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Abstract 

Analysts in the United States fear the unprecedented growth and modernization of 

China’s Navy could lead to problems for the U.S. and its allies, upsetting America’s 

political influence and economic interests in the Southeast Asia maritime region.  I argue 

that China’s naval modernization has increased China’s political influence—and 

decreased that of the U.S.—over countries in the China Sea region that do not maintain 

defense agreements with the United States.  Hypotheses from this argument are tested 

using voting data from United Nations proceedings and naval tonnage data.  I find that 

there is a connection between China’s growing Navy and how often countries in the 

China Sea region have voted in agreement with China (increasing) and the United States 

(decreasing).  Furthermore, it was found that countries in this region with a U.S. military 

pact acted differently than those that do not maintain such an arrangement, increasing 

agreement with the United States relative to China.     
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Section I: Introduction 

 In his report to Congress, Ronald O’Rourke stated that “the question of how the 

United States should respond to China’s military modernization effort, including its naval 

modernization effort, has emerged as a key issue in U.S. defense planning” (O’Rourke, 

2014, Summary).  It is worth noting that the modernization mentioned is considered by 

many, including O’Rourke, to be directed towards the United States and the development 

of what is termed an “anti-access/area denial” force, abbreviated A2AD (O’Rourke, 

2014, Summary).  This A2AD force is believed to be designed specifically to deter or 

limit the effectiveness of a U.S. military—specifically naval—force that would intervene 

in a potential conflict involving China and one of its weaker neighbors, Taiwan being the 

most likely target of a hypothetical aggressive action conducted by Chinese military 

forces in the region.  Furthermore, those who have studied China’s recent militarization, 

and specifically the modernization of its Navy, believe that such efforts are aimed at 

“asserting or defending China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea and East China 

Sea . . . displacing U.S. influence in the Pacific [emphasis added]; and asserting China’s 

status as a major world power” (O’Rourke, 2014, Summary).   

A military engagement between the United States and China is possible but 

unlikely.  An open conflict between these two world powers would have serious, far-

reaching consequences for both countries as well as the entire global community.  Many 

observers believe that such an engagement is “very unlikely, given the significant U.S.-

Chinese economic linkages and the tremendous damage that such a conflict could cause 

on both sides” (O’Rourke, 2014, 1).  Furthermore, similar to what was seen in the Cold 

War “nuclear weapons have transformed much of international politics and have 
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significantly reduced the likelihood of great power war” (Ross, 2009, 55). While the 

probability of such an open conflict between the two countries is small—and of little 

importance to this study, as the effect this paper seeks to understand is one of peacetime 

relations—this does not mean that an increase in China’s military ability is not of 

consequence to American interests.  In fact, “in the absence of such a conflict . . . the 

U.S.-Chinese military balance in the Pacific could nevertheless influence day-to-day 

choices made by other Pacific countries, including choices on whether to align their 

policies more closely with China or the United States” (O’Rourke, 2014, Summary).  The 

true threat of China’s naval modernization is less that of an open conflict between these 

two world powers, and more the potential for a shift in international sway and authority 

in the Asia-Pacific region.  O’Rourke explains that “improved Chinese maritime military 

forces could influence the political evolution of the Pacific, which in turn could affect the 

ability of the United States to pursue goals relating to various policy issues, both in the 

Pacific and elsewhere” (O’Rourke, 2014, Summary).   

 Despite the potentially important impact of China’s naval strength on regional 

international affairs, I am unaware of any study focusing on the effect China’s dramatic 

militarization has had on the actions of its regional neighbors.  The report by O’Rourke 

cited above offers many justifications for how China’s increasing military and naval 

strength could influence regional and global affairs, but offers no evidence that the 

modernization discussed has created any measurable changes thus far.  In this paper I will 

observe China’s Navy and will show the increased strength experts have noted.  This 

increased strength is extremely important because naval power enables a country with a 

strong force to project its influence onto that of a weaker country by offering a legitimate 
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threat of physical destruction of both resources and human life.  Seeking to protect its 

citizens, and lacking the means of providing a credible counter threat, the weaker 

country’s government will in most cases have no choice but to submit to the will of the 

country boasting the overwhelmingly dominate military force.  Naval force is of specific 

importance here because of the maritime separation between China and most of the 

countries in the region of focus, as well as the large amount of sea borders these countries 

are tasked with defending.  In other words the “Chinese ability to secure access to 

overseas resources and to challenge U.S. regional alliances and strategic presence will 

thus require naval power-projection capabilities” (Ross, 2009, 55).  Seeking to 

understand the connection between naval power and influence, I will measure what, if 

any, effect China’s increase in naval capability has had on the actions of other nations in 

the China Sea and on the role/influence of the United States and China in the region. 

 

Section II: China’s Naval Modernization  

China’s naval modernization is the process of improving and updating China’s 

naval forces so as to be more comparable to that of other great powers, such as Russia, 

the United Kingdom, or the United States.  This modernization, which has occurred in 

accordance with an effort to improve and modernize all of China’s military, 

“encompasses a broad array of weapon acquisition programs, including anti-ship ballistic 

missiles (ASBMs), submarines, and surface ships, as well as reforms and improvements 

in maintenance and logistics, naval doctrine, personnel quality, education, training, and 

exercises,” (O’Rourke, 2014, Summary).  Much of the military and specifically naval 

modernization which has occurred can be seen as a function of military focused 
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spending; it should be noted that this increased spending is highly correlated with China’s 

increase in total GDP.  This is clearly displayed in Figure 1, which shows the increase in 

China’s military spending (CHM) as well its GDP (CHQ) over time.  Much of the 

increased military spending visible in Figure 1 went towards naval modernization.  

Figure 2 is more specific to China’s Navy.  This graphic shows the impressive increase of 

China’s total naval tonnage every year from 1972 to 2011.  Total tonnage is important 

because it is recognized as an indicator of a country’s naval strength.   

 

Insert Figures 1 and 2 

 

China’s naval modernization is perhaps better displayed by focusing on specific 

aspects of the modern day navy.  Today’s submarines are some of the most 

technologically advanced pieces of equipment in any country’s military, and can be used 

as a good indication of how “modern” a naval force is.  Furthermore, a 2009 Office of 

Naval Intelligence report stated, “since the mid-1990s, the PRC [China] has emphasized 

the submarine force as one of the primary thrusts of its military modernization effort” 

(O’Rourke, 2014, 12).   

The change over time of its submarine force is representative of the 

modernization of China’s Navy as a whole.  Table 1 and Figures 3 and 4 show the 

dramatic increase in China’s submarine force since 1995.  Figure 3 represents the 

increase in all types of submarines over time.  Figure 4 is more specific, showing the 

increase of only those boats added to the Chinese Navy that would be classified as 

“modern” attack submarines—“those able to employ submarine-launched 
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intercontinental ballistic missiles or antiship cruise missiles” (O’Rourke citing Office of 

Naval Intelligence, 2014, 37).  Table 1 lists the data used to create Figures 3 and 4, and 

gives a clear indication of how China’s submarine force has significantly increased.  As 

with Figure 2, all three displays of submarine data show the impressive development of 

China’s naval capabilities in recent years.   

 

Insert Figures 3 and 4 and Table 1 

 

One last measure that will serve to further illustrate China’s naval modernization 

is naval tonnage in comparison to other nations of interest.  This ratio, which I will 

further develop in the later section regarding measurement, demonstrates how China’s 

naval forces have changed when compared to that of other countries.   Figure 5 shows 

China’s total tonnage as a proportion of that of the United States over time.  The 

relationship is seen to be negative but increasing (becoming less negative), indicating that 

China’s Navy—while still smaller than that of the U.S.—is catching up in terms of total 

tonnage.  Figure 6 shows China’s total tonnage proportion compared to the Philippines.  

This graphic shows that in recent decades China’s Navy has grown significantly faster 

than that of the Philippines.  The Philippines was chosen as an example because of its 

proximity to China; the significance of this proximity and the relative increase in China’s 

naval tonnage will be discussed later on.   

 

Insert Figures 5 and 6 
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The result of this modernization effort has been an undeniable increase in the 

ability of China’s naval forces, or what may be termed naval power.  Naval power can be 

understood as “a state's ability to use sea-based weapons to inflict physical damage on 

other states' people, territory, structures, and weapons systems” (Crisher and Souva, 

2013, 4).  The concept of naval power is important in the context of international 

influence in that it provides a country the ability to project military force far from its own 

borders and in ways that may be difficult to defend (i.e. attack important routes of sea 

trade or sea based industries, or in a more extreme case enable the launch of an 

amphibious attack).  As a result, naval power creates a credible threat to countries that 

might otherwise feel safe from military actions.  

 

Section III: Theory  

 The previous section discussed China’s naval modernization and the resulting 

increase of its naval power.  Such an increase in naval power is especially significant in 

comparison to other countries.  This was displayed in Figure 6 for the Philippines; 

however, this island nation is not alone in its evolving deficit of naval power when 

compared to China.  In fact, China’s naval force has grown as a proportion of every 

country observed, including the U.S.—as was displayed in Figure 5.  China’s increase in 

naval proportion, and consequently its naval power can be seen for the entire China Sea 

region in Figure 7.  This graphic plots the average difference of naval tonnage proportion 

with China for the region from 1972 to 2011.  Figure 7 very clearly shows that China has 

significantly outpaced its regional neighbors in terms of naval proportion.  
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Insert Figure 7          

       

Speaking broadly, a change in naval proportion is significant because it is 

believed that an increase in relative naval ability in turn increases the amount of threat 

other states might feel from the growing naval power; resulting in an increase in the 

stronger state’s ability to influence the actions of the weaker one.  Increasing naval 

proportion, leading to increased threat, resulting in increased influence can be explained 

as follows.  If Country A increases its naval force and Country B does not, Country A’s 

naval tonnage proportion will increase in relation to Country B.  With this increased 

naval force, will come an increase in naval power, the importance of which was 

explained in Section II: China’s Naval Modernization.  Because Country A’s naval 

power has increased significantly more than that of Country B (increased proportion), 

Country B will feel an increased “threat” from Country A.  This increase in “threat” will 

lead Country B to act more often to appease Country A, so as to avoid the threat of naval 

force becoming the use of naval force.   In other words, Country B’s fear of Country A 

utilizing a naval/military strike against it will lead Country B to act differently than it 

would if the threat presented by Country A’s naval supremacy did not exist.   

It could be argued that as one nation increases its threat via naval force upon 

another country, that the second country will just increase its own abilities and develop a 

hostile stance towards the first.  However, this argument assumes that the second country 

has the population and economic means to compete in an arms race with the first.  In the 

case that the powerful state is significantly larger and more wealthy than the second, and 

the second state lacks an ally with a strong naval/military force who is both willing and 
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able to aid in its defense, the second state will have no choice but to yield to the first 

state’s threats and submit to its influence.   

 The idea that a strong naval force might be used to influence the actions of a 

weaker country is not simply theoretical, but has in fact played out in historical events.   

In fact, an example of a naval power influencing a weaker country can be taken from the 

region of interest in this study.  In 1853, desiring access to Japan’s ports for commercial 

and military use, the United States made use of a show of force to encourage the Japanese 

to change their policy of isolationism.  “On July 8,1853 four black ships led by USS 

Powhatan and commanded by Commodore Matthew Perry, anchored at Edo (Tokyo) 

Bay” ("Commodore Perry and the Opening of Japan.").  Fearing war with what was 

clearly a superior naval and military force, the Japanese eventually agreed to a treaty that 

was viewed by many to be unfairly advantageous to the United States. 

 This example shows how naval power and the threat it provides can enable one 

country to influence the actions of another. In this particular case, it was influence over 

economic activity—the opening of particular seaports for trade, refueling, etc.—that was 

gained.  The incident involving Commodore Perry is a very clear illustration of how 

naval force may be used to influence another nation’s actions.  Such a clear cut example 

of a single act threatening the use of naval force, followed by an action that provided an 

obvious economic gain to the powerful nation would be ideal for the study of how naval 

power affects one country’s influence over another.  In today’s world, however, such 

interactions of naval force and influence are much more complicated and difficult to 

identify.  Unfortunately, such perfect illustrations are not often available.  Lacking the 

ability to observe textbook examples of a military threat followed by economic activities 
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advantageous to the stronger nation, another process of measuring the relationship 

between naval power and influence must be developed.   

The economic advantage gained by the U.S. in the Commodore Perry case is one 

example of potential influence, however, many types of influence can be achieved with 

the threat of naval force. In today’s globalized world, how closely one country aligns its 

policies and activities with another’s can have significant implications, and is an 

interesting subject worth exploring.  Globalization has provided both the incentive and 

the opportunity for powerful nations to make use of a credible threat (often provided 

through naval capabilities) to influence another’s actions, so that as the threat increases, 

so too does the amount of political cooperation of the weaker country with the stronger 

(threatening) country.  

The relationship of naval power and international influence is especially 

significant in the context of China, which has in recent decades made significant 

improvements to its Navy.  Not only has China’s naval power increased significantly, but 

as has already been noted, many of the countries in its immediate region lack the ability 

(population and financial) to compete militarily.  The result has been that China’s naval 

growth is even more impressive when compared to those countries in its region (seen in 

Figure 7).  Furthermore, with the exception of Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, and 

Taiwan who benefit from long standing agreements of military protection with the U.S., 

most of the countries in this region lack any strong allies to depend on.   

Despite China’s massive naval growth in recent times, Figure 5 clearly shows that 

the United States is still the dominant naval power.  This then presents the question that if 

the U.S. remains superior, why would these countries side with the growing but still 
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weaker naval power over the still dominant power?  If naval power is so important, 

wouldn’t the United States’ naval supremacy (though decreasing) dictate that these 

countries align with the U.S. over China?  However, it is not simply naval power that is 

important, but how much “threat” a country feels as a result of this naval power.  Figure 8 

shows the Naval Heritage and History command’s data presenting the decrease in number 

of ships in the U.S. Navy over time.  This decline in numbers does not tell the whole 

story, as many of today’s ships are far superior to those of the past; furthermore, a 

decrease in number of ships does not necessarily equate to a decrease in total tonnage, the 

measure of naval strength used here.  However, it is possible that this decrease in the 

number of ships has lead to the perception of a diminished ability by the United States to 

maintain a presence in the region.  Decreased presence would mean a reduced ability to 

project force.  If this is the case, it is possible that despite China being the technically 

weaker naval force, countries in the region perceive it as the greater threat due to its 

proximity, and the USA’s decreased ability to maintain a presence in the area.   

 

Insert Figure 8 

 

A second explanation is that “the relatively benign intentions and accommodative 

policies of the United States . . . significantly reduce any perception by other states of a 

U.S. threat to their vital interests,” (Levy and Thompson, 2010, 10).  If this is the case, 

countries would feel less “threat” from the U.S. and more from China, leading to an 

increase in China’s ability to influence its neighbors.  In summary, it is “threat” which is 

important, not strictly naval proportion and naval power.  This helps explain why, despite 
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the United State’s superior naval force, the process of naval modernization would 

increase China’s ability to influence the other, weaker, countries in its immediate region.  

Similar to how the threat provided through Commodore Perry’s naval force 

increased Japan’s cooperation with the United States in the historical example above, 

China’s improved naval ability and the increased threat it provides towards the weaker 

countries in its region may have increased those countries’ cooperation with China.  Such 

a phenomenon, if found to be true, would have significant consequences for the Southeast 

Asia maritime region, as well as the United States’ influence in the Asia-Pacific.  The 

reasoning outline in the paragraphs above leads us to the relationship this paper desires to 

explore.  

Hypothesis 1: As China’s threat of military force toward other countries 

in the China Sea region increases, China’s political influence increases 

and the United States’ political influence decreases. 

 

Hypothesis 2:  There is no relationship between increases in the naval 

threat from China and China’s political influence among South China Sea 

countries allied with the United States. 

  

Those who are skeptical that naval power can increase a country’s influence 

might argue that something other than China’s naval modernization has lead to any 

change in regional voting dynamics that might be observed.  To argue this would be to 

argue that an increasing threat due to an increase in naval proportion does not increase a 

naval power’s influence over a weaker country, and that the hypotheses stated above are 

incorrect.  One possible alternative to the theory that China’s naval modernization has 

lead to an increase in its influence ability is that countries have simply become more 

ideologically aligned with China, and therefore vote more often in agreement.  Secondly, 

one might argue that any potential decrease of voting agreement with the U.S. and 
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increase with China is a factor of global trends, and has little to do with the naval 

evolution that has taken place in China.  Although I do not believe either of these to be 

more significant in their effect on regional influence than China’s naval modernization, I 

will none-the-less test to see if this is the case.   

 

Section IV: Measurement 

The nations that will be the focus of this study are those within the China Sea 

region.  This includes: North Korea, South Korea, Japan, Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia, 

Singapore, the Philippines, and Indonesia.  Taiwan will not be included due to a lack of 

voting data, as this state does not have voting rights in the United Nations
1
.  These 

countries will be the focus of this study because of their maritime borders as well as their 

proximity to China.  Maritime borders are important for the obvious reason that they 

allow a navy to project force, and therefore influence the threat a given country would 

feel from China’s Navy.  Proximity is important because, despite the advancement of a 

far-seas operational plan since the 1990’s, “the official discourse continues to employ 

‘near-seas active defense’ as the strategic guide for China’s” Navy, limiting how far from 

its own borders it operates, and therefore which countries will be potentially influenced 

by an increase in ability (Saunders, 2011, 129).     

                                                        
1
China is a charter member of the United Nations and holds an influential position as a 

permanent member of the Security Council.  In 1949, at the end of the Chinese Civil 

War, the democratic government of the Republic of China (ROC) relocated to Taipei in 

Taiwan.  The ROC (Taiwan) maintained its position in the UN until 1971 when 

Resolution 2758 was passed recognizing the communist People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) as the only representative of China to the UN.  As a result, the PRC (China) took 

over the position formerly held by the ROC, and Taiwan no longer votes in United 

Nations’ proceedings.     
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In order to conduct such a statistical analysis, two variables will need to be 

operationalized and measured: naval power—more specifically that of China’s People’s 

Liberation Army Navy (PLAN)—and political influence.  The first measure will be done 

using figures calculated in Power at Sea: A Naval Dataset, 1865 – 2011.  In this piece, 

Crisher and Souva use the measure of displacement as an “indicator of each state’s naval 

power” (2013, 4).  A nation’s total tonnage can be found by summing the displacement of 

all of the ships of that country’s Navy.  Experts agree that total tonnage, measured using 

displacement, is a good indicator of a nation’s naval power.  

A more specific measure “threat,” is desired for this study, and can be derived 

from the naval tonnage data. Tonnage proportion difference (which will also be referred 

to as tonnage proportion, proportion, or proportion difference) is particularly useful for 

this process because it, “allows one to assess relative naval strength” between two 

countries (Crisher and Souva, 2013, 19).  Proportion difference is calculated by 

comparing one country’s total amount of naval tonnage to that of another.  For example, 

if Country A has a naval force totaling 1000 tons, and Country B has a total of 800 tons, 

Countries A and B have a proportional difference of (1000 – 800)/1000 = +0.2.  The 

positive nature of the proportion calculated indicates that Country A has a larger naval 

force than Country B; otherwise the result would be negative.  This measure is 

particularly useful because, “as a state develops a larger navy in relation to other states, 

this number will rise,” but, “as other states develop their navies this value could drop if a 

state is not building more ships to maintain its advantage” (Crisher and Souva, 2013, 19).  

Threat can then be inferred using any given country’s proportion difference with 

regards to China.  In the case that China has an increasing proportion of naval tonnage, it 
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will be inferred that “threat of naval force” is also increasing; a decreasing threat will be 

assumed in the case of a decreasing proportion.  For example, if China’s tonnage were to 

increase from 8 to 10 (+2) in a time period, but that of a neighboring country were to 

increase from 4 to 7 (+3) in the same time, China would have lost some relative 

capability, and therefore the threat China poses to its neighbor would have in fact 

decreased despite China’s independent naval improvement.  Lastly, any notably powerful 

allies a neighboring country might have will be taken in to consideration.  This will be 

especially important for Japan, the Philippines, and South Korea who all have a standing 

defense pact with the United States.  

Political influence, or as it will be referred to from here on regional influence or 

simply influence, was measured by countries’ political cooperation with the U.S. and 

China.  More specifically, the data provided in the dataset “United Nations General 

Assembly Voting Data” of the percentage of times a country votes in the same way as 

China or the United States in the United Nations will be used as a measure of agreement 

(Voeten, 2013).  Influence can then be inferred from this data by assuming that an 

increase or decrease in the percent of times a country votes in the same way with China 

or the U.S. is representative of an increase or decrease in the amount of influence China 

or the U.S. has over that particular country.  Voting agreement can be used as an 

indicator of the influence one country has over another by assuming that countries vote 

with strategic self-interest.  By strategic self-interest it is meant that when voting, a 

country weighs not only what outcome would best benefit that country, but also considers 

how other more powerful countries might react to the (smaller) country’s vote; and vote 
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to appease that country if it is determined that voting in pure self-interest will in fact lead 

to less gain than strategically voting in line with the more powerful nation.   

Taking this a step further, a measure of relative influence can be created by 

subtracting one nation’s percent of agreement with a second country from the percent 

agreement of the first nation and a third country of interest.  Such a measure would look 

like: “Country A, Percent Agreement with China” – “Country A, Percent Agreement with 

the U.S.,” and would give an indication of the relative difference in influence between the 

two powers.  This can best be clarified using an example.  Assume a hypothetical country 

“Country A” agreed with (voted the same as) China 30% of the time one year, and in that 

same year agreed with the United States 20% of the time.  Using the formula outlined 

above, one could conclude that in this year Country A agreed with China 10% [30% - 

20% =10%] more than it did with the USA, indicating that China has more influence in 

Country A than the United States.  If the next year, Country A agreed with China 35% of 

the time and with the USA 15%, we would calculate that Country A agreed with China 

20% [35% - 15% = 20%] more than with the U.S. in this second year.  This would not 

only indicate that China again has more influence than the USA in Country A, but also 

(because 20% > 10%), that China gained influence with respect to the United States in 

Country A in this second year.  In the case that the difference calculated is a negative 

number, this would indicate the U.S. has greater influence relative to China.  Calculating 

a combined measure in this way is especially important for looking at how an improving 

naval force could be both increasing China’s influence while simultaneously decreasing 

that of the United States. 
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 In the following section, the empirical model “(China – USA vote Difference) = α 

+ β1(China’s naval strength; measured in difference of proportion of tonnage to country 

of comparison) + β2(Trade Dependence) + error  (1972-2012)” and others like it will be 

used to test the hypotheses stated above.  For this model, we desire to look at the Beta 1 

parameter, China’s naval strength measured in this case as difference of proportion of 

tonnage to the country being tested.  If Beta 1 is positive and significant, then there is 

support for the first hypothesis.  If it is neither positive nor significant, then we will 

conclude that the data does not support the first hypothesis.  The second hypothesis will 

be tested with a model that distinguishes between countries with a U.S. defense pact, and 

those without.   

 

Section V: Empirical Findings 

 A number of empirical models were used to assess the data as outlined in the 

previous sections.  The voting habits of countries from within the China Sea region, and 

those outside of it were tested against a number of independent variables in order to 

observe any potential effect, and to test the hypothesis outlined above.  Testing both 

within the China Sea region and outside of it will address the previously stated issue of 

the potential that any change in voting habits observed is the result of the fact that China 

is increasing its influence everywhere when compared to the U.S., and not just in the 

region.  Where applicable, for all of the following models it is important to look at the 

coefficient of the variable(s) in the two different regions and compare; only through this 

comparison can any meaning be derived. 
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 For the sake of clarity, it is desirable to present the data in two very basic ways 

before moving on to the more complex statistical analysis.  The first is a very clear 

graphical representation of the relationship between tonnage proportion (threat) and 

percent voting agreement (influence) stated in the first hypothesis.  Figure 9 shows the 

relationship between the difference in total tonnage between China and Singapore and the 

percent of times Singapore voted in agreement with China in United Nations’ 

proceedings from 1998 to 2011.  Figures 9.1 and 9.2 show the yearly change in percent 

voting agreement with China and naval tonnage difference with China respectively.  In 

Figure 9, a positive relationship is observed between the two in that as tonnage difference 

increases (i.e. China’s Navy grows with respect to Singapore’s), so too does the amount 

of times (yearly percentage) Singapore votes in line with China.  In fact, there is a strong 

positive correlation of 0.8096075 between the two with a p-value of less than .01 

(indicating the relationship is significant).  This basic graphic and initial test, though very 

simple and representative of only a single country in the region, seems to indicate that 

there might be some relationship between tonnage proportion and influence (measured 

with voting agreement) as was hypothesized.  

 

Insert Figures 9, 9.1, and 9.2 

 

Secondly, I would like to present a snapshot of voting habits of countries in the 

China Sea region.  More specifically, I want to show UN voting agreement with China in 

an early year of China’s naval modernization (1995) and then a decade later (2005), and 
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compare them in order to show how they have changed.  Table 2 shows the percent 

agreement with China of each of the 9 countries in the region for these two years.   

 

Insert Table 2 

 

 This table presents a very basic view of how countries’ vote agreement with 

China is changing, and in what ways.  The data shows that there has been an increase in 

China’s influence in the region as measured by UN vote agreement (average percent 

change was approximately +0.04 or 4% increase).  One relevant fact that should be 

observed from this data is that, on average, countries with a USA defense pact 

experienced a smaller increase in vote agreement with China than those that do not 

maintain such an agreement (Defense Pact = 0.028; No Defense Pact = 0.047).  This 

agrees roughly with the second hypothesis that countries allied with the United States 

would be less influenced by a threatening naval power (in this case China), than similar 

countries that do not have such an agreement.   

Three countries whose data did not meet the expectations of the hypothesis are 

Japan, Vietnam, and the Philippines.  Japan and the Philippines would have been 

expected to have zero or even negative percent difference as they have defense pacts with 

the United States. In the case of Vietnam, we would have expected a positive change over 

the decade.  However, upon closer inspection, none of these cases are reason for 

decreased confidence in the hypotheses.  Japan’s agreement with China is extremely low 

compared to most in 1995 so an increase is not of concern, especially when we observe 

that in 2005 Japan maintains the second lowest amount of agreement in the region.  It 
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should also be noted that in 2004 Japan’s agreement with China was at 56% (0.5571429) 

a decrease from 1995; and that despite the increase in 2005, 64% is still well below the 

regional average of 84% agreement.  Similarly, Vietnam’s agreement in 1995 is very 

high and in 2005, despite experiencing a slight decrease from 10 years prior, is the 

highest in the region.  In both cases, the slight increase and decrease respectively are 

negligible.  In the case of the Philippines, the unexpected increase is again very low, and 

it should be noted that in both 1995 and 2005, that country’s percent agreement was 

lower than the average for countries in the region without USA defense agreements.  

Furthermore, the difference between the Philippines’ agreement and the average of non-

defense agreement countries was greater in 2005 (0.906 – 0.87 = 0.036) than in 1995 

(0.866 - 0.859 = 0.007); indicating that although increasing, the Philippines did not 

increase as much as the average for countries in the region who do not have USA defense 

pacts.  More detailed analysis is provided in the tables that follow.   

 

Insert Table 3 

 

Table 3 shows that for the independent variable difference of naval tonnage 

proportion between a given country and China, both regions’ coefficients were positive.  

This means that for both areas, as China’s naval force has modernized and increased as a 

proportion of that of the countries being evaluated, those countries have increased voting 

in the same way as China more so than they have with the USA.  However, what is 

important for this study is to note that the percent increase within the China Sea region is 

noticeably higher than the percent increase for the group of countries outside this region 
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(demonstrated by the larger coefficient).  The larger coefficient indicates that as China’s 

naval tonnage proportion has increased, China has gained even more influence over the 

voting habits of countries close to its own maritime border than it has in the rest of the 

world.  This agrees with the hypothesis that China’s strengthening Navy is increasing its 

international influence in its maritime region with respect to the United States.  The 

reason China’s influence would increased only within a restricted range can be attributed 

to the fact that while increasing in tonnage, China’s Navy is still not considered to be a 

truly “blue water” navy and is limited in the area it can operate in and project force (and 

therefore “threat”) to.  The variable concerning exports and imports, as a proportion of 

GDP was insignificant for countries outside of the China Sea region so no analysis may 

be conducted.   

 

Insert Table 4 

 

This next table (Table 4) differs from Table 3 in how “naval threat” is measured.  

In the previous models, naval proportion was used as the measure of threat.  For Table 4, 

only China’s tonnage was used.  Instead of looking at the effect of China’s tonnage 

proportion this table looks only at China’s total tonnage, without regard to the tonnage of 

the other countries involved.  Again, we see that for the naval tonnage variable both 

regions have a positive coefficient, meaning that as China’s total naval tonnage has 

increased, the percent of times countries in these two separate areas vote the same as 

China has increased more than the percent of times they voted the same as the USA.   

However, it is important to note that the percent increase within the China Sea region is 
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again higher than the percent increase in the group of countries outside this region as is 

shown by the larger positive coefficient.  This indicates that China has gained even more 

influence with respect to the United States than normal within this area, and supports the 

idea that China’s Navy could in fact be helping to increase its ability to influence those 

nations in its own maritime region with respect to the U.S., agreeing with the first 

hypothesis.  The coefficient of the trade data from the area outside the China Sea is 

insignificant; therefore no conclusions can be made about this information.  

 

Insert Table 5 

 

Table 5’s dependent variable differs from the previous two in that it looks at how 

vote agreement with China has changed, independent of that of the United States.  This 

model was used in order to take a look at how China’s influence has changed without 

regard to the United States’ influence.  With the first two models, the dependent variable 

was the relative change between the U.S. and China.  Because this model uses only the 

change in China’s percent vote agreement, it will give a more direct indication of how its 

developing Navy has affected China’s influence in its region.  

Looking at the tonnage proportion, we see that both regions have a positive 

coefficient, meaning that as China’s tonnage increased as a proportion of those countries 

in each group, there was an increase in the percent of times countries in both regions 

voted in line with China.  However, it is again important to note that the coefficient of the 

group within the China Sea region is noticeably higher than the coefficient of the group 

of countries outside this region.  This agrees with the findings of Tables 3 and 4, and 
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further serves to support the hypothesis that China’s strengthening Navy is increasing its 

influence over countries close to its shores. The trade data is once again insignificant.   

 

Insert Table 6 

 

This next table’s dependent variable differs from the previous three in that it looks 

at how the United States’ influence (measured through vote agreement) has changed, 

without regard to that of China.  Here we are looking at the effect of different variables 

on how often other countries vote in agreement with the USA.  This is important with 

respect to how China’s increasing naval force could be decreasing the support of 

countries in the China Sea region for the United States.  We see for the first pair that both 

regions had a negative coefficient, meaning that as China’s naval tonnage increased as a 

proportion of the countries in each group, there was a decrease in the percent of times 

countries in both regions voted in line with the USA.  Not only has the USA failed to 

increase its support in the United Nations—that is, how often other countries vote in the 

same way—as much as China has, this data shows that the U.S. has in fact seen a 

decrease in the percentage of this agreement.   However, we also see that as a factor of 

China’s proportional tonnage increase, the amount of change within the China Sea region 

is considerably larger (more negative coefficient) than the decrease in the group of 

countries outside this region.  This implies the United States suffered an even greater than 

expected amount of lost influence over the voting habits of countries within the China 

Sea region.   Not only does this agree with the findings of Tables 3 and 4, it further 

supports the hypothesis that China’s strengthening Navy is decreasing the influence of 



  26 

the USA in the region close to China’s maritime borders. The coefficient of the trade data 

from the China Sea area is insignificant, therefore no conclusions can be made about this 

information.  

 

Insert Table 7 

 

This table shows that as China’s proportion of naval tonnage increases relative to 

the tonnage of another country (within the China Sea region), the percentage of times that 

country agrees with China, and disagrees with the U.S. increases by about 6.7%.  This 

agrees with the hypothesis, and the data outlined in the first four tables of advanced 

analysis (Tables 3-6).  The trade data is insignificant.   

Lastly, the effect of a country’s regime type was explored.  It is desirable to 

observe this because of the potential, as stated in a previous section, that it is not naval 

power but the evolution of shared/similar ideologies in China’s region that is causing 

these countries to vote in the same way more often.  Ideology was measured using the 

widely agreed upon Polity IV democracy-autocracy scoring index.  What is shown here is 

that as a country’s democracy-autocracy index score (as ranked by the Polity IV model) 

increases in similarity with China’s democracy-autocracy index score, that country was 

more likely to vote like China.  More specifically, a one-point increase in similarity (out 

of the 21 point scale used by Polity IV) increases voting with China by .016 percentage 

points.  While this effect was statistically significant, it is important to compare the 

coefficient for this variable with the much larger one found for China’s naval proportion 

(6.744).  This indicates that while ideology might play some part in China’s increased 
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influence, China’s increasing naval strength has more influence on and/or a stronger 

relation with how often a country in the China Sea region votes in agreement with China 

than ideology.   This acts as a control and further supports the hypothesis.   

 

Insert Table 8 

 

This data set addresses the second hypothesis that countries with defense 

agreements with the United States will be less influenced by China’s naval 

modernization.  More specifically, Table 8 compares Japan, the Philippines, and South 

Korea with the rest of the countries in the China Sea region.  The first independent 

variable, countries’ naval tonnage proportion difference with China, is seen to have a 

very strong effect for both categories of countries.  However, this effect is strongly 

negative for countries with a defense pact, and positive for countries in the region without 

one.  This difference indicates that countries who maintain a military agreement with the 

U.S. are much more resistant to the influence China’s growing naval force has provided 

over those countries in the region that do not have such an agreement.  Not only did 

China not gain any influence when compared to the USA for those countries with a 

military agreement with the United States, but the U.S. gained influence with respect to 

China for these countries (indicated by the negative coefficient).  This is especially 

interesting when we consider that Tables 3 and 4 showed that the U.S. has on average 

tended to lose influence globally when compared to China.   This data supports the 

second hypothesis that countries allied with the United Sates would be less susceptible to 

China’s influence.   
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 The independent variable, trade dependence, is significant and also shows a 

difference between the categories.  We see there is a positive relationship between 

amount of trade and agreement for countries with a defense pact with the USA, and a 

negative relationship between the two for countries who do not have such an agreement.  

However, the coefficients for this variable are much smaller than for the first, indicating 

that any potential relationship is much less significant than that of naval proportion.  

Lastly, the data for regime type similarity is insignificant for countries without a defense 

pact, so no conclusions can be made about this variable.   

 

Section VI: Conclusion and Implications of Findings 

 Future studies on this subject should consider a few key aspects that were not 

included in this paper.  First, the relationship between foreign aid spending was not 

explored.  It is possible that an increase in foreign aid expenditures has increase other 

countries’ agreement with China, the nation that boasts the world’s second largest 

economy.  Foreign aid would create a financial incentive for countries to agree with 

China, as opposed to the coercive mechanism “threat” described in this paper.  A second 

factor to consider would be bilateral trade, or the amount of trade a given country does 

exclusively with China.  It is reasonable to consider that China trades more often with 

countries close to its own maritime borders.  Furthermore, one could argue that increased 

trade is likely to increase the amount of influence a large country like China has over its 

smaller trading partners.   

Despite these possible limitations, it is safe to conclude from the data presented in 

this study that there is a relationship between China’s naval modernization and the 
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amount of influence it has over the other countries in its direct maritime region.  As 

China’s naval forces have improved, there has been a significant increase in how often 

nearby countries have voted in agreement with the regional power in United Nations’ 

proceedings.  All of the statistical models used confirm the trend that as China’s naval 

tonnage—a rough but agreed upon measure of a country’s naval power—has increased in 

proportion to its regional neighbors, the amount of agreement China enjoys from these 

countries has increased as well.  Likewise, as China’s naval forces have improved, the 

amount of cooperation the United States enjoys in the region has decreased.  

It was also found that countries with a military pact with the U.S. did not increase 

agreement with China and decrease agreement with the U.S., as did the countries in the 

region without such arrangements.  This limit on China’s influence demonstrates the 

advantages of such promises.  These findings are of significant consequence to the United 

States and its interests in the Asia-Pacific region.  Looking more broadly, they offer a 

strong justification for developing a country’s naval force.  If China can increase its 

ability to influence other nations with the development of sea power, it would stand to 

reason that any other country could do the same.   

In his 1890 work, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, Mahan espoused the 

importance of a strong naval force.  Over 100 years later, the influence China’s growing 

Navy has had on regional affairs stands to confirm the significance of sea power.  At the 

time of Mahan’s writing, it was the U.S. Navy which was growing, and the United States 

which was attempting to establish itself as a world power.  Today, the U.S. must 

remember its own history of naval development, and continue to monitor the political 

climate in the Asia-Pacific region.  While any form of open conflict between China and 
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the United States is unlikely, this study shows that China’s naval power is of significance, 

regardless of such an encounter.  American leaders should note that China’s growing 

naval force as a proportion to other countries, including the U.S., presents significant 

consequences for international relations and must not go ignored.   
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Figure 1: China’s military spending 

(CHM, left axis) is seen to closely 

follow China’s total GDP (CHQ), right 

axis).  Both are shown in Billions of US 

dollars.  

Credit: Atesoglu, 2013, 92 

Figure 2: China’s total naval 

tonnage over time 
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Figure 3: Total number of 

submarines in China’s Navy over 

time.  

Figure 4: Total number of modern 

attack submarines in China’s Navy 

over time. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

   

  

Year 

Number of 

Subs 

Added to 

China's 

Navy 

China: 

Total 

Number of 

Submarines 

China: 

Total 

Number of 

Modern 

Attack 

Submarines  

1995  3  3  2 

1996  1  4  2 

1997  2  6  2 

1998  3  9  3 

1999  2  11  5 

2000  1  12  5 

2001  3  15  7 

2002  1  16  7 

2003  2  18  9 

2004  4  22  13 

2005  7  29  20 

2006  7  36  27 

2007  2  38  28 

2008  0  38  28 

2009  2  40  30 

2010  2  42  31 

2011  4  46  35 

2012  6  52  42 

Credit: (O’Rourke, 2014, 14) 

Table 1: China’s Submarine Force 
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Figure 5: China’s total naval tonnage as a 

proportion of that of the U.S.  

Figure 6: China’s total naval tonnage 

as a proportion of that of the 

Philippines  
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Figure 7.  China Sea region, average 

difference in naval tonnage proportion 

from 1972 to 2011 
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Basic Analysis: Singapore 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Singapore 1998‐2011, 

Tonnage Difference vs. Vote 

Agreement  

Figure 9.1: Singapore, percent 

agreement with China from 1998‐

2011 

Figure 9.2: Singapore, naval tonnage 

difference with China from 1998‐

2011 
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Table 2:                                                                                                                     

Countries in the China Sea Region: Percent Agree with China in United Nations' 

Voting, 1995 vs. 2005 

Country  1995 2005 

Percent 

Change 

North Korea 0.8709677 0.9354839 7.41% 

South Korea* 0.6575342 0.6164384 -6.25% 

Thailand  0.8333333 0.8493151 1.92% 

Japan* 0.5714286 0.6438356 12.67% 

Vietnam 0.9583333 0.9393939 -1.98% 

Malaysia  0.8589744 0.9315068 8.44% 

Singapore 0.8205128 0.8630137 5.18% 

Philippines* 0.8589744 0.875 1.87% 

Indonesia 0.8552632 0.9166667 7.18% 

Average for all Countries in the China 

Sea Region:  0.809480211 0.841183789 4.05% 

Average for all Countries in the China 

Sea Region Without a USA defense 

pact: 0.866230783 0.905896683 4.69% 

Average for all Countries in the China 

Sea Region With a USA defense pact: 0.695979067 0.711758 2.76% 

* Indicates countries with defense agreements with the USA                                                                   

Percent Agree with China is the measure of how often a country votes in the same way as 

China in UN voting  
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Table 3:  
Empirical model: (China – USA vote Difference) = α + β1(China’s naval strength; 

measured in difference of proportion of tonnage to country of comparison) + 

β2(Trade Dependence) + error  (1972‐2012) 

Independent Variable: 

Model 1:  

In China 

Sea 

Model 2:  

Outside of 

China Sea 

β1—Naval Tonnage Proportion, Countries' Difference with 

China 

5.306** 

(0.615) 

2.963** 

(0.0936) 

        

β2—A Country’s (exports + imports)/GDP  

2.0e‐4   

(1.5E‐4) 

‐6.3e‐4**  

(9.4e‐5) 

        

α—Constant  

0.477**           

(.017) 

0.494**        

(0.008)      

     

In China Sea: N = 373, R^2 = 0.249                                                                                                    

Outside China Sea: N = 5682,  R^2 = 0.1501 

Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis  

* indicates significant, p<.05; ** indicates significant, p<.01  
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Table 4:  
Empirical model: (China – USA vote Difference) = α + β1(China’s naval strength; 

measured in China’s total tonnage alone) + β2(Trade Dependence)+ error               

(1972‐2012)  

Independent Variable: 

Model 1:         

In China Sea 

Model 2:  

Outside of 

China Sea 

β1—China's Total Naval Tonnage  

2.83e‐07 * 

(1.12e‐7) 

2.70e‐7 ** 

(4.08e‐8) 

        

β2—A Country’s (exports + imports)/GDP 

7.37e‐4 ** 

(1.49e‐4) 

‐9.69e‐5   

(1.014e‐4) 

        

α—Constant 

0.496**                 

(.025) 

0.472**        

(0.011)      

     

In China Sea: N = 373, R^2 = 0.1133                                                                                 

Outside China Sea: N = 5682,  R^2 = 0.0077 

Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis 

* indicates significant, p<.05; ** indicates significant, p<.01  
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Table 5:  
Empirical model: (China Percent Vote Agreement) = α + β1(China’s naval strength; 

measured in difference of proportion of tonnage to country of comparison) + 

β2(Trade Dependence)+ error                                                       

(1972‐2012)  

Independent Variable: 

Model 1:  

In China 

Sea 

Model 2:  

Outside of 

China Sea 

β1—Naval Tonnage Proportion, Countries' Difference with 

China 

2.758 ** 

(0.54127) 

1.356 ** 

(0.068) 

        

β2—A Country’s (exports + imports)/GDP 

2.231e‐4 

(1.32e‐4) 

‐8.37e‐4 ** 

(1.684e‐4) 

        

α—Constant 

0.705**           

(.014) 

0.707**        

(9.75e‐3)      

     

In China Sea: N = 239, R^2 = 0.2213                                                                                 

Outside China Sea: N = 1591,  R^2 = 0.1999 

Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis 

* indicates significant, p<.05; ** indicates significant, p<.01  
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Table 6:  
Empirical model: (USA Percent Vote Agreement) = α + β1(China’s naval strength; 

measured in difference of proportion of tonnage to country of comparison) + 

β2(Trade Dependence) + error                                                       

(1972‐2012)  

Independent Variable: 

Model 1:  

In China 

Sea 

Model 2:  

Outside of 

China Sea 

β1—Naval Tonnage Proportion, Countries' Difference with 

China 

‐3.341 **      

(0.348) 

‐1.656 **       

(0.056) 

        

β2—A Country’s (exports + imports)/GDP 

‐8.67e‐5           

(8.48e‐5) 

4.2e‐4 **       

(1.4e‐4) 

        

α—Constant 

0.301**           

(9.12e‐3) 

0.292**        

(0.008)      

     

In China Sea: N = 239, R^2 = 0.2213                                                                                 

Outside China Sea: N = 1591,  R^2 = 0.1999 

Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis 

* indicates significant, p<.05; ** indicates significant, p<.01  
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Table 7:                                                                                                                                

Empirical model: (China – USA vote Difference) = α + β1(China’s naval strength; 

measured in difference of proportion of tonnage to country of comparison)+ 

β2(Trade Dependence)+ β3(Regime Similarity) + error                                 

(1972‐2012) 

Independent Variable: 
Model 1:  In China 

Sea 

β1—Naval Tonnage Proportion, Countries' Difference with 

China 
6.744 ** (0.654) 

     

β2—A Country’s (exports + imports)/GDP  ‐4.24e‐5 (1.5e‐4) 

     

β3—Regime Type Similarity with China   0.016 ** (0.002) 

     

α—Constant 

0.591**                 

(.025) 

   

In China Sea: N = 303, R^2 = 0.4182                                                                                 

Outside China Sea: N/A 

Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis 

* indicates significant, p<.05; ** indicates significant, p<.01  
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2 Using China’s total naval tonnage as the independent Variable (Beta 1) in place of 

tonnage proportion does not significantly change the results.  

Table 8:  
Empirical model: (China – USA vote Difference) = α + β1(China’s naval strength; 

measured in difference of proportion of tonnage to country of comparison)+ β2(Trade 

Dependence)+ β3(Regime Similarity) + error                                              

(1972‐2012) 

Independent Variable: 

Model 1: 

Defense Pact 

with USA 

Model 2:  

No Defense 

Pact with 

USA 

β1—Naval Tonnage Proportion, Countries' Difference with 

China
2
 

‐4.94*           

(2.271) 

4.056** 

(0.655) 

        

β2—A Country’s (exports + imports)/GDP 

0.0092 ** 

(0.0015) 

‐0.0002* 

(0.00012) 

        

β3—Regime Type Similarity with China  

0.013 ** 

(0.0027) 

0.0015 

(0.002) 

        

α—Constant 

0.23**                 

(.06) 

0.613**        

(0.023)      

     

Defense Pact with USA: N = 98, R^2 = 0.655                                                                                   

No Defense Pact with USA: N= 181, R^2 = 0.2061   

Notes: * indicates significant, p<.05; ** indicates significant, p<.01                                           

All Countries observed are located in the China Sea Region 
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