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Candid thoughts on South China Sea disputes
S ome foreign analysts call Beijing’s

rejection of the recent arbitral tribu-
nal ruling in the South China Sea
dispute “China’s first international

test” as an emerging power. Some foreign
mediawonderwhether a resurgent China
will uphold the international order.Will
fears of a “China threat” now increase?
Underlying all these issues is what China

calls its “core interests”.What are China’s
core interests? Do they include the “dotted
line” (often called the “Nine-Dash Line”),
which defines China’s claim of sovereignty
in the South China Sea?
Thesematters are sufficiently serious to

warrant a sophisticated understanding of
China’s position.What are China’s claims
and arguments?What will happen now?
To understand China’s position andway

of thinking, I sat down for a two-hour,
in-depth discussionwith General Peng
Guangqian, a People’s Liberation Army
major general andmilitary strategist; he is
deputy secretary-general of China’s Nation-
al Security Forum and has been focusing on
South China Sea issues.
The ground rules were simple: I would

ask Peng the tough questions. Peng toldme
hewould answermy questions directly and
candidly, stressing that hewould express
his own personal ideas; hewas not repre-
senting official positions of the Chinese
government or the PLA. I was impressed by
his knowledge and candor. Tome, the issue
is not somuchwho is right andwho is
wrong—human groups often disagree—
but rather recognizing that only through
open and honest communication canmis-
understandings beminimized and inad-
vertent confrontations avoided.

Sovereignty and core interests
While the ruling did not determine sov-

ereignty— because theUNConvention on
the Law of the Sea cannot rule on sover-
eignty— it did seek to adjudicate territorial
and economic zones frommaritime fea-
tures such as islands, rocks and reefs. China
asserts this is a distinctionwithout a differ-
ence, in that sovereignty is indeed the
underlying issue and therefore the tribunal
did not have jurisdiction, and China is not
about to bargain away its sovereignty. Thus
my first question to Peng.
“Whywas the ruling so unfavorable to

China, especially given that the tribunal
said it was not addressing issues of sover-
eignty, whichwas not in its jurisdiction?”
“ThePhilippines and the arbitral tribunal

playeda trick,” Peng said. “Theydisguised the
territorial entitlement of thedisputed islands
and reefs aswell as themaritime rights and
interests as an interpretationof theUNCLOS
…TheSouthChinaSea issue is the first ‘test’
forChinaon thepathof the great rejuvena-
tionof thenation.We should adhere to our
principles andexpress our solemnposition

to the international community.”
“Is the South China Sea a ‘core interest’ of

China’s sovereignty on parwith Taiwan,
Tibet andXinjiang?” I asked.
“Letme give you ametaphor,” Peng

responded. “All human beings have 10 fin-
gers. As a Chinese saying goes, the nerves of
the fingertips are linkedwith the heart,
whichmeans every finger is closely bound
upwith one’s whole life andwe cannot cut
off any finger.We attach equal importance
to Xinjiang, Tibet, Taiwan, Hainan…Any
part of China is an indispensable ‘core
interest’ for China’s survival and develop-
ment. It’s a reality that some of our islands
andwaters have been occupied by other
countries and China’s resources have been
plundered.We have every confidence of
recovering them. But we still advocate a
peaceful settlement through negotiation
and consultation. Before this issue is set-
tled, we can shelve differences and seek
joint development, which fully demon-
strates our sincerity. But there is no doubt
that the South China Sea is verymuch a
part of China’s ‘core interests’.”

China’s claims — the dotted line
“From the perspective of foreigners, the

‘dotted line’ looks aggressive, even imperi-
alistic,” I said, “in that it encompasses the
vastmajority of the South China Sea,
extendingmore than 1,000 kilometers from
the Chinesemainland and comingwithin a
few dozen kilometers of the Philippines,
Vietnam andMalaysia.”
Pengwas philosophical.
“For several thousand years, China had

fought withwinds andwaves, pirates and
invaders, in the South China Sea. This is
our family property that we have earned; it
is the heritage created by our ancestors.
“It is our territory not becausewe are

closer to it,” he continued. “Territorial sov-
ereignty does not depend on distance. Con-
sider Guam; it is closer to Asia, yet belongs
to theUS. TheMalvinas (Falkland Islands)
are close to Argentina, very far fromBrit-
ain.Why then did Britain go there to fight a
war? ... The ownership of islands is not
identified by distance;many historical and
other factors affect it.”
I had a joke that, not wanting to offend, I

was reluctant to tell. But Peng’s sinceremix
of openness and confidence relaxedmy
inhibitions. “There is a joke that in Vietnam
and the Philippines no one is allowed to go
swimming in the ocean, because if you start
to swim, you invade China’s territory.”
“I tell you the truth,” Peng responded, all

business. “I beginwith Vietnam. On Sept
14, 1956, the then primeminister of Viet-
nam, PhamVanDong, sent a formal note to
our premier, Zhou Enlai, stating that Viet-
nam firmly agreed and supported China’s
statement on the breadth of China’s territo-
rial sea, which included coastlines and

islands. As for
the Philippines,
a series of treat-
ies and the Phil-
ippines
Constitution
indicate the sea
area of the Phil-
ippines is
boundedwithin
119 degrees east
longitude. Nev-
er did it say the
area to thewest
of this boundary
was its territo-
ry.”

United States declarations
I decided to repeat US Secretary of

Defense Ash Carter’s assertion: “Now,make
nomistake: TheUnited States will fly, sail,
and operate wherever international law
allows, as we do around theworld, and the
South China Sea is not andwill not be an
exception.”
Pengwas not intimidated. “The truth is

that the ‘Free Navigation Plan’ of theUnited
States began as early as 1979, before the
launch of theUNCLOS, and it is a kind of
rebellion and boycott against the law. The
US alleges that it is not subject to the
UNCLOS; it enjoys the freedom to sail in all
thewaters of theworld, and not a single
law can restrict it. TheUS travels the seven
continents and four oceans. It suggests that
theUS does not respect, even despises,
international law and theUNCLOS.”
“Sowhat will China do?” I asked a bit

provocatively.
“We will stand firmly against it; we will

make proper response in accordance with
the provisions of international law; we will
react according to the existing consensus
that every country recognizes. For exam-
ple, if we detect a US vessel entering our
monitored area, we will expel it. If you vio-
late our sovereignty, get into our airspace
or territorial sea, then it can be interpreted
as a violation of our core interest. Suppose
China enters Chesapeake Bay (Virginia
andMaryland) in the US, or within 12 nau-
tical miles of US territorial waters, how
will the US react?Wewill react the same
way.”
“Is China prepared formilitary confron-

tation?” Everything is now on the table.
“To protect our core interests,” Peng said,

“China is prepared for war. China’s stance
on the South China Sea has become clear
and resolute. Yet the Chinese government,
taking stability and peace inNortheast Asia
and theNorthwest Pacific as its high priori-
ty, has not given a clear response as to
whether it will safeguard these core inter-
ests by force.”
What refreshing clarity and candor!

My next questionwas obvious: “Is China
preparedmilitarily?”
Peng’s answerwas thoughtful. “The

premise behindwhat you said is important:
only when there is noway out for us will we
be forced to dowhat we have to do.Wewill
notmake the firstmove.Wewill not use
our power to bully others. That will not
happen. But if you are drivingme into a
dead end (corner), wewill definitely fight
back. But in terms of our capability to coun-
ter, I think that depends onwhomwe are
comparedwith. If with theUS, then our
naval force is definitely weaker. TheUS has
10 carrier battle groups. The capability of
oneUS carrier battle group is equivalent to
several of ours, andwe only have one carri-
er battle group. In the future, wemay estab-
lish two or threemore of them. Even
thoughwe are far behind theUS, I think
our current naval power is sufficient for us
to defend our territorial sea rights.We are
confident of that.”

Can China and US avoid collision?
It was time for Peng’s overarching philos-

ophy of China-US relations. “You havewrit-
ten eloquently how theUS and China can
avoid the so-called Thucydides trap, where
the rise of a new power usually ends up in
warwith the existing power.”
Pengwas pleased to present his grand

vision. “What Iwant to stress is thatwhile
China and theUS are indeed a developing
power and a developed power, this does not
necessarilymean that these two countries
will finish on the path of head-on collision.
They can transcend the trap of collision, too
often repeated in humanhistory. I have two
theories. First, China is not an ‘emerging
power’ because China is a big countrywith
a 5,000-year civilization. These two great
powers definitely have different historical
backgrounds, but that doesn’tmean they
will collide.Why? Because in history, the ris-
ing power and the ruling power had divided
ormutually contradictory interests. Howev-
er, nowadays, the interests of China and the
US are increasingly interdependent,mutu-
ally linked to each other. The second reason
is thatwithmilitary power today, no one,
except lunatics, wouldwage unlimited,
mutually fatal wars. I am confident that
China and theUSwill avoid the trap.”
After speakingwith Peng, I reflected on

what he had said. I’m told here in China, at
all levels, that the country’s peaceful rise
will not change; conflicts are temporary.
China has amassive stake in upholding the
international order. Of all major econo-
mies, China ismost dependent on global
trade for whichmaritime stability is essen-
tial. That said, after a century of national
humiliationwhen China’s sovereignty was
trampled repeatedly andwantonly, China
today is not about to compromise its
national rights.

Can Chinamake a legitimate case in its
historic claims in the South China Sea? Of
course it can. But all claimants claim the
same. That’s the nature of border disputes
everywhere in theworld.
Personally, I believe thewealth of nations

in the 21st century ismore the generation
of knowledge than the ownership of rocks,
but I cannot deny that sovereignty is
among themost basic and emotional of
human group instincts.
Maritime boundaries, like national bor-

ders, were not dictated by God or set by the
Big Bangwhen the universe began.
Wemust deal with current realities. To

appreciate China’s position does notmean
agreeingwith it. It doesmean that toman-
age ourworld it is vital to understand
opposing views— and thismeans under-
standing China’s.
No party benefits from a blowup. In a

globalizedworld, China and theUSwill
flourish together or flounder together. A
temporary solution is simply tomaintain
the status quo, let timework itsmagic. Can-
did communication is vital. That’s why I
appreciate General Peng,my new friend.

This interviewwith General Peng Guangqi-
an is excerpted fromCloser To Chinawith
R.L.Kuhn on CCTVNews.
The author is a public intellectual, political/
economics commentator, and international
corporate strategist. He is the host ofCloser
To Chinawith R.L. Kuhn on CCTVNews.
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Even subversion is a rights issue
forWesternmedia
H u Shigen, a former college teach-

er in Beijing, was convicted of
subversion and sentenced to
seven years and sixmonths in

prison by a Tianjin court onWednesday.
Admitting his guilt, Hu said the trial was
just and fair and thanked the authorities for
making sure hewas properly treated for his
diseases.
Convicted of a similar crime in 1994,Hu

was given a 20-year sentence. Hewas
released in 2008 after his sentencewas
reduced.
Hu’s trial was not only open tomore than

40 people from variouswalks of life, includ-
ing foreign correspondents, but also broad-
cast live through videos to journalists at a
temporary press center in a hotel near the
court. The court also provided timely
updates on the progress of the case through
socialmedia.
Yet some foreignmedia outlets have

termed the court verdict a “crackdown” on a
human rights activist.
According toHu’s confession and the

court’s statement, he teamed upwith some
lawyers to embarrass the government over
some “sensitive issues” in order to garner
more people’s support for his “peaceful
transformation” theory and overthrow the
country’s leadership.
Also, he assigned his accomplices to par-

ticipate in conventions and training pro-
grams of exiled separatists from the

Xinjiang and Tibet autonomous regions, as
well as someWestern countries to ensure
the “smooth reorganization” of the country
in the future through “a color revolution”.
Still, mostWesternmedia outlets

describeHu and his colleagues as “govern-
ment critics” and “peoplewho dared to
challenge the Party”.
No,Hu’smoveswere not about human

rights, theywere about compromising state
security and stability. China hasmany gov-
ernment critics, and the government has
never stopped learning from their con-
structive criticisms. That’s an important
reasonwhy China has solved one problem
after another during its peaceful rise.
In contrast, the countries that experi-

enced orwere forced to undergo “color rev-
olutions” a few years ago—a phenomenon
theWest zealously praised—are suffering
frompublic unrest and chaos today.
Like any other country, China has every

reason to deal with the grave crime of sub-
version in accordancewith the law. And it is
China’s internalmatter which no outside
force has the right to interfere in.
AWestern news agency even said, “Zhai

(an accomplice ofHu)was on Tuesday
handed a three-year suspended sentence…
for crimes that includedwaving banners
and shouting slogans.” Such out-of-context
reporting is irresponsible, because they
deliberately focused on things like “waving
banners and shouting slogans”without

considering the case in its entirety.
In fact, someWestern reporters didn’t

even bother to go to the news center in the
hotel near the court, because they assumed
theywould not get any “valuable informa-
tion” there. They sent their Chinese assist-
ants, instead, to follow the live broadcast
while theywere chatting leisurely in the

lobby. Only after the assistants
told them that information in plentywas
available there did they go to the news cen-
ter.
Given that they had to travel to Tianjin to

cover the case, it is not difficult to imagine
howmuchmore imagination and assump-

tion theywould have inserted in their
reports had their assistants notwarned
themabout the facts.
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