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Abstract

The past and recent developments of the disputed Spratly Islands have
alarmed the international community due to China’s constant increased
presence with its sophisticated military infrastructures over reclaimed
lands of the Spratly Islands. Considering international arbitrators
favoured the Philippines in the 2016’s verdict and the July 2021’s
incident of China’s military incursions nearby Malaysia’s Sabah
maritime border, this article seeks to argue an increased alarming
security dilemma among Southeast Asian claimant against China over
the Spratly Islands. This article uses Social Constructivism approaches
and illuminates social interaction processes between agency and
structure or between China premier and state bureaucrat and within the
intersection of domestic and international dimensions of China. Unlike
conventional International Relations (IR) theories, Social Constructivism
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provides merits of Structuration' approach to appreciate intricate social
relations between China premier and its domestic calculus in
determining China’s behaviour over the disputed Spratly Islands. In
return, Structuration allows nuanced reading beyond the lines in
matching President Xi Jinping’s verbatim intention through China’s
behaviour in the disputed Spratly Islands. When reading China in the
disputed Spratly Islands, it is appropriate to ask this question: does
leadership affect a nation's behaviour and its domestic calculus? In a
way to understand this, the Structuration approach is applied. Through
the lens of the Structuration approach, this article examines the nexus
between the leader as “agency” and the state’s institutions as “‘structure”
by emphasising Xi’s state leadership and his social interactions over
several institutions with the China’s state system, illuminating a likely
pattern of China's actions over the disputed Spratly Islands. By linking
the early days of Xi’s speeches to the present plausible behaviour of
China in the disputed Spratly Islands, this article illuminates the
ascendency of highly and increasingly unlikely positive images of Xi’s
construction of China, even among the existing partners of the Belt and
Road Initiatives (BRIs) as well as Southeast Asian claimant states over
the disputed Spratly Islands.

Keywords: Agency and structure in Chinas territorial claimed, Early days of
Xi Jinping s speeches, Political rhetoric and leadership styles, Disputed claims
of Spratly Islands, Xi’s China Dreams, Southeast Asian claimant states, Social
Constructivism and China

1. Introduction

With the ongoing debate over the controversial trilateral security pact
between Australia, the United Kingdom (UK), and the United States
(US) or AUKUS against the People’s Republic of China (PRC, hereafter
known as China), it is exciting to learn that Covid-19 has not prevented
discussions of China’s assertiveness over the South China Sea (SCS)
(Wang 2022; Osawa, 2022; McFaul, 2022; Fewsmith, 2021). Apart from
the BRIs and debt-trap diplomatic ramifications, the assertiveness of
land reclamations surrounding the Spratly Islands has structured
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unsymmetrical disadvantages for most Southeast Asian claimants
(Shambaugh 2021; Yeoh, 2021; Turcsanyi, 2018; Lam 2018). With no
hesitation, China has shown endless endeavours to reinforce its position
along the disputed Spratly Islands, which evolves comprehensively from
time to time, covering all aspects, including legal framework, and a
physical military presence (Smith 2021; Fravel, 2019, 2008; Chung,
2016; Dutton, 2011; Swaine, 2010).

The past and recent developments of the disputed Spratly Islands
have alarmed the international community due to China’s constant
increased presence with its sophisticated infrastructures and
technological advancement. The presence of the Chinese military in the
various parts of the SCS, and exclusively in the disputed Spratly Islands,
displays China’s national interests within the envisioned President Xi
Jinping’s China Dreams? (Zhang, 2022; Denny, 2019; Kelly et al.,
2014). Considering international arbitrators favoured the Philippines in
the 2016’s verdict and July 2021’s incident of China’s military
incursions nearby Malaysia’s Sabah maritime border (Pemmaraju, 2016;
Palatino, 2021; Jibki et al., 2021; Jaipragas, 2021), this article seeks to
argue an increasingly alarming security dilemma among Southeast Asian
countries. In contrast to China’s territorial acquisition landmarks, none
of Southeast Asia’s claimant states have shown consistent presence and
continuous efforts similar to China’s massive complex and soft power.
In short, China’s reclamation activities can be interpreted as a response
to the Scarborough Shoal struggle that has arguably impaired China's
assurance of peaceful rise against other claimant parties of the Spratly
Islands (see Ji, 2019; Hassan and Jian 2019; Hayton 2019). However,
this situation does not stop China from responding assertively to other
claimants, particularly the Philippines and Vietnam (BBC News, 2021;
Md Khalid and Azman 2021; Hayton 2018; Lewis and Litai 2016; The
Guardian, 2010). Although there is a mutual agreement among
claimants, the level of understanding and consensus between China,
Vietnam, and the Philippines is not on par compared to Malaysia and
Brunei’s diplomatic resolution (Martison 2021; Lopega 2020; Kim,
2020; Zhang 2021; Putra and Read 2020; Tomacruz 2020). Hence, this
drives China to re-evaluate its policy to position its interest in the
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disputed area. Undoubtedly, China’s physical presence in the disputed
area has undermined territorial sovereignty and renewed interesting
questions over China’s foreign policy decision-making process since the
reign of President Xi and his vision of the China Dreams (Shue, 2022;
Thornton, 2021; Majumdar 2021; Johnson, 2020; Kefala and Shanshan,
2022).

However, a limited understanding of the peculiar and unique
relations between China’s leaders and its domestic calculus (state
bureaucrats and the state’s internal and external dimensions) only
increased insecurity (Tsang and Cheung 2022; Economy 2021;
Grachikov, 2021). It obscured the foreign policy directions of Southeast
Asian claimants when dealing with China’s assertiveness over the
disputed Spratly Islands (Jacob, 2022; Haget 2019; Hayton 2019; Li
2016). Using the case of China’s assertiveness over its territorial claims
along the disputed Spratly Islands while maintaining debt-trap
diplomacy of the BRIs against individual Southeast Asian claimant
parties (to Spratly Islands), this article uses Social Constructivism?
approaches and illuminates the social interaction processes between
agency and structure or between China premier and state bureaucrat and
within the intersection of domestic and international dimensions of
China. Unlike conventional IR theories and their obsessions with the
tangible variable determining China’s foreign policy decisions, Social
Constructivism (via the Structuration approach) provides the merits to
appreciate intricate social interactions and relations between China’s
premier and its domestic calculus in determining China’s behaviour over
the disputed Spratly Islands (Seo and Lee 2019; Shum 2021; Wang
2019). In return, the Structuration approach allows nuanced reading
beyond the lines in matching Xi’s verbatim intention through China’s
behaviour in the disputed Spratly Islands (see Fallahi and Omidi 2022;
Jin 2021; Ji 2019; Wang 2018).
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Picture 1 Map of South China Sea Disputes
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Two reasons should be considered when understating the
advantages of appreciating the Structuration approach under Xi’s
leadership and its domestic calculus when reading China in the disputed
Spratly Islands. First, in 2018, the National People’s Congress (NPC), as
the highest and unicameral state organ, amended the constitution and
removed the two-term limits of the president, paving the lifetime reign
of Xi to serve as a mantle for further materialisation of China Dreams
(Wasserstrom 2022; Ye, 2019; Sainch, 2021). Considered to be the right
leader at the right time, Xi’s leadership managed to influence every
decision made by the government, which has significantly strengthened
China’s position and presence towards its claim over the disputed
Spratly Islands (Luttrull, 2020; Fewsmith, 2021). Many “push” and
“pull” factors determined China’s engagement with the rest of the
claimant parties. As such, even within the case of political readings of
Xi’s speeches, one cannot assume national interest is necessarily reduced
to tangible material variables without embedding within a dialectic
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social process, local negation, and structural constraints (Forsby 2021;
Glover 2011; Haget 2019; Goldstein 2020). Involvements of Xi’s
leadership style within China’s national interests intensified the
country’s dispute development alongside its domestic pressure that
forced China to re-evaluate its position over any issues that may affect
its domestic interests (Chung 2016; Cheek, 2021).

Second, with Xi as its leader, China shows a significant
development and massive change in its domestic calculus to push China
forward in achieving its ambitions in the international realm: BRI and
SCS. This is to prove that China has developed and strengthened its
artificial islands by developing organised infrastructures and installing
advanced technologies for its military purposes along the disputed areas
of the Islands (Chan 2022; Jayadeva, 2017; Arsentyeva, 2021). In
contrast to other claimants, China is well equipped with hard and soft
power capabilities through its decisive actions by emphasising its
presence through land reclamation projects around the Spratly Islands
(Beaty 2021; Buzan and Zhang 2014; Dickson 2021). Inadvertently,
China’s assertiveness under President Xi demonstrates its advanced
technological infrastructure over the disputed Spratly Islands, which
differed from previous China premierships’ approaches (Jacob 2022;
Martison 2021; Luttrull 2020). From the military and non-military
presence, various concerted efforts by China signified a unique social
interaction between PRC’s leaders and social structure that provided a
logic for the appropriate China’s behaviour in the SCS (see Alessio and
Renfro 2022; Haget 2019). Inadvertently, reading beyond the lines of
Xi’s early days speeches allows the Southeast Asian claimant states in
the Spratly Islands dispute to understand better the distance between Xi
and China’s state apparatus when the Dragon is responding to what they
perceive as a threat to their national interest.

Nonetheless, China’s relatively progressive actions towards the
disputed Spratly Islands under Xi created legal ramifications, political
tensions, and security dilemmas in SCS and among respective
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) claimants. While Xi
asserts his pitiless ambitions on the issue, arguably, China’s former
leaders (apart from Mao Zedong) were not as aggressive in their efforts
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over the Spratly Islands (Li 2016; Cheek 2021; Dickson 2021). While
there is no indication that China will come to a standstill in its actions
over the disputed Spratly Islands, other countries within the area realise
its discomfort with China’s behaviour under Xi. A 2022 survey report of
the Southeast Asian citizens by the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute
recorded more nuanced and mixed readings about China on various
political economy issues. Three important findings which confirmed
consistent views of 2021’s version of the same report: a) in terms of
international legal compliance and peaceful order, the US is more trusted
than China, b) China’s strong arms in the SCS, mistreatment of its own
religiously prosecuted minorities, and growing economic dominance in
the region, and finally, c) relatively not really a benign and benevolent
power (Seah et al., 2022).

Given the worthy merits of exploring the Structuration approach, as
underpinned by Social Constructivism (Wendt, 1992, 1995, 1999), this
unravels the political intentions of Xi’s early days* speech (even before
he came to power in 2013) and reading them in the context of China in
the disputed Spratly Islands, let us ask: does leadership affect a nation’s
behaviour and domestic calculus? In a way to understand this, the
Structuration approach is applied. Through the lens of the Structuration
approach, this article examines the nexus between the leader as “agency”
and the state’s institutions as “structure” by emphasising Xi’s state
leadership and his social interaction with several institutions within
China’s state system, illuminating a likely pattern of China’s actions
over the disputed Spratly Islands. This article first discusses and briefly
explores a conceptual clarification of the Structuration approach under
Social Constructivism and the social interaction between China’s
premier as the agency and domestic calculus as the structure. The aim is
to show the extent of influence of Xi’s capabilities through the state
system when translating his political intentions to increase China’s
assertiveness over the disputed Spratly Islands, and this is done under
the pretext of China’s sovereignty and national interest. Second, the
discussion also investigates Xi’s leadership style and three factors of his
leadership style — a) constrain, b) the openness of information, and c)
motivation — via Hermann (1980, 1999, 2005, 2014)’s three dimensions

CCPS Vol. 8 No. 1 (April 2022)

145



146 Noor Hasifah Abdul Rashid, Muhammad Danial Azman,
Zarina Othman, Khadijah Md Khalid

of leadership styles. Selected speeches of Xi’s early days of power will
be used for this purpose. Third, the discussion delves into Xi’s
leadership and foreign policy style focused on disputed claims over
Spratly Island. The final part and conclusion section links the early days
of Xi’s speeches to present alleged China’s behaviour in the disputed
Spratly Islands with more contested positive images of Xi’s China, even
among the existing partners of BRIs as Southeast Asian claimant states
over the disputed Spratly Islands.

2. Structuration approach: Social Interaction Between Agency and
Structure

The existing literature on the Social Constructivism of China in world
politics often emphasises the discourse of power and sovereignty in
China’s foreign policy and diplomatic relations with other countries in
the context of significant powers, relations with the Global South, the
political economy of foreign aid and the thirst for natural resources in
Africa, as well as PRCs nationalism over the Taiwan Strait (Wang, 2022,
2019; Wang, 2018; Xiaodi, 2018; Zhai 2021; Ye 2019; Rahman, 2021).
However, there were only few attempts to examine China’s state agency
behaviour under Xi and the assertiveness of China’s political actions
through Xi’s speeches within the context of territorial disputes (see also
Wang, 2022; Zhai 2021; Seo, 2019). Using Alexander Wendt (1992,
1995, 1999)’s Social Constructivism in analysing the early days of Xi’s
speeches, this article’s reading beyond the lines unravels intangible
power elements of Xi’s leadership style and China’s assertiveness over
the Spratly Islands.

With the rise of China, BRI, and SCS, which often focused on
tangible elements of China’s power capability in world politics, a limited
study on intangible elements of power in China’s leadership are related
to the SCS studies (Ye, 2019). Thus, this study focuses on how China’s
leadership style influences the state system structure to achieve its
national interests and identities within the territorial dispute over the
Spratly Islands (Zhai, 2021; Hayton, 2019; Fallahi and Omidi, 2022;
Balgden, 2021; Beaty 2021; Burai and Hoffman, 2022). Limited studies
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are conducted on Xi’s leadership style and role in influencing China’s
state system structure to achieve China’s national interests and identities
in the disputed Spratly Islands (see Alessio and Renfro, 2022;
Artsenyeva, 2021). On the other hand, existing Constructivist readings
over Xi’s leadership focused more on China’s external relations in
political economy and diplomacy (Wang, 2019, 2022; Tsang and
Cheung 2022). However, they rarely discussed the illumination of
China’s power and sovereignty narratives over the Spratly Islands or
other similar territorial dispute claims by China (Zhai 2021; Smoth,
2021; Fallahi and Omidi, 2022; Thornton, 2021; Turcsanyi, 2018). Thus,
we exposited a Structuration approach to examine the early days role of
Xi in China’s foreign policy and actions over the disputed Spratly
Islands. This study will show how Xi uses his ideology and leadership
style in commanding and influencing the domestic system to achieve
China’s identities and interests in the disputed Spratly Islands. The
findings of this study will add another layer of understanding to the
existing empirical studies on territorial disputes, specifically in the locus
of the Spratly Islands. Thus, Social Constructivism allows this study to
comprehend China’s reclamation activities strategy in the disputed
Spratly Islands and to explore how China’s leadership style influences
the state system structure in producing and reproducing China’s national
interests and identities in the area. To examine national interests and
identities in the context of China, the work of a prominent in this field,
Alexander Wendt, is brought forward. According to Wendt (1999,
34), national identity is defined as a “corporate identity where the
interests are critical to the state” (Wendt, 1992, 392). In
contrast, national interest is defined as “reproduction requirements” or a
“security of state-society complexes” (Wendt, 1995, 374). Zhang (2022),
Zhai (2021), Qin (2018), and Xiaodi (2018) confirmed on the suitability
of Wendtian structural approach to conceptual social interactions
between President Xi with the internal and external dimensions of the
China state system. Thus, Wendt’s Social Constructivism underpinned
our readings of social interactions between Xi’s leadership and China’s
domestic calculus in the disputed Spratly Islands. Two elements of
characterised social interactions between Xi and the state system will be
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summarised as follows:

Firstly, Social Constructivism is often associated with the end of the
Cold War, which the conventional IR theories failed to account for
(Fierke, 2021). As such, the phenomenon in the disputed Spratly Islands
allows the study to observe a more nuanced visibility of social
interactions between President Xi and the elements with the China state
system (see Figure 1). Nonetheless, by adopting Wendtian
Constructivism in unravelling the changing ideas and norms of China
under a strong man of Xi, we illuminate the structural patterns of
construction and reconstruction of China’s identity and the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP)’s indoctrination of nationalism under the
idiosyncratic roles and leadership traits of Xi Jinping (see also Smith
2021; Forsby 2022).

Secondly, Social Constructivism views international politics as
driven by a self-help state in the absence of an anarchic world
(Karatochwill, 2006; Nor Azizan Idris et al., 2011). At the same time,
anarchy is the state’s perception of other states as sources of threat or
otherwise (Cristol, 2019; Reus-Smith, 2021). Therefore, Wendt’s
assertation of social interaction between agency and structure is
constitutive (1999, 12), thereby reconstructing a temporal and spatial
space for China as (a self-interest actor) and its power capabilities in
international politics (international social system) conditioned by
ideational and material features in constructing China’s national identity.
This provided an appropriate logic (instead of logic of consequence) in
China’s assertive foreign policy behaviour over the disputed Spratly
Islands. By having China’s state as the centre, it allows the study to
observe Xi’s leadership style and role (as an agency) and China’s state
system (as the state structure) as they continually produce and reproduce
identities and interests to strengthen their position in the disputed area,
thereby reduced visibilities and sovereign rights of ASEAN claimant
states, and yet, dialectically undermining a positive outlook of China’s
peaceful rise in world politics (Ogden, 2019; Leslie, 2020).

The agency in this context refers to Xi as the leader or state premier
who possesses the ideational part, grounded in his leadership style and
role. In contrast, structure refers to China’s state system embedded in the
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reclamation activities in the disputed Spratly Islands. The agency in this
study incites how Xi’s ideas of China Dreams and maritime power
influence the structure of the state system through the production of
China’s national identities and interests. In return, these ideas altered and
realtered China’s national identity and national interests where they are
well embedded and constructed within the domestic setting and became
the strategy to reassert entitlement in the disputed Spratly Islands. This
process happened at multiple levels of social interactions; at the
individual level of Xi’s interactions with various individual officers and
state agents; at the microstructure level within the state system, which
then affected the macro-structure setting - the international norms where
it is translated within an inside-out approach. The discussions briefly
dive into agency-based and structural aspects of China’s leader and
domestic calculus, which will be discussed next.

Figure 1 Agency and Structure of China’s Territorial Claim Over the
Spratly Islands
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2.1 Element of Agency

Generally, agency refers to an individual’s capacity to act independently
and to be able to reason the action (Fierke, 2021). Nevertheless, to
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understand how the agent influences the structure, this study focuses on
the intangible elements of power of the agent, that is, the leadership
style. Leadership style will allow the exploration of an individual’s
capacity within the notions of an agent (see above, Figure 1). Figure 1
exhibits the agent and structure of China’s territorial claim in the
disputed Spratly Islands to derive the factors contributing to the
acceleration of China’s reclamation activities over the area. This study
points out that the agency in the Structuration approach refers to Xi as a
China leader. Xi’s ideas of maritime power and China Dreams are
influenced by his personality and style, which he incorporates into the
state’s identities and interests (see Xi, 2016b). These ideas later
transpired into China’s domestic and international actions (Xi, 2021).

In the discussion over the framework of social interactions between
Xi’s idiosyncratic traits and China’s state system, abstraction of ideas,
norms, and values must be demonstrated through leadership styles and
orientations. Thus, apart from Wendtian Constructivism, this article also
explored the work of Margaret Hermann (1980, 1999, 2005, 2014) to
analyse Xi’s leadership on how he articulates and interacts within the
system and towards the other claimant states over the disputed Spratly
Islands. According to Hermann (1999, 12), leadership style is defined as
how a leader responds and relates to the surroundings or, in a more
straightforward form, how the leader structures the interactions and
norms. In explaining Xi’s ideational merits and influence, his leadership
style and cognitive attribute will be the central point in examining how
the influence of Xi affects the state structure of China and alter its
foreign policy with ASEAN claimant states.

Hermann (2005, 179-2003) argues that leadership style can be
determined through interactions with whom they share powers, where
the orientation indicators are based on: a) responsiveness to constraints,
b) openness to information, and c¢) motivation for a position. This style
will then contribute to the outcome of a leader’s traits vis-a-vis speech
text and speech-act analysis (Hermann, 2014; Hogan and Judge, 2013).
These traits are determined by leadership style through the leader’s
spontaneous interviews or public speeches for developing high or low
trait analysis through content analysis (Emerson, 2019). Hence, in
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determining Xi’s leadership style (Jin, 2021), the analysis will be based
on Xi’s speeches text within the context of the disputed Spratly Islands
to orientate Hermann (1980)’s interaction indicators.

2.2. Element of Structure

The structure element within the context of this article refers to the state
system as the provider of social structure or material part in
collaborating and pursuing China’s national identities and interests
(Turner, 1991; Zehfuss, 2001). It is best to first explain the political
concept of a state before further exploring the concept of a state’s
structure. McLean and McMillan (2009) refer state as a political concept
that has absolute authority in exercising power and holds the ability to
make and enforce rules through a permanent administrative body like the
government. Based on that context, the state system can be referred to as
political communities that hold power to govern the state. In the context
of China, the state’s structure may refer to the structure of hierarchy in
the nation’s governing body in defining its domestic and foreign policy
(Smith, 2021; Buzan and Zhang, 2014).

It is critical to point out how the state’s structure works as a
platform for the leader to assert their influence in the structure to fit their
political identities and national interests accordingly (Wodak, 2012;
Stones, 2020). China’s state system must work as an internal structure
that combines collective ideas among the state members. The Chinese
leader highly influences this relationship between internal structure and
collective ideas as the primary state sector since the states are
“anthropomorphic” (Wendt, 1999; Kim, 2020; Seo, 2019). The
following section synthesises China’s agency and structure within the
early days of the Xi leadership style and traits.

3. Synthesising Xi Leadership Style and Role as the Agency:
Hermann’s Three Dimensions of Leadership Style

As aforementioned, this article used Hermann’s Three Dimensions of
Leadership Style (1999, 2005, 2014) as the framework of analysis in
determining Xi’s leadership style and role. The three factors contribute
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to two sets of a leader’s criteria, which ultimately work as a determining
factor of the leadership style. For the first factor: responsiveness to
constraints is divided into two additional types of leaders’ responses: 1)
challenge constraints, or ii) respect constraints. The second factor:
openness to information consists of two responses: i) open to
information, or ii) closed to information. Finally, the third factor:
problem and relationship focuses, are divided into two: i) problem-focus
and ii) relationship-focus.

This division of a leader’s response consists of its criteria, which
will then be a determining factor in pointing out a leader’s leadership
style. In this study, Xi’s responses to the issue related to the disputed
Spratly Islands are observed through content analysis or speech-act
analysis method on Xi’s speeches and are then categorised accordingly
(Hogan and Judge, 2013; Vuori, 2012; Wodak, 2012). His leadership
style can be proved and observed (intention through the action).
Nonetheless, it is necessary to access Xi’s leadership style and role via
his early days speeches as part of the “agency” within the Structuration
approach to understand China’s behaviours over the disputed Spratly
Islands (see Zhai, 2021). Framing Xi’s leadership style vis-a-vis
Hermann’s framework allows a qualitative content analysis of his
selected speeches in the context of the SCS and the disputed Spratly
Islands (Wang, 2019, 2022; Goldstein, 2020).

Generally, speech-act and content analysis signify the operation of
power, and is politically motivated. These methods provide room for
flexibility based on their multidisciplinary and issue-oriented approach
(Glover, 2011). This research focuses more on China’s leadership style
and state structure as the main subject of the disputed Spratly Islands.
Qualitative content analysis and speech-act allow us to investigate the
power operation on how China constitutes and regulates the structure,
domestically and internationally, to achieve the objective. Analysing
speech text allows us to use official interviews and speeches, and
unofficial texts such as media accounts, comments, etc. The analysis of
Xi’s speech text is within the context (see also Van Dijk, 1993;
Emerson, 2019) of the SCS issues, mainly referring to the disputed
Spratly Islands to orientate Hermann’s interaction indicators to

Contemporary Chinese Political Economy and Strategic Relations:
An International Journal 8(1) ¢ 2022



Reading beyond the line

determine Xi’s traits.

The main objective of using speech act qualitative content analysis
is to discover the “ideologies which contribute to the production and
reproduction of power” (Fierke, 2021, 175). Power in this research refers
to how China’s leader influences the state system structure by finding
ways to produce (construct) and reproduce (reconstruct) China’s national
interests and identities by indicating how the leader’s language is
constitutive rather than representative or reflective (Debrix, 2010;
Fewsmith, 2021). This method helps the researcher discover the findings
beyond just description and interpretation as it explains why and how
discourses work (Jin, 2021) by looking at social phenomena instead of
investigating linguistic units (Wodak, 2012). Furthermore, it allows the
researcher to explore the primarily prepared text and contextualise
(Leslie, 2020; Masaki, 2022) all materials that tailor to Xi’s
requirements.

This discourse explores anything within the text and context
properties to search how agency and structure affect China’s reclamation
activities strategy (Haget, 2019; Forsbe, 2022). The speech act analysis
upon selected political texts of the premier shows the production and
reproduction of power of China’s leadership, state bureaucrats and its
interests in the SCS, especially in the disputed Spratly Islands. To better
understand Xi’s leadership style, this section discusses Hermann’s Three
Dimensions of Response and Leadership Style before using it to analyse
Xi’s leadership exhibited in Table 1, which briefly explains how
Hermann’s Three Dimensions of Response (2014) and Xi’s leadership
style works (Xi, 2016b, 2022).
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Tablel Hermann’s Three Dimensions of Leadership Style

Factors/ Dimensions Leader’s Response Criteria Leader’s Style
Responsiveness to Challenges - Constraints are viewed as obstacles; - Control policymaking;
constraints constraints - Personal characteristics are highly predictive - Quick resolution;

(leader to exert control & of their responses o events. - Decisive;
influence of the - More infent on situation;
environment)
Respects constraints - Constraints set the parameters for action; - More empathetic;
- Personal ics suggest the d - C ise;
support and closure from environment - Flexibility;
- Political timing;
- Consensus building
Openness to information ~ Open to information - To reinforce a particular point of views; - Determining issues based on
(leader to make decision - Data gathered only from experts or advice popularity and acceptance;
making through well- from highly important electorates. - cue-takers;
formulated vision/agenda or
STyl (s Ko befue Closed to - Finding information to support situation; - Act as advocates;
e information - Disregard disconformity evidence;
- Focused on persuading others of their pasition.
Leader’s motivation Problem Focus - Mobilization and effectiveness is the key for - Pushed to act by believed ideas
(Motives needs & incentives leader’s achievement & images.
tbat shape their character & g yyionqhip Focus - Persuasion and marketing are the central of - Pulled by forces owtside info

drives to act) leader's achievement e

Source: Taken and adapted by Authors from Hermann (1999, 1-42).

Table 1 indicates how a leadership style will be observed and
analysed based on how leaders respond and what drives them to react to
the situation — in this case, remarks and statements of Southeast Asian
claimant states over reclaimed lands on the Spratly Islands — using a
situation on how a leader responds to information. The analysis will be
based on how Xi responds to the information on whether to be open or
closed. Under this factor, the leader’s response will be based on how
they study information before responding.

For instance, if the leader chooses to be open, they seem to reinforce
a particular point of view and gathers data from all aspects, including the
experts, before making any response or decision. This kind of leader is a
que-taker or determines issues based on their acceptance or weightage.
Contradictory to a leader who is closed to information, this leader will
find information only to support his situation or decision. Then, the
analysis result will be categorised and concluded into leadership style as
exhibited in Table 2: Leadership Style and Three Dimensions of
Response.
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Table 2 Leadership Style and Three Dimension of Response

Motivation
to o to |
Problem Focus Relationship Focus
Challenges constraints Closed to information
Becomes a crusader Expansionistic Evangelistic
Challenges canstraints Open to information
Strategic Incremental Charismatic
Respects constraints Closed to information
Pragmatism Directive Consultative
Respects constraints
Opportunistic Reactive Accommodative

Source: Hermann (1999, pp. 8-9).

Table 2 demonstrates the connection between personalities and
leadership style resulting from how the leader responds to these three
factors. These leadership styles allow the leader’s response and norms to
be structured within the context of issues (Van Dijk, 1993). For example,
a leader who responds to challenges with constraints and is open when
responding to information is categorised under a strategic leadership
style. However, the leader will be further defined as incremental or
charismatic when the leader’s motivation is oriented as problem-focused
or relationship-focused. The final analysis of the three factors then
results in a leadership style. Understanding the fundamental concept
before categorising the leadership style will allow this article to analyse
Xi’s leadership style in influencing China’s state system within the
context of the disputed Spratly Islands (see Wodak, 2012).

Throughout the modern history of China, the nation has been led by
different leaders with different styles and roles during their respective
times of governing (see Shambaugh, 2021). Nevertheless, one main
thing remained the same throughout the leadership of these different
leaders; the empowerment of economics within PRC’s version of
communism and scientific socialism perspective. In relation to this, it is
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essential to highlight the differences between the leadership of Xi and
China’s former leader, Mao Zedong (Shum, 2021). Although many may
argue that their leadership is similar, this article argues the other way.
Mao Zedong can be considered a leader with more dominant features,
whereas Xi is the combination of many qualities with features of every
Chinese leader before him (Economy, 2021). Xi managed to shift China
to a different level, especially in terms of appearing as the newcomer to
significant global economic power. However, Xi’s success was rooted in
Deng Xiaoping, who opened the gateway for China to become a major
player in the global political economy. His open-door policy brought a
significant impact on the current ascendency of China (Fravel, 2019).

Xi had shown his interest in the disputed Spratly Islands issues by
hinting at it using a general context - the SCS - before he was even
installed as the premier in 2013. His interests were captured through Hu
Jintao’s speech during the 18th National Congress of the Communist
Party of China (NCCPC), where Xi led the team for Hu Jintao’s speech
text preparation. The nearest text to this context is as shown next:

“We should enhance our capacity for exploiting marine resources, develop
the marine economy, protect marine ecological environment, resolutely
safeguard China’s maritime rights and interests, and build China into a
maritime power.” (Hu Jintao, November 16, 2012a).

With the long historical claims, the SCS is deemed a suitable and
great platform to achieve China’s national interests that can only be
accomplished through the reinforcement of China’s militaristic position
over the area, which is well expressed by Hu Jintao’s speeches that Xi
prepared (Ji, 2019, 4). Nevertheless, in determining Xi’s leadership style
and role, the three factors of Herman (1980, 1999, 2015)’s framework
are used within the context of Xi’s effect on foreign policy, especially
concerning the disputed Spratly Islands.

3.1 First Factor: Responsiveness to Constraints

Xi has a rather bold move in his response to constraints which makes
him fall under the “challenge” category. This is proven by elaborating
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and mapping his speeches on issues within the SCS and the disputed
Spratly Islands. The speeches made from 2016 to 2018 about the
Philippines arbitration were proof that Xi stood to challenge the existing
constraints. For instance:

“Territorial sovereignty and marine rights in the seas would not be affected
by the ruling, which declared large areas of the sea to be neutral
international waters or the exclusive economic zones of other countries.”
(excerpt of Xi, cited in Phillips et al.., July 12, 2016).

“We intend to drill oil there, if it’s yours, well, that’s your view, but my
view 1is, I can drill the oil, if there is some inside the bowels of the earth
because it is ours.... We’re friends, we do not want to quarrel with you, we
want to maintain the presence of warm relationship, but if you force the
issue, we’ll go to war.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in Mogato, May 19, 2017).

“We cannot lose even one inch of the territory left behind by our ancestors.
What are other people’s, we do not want at all.” (Xi, June 27, 2018a).

These statements indicate the strength of Xi’s leadership style in
response to the Philippines and The Hague Rule in 2016. Fitting
Hermann’s framework, it can be deemed that Xi believes in his ability to
control the event related. He dares to say no to states that do not agree
with China’s national interests, especially during his terms. In addition,
he is bold enough to face the consequences of his actions. This can also
be observed through the creation and implementation of China’s foreign
policy under his leadership, where he insists on being involved by
consolidating power through crucial positions in the state system.
Furthermore, he indulged himself as the leader by taking control of the
policy from the beginning to ensure its effectiveness. Hence, through his
actions and consistency in challenging the interpretations of the rights of
the disputed Islands, where he dared to pose his stance over the
constraints, it is safe to say that Xi possesses a challenging leadership
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style within the first factor.

3.2 Second Factor: Openness to Information

In determining Xi’s openness to information, his outstanding claims
made from 2017 to 2018 portrayed his high level of self-confidence, and
his conceptual complexity is also shown. For example:

“All comrades, commanders and soldiers of the [People’s Liberation Army]
PLA: You must unswervingly follow the absolute leadership of the
Communist Party of China, listen to the directions set by the party and
follow its command. Wherever the party points, you shall march.” (excerpt
of Xi, cited in Phillips, July 30, 2017).

“No one should expect us to swallow the bitter fruit that is harmful to our
sovereignty, security or development interests... The Chinese people love
peace. We will never seek aggression or expansion, but we have the
confidence to defeat all invasions. We will never allow any people,
organisation or political party to split any part of Chinese territory from the
country at any time, in any form.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in Dwyer, August 1,
2017).

“The need to build a strong navy has never been more urgent than today....
It has always been China’s aspiration to have a strong navy, which serves
as a key guarantee to achieve the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”
(excerpt of Xi, cited in Jiayao, April 13, 2018).

These statements reflect Xi’s high self-confidence and his
conceptual complexity. His speeches showed that he tends to be more of
a “cognitive miser” and seeks cognitive consistency in ensuring that
everything around him suits his vision of China Dreams (Shum, 2021). It
shows how Xi preferred a more top-down decision-making process
where he firmly expressed himself as the sole leader whereby the
nation’s people must obey his orders. As he announced China Dreams,
Xi decided that all of China’s actions must follow these national
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interests to materialise China’s goals in the SCS. Due to this, Xi
managed to structure the whole state system to suit his ideology and
interests. Xi structured the state system accordingly to the communist
system, which reflects in his rejection of other systems such as the
democratic state system. He also set the nation’s interests as paramount
and would not tolerate any threats from foreign powers. Through his
actions, his leadership style within the second factor falls under the
“closed” category.

3.3 Third Factor: Motivation

Taking the SCS as the motivation that shaped Xi’s character and drove
him to act, he made several adjustments to the Central Military
Commission (CMC) to strengthen the China army in meeting China’s
national requirements. These statements from 2014 to 2017 indicates
how CMC became the referent subject to be refined to achieve the
expected result in the area. For instance:

“There cannot be a modernisation of national defence and the military
without modernisation of the military’s forms of organisation...There has
to be thorough going reform of leadership and the command systems, force
structure and policy institutions.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in Perlez and
Buckley, May 25, 2014b).

“National defence and military development are at a new and historic
starting point... Encourage the composition of forces to become a broader,
more integrated, multifunctional and flexible... Focus on seizing the high
ground of future strategy for military competition.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in
Buckley, November 26, 2015).

“To build a strong military, [we] must unswervingly adhere to the Party’s
absolute leadership over the armed forces, and make sure that the people’s
army follows the party.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in People’s Republic of
China, August 1, 2017).

“A military is built to fight. Our military must regard combat capability as
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the criterion to meet in all its work and focus on how to win when it is
called on. The capability to win is strategically important in safeguarding
national security and strengthening that capability and combat readiness in
the new era would provide strategic support to the realisation of the China
Dreams of national rejuvenation...” (excerpt of Xi, cited in Beijing Review,
November 15, 2017).

Based on China’s maritime actions and China Dreams, Xi’s
motivation is more problem-focused than relationship-focused. Xi’s
characteristics and drive factors are primarily led by his ideology, from
which he materialises ideas and imagination. Xi seems to precisely know
what China needs to strengthen its weak points and materialise China’s
power to achieve its national ambitions. China is a country that has
already achieved its economic status but is weak in terms of hard power,
particularly military strength. Thus, CMC’s major restructuring is much
expected in Xi’s policy. Due to that, he managed to show his capabilities
in ensuring that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) was fully
empowered.

On September 2, 2015, Xi announced that 300,000 military
personnel would be released to maximise personnel capabilities and
apply science and technology advancement to the CMC (Wong et al.,
2015). This restructuring indicates a significant reorganisation of CMC
to achieve world-class military status. The new structure allows the
CMC to take charge of the overall administration of China’s armed
forces with 84 military units under the responsibility of 15 functional
sections, including seven departments, three commissions, and five
directly affiliated bodies. All these efforts can be seen through Xi’s firm
statements on this issue. “This has profound and significant meaning in
building a world-class military.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in Reuters., April
19, 2017).

“...to realising the China Dreams and the dream of building a powerful
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military, we have developed a strategy for the military under new
circumstances, and have made every effort to modernize national defence
and the armed forces... This represents a revolutionary restructuring of the
organisation and the services of the people armed forces.” (Xi, October 18,
2017a).

“The launch of the dark matter probe satellite Wukong and the quantum
science satellite Mozi, and the test flight of the airliner C919. Construction
on Islands and reefs in the South China Sea has seen steady progress. The
new institutions of the open economy have been steadily improved.” (Xi,
October 18, 2017c).

Furthermore, these statements were made under the subtitle of
economic development, where Xi relates the issues of the SCS with
China’s economic achievement and the advancement in science and
technology. Both were the same criteria mentioned by Hu Jintao in his
last speech during the 18th NCCPC:

“The country has undergone new historic changes: It is productive forces
and economic, scientific and technological strength have increased
considerably.” (Hu, November 18, 2012b).

With the text mentioned above, within the context of Xi’s
motivation to respond to a problem, he has shown that he is more of a
problem-focused leader rather than a relationship-focused leader. Xi’s
responses are primarily self-driven, where his ideology and objective
push him. With his high determination and strong character, Xi focuses
on expanding his power and influence and is more task-oriented rather
than focusing on the structure of group members. Xi also emphasised
results and used people as instruments to accomplish tasks.

4. Exhibiting Xi’s Leadership Style in Foreign Policy and National
Interests

Xi had used China Dreams as China’s drive to manoeuvre the nation
domestically and internationally, including modelling its foreign policy.
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China’s dream is not merely about rejuvenating China as a great nation
but having an enormous ambition. China Dreams is inclusive of all
domestic and international agendas that China aims to achieve in a
specific time. According to Thornton (2021), Xi is more on the
innenpolitik-aussenpolitik (domestic and foreign policy) nexus, which
aims to strengthen domestic governance and enhance international
influence involving extraterritorial actions. His leadership tends to lean
more on sharp power outreach rather than a soft power approach.

This kind of leadership will ensure that China Dreams is made
possible. Currently, China Dreams works as a catalyst for China’s
future. Every action of China is well organised and aligned with this said
dream. Thus, by having Xi as the primary causal factor for developing
the state’s objectives, Xi managed to lay out a comprehensive strategy
for China and, now, the future. China’s national interests under Xi’s
leadership are rooted within its Two Centenary Goals which focus more
on these two aspects: 1) a moderately prosperous society, and 2) a
thoroughly modernised and developed nation. These two goals have
encouraged China to have more than in its current position. This can be
observed through Xi’s speech during the 19th NCCPC:

“We must uphold and improve the system of socialism with Chinese
characteristics and continue to modernise China’s system and capacity for
governance. We must have the determination to get rid of all outdated
thinking and ideas and all institutional ailment and to break through the
blockades of vested interests. We should draw on the achievements of other
civilisations, develop a set of institutions that are well conceived, fully
built, procedure based, and efficiently functioning, and do full justice to the
strengths of China Socialist system.” (Xi Jingping, October 18, 2017c).

“The period between the 19th and the 20th National Congress is the period
in which the timeframes of the Two Centenary Goals converge. In this
period, not only must we finish building a moderately prosperous society in
all respects and achieve the first centenary goal, we must also build on this
achievement to embark on a new journey toward the second centenary goal
of fully building a modern socialist country.” (Xi Jingping, October 18,
2017¢).
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In stimulating China’s national interests, China’s domestic and
foreign policies are adjusted to align with the state system and structure
as it will drive the state towards its goals. Both policies, domestic and
foreign, should be consolidated harmoniously to ensure that they work
interdependently and produce the expected result as delivered during the
19th NCCPC:

“...the China Dreams can be realised only in a peaceful international
environment and under a stable international order. We must keep our
internal and international imperatives in mind, stay on the path of peaceful
development, and continue pursuing a mutually beneficial strategy of
opening up.” (Xi, October 18, 2017b).

As the policy direction is clear, it will create a smoother path for
Xi’s administration to manoeuvre the state to achieve its goals. Although
the state direction is clear, it will always invite unpleasant situations
among other states since China’s national interests might affect their
state’s national interests and status quo, especially to a significant power
such as the US. Although China has clearly emphasised that its
development will mutually benefit all through its peaceful rise, China’s
actions might jeopardise many aspects of the current world, particularly
the unipolar system:

“China will continue to hold the banner of peace, development, cooperation
and mutual benefit and uphold its fundamental foreign policy goal of
preserving world peace and promoting common development. China
remains firm in its commitment to strengthening friendship and cooperation
with other countries based on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence
and to forging a new norm of international relations featuring mutual
respect, fairness, justice and win-win cooperation.” (Xi, October 18,
2017b).

As a result of China’s new national interests and foreign policy
under Xi’s leadership, this article stresses that its leader’s leadership
drives China’s domestic and foreign policy. Hence, the involvement of
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China in the disputed Spratly Islands is based on its national interests,
where Xi again clearly stated during the 19th NCCPC that national
interests must be protected first at all costs:

“We must put national interests first, take protecting our people’s security
as our mission and safeguarding political security as a fundamental task,
and ensure both internal and external security, homeland and public
security, traditional and non-traditional security, and China’s own and
common security. We will improve our systems and institutions, enhance
national security capacity-building, and resolutely safeguard China’s
sovereignty, security and development interests.” (Xi, October 18, 2017b).

The statement above made by Xi clearly concluded that China’s
foreign policy, particularly in the territorial claim in the disputed Spratly
Islands, is within China’s national interests. Based on the three factors of
the leadership style through Hermann’s work, it can be indicated that
Xi’s leadership style, ideology, and China’s new interests and identities
at home determine the engagement of China with the disputed Spratly
Islands. Xi managed to use his leadership style and competencies to
project an image of a strong leader in the efforts to thrive China’s new
focus, modernising China’s economy, and strengthening China’s
military as top national interests. This can be seen in another of Xi’s
speech in which he emphasised the construction of the SCS under the
subtitle of “major achievements in economic development” in his 19th
NCCPC 2017 speech:

“Construction on Islands and reefs in the SCS has seen a steady progress.
The new institutions of the open economy have been steadily improved.”
(Xi, October 18, 2017c).

Therefore, China’s national interests in the SCS is more in
protecting its economic security. Nonetheless, it is clear that the
leadership style of Xi is reflected in China’s foreign policy, where he
subtly advocated in his speeches China’s interests in the SCS, especially
towards the claim of the Spratly Islands. His speeches also assert that
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China is willing to make a physical presence and challenge other states
that are in China’s way of claiming these Islands.

5. China’s Foreign Policy under Early Days of the Xi
Administration

Under the leadership of Xi, China moves fast in the international
spectrum without hesitation regarding any future circumstances. During
the early days of his leadership, Xi injected a new value within the sets
of China’s identities; the China Dreams. This new value aims to achieve
the Two Centenary Goals for the PRC in 2049 and the CCP, which was
celebrated in 2021. Besides China Dreams, Xi managed to instil
maritime power ambitions for China to embrace during his leadership
under the former leader, Hu Jintao (Miller, 2014). Both ideas had
become the new national identities for China in their effort to project
their future path. This idea became a driving factor in China’s domestic
and international actions. Nevertheless, China Dreams became China’s
fundamental agenda and mission regarding its foreign policy.

In line with its reputation as a rational and knowledgeable agency,
China, under the leadership of Xi, believed that the social order could be
reformed to fit its current social reality that could benefit future China
whether intentionally or unintentionally. China needs to reconsider its
position in the disputed Spratly Islands as a massive nation with a vast
population. China’s national interests over the area is at a peak where
China aims to secure the disputed area. At the same time, they have the
opportunity and the capability to do so based on the other claimants’
reserved behaviour. After that, to proceed with its domestic demand and
be in line with the whole ideology, Xi needs to reconsider significant
amendments to the state system to pursue China’s national interests over
the disputed Spratly Islands, especially in terms of state system structure.
This state system needs to undergo significant restructuring in which the
system can indicate each organisation with its respective functions. In
other words, a more top-down system needs to be reconsidered with
varied people, scope, rules, jurisdiction and power to administer. Xi
influences the Chinese people with the sentiments of history, culture,
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identities, and national aspiration to inspire the people to achieve
collective success.

The recent developments in the domestic calculus has shown
tremendous progress for China to respond following its interests. The
new Chinese power structure by Xi demonstrates a new structure setting
consisting of a more focused jurisdiction where both organs have their
roles and responsibilities of executing tremendous actions and plans for
China. Nevertheless, the new reformed power structure is a leader-
centred system where Xi controls both executive powers of the organs
and possesses the highest military role, which subjected him as the sole
power in politics, public services, and the military field. As Xi possesses
the power to control the military, the restructuring of the CMC and the
PLA aims to strengthen civil-military relationship as well as to align
China’s military competency with China’s national interests regionally
and internationally. Two aspects are involved in this restructuring
process: i) the restructuring of the organisation itself, and ii) the chain of
command. This decision was made during the Third Plenary Session of
the 18th Central Committee of the CCP on 12 November 2013, where
the discussion and strategic planning involving the reform issue were
comprehensively discussed and decided. The decision made was
broadcasted through China media:

“We will push forward the reform of the military leadership system,
optimise the functional structure and institutional setup of the Central
Military Commission (CMC) departments, and improve the lead
management system of different services and arms. We will improve the
joint combat command organisations of the CMC and the joint combat
command mechanism of theatres and push forward the reform of the
system of training and logistics for joint combat operations...We will
optimise the size and composition of the armed forces, adjust and improve
the ratios between the services and arms, between officers and soldiers, and
between troops and military offices, and reduce the number of non-combat
departments and staff... To promote the integrated development of the
military and civilian sectors, we will establish—at the national
level—unified leadership and institutions that coordinate between the
military and local governments, link military demands to supplies, and
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share information....” (Xi, January 16, 2014).

With the anti-corruption campaign being continuously promoted, Xi
successfully earned the ability to restructure, take command, and control
the whole of CMC. This decision serves as a stepping stone for Xi to act.
Likewise, this has been agreed by a retired colonel in the PLA’s General
Staff Department, Yue Gang:

“Xi mainly employed the anti-corruption campaign in the military to form
his absolute command over the army, so that his military restructuring plan
can press ahead after being initially stalled... Now, his authority in the
army is solid enough for him to flesh out his vision to transform the
military and set it on a path to emulate the US.” (excerpt of Gang, cited in
Bloomberg News, September 1, 2015).

To support this, the new structure of the CMC indicates that there
are two institutions subjected to CMC; State Council (SC) and the CCP.
Under this arrangement, the CMC is responsible for the overall
administration of China’s armed forces, including 15 functional sections
consisting of 7 departments, three commissions, and five directly
affiliated bodies. This new structure is highly aspired by Xi, especially
in this modern era where it provides a more efficient and effective
organisation under the modernisation and competent joint command
structure both at national and regional levels.

This system allows Xi to have a more organised and effective
structure, focusing more on tactical and operational formations and
deterring strategies to combat corruption and incompetent officers. In
addition, the new structure also has a more leader-centred nature. The
system is concentrated on the command system, where the CMC focuses
on general affairs and the theatres of armed forces, including the five
strategic direction-based military regions responsible for operations and
field tasks. This new CMC structure benefits the PLA with the current
international challenges and threats. In line with these efforts, China
passed National Security Law (NSL, People’s Republic of China) on 1
July 2015 to strengthen the power of the domestic security apparatus and
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military parts to improve its original version from 1993. It is more of an
abstract statement of principles, aiming to encourage the Chinese and
agencies to be vigilant about threats and enable a more comprehensive
modern security apparatus, which is clearly stated in Article 2:

“National security refers to the state’s political power, sovereignty, unity
and territorial integrity, people’s well-being, sustainable economic and
social development, and other important national interests in a state of no
danger and no internal and external threats, as well as the ability to
guarantee a sustainable state of security.” (Article 2, NSL, People’s
Republic of China, 2015).

Although this will potentially lead to a more powerful build-up, this
article argues that the actions taken are to benefit China in terms of
governing the national security’s potential violations and threats and to
be aligned with China’s national aspiration where everything should be
inclusive. This law has 84 articles and is grouped into seven chapters
(NSL, People’s Republic of China, 2015):

a) The guiding principle for protecting national security

b) Definition of national security

¢) The functions and responsibilities of the NPC and other state organs

d) Explanation of the key elements of the national security regime

e) The mechanism for allocating resources to the national security work

f) The obligations of the Chinese and the corporations in protecting the
national security

g) Supplementary supervisions

Under this law, it is evident that most things that are related to
China’s national interest should be protected in every possible way:

“The State strengthens the construction of border defence, coastal defence
and air defence, and takes all necessary defence and control measures to
safeguard the security of territorial waters, internal waters, territorial seas
and airspace, and national territorial sovereignty and maritime rights and
interests.” (Article 17, NSL, People’s Republic of China, 2015).
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“The State strengthens the revolutionisation, modernisation, and
regularisation of armed forces, and builds armed forces that are compatible
with the needs of safeguarding national security and development interests;
implements a proactive defence strategy against the military, guards against
and resists aggression, and stops armed subversion and division; carry out
international military security cooperation, implement UN peacekeeping
operations, international rescue, maritime escort and military operations to
safeguard national interests abroad, and safeguard national sovereignty,
security, territorial integrity, development interests and world peace.”
(Article 18, NSL, People’s Republic of China, 2015).

The transformation of both armed forces and the NSL will allow
China to achieve its national interests of “an indestructible combat
force” through modernising, innovating, and transforming China’s
military command and management system as inclusive security and
defence strategy for future China. This strategy acts as a trigger point for
the defence and security of other foreign countries where the affected
parties become uncomfortable and unsettled with China’s achievement,
creating an endless spiral effect on both sides. However, China only
meant a defensive posture that will always be presumed offensive by its
rival. Nevertheless, arguably, possessing a solid economy and army will
guarantee nothing if the people do not have a great mind to move
forward collectively.

Driven by the nation’s glorious history, Xi wants China to be a great
nation again. This glorious historical narrative, especially during the rule
of the Ming Dynasty, is used to embed a sense of nationalism into the
people’s hearts and minds (Wasserstrom, 2022). In order to achieve this,
a few modifications domestically were considered as tools for China’s
future success. Thus, some modifications were made to the existing
material conditions concerning the state system to provide a solid
platform as a causal power factor to others’ ideas and interest conditions.
These modifications to China’s domestic calculus have helped China
achieve what is presumed impossible. Under the leadership of Xi, this is
achievable, especially in the case of the disputed Spratly Islands. This
area is significant as it held the history of China’s exploration long
before Asia’s colonisation era over their trading and maritime
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exploration.

Xi has exhibited strong leadership by projecting his way of
managing disputes under his rule. Arguably, his leadership can be
considered unique and rare compared to any standing leaders worldwide.
This article points out that he is brave and dares to challenge and be
challenged for China’s interests at any time. Xi’s methods of confronting
and willingness to be confronted in every issue involving China at the
international level had excelled China into a different league of its own.
In consequence, he manages to uplift China’s image and profile. China’s
economy is proliferating, imitating its success in protecting the nation’s
hard power.

6. Xi’s China as the Claimant Party over the Disputed Spratly
Island

Although others alleged China’s efforts to widen a larger maneuverer in
the disputed Spratly is too aggressive, arguably, China’s physical
presence and actions in the disputed Spratly are no other than to protect
its national interests, which is essential to its survival. Through the
Structuration approach in reproducing the social interaction system over
the area, Xi had clearly stated his objective where China will never
surrender territorial claim over the SCS: “We cannot lose even one inch
of the territory left behind by our ancestors. What are other people’s, we
do not want at all.” (Xi, July 1, 2021). China needs to secure its interests
and protect its domestic image on the historical rights of the Spratly
Islands to remain intact. Many statements show the consistency of Xi in
reproducing social interactions regarding the disputed Spratly Islands.
To prove the argument of this article, Xi’s remarks on the SCS issues are
exhibited:

“The Chinese people do not believe in fallacy nor are we afraid of evil
forces. Chinese people do not make trouble, but we are not cowards when
involved in trouble. No foreign country should expect us to swallow the
bitter fruit of damage to our sovereignty, security and development
interests. China will not resort to the threat of force at will, nor will it flaunt
its military power on others’ doorsteps at the drop of a hat. Flaunting power

Contemporary Chinese Political Economy and Strategic Relations:
An International Journal 8(1) ¢ 2022



Reading beyond the line 171

everywhere will not reflect strength nor will it scare anyone.” (Xi, July 6,
2016b).

“The Islands and reefs in the South China Sea are Chinese territories since
ancient times. They are left to us by our ancestors. The Chinese people will
not allow anyone to infringe on China’s sovereignty and related rights and
interests in the South China Sea. The South China Sea provides important
waterways for China’s international commercial exchanges. China needs
peace, security and stability in the South China Sea more than any other
country. China would not want any turbulence there, still less would it be
the party to stir up chaos.” (Xi, October 18, 2015b).

“Islands in the South China Sea since ancient times are China’s territory.
We have the right to uphold our own territorial sovereignty and lawful and
legitimate maritime rights and interests. We are committed to maintaining
peace and stability in the South China Sea, managing differences and
disputes through dialogue, and addressing disputes through negotiation,
consultation, and peaceful manner, and exploring ways to achieve mutual
benefit through cooperation. We’re committed to respecting and upholding
the freedom of navigation and overflight that countries enjoy according to
international law.  Relevant construction activities that China are
undertaking on the Island of South -- Nansha Islands do not target or
impact any country, and China does not intend to pursue militarisation.”
(excerpt of Xi, cited in Garden, September 25, 2015b).

“The Nansha Islands have been China’s territory since ancient times. This
is fully backed by historical and legal evidence. China’s development and
maintenance of facilities on some of our garrisoned Islands and reefs in the
Nansha Islands does not impact on or target any other country, and it
should not be over interpreted. These facilities have been built to improve
the working and living conditions of the Chinese personnel on the maritime
features, provide international public goods and services, and better uphold
navigation freedom and safety in the South China Sea.” (Xi, September 25,
2015a).

The above statements illustrate China’s aspiration to claim that the
SCS and the Spratly Islands have always been within the nation’s radar.
In China’s national interests, its efforts to secure the nation’s interests
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are always persistent through multiple approaches from various aspects
domestically and internationally as compared to other claimants that are
more reserved. This proves that they are not willing to wait for things to
happen but instead make a persistent move at the expense of other
claimants who are unable to respond. At home, Xi facilitated the process
for Chinese citizens to understand the nation’s bold move in positioning
the situation of the SCS and the disputed Spratly Islands to convince
them that the area is within the sovereignty of China. This reproduction
of social interactions was also instilled in the CMC to strengthen the
China army in meeting future China’s requirements or even threats. The
statements below were extracted from 2014 until 2017 to indicate how
CMC became the referent subject to be refined, to achieve the expected
results over claiming the SCS. For example:

“All comrades, commanders and soldiers of the PLA: You must
unswervingly follow the absolute leadership of the Communist Party of
China, listen to the directions set by the party and follow its command.
Wherever the party points, you shall march.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in
Philips, July 30, 2017).

“No one should expect us to swallow the bitter fruit harmful to our
sovereignty, security or development interests.... The Chinese people love
peace. We will never seek aggression or expansion, but we have the
confidence to defeat all invasions. We will never allow any people,
organisation or political party to split any part of Chinese territory from the
country at any time, in any form.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in Dwyer, August 1,
2017).

“The need to build a strong navy has never been more urgent than today....
It has always been China’s aspiration to have a strong navy, which is a key
guarantee to achieve the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” (Xi,
April 11, 2017a).

“There cannot be a modernisation of national defence and the military
without modernisation of the military’s forms of organisation...There has
to be thoroughgoing reform of leadership and command systems, force
structure and policy institutions.” (excerpt of Xi, cited in Perlez and
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Buckley, May 24, 2014a).

“National defence and military development are at a new and historical
starting point... Encourage the composition of forces to become broader,
more integrated, multifunctional and flexible...Focus on seizing the high
ground of future strategy for military competition.” (Xi, October 18,
2015b).

“To build a strong military, [we] must unswervingly adhere to the Party’s
absolute leadership over the armed forces, and make sure that the people’s
army always follows the Party.” (Xi, October 18, 2017b).

“A military is built to fight. Our military must regard combat capability as
the criterion to meet in all its work and focus on how to win when it is
called on...The capability to win is strategically important in safeguarding
national security and strengthening that capability and combat readiness in
the new era would provide strategic support to the realisation of the China
dream of national rejuvenation...” (Xi, October 18, 2017¢).

These remarks indicated China’s actions over the disputed Islands.
Xi, a rational actor and the focal power in China, had projected the
nation’s aspirations in manoeuvring the direction of China’s actions in
managing the disputed area. Structuration approach unravels how Xi
managed to influence the people of China by using his abilities as a
strong leader and his position as the President of China (Shambaugh,
2021). Power and talents have proved that he is the right leader at the
right time within the nexus of agency and structure through his charming
interpersonal skills. Furthermore, the current pressure from international
actors, especially from the claimants of the disputed Spratly Islands,
does not intimidate China; rather, the rise of China as a significant force
should instead alarm these international players that chess will be played
differently (Tsang and Cheung, 2022). China’s physical presence in the
SCS has comprehensively changed the dispute framework as China sets
to work on its claim consistently.

China’s development of artificial islands within the disputed Spratly
Islands is presumably part of Xi’s political game to have a tighter grip
over its claims on the disputed Islands, which serves as the nation’s top
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national geographical interest (Turcsanyi, 2018). As per the claim
earlier, this article incites that China’s action in the SCS is defensive
towards its historical value and claims rather than vigorously being too
aggressive towards its efforts. China has also emphasised its historical
rights over the disputed area through multiple means from its
interpretation of legal perspectives towards international and domestic
maritime laws to mark their presence on the ground. Based on China’s
actions, the nation only reacted when other foreign nations blocked its
efforts to pursue its national interests, as exhibited by the provocations
from Vietnam and the Philippines (Thao, 2021; Batongbacal, 2021).
China can force the removal of all claimant’s military assets over the
disputed Islands with its strength at any time. However, until today, such
actions are yet to happen, justifying the arguments in this article.

In addition, China only installed its assets at the Paracel Islands and
not in the disputed Spratly Islands until recently under Xi’s
administration and only as a response to the Philippines actions over
Chinese fishermen near the Scarborough Shoal (Batongbacal, 2021,
203). The response of China, although arguably considered aggressive
and offensive by claimants of the Islands, can be interpreted as passively
defensive about protesting its domestic image over the historical rights
of the Spratly Islands. China wants this image to remain intact (Masaki,
2022, Majumdar, 2021; Martison, 2021; McFaul, 2020; Johnson, 2020;
Kim, 2020; Ogden, 2019; Wang, 2018; Ranade 2017).
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7. Xi’s Personality and China’s Claim: Consequences for the
ASEAN claimants

Figure 2: Consequences of China’s Territorial Claim
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As discussed in the earlier section, Xi’s speeches illuminate his
ambitious move in China’s power narratives and strengthens the need to
take significant actions in the disputed Spratly Islands. Figure 2
demonstrates China’s territorial claim in the disputed Spratly Islands
from the structural perspective of Xi’s leadership and China’s state
system, in which China’s progressive actions are caused by the
interactions between internal and external factors. This also indicates
social interactions between China’s premier and its domestic calculus
that pushed the national interests and identities to be produced or
reproduced as needed during the early days of Xi’s premiership. This
cause-and-effect relationship is highly encouraged by the internal push
factor of the demand for trading routes,’ the energy interest®, and the
increasing demand for fisheries production” domestically. Inadvertently,
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there were a few incidents like the Scarborough Shoal Standoff, the Hai
Yang Shi You 1981 Standoff, and the Hague Tribunal’s South China
Sea Ruling that tarnished China’s positive image and non-threat over the
disputed area, resulting in the more unpleasant position of others against
China. Thus, to secure China’s national interests and protect its image,
China urged to make extensive actions over the disputed area to protect
its traditional interests domestically and internationally. Thus, it is
imperative for Southeast Asian policymakers and claimants to
understand that the increased assertiveness of China under Xi
contributes to deadlocked opportunities for others to constructively
engage with China’s unwillingness to recognise any international
tribunal or mediation over others’ rights (Beckman and Dang, 2021;
Whomersley, 2021). To avoid criticisms of China’s behaviour in the
Spratly Islands, Xi’s diversions via BRI projects may not last long once
the debt-trap diplomacy wakes up many, including Southeast Asian
claimants over the Spratly Islands, into the reality of China’s nightmare
(instead of China Dreams). China’s military incursions over the
Malaysia Sabah maritime border in July 2021 and the ongoing fiasco of
Rajapaksa exile after the Sri Lankan crisis can no longer be isolated
from past China’s BRI’s debt-trap diplomacy over the failure of the
Hambantota port (BBC News, 2021, Rowand, 2022; Tharoor, 2022;
Blagden, 2021). Ongoing US-China polemic of vaccine passport and
travel recognition of Pfizer versus Sinovac, trade wars, and AUKUS
limits temporal moment of the good friendly image of China. Soon, the
Dragon can no longer be tamed when the reality of dealing with China’s
assertiveness over the disputed claims of Spratly persists, as money does
not always hedge peaceful diplomatic friendships (see Md Khalid and
Azman, 2021).

China’s state under Xi’s leadership style has extensively undergone
reformation structure works as the causal power for the ideal and
material conditions in materialising China’s territorial claims in the
disputed Spratly Islands (Cheek, 2021). Before Xi assumed power,
China’s national interests in the disputed Spratly Islands remained as it
is or lesser intense factors in deteriorating friendly relations with other
claimant states. There was no permanent physical presence in the area,
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although there was a push factor from the internal affairs (Moller
Mulvad, 2019). However, during Xi’s leadership transition power with
severe provocation from other claimants, especially from the Philippines
and Vietnam, China’s national interests needed to be protected, and the
actions must be consistent with what the Chinese government has done
before. China, under Xi’s leadership, has strengthened its position by
developing China’s artificial Islands to show and prove that its presence
in the area is parallel with the reproduction of China’s national interests
and identities of China Dreams and maritime powers (Chan, 2022). This
has demonstrated the social interactions between the internal and
external factors that pushed China to reconsider its stand in the disputed
area. Xi and his government should reconsider proper actions from
China if its national interests and identities in the disputed area are
intact. China’s image as a rising power is undermined by Xi’s less
peaceful rise (Burai and Hoffman, 2022). Since Xi's leadership is based
on China’s memory of World War Two, and inadvertently, China’s
public opinions condone this pathway. In the long run, increasing
negative views from friendly Southeast Asian claimants toward China’s
future of peace can no longer be dismissed. Since the CCP’s victory in
formatting PRC, the official narrative of PRC has always been about
facing a century of humiliation with unequal treaties they received
during that time, which led to the loss of many territories (Dickson,
2021). Consequently, Xi’s ideology and leadership style have
strengthened China’s position in the disputed Spratly Islands with
China’s Projects that create an offensive-defensive situation with not
only the claimants and friendly neighbours but also the ongoing tussles
with the West (Fewsmith, 2021). The idea of China’s artificial Islands is
not only a physical manifestation but also socially constructed based on
internal, external, and China’s domestic calculus that directly impacts
the peaceful settlement with other claimants in Spratly Islands (Roach,
2021, 413).

8. Concluding Remarks

China today is an awakening dragon that shakes the world’s equilibrium,
but does China want to pay the price? We believe, not right now and
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under the current direction of Xi. At the current critical moment, China
should focus on addressing unfinished businesses in domestic affairs,
diplomatic manners and restore the confidence of others when dealing
with China. China is more inclined towards an inner-out action response,
focusing more on (but not solving) domestic issues and grabbing the
opportunities they see in the international arena that can help with their
domestic needs (Zhu and Li, 2021). China is not replacing the US or
even becoming a competitor as China has many issues that they need to
counter domestically. It seems that China is taking over, but in reality, it
is the power vacuum left by the US in the international realm, especially
in East Asia or Southeast Asia (see Shih, 2013). As such, this article has
shown that Xi’s leadership remarkably works as an ideology that
successfully assimilates with the material structure, the state system
involving the development of China’s BRIs through the promotion of
China’s national interests in the disputed Spratly Islands domestically
and internationally. China managed to elevate its territorial claim
strategy from only strengthening its domestic maritime laws to
conducting a more stringent act with developing China’s artificial
Islands in the disputed Spratly Islands.

China’s historical claims act only as a basis but not for the current
situation; China wants more than just historical claims. Located in the
backyard of its mainland, the SCS is the best location for China to
exercise its military capabilities. They are enduring a modernisation and
transformation to achieve new technological advancements. Looking at
China’s territorial claims in the disputed Spratly Islands is about
securing interests and an anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) in China’s
security and defence apparatus framework since no country is not a
political act. Based on this principle, this is to prepare itself to go against
any intruders that might jeopardise China in the future as the area serves
the purpose of safeguarding the territorial sovereignty and the showcase
platform for PLA’s modernisation.

In the event of territorial disputes, China is seen as miscalculating
the potential risks they will suffer. However, knowing their firm and
solid foreign policy and their determination, they would rather fight for
what they believe belongs to them, although sometimes, the best
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response toward provocation is not to react or to fight. Not all
opportunities are to be taken. Some are traps. Like this territorial
expansionism, it is just like the Thucydides Trap. Thus, whatever
happens in the SCS is embedded in the fact that only a war break out can
demolish the whole area. The area will also make international
intervention, especially the US, more risky and costly as much as every
state’s interest will face the loss. Whether or not to accept the risks of
more provocation is yet to be seen. However, in the meantime, every
risk must be carefully calculated as it will damage the whole area. Yes,
transformations and transitions are terrifying, but it is compulsory in this
globalised world and necessary to move forward. However, China needs
to calculate before accepting any risks. Knowing China’s position and
ambitions has shown that they are determined to destroy anyone who is
against their national interests. Somehow, they become blind and end up
destroying themselves. No one can destroy iron, but its own rust. The
same goes for China; China’s rise will not become dangerous, but China
creates its dangerous path where countries typically do not start paying
attention to what the world thinks of them unless it hits them where it
hurts. They realise it, but it is too late to take necessary actions.

Nevertheless, this study shows that Xi’s leadership style remarkably
influences China’s state system structure in realising China’s national
interests and identities through the territorial claims in the disputed
Spratly Islands with the establishment of BRIs. The analysis showed that
Xi’s ideologies are assimilated well with the state system structure in
producing and reproducing the national interests and identities that
appear constitutive rather than representative or reflective. Xi’s
leadership and ideology (idea structure) affect the state system (material
structure). The ideas, interests, and material conditions in the social
system possess the power of causal factors to push domestic (micro-
structure) to the international level (macro-structure), to change the
disputes framework or any geographic phenomenon.

This study also revealed that interactions between leadership traits
and state system structure bring about an effect on national interests. In
sum, China’s territorial expansionism is grounded within national
interests that have been highly affected by China’s leadership style and
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role as the ideology structure, and also China’s state system as the
material structure. Thus, to answer the central question of whether or not
China’s assertiveness over the disputed Spratly Islands helps to explain
China’s territorial claims strategy in East Asia, it depends on the
perspectives we use to analyse the situation. By looking into the BRIs, it
might be possible to confirm the situation since China proposes
infrastructure development and investment to 152 countries throughout
Europe, Asia, the Middle East, Latin America, and Africa that covers the
area and interests of the sea routes. Thus, China’s Projects over the
disputed Spratly Islands may become part of China’s BRI eventually.
However, the most important note is to protect China’s national interests
and its image in the area where it is more on a political issue rather than
military expansionism per se.

This article proves that Xi’s leadership works remarkably as an
ideology that successfully assimilates material structure with the state
system, involving the development of China’s Project reclamation
activities through the promotion of China’s national interests in the
disputed Spratly Islands domestically and internationally. The findings
also exhibited that Xi’s leadership style and role have wholly affected
the continuity and changes of China’s national interests and identities
through his ideologies of China Dreams, which is the collection of goals
China could not afford to achieve. With Xi’s leadership style, China will
achieve something great, although it might jeopardise China in return if
the risk is miscalculated. Thus, Xi’s leadership, state system, national
interests, and national identities are among the determining factors that
accelerated China’s territorial claims in the disputed Spratly Islands that
led to China’s Project developments. China managed to elevate its
territorial claim strategy from only strengthening its domestic maritime
laws to conducting a more stringent act with the development of China's
project reclamation activities in the disputed Spratly Islands. Although
this action is grounded within China’s leadership, the status of China’s
rise and strong economy plays a significant part as it also contributes to
the weightage for China to manoeuvre and elevate in achieving its 100th
centennial goals and Xi’s China Dreams, especially on the military
aspects.
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The past always remains a history. Suppose China has overanalysed
its future outcome or miscalculated risks that repeat the great China
tragedy in history. In that case, China will get stuck where even now,
China is still in the Thucydides Trap with the US. Strategically, China’s
BRIs impacted others, especially the US AUKUS. In game theory, when
both parties compete, if one party makes a move and affects the other’s
position, then the party who manages to make a strategic move is the one
to win the competition game. However, in this case, even though it looks
like the Dragon is winning the game, unfortunately, China is still trapped
in situations that they miscalculated before. The best solution is to be in
a win-win situation which Xi opted not to proceed with.

Nonetheless, in this case, a win-win does not seem to happen; the
only thing that China might need to reconsider is understanding the US
national interests internationally and, in the region, specifically in the
disputed area. With this understanding, China might be on the same page
with the US but will be unfortunate with the rest of the other claimants.
This is because the US was also part of China’s contributory factor
during the 1970s when they both had the oil and gas exploration contract
and interests in the disputed area. By looking into China’s domestic
calculus, there is some evidence to show that the Structuration approach
made by Xi is aligned and workable as his ideology has assimilated
throughout the state’s organs and laws in which the state system has
been affected by the causal factors of China’s leadership style, ideology,
and his role as the leader. This assimilation and influence have impacted
the geographical phenomenon of the disputed Spratly Islands, in which
the whole process happens within China’s state system. Xi’s leadership
manages to influence the state system through structured communication
that has worked as the causal factor in producing and reproducing
China’s national interests and actions to claim the disputed Spratly
Islands.

Through the validation of history, China aims to claim the areas
within the Spratly Islands. The past always remains a history, but if
China overanalyses its future outcome or miscalculates its next move in
its effort to make China as excellent as they were in history, China’s
progress will be halted, leading to a Thucydides Trap with the US.

CCPS Vol. 8 No. 1 (April 2022)

181



182 Noor Hasifah Abdul Rashid, Muhammad Danial Azman,
Zarina Othman, Khadijah Md Khalid

Hence, as a leader, Xi should strategise a grand plan to benefit itself in
its efforts over the Islands without triggering any harsh response from
other claimants and from its closest rival, the US. The puzzle between
the leadership style influencing the actions of China in the disputed
Spratly Islands is dynamic. It is believed that it has directly influenced
the whole state system through the systematic, structured process that
gives the best platform for the leader to associate his ideas with the state
system and affect domestic affairs in accomplishing its national interests
through the implementation of flexible strategy and policy abroad to
achieve the whole objective over the disputed Islands.

In conclusion, through the Structuration approach, this article
proves that Xi’s leadership style (as agency) has a massive impact and
influence over China’s behaviour (as structure) towards its claims over
the disputed Spratly Islands. Xi’s leadership and the state system
function as causal factors influencing the determining factors that
accelerate China’s territorial claims in the disputed Spratly Islands.
However, in the event of the disputed Spratly Islands, China’s historical
claims may only be a basis for the current situation. In other words,
China wants more than just historical claims; to exercise its military
capabilities and the freedom to navigate the SCS in the effort of the
embargo; the nation to become a more prominent superpower than its
closest rival, the US. Nevertheless, this article managed to incite that the
leadership highly affects the state’s behaviours, emphasising China’s
position in claiming the disputed Spratly Islands. With his position as a
leader, Xi influenced the state’s system in its foreign policy, thus
asserting more consistent efforts on the Spratly Islands. In other words,
if a different figure leads China with a different stance and values,
China’s position over the Spratly Islands might also be varied.
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Khadijah recently published (co-authored) The Power of Deeds: The
Untold story of Abdul Kadir Shamsuddin. (Petaling Jaya: MPH Publishing,
2020). <Email: dijut@um.edu.my>

1. The Structural, structuration or structurisation approach is one of the Critical
International Relations (IR) strands. It attempts to analyse the international
system’s political actors, including the state, in terms of functions
performed by structures. Every system of politics involves a set of
functions through which the agency implements decisions. Regarding
broad sociological traditions, Social Constructivism traditions in IR
adopted Gidden’s structuration approach and emphasised balanced
constituent relations between agency and structure. Thus, the Structural
approach adopted by Social Constructivism emphasises the crucial roles of
socially constructed (contested meanings and subjective ideas) key objects
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in international relations wherein the social structure is more important
than material structure, be it at the international or national level of the
social structure. This article emphasises that the structuration approach is
to underscore critical constructivist arguments made by Alexander Wendt
on the social interaction process between agency and structure. See
(Kratochwil, 2006, Fraley and Johnson, 2006; Stone, 2020).

Though grammatically incorrect, President Xi Jinping emphasized
the contextual attribute of 'China Dream' instead of the common
usage by “outsider” scholars, “Chinese Dream”. In a November
2012 speech after being appointed as the General Secretary of the
CCP, President Xi wished to differ from the popular Western
depiction of the American Dream, and the usage of China instead of
the Chinese Dream is a reference to the “great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation” and his embodiment of the leadership’s ideology
because revitalisation of China crucially depended upon the pivotal
role of young people who dare to dream and work assiduously to
complete them. In this article, the author retained the original phrase
of the maxim quoted by Xi Jinping about China’s vision (The
Economist, 2013).

Given various sub-strands of Social Constructivism approaches in
IR, this article adopted Wendtian Constructivism or Applied
(American) Constructivism instead of Continental European or
Critical Constructivism. In differing from the latter, Wendtian
Constructivism aims at pragmatic practicality of accepting partial
American positivist assumptions on objectivity instead of arguing
for total and absolute subjectivity as underpinned by Critical
Constructivism and Postructuralist Deconstructivism (Fierke, 2021;
Cristol, 2019; Wendt, 1999).

4. Analysis of this article relied heavily on secondary published and

English-translated materials of President Xi’s speeches during his
early days (2013-2019) of his premiership instead of more recent
speeches made about the SCS.

5. The SCS trade route worth USD3.37 trillion was recorded in 2016

and is rising yearly. From this value, China holds 39.5% worth
USD$1,470 billions of all trade in goods, which constitutes the
highest and indicates the leading player in the SCS trading route
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(China Power Team-CSIS, 2018).

6. China’s energy interests, especially in oil consumption, have
increased by 5.0 million barrels per day (BPD) over the past decade.
However, the per capita demand is still 3.3 barrels per person (BPP)
per year compared to the US, with 22 BPP per year. China needs
more energy based on its consumption, whether to support the
domestic industry or export. China’s consumption increased from
12,301.670 BPD th in December 2016 to 12,798.571 BPD th in
December 2017 (ceicdata.com), where it yielded a hiking pattern
from 2006 to 2017 (Rapier, 2018; BP, 2018; CEIC, 2021).

7. China’s fisheries demand had expanded to 27,590 million tons in
2013 from 18% of global capture. The increment in fish demand
among the Chinese is due to income, healthy diet awareness, and
status symbols (CEA, 2020; Haskell, 2019).
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