
In a Fortnight:  
China Gets More Blunt, Goes 

on Media Offense on South 

China Sea Issues  
 

At this year’s Shangri-La Dialogue on Asian secu-

rity, held in Singapore, China’s territorial claims in 

the South China Sea were in sharp focus. Admiral 

Sun Jianguo (孙建国) again represented China at the 

conference, a position he is uniquely suited for due 

to his role as the deputy chief of the People’s Liber-

ation Army General Staff with the portfolio for for-

eign affairs. On this occasion, Admiral Sun left no 

room for negotiations regarding China’s stance on 

the South China Sea during his speech, stating: “I 

hope to again reiterate, China’s South China Sea pol-

icy has not and cannot change” (同时，我愿再次重

申，中国的南海政策没有、也不会变) (IISS, June 

5; Xinhua, June 6).  

 

In addition to ruling out a change in China’s basic 

position, Sun also hinted that China is seeking to re-

place or at least supersede regional security organi-

zations, citing a speech by Xi Jinping on April 28 be-

fore the Conference on Interaction and Confidence-

Building Measures in Asia (CICA), where China’s 

president and Communist Party general secretary 

called for the “building of a new architecture of re-

gional security cooperation that reflects Asian needs” 

(Xinhua, April 28).  

 

While emphasizing that other existing security 

frameworks have a useful place, this suggestion, and 

Admiral Sun’s reiteration of it, are further indications 

that China remains committed to its formulation of 

“a new model of international relations” and sup-

planting the current security framework in Asia. Sun 

previously elaborated on this theme in an article in 

the CCP’s journal Qiushi (Seeking Truth; 求实 ) 

(Qiushi, April 15).  

 

Another member of China’s delegation, PLA Major 

General Yao Yunzhu (姚云竹), a senior fellow at the 

Chinese Academy of Military Sciences, differenti-

ated between the three kinds of disputes in the South 

China Sea: territorial, the right of foreign militaries 
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to conduct surveillance within another nation’s ex-

clusive economic zone (EEZ), and lastly over free-

dom-of-navigation operations (IISS, June 4). Re-

garding the first, she stated that China had previously 

had success negotiating on a bilateral basis with other 

nations to solve territorial disputes. Public statements 

by Chinese official media and spokespeople have 

consistently emphasized that the various claims in-

volved in the South China Sea should be resolved on 

a bilateral basis. But such tactics allow China to bring 

tremendous economic, political and media might to 

bear against much smaller economies. Regarding 

surveillance, she noted that China distrusts U.S. in-

tentions, but that Memoranda of Understanding 

(MoU) have been set up to avoid conflicts. More in-

teresting is her statement on China’s perspective re-

garding freedom-of-navigation operations:  

 

“I do not think any state has the right to im-

pose its own understanding of freedom of 

navigation as a universal rule and to label 

those who do not agree as a default violator 

of freedom of navigation, or even a violator 

of the rule-based international maritime or-

der. (IISS, June 4). 

 

Admiral Sun’s and Major General Yao’s statements 

form part of a dual tack that China is taking ahead of 

the announcement of the result of arbitration regard-

ing the legality of China’s “Nine-dash Line” claim, 

which occupies roughly 90 percent of the South 

China Sea. China is on one hand denying that there 

is anything to debate about—China’s claims to the 

region, to use the standard phrase “date from ancient 

times.” On the other hand, it is also attempting to 

achieve a fait accompli by influencing world opinion 

and presenting itself and its position as the correct 

one through publication of reams of comments by 

sympathetic world leaders and international relations 

experts.  

 

In support of the hard line taken at the Dialogue, 

China is conducting an all-out push through its media 

outlets and diplomatically to present its positions as 

widely accepted. On the edges of the Dialogue, mem-

bers of the Chinese delegation attempted to sway at-

tendees by handing out pamphlets arguing China’s 

case for sovereignty in the South China Sea (Truo 

Tre News, June 5). China has gathered a group of in-

ternational relations researchers to support its claim 

that international arbitration in the South China Sea 

and the Philippines should be handled bilaterally. 

From Russia, to Tanzania, official Chinese media 

outlets are trumpeting support for its side in the case 

(Xinhua, June 6).  Targeting the U.S. audience, 

China’s Consul General for San Francisco published 

a full-length article in the San Francisco Chronicle 

titled “Why China Doesn’t Accept or Participate in 

the Arbitration” (MFA, June 14).  

 

China’s success in marshalling support for its claims 

is evident in the case of Malaysia. As the first nation 

to engage in South China Sea island-building in 

1983, Malaysia has traditionally downplayed its ter-

ritorial conflict with China. That reticence has 

changed in recent years, with conflicts over fishing 

and concerns about Chinese naval vessels operating 

in the area prompting Kuala Lumpur to take a harder 

stance. Yet after Malaysia’s foreign ministry initially 

agreed to a hardline statement on China’s actions, 

Kuala Lumpur suddenly decided to retract the state-

ment on June 14 (CNA, June 14).   

 

Admiral Sun’s characterization of Chinese polices in 

the South China Sea as immovable might have been 

blunter or more shocking compared to other state-

ments, but these remarks nevertheless fit into a long 

established pattern. Sun’s arguments—specifically, 

“that [China] cannot permit its sovereignty and secu-

rity rights and interests to be encroached upon; it can-

not sit idly and watch a minority of countries stir up 

trouble in the South China Sea”—proceed from this 

proposition that China exerts complete sovereignty 

over the entire South China Sea (IISS, June 5). This 

leaves little room for real negotiations, a point further 

cemented by the limitations placed upon Chinese in-

terlocutors to never be seen as giving up Chinese ter-

ritory, even for a compromise. Furthermore, China is 

stacking the deck by creating the perception of wide-

spread approbation of its claims. Both of these tactics 

could result in a fait accompli, no matter the result of 

the Arbitration: China will not allow its claims to be 

called into question, and will attempt to retain he-

gemony in the South China Sea.  
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U.S.-China Naval Relations 

After Wu Shengli: The Rise of 

Admiral Sun Jianguo? 
Jeffrey Becker 

 

On December 31, 2015, the PRC announced that af-

ter many years of planning and preparation, the Peo-

ple’s Liberation Army (PLA) would begin its most 

substantial reorganization since 1949 (PRC Defense 

Ministry, January 9). According to statements by the 

PRC defense ministry, these reforms are designed to 

improve the Chinese military’s ability to fight more 

jointly, a historically elusive goal given the PLA’s 

organizational structure and the dominance of the 

PLA ground forces. 

 

This is a critical moment for the future of the PLA, 

and not least of all for the PLA Navy. Admiral Wu 

Shengli (吴胜利 ), the PLA Navy’s current com-

mander, will in almost certainly step down at the next 

Party Congress in 2017 if not sooner. Yet Admiral 

Wu’s retirement will come at a tumultuous time. In 

2015, Xi Jinping vowed that the PLA would achieve 

a breakthrough (tupo; 突破) in military reform by 

2020, improving the command system and the mili-

tary’s ability to operate as a joint force (China News 

Service, November 27, 2015). The next PLAN Com-

mander will therefore take over in a time of profound 

change, as the PLA overhauls its command and con-

trol structures in an effort to become a force truly ca-

pable of joint operations.  

 

This has drawn attention to the question of Wu’s suc-

cessor. While not yet confirmed, it appears that Ad-

miral Sun Jianguo (孙建国) is likely to succeed Ad-

miral Wu to lead the PLAN during this next period 

of profound change. In November 2015, Hong Kong 

media reported that Xi Jinping had already decided 

upon Admiral Sun as Wu’s successor (SCMP, De-

cember 30, 2015). 

 

What do we know about Admiral Sun Jianguo, and 

what would U.S.-China naval relations and contin-

ued PLAN modernization look like with Sun at the 

helm? Known as “Little Patton” and “the Iron Cap-

tain” during his career at sea, Admiral Sun currently 

serves as one of five deputy chiefs of the PLA general 

staff, is one of only four Navy officers on the CCP 

Party Central Committee, and is already a critical 

member of China’s military intelligence and foreign 

affairs system. (Southern Metropolitan Daily, July 

24, 2015). 

 

While much has been written about the life and ca-

reer of Admiral Wu Shengli, far less has been written 

about the life of the PLAN’s second highest ranking 

operations officer, a key figure in China’s foreign 

military relations, and the individual likely to become 

the next head of China’s navy at a critical moment in 

the service’s history. This article seeks to shed some 

additional light on Admiral Sun, examining his ca-

reer, political views, and his potential impact on 

U.S.-China naval relations and China’s naval mod-

ernization.  

 

There are reasons to believe U.S.-China naval rela-

tions under Sun might be subject to a downturn—he 

has a reputation as a hawk, and at times has been an 

outspoken critic of U.S. Policy in Asia and toward 

China. An examination of Sun’s background, how-

ever, suggests that a turn toward more hawkish poli-

cies is not an inevitable outcome of a Sun Jianguo 

tenure as PLAN commander. Admiral Sun is a states-

man with a wealth of engagement experience which 

should serve him nicely when engaging his U.S. 

Counterparts. Moreover, the PLA Navy’s approach 

to its relationship with the U.S. Navy is ultimately a 

product of CCP policy, and not Admiral Sun’s to 

construct independently. While Sun’s personality 

will no doubt leave its mark, the overall trajectory of 

this relationship will be shaped by national level stra-

tegic objectives on both sides. 

  

Sun and Wu: The More Things Change… 

 

Admirals Wu Shengli and Sun Jianguo share a num-

ber of similarities in their personal backgrounds. 

These similar experiences—particularly their forma-

tive early years in the PLA during the Cultural Rev-

olution (1966–1976), might inform their worldviews, 

and their perspective on important issues such as 

training. Both men for example come from families 

with impeccable Party credentials. Wu and Sun are 

sons of former party officials. Admiral Wu’s father, 

Wu Xian, was a Red Army political commissar and 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/intl/2016-01/09/content_4635976.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/intl/2016-01/09/content_4635976.htm
http://www.chinanews.com/m/gn/2015/11-27/7645010.shtml
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http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/1896662/all-presidents-men-xi-jinping-earmarks-top-brass
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_5054ca1f0100ssky.html
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Zhejiang Vice Governor. Admiral Sun’s father was a 

county Party Secretary. Both men also count Wuqiao 

County in Hebei Province as their ancestral home on 

their father’s side, yet both were raised in Zhejiang 

Province due to their father’s careers—Admiral Wu 

to the city of Hangzhou, and Admiral Sun to Ningbo 

(The Diplomat, June 1). 

 

Despite an age difference of seven years, Admirals 

Sun and Wu were also both affected by the tumult of 

the Cultural Revolution. Born in 1952, Admiral 

Sun’s career was impacted by this period earlier in 

his career. Admiral Sun began his military career in 

1968, at the height of the Cultural Revolution, just as 

most of China’s institutions for professional military 

education (PME) had either been shut down or were 

just being re-established. 

 

The military Admiral Sun joined prioritized political 

ideological over professional acumen. Training and 

technical knowledge were radically deemphasized. 

[1] By this time, for example, previous requirements 

for PLA Navy submarines to be manned with a 70:30 

ratio of qualified to unqualified crewmen ran counter 

to Maoist teachings that political will could over-

come a lack of expertise, and were revised downward 

allow for as much as 80 percent of a submarine’s 

crew to be newly assigned, unqualified personnel. 

Meanwhile, basic training time was cut in half, while 

time spent at torpedo target practice was cut by two-

thirds. [2]  

 

In what undoubtedly helped to improve upon decen-

cies in prior professional training Sun returned to the 

academy in 1978 to enroll as a member of the deputy 

captains’ class, just as Deng Xiaoping was embark-

ing upon the economic reforms that would remake 

China into the economic powerhouse it is today. [3] 

Thus, while today’s China may evoke images of a 

rising power, complete with an increasingly capable 

blue water navy, it is important to remember that, like 

Wu, Sun came of age when China was unstable, 

weak, and vulnerable.  

 

A Career Submariner 

 

As a career submariner, Admiral Sun spent his time 

at sea commanding both conventional and nuclear 

submarines. He reportedly participated in submarine 

operations off the Taiwan straits to monitor Taiwan-

ese military activities. [4] In 1985, at a time when 

PLAN surface forces were just conducting their first 

port visit abroad, Admiral Sun achieved notoriety 

within the PLAN by breaking a world record for the 

longest continuous submarine tour previously held 

by the United States (Chengchi University Center for 

China Studies,[Accessed June 3]). Were Admiral 

Sun to become PLA Navy commander, he would be 

just the third submariner to hold the position, follow-

ing in the footsteps of past PLAN Commanders Ad-

mirals Zhang Lianzhang (1988–1996), and Zhang 

Dingfa (2003–2006). [5]  

 

Some have argued that given this professional expe-

rience, the PLAN would likely begin to prioritize its 

submarine forces under his tenure. However, while 

Admiral Sun would undoubtedly have a say in these 

decisions, force acquisition and training in the PLA 

are political and bureaucratic collective decisions 

made with input from a number of political actors, 

including other members of the CMC, the newly es-

tablished PLA Training and Management Depart-

ment, and Xi Jinping himself. Thus, it would be dan-

gerous to infer too much about future PLAN priori-

ties simply based on Admiral Sun’s career at sea.  

 

Staff Career 

 

Upon returning to shore duty, Admiral Sun experi-

enced a rapid rise through the ranks. From 2000 to 

2004, he served as a PLAN deputy chief of staff, and 

later PLAN chief of staff. In 2006, he became an as-

sistant to the Chief of the PLA General Staff, General 

Liang Guanglie. After Liang left the General Staff to 

head the Ministry of Defense in 2007, Admiral Sun 

remained as an assistant to his replacement General 

Chen Bingde. In 2008, he was given the high-profile 

assignment of coordinating the PLA’s relief efforts 

following the Sichuan earthquake, a responsibility 

which likely helped him secure a promotion in 2009 

to Deputy Chief of the PLA General Staff, a position 

held previously held by Admiral Wu from 2004–

2006 before he became become PLAN Commander. 

[6] 

A Key Actor in PLA Foreign Engagement 

 

During his experience as a senior naval officer, Ad-

miral Sun has had ample opportunities to travel and 

http://thediplomat.com/2015/06/will-chinas-top-shangri-la-delegate-be-the-next-pla-navy-chief/
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engage with foreign naval counterparts. He has trav-

eled throughout Asia, and had led or accompanied 

numerous international delegations throughout the 

world, including Botswana, Chile, Colombia, 

Congo-Brazzaville, Gabon, Iran, Mauritania, Sene-

gal and Senegal to name a few (see also China Vitae). 

[7] 
 

Moreover, as one of five deputy chiefs of the PLA 

general staff, and the only naval officer in that posi-

tion, Admiral Sun is responsible for managing the 

PLA’s intelligence and foreign affairs portfolios. [8] 

Like previous deputy chiefs responsible for military 

intelligence, Admiral Sun also chairs the China Insti-

tute for International Strategic Studies, a think tank 

affiliated with the Second Department of the PLA 

General Staff Department, the primary organ respon-

sible for human intelligence gathering and analysis. 

[9] 

 

These positions and experiences have given Admiral 

Sun ample opportunity to engage with foreign mili-

tary personnel, either semi-formally as CIISS chair, 

or through more formal meetings with foreign mili-

tary counterparts. In 2015 alone for example, he met 

in Beijing with military counterpart from Hungary, 

Cambodia, and Laos, and traveled to Vietnam, Sin-

gapore, and Tehran, the latter to meet with Iranian 

Chief of Staff Hassan Firouzabadi to discuss the pos-

sibility of expanding military cooperation between 

the two countries (PRC Defense Ministry, October 

15, 2015). In this capacity, Admiral Sun is empow-

ered to sign agreements on behalf of the PLA. He 

was, for example, the signatory to the India-China 

Confidence Building Measure with Indian Defense 

Secretary Mathur Shri in 2013, helping to further sta-

bilize this important border relationship (Gov. of In-

dia Press Information Bureau, October 23, 2013). 

Admiral Sun also represents the PLA at major multi-

national security dialogues, including the Shangri-La 

Dialogue, which he attended in 2015 (Xinhua, May 

31, 2015).  

 

Yet despite this vast experience engaging with for-

eign military counterparts, some have suggested that 

Admiral Sun may be more comfortable in private 

one-on-one engagements, and may be still warming 

up to his role as a public figure. During his public 

comments in 2015 at the Shangri-La dialogue, he ap-

peared nervous, stuck largely to his script, and relied 

heavily on cue cards when answering reporters’ 

questions (AMTI Brief, May 31, 2015). This behav-

ior however, was also likely at least in part influenced 

by the fact that he was on the defensive, deflecting 

growing criticism of China’s activities in the South 

China Sea. Reports on Sun’s performance at Shangri-

La 2016 noted that he was more at ease and better 

prepared, though still declined to respond directly to 

questions, and did nothing to assuage the concerns of 

countries in the region regarding China’s behavior in 

the South and East China Seas (South China Morning 

Post, June 8).   

 

A Staunch Defender of China’s Policy  

 

Through these foreign military and public engage-

ments Admiral Sun has developed a reputation as a 

strong and vocal supporter of China’s foreign policy. 

He has also been a vocal critic of the United States 

on more than one occasion. Following the U.S. Jus-

tice Department’s indictment of five PLA officers on 

charges of commercial cyber espionage, Admiral 

Sun was quoted in Xinhua as saying “in terms of both 

military and political intelligence and trade secrets, 

the United States is the world’s No. 1 cyber thief and 

its spying force should be indicted” (Xinhua, May 27, 

2015). The fact that this was later published in the 

English-language China Daily, the Party’s newspa-

per specifically aimed at foreign audiences, suggests 

he was delivering a Party-vetted message rather than 

simply espousing his own personal views (China 

Daily, May 28, 2015). 

 

Admiral Sun has also been vocal in his own writings 

regarding the need for China to manage its relation-

ship with the United States through both cooperation 

and confrontation. Writing in the journal Interna-

tional Strategic Studies, the flagship journal for the 

PLA-affiliated think tank he chairs, Admiral Sun 

notes the importance of managing great power rela-

tionships as critical to China’s overall strategic sta-

bility. However, while Sun sees relations with the 

United States as China’s most important great power 

relationship, he also notes that the “China-Russia re-

lationship is one of the most important bilateral rela-

tionships in the world and also one of the best great 

power relations,” suggesting that Admiral Sun views 

http://www.chinavitae.com/biography/Sun_Jianguo/travel
http://news.mod.gov.cn/headlines/2015-10/15/content_4624278.htm
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=100180
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=100180
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2015-05/31/c_1115463644.htm
http://amti.csis.org/chinas-missed-opportunity-at-the-shangri-la-dialogue/
http://m.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/1968227/chinas-strident-words-south-china-sea-sovereignty-are
http://m.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/1968227/chinas-strident-words-south-china-sea-sovereignty-are
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2014-05/27/c_1110885786.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2014-05/28/content_17548623.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2014-05/28/content_17548623.htm
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improving China-Russian relations as a potential 

hedge against a downturn in U.S.-China relations. 

[10] This sentiment was also apparent during Admi-

ral Sun’s meeting with Russian Deputy Defense Min-

ister Anatoly Antonov on the sidelines of the 2016 

Shangra-La Dialogue, where he noted that “both 

sides are faced with a more complicated international 

security situation and closer mutual security cooper-

ation is in need” (Xinhua, June 3).  

 

Admiral Sun has also not shied away from acknowl-

edging that China may have to confront the United 

States sometime in the near future in order to defend 

China’s national interests. Writing in the June 2015 

issue of Qiushi, the Party’s theoretical mouthpiece, 

Admiral Sun notes that U.S.-China relations have 

evolved through both cooperation and struggle, and 

that “facts have proven that without struggle (dou-

zheng; 斗争) it is impossible to make the United 

States respect China’s core interests” (Qiushi, Febru-

ary 28). To be clear, Admiral Sun’s use of the word 

“struggle” here is not an acknowledgment of the in-

evitability of armed conflict between the two coun-

tries, and he does not elaborate on what specific 

forms he believes this “struggle” will take. It does 

however obviously suggest a willingness to push 

back against the United States in order to defend 

China’s national interests.  

 

Prospects for U.S.-China Naval Relations Under 

Sun 

 

The examples above do not necessarily mean a 

downturn in U.S.-China military relations, and U.S-

China naval relations in particular, are inevitable 

should Admiral Sun become the next PLAN Com-

mander. First, while Admiral Sun’s personality and 

personal style will undoubtedly influence naval rela-

tions at the senior level, it is important to remember 

that Admiral Sun does not make China’s policy to-

ward the U.S., but rather implements it. Admiral 

Sun’s articles in Qiushi, and his quotes in the press, 

were likely a reflection of Party-vetted policy state-

ments rather than his own personal view. Thus, while 

Admiral Sun will surely have his own views, and the 

capacity to affect the implementation of the PLA 

Navy’s engagement with the United States, the over-

all trajectory of this relationship will be directed by a 

number of factors, including CCP strategic objec-

tives, China’s activities in the region, and the national 

interests of the United States. 

 

Second, though Admiral Sun has in the past been a 

harsh critic of the United States, as the new PLA 

Navy commander, the tone and tenor of his engage-

ment with the U.S. Navy may take on a very different 

character. Moreover, with his growing wealth of in-

ternational engagement experience, Admiral Sun had 

developed the skill to tailor his engagement style and 

rhetoric in such a way to continue to develop the pro-

fessional working relationship between the U.S. and 

Chinese navies that appears to be the goal of both 

countries.  

 

Looking Ahead 

 

Perhaps of equal importance to the question of U.S.-

China naval relations under Admiral Sun Jianguo is 

how long he might serve in this capacity and what he 

would hope to accomplish in what is likely to be a 

relatively short tenure. We do not know for certain 

whether members of China’s Central Military Com-

mission have formal retirement ages similar to those 

established in PLA regulations for lower ranking of-

ficers. However, past precedent suggests that Admi-

ral Sun, who is already 64, might serve through only 

one five-year Party Congress, much shorter than that 

of Admiral Wu. Admiral Sun could therefore end up 

being more of a transitional figure as PLAN Com-

mander, with attention quickly turning to his succes-

sor.  

 

Regardless, should Admiral Sun Jianguo become the 

next PLAN Commander, his tenure will come at a 

critical time, as the PLA undergoes organizational re-

forms designed to make it truly capable of conduct-

ing joint operations across the services. The new 

head of the PLAN will have to manage this organi-

zational transition, while continuing to bring modern 

ships and weapons platforms into the fold, upgrading 

the PLAN’s personnel and defending China’s mari-

time rights and interests. These challenges will be 

difficult, and they will ensure that whoever the next 

PLAN Commander is, that individual will have a 

profound and lasting impact on the Chinese navy’s 

continued modernization.  

 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-06/03/c_135411000.htm
http://www.qstheory.cn/dukan/qs/2015-02/28/c_1114428331.htm
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appeared to separate the two portfolios, plac-

ing Admiral Sun in charge of intelligence, 

and Lieutenant General Wang Guangzhong 

in charge of foreign affairs. However, the two 

portfolios appear to have been quickly re-

combined in 2014. Given the recent and com-

plete overhaul of the General Staff Depart-

ment however, Admiral Sun’s roles, respon-

sibilities, and position within the new PLA 

organizational hierarchy are unclear. 

9. Mulvenon, et al, The People’s Liberation 

Army as Organization 1.0, RAND, 2002. 

<http://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceed-

ings/CF182.html>.  

10. Sun Jianguo, “To Create a Favorable Interna-

tional Environment for Realization of China 

Dream,” International Strategic Studies, Is-

sue 1 (2014), p. 4. 

 

*** 

The New PLA Joint  

Headquarters and Internal 

Assessments of PLA  

Capabilities 
Dennis J. Blasko 

 

The creation of new multi-service (joint) headquar-

ters organizations at the national (strategic) and the-

ater (operational) levels is a major component of the 

current tranche of reforms underway in the People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA). These changes further con-

centrate ultimate leadership of the armed forces in the 

Central Military Commission (CMC), led by Com-

munist Party General Secretary and President of the 

People’s Republic of China Xi Jinping, supported by 

an expanded joint organizational structure replacing 

the former four General Departments. Directly be-

neath the CMC, five new joint Theater Command 

headquarters have superseded the seven former Mil-

itary Region headquarters. 

 

These new headquarters contribute to the reforms’ 

goals to resolve problems in military readiness and 

weaknesses in combat capabilities, build an inte-

grated joint operations system, and increase the 

PLA’s ability to, according to Xi’s guidance, “fight 

and win” informationized war. Under the new struc-

ture Theater Commands are responsible for planning 

joint operations for a specific strategic direction and 

executing large-scale joint training. The four service 

headquarters, the newly formed Army headquarters 

along with the Navy, Air Force, and upgraded Rocket 

Force headquarters, are responsible for “construc-

tion” or “force building,” which includes organizing, 

equipping, and training operational units to prepare 

them to participate in operational deployments and 

large joint exercises. These changes seek to reduce 

levels of command, shrink the overall number of 

headquarters personnel, and streamline decision-

making, planning, execution, and evaluation 

throughout the PLA (Xinhua, January 1). 

 

The adjustments to the PLA’s headquarters structure 

are to be accomplished by 2020, the date announced 

a decade ago as the second milestone in the “Three-

Step Development Strategy” to modernize China’s 

https://fas.org/irp/agency/oni/chinanavy2007.pdf
https://fas.org/irp/agency/oni/chinanavy2007.pdf
http://news.xinhuanet.com/mil/2016-01/01/c_128588503.htm
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national defense and armed forces (Defense White 

Papers, 2006 and 2008). This date is underscored in 

the recently announced “five-year military develop-

ment plan,” which has the goal of completing the 

mechanization and making “important progress” on 

“incorporating information and computer technol-

ogy” in the PLA by 2020—exactly the same goal as 

the milestone announced by the 2008 White Paper 

(China Military Online, May 13). The five-year im-

plementation period implicitly acknowledges that 

many details remain unsettled and must be refined to 

eliminate overlaps or gaps in responsibilities. Addi-

tional reforms are expected in coming decades as the 

PLA continues its “Three-Step Development Strat-

egy” with the final completion date of mid-century, 

2049, the 100th anniversary of the founding of the 

People’s Republic. 

 

These reforms come as the Chinese military has 

reached a critical point in its long-term moderniza-

tion process. The PLA has recognized that many tra-

ditional strategic and operational concepts and prac-

tices must be revised as potential threats and eco-

nomic imperatives have changed. Fundamental to 

this new thinking are the official statements that 

“China is a major maritime as well as land country” 

and “The traditional mentality that land outweighs 

sea must be abandoned.” Therefore, “great im-

portance has to be attached to managing the seas and 

oceans and protecting maritime rights and interests. 

It is necessary for China to develop a modern mari-

time military force structure commensurate with its 

national security and development interests…” (De-

fense White Papers, 2013 and 2015). Both statements 

are related to the goal of breaking the “big Army” 

concept (“大陆军”观念 or 思维) (China Military 

Online, February 3). 

 

Though these new requirements have been verbal-

ized officially only in recent years, the trends in PLA 

force development toward greater emphasis on mis-

sile, naval, air, and cyber/electronic warfare capabil-

ities have been apparent for the past two decades. 

Employing these “new-type combat forces” in new 

missions demands integrated command and control 

of units operating at much greater distances from 

China’s borders than ever before. Though ground 

forces have not been left behind totally in the current 

phase of modernization, this shift in doctrine comes 

at the expense of the PLA’s traditional base of power 

and leadership, the Army and Army generals. 

 

The following sections describe the efforts in motion 

to satisfy the PLA’s increased need to develop joint 

headquarters and officers capable of commanding 

joint forces. As with other aspects of modernization, 

these efforts begin with the realistic acknowledge-

ment of existing shortfalls in PLA capabilities. 

 

Internal Assessments of PLA Capabilities 

 

Critiques of inadequacies in joint training and com-

mand capabilities in all services are perennial topics 

found in the domestic Chinese military literature 

though often buried in long texts. For example, less 

than a year ago, the commander and political com-

missar of the former Nanjing Military Region com-

mented that the low level of joint training and poor 

joint training mechanisms have restricted integrated 

operations and are fundamental issues in the transfor-

mation of the military (Xinhua, July 3, 2015). More 

recently, the English-language edition of China Mil-

itary Online stated that there is a “shortage of officers 

who have a deep knowledge of joint combat opera-

tions and advanced equipment.” Moreover, the PLA 

has “developed and deployed many cutting-edge 

weapons, including some that are the best in the 

world, but there are not enough soldiers to use many 

of those advanced weapons. In some cases, soldiers 

lack knowledge and expertise to make the best use of 

their equipment” (China Military Online, April 28). 

Similar criticism is common in the Chinese-language 

military media. 

 

Internal critiques like those above, along with the 

identification of other shortcomings in organization, 

doctrine, training realism, and logistics, are intended 

to inform PLA personnel of areas that need to be im-

proved and motivate them to work harder to improve 

overall capabilities. These assessments frequently 

follow descriptions of positive developments and of-

ten are couched in terms of “some units” or “some 

commanders,” but are widespread enough to indicate 

that the problems are serious systemic shortcomings 

for much of the entire force. 

 

Generally speaking, the PLA sees itself as not having 

the military capabilities and capacity to be confident 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/2011-01/06/content_4249948.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2009-01/20/content_1210224.htm
http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/china-military-news/2016-05/13/content_7052666.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/2013-04/16/content_4442839.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/affair/2015-05/26/content_4588132.htm
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/pla-daily-commentary/2016-02/03/content_6888459.htm
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/pla-daily-commentary/2016-02/03/content_6888459.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2015-07/03/c_127981731.htm
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/china-military-news/2016-04/28/content_7028544.htm
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in accomplishing many of the tasks it may be as-

signed. In 2006, then-CMC chairman Hu Jintao sum-

marized the situation in a formula known as the “Two 

Incompatibles” (两个不相适应), which referred di-

rectly back to his own doctrinal vision known as the 

“historic missions” (China Brief, May 9, 2013). The 

“Two Incompatibles” said the PLA’s “level of mod-

ernization does not meet the requirements of winning 

local war under informatized conditions and its mili-

tary capability does not meet the requirements of car-

rying out its historic missions at the new stage of the 

new century.” Though appearing frequently during 

Hu’s tenure as CMC chairman, the formula has been 

used less regularly since Xi replaced Hu, but as re-

cently as mid-April 2016 (China Military Online, 

April 19). 

 

Since 2013, under Xi’s leadership, the “Two Big 

Gaps” (两个差距很大) and the “Two Inabilities” (

两个能力不够 – translations of the Chinese terms 

vary) have come to prominence as general descrip-

tions of PLA capabilities. Similar to the “Two In-

compatibles,” the “Two Big Gaps” states “(1) there 

are big gaps between the level of our military mod-

ernization compared to the requirements for national 

security and the (2) level of the world’s advanced 

militaries” (China Air Force, April 16, 2013).  

 

The “Two Inabilities” reinforces these points and fur-

ther identifies problems specifically in officer capa-

bilities: The PLA’s ability “(1) to fight a modern war 

is not sufficient, (2) our cadres at all levels ability to 

command modern war is insufficient” (China Air 

Force, July 12, 2013). These two formulas some-

times are paired together and have been associated 

with the “Two Incompatibles” (China Military 

Online, February 5, 2015 and CPC News Network, 

December 11, 2013).  

 

Beginning in 2015, the “Five Incapables” (五个不会
) formula began to be used which criticizes “some” 

leaders’ command abilities: “Some cadre cannot (1) 

judge the situation, (2) understand the intention of the 

higher up authorities, (3) make operational decisions, 

(4) deploy troops, and (5) deal with unexpected situ-

ations” (China Military Online, February 5, 2015). 

This assessment is a particularly stark acknowledge-

ment of operational and tactical leadership shortfalls. 

It is an example of why the PLA prioritizes officer 

training over troop training as reflected in another 

common slogan: “in training soldiers, first train gen-

erals (or officers)” (练兵先练将 or 练兵先练官) 

(China Military Online, January 13 and April 12). 

 

Though the public acknowledgement of weakness 

may sound strange to foreign ears, in Chinese mili-

tary thinking which is based on Marxist theory, these 

assessments represent the “thesis” of positive devel-

opments balanced by the “antithesis” of remaining 

problem areas, which are to be overcome through sci-

entific efforts leading to a “synthesis” signifying pro-

gress. The process is then repeated, especially when 

new technologies and weapons are issued to the 

force. 

 

The judgments described above are well known to 

the PLA senior leadership and frequently repeated in 

their own writings or speeches. The reforms under-

way are intended to address the shortcomings in joint 

command organization and officer development. 

 

The New Joint Headquarters 

 

The new CMC staff organization consists of 15 de-

partments, commissions, and offices (China Military 

Online, January 11). These new staff offices expand 

a few previously existing CMC organizations, incor-

porate the functions and many of the personnel from 

the former four General Departments, and, in the case 

of the National Defense Mobilization Department, 

take over the responsibilities of the Military Regions 

in commanding the provincial Military Districts, 

PLA reserve units, border and coastal defense units, 

and the militia. 

 

The CMC staff organization primarily supports the 

members of the CMC, presently composed of the su-

preme civilian party and government leader, Xi, and 

10 senior PLA officers, 6 Army generals, 1 Navy ad-

miral, 2 Air Force generals, and a Rocket Force gen-

eral. As such, the CMC itself is a joint organization 

with its personnel distributed among the services 

very close to how the 2.3 million personnel in the 

PLA (prior to the 300,000 man reduction) were allo-

cated: approximately 73 percent Army/Second Artil-

lery, 10 percent Navy, and 17 percent Air Force. The 

composition CMC leadership is not set by law and is 

subject to change. 

http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=40860
http://www.81.cn/jwgz/2016-04/19/content_7013420_3.htm
http://kj.81.cn/content/2013-04/16/content_5301275.htm
http://kj.81.cn/content/2013-07/12/content_5405567.htm
http://kj.81.cn/content/2013-07/12/content_5405567.htm
http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2015-02/05/content_101551.htm
http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2015-02/05/content_101551.htm
http://cpc.people.com.cn/pinglun/n/2013/1211/c78779-23812744.html
http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2015-02/05/content_101551.htm
http://www.81.cn/jwgz/2016-01/13/content_6856164.htm
http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-04/12/content_141205.htm
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/china-military-news/2016-01/11/content_6852723.htm
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/china-military-news/2016-01/11/content_6852723.htm
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A photograph of the CMC and the “new heads of [its] 

reorganized organs” revealed 69 officers, including 

the 10 CMC generals/admiral and another 59 CMC 

staff directors/officers, of which 51 were 

Army/Rocket Force, five Navy, and three Air Force. 

[1] (Xinhua, January 11). Though the CMC is a joint 

organization, its leaders and its primary staff officers 

still are mostly Army officers. The percentage of 

non-Army officers in lower-level CMC staff billets 

is not known. 

 

Continuing the dominance of Army officers, all the 

new commanders and political commissars of the 

five Theater Commands are from the Army. [2] Each 

Theater is assigned responsibility for a strategic di-

rection (战略方向) and is to develop theater strate-

gies, directional strategies, and operational plans for 

deterrence, warfighting, and military operations 

other than war (MOOTW). Theater headquarters 

may command units from all services in joint opera-

tions and MOOTW tasks and are responsible for or-

ganizing and assessing joint campaign training and 

developing new methods of operation (China Mili-

tary Online, February 1 and March 3). 

 

The Theater Commands are structured as joint head-

quarters with Army and non-Army deputy com-

manders and political commissars, a joint staff from 

all services, and service component commands. Each 

Theater has a subordinate Army headquarters and Air 

Force headquarters, while the Eastern, Southern, and 

Northern Theater Commands also have Navy com-

ponents that retain the names East Sea Fleet, South 

Sea Fleet, and North Sea Fleet, respectively. These 

component headquarters are the key link to both the 

Theater Commands and national-level service head-

quarters. Service component headquarters have oper-

ational command of units in war and may serve as 

campaign headquarters (战役指挥部) under the The-

ater Commands. They also perform “construction” 

leadership and management functions under the su-

pervision of the service headquarters in Beijing. 

Moreover, they may act as emergency response head-

quarters for MOOTW missions. [3]  

 

Rocket Force staff officers are assigned to Theater 

Command headquarters, but Rocket Force units ap-

pear to remain under the direct command of the 

Rocket Force service headquarters in Beijing with 

conventional (non-nuclear) units available to support 

theater missions. 

 
 

Training and Developing a Contingent of Joint 

Officers 

 

Since their establishment, Theater Command head-

quarters have been engaged in functional training and 

evaluation to ensure their staff officers are qualified 

to perform their duties. For example, the Northern 

Theater conducted a month-long “joint operations 

duty personnel training camp” focused on conditions 

in the services and the Theater’s area of responsibil-

ity consisting of lectures, demonstrations, hands-on 

training, and assessments (China Youth Online, Feb-

ruary 25).  

 

Many Theater staff officers were selected from the 

best of the former Military Region officers. Within 

the Northern Theater headquarters staff officers were 

required to have spent at least two years in a head-

quarters at or above group army level plus have par-

ticipated in or organized a large-scale joint exercise. 

Yet even with this background many officers express 

lack of confidence, known as “ability panic” (本领恐

慌), in their new positions. Accordingly, the Theater 

has created a “Three-Year Program for Building 

Joint Operations Command Personnel” (《联合作战

指挥人才建设 3 年规划》) (China Military Online, 

May 5). Such programs will be necessary not only for 

the first batch of Theater-level staff officers, but also 

for new staff officers assigned at that level in the fu-

ture. 

 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-01/11/c_134998729_2.htm
http://www.81.cn/jmywyl/2016-02/01/content_6883951.htm
http://www.81.cn/jmywyl/2016-02/01/content_6883951.htm
http://www.81.cn/qjzsn/2016-03/03/content_6938509.htm
http://zqb.cyol.com/html/2016-02/25/nw.D110000zgqnb_20160225_2-11.htm
http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-05/05/content_143593.htm
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Over the past decade, the Military Regions and the 

services experimented with a number of programs to 

develop joint officer capabilities. In December 2014, 

the Ministry of National Defense spokesman pro-

vided this update: 

 

After a trial period, the PLA is now applying 

the professional training scheme for joint op-

eration commanding officers in the whole 

military. This scheme aims to optimize the 

command posts for joint operation command-

ing officers, conduct differentiated training 

for joint operation commanders and adminis-

trative officers, and for joint operation staff 

officers and other staff officers, and establish 

a new mechanism for the selection, training, 

evaluation and appointment of joint operation 

commanding officers, so as to improve the 

training of joint operation commanding offic-

ers (China Military Online, December 25, 

2014). 

 

These programs will be even more important with the 

establishment of the Theater Commands. Likewise, 

the PLA educational system of universities and acad-

emies will need to adapt its curricula and student 

composition to prepare officers for joint assignments 

and the PLA’s new maritime orientation. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The current leadership line-up of CMC members, 

CMC staff, and Theater headquarters is certain to 

change before 2020. A measure of the PLA’s com-

mitment to jointness will be the percentage of non-

Army senior officers assigned to these billets. One of 

the most substantial developments, both symboli-

cally and operationally, would be the assignment of 

Navy or Air Force officers to command one or more 

Theaters, particularly the Eastern and Southern The-

ater Commands where the immediate need for inte-

grated maritime and aerospace operations is greatest. 

 

Over the long run, the PLA must develop an educa-

tion, training, and assignment scheme to prepare of-

ficers of all services for joint command and staff du-

ties. The best practices learned from experimentation 

from previous years will need to be codified and ap-

plied throughout the entire force. This process will 

affect many aspects of the personnel system as it has 

been implemented for the past 60 years. 

 

Meanwhile, doctrine and strategy must continue to 

evolve to support the PLA’s expanded missions, 

technology, and potential areas of operation. The 

shift in mindset from a continental Army to an inte-

grated joint force capable of operating both inside 

and beyond China’s borders and three seas will prob-

ably take at least a generation to achieve. Command-

ers and staffs at all levels must prove themselves 

qualified to perform these new tasks not only in aca-

demic settings but also in real world missions. They 

will raise their level of confidence in their own abili-

ties through the actual performance of missions, not 

just talking or reading about them. A significant level 

of unease among operational and tactical command-

ers and staff is clearly evident in the official Chinese 

military literature. 

 

The military’s senior leadership understands the 

many challenges confronting the PLA as it continues 

its multi-decade, multi-faceted modernization pro-

gram. In the immediate future, the disruptions caused 

by changes underway could result in a more cautious 

attitude toward the employment of force by China’s 

military leadership, but not necessarily its political 

decision-makers. 

 

Dennis J. Blasko, Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Army 

(Retired), is a former U.S. army attaché to Beijing 

and Hong Kong and author of The Chinese Army To-

day, second edition (Routledge, 2012). 

 

Notes 

 

1. The Rocket Force does not yet have a distinc-

tive uniform different from the Army, so it is 

not possible to distinguish between Army and 

Rocket Force officers in the photo. 

2. Each Theater commander has provided at 

least one interview to the Chinese media. 

3. China Military Online, February 2, 2016 and 

May 10, 2016 

http://www.81.cn/jmywyl/2016-02/01/con-

tent_6883951.htm and 

http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-

05/10/content_144076.htm, spells out these 

http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/2014-12/25/content_6284814.htm
http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-05/10/content_144076.htm
http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-05/10/content_144076.htm
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missions for Theater Command Army head-

quarters. I assess the other services’ Theater 

Command headquarters have similar func-

tions. 

 

*** 

 

Creeping Islamophobia: 

China’s Hui Muslims in the 

Firing Line 
James Leibold 

 

At the recently convened Central Religious Work 

Conference Chinese President Xi Jinping stressed the 

importance of fusing religious doctrines with Chi-

nese culture and preventing the interference of reli-

gion in government affairs and education (Xinhua, 

April 23). These comments were directed, at least 

partially, at the Hui Muslim minority, marking a trou-

bling extension of often irrational fears over the “Is-

lamization” (伊斯兰化) of Chinese society. In sub-

sequent days, Wang Zhengwei, the Hui director of 

the powerful State Ethnic Affairs Commission 

(SEAC) was summarily dismissed from his post, 

making him the shortest serving SEAC director in 

history and drawing public attention to the heretofore 

largely inconspicuous Hui community (CCTV, April 

28).  

 

Since Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, regional au-

thorities in Gansu, Ningxia and Yunnan have been 

talking up the Hui and the extensive links this dis-

persed 11 million strong minority group has with 

Muslims across the global as they promote Xi 

Jinping’s “One Road, One Belt” (OBOR) initiative. 

The multi-billion-dollar OBOR strategy seeks to in-

crease trade, investment and contact with the outside 

world, including Muslim majority states in Middle 

East, North Africa and Central Asia. A recent promo-

tional video for the China-Arab States Expo asserts 

the Hui are linked in “blood, faith and customs” with 

their fellow Muslims, making them a cultural bridge 

between China and the Arab and Islamic world 

(China Daily, September 5, 2015). 

 

China has a long tradition of dividing its Muslim 

population into two camps: the “good Muslims,” like 

the Hui, who speak the Chinese language, abide by 

core elements of its culture, and thus can be trusted; 

and the “bad Muslims,” like the Uyghurs, who con-

tinue to resist the inevitable process of assimilation 

and thus are susceptible to the “Three Evil Forces” (

三股势力) of separatism, terrorism, and extremism. 

Tactically, this distinction has served the Han-domi-

nated Chinese Communist Party (CCP) well, with the 

Hui functioning as strategic intermediaries along 

China’s vast ethnic frontier, and increasingly over-

seas as trade and investment opportunities expand 

rapidly with Muslim countries.  

 

Yet China’s desire to open up commercial ties with 

the Muslim world is at odds with an increasing na-

tionalist and xenophobic body politic in China. If 

China chooses to isolate and severely restrict Hui cul-

ture and mobility, as they have the Uyghurs, relations 

with the Muslims countries at the heart of OBOR 

could be damaged. The implications for ethnic rela-

tions in China are equally worrying. 

 

Fear of the Muslim Other 

 

The Han ethnic majority has long been weary of the 

Muslim Other. A series of Muslim rebellions and 

interethnic violence in 18th and 19th century China 

left millions dead. In the recent past, however, this 

antipathy was not chiefly religious in nature. Rather, 

anti-Muslim attitudes were rooted in mutual distrust 

articulated in cultural, spatial and physical idioms. 

Muslims were marked as suspect because they didn’t 

eat pork, kept to themselves, and looked different due 

to their facial hair and skullcaps.  

 

Over the last decade this apprehension has taken on 

a distinctly anti-religious tone. Party officials are un-

hinged by the growing religiosity (especially Salafi 

and Wahhabi influences) among some Chinese Mus-

lims, a trend that echoes the revival of religious be-

liefs across Chinese society but also the long history 

of ties between Chinese Muslims and the larger Mus-

lim world. Anti-Islamic sentiment surged following 

a string of religiously motivated attacks, especially 

the March 1, 2014 butchering of 29 innocent civilians 

at a Kunming train station by a group of radicalized 

Uyghurs (Xinhua, March 2, 2014). 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-04/23/c_135306131.htm
http://tv.cctv.com/2016/04/28/VIDEc4pdeBd2XpDOcwCJzexw160428.shtml
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/regional/2015-09/05/content_21822030.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2014-03/02/c_133152815.htm
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In Xinjiang the Party crackdown hard on “illegal” (

非法) and “abnormal” (不正常) religious practices 

among the Uyghurs. Referred to religious extremism 

as a “malignant tumor,” Xinjiang officials outlawed 

26 “illegal religious activities” in 2013, as they tight-

ened controls over Islamic education, worship, fast-

ing and certain forms of veiling (Siyuewang, March 

17, 2014).  

 

In the Hui areas of Gansu, Ningxia, and Yunnan by 

contrast, a far more relaxed approach was adopted. In 

the bustling city of Linxia, for example, Hui Muslims 

were left to freely and openly practice their religion. 

Known as “Little Mecca,” Linxia grinds to a halt dur-

ing Friday-prayers with women in fashionable hijabs 

and men in traditional white skullcaps heading off to 

pray. Arab-style mosques are increasingly common 

as is the use of the Arabic script (Duowei, April 26). 

 

Yet recently the mood has darkened in the Hui areas. 

When local Hui officials proposed the passage of a 

new national law governing the halal (清真) food in-

dustry at the annual National People’s Congress, a 

small group of politicians and online agitators led a 

coordinated campaign against what they viewed as a 

violation of the separation of state and religion. The 

law was eventually abandoned (Global Times, April 

18; The Diplomat, May 27) but the battle against the 

Hui had just begun.  

 

In early May, a video of unclear origins went viral on 

the Chinese Internet. The 30-second clip depicts a 

young girl dressed in a black hijab and robe reciting 

the Qur’an in Arabic. It was claimed to be a kinder-

garten in Linxia, although the video has been on 

Youtube since at least 2013 (Youtube, December 3, 

2013). Many netizens expressed outrage: “brain-

washing” and “terrorist infiltrating our schools” it 

was claimed (China Change, May 13). In response 

the Department of Education in Gansu issued a state-

ment “vehemently condemning acts that harm the 

mental health of the youth” (Caijing, May 6).  

 

Following the Central Religious Work Conference, 

rumors and conspiracy theories circulated wildly, 

with terms like “Hala-ization” (清真化), “Muslim-

ization” (穆斯林化), and “Arab-ization” (阿拉伯化) 

trending on Chinese social media. Commentators 

claimed a dramatic increase in the number of 

mosques; the proliferation of all things halal—water, 

toothpaste, rice, toilet paper, banks, and bath-

houses—as well as the spread of Arabic signs, clas-

ses and even schools. Ningxia Party Secretary Li 

Jianhua warned against the burgeoning of halal prod-

ucts, arguing it threated to undermine state security 

while officials in Qinghai province launched a recti-

fication campaign against the spread of Muslim and 

halal signs and symbols (Sina, April 28; Phoenix, 

May 6).  

 

On Weibo, academics and armchair agitators like Xi 

Wuyi and Mei Xinyu posted photos and links to sto-

ries that suggested religious extremism was rampant 

among the Hui (see, for example, Weibo, May 21; 

Weibo, May 23). There were also incendiary and of-

ten unsubstantiated comments about past Hui upris-

ings, attempts to ban alcohol, underground Islamic 

schools, and Han being forced to adopt halal prac-

tices, with little intervention from the usually hyper-

vigilant state censors. On the tempestuous Tianya 

blog, netizens shared the sort of anti-Muslim epithets 

and doctored cartoons that sparked protests and vio-

lence in European and elsewhere—these included of-

fensive images linking the Hui to jihadist violence, 

lusciousness and incest, and even the worship of pigs 

(Tianya, May 6).  

 

On Weixin, the ultra-nationalist “Global Sounds” (环

球之音) portal, published a scathing yet anonymous 

critique of the “Arabization of religion in Northwest 

China,” which circulated widely on Chinese social 

media. The article repeated claims about the spread 

of halal and Arab-style products, architecture, and 

clothing, but also warned that religious organizations 

are working in tandem with local government offi-

cials to enforce religious law and override secular 

rule. Demographic changes in the Northwest, such as 

the declining Han population due to safety concerns 

and large Muslim families due to exceptions from 

family planning regulations, were exacerbating this 

situation. “From a long term perspective,” the article 

asserted, “the growing religiosity of people in North-

west China is certainly not something out of Arabian 

Nights,” rather “the religious question is already 

China’s most pressing problem and one of its most 

profound” (Huanqiuzhiyin, May 4).  

 

http://news.m4.cn/2014-03/1226461.shtml
http://opinion.dwnews.com/news/2016-04-26/59735009.html
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/978926.shtml
http://thediplomat.com/2016/05/chinas-halal-constitution/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q15CyR5jayg
https://chinachange.org/2016/05/13/is-china-moving-to-restrict-religious-freedom-for-the-hui-muslims/
http://politics.caijing.com.cn/20160506/4115866.shtml
http://news.sina.com.cn/c/nd/2016-04-30/doc-ifxrtztc3071688.shtml
http://news.ifeng.com/a/20160506/48706884_0.shtml
http://weibo.com/u/1442246695?from=feed&loc=at&nick=%E4%B9%A0%E4%BA%94%E4%B8%80&is_all=1#_rnd1463962484169
http://weibo.com/meixinyu?from=page_100505_profile&wvr=6&mod=like&is_all=1
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjs_rr35ZnNAhWGMqYKHXBQAxMQFggbMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fbbs.tianya.cn%2Fpost-worldlook-1664594-1.shtml&usg=AFQjCNE0TMt8HTw1VrTaH9IkBXl_svkcrA&sig2=_11IRDFC6gMJnfhHxafEeQ&bvm=bv.124088155,d.dGY
http://mp.weixin.qq.com/s?__biz=MzA4Nzg2Mzg2MA==&mid=2651458368&idx=2&sn=6e84a4bc85e8a5480e3a6922b4abcf08
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The former Director of the State Administration for 

Religious Affairs (SARA) Ye Xiaowei provided 

semi-official imprimatur for these accusations when 

he published an opinion piece in Global Times. Ye 

condemned the rapid proliferation of religion in 

China, and argued it was “a backdoor to extremism.” 

He called on local officials to “nip this in the bud” in 

order to protect the unwitting masses from being 

hoodwinked by religious extremists. “Behind the 

spread of Islam there lurks a colossal menace and 

‘vile people with evil tidings’ that seek to destroy 

ethnic unity, stir up ethnic antagonism, and damage 

today’s state of peace and unity, social harmony, and 

ethnic amity” (Huanqiuwang, May 7). 

 

The Power Struggle Behind the Anti-Islamic Veil 

 

In the background of this troubling wave of Islam-

ophobia is a decade-old conflict over the future di-

rection of ethnic and religious policy in China (see 

China Brief, July 6, 2012). This tussle involves not 

only a bureaucratic turf wars but also a series of 

forceful and clashing personalities, and reflects a far 

deeper division within Chinese society between a 

narrow Han-defined racism and a more cosmopolitan 

and pluralistic vision of the Chinese nation.  

 

This split goes all the way to the top of the Party. On 

one side, there is a group of assimilationists, headed 

by Zhu Weiqun, the Director of the Ethnic and Reli-

gious Affairs Committee of the Chinese People’s Po-

litical Consultative Conference (CPPCC), who warns 

that hostile forces are using religious and ethnic divi-

sions to undermine Party rule and derail China’s rise. 

The solution is a major rethink of current policies in 

order to weaken ethnic and religious identities while 

strengthening a shared sense of belonging through in-

creased interethnic fusion. Zhu served as the Execu-

tive Deputy Director of the United Front Work De-

partment (UFWD) for over a decade before moving 

to the CPPCC in 2012 under the patronage of Polit-

buro Standing Committee member Yu Zhengsheng. 

He has been a forceful advocate of secularism and a 

frequent critic of the Dalai Lama, who he recently la-

belled an Islamic State sympathizer (Huanqiuwang, 

December 9, 2015). 

 

On the other side, there is a group of multiculturalists 

who were led until recently by the Hui Director of the 

SEAC Wang Zhengwei. In April 2015, Wang be-

came a double deputy-minister when he was named 

the vice-head of the UFWD. Wang is a vocal de-

fender of the system of regional ethnic autonomy and 

has long promoted the benefits of China’s ethnic di-

versity for the Party’s OBOR and “going out” strat-

egy. Xi Jinping’s intervention into the ethnic policy 

debate at the September 2014 Central Ethnic Work 

Forum not only failed to bridge this ideological rup-

ture but inadvertently added fuel to the debate (see 

China Brief, November 7, 2014; China Brief, Octo-

ber 19, 2015). 

 

Zhu and Wang clashed publically throughout 2015. 

The Hong Kong-based Phoenix media outlet pub-

lished a wide-ranging dialogue between Zhu and the 

Tibetan novelist Alai, where the pair argued for a 

new focus on interethnic blending and fusion in order 

to confront the altering domestic and international 

situation. Alai ended the dialogue by declaring that 

in line with other large-scale reform efforts: “some of 

our ethnic policies have entered a period of rethink 

and improvement” (Phoenix New, May 31, 2015).  

 

In response, the SEAC’s official newspaper, China 

Ethnic Daily, published a series of articles refuting 

point-by-point the issues raised in the dialogue, and 

insinuating that Zhu and Ali were advocating the sort 

of assimilationist and exclusionary “one nation, one 

culture” policies adopted by former Nationalist Party 

leader Chiang Kai-shek (Duowei, July 17, 2015). In 

reply to this “slap in the face,” Zhu Weiqun accused 

his detractors of employing Cultural Revolution-

style attacks aimed at distorting his views and dis-

tracting the public from the important issues at stake 

(Phoenix News, July 17, 2015). 

 

Later in the year, another row broke out over alleged 

abuses in the system for appointing tulkus (living 

buddhas), with claims that fake titles could be pur-

chased for 200,000 yuan each ($30,500). In a remark-

able public rebuke, the Tibetan scholar Jamphel 

Gyatso (降边嘉措), a respected researcher at CASS 

and former SEAC translator for the Dalai and Pan-

chen lamas, accused Ye Xiaowen and Zhu Weiqun 

of corruption on his Weibo account, asserting they 

abused their positions of authority over the appoint-

ment and recognition of tulkus. He asked how much 

money they pocketed, and accused them of “shirking 

http://opinion.huanqiu.com/1152/2016-05/8873522.html
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=39590&no_cache=1#.Vz5i75N968U
http://world.huanqiu.com/exclusive/2015-12/8131376.html
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=43054&no_cache=1#.VzpxkGbsdW0
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=44496&no_cache=1#.VzpxuGbsdW0
http://news.ifeng.com/a/20150531/43876620_0.shtml
http://china.dwnews.com/news/2015-07-17/59668013.html
http://news.ifeng.com/a/20150717/44187661_0.shtml
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responsibilities,” “diverting attention,” and even 

“harboring ill intent” (Invisible Tibet, December 15, 

2015).  

  

Yet with the surprising dismissal of Wang Zhengwei 

from both the SEAC and UFWD in April, Zhu 

Weiqun seems to have come out on top, at least in the 

short term. No official reason was given for the sack-

ing, yet the overseas Chinese media claims Wang 

was removed for being too soft on Islam. Unnamed 

sources claim he actively promoted the halal food in-

dustry and the construction of mosques across the 

country (Singtao, April 12). The new head of SEAC, 

the Mongol Bagatur (巴特尔), was quick to stress 

that all Party members and cadres “must closely ob-

serve political discipline, uphold Marxist beliefs and 

atheism….and must absolutely not seek one’s own 

values and beliefs in religion” (SEAC, April 28).  

 

Unleashing the Genie of Ethnic Hatred? 

 

The end game is unclear at present. Wang Zhengwei 

retains his position as Deputy Chair of the CPPCC 

and is working hard to maintain a public profile de-

spite a scathing indictment on SEAC under his lead-

ership issued by the Central Commission for Disci-

pline Inspection (Guangming, May 11; Xinhua, June 

8). Meanwhile speculative accusations link his name, 

and that of other top political leaders, to overseas 

bank accounts managed by the Panamanian law firm 

Mossack Fonseca (Mingjin youbao, March 12). Zhu 

Weiqun is also under attack. He recently dismissed 

corruption allegations as baseless and despicable—

the dirty work of splittist forces—in an unprece-

dented interview with the Global Times (Huan-

qiuwang, March 27).  

 

Regardless, Zhu Weiqun is slated for full retirement 

at the 19th Party Congress in 2017, and it is unclear 

who will take up the mantel of the assimilationist po-

sition. Meanwhile Wang Zhengwei’s successor, Bag-

atur, is an ally of Hu Jintao and Hu Chuanhu, and de-

spite the recent weakening of their Youth League 

(CYL) faction (团派), they remain a formidable force 

with continued control over the extensive ethnic bu-

reaucracy (China Brief, May 11). 

 

These divisions at the top of the Party open up space 

for ethnic entrepreneurs to inflame racist and anti-re-

ligious sentiment online. At present, interethnic ten-

sions are largely bottled up through the tight controls 

of the security and propaganda apparatuses. Yet if 

this discord continues to fester, cyber-hatred could 

spill over into the streets of ethnically divided com-

munities as it did during the deadly July 5, 2009 race 

riots in Ürümqi.  

 

To date, Xi Jinping has been largely powerless to rein 

in agitators on both sides of the ethnic and religious 

policy debate. Personnel changes at the 19th Party 

Congress will be his last chance to assert his author-

ity over this contentious policy area. The stakes are 

high. If unchecked, anti-Muslim sentiment will not 

only damage China’s image across the Islamic world 

and undermine the OBOR strategy but also deepen 

the divide between the Han majority and China’s 120 

million ethnic minorities. 

 

James Leibold is an Associate Professor in Politics 

and Asian Studies at La Trobe University in Mel-

bourne Australia. He is the author of Ethnic Policy 

in China: Is Reform Inevitable? (Honolulu: East 

West Center, 2013).  

 

*** 

 

 

China’s Sinking Port Plans in 

Bangladesh 

Sudha Ramachandran 

 

A key link in China’s Maritime Silk Road (MSR) 

suffered a setback in February when Bangladesh’s 

Awami League (AL) government shelved plans for 

construction of a deep-sea port at Sonadia, south of 

Chittagong. Bangladesh is an important participant in 

China’s “One-Belt, One-Road” (OBOR) initiative. 

An Indian Ocean littoral state, it figures in the 

OBOR’s overland links (via the Bangladesh-China-

India-Myanmar [BCIM] corridor) as well as mari-

time components. China was hoping to design, build 

and operate the port at Sonadia, which was expected 

to emerge an important transshipment hub for the 

MSR (Daily Observer, September 12, 2015). It 

http://woeser.middle-way.net/2015/12/blog-post_15.html
https://hk.news.yahoo.com/%E5%9C%8B%E5%AE%B6%E6%B0%91%E5%A7%94%E5%BF%BD%E6%98%93%E4%B8%BB-%E7%8E%8B%E6%AD%A3%E5%81%89%E8%A2%AB%E5%85%8D%E8%81%B7-221132364.html
http://www.seac.gov.cn/art/2016/4/28/art_31_253332.html
http://politics.gmw.cn/2016-05/11/content_20043466.htm
http://politics.people.com.cn/n1/2016/0608/c1001-28422733.html
http://www.mingjingnews.com/MIB/news/news.aspx?ID=N000145905
http://china.huanqiu.com/article/2016-03/8779251.html
http://china.huanqiu.com/article/2016-03/8779251.html
http://www.jamestown.org/programs/chinabrief/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=45422&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=25&cHash=750d37471b4d5eb6fbaa84d871b685cd#.V0JW5ZN94dU
http://www.observerbd.com/2015/09/12/110114.php
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would have been an alternative to the deep-sea port 

at Kyaukpyu that Beijing is building to link its under-

developed southern provinces to the Bay of Bengal 

and the Indian Ocean. It would have further eased its 

dependence on the sea routes transiting the Straits of 

Malacca. 

 

The port at Sonadia would have been Bangladesh’s 

first deep-sea port. The Bangladeshi government has 

been keen to build a deep-sea port in the country as 

its existing ports at Chittagong and Mongla have a 

shallow draft, are heavily congested and inadequate 

to meet the mounting needs of its growing economy, 

which is reliant on sea-borne trade. When the idea of 

building a new deep-sea port at Sonadia was first 

conceived in 2006, it was seen as a way to not only 

overcome the limitations of the Chittagong and 

Mongla ports but also to transform Bangladesh into 

a maritime transshipment hub for landlocked Nepal, 

Bhutan, India’s Northeastern states and China’s Yun-

nan province (Daily Star, March 20, 2013, 

Bdnews24.com, June 8, 2014 and Bdnews24.com, 

June 4).  

 

When Bangladesh sought China’s help to build a 

deep-sea port at Sonadia, the latter responded posi-

tively (Daily Star, October 25, 2010). It submitted a 

detailed project proposal and agreed to provide loans 

to cover a major part of the project cost (Daily Star, 

January 23, 2012 and Bdnews24.com, June 8, 2014). 

Other countries, including the United Arab Emirates 

and Netherlands submitted proposals too, but these 

proved less attractive to Bangladeshi decision mak-

ers (Prothom Alo, June 4, 2014). According to for-

mer Ambassador and Secretary in Bangladesh’s 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Humayun Kabir, 

China’s experience in implementing several mega in-

frastructure projects in Bangladesh over the past 30 

years and proven expertise in construction of deep-

sea ports in the region, demonstrated that it could 

“provide technology, funds and expertise at a com-

petitive rate.” [1] All of these elements worked in 

China’s favor, and Bangladesh was set to award the 

contract to the state-owned China Harbor Engineer-

ing Company Ltd (Prothom Alo, June 4, 2014). The 

two sides unexpectedly failed to sign a memorandum 

of understanding (MoU) during Prime Minister 

Sheikh Hasina’s visit to Beijing in July 2014. A few 

months later Bangladesh’s Minister for Planning 

Mostafa Kamal said that the government was recon-

sidering the project (Dhaka Tribune, January 11, 

2015). The final blow came in February when Bang-

ladesh called off the project (Times of India, Febru-

ary 8). 

 

The Decision to Cancel 

 

So why did Bangladesh cancel the Sonadia project? 

In 2014, Japan came up with a proposal for a project 

at Matarbari, 25 km from Sonadia, which would in-

clude not only a deep-seat port but four coal-fired 

power plants and an LNG terminal. It offered to pro-

vide 80 percent of the funding for the $4.6 billion 

port on easy terms. Building two ports just a few kil-

ometers apart was seen as economically unviable, 

and as Japan’s terms were more favorable, the Bang-

ladesh government chose the Matarbari project and 

scrapped a port at Sonadia (Dhaka Tribune, January 

11, 2015 and Daily Observer, September 12, 2015). 

 

Geopolitics played a role too. India, Japan and the 

U.S., which are wary of China’s growing presence in 

the Indian Ocean, are reported to have pressured the 

Bangladesh government to cancel the Sonadia pro-

ject (Asian Age, February 10). The latter was unable 

to resist such pressure. India had “stood behind” the 

AL government in 2014 on the issue of the “ques-

tionable general elections” that returned it to power 

and in the circumstances, the latter did not want to 

“displease” India, the former ambassador observed. 

[2] Commenting on the AL government’s vulnerabil-

ity to pressure from the U.S., a retired Indian Military 

Intelligence specialist on South Asia pointed out that 

the U.S. played “a major role in bringing back Sheikh 

Hasina to power” and she has “a big stake in the U.S.’ 

continued support for her.” This and the fact that the 

U.S. is Bangladesh’s largest market for readymade 

garments, its largest earner of foreign exchange, ap-

pears to have prompted the government to shelve the 

Chinese project. [3]  

 

Setback for China 

 

Sino-Bangladesh co-operation has deepened over the 

decades. The two countries now share a robust mili-

tary relationship. Bangladesh is China’s second larg-

est weapons market (after Pakistan) and China is 

Bangladesh’s largest supplier of military equipment, 

http://www.thedailystar.net/news/deep-sea-port-in-sonadia-a-unique-opportunity-for-bangladesh
http://bdnews24.com/economy/2014/06/08/sonadia-deep-sea-port-on-board
http://opinion.bdnews24.com/2016/06/04/port-development-in-bangladesh/
http://www.thedailystar.net/news-detail-159863
http://www.thedailystar.net/news-detail-219549
http://bdnews24.com/economy/2014/06/08/sonadia-deep-sea-port-on-board
http://www.en.prothom-alo.com/bangladesh/news/48539/Chinese-firm-to-get-construction-order-of-Sonadia
http://www.en.prothom-alo.com/bangladesh/news/48539/Chinese-firm-to-get-construction-order-of-Sonadia
http://www.dhakatribune.com/business/2015/jan/11/sonadia-deep-sea-port-plan-may-be-dumped
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Dhaka-cancels-port-to-be-built-by-China-India-eyes-another/articleshow/50894554.cms
http://www.dhakatribune.com/business/2015/jan/11/sonadia-deep-sea-port-plan-may-be-dumped
http://www.observerbd.com/2015/09/12/110114.php
http://dailyasianage.com/news/10496/bangladesh-scraps-china-proposed-deep-seaport
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accounting for 82 percent of all of Dhaka’s weapons 

purchases between 2009 and 2013 (Dhaka Tribune, 

March 18, 2014). China is also Bangladesh’s largest 

trading partner; two-way trade was worth $12 billion 

in 2014 (Daily Star, October 2, 2015). Chinese in-

vestment in Bangladesh has grown significantly in 

recent years. Between 1977 and 2010, Beijing’s in-

vestment in Bangladesh amounted to just $250 mil-

lion compared to roughly $200 million in 2011 alone 

(Daily Star, September 21, 2012). Investment has 

surged since with China pledging billions of dollars 

in investment in garment factories in special eco-

nomic zones, infrastructure building, etc (Click 

Ittefaq, September 30, 2015). 

 

China’s role in infrastructure building in Bangladesh 

is significant and growing. It is upgrading Chittagong 

port and building road and railway links from Kun-

ming in Yunnan province to Chittagong. It has un-

dertaken financing and building of eight “friendship 

bridges,” including the Padma Multi-purpose Bridge, 

which is Bangladesh’s largest-ever infrastructure 

project, and a high-speed “chord” train line between 

Dhaka and Comilla (New Age, February 13, 2015; 

Daily Star, March 8, 2015 and Daily Star, October 2, 

2015). Its work on the overland component of the 

OBOR in Bangladesh appears to be progressing well. 

 

However, OBOR’s maritime component has run into 

difficulties. In addition to the shelving of the Sonadia 

port project, development of Matarbari port is being 

undertaken by Japan, China’s rival. Besides, the pro-

spects of China alone being awarded the contract to 

build a planned port at Payra in Patuakhali district 

seem dim now. Since Payra is situated closer to the 

Indian mainland than is Sonadia, India’s opposition 

to a China-built port here can be expected to be 

fiercer. At best, China can expect to be part of a large 

group of countries developing this port (Times of In-

dia, February 8).  

 

While China would be able to use these ports for 

trade, it will have to share use of these ports with 

other countries. This will be case with Chittagong 

and Mongla ports too; an MoU signed by India and 

Bangladesh last year allows Indian cargo ships ac-

cess to these ports (Bangladesh, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs).  

 

A group of Indian analysts argue that China’s MSR 

strategy is just a more benignly packaged version of 

the U.S.-coined “string of pearls strategy.” (Nikkei 

Asian Review, April 29, 2015). In the context of 

Bangladesh, this would mean that military motiva-

tions and not economic interests underlie China’s in-

terest in building and operating ports and that the ul-

timate goal is to use Bangladesh’s commercial ports 

as naval bases should the need arise. This goal would 

require China to design ports and to operate them. 

The shelving of the Sonadia projects denies China 

such a role. Importantly, it would require China to 

have immense influence over the Bangladesh gov-

ernment. Bangladesh’s recent decisions on port 

building that went against China indicate the latter’s 

waning influence.  

 

The cancellation of the Sonadia port is a blow more 

to the MSR’s military goals, if any, than to its eco-

nomic goals as the loss of Sonadia does not prevent 

China from using Bangladesh’s other ports or the 

deep-sea port at Kyaukpyu to link up Yunnan prov-

ince. It only weakens the prospects of China finding 

ports in Bangladesh for military use. 

 

Battles Ahead 

 

The setback over the Sonadia project, though disap-

pointing to China, is unlikely to deter it from seeking 

greater influence in Bangladesh through investments 

and participation in infrastructure projects, especially 

port-related ones. Imported oil, much of which is 

transported on ships via sea routes in the Indian 

Ocean, makes it imperative for China to establish 

close ties with Bay of Bengal littoral states, including 

Bangladesh. It can be expected to accelerate efforts 

to develop such ties. Already in 2015, it promised to 

invest $8.5 billion in 10 infrastructure projects (New 

Age, February 13, 2015). 

 

However, it can expect its investment plans in Bang-

ladesh to be challenged by other powers that are eye-

ing Bangladesh as an investment destination and to 

further their strategic interests. Japan, for one, which 

is Bangladesh’s largest aid donor and development 

partner, has pledged $6 billion in soft loans. As part 

of its Bay of Bengal Industrial Growth Belt (BIG-B) 

initiative, the centerpiece of its strategy in the region, 

Japan is developing an industrial agglomeration 

http://www.dhakatribune.com/foreign-affairs/2014/mar/18/china-biggest-arms-supplier-bangladesh
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along the Dhaka-Chittagong-Cox’s Bazar belt that 

focuses on industry and trade, energy and transporta-

tion (South Asia Monitor, April 15). The Matarbari 

complex is part of this initiative. Japan’s wresting of 

the deep-sea port project from China signals Tokyo’s 

significant capacity to take on the Chinese in South 

Asia. 

 

While Japan has the technical expertise and financial 

muscle to match, even better Chinese infrastructure 

project proposals, it is India’s influence in Bangla-

desh that is the major obstacle in the way of Beijing’s 

ambitions in the Bay of Bengal. When Bangladesh 

was under military rule and in the years that the 

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) was in power, 

India’s relations with Dhaka were under considerable 

strain. But with the AL at the helm since 2008 and 

especially after 2014, India’s relations with Bangla-

desh have improved remarkably (The Hindu, May 

11, 2015). Indeed, Bangladesh is now “clearly tilted 

toward India; it influences major decisions,” the for-

mer ambassador observed. China wields only “mod-

erate influence” in Bangladesh, in comparison, he 

said. [4] In the circumstances, it is unlikely that 

Bangladesh would go against Delhi to award projects 

to China, especially those that are seen to undermine 

India’s security interests. 

 

Adding to China’s woes in Bangladesh is the grow-

ing convergence between India and the U.S., under-

scored recently in their agreeing in principle on a Lo-

gistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement, 

which will enable their militaries to use each other’s 

assets and bases for repair and replenishment of sup-

plies and assumes importance as they seek to counter 

the growing maritime assertiveness of China (The 

Hindu, April 18). On issues in India’s neighborhood, 

the U.S. is “silently recognizing these countries as ar-

eas of India’s strategic influence,” the military intel-

ligence specialist said, adding that this is “probably 

worrying” China. [5] This means that India’s hand in 

Bangladesh will be strengthened by US backing. 

 

However, China’s recent setbacks in Bangladesh—

besides the shelving of the Sonadia port project it lost 

a $1.6 billion power project in the Khulna district in 

western Bangladesh to India early this year—do not 

necessarily mean that its future in the South Asian 

country is wholly bleak. It has advantages over India. 

India’s influence in Bangladesh may be high at pre-

sent, but this could change should the AL lose power. 

Unlike India, China has a good relationship with po-

litical parties and politicians across the political spec-

trum. Additionally, while India enjoys close cultural 

and social ties with the Bangladeshi people, it also 

faces fierce opposition there from Islamists and other 

pro-Pakistan sections as well as those who resent 

Delhi’s high-handed behavior. China’s relationship 

with the Bangladeshi public, in contrast, is not tem-

pestuous or prone to swings. Should India’s influ-

ence in Bangladesh stir deep resentment in its neigh-

bor, it could face a backlash. China would benefit 

from that. 

 

The Bangladesh government will need to carefully 

balance the three power blocs in its region: China, 

India and the U.S. It needs investment and better in-

frastructure to trigger economic development but 

will need to be especially sensitive to India, its giant 

neighbor which surrounds it on three sides.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Bangladesh’s shelving of the Chinese proposal for a 

deep-sea port at Sonadia does not bode well for Bei-

jing. It indicates that China wary countries have the 

capacity and the will to counter its plans and projects. 

The shelving of the Sonadia port project should serve 

as a reminder to Beijing that regional and global 

powers will oppose, perhaps even displace its 

OBOR-related infrastructure projects with projects 

of their own, should China’s projects threaten its ri-

vals’ security and other interests.  
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