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1. Introduction

The pursuit of maritime power has historically been considered a fundamental
prerequisite for achieving global power status. Since the 1980s, China has
progressively transitioned from a land-focused strategic posture to a maritime-
oriented strategy. Western researchers have often employed historical Western
frameworks, such as Mahan's sea power theory and Corbett's maritime strategy, to
assess China's maritime strategy. However, this article argues that these perspectives
offer only a limited understanding of the rationale for China's naval rise. This study
utilizes the traditional Chinese strategic game of Weiqi, or Go, as a conceptual
framework to enhance our understanding of this subject. In contrast to chess, which
focuses on decisive confrontations and the elimination of opponents, Weiqi
emphasizes gradual expansion, encirclement, flexibility, and patience. This study
seeks to explore the understanding of China’s maritime power strategy through the
framework of the game of Weiqi.

2. Theoretical Framework

This study is fundamentally based on the indigenous logic of Weiqi. This game
incorporates several strategic principles that analogously reflect China's maritime
behavior: Moyo (Territorial Influence): the gradual establishment of spheres of
influence without immediate territorial occupation. Sabaki (Flexibility): the ability
to maneuver and reconfigure positions in response to rival actions with minimal cost.
Liberty (Freedom of Movement): the maintenance of one's strategic positions to
avoid encirclement, akin to breaking blockades and ensuring access to sea lanes. Shi
(Incremental Advantage): the creation of structural positions that yield long-term
superiority, even in the absence of short-term confrontation. Fuseki (Peripheral
Expansion): the initiation of influence from marginal areas, progressively advancing
toward central strategic zones. This framework contrasts sharply with Western
military traditions that emphasize direct confrontation and decisive victory. Weiqi
provides a cultural interpretation grounded in China's strategic heritage, emphasizing
patience, non-linear advancement, multi-faceted engagement, and long-term
encirclement rather than immediate confrontations.

3.Methodology

This qualitative study employed desk studies and thematic analysis as research tools.
Over 30 key sources—including peer-reviewed journal articles, think-tank reports,
official Chinese policy documents, and case studies were systematically analyzed.
Then a coding process was carried out in three stages:

1 .Open coding: extracting 78 initial codes related to China’s maritime behavior,
such as artificial island construction, port diplomacy, fishing fleets, naval
deployments, Belt and Road Initiative, and the Maritime Silk Road.

2 .Axial coding: merging overlapping codes into broader thematic categories such as
“establishing spheres of influence,” “flexibility and multi-layered engagement,” and
“avoidance of direct conflict”.
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3 .Selective coding: aligning these themes with the conceptual categories of Weiqi
to form an integrated analytical framework.

4. Discussion

The thematic analysis indicated that China's maritime strategy aligns closely with
the principles of Weiqi. This alignment is illustrated by several key themes: Creating
Spheres of Influence (Moyo): China’s actions in the South China Sea—such as the
nine-dash line claims, construction of artificial islands, and deployment of coast
guards—reflect attempts to gradually turn potential areas of influence into de facto
controlled zones. These efforts establish “facts on the ground” without requiring
immediate full-scale confrontation. Incremental Expansion and Patience (Shi):
Rather than pursuing abrupt territorial grabs, China invests in long-term projects
such as port development in Gwadar (Pakistan), Hambantota (Sri Lanka), and
Djibouti. These projects enhance China’s maritime presence while allowing
flexibility and gradual consolidation of influence. Breaking Encirclement and
Preserving Liberty: China faces strategic vulnerabilities, particularly the “First
Island Chain” and the Malacca Strait dilemma. Through the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) and the “String of Pearls” strategy, Beijing seeks alternative sea lanes and
access points to reduce dependency on chokepoints and prevent strategic
encirclement. Avoidance of Direct Conflict (Sabaki and Gray Zone Tactics): China
carefully avoids direct military confrontation with the United States or regional
rivals. Instead, it employs gray-zone tactics such as deploying maritime militias,
coast guard vessels, and information campaigns. These tactics impose costs on rivals
while staying below the threshold of outright war. Flexibility and Multi-Layered
Engagement: China combines economic, diplomatic, and military instruments in a
complementary manner. Examples include medical diplomacy during the COVID-
19 pandemic, Confucius Institutes, scholarships, disaster-relief missions, and
economic investments. These actions increase China’s influence while projecting an
image of a responsible global power. Peripheral to Central Expansion (Fuseki):
Consistent with Weiqi logic, China begins its maritime expansion in peripheral
areas—such as Africa, Latin America, and the Indian Ocean—and gradually moves
toward contested core regions like the South China Sea.This study generally showed
that China’s maritime behavior is not merely reactive to Western encirclement but is
actively shaped by an indigenous strategic culture rooted in Weiqi.

5. Conclusion And Suggestions

The findings indicated that China's maritime power strategy is more
comprehensively understood through the perspective of Weiqi. This framework
demonstrates a pattern of gradualism, strategic patience, indirect confrontation, and
multi-dimensional engagement that is not adequately addressed by Western theories
alone.The maritime rise of China is propelled by both material interests, such as
geopolitical security, economic growth, and technological advancement, and by a
cultural-strategic rationale rooted in its civilizational heritage. Weiqi explains why



China emphasizes influence, flexibility, and long-term encirclement over direct
decisive battles. The principles of the game of Weiqi offer a framework for analyzing
China's port diplomacy, the construction of artificial islands, Belt and Road maritime
initiatives, and gray-zone strategies.

Recommendations:

1. Future studies are recommended to integrate indigenous non-Western frameworks
like Weiqi with international relations theory to generate more culturally sensitive
analyses.

2. Policymakers are recommended to interpret China's maritime behavior
exclusively through Western military theories, as this may lead to a misinterpretation
of its long-term strategic rationale.

3. Scholars are recommended to conduct comparative studies on how other cultural
games (e.g., Japanese Shogi, Indian Chess) influence strategic thinking across
civilizations.

4. Regional states and global powers are recommended to recognize that China’s
strategy emphasizes gradual influence-building; therefore, counterstrategies must be
equally patient and multi-dimensional.

This study enhanced comprehension of China's foreign policy conduct and its
implications for the global maritime order by contextualizing China's maritime
strategy within the cultural logic of Weiqi.

Keywords: China’s maritime power strategy; Game of Weiqi; South China Sea;
Gray Zone.
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