, 2014). 

*In this table, the ‘principal’ means to ‘the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands is China’s territory (釣

魚島及其附屬島嶼是中國固有領土)’ and ‘ask let down (停止非法行動)’ refers to ‘Japan 

must stop the certain behaviour”, and Warning is ‘Blaming Japan and warning to Japan (準

備捍衛主權 or 表示抗議)’.
72

 

 

 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (外交部) has been holding a 

daily press conference (例行記者會). In this conference, spokesperson 

revealed China’s official attitude or viewpoint on the specific issues 

including the maritime disputes. From January 2011 to May 2014, there 

were 1020 daily press conferences and Senkaku/Diaoyu disputes were 

mentioned 63 times (6.17%). MFA’s attitude toward the arrest fishermen 

incident is relatively moderate than its attitude towards the nationalisation of 

the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. This is mainly due to the fact that ‘fishermen 

incident’ was mere jurisdictional matter, whereas ‘nationalisation’ was 

related to sovereignty, thus hypersensitive. 

 When spokesperson mentioned the arrest fishermen incident, he had 

taken low-level complaint, referring to the principal of ownership, or mid-

                                           
72

 Most of statements used the same type and the standardised grade of phrase, not only 

MFA but also MoD. Their statements can be classified three level: low-level (just mention 

to principal), mid-level (ask Japan to let down) and high level (warning or kang yi). 
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level blame, asking Japan to let down. Though MFA did not frequently 

reveals high-level constraint on this incidents, they use the strongest term 

(kang yi 抗議) several times. In contrast, MFA was displeased about 

Japan’s nationalisation of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. Approximately 46% 

of official statements made this issue were high-level complaint, warning or 

threatening to use the force, while only 31% were middle-level complaint. 

 

<Table 3. Degree of toughness of Chinese MFA’s Statement on the two 

events of Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute> 

 
Arrest Chinese Fishermen 

Incident 

Nationalisation of 

the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands 

High-Level 

(準備捍衛主權) 
1 3 

High-Level 

(抗議) 
3 2 

Middle-Level 

(要求賠償和道歉) 
1 0 

Middle-Level 

(停止非法行動) 
2 2 

Low-Level 

(一切行動是非法無效

的) 

7 3 

Low-Level 

(釣魚島是中國固有領
5 4 
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土) 

Source: Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs Website, “daily press conference” during 

September 2010 and April to September 2012, 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn/wjdt_611265/fyrbt_611275 (Access Date: October 16 

and 17, 2014). 
  

 In Table 3, Chinese MFA’s stance on the two main events of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute from 2010 to 2014 is identified. As aforementioned, 

MFA reveals harsher attitude on the ‘nationalisation event’ compared to 

‘fishermen arrested incident’. They have used high-level ‘complaint (抗議)’ 

three times about the ‘fishermen arrested incident’ while using it twice on 

the ‘nationalisation event’. But MFA used the most aggressive term ‘China 

has already prepared to do some actions to protect sovereignty (準備捍衛主

權)’ three times on the ‘nationalisation event’ while spoken only once in the 

‘fishermen arrested incident’.  

 In addition, MFA used some appropriate terms in the appropriate 

cases. They used the term ‘illegal custody (扣押)’ and ‘safety of citizen’s 

life (人身安全 or 維護公民權益)’ in ‘fishermen arrested incident’ while 

they did not use the same terminology in ‘nationalisation event’. Because 

for China, the main point of ‘fishermen arrested incident’ is on the 

fishermen’s safely return. In the same context, MFA used the term ‘cannot 

change the fact that the islands is controlled by China (改變不了釣魚島及

其附屬島嶼屬於中國的事實 )’ frequently in ‘nationalisation event’, 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn/wjdt_611265/fyrbt_611275/
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because this event’s key point is the ownership of the islands.  

 

<Table 4. MFA’s annual rate of statement on the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute> 

 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Frequency of 

Mention 
23 6 31 18 

Aggregate 

Number of 

High-Level 

Complaint 

4 - 7 1 

Source: Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs Website, “daily press conference” during 

September 2010 to December 2013, 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn/wjdt_611265/fyrbt_611275 (Access Date: October 16 

and 17, 2014). 

 

 Chinese MFA’s annual pattern of statement is illustrated above. 

According to the Table 4, MFA had frequently mentioned the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute in 2010 and 2012 (23 times and 31 times 

respectively) at the daily press conference while mentioning only six times 

in 2011. Furthermore, MFA’s spokesperson frequently used a strong level of 

terminology ‘complaint (不滿 or 抗議)’, ‘has intention to fight (有意志維

護領土主權)’ and ‘ready to fight (準備了捍衛主權)’ to warn to Japan in 

2010 and 2012 when the ‘fishermen arrested incident’ and ‘nationalisation 

event’ had happened. In contrast, there were no high-level complaints in 

2011 and only once in 2013 because there were no significant incidents such 

as ‘fishermen arrested incident’ or ‘nationalisation event’.  

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn/wjdt_611265/fyrbt_611275/
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 In a nutshell, Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ attitude about the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute is overall firm and strong but not in all occasions. 

They had tried to cooperate with counterparts by joint development and 

strategic conversation in the case of low-level clash. However, they have 

shown very unpleasant and aggressive stance toward the events which 

damages Chinese citizens’ safety, fishermen arrested incident, or ‘core 

interests’, nationalisation event.  

 

4. Chinese Ministry of Defence’s Stance on the Maritime 

Territorial Dispute 

 

 Chinese Ministry of Defence (國防部) is in charge of protecting the 

entire Chinese territory. Thus, Chinese government announced their 

attitudes toward the territorial dispute via statement or spokesperson’s 

announcement at the monthly press conference. Thus, Chinese MoD’s 

announcement in relation to the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute has been analysed. 

 

<Table 5. Chinese MoD’s stance in the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute from 2011 

to 2014> 

 Arrest Chinese 

Fishermen Incident 

Nationalisation of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu 

the rest 

incidents 
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islands 

Frequency of 

Mention (%) 
4 % 13 % 82 % 

Refer to 

Principal* (%) 
100 % 33 % 48 % 

Ask let down* 

(%) 
100 % 33 % 0 % 

Warning* (%) 0 % 66 % 17 % 

Source: Chinese Ministry of Defence Website, “spokesperson’s press conference” during 

April 2011 to May 2014, http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/report.htm (Access Date: October 

17 and 18, 2014). 

*In this table, the ‘principal’ means to ‘the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands is China’s territory(釣

魚島及其附屬島嶼是中國固有領土)’ and ‘ask let down’ refers to ‘Japan must stop the 

certain behaviour (停止非法行動)’, and Warning is ‘Blaming Japan and warning to Japan 

(不滿 or 抗議) or Ready to fight (準備捍衛主權的行動)’. 

 

 Similar to MFA, Chinese Ministry of Defence (國防部) also holds a 

monthly spokesperson’s press conference (國防部例行記者會). From April 

2011 to March 2014, MoD has held a press conference 33 times and 

disclosed their attitudes or official views on the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute 21 

times (64%). MoD’s attitude toward the two events of the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

dispute does not line with that of MFA.  

 

<Table 6. Degree of toughness of Chinese MFA’s Statement on the two 

events of Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute> 

 Arrest Chinese Fishermen 

Incident 

Nationalisation of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands 

High-Level 

(準備維護領土行動) 
- 2 

High-Level - 3 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/report.htm
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(不滿 or 抗議) 

Middle-Level 

(要求賠償和道歉) 
- - 

Middle-Level 

(停止非法行動) 
1 1 

Low-Level 

(一切行動是非法無效) 
1 - 

Low-Level 

(釣魚島是中國固有領

土) 

1 2Q 

Source: Chinese Ministry of Defence Website, “spokesperson’s press conference” during Se

ptember 2010 and April to September 2014, http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/report.htm 

(Access Date: October 17 and 18, 2014). 

 

MoD reveals indifferent attitude on the fishermen arrested incident, 

they only mentioned once or twice on this issue and use very perfunctory 

terms. Contrary, MoD reveals hawkish stance on the nationalisation of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. This seems reasonable because it is natural for 

Ministry of Defence to be more sensitive on military/territorial disputes. On 

this event, high-level blame is close to two-thirds (66%) of aggregate 

number of the statements and even MoD implicate the use of force (我國軍

隊準備了維護祖國領土主權的行動) twice.  

 As illustrated in Table 6, Chinese MoD’s attitude on the two main 

events of the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute during 2010 to 2014 is classified 

clearly. As above table, MoD show strong attitude on the ‘nationalisation 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/report.htm
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event’ and pay less or no attention on ‘fishermen arrested incident’. They 

used a perfunctory terminology ‘the islands belongs to China (釣魚島是中

國固有領土)’ in the ‘fishermen arrested incident’ while using strong term 

‘protest (抗議)’ three times on the ‘nationalisation event’. In addition, MoD 

use the most aggressive term ‘China has already prepared to do some 

actions to protect sovereignty (準備捍衛主權)’ twice on the ‘nationalisation 

event’ while none in the ‘fishermen arrested incident’.  

 Likewise MFA, MoD used some appropriate terms in the 

appropriate case. They used the term ‘ready to fight for sovereignty (完備了

應戰)’ and ‘save the maritime interests (捍衛海洋權益)’ in ‘nationalisation 

event’ while they did not use the same type of words and given no interest to 

the ‘fishermen arrested incident’. MoD’s main duty is to protect Chinese 

territory, not in charge of the jurisdictional or diplomatic matters. In the 

same context, MoD had disclosed similar content in the Defence White 

Paper 2013 (2013年國防白皮書：中國武裝力量的多樣化運用). In the 

Defence White Paper, MoD announced that certain neighbouring countries 

make harmful influence to China’s territorial sovereignty and maritime 

interests, especially Japan near the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands.
73

 

                                           
73

 In Chinese, “個別鄰國在涉及中國領土主權和海洋權益上採取使問題複雜化、擴大

化的舉動，日本在釣魚島問題上製造事端” . About this content, refer to  Chinese 

Ministry of Defence Website, “2013’s Defence White Paper (國防白皮書：中國武裝力量
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<Table 7. MFA’s annual rate of reveal statement on the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

dispute> 

 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Frequency of 

Mention 
1 1 4 2 

Aggregate 

Number of 

High-Level 

Complaint 

- - 3 1 

Source: Chinese Ministry of Defence Website, “spokesperson’s press conference” during Se

ptember 2010 and April to September 2014, http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/report.htm 

(Access Date: October 17 and 18, 2014). 

 

 Chinese MoD’s annual pattern of statement is shown above. 

According to the Table 7, MoD frequently mentioned about the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute in 2012 and 2013 (4 times and 2 times respectively) 

at the monthly press conference while mentioning it only once in 2010 and 

2011. It implicate that Chinese government felt ‘nationalisation event’ broke 

the bottom line between Sino-Japanese relationship on the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

dispute. Indeed, they announced strong complaints during April to 

September 2012 when Japanese government processed the procedure of 

purchasing the islands. In contrast, there were no high-level complaints in 

2010 and 2011 and only once in 2013 because there was no major 

military/territorial incidents such like ‘nationalisation event’ that concerns 

                                                                                                           

的多樣化運用（全文）)” ， http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/2013-04/16/content_4442839.

htm (Access Date: December 13, 2014).  

http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/report.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/2013-04/16/content_4442839.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/2013-04/16/content_4442839.htm
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MoD.  

 In conclusion, MoD shows a firm stance against the nationalisation 

of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands whilst they ignored the fishermen arrested 

incident. This is mainly due to the fact that MoD is responsible for the 

protection of Chinese territory, including the disputed islands.  

 

5. Assessment 

 

 As their attitudes on the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute imply, Chinese 

government’s stance toward the maritime territorial dispute has three 

features: 1) China has no intention to make concession on the maritime 

disputes which controversial area is included in the ‘core interests’; 2) 

Unlike land-border disputes, China reveals strong stance to the maritime 

territorial disputes, mainly due to controversial area’s strategic resources and 

ownership of the islands; 3) China will maintain a hard line attitude on the 

maritime territorial dispute, because she already established some principals 

which emphasis on enhance its sea power. 

 

IV. Chinese Actions on the Maritime Territorial 

Dispute 



 

５３ 

 

1. Analysis Framework 

 

 Analysing China’s behaviours on the maritime territorial dispute is 

an essential condition to determine whether China’s stance toward the 

maritime disputes has changed or not. Because no matter which theory, all 

theories need its evidence in to prove the theory. Hence, Chinese 

government’s actions on the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute has been analysed 

through chronological analysis method. In this Chapter, Chinese 

government’s behaviours on the two events of the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute 

were deliberately listed: ‘fishermen arrested incident in 2010’ and ‘Japan’s 

nationalise the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in 2012’. Furthermore, Japanese 

behaviours on the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute were also analysed to facilitate 

this issue. Several findings about the pattern of Chinese behaviour will be 

shown in the end of this chapter after enumerating both Japan and China’s 

actions on this dispute.  

 

2. China’s Behaviours on the Fishermen Arrested Incident in 

2010 
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<Table 8. Summary of the Fishermen Arrested Incident in 2010> 

 

Date Event 

Sept. 7
th

, 2010 Japanese Coast Guard (JCG) captured Chinese fishing 

boat and arrested 15 crews near the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands. 

Sept. 11
th

, 2010 China unilaterally postponed ratifying a treaty of joint 

development of the East China Sea as a protest. 

Sept. 12
th

, 2010 Chinese official has summoned the Japanese 

Ambassador in Beijing and claim to Japanese 

government. 

Sept. 13
th

, 2010 Japan released fourteen crews but not release a captain 

of fishing boat. 

Sept. 14
th

, 2010 Vice President of Chinese National People’s Congress 

Standing Committee cancelled his visit to Japan. 

Sept. 17
th

, 2010 Japanese Foreign Minister warned to Chinese actions 

that China unilaterally attempts to dig a gas field in 

the East China Sea. 

Sept. 18
th

, 2010 Anti-Japan protest broke out in the Chinese main 

cities. 

Sept. 19
th

, 2010 Japanese Court decided to extend 10 days the custody 

of Chinese fishing boat’s captain. 

Sept. 21
st
, 2010 Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao called for the immediate 

release of the fishing boat’s captain. 

Sept. 23
rd

, 2010 China banned its companies to export rare-earth 

materials to Japan. 

Sept. 24
th

, 2010 Japanese prosecutors announced that they decided to 

release a captain of fishing boat. 

Source: Korea Institute for Defence Analyses Website, “World War Watch” 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28 (Access Date: December 14, 2014). 

 

 On September 7
th

, 2014, approximately hundreds of Chinese fishing 

boats crossed the maritime border and conducted illegal fishing in the 

middle of the home waters of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. After a short 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28


 

５５ 

 

chase, Japanese Coast Guard has captured one fishing boat and arrested 15 

fishermen including the captain of the fishing boat. On September 11
th

, 

Chinese government unilaterally postpone the meeting to ratify a treaty of 

joint development of the East China Sea, as a way of their protest. On 

September 13
th

, Japanese government decided to release fourteen fishermen 

excluding the captain. Despite of the release of 14 crews, Chinese 

government continued to complain and ask Japan to release a captain of 

fishing boat. On September 18
th

, vigorous anti-Japan protest broke out in the 

Beijing and Shanghai, on September 21
st
, Premier Wen Jiabao officially 

asked Japan to release the captain of fishing boat. In spite of China’s strong 

protest, Japan rejected China’s demand because Japan could not trust China 

and Japan worried about being seen as bending to Chinas if Japan takes 

dovish action, releasing the captain.
74

 However, the time to surrender was 

coming. On September 23
rd

, Chinese government banned the Sino-Japanese 

exports of the rare-earth materials, which are considered important in 

Japanese economy, as they are ingredient to make high-tech computing 

products. The following day, Japanese government announced that they 

decided to release the captain of fishing boat.
75

 The fishermen arrest 

incident was therefore concluded.  

                                           
74

 Michael D. Swaine and M. Taylor Fravel, “China’s Assertive Behavior: Part Two: The 

Maritime Periphery,” China Leadership Monitor, No. 35 (June 24, 2011), p. 8. 
75

 KIDA website, “WoWW (세계분쟁정보)” 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28 (accessed: November 4, 2014).  
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<Table 9.Events after the end of Fishermen Arrested Incident> 

Date Event 

Sept. 25
th

, 2010 China requested a formal apology and recompense 

from Japan for arrested Chinese fishing boat captain. 

Sept. 27
th

, 2010 Japan announced that Japan will counter-claim against 

China for damage to JCG’s patrol ship. 

Oct. 5
th

, 2010 Japanese Prime Minister and Chinese Premier reached 

an agreement to improve Sino-Japanese relationship.  

Nov. 14
th

, 2010 The fact that Japan and China have different 

perception toward the Senkaku/Diaoyu issue has 

revealed in Japan-China summit. 

Dec. 11
th

, 2010 Two member of Japanese local assembly landed on 

the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Jan. 14
th

, 2011 Okinawa prefecture enacted the ‘Senkaku Day’. 

Dec. 14
th

, 2011 China firstly deployed huge size of patrol ship in the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu near waters. 

Source: Korea Institute for Defence Analyses Website, “World War Watch” 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28 (Access Date: December 15, 2014). 

 

 In spite of Japan released a fishing boat captain in September 24
th

, 

Chinese government was not satisfied. On September 25
th

, Chinese 

government asked Japan to apologise and recompense for arrest Chinese 

fishermen. Japan rejected these demands. Although both parties aimed to 

reach a rapprochement through summit (October 5
th

 and November 14
th

, 

2010 respectively), but attempts eventually failed. After the end of the 

fishermen arrested incident, both states became more provocative. For 

instance, China deployed its 3,000t patrol ship into the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28
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islands’ near water. 

 In a nutshell, China took strong actions to resolve the incident 

which happened near the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. Before the arrested 

Chinese fishermen have been released, China has never attempted to 

compromise with Japan. But China also did not take hostile actions (i.e. 

military exercise near the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands or deployment of the jet 

fighters near the Senkaku/Diaoyu air space), because China regarded this 

incident as just matter of Chinese citizen’s safety. Thus, the incident did not 

go to the worst situation, military confrontation.  

 

3. China’s Behaviours on the Japan’s nationalise the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in 2012 

 

 After the end of the Chinese fishermen arrest incident in 2010, the 

tension between Japan and China had not been mitigated. It became daily 

routine for Chinese fishing boats’ to fish illegally and Japanese Coast Guard 

ships’ to chase Chinese fishing boats. On April 2012, crucial event was 

happened between both countries and unlike the fishermen arrest incident; 

Japan was provoker this time.  
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<Table 10. Summary of the Japan’s nationalising the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands in 2012> 

Date Event 

Apr. 17
th

, 2012 Ishihara Shintaro, Governor of Tokyo announced that 

Tokyo municipal government will purchase the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Apr. 18
th

, 2012 Japanese Chief Cabinet Secretary Minister implied that 

Japanese government has intention to nationalise the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Apr. 25
th

, 2012 Xi Jinping, Chinese Vice President, mentioned that he 

wants to avoid the situation where the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

dispute was out of control. 

May. 14
th

, 2012 Japanese Prime Minister and Chinese Premier stood 

against each other at summit surround the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu issue. 

Jul. 7
th

, 2012 Japanese government decided to nationalise the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands via purchasing the islands. 

Jul. 10
th

, 2012 Chinese Navy conducted live-fire drills at the East 

China Sea. 

Jul. 13
th

, 2012 Xinhua, Chinese national news agency implied that 

there was possibility of use of force if necessary. 

Jul. 20
th

, 2012 Japan revealed their plan to build a lighthouse at the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Jul. 23
rd

, 2012 Chinese patrol ship has entered into the Japanese 

territorial waters around the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands for 

the first time. 

Jul. 31
st
, 2012 Japanese government offered two billion Japanese Yen 

top the owner of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands for the 

islands. 

Aug. 20
th

, 2012 Anti-Japan protest broke out in 25 major cities in 

China. 

Aug. 30
th

, 2012 Chinese MoD’s spokesperson announced that Chinese 

armed force has capacity to protect Chinese territory. 
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Sept. 3
rd

, 2012 Japanese government reached an agreement to purchase 

the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands with owner of the islands. 

 

Source: Korea Institute for Defence Analyses Website, “World War Watch” 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28 (Access Date: December 16, 2014). 

 

 On April 2012, Ishihara Shintaro, Governor of Tokyo, offered 

Tokyo municipal government the purchase of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

On July 7
th

, Japanese cabinet decided to purchase the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands and nationalise the islands. On July 10
th

, Chinese Navy (PLA-N) 

conducted live-fire drills at the East China Sea and after three days from this 

live-fire exercise, China warned Japan that China will not tolerate Japan’s 

unilateral actions and even implied the use of force. On July 20
th

, Japanese 

government announced that they will build a lighthouse at the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands to enhance Japan’s ‘effective control’ over the 

islands. In August, Hong Kong protesters landed in the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands and after five days, anti-Japan protest occurred in 25 cities of China. 

Nonetheless, Japan did not give up the nationalisation because Japan has no 

fatal weakness at that specific time. Unlike the fishermen arrest incident 

took two years in the past, they have found another rare-earth supplier and 

were trading with them.
76

 On September 3
rd

, Japanese government finally 

purchased the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands at 2 billion and 50 million Japanese 
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 KIDA website, “WoWW (세계분쟁정보)” 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28 (accessed: November 4, 2014).  
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Yen. 

 China coped with the Japan’s nationalisation of the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands by taking more firm actions than she did on the fishermen arrested 

incident. China conducted live-fire drills and announced strong official 

statements several times which imply the possibility of use of force without 

hesitation.  

 

<Table 11. Events after the end of Japan’s nationalising the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands> 

Date Event 

Sept. 11
th

, 2012 China unilaterally promulgated baseline of the 

territorial sea which started from the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands. 

Sept. 14
th

, 2012 Chinese patrol vessel entered into the Japanese water 

around the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Sept. 17
th

, 2012 Anti-Japan protest broke out in 80 major cities in 

China. 

Sept. 18
th

, 2012 Japan started to deploy its warships near the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Sept. 20
th

, 2012 Japanese warship and Chinese warship confronted vis-

à-vis at the near sea of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

Dec. 13
th

, 2012 Chinese naval aircraft entered into the Japanese air 

space of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, and eight 

Japanese F-15J jet fighters conducted emergency 

scramble. 

Jan. 19
th

, 2013 Chinese frigate locked on through its radar to Japanese 

naval helicopter. 

Jan. 30
th

, 2013 Chinese frigate locked on through its radar to Japanese 

naval escort. 
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Nov. 23
rd

, 2013 China unilaterally proclaimed the CADIZ which covers 

the Japanese air space of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands 

and the South Korean air space of Ieodo. 

Nov. 24
th

, 2013 United States government denounced China for China’s 

unilateral behaviour. 

Nov. 25
th

, 2013 Japanese Prime Minister mentioned that China’s 

behaviour will incur unexpected incident and Japan 

shall not tolerate to these kind of behaviour. 

Nov. 28
th

, 2013 LDP, Japanese ruling party approved the resolution 

which demands China to withdraw the CADIZ. 

Source: Korea Institute for Defence Analyses Website, “World War Watch” 

http://www.kida.re.kr/woww/dispute_detail.asp?idx=28 (Access Date: December 16, 2014). 

 

 After purchasing the islands, the situation has become a tinderbox. 

On September 17
th

, anti-Japan protest in China pervaded from 25 cities to 

80 cities and three days later, Japanese and Chinese naval ships confronted 

vis-à-vis near the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. On September 24
th

, four Chinese 

naval vessels entered the Japanese waters without Japan’s permission. On 

December 13
th

, Chinese naval aircraft firstly entered into the Japanese air 

space of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, and eight Japanese F-15J jet fighters 

conducted emergency scramble against this ‘invasion’. On January 2013, 

Chinese frigate had locked radar-targeting weapons onto a Japanese 

helicopter and naval escort on two different occasions.
77

 Military tension 

continued to escalate between Japan and China.  

 To make already-bad-situation worse, China unilaterally 

                                           
77

 “Japan Protests Chinese Ship’s Alleged Use of Radar to Guide Missiles,” Voice of 

America, http://www.voanews.com/content/chinese-warship-locked-prefiring-radar-on-

japanese-navy-tokyo/1597325.html (Access Date: December 16, 2014).  
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promulgated CADIZ, (Chinese Air Defence Identification Zone, 防空識別

區) which covers the Japanese air space of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and 

the South Korean air space of Ieodo (Socotra rock).
78

 Albeit China alleged 

that its proclamation of ADIZ is not a violation of the International Law and 

China has right to establish its own ADIZ as a sovereign state
79

, but 

neighbouring countries and the United States did not agreed with this 

assertion. 

 In this event, China consistently took strong actions including 

military escalation; yet it was Japan who provoked China at first. Against 

Japan’s series of effort to fortify their ‘effective control’ over the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands such as building a lighthouse at the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and purchasing and nationalising the islands, China 

conducted military actions like live-fire drills and lock radar-targeting 

weapons onto a Japanese warship and naval helicopter. In addition, China 

unilaterally promulgated CADIZ to enhance their military ability over the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. The reason why China takes hard-line behaviours 

is because China felt this event (Japan’s nationalising the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands) damages territorial integrity of China’s core interests.  

                                           
78
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4. Assessment 

 

 As above analysis, China has tendency to use firm behaviour to 

resolve the maritime territorial dispute. Of course, China has attempted to 

have conversation with its counterpart in occasions. However, China does 

take strong actions even resulting in military exercises or provocations when 

they think a certain event can be harmful to protect their core interests. In 

addition, another pattern of Chinese behaviour via this analysis is found: 

China must retaliate to its counterpart. This tendency proved by two figures 

as below: 

<Figure 1. The number of Chinese vessels entering the territorial waters 

near the Senkaku Islands> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Japan Coast Guard Website, “中国公船等による尖閣諸島周辺の接続水域内入

域及び領海侵入隻数（月別） ”, http://www.kaiho.mlit.go.jp/senkaku/index.html 

http://www.kaiho.mlit.go.jp/senkaku/index.html
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(accessed: November 4, 2014) 

 

 

 

<Figure 2. The number of Scrambling by the Japan Air Self-Defence 

Force against Chinese aircraft> 
 

 
Source: Website of Joint Staff Office, Japan Self Defence Force, “平成２３-25年度の緊

急発進実施状況について” 

http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2012/press_pdf/p20120425.pdf , 

http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2013/press_pdf/p20130417_02.pdf , 

http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2014/press_pdf/p20140121_01.pdf, and Japanese 

Ministry of Defence website, “scrambling in 2013” 

http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2014/press_pdf/p20140409.pdf (Access Date: 

November 4, 2014).  
 

 

 After Japan’s hawkish actions whether provoker was Japan or not, 

China took severe retaliating actions against opposing country. In particular, 

intrusion of Chinese naval ships and Chinese aircraft into the Japanese 

waters and airspace increased than ever (approximately three times and 

twice in respectively). These retaliations are still ongoing.  

 Consequently, China has a pattern of its behaviour toward the 

maritime territorial dispute: 1) China never makes concession on the issue 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scrambling_(military)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japan_Air_Self-Defense_Force
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japan_Air_Self-Defense_Force
http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2012/press_pdf/p20120425.pdf
http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2013/press_pdf/p20130417_02.pdf
http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2014/press_pdf/p20140121_01.pdf
http://www.mod.go.jp/js/Press/press2014/press_pdf/p20140409.pdf
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which is related to its territorial integration, a part of China’s core interest; 2) 

If controversial area is not regarded as China’s territory (so called ‘original 

territory, 固有領土’), China has intention to resolve the territorial dispute 

through peaceful way; 3) China must retaliate to its counterpart if China felt 

that its counterpart damage their core interests.  

 

V. Conclusion 

 

 In this study, four findings about China’s stance and behaviour 

toward the maritime territorial dispute is found: 1) China has been extending 

the range of its core interests; 2) China has no intention to make concession 

on the matters which are related to China’s core interests; 3) China can use 

its military power toward its counterpart for protection of its core interests; 

and 4) China must retaliate to its counterpart if necessary.  

 First, China has been extending the range of its core interests. 

Although it is hard to judge that China’s foreign policy has been altered, but 

China’s attitude toward the international order is not the same with that of 

past, before China successfully overcame the global financial crisis and she 

started to be regarded as a global power (G2). With increasing its 

‘comprehensive national power’ and the opponents decline, China embarked 
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on scope of their core interests and argued that other countries should 

respect and never interfere with China’s core interests. China still maintains 

the way of Deng’s policy to certain extent. However the difference between 

Deng’s policy and its newly and proactive behaviours lies on the attitude 

towards ‘core interests’. Before decades, China regarded only Tibet, East 

Turkistan (Xinjiang) and Taiwan as their original territory and subject to 

territorial integration. But now, China regards the Paracel islands, the 

Spratly islands and the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in addition to Tibet, East 

Turkistan (Xinjiang) and Taiwan as their original territory.  

 Second, China has no intension to make concession on the matters 

which are related to China’s core interests. In 2010 and 2012, China reveals 

tough stance and took hawkish behaviours on the issues that could hurt 

China’s core interests, while China effort to cooperation with neighbouring 

countries in other fields which is not included in core interests. China will 

maintain this policy package in the future, because ‘territorial integration’ is 

a main part of ‘core interests’ and controversial seas (the East and South 

China Sea) are included in the core interests. Of course, China can make 

concession or try to resolve the dispute through peaceful method only when 

China regarded the certain dispute does not hurt its core interests and 

territorial integration. 

 Third, China will use its military power toward its counterpart to 
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protect its core interests. As several evidences in context has proven, China 

takes very tough actions to secure their territorial integration and core 

interests, and this action even includes use of force. After China felt that 

Japan’s behaviour can hurt its core interests, China conducted military 

exercise and provoked Japan through aggressive behaviour (lock radar-

targeting weapons onto a Japanese naval ship and helicopter) without any 

hesitation.  

 Last, China shall retaliate to its counterpart. Indeed, China has been 

retaliating to its counterpart in many occasions. Not only in the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, but also in the South China Sea and the Yellow Sea, 

China has always been retaliating to its counterpart via various methods 

when they felt their ‘face’ or interests are damaged. Thus, it is possible that 

China will attempt to achieve the disablement of Japan’s ‘effective control’ 

over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands consistently. 

 The dragon has begun its ascension. But if dragon really wants to 

ascend, he must secure his basement: the waters. Dragon already has strong 

economic power and military forces to ascent to the sky. However, there are 

many obstacles for dragon because of his depiction. Most of neighbouring 

countries no longer depict this Red Dragon as benevolent, cooperative 

figure. East Asian countries and ASEAN countries now depict this 

ascending Red Dragon as the Western countries do; an evil, vile creature 
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filled with greed. If dragon does not show more mitigated and cooperative 

stance, other relatively small states would be gathered as one, and attempt to 

impede the ascendance of dragon. If dragon will show moderated stance and 

actions, then the dragon will successfully finish its ascension.  
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國文抄錄 

 

바다로 나가는 龍: 

海洋領土紛爭에 對한 中國 政府의 態度와 行動 分析 

 

金榮益 

 

 중국이 부상하고 있다. 중국은 패권을 추구하지 않겠다는 

외교정책에도 불구하고, 강대국으로서 그들의 국제적 지위에 걸맞

는 영향력 행사를 갈구하고 있다. 2008년 세계 금융위기 이후, 비

록 중국의 대외정책이 전반적으로 바뀌지는 않았으나 국제사회에 

대한 그들의 태도와 행동은 예전과 달라졌다. 중국은 스스로 끊임

없이 그 내용과 적용 범위를 확장하고 있는 ‘핵심이익 (核心利益)’

을 타국이 존중해 줄 것을 요구하고 있다. 

 중국은 영토 문제를 ‘핵심이익’의 중요한 부분으로서 중요

시 하고 있다. 특히 중국은 주변국과의 해양영토분쟁에 있어서 타

협보다는 강경한 태도와 행동을 취하고 있다. 즉, 중국 정부는 해

양영토분쟁과 관련된 사안에 있어서는 강경한 수준의 성명을 발표

하거나 동중국해 및 남중국해의 분쟁 해역에 군함을 파견하는 등

의 강경한 행동을 취하고 있다.  

 하지만 중국이 항상 강경한 수단만을 선호 하는 것은 아니

다. 중국은 상황에 따라서 가장 효과적인 수단을 택하는 경향이 

있다. 즉, 중국은 육상 국경 분쟁에 있어서의 해결방법과 해양 영

토 분쟁에 있어서의 해결방법을 분리해서 운용하고 있다. 북-중 
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영토분쟁 및 몽골-중국 영토분쟁의 해결방법과 현재 진행중인 베

트남-중국, 필리핀-중국 및 일-중 간의 해양영토분쟁의 해결방법

이 다르다. 중국은 분쟁 상대국이 강력한 국가이거나 자국이 분쟁

지역의 대부분을 장악하지 못하고 있을 때 강경한 행동을 취한다.  

 이러한 배경 하에서 본 논문은 중국의 영토분쟁에 대한 정

책 및 중국이 현재 겪고 있는 해양영토분쟁의 배경과 현황을 검토

하고, 중국 정부의 공식적인 입장과 실제 취한 행동들을 분석함으

로써 다음과 같은 질문에 답하고자 한다: 1) 중국은 해양영토분쟁

에 있어서 공세적인 행동을 지속해 갈 것인가? 2) 어떠한 요소가 

중국이 공세적인 행동을 취하도록 영향을 미치는가?  

 상기한 연구 질문에 답하기 위해서 본 논문에서는 중국이 

겪고 있는 해양영토분쟁 중 일-중 간의 해양영토분쟁 (尖閣/釣魚

島 분쟁)을 사례로 선정하고, 양국 간의 분쟁이 본격적으로 심화된 

2010년 9월 ~ 2014년 3월을 연구 시기로 설정하였다. 또한 본 

논문에서는 두 가지의 방법론을 이용하였다. 중국 정부의 공식 입

장을 알아보기 위해서 내용분석 (contents analysis) 방법을 이용

하여서 중국 외교부 및 국방부의 공식 입장을 분석하고, 중국 정

부의 실제 행동을 알아보기 위해서 시기별 분석 (chronological 

analysis)을 통해 일-중 간의 해양영토분쟁에서의 중국의 행동을 

분석한다.  

 본 논문의 연구 결과에 따르면, 2008년 세계 금융위기의 

발생 이후에도, 그리고 연구 시기인 2010년 이후에도 중국의 대외

정책은 변경되지 않았다. 하지만 중국은 특정 분야에 있어서 보다 

공세적인 태도와 행동을 취하고 있다. 특히 중국은 해양영토분쟁

에 있어서 강경한 태도를 보이고 있는데, 이러한 중국의 태도와 



 

７８ 

 

행동에 있어서 본 논문의 연구 결과는 다음과 같은 특징을 발견하

였다: 1) 중국은 그들의 ‘핵심이익’의 범위와 개념을 확대해 가고 

있다. 중국이 ‘핵심이익’의 하나인 ‘영토통합’의 대상으로 설정한 

지역에 동중국해 및 남중국해의 분쟁지역이 새로 편입되었다; 2) 

중국은 ‘핵심이익’과 관련된 지역의 분쟁에 있어서는 양보나 타협

을 하지 않는다; 3) 중국은 ‘핵심이익’으로 분류된 지역에서의 분

쟁에 있어서는 군사적 행동 (무력시위, 실탄사격 훈련 및 군함 파

견 등)도 불사한다; 4) 상대국의 행동이 자국의 이익을 침해한다면, 

중국은 반드시 상대국에게 보복을 가한다.  

 따라서 중국의 대외 정책은 변화한 점이 없지만, 해양영토

분쟁과 같이 ‘핵심이익’에 관련된 분야에 있어서 중국의 태도와 행

동은 강경하고 심지어 공세적인 경우도 있다. 같은 태도와 행동이 

반복되다 보면 종국에는 대외정책의 변경에도 영향을 미칠지 모른

다는 점을 감안해 볼 때, 본 논문에서 발견한 중국의 해양영토분

쟁에 있어서의 강경한 행동은 주목할 만한 가치가 있다. 

 

주제어: 중국의 부상, 해양영토분쟁, 핵심이익, 센카쿠/댜오위다오 

분쟁, 동중국해  
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