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The maritime domain has been of increasing relevance over the past couple of years with China’s 
island building, the 2021 blockage of the Suez Canal, Houthi attacks on shipping in the Bab al-
Mandab, and most recently, purposeful sabotage of undersea infrastructure, including cables and 
pipelines, these events have stirred discussions of maritime hybrid warfare and maritime gray zone 
operations. These fit into the broader coercive agendas of revisionist actors. The current literature 
often takes a regional focus, examining the near waters that the state and non-state actors seek to 
influence. However, the maritime domain is one of the global commons governed by international 
convention and common practice. By rethinking hybrid and gray zone warfare in the maritime 
domain, particularly in China’s case, as a form of competitive norm entrepreneurship, we can 
examine how actors exploit current gaps in maritime governance structures to advance their 
geopolitical agenda. More specifically, in revising the norms of the international order. In other 
words, hybrid and gray zone warfare in the maritime domain, unlike their land-based counterparts, 
are tools for reshaping or undermining international norms to create a parallel international order. 
This paper will explore various elements of China’s maritime foreign policy as a form of norm 
entrepreneurship to assume a leadership role in the maritime domain. In undertaking this approach, 
the paper will examine China’s use and selective enforcement of fisheries, interpretation of 
international law, and the employment of China’s maritime assets to create a favourable 
environment for China’s policy aims. 

 


