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In the past decade, China has pursued consistent low-level provocations 
against disputants to seize or prevent other states’ access to islands, maritime 
features, and waters in the South China Sea. China could significantly benefit 
from access to oil, natural gas, seabed resources, and maritime trade lanes by 
controlling these features. 

Wiegand argues that, despite China’s claims about sovereignty and maritime 
rights, strategic interests dominate China’s goals in the South China Sea. 
She argues that China is using the South China Sea disputes as part of a 
deliberate strategy for power projection, through intimidation of disputant 
states, and deterrence of the U.S. By establishing strategic depth through 
seizure and militarisation of artificial islands in the South China Sea, China is 
able both to project its own military capabilities and to increase costs that will 
ideally prevent any potential U.S. threats to the Chinese mainland. 

China’s territorial and maritime claims strategies are therefore mainly a means 
for China to establish a security barrier to deter potential U.S. actions against 
China. Although China’s goals reflect its interests in extending territorial 
sovereignty and other tangible gains, its overarching, long term goals are 
power projection and deterrence.

Krista Wiegand is Director of the Global Security Program and Faculty Fellow 
at the Howard H. Baker, Jr. Center for Public Policy and Associate Professor in 
the Department of Political Science at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville.

Dr. Wiegand received her PhD in Political Science from Duke University, 
and is an International Relations scholar specialising in international conflict 
management and political violence. She is the author of Bombs and Bullets: 
Governance by Islamic Terrorist and Guerrilla Groups (Routledge, 2010) and 
Enduring Territorial Disputes: Strategies of Bargaining, Coercive Diplomacy, 
and Settlement (University of Georgia Press, 2011), and is co-editor of 
Islands of Contention: The China-Japan Border Dispute in a Multidisciplinary 
Perspective (Routledge, 2015). 

She is currently working on a co-authored book manuscript with Dr. Emilia 
Justyna Powell, about the peaceful resolution methods used to resolve 
territorial and maritime disputes. She is Co-Editor-in-Chief, with Dr. Brandon 
Prins, of the journal International Studies Quarterly, the flagship journal of the 
International Studies Association.
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