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Abstract: 

Why has China’s foreign policy become more assertive since Xi Jinping took office? This article 

provides insights to the domestic political drivers behind the intensification of China’s foreign 

policy assertiveness under Xi. I examine the foreign policy implications of Xi’s efforts to 

centralize policymaking, as well as the political environment that he has cultivated as he has 

amassed personal power. Drawing on a case study on China’s maritime actors, I argue that Xi’s 

nationalistic appeals and anti-corruption campaign have elevated the importance of ideological 

conformity, and have created career incentives and opportunities for foreign policy actors to 

behave more assertively. I also show that increased bureaucratic coordination has not had a 

tempering effect on China’s behavior in the South China Sea, as existing arguments that attribute 

China’s assertiveness to policy fragmentation would lead us to expect.  
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Since Xi Jinping took the helm of China’s ruling party, the norms of collective leadership 

and regularized succession that have guided China through decades of rapid economic growth 

and deepening international integration have fallen by the wayside. Instead, this ‘new era’ of 

Chinese politics has been characterized by a return to personalist rule (Shirk, 2018). As Xi has 

consolidated his personal power, China’s foreign policy has strayed increasingly farther from 

Deng Xiaoping’s guiding principle of ‘hide your strength, bide your time.’ For example, under 

Xi’s watch, China has stepped up its efforts to establish control over its offshore territorial 

claims, became caught up in a protracted trade war with the United States, fought a bloody 

border skirmish with India, unleashed ‘wolf warrior’ diplomats who have countered international 

criticism with fiery rhetoric, stepped up incursions into Taiwan’s air defense identification zone, 

and sought to economically coerce Canada, Australia, and Lithuania.  

While it is widely accepted that Xi’s rise to power has accelerated the assertive turn in 

China’s foreign policy (Breslin & Pan, 2021; Mastro, 2015; K. Zhao & Zhang, 2019), scholars 

disagree about why his tenure seems to be inextricably linked to China’s confrontational 

international behavior. Some scholars have pointed to systemic factors, such as favorable 

changes in the international distribution of power following the 2008 Global Financial Crisis 

(Doshi, 2021), which paved the way for Xi to more confidently ‘strive for achievements (fenfa 

youwei)’ on the global stage. Others have emphasized Xi’s personal ambitions, drawing on 

insights about his operational code beliefs (Kai & Feng, 2013), as well as his family background 

and experience as a ‘sent-down youth’ in the countryside during the Cultural Revolution 

(Torigian, 2018). However, although these systemic and individual-level explanations provide 

insights about why Xi has taken China’s foreign policy in a more muscular direction, they do not 
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sufficiently explain the dramatic intensification of its assertiveness during the relatively short 

period of time in which he has tightened his grip on power.  

In order to understand why China’s assertive behavior has intensified over the course of 

Xi’s tenure, changes to the domestic political context in which foreign policy is made and 

implemented must be considered. Domestic explanations of China’s assertiveness, especially in 

the maritime realm, have largely centered around the role of rising popular nationalism (J. 

Zhang, 2014; K. Zhao & Zhang, 2019; S. Zhao, 2013), as well as bureaucratic stove-piping and 

inter-agency competition (Goldstein, 2010; International Crisis Group, 2012; Jakobson, 2014; F. 

Zhang, 2020; K. Zhao & Zhang, 2019). As Andrew Chubb (Chubb, 2019a) notes, however, 

bottom-up nationalism has not compelled Chinese officials to engage in assertive on water 

actions that they were not already seeking to undertake. And while the problem of fragmented 

authority has left ample room for bureaucratic actors to pursue their own parochial interests, Xi 

Jinping has undertaken ambitious organizational reforms, including the creation of the National 

Security Commission (NSC) and the Central Commission on Foreign Affairs (CCFA), that have 

helped him to recentralize foreign policy.  

As I show in this article, with respect to the maritime domain, organizational changes, 

despite not entirely resolving the problem of policy fragmentation, have yielded improvements in 

bureaucratic coordination. However, whereas explanations that attribute Beijing’s assertiveness 

to policy fragmentation carry the logical implication that a more coordinated bureaucracy would 

have a tempering effect on its maritime behavior, under Xi, China has only ratcheted up its use 

of coercive diplomacy (Chubb, 2020/21).1 To explain why, this article highlights the 

international implications of Xi’s method of power consolidation. I argue that his nationalistic 

 
1 Chubb finds that the groundwork for China’s present assertiveness in the South China Sea was laid in 2007, but 

shows that this shift has accelerated throughout Xi’s tenure. 
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appeals and anti-corruption campaign, which have elevated the importance of ideological 

conformity, have also created career incentives and opportunities for foreign policy actors to 

behave more assertively. Xi’s personalization of power has produced a political environment in 

which demonstrations of nationalism have become mechanisms for signaling loyalty and 

‘political correctness,’ fostering the perception among the bureaucracy that assertive behavior 

will be rewarded and that hawkish agendas can be pursued without reproach. 

 This article proceeds as follows. I begin by drawing on the literature on authoritarianism 

and international conflict for insights to why the return to personalist rule has exacerbated 

China’s assertiveness abroad. Next, I discuss the process by which Xi has amassed personal 

power, highlighting the foreign policy implications of his efforts to centralize authority and 

impose ideological conformity. I then explore these dynamics in a case study on China’s 

maritime actors under Xi. The case study examines top-down efforts to centralize and better 

coordinate maritime policy, as well as the implications for China’s maritime actors of Xi’s 

consolidation of personal power. I then analyze how these maritime actors have responded to 

these changes, focusing on their behavior in the South China Sea, which plays an important role 

in shaping international perceptions of China’s broader strategic intentions (International Crisis 

Group, 2021) . While the conduct of China’s maritime and other subnational actors may align 

with the foreign policy goals of top leaders, this article cautions against attributing each instance 

of assertiveness to strategic intentionality, and instead highlights the important role that the 

political environment in which they operate plays in shaping international behavior. 
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The Foreign Policies of Personalist Leaders  

Insights from the literature on authoritarianism and international conflict provide a useful 

starting point to understand the drivers of China’s growing assertiveness under Xi. Scholars who 

have assessed the international behavior of authoritarian regimes have found that personalist 

regimes, in which decisions about policy and personnel are concentrated in the hands of a single 

leader (Geddes et al., 2014), initiate interstate conflict at a higher rate than other types of 

autocrats (Peceny & Butler, 2004; Reiter & Stam, 2003; Weeks, 2012).  

According to Jessica Weeks (2012), personalist regimes have a propensity toward 

belligerence because they do not face domestic audiences. Contrary to the conventional wisdom 

about autocrats being free to do as they please, she shows that in certain types of authoritarian 

governments, regime insiders have the ability to punish a leader (Weeks, 2012).2 In personalist 

regimes, however, domestic constraints are largely absent, enabling leaders to pursue riskier 

foreign policies. Xi Jinping’s elimination of potential rivals and assertion of dominance over the 

party, state, and military reflect the severe attenuation of China’s domestic audience. Although 

Xi has not initiated militarized conflict,3 the decline in deliberation and accountability have 

arguably made it easier for him to advance his foreign policy ambitions.  

Scholarship on the conflict behavior of personalist leaders, however, assumes that 

strongman leaders, who are unconstrained by domestic audiences, can implement their foreign 

policy agendas with the snap of the fingers. Yet for China, even if regime insiders are too weak 

to credibly threaten to punish Xi for policy errors, the multitude of actors who comprise its 

massive and complex foreign policy apparatus impose limits on his ability to micromanage the 

 
2 In China, while the public has also been able to generate audience costs through mass anti-foreign street protests 

(Weiss, 2014), largescale nationalist demonstrations have not permitted under Xi.  
3 It should be noted, however, that China and India blame each other for provocative actions that culminated in a 

border skirmish in mid-2020. 
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bureaucracy. Even the ‘most powerful man in the world’ relies on subnational actors who have 

retained their agency (Axios, 2017; Wong, 2018; Ye, 2021). While Xi sets the overall policy 

direction, his statements have remained vague, giving subnational actors room to interpret them 

in ways that best advance their own agendas (Jakobson, 2014). Xi’s power consolidation has, 

however, had a profound impact on the strategic calculations of these fundamentally self-

interested actors, creating opportunities for some to advance their parochial agendas while 

motivating all to prioritize displays of ideological conformity. 

 

The International Implications of Xi’s Power Consolidation 

Xi’s consolidation of power has involved the resurgence of ideology, marking a departure 

from the post-Mao era emphasis on pragmatism and meritocracy (Landry et al., 2018; Misra, 

1998). The promotion of ideology has been key to Xi’s effort to strengthen his personal authority 

(Pei, 2019). The heightened importance of ideological conformity is reflected in his repeated 

calls for maintaining the ‘four consciousnesses (sige yishi),’ with political awareness ranking 

first, and for upholding the ‘correct political direction (zhengque zhengzhi fangxiang)’ (Xinhua, 

2016), a catchphrase that has appeared frequently in official speeches and documents.4 As 

discussed in this section, Xi has sought to impose ideological conformity through nationalistic 

appeals and an anti-corruption campaign, both of which have elevated the importance of political 

correctness.  

Xi’s ideology is embodied by the ‘China Dream,’ an aspirational concept with strong 

nationalistic undertones (S. Zhao, 2016a). He first unveiled the notion of the ‘China Dream’ to 

senior leaders at a museum exhibit that chronicled China’s ‘Century of Humiliation’ at the hands 

 
4 For example, adhering to the ‘correct political direction’ is listed as the first fundamental principle guiding military 

reforms, and is interpreted as maintaining the Party’s absolute leadership over the armed forces (Ribao, 2016).  
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of foreign powers (Wu & Yan, 2011). The concept, described by Xi as a ‘strong-nation dream of 

a great revival of the Chinese people,’ reflects his belief that China is ready to once again be ‘a 

global leader in terms of composite national strength and international influence’ (Xi, 2017). 

This dream of national rejuvenation is guided by ‘Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese 

Characteristics for a New Era,’ which has since been incorporated into the Chinese constitution. 

At the 2018 Foreign Affairs Work Conference, ‘Xi Jinping Thought on diplomacy with Chinese 

characteristics’ was established as the guiding principle for a more activist foreign policy, with 

an emphasis on ‘[safeguarding] the authority and centralized, unified leadership of the Central 

Committee with Xi Jinping at the core, and [ensuring] that policies and decisions are strictly 

carried out in a unified manner’ (Affairs, 2018). While the ‘China Dream’ has laid the 

ideological groundwork for a more confident international posture, it has also been paired with 

calls for eradicating ‘Western values’ (Creemers, 2013; S. Zhao, 2016b), reflecting Xi’s desire to 

portray the party, with himself at its helm, as essential to defending China from foreign forces 

that purportedly seek to undermine its national revival. 

Xi’s placement of national rejuvenation at the center of his ideology has shifted the 

political opportunity structure for foreign policy actors who already had hawkish foreign policy 

preferences. For them, Xi’s appeal to nationalism is an invitation to couch the pursuit of hawkish 

parochial preferences as actions that advance the national interest, even if they risk aggravating 

tensions with foreign states. These actors understand that under Xi, assertive actions are more 

likely to be tolerated than previously, when China’s foreign policy was characterized by its low-

profile orientation. Moreover, in the current nationalistic political environment, their assertive 

behavior is also more likely to be considered politically correct.  
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Throughout his time in office, Xi has also overseen an anti-corruption campaign that is 

unprecedented in its scope and duration. In addition to ensnaring more than 2.7 million high and 

low-ranking officials who have been accused of abusing power (Carothers, 2021; Manion, 2016), 

it has simultaneously brought down key political rivals and their networks (Brown, 2015). The 

ideological fuel for the anti-corruption campaign was provided by the ‘Mass Line Education and 

Practice Campaign,’ the objective of which was to eliminate ‘the four work styles’ of formalism, 

bureaucracy, hedonism, and extravagance. The ‘Mass Line’ campaign, which spanned from 2013 

to 2015, revived the practice of self-criticism sessions, a tool that was used to instill fear and 

enforce political correctness and loyalty during the Mao era (Doyon, 2018). Moreover, Xi’s 

crusade against corruption has focused not only on exposing corrupt behavior, but also on 

detecting lapses in adherence to political discipline. The wide-ranging nature of inspections, and 

the expansion of corruption to include the subjective offense of political incorrectness, have had 

a ‘chilling effect’ on officials at all levels of the party, state, and military (E. H. Wang, 2022). 

Xi’s anti-corruption campaign, in conjunction with his appeals to nationalism, has sent a 

clear message about the importance of signaling loyalty by demonstrating support for his 

worldview. For China’s foreign policy actors, the specter of becoming a casualty in the crusade 

against corruption has raised the stakes of avoiding political mistakes, such as international 

behavior that could be construed as running counter to national interests. Given the nationalistic 

rhetoric embedded in Xi’s ideology, erring on the side of being too patriotic is politically safer 

than not being patriotic enough. Given top leaders’ efforts to promote nationalism within the 

party, it would be politically untenable for them to fault foreign policy actors for excessive 

displays of patriotism. Thus, zealous officials, hoping to make a positive impression, have an 
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incentive to perform their loyalty through highly visible actions that risk taking central policies 

to an extreme (Zeng, 2020). 

 

The Maritime Bureaucracy Under Xi  

The dynamics described above are evident in China’s maritime policy, a foreign policy 

domain in which China has become particularly more assertive under Xi Jinping (Chubb, 

2020/21; Mastro, 2021).5 This section first provides an overview of the major institutional 

reforms that Xi has undertaken with the aim of improving maritime policy coordination. I focus 

on the impact of reforms to China’s maritime law enforcement and militia forces, both of which 

are key actors on the frontlines of China’s sovereignty disputes. I then discuss the ways in which 

the maritime bureaucracy has also been impacted by more informal changes – namely, Xi’s 

nationalistic appeals and anti-corruption campaign, which are key mechanisms by which he has 

sought to amass personal power.  

The maritime domain not only provides a rich contextual environment in which to 

observe the domestic drivers of China’s foreign policy, but also serves as an ‘easy test’ for 

arguments that attribute China’s assertiveness to policy fragmentation, with the implication being 

that increased cohesion should blunt its reckless and assertive behavior. In other words, the 

maritime domain is an area in which we should be ‘most likely’ to observe the anticipated effects 

of improved coordination; if it does not have the expected impact, then more weight should be 

given to alternative explanations (Gerring, 2007). In particular, a close examination of China’s 

maritime behavior suggests that the process by which Xi has consolidated personal power has 

motivated China’s maritime actors to converge around more assertive behavior. 

 
5 Note that Chubb (2020/21) dates China’s maritime assertiveness to 2007, but notes that it has become more 

assertive under Xi.  
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Institutional Reforms 

Xi’s organizational overhaul sought to fix the problem of bureaucratic stove-piping, 

which had become an acute strategic liability during the administration of Hu Jintao (Goldstein, 

2010; International Crisis Group, 2012). The creation of the China Coast Guard (CCG) in mid-

2013 represented an early attempt to address this problem. The CCG unified four of the ‘five 

dragons,’ a moniker used to describe the separate agencies previously involved in maritime law 

enforcement.6 As Ryan Martinson (2015) notes, the creation of the CCG has been pivotal in 

sharpening China’s coercive capacity; it has done so by fostering ‘much improved coordination’ 

between China’s maritime law enforcement forces, which now operate as a more cohesive entity.  

However, efforts to synergize China’s previously balkanized forces were handicapped in 

part by the rivalry between the State Oceanic Administration (SOA) and the Ministry of Public 

Security (MPS). While the CCG was officially placed under the SOA, the MPS was also given 

the authority to provide ‘operational guidance.’7 Thus, in order to clarify the chain of command, 

in 2018, the CCG was transferred to the People’s Armed Police (PAP). Earlier that year, the PAP 

was put under the leadership of the Central Military Commission (CMC), which Xi Jinping 

presides over in his role as CMC chairman. This move has further integrated China’s maritime 

law enforcement forces and required them to shed their civilian façade. Moreover, joint exercises 

and patrols between military and coast guard vessels following the organizational reshuffle 

reflect a continued commitment to improving interagency coordination (Lin, 2019). 

 
6 These four ‘dragons’ include the China Marine Surveillance (under the SOA), the China Fisheries Law 

Enforcement (under the Department of Agriculture), the Border Defense Coast Guard (under the Ministry of Public 

Security), and the Maritime Anti-Smuggling Police (under the General Administration of Customs). The fifth 

‘dragon,’ which was not incorporated into the CCG, is overseen by the Ministry of Transport.  
7 To make matters worse, the CCG was led by MPS vice minister Meng Hongwei, who outranked the head of the 

SOA (Jakobson, 2014).  
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Under Xi, oversight of the maritime militia has also been streamlined, and the frequency 

and scope of their activities have grown. The maritime militia, which in addition to the CCG is a 

key participant in China’s effort to exercise peacetime control over disputed waters, is comprised 

of fishermen and other civilian personnel who serve as an auxiliary force of the PLA. In early 

2013, soon after being appointed as leader, Xi visited Hainan province’s Tanmen township (An, 

2013). The township is home to the Tanmen Maritime Militia Company, which participated in 

the 2012 Scarborough Shoal standoff against the Philippines and helped to established Chinese 

control over the area. His praise for their role in safeguarding China’s sovereignty claims, and 

his portrayal of them as a model to be emulated, marked the beginning of a drive to dedicate 

more funding and support to expand and professionalize the militia (Luo & Panter, 2021, Poling 

et al., 2021).  

Also, as part of broader reforms to the PLA that began in 2016, the National Defense 

Mobilization Department (NDMD) was established under the CMC and was tasked with 

overseeing the PLA’s mobilization work, including the use of the maritime militia (Kennedy & 

Erickson, 2017). However, while the creation of the NDMD has tightened the military’s control 

over the maritime militia, local civilian leaders remain responsible for building militia forces 

(Kennedy & Erickson, 2017). Leaders of coastal provinces have a vested economic interest in 

offshore fishery and hydrocarbon resources, and thus for them, maritime rights defense advances 

both national and more parochial agendas (Luo & Panter, 2021; H. Zhang & Bateman, 2017).8 

Local governments tend to supplement central government funding, and some even provide 

bonuses to militia members for operating in ‘specially designated waters’ in the South China Sea 

 
8 Local governments lobby the center for more financial support for the maritime militias that operate in their 

jurisdictions, and also see the center’s financial support as an opportunity to upgrade the militia’s fishing trawlers  

and assist the local fishing industry. 
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(Luo & Panter, 2021; Martinson, 2021b). These material bonuses, in conjunction with 

nationalistic calls to uphold Chinese sovereignty, incentivize militia personnel to participate in 

maritime rights protection activities.  

 

Nationalistic Appeals and the Anti-Corruption Campaign 

 Although China’s maritime assertiveness is often attributed to problems with bureaucratic 

coordination (International Crisis Group, 2012; Jakobson, 2014), there is no indication that Xi’s 

efforts to rectify the problem of policy fragmentation was motivated by a desire to temper the 

behavior of China’s maritime actors. Rather, while overseeing these changes, Xi continued to 

drum up nationalism, including within the maritime bureaucracy. As Oriana Skylar Mastro 

(2021) observes in an analysis of Politburo member statements on the South China Sea during 

Xi’s tenure, his statements have comprised the largest share (42.7 percent) of all competitive 

themes. Xi’s rhetoric on the South China Sea, which feed into a larger ideological campaign that 

relies on nationalist themes, have created an opening for those maritime actors, like the CCG and 

maritime militia, that have hawkish self-interests. The foreign policy direction set by Xi provides 

maritime actors with an opportunity to pursue actions that will help them to acquire more 

prestige, better vessels, new fishing bases, approval for resource exploration, and more 

(Jakobson, 2014). As Linda Jakobson notes (2014, p. 1), in today’s nationalistic political 

atmosphere, which Xi helped to create, he or any other senior leader ‘cannot denounce an action 

taken in the name of protecting China’s rights.’ 

 The relevance of Xi’s nationalistic appeals for the maritime bureaucracy is unmistakable. 

For example, Xi has made clear his determination to safeguard China’s ‘core interests,’ which 

are thought to include its maritime claims, and refusal to ‘swallow the bitter fruit that undermines 
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China’s sovereignty, security, and development interests’ (Huanqiu Shibao [Global Times], 

2016; Xi, 2013). When discussing the ‘China Dream,’ he has repeatedly underscored the need to 

‘resolutely safeguard’ these same interests (Xi, 2017). Official documents, including the Defense 

White Paper, have since echoed this call, describing the need to safeguard these interests as ‘the 

fundamental goal of China’s national defense in the new era’ (Defense Policy, 2019). At the 19th 

Party Congress in 2017, Xi also stressed the importance of building China into a ‘maritime great 

power’ – which involves the expansion and strengthening of the coast guard and maritime militia 

– as an essential ingredient for national rejuvenation (Chubb, 2019b; Tobin, 2018).  

Xi has also underscored the need for a foreign policy conducive to an international 

environment that is undergoing ‘profound changes unseen in a century,’ a phrase that he first 

used in December 2017. While some of these changes, such as the return to multipolarity, are 

favorable to China, top leaders have also warned about ‘increasing complexity, instability, and 

uncertainty’ in the international system (Fravel, 2021; Xinhua, 2020). China uses gray zone 

tactics, often carried out by the CCG and maritime militia, to safeguard its maritime claims 

without risking the major use of force; this has been a key way by which China has sought to 

simultaneously advance its territorial claims and navigate external volatility (Fravel, 2021). 

China’s use of coast guard and fishing vessels to contest the activities of other claimants and 

establish control in disputed waters is also consistent with Xi’s vow to ‘unify rights defense and 

stability maintenance,’ which involves advancing ‘core interests’ while avoiding outright conflict 

(Chubb, 2019b). 

China’s maritime bureaucracy has not only been impacted by the top-down promotion of 

nationalistic slogans that align with the preferences of more hawkish elements, but also by Xi 

Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign. The anti-corruption campaign and many of the institutional 
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reforms discussed above have gone hand-in-hand, serving the same goals of combatting 

corruption, eliminating competing centers of power, and strengthening party control over 

China’s vast bureaucracy. For example, the downfall in 2018 of former Interpol head Meng 

Hongwei, who was also a vice minister of the Ministry of Public Security (MPS) and the first 

leader of the newly established CCG, signified the completion of institutional efforts to tighten 

control over public security and coast guard personnel (Gan, 2018). After his detention, the MPS 

released a statement on its website in which it pledged to ‘resolutely and thoroughly eliminate 

the pernicious influence of Zhou Yongkang’ (Sina, 2018), the former public security tsar who 

was accused of plotting against Xi Jinping (BBC, 2017). The anti-corruption campaign also 

targeted the highest levels of the People’s Armed Police (PAP), with the 2016 arrest of Wang 

Jianping, who commanded the PAP from 2009 to 2014, on charges of bribery (Zhou, 2016). 

With implications for both the CCG and maritime militia, the PLA has also been a major focus 

of Xi’s crusade against graft, which took down Xu Caihou and Guo Boxiong, both PLA generals 

and CMC vice chairmen.  

For CCG and maritime militia personnel, the arrest of ‘tigers and flies’ in the institutions 

that oversee them has elevated the importance of prioritizing displays of ideological conformity. 

As such, hoping to avoid accusations of disloyalty and political incorrectness, senior officials in 

China’s maritime bureaucracy have been quick to demonstrate their enthusiastic support for the 

general direction for maritime policy set by Xi. For example, Wang Hong, the director of the 

State Oceanic Administration, and other bureaucratic heads have showcased their commitment to 

Xi’s exhortation to turn China into a ‘maritime great power’ by penning opinion editorials about 

the essential role of maritime power for the ‘China Dream’ (He, 2018; H. Wang, 2017). Beyond 
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merely expressing support for the maritime goals vaguely outlined by Xi, on water acts of 

assertiveness also help maritime actors to showcase their loyalty and ideological conformity. 

 

Converging Around Assertiveness in the South China Sea 

 In the wake of efforts to revamp China’s maritime bureaucracy – and as Xi continued to 

amass personal power through appeals to nationalism and a wide-ranging anti-corruption 

campaign – China’s maritime actors have converged around assertive behavior. This section 

examines the behavior of China’s maritime actors, especially the CCG and maritime militia, 

which have been significantly impacted by organizational changes, in the context of the South 

China Sea disputes. I first provide an in-depth case study on the 2014 Haiyang Shiyou-981 

(HYSY-981) standoff between China and Vietnam near the disputed Paracel Islands. In this 

incident, China’s maritime actors demonstrated an ability to synchronize their actions, but 

undercut top leaders’ efforts to de-escalate the crisis. This standoff occurred during Xi’s first 

term and as efforts to improve bureaucratic coordination were getting underway. Nevertheless, it 

is informative because of the heavy involvement of the CCG following the consolidation of 

maritime law enforcement forces, as well as the maritime militia during a period in which it was 

undergoing rapid expansion. Also, compared to more recent incidents, there is substantially more 

publicly available information regarding this standoff, allowing for a closer examination of 

China’s maritime actors. This section, however, also traces the behavior of these actors in the 

period after the 2014 standoff. 
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The 2014 HYSY-981 Standoff  

The standoff between China and Vietnam was sparked by the May 2014 positioning of 

the HYSY-981 drilling platform into waters that Vietnam considers its exclusive economic zone 

(EEZ). Hanoi responded by sending its coast guard and surveillance vessels to intercept the oil 

rig. This prompted CCG, maritime militia, and navy vessels to gather in a protective ring around 

the HYSY-981. At the height of the standoff, as many as 130 Chinese vessels were reportedly 

spotted at the site (Green et al., 2017). A number of violent clashes ensued, the most serious of 

which involved the sinking of a Vietnamese fishing boat (Ramzy, 2014). In addition to ramming 

Vietnamese ships, the Chinese side also reportedly used high-powered water cannons to disable 

the radio communications capabilities of hostile ships. 

The operation involving the HYSY-981, which was dispatched to conduct exploratory 

drilling in the contested area, was directed by the China National Petroleum Corporation 

(CNPC). At the time of the operation, the state-owned energy company’s senior leadership had 

become the target of corruption probes. Among those who were being investigated was the 

sister-in-law of Zhou Yongkang – a former Politburo Standing Committee member, security 

chief, and CNPC head – who was brought down on charges of corruption later that year (China 

Daily, 2014). In light of this heightened scrutiny, orchestrating the bold deployment of the 

HYSY-981 to waters claimed by Vietnam offered the state-owned energy firm an opportunity to 

appeal to the leadership’s nationalistic proclivities and potentially distract from its links to Zhou 

Yongkang. As Bill Hayton notes, ‘CNPC’s management might have regarded a mission to fly the 

flag in disputed territory as a way of currying favor with the Politburo and saving their skins’ 

(Hayton, 2014). 
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While the operation was spearheaded by CNPC, it had the approval of the center. Then 

State Councilor Yang Jiechi, who headed the office that serviced the Central Leading Small 

Group for Protecting Maritime Rights and Interests, reportedly relayed the proposal to send the 

oil rig into Vietnam’s EEZ to China’s top leaders.9 According to Linda Jakobson, while Yang’s 

predecessor, Dai Bingguo, refrained from forwarding similar proposals, Yang broke with 

precedent because ‘safeguarding China’s rights has been elevated in the transformed political 

climate under Xi, and Yang wanted to show his nationalist credentials’ (Luo & Panter, 2021). 

In addition, the presence of PLA Navy (PLAN) vessels suggests that the CCG and militia 

ships involved in protecting the HYSY-981 were operating under unified military command, 

reflecting a coordinated effort by the PLAN, CCG, and maritime militia (Ramzy, 2014). This 

synchronization was facilitated by the establishment of the CCG in 2012. The majority of vessels 

that participated in the defense of HYSY-981 were militia ships, also reflecting a high level of 

coordination between the PLAN and its reserve forces. The joint efforts of the PLAN, CCG, and 

maritime militia to guard the HYSY-981 throughout the standoff are indicative of the relative 

success of Xi’s early initiatives to improve bureaucratic coordination, at least among China’s 

maritime security actors.  

However, as the confrontation with Vietnam intensified, with major anti-Chinese protests 

erupting in Vietnamese cities, China’s leaders sought an end to the crisis, as State Councilor 

Yang Jiechi expressed during a visit in June to Hanoi ( Zhongguo Gongchandang Xinwenwang 

[CPC News], 2014). Despite having supported the movement of the HYSY-981 into Vietnam’s 

EEZ, Yang’s trip reflected the Chinese leadership’s dissatisfaction with how the standoff was 

unfolding. This sentiment was also reflected in state media reports that described Yang’s visit as 

 
9 This LSG has since been absorbed by the Central Commission on Foreign Affairs. 
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a demonstration of China’s ‘sincerity in wanting to solve problems through dialogue and 

[China’s] great power magnanimity’ (Tiezzi, 2014). However, these attempts to signal a 

willingness to de-escalate tensions were undermined by the continued harassment of Vietnamese 

ships by Chinese vessels (and vice-versa) (Tra, 2014), as well as the release later that month of a 

new South China Sea map by an official Hunan provincial publishing house. The map upset 

Vietnam and other claimants because it was ‘stretched vertically’ to include China’s claims that 

extend as far south as Borneo (Wall Street Journal, 2014).  

Similarly, while the HYSY-981 left the area ahead of schedule, in what was likely an 

effort to mend relations with Vietnam (Vuving, 2014; Xinhua, 2014),10 this and subsequent 

gestures to de-escalate tensions were undermined by continued provocations at sea. For example, 

in late August, Xi Jinping met with Le Hong Anh, a special envoy of the general secretary of 

Vietnam’s Communist Party. While meeting with Anh, Xi expressed a desire to repair bilateral 

ties, calling for putting the relationship ‘back on the right track of development’ (People's Daily, 

2014). However, the credibility of Xi’s diplomacy was undercut the previous week by a large-

scale joint exercise organized by the PLAN South Sea Fleet in the Beibu Gulf near Vietnam. The 

joint exercise was strikingly reminiscent of the recently dissolved standoff, with military, CCG, 

and maritime militia vessels tasked with protecting a drilling platform from foreign armed 

fishing boats (Tengxun Xinwen [QQ News], 2014). Although these actions contradicted the 

leadership’s attempts to diffuse tensions, bureaucratic actors with a stake in the maritime domain 

nevertheless continued to converge around assertiveness, a position that not only helped to 

advance parochial interests, but that was also politically irreproachable.  

 
10 Although the MFA publicly insisted that the oil rig left the area early because it had finished its work ahead of 

schedule and ‘had nothing to do with any external factors,’ this decision coincided with China’s release of 13 

Vietnamese fishermen that it had previously detained, indicating that there was a diplomatic intent behind the 

removal of the ship. 
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Post-2014 Assertiveness 

Since the HYSY-981 standoff, Xi has worked to further consolidate his authority, 

including over China’s maritime security actors. Subsequent organizational changes, such as the 

2016 creation of the NDMD, which formally tightened military control over the maritime militia, 

and the 2018 reforms that put the CCG directly under PAP (and military) command, have 

facilitated further improvements in coordination. However, the assertive behavior of China’s 

maritime actors has not abated (Chubb, 2022). Below, I briefly discuss broad trends in China’s 

South China Sea behavior since the 2014 incident; these acts of assertiveness also occurred 

amidst an intensifying anti-corruption campaign and as Xi made important relevant statements 

on Chinese maritime and foreign policy.11 

 From late 2013 and to 2015, China undertook land reclamation activities on the seven 

contested features in the Spratly Islands under its control. These island building activities were 

then followed by the installation of military and civilian facilities. As Feng Zhang (2020) notes, 

under Hu, former State Councilor Dai Bingguo repeatedly blocked proposals by the PLA, as well 

as other actors with vested interests in developing the maritime economy, to reinforce Chinese-

controlled features in the Spratlys. However, Xi’s ascension and his emphasis on safeguarding 

China’s maritime rights provided an opening for the PLA to secure approval at the highest level 

for its island-building ambitions.  

The PLA Navy, in particular, played a central role in carrying out land reclamation 

activities, as signified by PLAN Commander Wu Shengli’s inspection tour of construction sites 

in late 2014 (Yamaguchi, 2016). For the PLAN, demonstrating its commitment to efficiently 

 
11 For example, as discussed previously, in late 2017 Xi emphasized building China into a ‘maritime great power’ 

and pursuing national interests in a manner appropriate for an international environment undergoing ‘profound 

changes unseen in a century.’ 
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implementing land reclamation also took on added importance as anti-corruption authorities 

trained their sights on the military, as reflected by former CMC vice chairman General Xu 

Caihou’s expulsion from the party and arrest in June 2014. Xu’s arrest sent shockwaves 

throughout the military given his high ranking in the military and party (he was a member of the 

Politburo). It also coincided with a string of investigations into fellow CMC vice chairman Guo 

Boxiong’s family and extensive professional network. Guo was expelled and prosecuted in mid-

2015 and remains the highest-ranking PLA official to be taken down by Xi’s anti-corruption 

campaign. As James Mulvenon (2015) notes, many of the PLA’s lower-ranking general-grade 

and flag officers likely owe their positions in part to bribes paid to Guo or Xu. Given the extent 

of the corruption embedded within the PLA, efficiently completing land reclamation projects 

provided senior leaders in the PLAN with an opportunity to burnish their patriotic credentials, 

showcase their political discipline, and demonstrate enthusiastic support for an initiative 

championed by Xi. 

China’s reclamation of 3,200 acres of land has enabled the maritime militia, coast guard, 

and PLAN to significantly expand and maintain their presence in disputed waters (‘China Island 

Tracker’). For instance, in December 2018, 95 maritime militia vessels dropped anchor around 

Philippine-held Thitu Island, frustrating Manila’s plans for infrastructure upgrades (Chubb, 

2022; Poling et al., 2021). China’s maritime militia have since maintained a constant presence in 

the area. They have also since anchored around Philippine-controlled Loaita Island, Loaita Cay, 

and Whitsun Reef, as well as Vietnamese-held Union Banks (Poling et al., 2021). 

In addition to establishing a regular operating presence in waters around features 

administered by other claimants, China’s maritime actors have also been part of numerous 

clashes at sea. Between mid-2014 and 2020, the CCG and maritime militia have been involved in 
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more than 40 incidents involving foreign vessels in the South China Sea, with Chinese vessels 

harassing or ramming foreign ships in the vast majority of these confrontations (Are Maritime 

Law Enforcement Forces Destabilizing Asia?, 2020).12 These incidents include several standoffs 

involving multiple maritime actors, like the 2019 standoff with Vietnam at Vanguard Bank. This 

standoff started with the entrance in May of a Chinese geological survey vessel into Vietnam’s 

EEZ. The survey vessel, which together with its CCG and militia escorts, patrolled the area until 

October and faced off with Vietnamese law enforcement ships. The Chinese-flagged ships also 

made several passes by an oil block in which Vietnam and Russia were conducting drilling 

operations (Liu, 2019). Heavily escorted Chinese surveillance vessels have also since disrupted 

the exploration activities of other regional powers, including Malaysia and Indonesia (‘Nervous 

Energy: China Targets New Indonesian, Malaysian Drilling,’ 2021). 

The practice of deploying survey vessels to disputed waters is part of a sustained 

campaign to challenge regional states’ energy exploration activities (‘What Lies Beneath: 

Chinese Surveys in the South China Sea’, 2022). It is also an indication of the extent to which 

China’s state-owned energy companies and coastal provincial governments, which have long 

pressed the government for more support for energy exploration in contested waters, have been 

able to advance their own agendas under a favorably inclined Xi administration (International 

Crisis Group, 2016). Given that energy exploration is important to both China’s maritime 

economy and its efforts to assert its territorial claims, by routinely protecting surveillance 

vessels, the CCG and maritime militia are able to show that they are heeding Xi’s call to 

‘resolutely safeguard China’s sovereignty, security, and development interests.’  

 

 
12 The dataset of maritime incidents in the South China Sea by the China Power Project lists 43 incidents involving 

Chinese vessels that occurred after the 2014 HYSY standoff through the end of 2020. 
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Conclusion 

The HYSY-981 standoff and the subsequent on water actions discussed above show the 

ability of China’s maritime security actors to engage in coordinated efforts to challenge and 

disrupt the activities of counterclaimants. Although policy fragmentation remains an enduring 

problem, Xi’s efforts to reform the maritime bureaucracy, as demonstrated in this paper, have 

helped to improve coordination among China’s maritime actors at sea. But a more coordinated 

maritime bureaucracy has not become less assertive, contrary to the expectations of arguments 

that attribute China’s assertive behavior to bureaucratic stove-piping and internal jockeying. At 

the same time, China’s disparate maritime actors have retained their agency and remain 

fundamentally self-interested, and yet, in the absence of instructions from the top, have still 

converged around assertive behavior, and have even undercut top leaders’ efforts to de-escalate 

tensions with rival claimants.  

This paper offers an explanation for this convergence around assertiveness. It argues that 

Xi’s efforts to consolidate personal power, which have involved the use of nationalistic appeals 

and an anti-corruption campaign, have had a profound impact on the political environment – 

namely, the opportunities and career incentives – for China’s foreign policy actors. Xi’s 

promotion of an ideology with a strong nationalistic message aligns with the more hawkish 

preferences of many in the maritime bureaucracy. For those with hawkish preferences, Xi’s 

emphasis on safeguarding sovereignty represents an opportunity to use assertive behavior to 

justify more funding and other privileges. At the same time, in Xi Jinping’s China, bureaucratic 

actors are evaluated by their superiors in a more nationalistic political environment, which lends 

to the perception that assertive behavior will be beyond reproach. Moreover, the heightened 

importance of ideological conformity has made it imperative for all in the bureaucracy to 
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showcase their loyalty, not just to the Party, but also to Xi. Engaging in assertive behavior that is 

consistent with his nationalistic slogans is an important and useful way by which bureaucratic 

actors can partake in ‘politically correct’ behavior. 

China’s maritime assertiveness, especially the intimidation of foreign vessels by the coast 

guard and maritime militia, have fueled perceptions of China as a rising power with revisionist 

strategic intentions. The personalization of power under Xi has contributed to these perceptions. 

Indeed, the literature on authoritarianism and international conflict draws a clear link between 

strongman leaders and foreign policy belligerence. However, as this paper shows, China’s 

assertiveness in the maritime realm is not the product of elaborate orchestration by Xi. Rather, it 

is an outgrowth of the political environment that he has cultivated as he has amassed personal 

power. As such, this paper’s findings caution against reading strategic intentions into all acts of 

assertiveness and instead highlights the importance of taking into account the narrower interests 

that motivate China’s foreign policy actors. 
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