


     

Advance Praise for The Long Game

“The Long Game brings what’s been largely missing from debate on US-​China 
relations: historically informed insight into the nature of China’s Leninist system 
and strategy.”

—​Kevin Rudd, President of the Asia Society and   
former Prime Minister of Australia

“The Long Game is essential in understanding China’s approach to the evolving 
US-​China relationship and global order. Unique in scope and unmatched in sub-
stance, Rush Doshi’s masterfully researched work describes clearly the economic, 
political, and military contours of China’s strategic approach. The observations, 
analysis, and recommendations of this superb work must be foundational to any 
China playbook—​business, political, or military.”

—​Admiral Gary Roughead, U.S. Navy (Retired)

“ ‘What does China want?’ Rush Doshi makes such a cogent case, based 
on a wealth of Chinese textual and behavioral evidence, that China’s consistent 
strategy has been to displace the United States that he persuades me to re-​examine 
my view that China’s aims are open-​ended and malleable. His compelling book 
should become an instant classic in the China field and required reading for eve-
ryone trying to figure out America’s own best strategy toward China.”

—​Susan Shirk, Professor and Chair of the 21st Century China Center, 
University of California-​San Diego

“A must-​read for anyone wrestling with the China Challenge. Doshi’s careful 
analysis of Chinese language documents make a powerful case that China is 
pursuing a coherent grand strategy to overturn the US-​led international order.”

—​Graham Allison, Professor of Government,   
Harvard Kennedy School

“Doshi has brilliantly limned a new framework for understanding both the global 
ambition and the strategic challenges posed by Xi Jinping and his ‘wolf warrior 
diplomacy.’ If you’re looking for the one book that best illuminates the historical 
logic of his unrepentant ‘China Dream,’ The Long Game is it.”

—​Orville Schell, Director, Center on US-​China Policy, the Asia Society

“Drawing from a vast array of Chinese sources, Rush Doshi presents a novel ac-
count of the evolution of Beijing’s grand strategy. Doshi argues persuasively that 
shifts in China’s behavior are driven by the Communist Party’s collective assess-
ment of trends in the global balance of power rather than by the personalities 



     

of individual leaders. The implications are not reassuring: China’s increasingly 
aggressive attempts to displace the US and transform the international system 
began before Xi Jinping took power and will likely persist after he is gone. This 
should be required reading for scholars and policymakers alike.”

—​Aaron L. Friedberg, Professor of Politics, Princeton University

“The debate over whether China has a strategy to displace American leadership 
in Asia is over. Now comes the first authoritative account of what that strategy is. 
Using a vast array of original sources, Rush Doshi does unprecedented forensic 
work on the origins of Chinese grand strategy and its prospects for success.”

—​Michael J. Green, author of By More than Providence: Grand Strategy and 
American Power in the Asia-​Pacific since 1783

“If you doubt that China has been pursuing a long-​term, comprehensive strategy 
to achieve global primacy, read Rush Doshi's book. In this brilliant, definitive 
work, Doshi details the vaulting ambition of Beijing's agenda. Everyone inter-
ested in the future of American power and world order should read it now—​or 
weep later.”

—​Hal Brands, Johns Hopkins University and   
American Enterprise Institute
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Introduction

It was 1872, and Li Hongzhang was writing at a time of historic upheaval. A Qing 
Dynasty general and official who dedicated much of his life to reforming a dying 
empire, Li was often compared to his contemporary Otto von Bismarck, the ar-
chitect of German unification and national power whose portrait Li was said to 
keep for inspiration.1

Like Bismarck, Li had military experience that he parlayed into considerable 
influence, including over foreign and military policy. He had been instrumental 
in putting down the fourteen-​year Taiping rebellion—​the bloodiest conflict of 
the entire nineteenth century—​which had seen a millenarian Christian state rise 
from the growing vacuum of Qing authority to launch a civil war that claimed 
tens of millions of lives. This campaign against the rebels provided Li with an ap-
preciation for Western weapons and technology, a fear of European and Japanese 
predations, a commitment to Chinese self-​strengthening and modernization—​
and critically—​the influence and prestige to do something about it.

And so it was in 1872 that in one of his many correspondences, Li reflected 
on the groundbreaking geopolitical and technological transformations he had 
seen in his own life that posed an existential threat to the Qing. In a memo-
randum advocating for more investment in Chinese shipbuilding, he penned a 
line since repeated for generations: China was experiencing “great changes not 
seen in three thousand years.”2

That famous, sweeping statement is to many Chinese nationalists a reminder 
of the country’s own humiliation. Li ultimately failed to modernize China, lost 
a war to Japan, and signed the embarrassing Treaty of Shimonoseki with Tokyo. 
But to many, Li’s line was both prescient and accurate—​China’s decline was the 
product of the Qing Dynasty’s inability to reckon with transformative geopo-
litical and technological forces that had not been seen for three thousand years, 
forces which changed the international balance of power and ushered in China’s 
“Century of Humiliation.” These were trends that all of Li’s striving could not 
reverse.
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Now, Li’s line has been repurposed by China’s leader Xi Jinping to inaugu-
rate a new phase in China’s post–​Cold War grand strategy. Since 2017, Xi has in 
many of the country’s critical foreign policy addresses declared that the world 
is in the midst of “great changes unseen in a century” [百年未有之大变局]. 
If Li’s line marks the highpoint of China’s humiliation, then Xi’s marks an oc-
casion for its rejuvenation. If Li’s evokes tragedy, then Xi’s evokes opportunity. 
But both capture something essential: the idea that world order is once again at 
stake because of unprecedented geopolitical and technological shifts, and that 
this requires strategic adjustment.

For Xi, the origin of these shifts is China’s growing power and what it saw as 
the West’s apparent self-​destruction. On June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom 
voted to leave the European Union. Then, a little more than three months later, 
a populist surge catapulted Donald Trump into office as president of the United 
States. From China’s perspective—​which is highly sensitive to changes in its 
perceptions of American power and threat—​these two events were shocking. 
Beijing believed that the world’s most powerful democracies were withdrawing 
from the international order they had helped erect abroad and were struggling 
to govern themselves at home. The West’s subsequent response to the corona-
virus pandemic in 2020, and then the storming of the US Capitol by extremists 
in 2021, reinforced a sense that “time and momentum are on our side,” as Xi 
Jinping put it shortly after those events.3 China’s leadership and foreign policy 
elite declared that a “period of historical opportunity” [历史机遇期] had 
emerged to expand the country’s strategic focus from Asia to the wider globe 
and its governance systems.

We are now in the early years of what comes next—​a China that not only 
seeks regional influence as so many great powers do, but as Evan Osnos has 
argued, “that is preparing to shape the twenty-​first century, much as the 
U.S. shaped the twentieth.”4 That competition for influence will be a global one, 
and Beijing believes with good reason that the next decade will likely determine 
the outcome.

As we enter this new stretch of acute competition, we lack answers to critical 
foundational questions. What are China’s ambitions, and does it have a grand 
strategy to achieve them? If it does, what is that strategy, what shapes it, and what 
should the United States do about it? These are basic questions for American 
policymakers grappling with this century’s greatest geopolitical challenge, not 
least because knowing an opponent’s strategy is the first step to countering it. 
And yet, as great power tensions flare, there is no consensus on the answers.

This book attempts to provide an answer. In its argument and structure, the 
book takes its inspiration in part from Cold War studies of US grand strategy.5 
Where those works analyzed the theory and practice of US “strategies of con-
tainment” toward the Soviet Union during the Cold War, this book seeks to 
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analyze the theory and practice of China’s “strategies of displacement” toward 
the United States after the Cold War.

To do so, the book makes use of an original database of Chinese Communist 
Party documents—​memoirs, biographies, and daily records of senior officials—​
painstakingly gathered and then digitized over the last several years from 
libraries, bookstores in Taiwan and Hong Kong, and Chinese e-​commerce sites 
(see Appendix). Many of the documents take readers behind the closed doors 
of the Chinese Communist Party, bring them into its high-​level foreign policy 
institutions and meetings, and introduce readers to a wide cast of Chinese po-
litical leaders, generals, and diplomats charged with devising and implementing 
China’s grand strategy. While no one master document contains all of Chinese 
grand strategy, its outline can be found across a wide corpus of texts. Within 
them, the Party uses hierarchical statements that represent internal consensus 
on key issues to guide the ship of state, and these statements can be traced across 
time. The most important of these is the Party line (路线), then the guideline 
(方针), and finally the policy (政策), among other terms. Understanding them 
sometimes requires proficiency not only in Chinese, but also in seemingly im-
penetrable and archaic ideological concepts like “dialectical unities” and “histor-
ical materialism.”

Argument in Brief

The book argues that the core of US-​China competition since the Cold War has 
been over regional and now global order. It focuses on the strategies that rising 
powers like China use to displace an established hegemon like the United States 
short of war. A hegemon’s position in regional and global order emerges from 
three broad “forms of control” that are used to regulate the behavior of other 
states: coercive capability (to force compliance), consensual inducements (to 
incentivize it), and legitimacy (to rightfully command it). For rising states, the 
act of peacefully displacing the hegemon consists of two broad strategies gener-
ally pursued in sequence. The first strategy is to blunt the hegemon’s exercise of 
those forms of control, particularly those extended over the rising state; after all, 
no rising state can displace the hegemon if it remains at the hegemon’s mercy. 
The second is to build forms of control over others; indeed, no rising state can 
become a hegemon if it cannot secure the deference of other states through co-
ercive threats, consensual inducements, or rightful legitimacy. Unless a rising 
power has first blunted the hegemon, efforts to build order are likely to be fu-
tile and easily opposed. And until a rising power has successfully conducted a 
good degree of blunting and building in its home region, it remains too vulner-
able to the hegemon’s influence to confidently turn to a third strategy, global 
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expansion, which pursues both blunting and building at the global level to dis-
place the hegemon from international leadership. Together, these strategies 
at the regional and then global levels provide a rough means of ascent for the 
Chinese Communist Party’s nationalist elites, who seek to restore China to its 
due place and roll back the historical aberration of the West’s overwhelming 
global influence.

This is a template China has followed, and in its review of China’s strategies 
of displacement, the book argues that shifts from one strategy to the next have 
been triggered by sharp discontinuities in the most important variable shaping 
Chinese grand strategy: its perception of US power and threat. China’s first 
strategy of displacement (1989–​2008) was to quietly blunt American power 
over China, particularly in Asia, and it emerged after the traumatic trifecta of 
Tiananmen Square, the Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse led Beijing to sharply 
increase its perception of US threat. China’s second strategy of displacement 
(2008–​2016) sought to build the foundation for regional hegemony in Asia, and 
it was launched after the Global Financial Crisis led Beijing to see US power as 
diminished and emboldened it to take a more confident approach. Now, with 
the invocation of “great changes unseen in a century” following Brexit, President 
Trump’s election, and the coronavirus pandemic, China is launching a third 
strategy of displacement, one that expands its blunting and building efforts 
worldwide to displace the United States as the global leader. In its final chapters, 
this book uses insights about China’s strategy to formulate an asymmetric US 
grand strategy in response—​one that takes a page from China’s own book—​and 
would seek to contest China’s regional and global ambitions without competing 
dollar-​for-​dollar, ship-​for-​ship, or loan-​for-​loan.

The book also illustrates what Chinese order might look like if China is able 
to achieve its goal of “national rejuvenation” by the centennial of the founding of 
the People’s Republic of China in 2049. At the regional level, China already ac-
counts for more than half of Asian GDP and half of all Asian military spending, 
which is pushing the region out of balance and toward a Chinese sphere of in-
fluence. A fully realized Chinese order might eventually involve the withdrawal 
of US forces from Japan and Korea, the end of American regional alliances, 
the effective removal of the US Navy from the Western Pacific, deference from 
China’s regional neighbors, unification with Taiwan, and the resolution of terri-
torial disputes in the East and South China Seas. Chinese order would likely be 
more coercive than the present order, consensual in ways that primarily benefit 
connected elites even at the expense of voting publics, and considered legiti-
mate mostly to those few who it directly rewards. China would deploy this order 
in ways that damage liberal values, with authoritarian winds blowing stronger 
across the region. Order abroad is often a reflection of order at home, and China’s 
order-​building would be distinctly illiberal relative to US order-​building.
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At the global level, Chinese order would involve seizing the opportunities of 
the “great changes unseen in a century” and displacing the United States as the 
world’s leading state. This would require successfully managing the principal risk 
flowing from the “great changes”—​Washington’s unwillingness to gracefully ac-
cept decline—​by weakening the forms of control supporting American global 
order while strengthening those forms of control supporting a Chinese alterna-
tive. That order would span a “zone of super-​ordinate influence” in Asia as well 
as “partial hegemony” in swaths of the developing world that might gradually 
expand to encompass the world’s industrialized centers—​a vision some Chinese 
popular writers describe using Mao’s revolutionary guidance to “surround the 
cities from the countryside” [农村包围城市].6 More authoritative sources 
put this approach in less sweeping terms, suggesting Chinese order would be 
anchored in China’s Belt and Road Initiative and its Community of Common 
Destiny, with the former in particular creating networks of coercive capability, 
consensual inducement, and legitimacy.7

Some of the strategy to achieve this global order is already discernable in Xi’s 
speeches. Politically, Beijing would project leadership over global governance 
and international institutions, split Western alliances, and advance autocratic 
norms at the expense of liberal ones. Economically, it would weaken the financial 
advantages that underwrite US hegemony and seize the commanding heights 
of the “fourth industrial revolution” from artificial intelligence to quantum 
computing, with the United States declining into a “deindustrialized, English-​
speaking version of a Latin American republic, specializing in commodities, real 
estate, tourism, and perhaps transnational tax evasion.”8 Militarily, the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) would field a world-​class force with bases around the 
world that could defend China’s interests in most regions and even in new 
domains like space, the poles, and the deep sea. The fact that aspects of this vi-
sion are visible in high-​level speeches is strong evidence that China’s ambitions 
are not limited to Taiwan or to dominating the Indo-​Pacific. The “struggle for 
mastery,” once confined to Asia, is now over the global order and its future. If 
there are two paths to hegemony—​a regional one and a global one—​China is 
now pursuing both.

This glimpse at possible Chinese order maybe striking, but it should not be 
surprising. Over a decade ago, Lee Kuan Yew—​the visionary politician who 
built modern Singapore and personally knew China’s top leaders—​was asked 
by an interviewer, “Are Chinese leaders serious about displacing the United 
States as the number one power in Asia and in the world?” He answered with an 
emphatic yes. “Of course. Why not?” he began, “They have transformed a poor 
society by an economic miracle to become now the second-​largest economy 
in the world—​on track . . . to become the world’s largest economy.” China, he 
continued, boasts “a culture 4,000 years old with 1.3 billion people, with a huge 



6	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

and very talented pool to draw from. How could they not aspire to be number 
one in Asia, and in time the world?” China was “growing at rates unimaginable 
50 years ago, a dramatic transformation no one predicted,” he observed, and 
“every Chinese wants a strong and rich China, a nation as prosperous, advanced, 
and technologically competent as America, Europe, and Japan.” He closed his 
answer with a key insight: “This reawakened sense of destiny is an overpowering 
force. . . . China wants to be China and accepted as such, not as an honorary 
member of the West.” China might want to “share this century” with the United 
States, perhaps as “co-​equals,” he noted, but certainly not as subordinates.9

Why Grand Strategy Matters

The need for a grounded understanding of China’s intentions and strategy has 
never been more urgent. China now poses a challenge unlike any the United 
States has ever faced. For more than a century, no US adversary or coalition of 
adversaries has reached 60 percent of US GDP. Neither Wilhelmine Germany 
during the First World War, the combined might of Imperial Japan and Nazi 
Germany during the Second World War, nor the Soviet Union at the height of 
its economic power ever crossed this threshold.10 And yet, this is a milestone 
that China itself quietly reached as early as 2014. When one adjusts for the rel-
ative price of goods, China’s economy is already 25 percent larger than the US 
economy.11 It is clear, then, that China is the most significant competitor that the 
United States has faced and that the way Washington handles its emergence to 
superpower status will shape the course of the next century.

What is less clear, at least in Washington, is whether China has a grand 
strategy and what it might be. This book defines grand strategy as a state’s theory 
of how it can achieve its strategic objectives that is intentional, coordinated, and 
implemented across multiple means of statecraft—​military, economic, and po-
litical. What makes grand strategy “grand” is not simply the size of the strategic 
objectives but also the fact that disparate “means” are coordinated together to 
achieve it. That kind of coordination is rare, and most great powers consequently 
do not have a grand strategy.

When states do have grand strategies, however, they can reshape world 
history. Nazi Germany wielded a grand strategy that used economic tools to 
constrain its neighbors, military buildups to intimidate its rivals, and political 
alignments to encircle its adversaries—​allowing it to outperform its great power 
competitors for a considerable time even though its GDP was less than one-​third 
theirs. During the Cold War, Washington pursued a grand strategy that at times 
used military power to deter Soviet aggression, economic aid to curtail commu-
nist influence, and political institutions to bind liberal states together—​limiting 
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Soviet influence without a US-​Soviet war. How China similarly integrates its 
instruments of statecraft in pursuit of overarching regional and global objectives 
remains an area that has received abundant speculation but little rigorous study 
despite its enormous consequences. The coordination and long-​term planning 
involved in grand strategy allow a state to punch above its weight; since China 
is already a heavyweight, if it has a coherent scheme that coordinates its $14 tril-
lion economy with its blue-​water navy and rising political influence around the 
world—​and the United States either misses it or misunderstands it—​the course 
of the twenty-​first century may unfold in ways detrimental to the United States 
and the liberal values it has long championed.

Washington is belatedly coming to terms with this reality, and the result is 
the most consequential reassessment of its China policy in over a generation. 
And yet, amid this reassessment, there is wide-​ranging disagreement over what 
China wants and where it is going. Some believe Beijing has global ambitions; 
others argue that its focus is largely regional. Some claim it has a coordinated 
100-​year plan; others that it is opportunistic and error-​prone. Some label Beijing 
a boldly revisionist power; others see it as a sober-​minded stakeholder of the 
current order. Some say Beijing wants the United States out of Asia; and others 
that it tolerates a modest US role. Where analysts increasingly agree is on the 
idea that China’s recent assertiveness is a product of Chinese President Xi’s 
personality—​a mistaken notion that ignores the long-​standing Party consensus 
in which China’s behavior is actually rooted. The fact that the contemporary 
debate remains divided on so many fundamental questions related to China’s 
grand strategy—​and inaccurate even in its major areas of agreement—​is trou-
bling, especially since each question holds wildly different policy implications.

The Unsettled Debate

This book enters a largely unresolved debate over Chinese strategy divided be-
tween “skeptics” and “believers.” The skeptics have not yet been persuaded that 
China has a grand strategy to displace the United States regionally or globally; 
by contrast, the believers have not truly attempted persuasion.

The skeptics are a wide-​ranging and deeply knowledgeable group. “China has 
yet to formulate a true ‘grand strategy,’ ” notes one member, “and the question 
is whether it wants to do so at all.”12 Others have argued that China’s goals are 
“inchoate” and that Beijing lacks a “well-​defined” strategy.13 Chinese authors like 
Professor Wang Jisi, former dean of Peking University’s School of International 
Relations, are also in the skeptical camp. “There is no strategy that we could 
come up with by racking our brains that would be able to cover all the aspects of 
our national interests,” he notes.14
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Other skeptics believe that China’s aims are limited, arguing that China 
does not wish to displace the United States regionally or globally and remains 
focused primarily on development and domestic stability. One deeply experi-
enced White House official was not yet convinced of “Xi’s desire to throw the 
United States out of Asia and destroy U.S. regional alliances.”15 Other promi-
nent scholars put the point more forcefully: “[One] hugely distorted notion is 
the now all-​too-​common assumption that China seeks to eject the United States 
from Asia and subjugate the region. In fact, no conclusive evidence exists of such 
Chinese goals.”16

In contrast to these skeptics are the believers. This group is persuaded that 
China has a grand strategy to displace the United States regionally and globally, 
but it has not put forward a work to persuade the skeptics. Within government, 
some top intelligence officials—​including former director of national intelli-
gence Dan Coates—​have stated publicly that “the Chinese fundamentally seek 
to replace the United States as the leading power in the world” but have not (or 
perhaps could not) elaborate further, nor did they suggest that this goal was 
accompanied by a specific strategy.17

Outside of government, only a few recent works attempt to make the case at 
length. The most famous is Pentagon official Michael Pillsbury’s bestselling One 
Hundred Year Marathon, though it argues somewhat overstatedly that China has 
had a secret grand plan for global hegemony since 1949 and, in key places, relies 
heavily on personal authority and anecdote.18 Many other books come to sim-
ilar conclusions and get much right, but they are more intuitive than rigorously 
empirical and could have been more persuasive with a social scientific approach 
and a richer evidentiary base.19 A handful of works on Chinese grand strategy 
take a broader perspective emphasizing the distant past or future, but they there-
fore dedicate less time to the critical stretch from the post–​Cold War era to the 
present that is the locus of US-​China competition.20 Finally, some works mix 
a more empirical approach with careful and precise arguments about China’s 
contemporary grand strategy. These works form the foundation for this book’s 
approach.21

This book, which draws on the research of so many others, also hopes to stand 
apart in key ways. These include a unique social-​scientific approach to defining 
and studying grand strategy; a large trove of rarely cited or previously inacces-
sible Chinese texts; a systematic study of key puzzles in Chinese military, polit-
ical, and economic behavior; and a close look at the variables shaping strategic 
adjustment. Taken together, it is hoped that the book makes a contribution to 
the emerging China debate with a unique method for systematically and rigor-
ously uncovering China’s grand strategy.



	 Int roduc t i on 	 9

     

Uncovering Grand Strategy

The challenge of deciphering a rival’s grand strategy from its disparate behavior is 
not a new one. In the years before the First World War, the British diplomat Eyre 
Crowe wrote an important 20,000-​word “Memorandum on the Present State of 
British Relations with France and Germany” that attempted to explain the wide-​
ranging behavior of a rising Germany.22 Crowe was a keen observer of Anglo-​
German relations with a passion and perspective for the subject informed by his 
own heritage. Born in Leipzig and educated in Berlin and Düsseldorf, Crowe was 
half German, spoke German-​accented English, and joined the British Foreign 
Office at the age of twenty-​one. During World War I, his British and German 
families were literally at war with one another—​his British nephew perished at 
sea while his German cousin rose to become chief of the German Naval Staff.

Crowe, who wrote his memorandum in 1907, sought to systematically an-
alyze the disparate, complex, and seemingly uncoordinated range of German 
foreign behavior, to determine whether Berlin had a “grand design” that ran 
through it, and to report to his superiors what it might be. In order to “formu-
late and accept a theory that will fit all the ascertained facts of German foreign 
policy,” Crowe argued in his framing of the enterprise, “the choice must lie be-
tween . . . two hypotheses”—​each of which resemble the positions of today’s 
skeptics and believers with respect to China’s grand strategy.23

Crowe’s first hypothesis was that Germany had no grand strategy, only what 
he called a “vague, confused, and unpractical statesmanship.” In this view, Crowe 
wrote, it is possible that “Germany does not really know what she is driving at, 
and that all her excursions and alarums, all her underhand intrigues do not con-
tribute to the steady working out of a well conceived and relentlessly followed 
system of policy.”24 Today, this argument mirrors those of skeptics who claim 
China’s bureaucratic politics, factional infighting, economic priorities, and na-
tionalist knee-​jerk reactions all conspire to thwart Beijing from formulating or 
executing an overarching strategy.25

Crowe’s second hypothesis was that important elements of German behavior 
were coordinated together through a grand strategy “consciously aiming at the 
establishment of a German hegemony, at first in Europe, and eventually in the 
world.”26 Crowe ultimately endorsed a more cautious version of this hypothesis, 
and he concluded that German strategy was “deeply rooted in the relative posi-
tion of the two countries,” with Berlin dissatisfied by the prospect of remaining 
subordinate to London in perpetuity.27 This argument mirrors the position 
of believers in Chinese grand strategy. It also resembles the argument of this 
book: China has pursued a variety of strategies to displace the United States at 
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the regional and global level which are fundamentally driven by its relative posi-
tion with Washington.

The fact that the questions the Crowe memorandum explored have a striking 
similarity to those we are grappling with today has not been lost on US officials. 
Henry Kissinger quotes from it in On China. Max Baucus, former US ambas-
sador to China, frequently mentioned the memo to his Chinese interlocutors as 
a roundabout way of inquiring about Chinese strategy.28

Crowe’s memorandum has a mixed legacy, with contemporary assessments 
split over whether he was right about Germany. Nevertheless, the task Crowe 
set remains critical and no less difficult today, particularly because China is a 
“hard target” for information collection. One might hope to improve on Crowe’s 
method with a more rigorous and falsifiable approach anchored in social sci-
ence. As the next chapter discusses in detail, this book argues that to identify the 
existence, content, and adjustment of China’s grand strategy, researchers must 
find evidence of (1) grand strategic concepts in authoritative texts; (2) grand 
strategic capabilities in national security institutions; and (3) grand strategic 
conduct in state behavior. Without such an approach, any analysis is more likely 
to fall victim to the kinds of natural biases in “perception and misperception” 
that often recur in assessments of other powers.29

Chapter Summaries

This book argues that, since the end of the Cold War, China has pursued a 
grand strategy to displace American order first at the regional and now at the 
global level.

Chapter 1 defines grand strategy and international order, and then explores 
how rising powers displace hegemonic order through strategies of blunting, 
building, and expansion. It explains how perceptions of the established 
hegemon’s power and threat shape the selection of rising power grand strategies.

Chapter 2 focuses on the Chinese Communist Party as the connective institu-
tional tissue for China’s grand strategy. As a nationalist institution that emerged 
from the patriotic ferment of the late Qing period, the Party now seeks to re-
store China to its rightful place in the global hierarchy by 2049. As a Leninist 
institution with a centralized structure, ruthless amorality, and a Leninist van-
guard seeing itself as stewarding a nationalist project, the Party possesses the 
“grand strategic capability” to coordinate multiple instruments of statecraft 
while pursuing national interests over parochial ones. Together, the Party’s na-
tionalist orientation helps set the ends of Chinese grand strategy while Leninism 
provides an instrument for realizing them. Now, as China rises, the same Party 
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that sat uneasily within Soviet order during the Cold War is unlikely to perma-
nently tolerate a subordinate role in American order. Finally, the chapter focuses 
on the Party as a subject of research, noting how a careful review of the Party’s 
voluminous publications can provide insight into its grand strategic concepts.

The book then divides into three parts, each of which focuses on a dif-
ferent Chinese strategy of displacement. Part I discusses China’s first strategy 
of displacement, which was to blunt American power under the broad strategic 
guidelines of “hiding capabilities and biding time.”

Part I begins with Chapter 3, which explores the blunting phase of China’s post–​
Cold War grand strategy using Chinese Communist Party texts. It demonstrates 
that China went from seeing the United States as a quasi-​ally against the Soviets 
to seeing it as China’s greatest threat and “main adversary” in the wake of three 
events: the traumatic trifecta of the Tiananmen Square Massacre, the Gulf War, 
and the Soviet Collapse. In response, Beijing launched its blunting strategy under 
the Party guideline of “hiding capabilities and biding time.” This strategy was in-
strumental and tactical. Party leaders explicitly tied the guideline to perceptions 
of US power captured in phrases like the “international balance of forces” and 
“multipolarity,” and they sought to quietly and asymmetrically weaken American 
power in Asia across military, economic, and political instruments, each of which 
is considered in the subsequent three book chapters.

Chapter 4 considers blunting at the military level. It shows that the trifecta 
prompted China to depart from a “sea control” strategy increasingly focused 
on holding distant maritime territory to a “sea denial” strategy focused on 
preventing the US military from traversing, controlling, or intervening in the 
waters near China. That shift was challenging, so Beijing declared it would “catch 
up in some areas and not others” and vowed to build “whatever the enemy fears” 
to accomplish it—​ultimately delaying the acquisition of costly and vulnerable 
vessels like aircraft carriers and instead investing in cheaper asymmetric denial 
weapons. Beijing then built the world’s largest mine arsenal, the world’s first anti-​
ship ballistic missile, and the world’s largest submarine fleet—​all to undermine 
US military power.

Chapter 5 considers blunting at the political level. It demonstrates that the tri-
fecta led China to reverse its previous opposition to joining regional institutions. 
Beijing feared that multilateral organizations like Asia-​Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations Regional 
Forum (ARF) might be used by Washington to build a liberal regional order or 
even an Asian NATO, so China joined them to blunt American power. It stalled 
institutional progress, wielded institutional rules to constrain US freedom of 
maneuver, and hoped participation would reassure wary neighbors otherwise 
tempted to join a US-​led balancing coalition.
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Chapter 6 considers blunting at the economic level. It argues that the trifecta 
laid bare China’s dependence on the US market, capital, and technology—​
notably through Washington’s post-​Tiananmen sanctions and its threats to re-
voke most-​favored-​nation (MFN) trade status, which could have seriously 
damaged China’s economy. Beijing sought not to decouple from the United 
States but instead to bind the discretionary use of American economic power, 
and it worked hard to remove MFN from congressional review through “perma-
nent normal trading relations,” leveraging negotiations in APEC and the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) to obtain it.

Because Party leaders explicitly tied blunting to assessments of American 
power, that meant that when those perceptions changed, so too did China’s 
grand strategy. Part II of the book explores this second phase in Chinese grand 
strategy, which was focused on building regional order. The strategy took place 
under a modification to Deng’s guidance to “hide capabilities and bide time,” 
one that instead emphasized “actively accomplishing something.”

Chapter 7 explores this building strategy in Party texts, demonstrating that 
the shock of the Global Financial Crisis led China to see the United States as 
weakening and emboldened it to shift to a building strategy. It begins with a thor-
ough review of China’s discourse on “multipolarity” and the “international balance 
of forces.” It then shows that the Party sought to lay the foundations for order—​
coercive capacity, consensual bargains, and legitimacy—​under the auspices 
of the revised guidance “actively accomplish something” [积极有所作为] 
issued by Chinese leader Hu Jintao. This strategy, like blunting before it, was 
implemented across multiple instruments of statecraft—​military, political, and 
economic—​each of which receives a chapter.

Chapter 8 focuses on building at the military level, recounting how the Global 
Financial Crisis accelerated a shift in Chinese military strategy away from a sin-
gular focus on blunting American power through sea denial to a new focus on 
building order through sea control. China now sought the capability to hold dis-
tant islands, safeguard sea lines, intervene in neighboring countries, and provide 
public security goods. For these objectives, China needed a different force struc-
ture, one that it had previously postponed for fear that it would be vulnerable to 
the United States and unsettle China’s neighbors. These were risks a more confi-
dent Beijing was now willing to accept. China promptly stepped up investments 
in aircraft carriers, capable surface vessels, amphibious warfare, marines, and 
overseas bases.

Chapter 9 focuses on building at the political level. It shows how the Global 
Financial Crisis caused China to depart from a blunting strategy focused on 
joining and stalling regional organizations to a building strategy that involved 
launching its own institutions. China spearheaded the launch of the Asia 
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the elevation and institutionalization 
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of the previously obscure Conference on Interaction and Confidence-​Building 
Measures in Asia (CICA). It then used these institutions, with mixed success, 
as instruments to shape regional order in the economic and security domains in 
directions it preferred.

Chapter 10 focuses on building at the economic level. It argues that the 
Global Financial Crisis helped Beijing depart from a defensive blunting strategy 
that targeted American economic leverage to an offensive building strategy 
designed to build China’s own coercive and consensual economic capacities. At 
the core of this effort were China’s Belt and Road Initiative, its robust use of ec-
onomic statecraft against its neighbors, and its attempts to gain greater financial 
influence.

Beijing used these blunting and building strategies to constrain US influence 
within Asia and to build the foundations for regional hegemony. The relative 
success of that strategy was remarkable, but Beijing’s ambitions were not limited 
only to the Indo-​Pacific. When Washington was again seen as stumbling, China’s 
grand strategy evolved—​this time in a more global direction. Accordingly, Part 
III of this book focuses on China’s third grand strategy of displacement, global 
expansion, which sought to blunt but especially build global order and to dis-
place the United States from its leadership position.

Chapter 11 discusses the dawn of China’s expansion strategy. It argues 
that the strategy emerged following another trifecta, this time consisting of 
Brexit, the election of Donald Trump, and the West’s poor initial response 
to the coronavirus pandemic. In this period, the Chinese Communist Party 
reached a paradoxical consensus: it concluded that the United States was in 
retreat globally but at the same time was waking up to the China challenge 
bilaterally. In Beijing’s mind, “great changes unseen in a century” were un-
derway, and they provided an opportunity to displace the United States as the 
leading global state by 2049, with the next decade deemed the most critical 
to this objective.

Chapter 12 discusses the “ways and means” of China’s strategy of expansion. 
It shows that politically, Beijing would seek to project leadership over global 
governance and international institutions and to advance autocratic norms. 
Economically, it would weaken the financial advantages that underwrite US he-
gemony and seize the commanding heights of the “fourth industrial revolution.” 
And militarily, the PLA would field a truly global Chinese military with overseas 
bases around the world.

Chapter 13, the book’s final chapter, outlines a US response to China’s 
ambitions for displacing the United States from regional and global order. It 
critiques those who advocate a counterproductive strategy of confrontation 
or an accommodationist one of grand bargains, each of which respectively 
discounts US domestic headwinds and China’s strategic ambitions. The chapter 
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instead argues for an asymmetric competitive strategy, one that does not require 
matching China dollar-​for-​dollar, ship-​for-​ship, or loan-​for-​loan.

This cost-​effective approach emphasizes denying China hegemony in its home 
region and—​taking a page from elements of China’s own blunting strategy—​
focuses on undermining Chinese efforts in Asia and worldwide in ways that are 
of lower cost than Beijing’s efforts to build hegemony. At the same time, this 
chapter argues that the United States should pursue order-​building as well, 
reinvesting in the very same foundations of American global order that Beijing 
presently seeks to weaken. This discussion seeks to convince policymakers that 
even as the United States faces challenges at home and abroad, it can still secure 
its interests and resist the spread of an illiberal sphere of influence—​but only if 
it recognizes that the key to defeating an opponent’s strategy is first to under-
stand it.
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1

“A Coherent Body of Thought and 
Action”

Grand Strategy and Hegemonic Order

“We’re a nation of specialties. We tend to think a problem is either 
economic or political or military. . . . It is hard for us to understand 
we have to be able to do military and political and economic . . . all 
simultaneously.”1

—​Henry Kissinger, 1958

Three hundred years ago, the word strategy would have generated blank stares 
from statesmen across Europe and the Americas for one simple reason: it did 
not exist. The closest analog was the forgotten word strategia in a few ancient 
Greek texts, and that word referred narrowly to “the means by which the ge-
neral may defend his own lands and defeat his enemies.”2 It was not until a 
French soldier and scholar translated an old Byzantine military treatise in the 
eighteenth century that the word reemerged and took on a broader meaning 
in Western circles. Now, strategy and its cousin, grand strategy, have become 
indispensable to thinking about world politics—​even as the definitions remain 
elusive.

The concepts “grand strategy” and “international order” are at the center 
of this book’s argument, which is that China has wielded the former to dis-
place American leadership over the latter. To lay the foundation for this ar-
gument, this chapter explores both concepts across three short sections. 
First, it seeks to explain what grand strategy is and how to find it. Second, it 
explores what international order is and why it is at the center of US-​China 
competition. Finally, it asks what grand strategies rising powers might use to 
shape order and which variables might cause them to shift from one strategy 
to another.
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In Search of Grand Strategy

What is grand strategy? The term is “one of the most slippery and widely abused 
terms in the foreign policy lexicon,” notes Johns Hopkins professor Hal Brands.3 
Most definitions of the term fit into two broad categories. One restricts grand 
strategy to a focus only on military means, which is problematic because it 
converts “grand strategy” into “military strategy” and ignores economic and po-
litical tools. The other defines grand strategy as the use of any means to accom-
plish any ends, but this makes grand strategy no different from strategy itself.

A better approach—​one that keeps “grand strategy” distinctive as a concept—​
is to view it as an integrated security theory. Security is defined here as “sover-
eignty [i.e., freedom of maneuver or autonomy], safety, territorial integrity, and 
power position—​the last being the necessary means to the first three.”4 A grand 
strategy is a state’s theory of how it can achieve these security-​related ends for 
itself that is intentional, coordinated, and implemented across multiple means of 
statecraft, such as military, economic, and political instruments.

This definition is also rooted in the term’s historical evolution over the last 
two centuries. As strategists and scholars watched the emergence of the modern 
industrial state and its multiplying set of capabilities and instruments—​from 
the Napoleonic era through the age of steamships and into the total wars of the 
twentieth century—​they too gradually broadened their conception of the means 
of grand strategy from military to other tools even as they continued to see the 
end of grand strategy as grounded in security, arriving at a definition similar to 
that employed here.5

How might we divine China’s grand strategy from its seemingly disjointed 
behavior? As the Introduction noted, this is not an entirely new challenge. In 
1907, the British diplomat Eyre Crowe wrote a lengthy and influential memo 
that attempted to explain the wide-​ranging behavior of a rising Germany.6 While 
Crowe’s memo is still debated today, it nonetheless provided a useful foundation 
for studying grand strategy that we can improve upon with a more rigorous and 
falsifiable approach anchored in social science.

Crowe argued that German strategy could “be deduced from her history, 
from the utterances and known designs of her rulers and statesmen” and from 
“ascertained facts of German behavior”—​that is, texts and behavior. To Crowe’s 
emphasis on these two factors, we might add one more factor—​national security 
institutions. Pulling these approaches together yields a focus on three elements. 
States must have a set of:

	(1)	 grand strategic concepts about how the ends, ways, and means of strategy fit 
together;
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	(2)	 grand strategic capabilities in national security institutions to coordinate di-
verse instruments of statecraft to pursue national interests over parochial 
ones; and

	(3)	 grand strategic conduct that is ultimately consistent with a state’s strategic 
concepts.

The alternative to these rigorous criteria for identifying grand strategy is to 
adopt a “know-​it-​when-​you-​see-​it” approach that is common but risks misdiag-
nosis, which can be dangerous if it influences policy. To determine whether the 
preceding criteria are met requires a social-​scientific focus on three elements: the 
texts that contain grand strategic concepts; the institutions that demonstrate 
grand strategic capability; and the behavior that evinces grand strategic conduct.

With respect to texts, the core foundation of the book is its focus on author-
itative documents through an original and fully digitized database of Chinese-​
language Communist Party documents personally excavated over the last three 
years from libraries; bookstores in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and mainland China; 
and Chinese e-​commerce sites (see Appendix). These texts not only provide 
insight into grand strategic concepts, but they also touch on grand strategic 
capabilities by highlighting how institutions work, as well as on grand strategic 
conduct by showing why certain decisions were taken.

This leads to the second major method. In addition to texts, the book focuses 
on Chinese national security institutions as evidence of China’s grand strategic 
capability. Some of the key Party institutions in foreign policy—​the General 
Secretary’s office, the Politburo Standing Committee, the Leading Small 
Groups (many now called Central Commissions), and the Central Military 
Commission—​publish virtually nothing directly and are extremely challenging 
to study given the secretiveness surrounding their activities. Sometimes various 
Party texts—​including memoirs, selected works, compendiums, and readouts—​
can provide important, limited insights into key speeches, decisions, study ses-
sions, and debates within these institutions. And these in turn offer insight into 
China’s grand strategy.

Finally, the third method looks at behavior. As Crowe observed, great powers 
undertake a wide range of activities across every domain. It is not always easy to 
separate signal and noise and determine what is strategically motivated and what 
is not. Given this challenge, a social-​scientific approach can help. Scholars can 
look at military, economic, and political behavior; determine whether puzzling 
behavior in each domain is best explained through grand strategic logic; look 
for synchronized shifts across policy domains as evidence of coordination; and 
consult Party texts to understand why China acted the way it did. These efforts 
shed light on China’s grand strategic conduct.
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Taken together, the preceding approach yields several key questions critical 
to identifying China’s grand strategy listed in Table 1.1. Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology professor Barry Posen once said that to find grand strategy we 
must look for “a coherent body of thought and action,” and the questions below 
structure the search for it.7

Moreover, these questions assist not only in identifying whether a grand 
strategy exists, but also in determining what it is as well as when and why it 
changes. Grand strategy is rare, and changes in grand strategy are rarer still. As 
the Tufts University scholar Daniel Drezner notes, changing grand strategy “is 
like trying to make an aircraft carrier do a U-​turn: it happens slowly at best,” 
leaving “grand strategy a constant rather than a variable.”8 The “stickiness” of a 
state’s grand strategy comes from both psychological and organizational factors. 
Research in psychology suggests that “people do not readily alter their beliefs 

Table 1.1 � Questions for Identifying Grand Strategy

Identifying Grand Strategy:
Key Questions

Concepts
(Texts)

1. � Ends: Is there a consistent view on which security threats, of all 
those a country faces, are most significant or fundamental?

2. � Ways: Is there a consistent set of ideas about how to address those 
significant or fundamental threats in core texts?

3. � Means: Is there a theory of what role each of the major means of 
statecraft plays in addressing a given security threat in core texts?

Capability
(Institutions)

4. � Coordination: Do we see evidence that policymakers have 
bureaucratic institutions they can use to coordinate multiple 
instruments of statecraft?

5. � Autonomy: Do foreign policy institutions and the broader state 
have a degree of autonomy from the society and various domestic 
forces that might supersede grand strategy?

Conduct
(Behavior)

6. � Variation within Means: Does our theory of a given state’s grand 
strategy explain variation in behavior in specific policy domains 
better than prevailing theories of state behavior in those domains?

7. � Variation across Means: Does our theory of a given state’s grand 
strategy apply not to one but to multiple policy domains, such as 
military, economic, and political domains?

8. � Synchronized Variation: When grand strategy changes, do we see 
changes in behavior synchronized across each of the three means 
of statecraft?
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about the world and do not easily confront their own mistakes,” and that “once 
they are committed to a particular perspective, judgment, or course of action, 
it is difficult to get them to change their mind.”9 Organizational research finds 
that “resource constraints, transaction costs, internal politics, and the domestic 
environment in which organizations operate,” combined with formal rules and 
standard-​operating-​procedures, together help explain “why decision makers will 
typically feel pressure not to deviate radically from the status quo.”10 Together, 
these factors lock in grand strategy.

If grand strategies are “sticky,” what then causes them to shift? This book 
argues that grand strategies rest on perceptions of power and threat, and that 
shifts in these perceptions “are driven more by events, especially shocks, than 
statistical measures” like gradually changing GDP growth rates or fleet sizes.11 
By comparing descriptions of power and threat in Chinese texts before and after 
foreign policy shocks—​such as the Tiananmen Square Massacre, the Gulf War, 
the Soviet collapse, and the Global Financial Crisis, among others—​one can de-
termine whether perceptions of power and threat changed and produced stra-
tegic adjustment too.

The Contest for Order

As US-​China competition intensified over the last few years, a number of 
policymakers and scholars have frequently returned to the same question: “What 
is this competition over?” This book argues that US-​China competition is over 
who will lead regional and global order.12

Although international relations scholars have generally assumed the world 
to be anarchic, the reality is that it has often been hierarchic, with some states 
exercising authority over other states.13 The number, scope, and density of these 
hierarchical relationships produce order, or “the settled rules and arrangements 
between states” that can govern both their external and internal behavior.14 In a 
hegemonic order, the preeminent state “mobilizes its leadership” atop the hier-
archy to structure relations between states and within them.15 Hegemonic or-
ders involve what former Princeton professor Robert Gilpin called some “form 
of control” by a dominant state to regulate its subordinates, and that control 
often involves a mixture of coercive capability (to force compliance), consensual 
inducements (to incentivize it), and legitimacy (to rightfully command it).16

Coercion emerges from the threat of punishment. Coercive capability can 
flow from a state’s military strength or its structural power over key chokepoints 
in the system, including currency, trade, and technology, among others. 
Consensual inducements involve the ability to incentivize or even “bribe” co-
operation through mutually beneficial bargains or enticements. It often involves 
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voice opportunities, security guarantees, public or private goods provision, or 
elite capture. Finally, legitimacy is the capability to command simply by virtue 
of the dominant state’s identity or ideology. Legitimacy can flow from ideo-
logical affinity, symbolic capital, or other sources and can function as a kind of 
authority. For example, centuries ago the Vatican was able to command states 
over which it exercised little material power simply due to its theological role. 
Together, coercive capacity, consensual inducements, and legitimacy secure the 
deference of states within order.

This mixture of coercion, consent, and legitimacy is hardly uniform, and ac-
cordingly, hegemonic orders can vary in their content and geographic reach. 
Some forms of order, like empire, rely more on coercion; others, like the 
American liberal order, emphasize consensual inducements and legitimacy. 
Most orders are stronger in some regions than in others, and most eventually 
face competitive challenges that can cause them to change.

The question of how orders change is a perennial one with relevance today. 
Hegemonic orders like the one the United States leads today are believed to 
change primarily through massive great power war, with conflicts like the Second 
World War ending one order and launching another. Since great power war is 
now less likely given the nuclear revolution, some mistakenly see the present 
order as fundamentally stable. That perspective discounts the nature of peace-
time great power competition and the possibility of order transition short of 
war. Orders can change peacefully when their forms of control—​coercive capa-
bility, consensual inducement, and legitimacy—​are undermined, and they can 
strengthen when these forms of control are bolstered. These processes can occur 
gradually or all at once, but like the relatively peaceful collapse of the Soviet 
Union, they need not require war.17

Strategies of Displacement

How might a rising power like China seek to displace an established hegemon 
like the United States short of war?18 If a hegemon’s position in order emerges 
from “forms of control” like coercion, consent, and legitimacy, then competi-
tion over order revolves around efforts to strengthen and weaken these forms of 
control. Accordingly, rising states like China can peacefully displace hegemonic 
powers like the United States through two broad strategies generally pursued in 
sequence:

	I.	 The first is to blunt the hegemon’s exercise of its forms of control, particularly 
those that are extended over the rising state; after all, no rising state can dis-
place the hegemon if it remains largely at the hegemon’s mercy.
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	II.	 The second is to build forms of control over others, as well as the foundations 
for consensual bargains and legitimacy; indeed, no rising state can become 
a hegemon if it cannot constrain the autonomy of others or entice them 
with consensual bargains and legitimacy to ensure that they follow the rising 
state’s preferences.

For rising powers, the decision to deploy these grand strategies takes place in 
the shadow of the hegemon’s power and influence, which presents considerable 
risks. A rising power that openly pursues order-​building too soon might cause 
the hegemon to intervene in the rising power’s home region, rally the rising 
power’s neighbors to encircle it, or cut off the rising power from the goods that 
the hegemonic order provides. For these reasons, blunting strategies that seek 
to weaken a hegemon’s order generally precede building ones that seek to erect 
a rising power’s own order. Moreover, both strategies are often pursued at the 
regional level before a rising power turns to a third strategy, global expansion, 
which involves both blunting and building at the global level to displace hege-
monic order.

When might a power pursue expansion? While some scholars like University 
of Chicago professor John Mearsheimer argue that a rising power like China 
must first achieve regional hegemony before pursuing wider global ambitions, 
this criterion is perhaps too narrow.19 As other scholars like former Princeton 
professor Robert Gilpin would argue, a rising power lacking regional hegemony 
could still challenge the hegemon globally over the crosscutting “forms of con-
trol” that sustain its global hegemonic order, such as economics, finance, tech-
nology, and information. Germany challenged Britain’s global dominance in 
these domains before the First World War despite lacking regional hegemony 
in Europe, and China appears to be doing so as well today.20 What matters is 
not whether a rising power like China has full regional hegemony but rather 
whether it has done enough blunting and building in its home region to have 
confidence that it can manage the risks of hegemonic intervention if it pursues 
global expansion.

Some might be skeptical that a rising state like China would do any of this, 
but rising powers—​like most states—​are generally revisionist. Some might con-
sider this a controversial claim, but the fairly modest assumption that most states 
have their own thoughts about how regional and global order should function 
and would act to realize them if the costs of doing so were low should be un-
surprising. Indeed, when costs are low, great powers exhibit what we might call 
“hegemonic drift” toward order-​building in one’s neighborhood or elsewhere. 
Even when the United States was reluctant to act as a great power abroad in 
the nineteenth century, it nonetheless drifted toward exercising hegemony in 
the Western Hemisphere. The key question is not whether rising states have 
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alternate preferences for order but instead whether, when, and how they choose 
to act on them.

Because the hegemon looms largest in the strategic calculations of a rising 
power, this book argues that the choice to “revise” order is based on perceptions 
of the hegemon. Two variables are critically important: (1) the size of the 
perceived relative power gap with an external hegemon, which refers broadly to 
the hegemon’s capacity to harm the interests of the rising power; and (2) the 
perceived threat from the external hegemon, which applies to the hegemon’s 
perceived willingness to use that power to cause harm.21 Defining these variables 
perceptually is critical because what is most relevant to strategic formulation is 
not an objective measure of power and threat (which is elusive in any case) but 
instead a state’s own assessment of a rival’s power and threat. For simplicity, both 
these variables are rendered in Table 1.2 as high or low. Finally, while blunting 
and building are strategies for revising order, great powers can also pursue other 
strategies, definitions of which will follow.

First, when the rising power views the hegemon as much more powerful than 
it but not particularly threatening, the rising power tends to accommodate heg-
emonic order even when its own preferences differ from those of the external 
hegemon. Accommodation can be driven by the desire to avoid turning the 
external hegemon into a hostile force or to benefit from partnership with the 
hegemon against a third party. Accordingly, a rising power might tolerate or even 
support a hegemon’s regional military presence, leadership of regional organi-
zations, and sponsorship of regional economic initiatives. One example of this 
strategy is India’s accommodation of the United States within South Asia be-
cause it perceives the United States as powerful, not particularly threatening, 
and helpful against China. Another might be China’s policy toward the United 
States in the 1980s.

Second, when a rising power thinks the hegemon is much more powerful 
than it and also very threatening, then the rising power will pursue a blunting 
strategy that targets the hegemon’s forms of control—​coercion, consent, and 
legitimacy—​regionally or globally. In this scenario, the rising state cannot ac-
commodate a hegemon it sees as threatening nor can it overtly oppose a hegemon 

Table 1.2 � Grand Strategies of Rising Powers toward Hegemonic Order

Perceived Relative Power Gap with External Hegemon

High Low

Perceived External 
Threat from External 
Hegemon

High Blunting Building

Low Accommodation Dominance
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it sees as powerful, forcing the rising power to resort to “weapons of the weak” 
to blunt the hegemon’s leverage.22 At the military level, it might pursue defen-
sive military capabilities to deter the hegemon from regional intervention while 
eschewing capabilities that would alarm the rising state’s neighbors and trigger 
encirclement; in political terms, it might seek to reduce the external hegemon’s 
role in regional bodies; and in economic terms, it might seek to protect itself 
from the hegemon’s use of economic statecraft. China pursued a version of this 
strategy throughout the 1990s until roughly 2008.

Third, when a rising power thinks the external hegemon is only modestly 
more powerful than it but still very threatening, the rising power will pursue a 
building strategy to construct the foundations for its own order by investing in 
its own forms of control—​coercive capability, consensual inducements, and le-
gitimacy. The rising power is powerful enough to accept the risk of hegemonic 
opposition but not so powerful that it can freely dominate its region since doing 
so might create an opening for the external hegemon. At the military level, it 
might pursue capabilities that allow for coercion, intervention, power projec-
tion, and control (rather than denial) of the land, air, and sea; politically, it might 
establish new institutions to govern the region and sideline the hegemon; and 
economically, it might deliberately cultivate asymmetric interdependence that 
appears beneficial but actually constrains others. These efforts may even re-
semble the kinds of liberal order-​building strategies that scholars like Princeton 
professor John Ikenberry believe secure the consent of weaker states and avoid 
balancing. And when undertaken successfully in a state’s home region, they can 
allow the rising power to pursue expansion at the global level. China has pursued 
this strategy from 2008 onward, and it formed the foundation for the strategy of 
expansion it pursued after 2016.

Fourth, when a rising power thinks the external hegemon is only slightly 
more powerful and not particularly threatening, then the rising power has 
greater freedom to pursue dominance over others in the order because it 
is unconcerned about rival order-​building efforts or hegemonic interven-
tion. While building might involve a mixture of coercion and consensual 
inducements, dominance might overweight coercive tools given the lack of a 
challenge to order or possible balancing coalition. In military terms, a rising 
state may more frequently deploy force; in political terms, it may create rules 
and norms to “lock in” the rising state’s interests and undermine all competing 
institutions; and in economic terms, it may pursue extraction in addition to 
the cultivation of asymmetric interdependence. US strategy in Latin America 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when European rel-
ative power was low and when European threats in Latin America were less 
serious than they had been decades earlier, might serve as an example of this 
strategy.
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These four strategies generally occur sequentially from accommodation to 
blunting to building and then to dominance, but there are exceptions: a state 
may move from blunting to accommodation after a rapprochement with the ex-
ternal hegemon; or it may move from accommodation to dominance if a benign 
hegemon is perceived as having weakened.

In China’s case, the conventional sequence appears to be at work: China in-
itially accommodated a powerful but non-​threatening United States after nor-
malization; sought to blunt it after the Cold War’s conclusion led it to see the 
United States as more threatening; began to build its own order after the Global 
Financial Crisis led it to see the United States as weakening; and may pursue re-
gional dominance if the United States acquiesces or is defeated in a regional con-
flict. Much of the theory, practice, and empirical evidence of this Chinese grand 
strategy is intertwined with the Chinese Communist Party and its worldview 
and organization. We now turn to that institution and the role of nationalism 
and Leninism in shaping the Party, and in turn, China’s grand strategy.
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“The Party Leads Everything”
Nationalism, Leninism, and the Chinese Communist Party

“The Soviets can do something after just one Politburo meeting. Can 
the Americans do that?”1

—​Deng Xiaoping to China’s Politburo, early 1980s

In June 1987, China’s de facto leader Deng Xiaoping was in a meeting with 
Yugoslav officials, and he was worried. China was in the midst of “reform and 
opening,” a series of market reforms propelling China’s economy forward 
and ultimately laying the foundation for its rise to superpower status. But the 
journey was far from smooth. A few months earlier, China had faced some of 
its worst political instability and unrest since the Cultural Revolution—​which 
led Deng to purge the Party’s general secretary, Hu Yaobang, for his reformist 
sympathies.

During his meeting, Deng’s mind kept turning to China’s political situation, 
and he routinely drifted away from talk of economic reform and instead held forth 
on the benefits of the Leninist party-​state for policymaking. “One of the greatest 
advantages” of Leninist systems, he told his guests, “is that, as long as something 
has been decided and a resolution has been made, it can be carried out imme-
diately without any restrictions.”2 Unlike the Americans, he declared, “our effi-
ciency is higher; we carry things out as soon as we have made up our mind. . . . It is 
our strength, and we must retain this advantage.”3 Deng’s handpicked lieutenant, 
Zhao Ziyang, noted years later that Deng would return to this point throughout 
his leadership: “Deng regarded a system without restrictions or checks and bal-
ances, and with absolute concentration of power, as our overall advantage . . . he 
adored the high concentration of power and dictatorship.”4

Deng’s love affairs with Leninism began some sixty years earlier. Like so many 
of the Chinese communists of his generation, Deng entered politics through na-
tionalism. He had participated in the ferment of the May 4th movement and 
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traveled to France to learn, in his words, how to “save China.”5 And like so many 
of the nationalists of his generation, Deng found an instrument for realizing 
his political project in Leninism. After his entry into communist organizing in 
France, Deng enrolled in his early twenties at Sun Yat-​sen University in Moscow, 
where he learned the theory and practice of Leninist party-​building and orga-
nization. “Centralized power flows from the top down,” he wrote in an essay at 
the time on why democracy was ill-​suited for China and Russia; “it is absolutely 
necessary to obey the directives of the leadership.”6 As the MIT political sci-
entist Lucian Pye observed, through these and other experiences, “Deng was 
socialized to be a true Leninist” dedicated to sustaining “the organizational in-
tegrity, and hence the power monopoly, of the Party.”7 And Deng was hardly 
alone in “adoring” Leninism, as his lieutenant Zhao had put it. Other leading 
nationalists, including Sun Yat-​sen and his successor Chiang Kai-​shek, similarly 
adopted Leninist precepts. For them as for Deng, Leninism was the means by 
which to achieve their vision of a wealthy and powerful China.

The high-​level coordination, integration, and implementation of policymaking 
that Deng and other Chinese communists valued certainly has advantages for 
China’s grand strategy. The Party sits above the state and penetrates every level 
of it as well. In this way, it serves as an instrument for coordinating grand strategy 
and gives policymakers relative autonomy from parochial interests in foreign 
policy matters so that they can pursue grand strategic ones. As Mao once put it, 
and Xi recently reiterated, “Party, government, military, civilian, and academic, 
north, south, east, west, and center, the Party leads everything.”8

This chapter focuses on what the Party’s leadership means for Chinese grand 
strategy. In so doing, it draws from an original collection of Party compendiums, 
memoirs, selected works, articles, and other materials.

The focus on the Party may at times feel anachronistic to some in the press or 
media, but not long ago it was widely understood that such a focus would be im-
portant. “Western elites were once familiar with the order of battle in communist 
politics” during the struggle with the Soviet Union, notes the journalist Richard 
McGregor, and they benefited from and invested in “the mini-​industry in aca-
demia, think-​tanks and journalism known as Kremlinology.”9 But “the collapse 
of the Soviet empire in the early 1990s took with it much of the deep knowledge 
of communist systems,” with a steadily diminishing number of experts from aca-
demia and the intelligence community left to pass on that knowledge as funding 
declined.10 China’s economic ascent, for a time, obscured public interest in the 
Party’s inner workings too, though all this has begun to change. There is now a 
renewed understanding that, as the scholar David Shambaugh once observed, 
“Few, if any, issues affect the future of China—​and hence all the nations that in-
teract with it—​more than the nature of its ruling party and government.”11
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In exploring the Party’s relationship to grand strategy, this chapter 
undertakes three broad tasks. First, it focuses on the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) as a nationalist party, one that emerged from the patriotic ferment of 
the late Qing period and has sought to restore the country to its rightful place. 
Second, it focuses on the CCP as a Leninist party, one that has built centralized 
institutions—​blended with a ruthless amorality—​to govern the country and 
achieve its nationalist mission. Together, the Party’s nationalist orientation 
helps set the ends of Chinese grand strategy, while Leninism provides an in-
strument for realizing them. Finally, the book focuses on the CCP as a producer 
of paper and a subject of research, noting how a careful study of the Party’s own 
voluminous publications can provide insight into its grand strategic concepts. 
That section outlines much of the textual research strategy employed in the rest 
of this book.

A Nationalist Party

It can be controversial to argue that the Chinese Communist Party is a nation-
alist party. Many see its public focus on nationalist credentials as instrumental, 
a part of a broader search for new sources of legitimacy after the tarnishing of 
communist ideology. The reality is more complicated. While China did indeed 
launch a “patriotic education” campaign after the Tiananmen Square Massacre 
and the Soviet collapse to amplify nationalist themes publicly, other scholars 
note that nationalism has long been ingrained in the Party’s ideology and iden-
tity, with a long historical line connecting the Party of today with the nationalist 
ferment of the late Qing Dynasty.

The core theme animating the Party across that stretch is the search for 
something that could restore China to its former greatness and would help it 
achieve the goal of “national rejuvenation.” Today, that phrase is at the center of 
Xi Jinping’s political project, but it has a deep history that has pervaded China’s 
political exertions for almost two centuries. As Zhen Wang notes, the concept 
“goes at least as far back as Sun Yat-​sen, and has been invoked by almost every 
modern Chinese leader from Chiang Kai-​Shek to Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao.”12 
Rejuvenation provides a sense of mission not only for China’s domestic reforms 
but for its grand strategy as well.

Wealth and Power

In the 1790s, as George Washington was settling into his first term of office in the 
United States, the Qing Dynasty was at its height. But over the next few decades, 
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repeated provincial unrest, foreign depredations, and a sclerotic government led 
some officials to sense that China was entering decline.

Wei Yuan was one of those officials, and he resurrected a tradition in Chinese 
intellectual history that focused on the state’s pursuit of “wealth and power” 
(富强) as opposed to the more typical Confucian tradition of “rule of the 
virtuous”(德治). When China’s domestic decay collided with European impe-
rial ambition in the disastrous First Opium War, what China calls its “Century 
of Humiliation” began. As the country declined, a growing intellectual focus 
emerged on how to gain strength to recapture past glory. As Orville Schell and 
John Delury note in their sweeping intellectual history of China’s obsession with 
“wealth and power,” Wei Yuan’s resurrection of the 2,000-​year-​old phrase came 
at the right time, and it has “remained something of a north star for Chinese in-
tellectual and political leaders” ever since.13

In the century that followed the First Opium War, China suffered a series of 
humiliating defeats that cracked the edifice of the Qing Dynasty and gave rise to 
generations of scholars and activists who built on Wei Yuan’s “wealth and power 
foundations.” Feng Guifen, an intellectual successor to Wei Yuan, watched the 
Second Opium War and the Taiping Rebellion that almost toppled the Qing and 
helped launch the Self-​Strengthening Movement. He influenced a generation of 
scholars as well as Li Hongzhang, the general and statesman discussed in this 
book’s Introduction.

Two decades after Feng Guifen’s death, the situation had little improved, and 
Japan then shocked China by defeating it in the first Sino-​Japanese War. That de-
feat proved traumatic for scholars like Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, as well as 
nationalist revolutionaries like Sun Yat-​sen, who were spurred on to offer their 
own paths for China to pursue, all with the ultimate aim of self-​strengthening.

These individuals and the broader nationalist discourse of which they were a 
part were dedicated to rejuvenating China and catching up with the West, and 
their words and deeds formed the soil in which China’s Communist Party would 
grow. Many of the CCP’s early leaders were patriotic youth drawn to what was es-
sentially a restorative nationalist project. Some, like Deng Xiaoping, participated 
in nationalist events like the May 4th movement and were drawn “to the na-
tional effort to rid China of the humiliation it had suffered” and “to make it rich 
and strong.”14 Like many future communists, Deng went abroad to study, and he 
explained his reasoning with an answer right out of Wei Yuan’s focus on “wealth 
and power”: “China was weak and we wanted to make her stronger, and China 
was poor and we wanted to make her richer. We went to the West in order to 
study and find a way to save China.”15

In addition to travel and protest, many leading communist figures, including 
Chen Duxiu, Zhou Enlai, and Mao Zedong, found their way to nationalism 
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through authors like Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao. Mao later recounted that 
he “worshipped Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao” and “read and re-​read them” 
until he had memorized their works, and that when he was young, he put up 
posters advocating that Sun Yat-​sen be made China’s president, Kang its pre-
mier, and Liang its foreign minister.16 Deng Xiaoping’s own father was report-
edly a member of Liang Qichao’s political party, which undoubtedly shaped 
Deng’s early nationalist worldview.17 Many future communists were drawn to 
Sun Yat-​sen, who is still revered by the CCP. Indeed, Sun Yat-​sen’s nationalists 
had set up a government and military academy in Guangzhou that “attracted 
promising patriotic youth” to the city, including many who rose to prominence 
like Zhou Enlai, Ye Jianying, Lin Biao, and Mao Zedong.18

Once in power, and even as they pursued policies in line with their own com-
munist ideology, the Party nonetheless remained motivated by an unmistakably 
nationalist mission, and closing the wealth and power gap with the West was 
at its center. Mao-​era industrial modernization, the failed Great Leap Forward, 
the desire for “two bombs, one satellite,” and the extraordinarily dangerous 
move to step out from Soviet order and claim the mantle of ideological lead-
ership from Moscow were all motivated by these nationalist impulses. Deng 
Xiaoping’s reform and opening, and his emphasis on economic and technolog-
ical advancement, explicitly emulated the language of an earlier generation of 
self-​strengtheners. His successors, including Jiang, Hu, and Xi, have carried for-
ward the nationalist project and focused on rejuvenating China and restoring it 
to its rightful place in regional and global order.

Rejuvenation

“Sun Yat-​sen,” Jiang Zemin once noted, “was the first man to put forward the ‘re-
juvenate China’ slogan.”19 And it was indeed from Sun Yat-​sen that the CCP took 
up the language of rejuvenation [振兴中华 or 复兴] that has been a mainstay 
ever since.

In 1894, as China and Japan went to war, Sun Yat-​sen founded the 
Xingzhonghui, which roughly translates as the Revive China Society, and 
declared as its mission rejuvenating China. Even amid the Second Sino-​Japanese 
War, Deng and other Party members encouraged cadres to focus on the “road 
to rejuvenation,” and when the Communists were victorious, Mao declared that 
“only the CCP can save China.”20 When China began reform and opening in 
1978, Deng and his deputies Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang repeatedly made 
clear that the purpose was to “rejuvenate China” [征信中华] and ensure it 
achieved “wealth and power.” In 1988, Jiang Zemin stated that the Party’s mis-
sion was to “realize the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”21
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The centrality of these sentiments to the Party is confirmed by the fact that 
they appear in virtually every Party Congress address, which as we will soon 
see, are among the Party’s most authoritative texts. Hu Yaobang’s 12th Party 
Congress address in 1982 bemoaned the “century or more between the Opium 
War and liberation” and pledged China would “never allow itself to be humiliated 
again.”22 His successor, Zhao Ziyang, gave the 13th Party Congress address in 
1987 using the language of “wealth and power” and arguing that “reform is the 
only way China can achieve rejuvenation.”23 Jiang Zemin’s addresses across the 
14th, 15th, and 16th Party Congresses recounted the Opium Wars and Century 
of Humiliation, praised the Party for having “put an end to the Chinese nation’s 
tragic history,” and reminded audiences that “the Chinese Communist Party is 
deeply rooted in the Chinese nation” and has “shouldered the great and solemn 
mission of national rejuvenation since the day it was founded.”24 Hu’s 17th and 
18th Party Congress addresses repeated these themes and added that the Party 
was “striving for the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation for which count-
less patriots and revolutionary martyrs yearned.”25 Most recently, Xi Jinping’s 
19th Party Congress in 2017 put rejuvenation at the center of his “China Dream” 
and his “new era” for China. He referenced the tragedy of the Opium Wars, and 
declared rejuvenation as “the original aspiration and mission of the Chinese 
Communists”—​one only the Party could achieve.26

The Party has from its founding wrapped itself in the exertions of the 
nationalists who came before it. Top leaders have declared for almost a century 
that “the Chinese Communist Party has inherited and developed the spirit of 
the May 4th movement” and was striving to “learn from and carry forward” the 
legacy of Sun Yat-​sen.27 As Hu Jintao noted on the centennial of Mao’s birth, the 
Party is in a relay race toward rejuvenation. “History is a long river,” he declared. 
“Today developed from yesterday, and tomorrow is a continuation of today.”28 
“The great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation is the great ideal of Mao Zedong, 
Deng Xiaoping, their comrades, and millions of revolutionary martyrs. . . . Today, 
the baton of history has reached our hands.”29

The “baton of history” must be carried by successive leaders until mid-​century, 
or the centennial of the Party’s assumption of power. For at least forty years, 
China’s top leaders have all indicated that this is the target date for achieving re-
juvenation, a goal that has generally involved closing the gap with the West, and 
in some cases, shaping the global system. The focus on the middle of the century 
emerged in the mid-​1980s when Deng and his lieutenants put it forward as the 
date for reaching the level of “moderately developed countries” or completing 
“socialist modernization.”30

Success in this goal would have enormous implications. In 1985, in an impor-
tant address to China’s second-​ever “National Congress” (中国共产党全国代
表会议) convened to adjust national policy, Deng declared, “By the middle of 
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the next century, when we approach the level of the developed countries, then 
there will have been really great changes. At that time the strength of China and 
its role in the world will be quite different.”31 This timeline effectively became 
China’s timeline for rejuvenation shortly thereafter. As Deng’s successor Jiang 
put it, “our goal is by the middle of this century to . . . realize the great rejuve-
nation of the Chinese nation.”32 In a major speech commemorating the eight-
ieth anniversary of the Party, Jiang elaborated on the timeline: “In the 100 years 
from the middle of the 20th century to the middle of the 21st century, all the 
struggles of the Chinese people have been to achieve wealth and power for the 
homeland . . . and the great rejuvenation of the nation. In this historic cause [of 
rejuvenation], our party has led the people of the country for 50 years and made 
tremendous progress; after another 50 years of hard work, it will be successfully 
completed.”33

What might completion mean in practical terms? Deng had suggested it 
would change China’s relationship with the world, and later that it would have 
critics “completely convinced” of the superiority of China’s socialist system.34 
Jiang agreed, and stressed that it was a kind of restoration relative to the West. 
Before its fall under the Qing, Jiang noted, “China’s economic level was leading 
in the world” and “China’s economic aggregate ranked first in the world.”35 
Accordingly, rejuvenation would involve “narrowing the gap with the world’s ad-
vanced level” and making China “wealthy and powerful” again.36

Restoration would also involve a more global role. After achieving rejuve-
nation mid-​century, Jiang noted, “a wealthy and powerful, democratic, and 
civilized socialist modern China will stand in the east of the world, and the 
Chinese people will make new and greater contributions to humanity.”37 Hu 
Jintao quoted Sun Yat-​sen to define rejuvenation’s global dimension: “if China 
becomes strong, we should not only restore our national status but also bear a big 
responsibility for the world,” adding that this would involve efforts to “promote 
the development of the international political and economic order in a more just 
and reasonable direction.”38 Rejuvenation, Hu made clear, would allow China to 
“stand in the forest of nations with an entirely new bearing.”39 At the 19th Party 
Congress, Xi Jinping was the most specific of any Chinese leader on what reju-
venation by mid-​century would mean: “China would become a global leader in 
terms of composite national strength and international influence,” construct a 
“world-​class army,” be actively involved in “global governance,” and foster “a new 
type of international relations and build a community with a shared future for 
mankind.”40

Xi Jinping’s brash vision of mid-​century rejuvenation is the product not 
simply of personality or parochialism but something more powerful: a nation-
alist Party consensus that stretches back through time to the self-​strengthening 
focus of the late Qing reformists. The CCP has had its internal disagreements, 
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struggles, factionalism, and extended descents into ideological extremism, but 
its founders and their successors have consistently understood it as the vehicle 
for rejuvenating China. Disagreements about the ways and the means have sur-
faced at times, but the end goal is relatively clear and has imposed consensus on 
China’s post–​Cold War grand strategy.

That goal is now within reach. The same Party that sat uneasily within Soviet 
order is unlikely to willingly defer to American order. China’s pursuit of rejuve-
nation and the nationalist engine that drives it puts it at odds with US hierarchy, 
within Asia and worldwide. As later chapters will discuss in greater detail, China 
has sought to displace the United States from these orders and to create its own 
equivalent. One of its key assets in this pursuit, it believes, is its Leninist struc-
ture, and we turn now to consider it.

A Leninist Party

The Chinese Communist Party was founded under the influence of the Soviet 
Union and built on Leninist principles for structuring the state and governing 
society. Marxism may have provided the theory, noted the pioneering scholar 
of the Party Franz Schurmann, but Leninism provided the practice—​the prin-
ciples of organization related to gaining and wielding power that have endured 
even as Marxism has withered.41

China’s Communist Party is a Leninist party. The namesake of this political 
approach, Vladimir Lenin, believed a vanguard of professional revolutionaries 
with tightly centralized political power could reshape history. He was committed 
to the centralization of authority, and he repeatedly stressed that the “important 
principle of all Party organization and all Party activity” was “the greatest pos-
sible centralization” of leadership.42 Lenin’s Bolsheviks structured their party 
in this fashion, and when they seized power after the Russian Revolution, they 
built a Leninist fusion of the party and state that China imported almost whole-
sale. “The names of the bodies through which the [Chinese Communist] Party 
exercises power, the Politburo, the Central Committee, the Praesidium and 
the like,” notes Richard McGregor, “all betray one of the most overlooked facts 
about the modern Chinese state—​that it still runs on Soviet hardware.”43

That hardware is essential to understanding China’s grand strategic capability. 
To wield a grand strategy, this book argues that states must have foreign policy 
institutions that are capable of (1) coordinating multiple instruments of state-
craft in service of grand strategy and (2) exercising autonomy by overcoming 
parochial interests that would interfere with national grand strategic objectives. 
It is likely that Party institutions provide both coordination and autonomy 
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better than institutions in most other states, particularly so in the foreign policy 
domain.

Coordination

A “red phone” sits on the desks of roughly 3,000 of the highest-​level Party 
members, a quaint but concrete sign of the Party’s ability to coordinate multiple 
instruments of statecraft.44 Operated by a mysterious sixty-​year-​old military 
unit, this special “red phone” network directly connects the Party’s senior-​most 
cadres in government, the military, academia, state-​owned enterprises, state 
media, and other sectors to each other without the need for any phone num-
bers.45 The red phone system not only signifies that an official “has qualified for 
membership in the tight-​knit club” that runs the country; it also provides the 
Party a “direct hotline” into the arms of the state and the various sectors of so-
ciety that can be used for both information gathering and providing directives.46 
And like so much of China’s system, it too was borrowed from the Soviet Union.

The “red phone” provides a tangible metaphor for Leninist governance, but 
that effort goes far beyond it to include institutions, meetings, and documents 
that together coordinate strategy.

With respect to institutions, China’s critical foreign policy decision-​making 
bodies are all within the Communist Party and sit above the state, providing 
centralized coordination and direction. The highest body is the General Secretary 
and its office. Next follow the seven to nine members of the Politburo Standing 
Committee, who are nominally selected from the 25-​member Politburo, which 
is in turn selected from the 370 members of the CCP’s Central Committee. 
These institutions are informed by a variety of groups that are believed to be 
tasked with formulating long-​term strategy, such as the Central Policy Research 
Office of the CCP Central Committee. On military matters, the Central Military 
Commission, which is chaired by the General Secretary, is the leading institu-
tion. There is also a National Security Commission, though it “has struggled to 
find its footing” and may be more focused on domestic security than interna-
tional security.47

Of critical importance in foreign policy are a series of often ad hoc Party 
bodies known as “leading small groups” [领导小组] or in some cases as 
more institutionalized “central commissions” [委员会], such as the Central 
Foreign Affairs Commission. Comprising very high-​level Party officials—​and 
often chaired by the General Secretary himself or by members of the Politburo 
Standing Committee—​these bodies sit above the state ministries and issue 
guidelines for policy in virtually all critical domains.48 As leading China scholar 
Alice Miller notes, these institutions engage in both “policy formulation and 
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policy implementation” across Party, state, and society. They often coordi-
nate “Central Committee departments, State Council ministries and agencies, 
components of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, and 
other institutions.”49 These bodies are becoming more institutionalized too as 
the Party takes on more authority from the state, and the result is a greater cen-
tralization of policy formulation and implementation.50

Together, these institutions—​the General Secretary, the Politburo Standing 
Committee, the Central Foreign Affairs Commission, and the Central Military 
Commission—​run foreign policy. What is notable about this structure is how 
well suited it is for coordinated, top-​down decision-​making. Every key institu-
tion, particularly for foreign policy, is within the Party itself, has the General 
Secretary at its center, and sits above the state. Together, these factors provide 
these institutions the capability and the authority to bring together military, po-
litical, and economic instruments in coordination.

Some experts argue a seemingly centralized system like this one can still fail 
to coordinate properly. The scholar Ken Lieberthal argues that China exhibits 
“fragmented authoritarianism” among competing institutions and actors. 
Another scholar, David Lampton, notes that leading small groups may con-
flict with each other and may be “analogous to the ‘principal’ and ‘deputies’ 
meetings” of the US National Security Council, which sometimes fail to coordi-
nate properly.51

Others like Wang Zhou, one of the top Chinese experts on the still rather 
opaque leading small groups, take the opposite view. Writing with Taiwanese 
scholar Wen-​Hsuan Tsai, Wang Zhou uses case studies, new sources on the 
organizational structure of leading small groups, and an unprecedented 
televised proceeding of one such meeting.52 Tsai and Zhou contend that these 
groups are fully embedded in the Party, which allows the head of the leading 
group to leverage Party authority—​such as formal or informal influence over 
promotion—​and not just state authority to produce state compliance. This is 
particularly true in foreign policy, where the head is almost always Xi Jinping 
or a member of the Politburo, and where there are fewer relevant groups 
compared to domestic policy. Moreover, Tsai and Zhou note that leading 
small groups usually have a dedicated office and office director working with 
the group head to coordinate internally and externally, making these bodies 
more institutionalized than the convening of individual “ ‘principal’ and ‘dep-
uties’ meetings.”

While these bodies may marginalize the state or lack adequate professional 
staffing, they are nonetheless able to function as Leninist instruments for top-​
down, coordinated policy. As Zeng Peiyuan, former deputy premier of China’s 
State Council, notes, these groups are “an effective method that our Party and 
government have developed through a long period” and are used to “implement 
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major strategic tasks.”53 Rather than “fragmented authoritarianism,” some see in-
stead a kind of “integrated fragmentation” because of the Party’s control over its 
subordinates—​and this likely helps coordinate grand strategy.54

The second major instrument that imposes coordination and discipline 
on policy is Party meetings and the texts that emerge from them. To steer the 
ship of state, as this chapter discusses in greater detail later, the Party relies on 
a rigid hierarchy of guidances—​such as the Party line, guideline, and policy 
(路线，方针，政策)—​which cadres must follow. These guidances are re-
peated or revised in authoritative speeches or readouts from major meetings and 
conclaves, and they are also taken extraordinarily seriously. In the foreign policy 
domain, the line, guideline, and policy are often outlined in key addresses, such 
as at the Party’s most important gathering, the Party Congress, held every five 
years; the Ambassadorial Conferences, which are held on average every six or so 
years (and now far more frequently under Xi); the Central Foreign Affairs Work 
Conferences, which have only been held five to six times ever; and other more 
ad hoc conclaves.

These kinds of foreign policy meetings, notes scholar Suisheng Zhao, “build 
policy consensus on China’s national security strategy and foreign policy 
agenda while synthesizing China’s official analysis of international trends.”55 
The speeches and texts they produce—​among others discussed later—​are the 
ways the Party directs its cadres and the state, and they often indicate that their 
judgments have emerged from high-​level Party consensus at the level of the 
Central Committee or Politburo Standing Committee. One indication of the 
importance of high-​level Party guidances, and particularly those published by 
Xi Jinping, is that officials are required to regularly examine and reflect on them 
in organized “study sessions” that now take up as much as 30 percent of their 
time.56

Autonomy

It is of course not enough for the Party to merely coordinate and broadcast 
policy; it must also be able to ensure its implementation. As Lenin wrote in his 
discussion of political organization, “For the center . . . to actually direct the or-
chestra, it needs to know who plays which violin and where, who plays a false 
note and why, and how and where it is necessary to transfer someone to correct 
the dissonance.”57

This the Party does in part by thoroughly penetrating both state and society. 
The Party sits above the state, runs parallel to the state, and is enmeshed in every 
level of the state. Virtually all important officials in the country are members 
of the Party: ministers and vice ministers, provincial leaders and mayors, gen-
erals and diplomats, chairmen of state companies, and university presidents, 
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etc. So too are the millions of junior officials that work beneath them. The more 
than 90 million members of the Party are spread out across society and instru-
mental to policy implementation. Outside of the state, Party cells can be found 
in almost all institutions—​as wide-​ranging as law firms, private companies, and 
nonprofit organizations—​which work to ensure that the Party’s preferences are 
accommodated in both the state and society. Together, with leadership at the 
top and institutional penetration virtually all the way through to the bottom, the 
Party has the ability not only to coordinate and direct state behavior but in many 
cases to monitor it. This is by design.

In addition to directing and monitoring Party members, the Party also has 
mechanisms to enforce compliance. At the extreme end, this involves wielding 
the Party’s disciplinary infrastructure to punish errant cadres. But it also 
involves less openly coercive tools that were also borrowed from the Soviet 
Union and provide power over careers, promotions, and postings through the 
personnel system. The critical institution in this system is the Party’s secretive 
and extremely powerful Central Organization Department. The Organization 
Department determines who will fill tens of millions of posts, and in this way can 
powerfully shape the lives of cadres and provides yet another reason for them 
to follow Party guidances or else risk their careers.58 This makes it difficult and 
costly for actors to steer major policy in rogue directions.

No state is fully autonomous from society, but in China foreign policy is prob-
ably more centrally directed and protected from vested interests and from social 
forces than domestic policy. Domestic policy is vast and cuts from ministries and 
provinces at the top to villages and counties at the bottom. Because it involves 
a wide range of actors and directly impacts public interests and opinion in tan-
gible ways, autonomy can sometimes be reduced. By contrast, foreign policy is 
comparatively more centralized, narrower in scope, and involves fewer actors 
and therefore fewer parochial interests. Apart from highly salient issues, it also 
likely attracts less sustained interest than the bread-​and-​butter issues implicated 
by domestic policy, and what awareness there is can be shaped by Party censor-
ship and media framing.59

The key exceptions to this are issues that touch on nationalist sensitivities. 
Research suggests, however, that nationalist outcries are not necessarily deter-
minative.60 The Party is willing to arrest nationalist critics and suppress their 
dissent in some cases while amplifying them in other cases to send signals to 
external audiences.61 None of this is to say that nationalist public opinion is 
irrelevant—​instead, as the scholar Joseph Fewsmith argues, it probably matters 
most at times when elite consensus falters.62 Rather, the argument is that rather 
than be controlled by popular nationalism, the Party is often able to wield it as 
a tool—​providing the state adequate autonomy in most cases to pursue grand 
strategy even when it conflicts with public sentiment.
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Despite these strengths, there are limits to a Leninist system’s ability to main-
tain state autonomy. Scholars like Thomas Christensen and Linda Jakobson 
argue persuasively that the proliferation of foreign policy actors within China 
and the complexity of international behavior outside of China together pro-
vide some space for autonomous action among officials and agencies.63 Other 
researchers like David Shambaugh note the atrophy of Party institutions, while 
Minxin Pei emphasizes how corrupt heads of provinces, ministries, or state-​
owned enterprises may pursue their own agendas over those of the state’s.64

These critiques capture something important and valid about the Party, but 
they do not preclude grand strategy capability. Coordination and autonomy 
are not a binary but a spectrum, and they are likely greatest at strategic levels 
and weaker at more tactical levels of policymaking (e.g., deployments along 
the Sino-​Indian border or a particular infrastructure investment). At the lowest 
levels of policymaking, coordination across instruments may be minimal, 
monitoring is challenging, instruction is lacking, and resistance to the central 
government’s dictates may be undetected and may go unanswered. This book 
does not argue that one theory can explain all Chinese behavior down to these 
most granular levels; rather, it hopes to explain costly strategic efforts such as 
major military investments, economic initiatives, and participation in interna-
tional organizations—​arguing that they are generally undertaken as part of a 
broader grand strategy. The question of whether one sees chaos or purpose in 
foreign policy can sometimes be about the level of analysis. And as the scholar 
Suisheng Zhao argues, despite “the increasing number of stakeholders and the 
requirement of specialized knowledge,” as well as the role of public opinion, 
China’s top leaders “have retained absolute latitude in shaping China’s overall 
foreign policy direction.”65 Coordination and autonomy is likely possible where 
it matters most, and as the next section demonstrates, the Party’s unquestioned 
control over foreign policy is a key theme in its internal messaging.

The Party Leads Foreign Policy

For decades, China’s most authoritative foreign policy addresses delivered by 
its most senior leader—​often to the assembled foreign policy apparatus—​have 
repeatedly emphasized one common feature: that China’s grand strategy is set at 
the highest levels of the Party itself. This has long been the case, though the cen-
tralization has intensified under Xi.

In addresses before the 6th Chinese Ambassadorial Conference in 1986, then 
premier Zhao Ziyang declared that “The adjustment of foreign policy must be 
highly centralized and must be decided by the Politburo Standing Committee.”66 
Zhao’s remarks made clear that grand strategy and strategic adjustment are the 
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domain of the Party, not the state. To the assembled diplomats, he declared that 
they could “offer suggestions, but they must of course act in accordance with the 
decisions of the center. What is most important now is to understand and imple-
ment the general intention of the center and carry out the work.”67

At the 8th Annual Ambassadorial Conference, Chinese leader Jiang Zemin 
made a similar point to the assembled foreign policy apparatus. “In external work, 
the guidelines and policies formulated by the center should be implemented 
with determination and unswervingly; there cannot be the slightest bit of am-
biguity about this.”68 Indeed, “diplomacy is highly centralized and unified,” 
and must take place “under the guidance of the center’s diplomatic guideline 
[外交方针].”69 “You should also see that diplomacy is no small matter and that 
diplomatic authority is limited,” Jiang told the assembled officials, and “all the 
departments must resolutely carry out the central government’s diplomatic 
guideline [外交方针], they cannot go their own separate ways [不能政出多
门、各行其是]. Otherwise, there may be a big problem, one that could be-
come a major issue that will affect our reputation.”70

Jiang’s successor also stressed these themes. In a 2003 speech to a major 
Foreign Ministry symposium, Hu Jintao argued, “Comrades in the diplomatic 
front must persist in . . . comprehensively implementing the principles and 
policies of the central line.”71 “To be good central government foreign policy 
advisors,” Hu continued, “it is necessary . . . in any and all circumstances to be 
unwavering in implementing the central government’s line (路线), guidelines 
(方针), policies (政策), and work.”72 Here, Hu makes clear that the line, 
guidelines, and policies that Party institutions put forward should guide state 
behavior.

Hu’s successor, General Secretary Xi, has further strengthened Party con-
trol over the state and reemphasized the Party’s central role in Chinese for-
eign policy work. In his 2013 Peripheral Diplomacy Work Forum address, 
Xi stated that centrally dictated “policies and tactics are the life of the party 
and the life of diplomatic work.”73 In his next major foreign policy address, 
the 2014 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference address, Xi stated, “In 
order to comprehensively promote external work in the new situation, we 
must strengthen the Party’s central and unified leadership” over foreign af-
fairs.74 State Councilor Yang Jiechi elaborated on Xi’s thinking in a major 
Party journal, noting that China’s grand strategy is planned at a high level by 
the Party Central Committee with a long time horizon in mind and centrally 
implemented. “Comrade Xi Jinping has repeatedly stressed that it is necessary 
to make a strategic plan for medium and long-​term external work from the 
highest-​level design perspective,” he said, with the Party “integrating” activi-
ties involving “great powers, neighboring countries, developing countries, and 
multilateral organizations.”75
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Five years later, at China’s sixth ever Foreign Affairs Work Conference, Xi 
expanded on these themes at surprising length, and his remarks are worthy of 
scrutiny. “Diplomacy is a concentrated representation of the will of the state,” he 
declared, “and diplomatic authority must stay with the CCP Central Committee” 
and its “centralized and unified leadership.”76 Across all foreign policy domains, 
he noted, “all must consciously maintain unity with the CCP Central Committee, 
ensuring strict enforcement of orders and prohibitions [令行禁止], and that all 
march in lockstep [步调统一].”77 The Party had formulated a long-​term system-
atic strategy that others were expected to implement. “External work is a system-
atic project [系统工程]” that involved coordination among “political parties, 
governments, people’s congresses, the CPPCC, the military, localities, public, 
etc.”78 Through the synchronized labors of these groups “the party takes overall 
responsibility and coordinates the foreign work of each group to ensure that the 
CCP Central Committee’s foreign policy guidelines, policies, and strategies, and 
plans are implemented.”79 Here, Xi was listing a rough hierarchy of CCP policy 
dictates and the various parts of the state, society, and Party expected to advance 
them. Finally, Xi also focused on the people involved in foreign policy. “After 
the political line is determined, cadres are the decisive factor,” he noted, “so we 
must build a strong contingent of foreign affairs personnel that are loyal to the 
CPC, the country and the people.”80 His speech emphasized Party control over 
foreign policy institutions and Party-​building within them—​which these loyal 
individuals would advance.81

These texts show that China’s leaders have taken the Party’s guiding role in 
foreign policy extremely seriously for decades. They also indicate that foreign 
policy is directed centrally, formulated at high levels, coordinated across state 
and social sectors, and often long-​term. It is rare, and extremely costly, for Party 
officials to buck authority or innovate in foreign policy, and multiple genera-
tions of leaders have indicated stark punishments if they do so. Together, these 
attributes suggest the existence of grand strategic capability.

Grand Strategic Concepts

To gain insight into the thinking of the otherwise opaque CCP, the starting 
point must often be authoritative texts. The Party believes its official speeches 
and texts are of critical importance, and for that reason, many of the most astute 
observers of China have long taken them seriously.

One of the pioneers of this approach was Father Lazlow Ladany. Ladany was 
a Hungarian-​born Jesuit priest and “one-​man think tank” who spent a lifetime 
poring through official Party sources, central and provincial newspapers, radio 
broadcasts, and a variety of other open source materials.82 He was the son of a 
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physician, received a doctorate in law, and studied violin in a conservatory be-
fore joining the Jesuit order and being sent to China in 1940. Expelled from 
China when the Communists came to power, he retreated to Hong Kong. Four 
years later, he launched “China News Analysis,” a weekly newsletter he spent 
the next thirty years publishing from a few basement rooms in a Jesuit-​run dor-
mitory at Hong Kong University. His legendary newsletter’s more than 1,200 
issues, each roughly six to eight pages in length and generally organized around a 
singular theme, were disseminated to China experts around the world and to US 
allies and Soviet states alike. They also went to the CIA. None other than James 
Lilley—​a thirty-​year CIA analyst who rose to become the highest-​level intelli-
gence officer for China and later the US ambassador in Beijing—​believed that 
China News Analysis provided the very best intelligence available to the United 
States before normalization.83

Father Ladany’s success was the product of a singular focus almost entirely 
on the way the Party communicates with itself and to others. This approach was 
austere in principle but arduous in practice, and it required painstaking analysis 
of Party material. The sinologist Simon Ley argues that this kind of close reading 
of Party texts is “akin to munching rhinoceros sausage, or to swallowing saw-
dust by the bucketful” and it requires one to not only learn Chinese but also to 
“crack the code of the Communist political jargon and translate into ordinary 
speech this secret language full of symbols, riddles, cryptograms, hints, traps, 
dark allusions, and red herrings.”84 While Father Ladany was one of the earliest 
and most experienced practitioners of this approach, others carried it out too. 
Within the CIA, the Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) absorbed 
vast quantities of Chinese open sources, translated them, and made them avail-
able to others. In the process, it built institutional experience in understanding 
the CCP and trained a generation of scholars in these methods.

One of those scholars is Alice Miller, a leading expert on CCP open sources 
who defends the close reading of Party texts even though the approach has 
grown increasingly complicated. Miller notes that there has been an explosion in 
China’s print media from 300 outlets when Father Ladany first began publishing 
in 1952 to roughly 2,000 today; radio and television broadcasts have likewise 
dramatically increased, overwhelming the capacity of individuals to track all of 
it. Access to Chinese academics, diplomats, researchers, bureaucrats, journalists, 
leaders, and government institutions also provides more opportunities for in-
formation.85 And foreign journalists—​with significant limitations—​are able to 
explore a range of stories. We are a long way from the era of Father Ladany and 
FBIS, when China was isolated from the world. It is reasonable to ask why a 
focus on Party texts is still useful.

But although much has changed, not everything has. The Party remains 
the critical institution in China, and its line, guidelines, and policies continue 
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to shape China’s behavior. There has indeed been an explosion in media, but 
not necessarily an equivalent growth in the most authoritative media, and 
the Party continues to use key speeches, statements, and commentaries—​as 
well as key gatherings—​to communicate its policy preferences to itself and 
others. And in some of the areas where authoritative material has increased, 
it is often narrow enough in scope to avoid overwhelming analysts. Unlike 
the days of Father Ladany and FBIS, when the textual base was narrow and 
the conclusions were broad, the arrival of new sources (e.g., books or journals 
from the presses of key state ministries) means paradoxically that the base 
is now so broad it can allow for narrower conclusions based on specialized 
sources. For example, scholars can use journals from the Ministry of Industry 
and Information Technology to understand decision-​making in telecommu-
nications policies too granular to receive sustained attention in the Party’s 
flagship papers.

At the same time, even as some materials grow, China itself is clearly retreating 
from what openness it had recently allowed: journalists are being expelled, 
archives have closed, and many in-​person meetings are now too sensitive to yield 
rich insight. As a result of these trends, notes the Australian sinologist Geremie 
R. Barmé, “the long-​overlooked, or underestimated, skills of being able to read, 
listen to and understand the bloviations of the Chinese party-​state are, perhaps, 
in vogue once more.”86 Indeed, the Party remains a deliberately secretive and 
opaque institution, and its texts remain one of the only narrow windows into 
it. “Political communication is a variety of deliberate political behavior,” Miller 
argues convincingly, and “all political behavior says something about the actors 
that engage in it.”87

When applied to foreign policy—​a domain that is still centrally controlled 
and in which parochial interests appear to have relatively limited influence—​
these insights ring even truer. Foreign policy is largely communicated in a se-
ries of key addresses. What is said by senior leaders at the Party Congress, at 
the Central Foreign Affairs Work Forum, at the Ambassadorial Conferences, 
in Central Military Commission meetings, and in a variety of other occasions 
that are used to set or adjust foreign policy remains as critical now as it ever 
has. The commentaries on these sometimes incomplete or inscrutable speeches, 
often published by senior officials in key Party journals, are authentic and 
authoritative—​as they have been for decades. And the key judgments in these 
texts about the “international balance of forces” or the “strategic guideline” con-
tinue to be of great relevance to grand strategy. Meanwhile, below this high-​
level stratum of the most authoritative texts lies an ocean of material of varying 
degrees of authoritativeness. When carefully analyzed, that material too can 
yield still greater insight into Chinese grand strategy. We now turn to how this 
kind of research can be undertaken.
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Research Method

Which specific documents form the foundation of this book’s inquiry into 
Chinese grand strategy? A textual approach to Chinese grand strategy relies on 
establishing a hierarchy of open source and classified Chinese sources in order 
of authoritativeness and drawing from them accordingly. The most authorita-
tive of these are leader-​level memoirs, doctrinal texts, archival sources, official 
speeches, classified materials, and essays by senior leaders. They better reflect 
Party thinking than more frequently cited but often less reliable sources like 
Chinese journal articles and think tank reports.

This raises an important question: how does a scholar differentiate among 
sources broadly believed to be authoritative? It helps that not all authoritative 
materials are of the same kind, allowing for us to divide them into a variety of 
categories, as Table 2.1 demonstrates.

Sources can be divided into five rough categories, in descending order of au-
thoritativeness. (See the Appendix for a detailed discussion of this book’s tex-
tual methodology.) The first is leader-​level speeches that set the line, guideline, 
and policy on major issues—​particularly speeches at the Party Congress, at 
Foreign Affairs Work Conferences, and at Ambassadorial Conferences, among 
other domestic and foreign venues. The second category is Chinese government 
documents and speeches, such as White Papers on foreign policy or defense or 
diplomatic addresses, that are intended for foreign audiences. The third category 

Table 2.1 � Hierarchy of Primary Sources

Hierarchy of Documents for Insight into the Party’s Foreign Policy Judgments

Leader Speeches Party Congress Reports
Major Internal Foreign Policy Addresses
Other Internal Leader Party Speeches

External-​Facing Foreign 
Policy Documents

Addresses to Foreign Audiences by Leaders or Senior 
Officials

Government White Papers

Party Media on Party 
Judgments

Renmin Ribao Pseudonymous Editorials and 
Commentaries

Qiushi and Xuexi Shibao Commentaries

Functional Sources Ministry and Military Documents and Statements
Material from Ministry and Military Publishing Presses

Think Tank and Academic 
Commentary

Comments from Well-​Connected Scholars
Comments from Government-​Affiliated Programs
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is the Party’s authoritative newspapers such as the People’s Daily [人民日报] and 
magazines like Seeking Truth [求是], published by the Party Central Committee, 
and Study Times [学习时报], published by the Central Party School. These 
publications express official Party views, broadcast some Party debates, and also 
contain detailed authoritative commentaries on official speeches. The fourth cat-
egory is functional sources, such as the selected works and memoirs and other 
publications produced by presses affiliated with key agencies or the military. 
This book draws significant content from memoirs of generals, diplomats, and 
other senior officials. The fifth category is think tank and academic commentary 
of varying degrees of authoritativeness. These sources sometimes illustrate the 
scope of key elite debates that might guide statecraft.

This book relies on an original database of these kinds of documents. The 
core of this database includes major regularly published Party document 
compilations, such as the official publications of selected works of all major 
leaders after Mao as well compilations of Party documents published in three 
volumes between Party Congresses, among others. These sources are used to 
establish longitudinal comparisons because they are regularly published and ex-
hibit some consistency in document selection. In addition, a number of other 
sources that are not regularly published were also consulted on a case-​by-​case 
basis. Most of these are drawn from other thematic Party compilations published 
by the Central Documentation Press; in addition, state White Papers, minister 
remarks, Party media, functional sources from ministries or ministry presses, 
memoirs, and academic and think tank commentary are also consulted. Several 
leaked documents are also included as well.

How do we know whether Party documents are biased? Authoritative 
Party and state documents compiled by official presses are, after all, edited and 
manipulated in ways that leaked documents are not. But rather than overstate 
China’s ambitions or threat perceptions, these documents should be seen as 
likely to understate them and as providing “hard tests” for the book’s arguments. 
These texts are less likely to contain authoritative explications of China’s efforts 
to blunt American power or build regional hegemony since these are goals 
China does not generally emphasize publicly. Moreover, China often screens its 
publications for terms likely to be picked up by Western observers that would 
contribute to anxieties about China’s rise. For example, following the U.S. trade 
war with China in part over China’s support for the industrial policy initiative 
“Made in China 2025,” the Propaganda Department ordered the term no longer 
be used and its mentions in Xinhua promptly plummeted.88 Phrases like “Tao 
Guang Yang Hui” (i.e., Deng’s admonition that China must “hide capabilities 
and bide time”) are similarly considered sensitive. In addition, these texts are un-
likely to play up China’s ambitions for nationalist audiences because they are not 
widely read outside of Party audiences, and they are restrained relative to more 



44	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

popular and forceful think tank or media commentary. Finally, leaked documents 
appear to be much more frank about the US threat and about Chinese ambitions 
than officially published ones.

Although these documents make it difficult to detect Chinese strategy, they 
nonetheless play a useful coordinating role within the Party-​state apparatus. As 
a result, the “signal” of Chinese strategy can still be detected through the “noise” 
of official edits, especially when the documents are compared longitudinally over 
time. For example, one can look at differences in Party Congress work reports, 
Ambassadorial Conference addresses, Central Foreign Affairs Work Forums—​
as well as in key concepts like the strategic guideline [战略方针] or the assess-
ment of multipolarity [多极化]—​to detect shifts in strategy.

The analytical approach described here for sifting through Party material is 
not easy to implement and it cannot always be perfectly implemented, but it is 
nonetheless necessary because understanding Chinese foreign policy requires 
taking the Party seriously. Since the end of the Cold War, however, it has been 
challenging for nonexpert Western observers to focus much on the Party. The 
institution is alien, its institutions seem obsolete, and its texts are often stale and 
wooden. And yet, those institutions are an extraordinarily powerful vehicle for 
Chinese nationalism and for coordinating grand strategy and providing the state 
some autonomy from society. Those texts too provide a unique window into 
an otherwise secretive organization. And a look at both can help illustrate the 
contours of China’s grand strategy. We turn now to the first chapter that applies 
this approach and that examines how the traumatic trifecta of Tiananmen 
Square, the Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse gave rise to China’s first displace-
ment strategy: a grand strategy to blunt American order.
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3

“New Cold Wars Have Begun”
The Trifecta and the New American Threat

“I looked forward to the end of the Cold War, but now I feel disap-
pointed. It seems that one Cold War has come to an end but that two 
others have already begun.”1

—​Deng Xiaoping, 1989

Four decades ago, on the windswept edges of Soviet empire, an improbable part-
nership was forged. With Beijing’s approval, the United States built and operated 
two signals intelligence facilities at Korla and Qitai that sat astride old Silk Road 
caravan routes in western China. These stations were used to monitor Soviet 
missile testing in Kazakhstan, and within their walls, American intelligence 
professionals worked shoulder to shoulder with their counterparts in China’s 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to keep tabs on the Soviet threat.2

The stations at Korla and Qitai were physical proof of something that now 
seems hard to believe: the United States and China were once quasi-​allies. 
Over the course of the 1980s, Washington worked with Beijing to oppose the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and Soviet influence in Southeast Asia. It sold 
China weapons, including “artillery equipment and ammunition, antisubmarine 
torpedoes, artillery-​locating radar, advanced avionics, and Blackhawk 
helicopters.”3 And it even permitted its allies to sell China an old carrier hull for 
study—​one that was complete with a steam catapult, arresting equipment, and 
mirror landing systems.4 China’s leaders welcomed these ties. In meetings with 
China’s Central Military Commission, Deng had stated that “threat of Soviet 
hegemonism” caused it to form “a strategic ‘line’ of defense—​a ‘line’ stretching 
from Japan to Europe to the United States” for security.5 Military, economic, 
and political cooperation with the West was widespread and deep, and some in 
Beijing also hoped Washington would intervene in a Sino-​Soviet war.
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All of this changed abruptly following what this book calls the “traumatic tri-
fecta” of Tiananmen Square (1989), the Gulf War (1990–​1991), and the Soviet 
collapse (1991). These three short but historic years reshaped the United States, 
China, and the international system, and each heightened Beijing’s anxieties 
about the United States. The Tiananmen Square protests reminded Beijing of 
the American ideological threat, the swift Gulf War victory reminded it of the 
American military threat, and loss of the shared Soviet adversary reminded it 
of the American geopolitical threat. In short order, the United States quickly 
replaced the Soviet Union as China’s primary security concern, that in turn led 
to a new grand strategy, and a thirty-​year struggle to displace American power 
was born.

As the socialist world crumbled in the late 1980s and a new order came into 
being, Deng Xiaoping put forward a “strategic guideline” [战略方针] to re-
duce the risk of American-​led balancing and containment, to blunt American 
leverage over China, and thereby to secure conditions for China’s development 
and autonomy. The guideline was eventually encapsulated in a twenty-​four-​
character guidance often summed up in a four-​character instruction: China 
needed “to hide one’s capabilities and bide one’s time,” or “Tao Guang Yang Hui” 
[韬光养晦].6 This guideline served as the high-​level organizing principle for 
Chinese foreign policy. In that way, it functioned as a grand strategic concept 
and set China off on a grand strategy to quietly and carefully blunt American 
military, political, and economic leverage over it, all with the goal of enhancing 
Beijing’s own freedom of maneuver.

This chapter explores China’s changing view of the United States at the end 
of the Cold War and the ends, ways, and means of its subsequent grand strategy. 
It argues that although some believe the phrase “Tao Guang Yang Hui” receives 
excessive attention among foreign audiences, such a perspective is misguided. 
The phrase’s appearances across a wide range of leader-​level speeches, memoirs, 
and semi-​official commentaries makes its importance and contours clear. It 
also reveals that the non-​assertive strategy it inaugurated was never meant to be 
permanent. “Tao Guang Yang Hui” was explicitly tied to China’s assessment of 
the “international balance of power” [国际力量对比]. When that balance of 
power changed, the strategy was to change too.

Under this strategy, China chose not to build the foundations for Asian he-
gemony because it feared doing so would unsettle the United States and its own 
neighbors. It avoided major investments in aircraft carriers, ambitious interna-
tional organizations, and regional economic schemes and instead—​as the next 
three chapters demonstrate—​pursued blunting. At the military level, Beijing 
shifted from a “sea control” strategy increasingly focused on holding distant 
maritime territory to a “sea denial strategy” focused on blunting the ability of 
the US military to traverse, control, or intervene in the waters near China. At 
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the political level, Beijing decided to join and then stall regional institutions, 
blunting Washington’s ability to use them to promote Western ideology or or-
ganize an Asian NATO. And at the economic level, unnerved by Tiananmen-​era 
sanctions, Beijing fought to preserve access to American markets, capital, and 
technology through bilateral and multilateral agreements that blunted the discre-
tionary use of American economic coercion. Together, China’s blunting strategy 
was remarkable both for its sweep and subtlety across multiple instruments. As 
Deng had once stated, China’s leaders knew that the Cold War had ended, but 
they feared another one had already begun. They prepared accordingly.

A Shift in the Perceived US Threat

Under the cover of dark on a cool Friday morning in June 1989, National 
Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft boarded a C-​141 military cargo plane at 5 a.m. 
and took off from Andrews Air Force Base for a secret mission to Beijing. The 
trip was intended to stabilize bilateral ties roughly three weeks after the People’s 
Liberation Army had opened fire on student protesters in Tiananmen Square, 
and much about it was unusual. To maintain secrecy, Scowcroft needed a plane 
like the C-​141 that could be refueled midair and that would not need to land. 
To accommodate Scowcroft and his two companions, the C-​141 needed to be 
specially outfitted with a deceptively named “comfort pallet” with bunks and 
seats. And to reduce the risk of a military incident, the plane needed to have 
its Air Force markings removed and its military crew outfitted in civilian attire.7 
That last measure proved only modestly successful. The mission was so secre-
tive that China’s local air defense units had no knowledge of it and almost fired 
on Scowcroft’s plane, but decided to call President Yang Shangkun’s office first. 
“Fortunately for us,” Scowcroft later recounted, “the call went right through and 
Yang advised them it was a very important mission and they should hold their 
fire.”8

When the plane landed in the afternoon on July 1, it was hidden behind an old 
terminal away from prying eyes. The next morning, Scowcroft met with Deng 
Xiaoping, Li Peng, and other officials, as well as a photographer who happened 
to be the son of President Yang. Before Scowcroft’s visit, President George H. W. 
Bush had sent an apologetic and solicitous secret letter to Deng Xiaoping on the 
importance of bilateral ties; now, Scowcroft would carry a similar message in 
person to reassure China’s paramount leader that despite the tough measures the 
United States was forced by public opinion to take in response to China’s crack-
down, Washington would keep its actions limited to preserve the relationship.

Ultimately, the effort made little difference.9 Deng initially praised the Bush 
administration for its “cool-​headed attitude” but then turned sharply critical, 
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arguing that “U.S. foreign policy has actually cornered China.”10 Tiananmen 
Square “was an earthshaking event,” he said, “and it is very unfortunate that 
the United States is too deeply involved in it.”11 Deng argued that US sanctions 
and criticism from Congress and the media were “leading to the break up of 
the relationship,” and it was up to Washington to “untie the knot.”12 The Bush 
administration’s efforts apparently failed to adequately reassure Deng, who in-
stead repeatedly stressed that the protests and their aftermath were an existen-
tial threat to the Party. “The aim of the counter-​revolutionary rebellion was to 
overthrow the People’s Republic of China and our socialist system,” he said, and 
Washington appeared willing to “add fuel to the fire.”13 Scowcroft tried again to 
stress the American perspective, but Deng had apparently made up his mind. “I 
don’t have much time,” he responded despite his otherwise warm reception of 
Scowcroft, and he stressed that he disagreed with “a considerable portion” of the 
national security advisor’s remarks.

A decade later, Scowcroft reflected on these meetings and noted the chal-
lenge he faced in reassuring Beijing. “I explained over and over again . . . how our 
system worked, but I think they never really believed it,” he said of his attempt to 
explain the split between Congress and the Bush administration on Tiananmen 
sanctions.14 The difference in culture and political systems “had created a wide 
divide between us,” and while “they were focused on security and stability,” 
Scowcroft observed, “we were interested in freedom and human rights.”15 It was 
precisely this ideological gap—​with liberal values posing a danger to the CCP—​
that had made the United States too threatening to Beijing and that made Beijing 
too difficult to reassure.

Only a few months before Tiananment, however, the situation had been en-
tirely different. In a February 1989 meeting with President Bush, Deng focused 
intently on the Soviet threat. Border clashes, nuclear weapons, and the presence 
of thirty Soviet divisions on China’s border made large-​scale war possible. He 
wrapped his concerns in history. “Japan did the most damage” to China, Deng 
recounted to Bush, but it was the Soviet Union that took “three million square 
kilometers” of Chinese territory.16 “Those over fifty in China remember that 
the shape of China was like a maple leaf. Now, if you look at the map,” Deng 
explained, “you see a huge chunk of the north cut away” by the Soviets.17 Even so, 
he observed that Soviet leader Joseph Stalin was a friend of China who supported 
its modernization, but his successor Nikita Khrushchev “scrapped several hun-
dred Sino-​Soviet contracts overnight” and sought to encircle China. “All along 
the Sino-​Soviet border, in the west and the east, the Soviet Union stationed one 
million men and deployed about one-​third of all its nuclear missiles,” Deng said.18 
As part of this Soviet encircling coalition, “India was added and then Vietnam 
[as well as Afghanistan and Cambodia]. Now the Soviets have military air transit 
rights over North Korea, which allow them to connect to Cam Ranh Bay [in 
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Vietnam]. Their planes can now conduct air reconnaissance over China.”19 Deng 
was clear that this assessment necessitated “the development of its relations with 
the United States.” He then delivered the key point: “how can China not feel that 
the greatest threat comes from the Soviet Union?” This assessment of the Soviet 
threat was not simply for Bush’s benefit. When the Soviet Union’s leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev visited Beijing a few months later, Deng conveyed this same assess-
ment of the Soviet threat directly to him.20

Although Beijing at times sought improved ties with the Soviet Union and 
stressed its interest in an “independent” foreign policy in the early 1980s, it 
clearly leaned heavily toward Washington.21 China cooperated closely with the 
United States on security matters, and its military and doctrinal texts still fo-
cused primarily on the possibility of war with the Soviet Union and not the dis-
tant United States.22 When the American journalist Mike Wallace asked Deng 
during an interview in 1986 why China’s ties with capitalist America were su-
perior to its ties with Soviet communists, Deng did not dispute Wallace’s as-
sessment. “China does not regard social systems as a criterion in its approach 
to problems,” he explained, but focuses instead on the “specific conditions” of 
those problems.23 Throughout the 1980s, the risk of war with the Soviet Union 
remained a significant problem for Beijing.

As the 1980s came to a close, and as the meeting with Scowcroft revealed, 
China’s assessment was changing. Tiananmen Square in 1989, the Gulf War in 
1990-​1991, and then the Soviet collapse in 1991 led China to see the United 
States and not the Soviet Union as China’s primary threat, as authoritative 
documents make clear.

Despite the Bush administration’s efforts, Deng’s comments about the United 
States changed dramatically beginning in 1989. Throughout most of the 1980s, 
as a review of his Selected Works makes clear, Deng would occasionally chide the 
United States for democratic arrogance or for interference in Taiwan, yet he did 
not refer to the United States as a threat. After 1989, he frequently denounced 
the United States in ideological terms. For example, in a private talk with sev-
eral members of the CCP Central Committee just two months after his meeting 
with Scowcroft, Deng said there was now “no doubt that the imperialists want 
socialist countries to change their nature. The problem now is not whether the 
banner of the Soviet Union will fall—​there is bound to be unrest there—​but 
whether the banner of China will fall.”24

The sentiment became a common feature of Deng’s remarks, even his public 
ones. “The West really wants unrest in China,” Deng declared later that same 
month, “it wants turmoil not only in China but also in the Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe. The United States and some other Western countries are trying 
to bring about a peaceful evolution towards capitalism in socialist countries.”25 In 
Deng’s mind, this threat to China was a form of warfare. “The United States has 
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coined an expression: waging a world war without gunsmoke,” he argued. “We 
should be on guard against this. Capitalists want to defeat socialists in the long 
run. In the past they used weapons, atomic bombs and hydrogen bombs, but 
they were opposed by the peoples of the world. So now they are trying peaceful 
evolution.”26 In a meeting with Richard Nixon after Tiananmen, Deng declared 
that the “United States was deeply involved” in “the recent disturbances and the 
counter-​revolutionary rebellion” of the students and that “some Westerners” 
were “trying to overthrow the socialist system in China.27 In a November 1989 
address, he warned, “Western countries are staging a third world war without 
gunsmoke.”28 Then, in a talk with a visiting Japanese delegation, Deng elaborated 
on Western responsibility for the Tiananmen incident. “Western countries, par-
ticularly the United States,” he argued, “set all their propaganda machines in 
motion to fan the flames, to encourage and support the so-​called democrats or 
opposition in China, who were in fact the scum of the Chinese nation. That is 
how the turmoil came about.”29 Not only was the United States responsible, in 
Deng’s view, but its objectives were hostile: “In inciting unrest in many coun-
tries, they are actually playing power politics and seeking hegemony. They are 
trying to bring into their sphere of influence countries that heretofore they have 
not been able to control. Once this point is made clear, it will help us understand 
the nature of the problem.”30

Amid these fears, the US demonstration of force in the Gulf War in early 
1991—​as the following chapter makes clearer—​was disturbing to Beijing. At 
the outset of the war, Chinese analysts and leaders remained convinced that 
the United States would suffer high casualties and may even fail to secure its 
objectives. They noted that US “aggression” against Iraq would be less effective 
than against Grenada, Libya, and Panama; that Iraq, with equipment similar and 
in some cases superior to China’s, would wage a successful form of “People’s War 
under Modern Conditions”; and that the United States would be pulled into a 
long ground war that would result in its political defeat.31

All of this was revealed to be extraordinarily overstated, and when the United 
States prevailed spectacularly in the conflict, a stunned Chinese leadership saw 
a frightening similarity between Iraq’s defeat and China’s possible fate in a con-
flict with the United States. Some Chinese figures wrote publicly that the Gulf 
War was an example of US “global hegemonism” and that “the U.S. intended to 
dominate the world,” including China.32 The conflict not only amplified China’s 
fear of the United States, it also led the Central Military Commission to launch 
a major initiative to study the conflict and how to build asymmetric weapons to 
deal with the US military, efforts paramount leader Deng discussed and in which 
his successor Jiang Zemin directly participated.

The Soviet collapse the following year marked the final leg of the trifecta. By 
then, much of the socialist world was gone, and China stood increasingly alone. 
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As George Washington University professor David Shambaugh chronicles in his 
work Atrophy and Adaptation, the Soviet collapse had a profound impact on the 
Party, inspiring a way of studies on what went wrong and much handwringing 
about US subversion.33 Decades later, China’s leaders remain consumed by the 
event, with paramount leader Xi Jinping continuing to support study of the event 
and offering his own thoughts on it—​particularly the importance of resisting 
Western liberalism.34

Together, these excerpts demonstrate the remarkable adjustment brought 
about in China’s threat perception. Deng’s judgments on the US threat were ef-
fectively official Party judgments, and they were echoed in countless narrower 
military, economic, and political documents. This threat perception formed the 
crucible in which a new Chinese grand strategy would be formed—​one focused 
on surviving the US threat.

Ends—​Surviving US Threat

In ad 780, the thin and sickly poet of “devilish talent” Li He (李贺) was born 
“to a minor branch of the imperial house of Tang” whose fortunes had long 
ago declined.35 Li was a poetic savant at age seven, but his life was difficult. His 
father died when he was young, and Li was then excluded from the Imperial 
Examination on a technicality, preventing him from gaining an office to support 
his family and their crumbling estate and pushing him into a military career that 
led to his untimely death at twenty-​six from tuberculosis. Li’s vivid and often 
pessimistic poetry might have been lost to history had he not attracted the atten-
tion of the eminent poet and official Han Yun, who met Li at nineteen, read the 
first line of one of his poems, promptly recognized his genius, and likely helped 
preserve his work.36

Centuries later, that work inspired Mao Zedong, who was known to hold Li 
He as one of his most favorite poets. And it may be that precise association with 
Mao that led Chinese leader Jiang Zemin in a 1998 speech to the Central Military 
Commission to incongruously invoke one of Li He’s lines as Jiang warned that 
Western forces sought China’s collapse. By pure coincidence, Jiang chose the 
exact same line believed to have dazzled Han Yun centuries earlier. “Black clouds 
press heavy on the city,” Jiang said, “and the city is on the verge of caving in.”37

Jiang’s warnings were hardly anomalous. The belief that the United States was 
China’s primary threat, and that China’s grand strategy should focus on surviving 
that threat, was affirmed for nearly two decades in leader-​level speeches found 
in Party compendiums. This section explores some of the most authoritative of 
these, particularly the important and infrequent Ambassadorial Conferences 
held roughly every six years to reiterate or alter foreign policy judgments.
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The first Ambassadorial Conference after the traumatic trifecta was held in 
1993, and it was only the eighth in China’s history. In his address, Jiang Zemin 
outlined a sentiment that departed dramatically from earlier Ambassadorial 
speeches delivered in 1986 by Zhao Ziyang and Hu Yaobang. “From now on and 
for a relatively long period of time, the United States will be our main diplomatic 
adversary [对手]. . . . The status and role of the United States in today’s world 
determines that it is the main adversary in our international dealings,” Jiang 
argued.38 The United States, he clarified, had hostile intentions:

The U.S. policy on China has always been two-​sided. The peaceful evo-
lution of our country is a long-​term strategic goal for some in the United 
States. In essence, they are reluctant to see China’s reunification, devel-
opment, and strengthening. They will continue to keep pressure on our 
country on issues of human rights, trade, arms sales, Taiwan and the 
Dalai Lama. The United States is domineering in its dealings with our 
country and possesses the posture of hegemonism and power politics.39

And yet, Jiang argued before the assembled diplomats, there was a second side 
to US policy toward China. “On the other hand, the United States out of consid-
eration for its own global strategy and its fundamental economic interests, will 
have to focus on our country’s vast market and has no choice but to seek cooper-
ation with us in international affairs.”40 In other words, Jiang argued, Washington 
“needs to maintain normal relations with us.”41 Even so, China could not adopt an 
overtly confrontational strategy because, as Jiang observed, “The United States 
is our principal export market and an important source for our imported cap-
ital, technology, and advanced management experience.”42 Instead, “protecting 
and developing Sino-​U.S. relations was of strategic significance” to China. By 
cooperating with the United States in some areas and avoiding confrontation in 
others, China could minimize US antipathy, continue to develop economically, 
and increase its relative power.43

Five years later, at the next Ambassadorial Conference in 1998, Jiang con-
tinued to emphasize the US threat. “Some in the United States and the other 
Western countries,” he declared, “will not give up their political plot to west-
ernize and divide our country. It doesn’t matter whether it is adopting a ‘con-
tainment policy’ or a so-​called ‘engagement policy,’ all of which may vary in 
10,000 different ways without ultimately departing from their central aim 
[万变不离其宗], which is to try with ulterior motives [企图] to change our 
country’s socialist system and finally bring our country into the Western capi-
talist system.”44 The contest with Washington would be an enduring one. “This 
struggle is long-​term and complex,” Jiang declared, and “in this regard, we must 
always keep a clear head and must never lose our vigilance.”45 In his mind, there 
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was also a fear that Washington might work with China’s neighbors, and he 
added that, like the United States, “some of our neighboring great powers also 
want to contain us in different ways.”46 Jiang then offered the diplomats an ex-
traordinary, official review of Sino-​American relations, with the emphasis being 
on the hostility and threat posed by the United States:

In November and December 1989, former U.S. Secretary of State and 
the president’s National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft visited China 
successively, and comrade Deng Xiaoping met with them both and put 
forward a wholesale plan for restoring Sino-​U.S. relations. This plan ul-
timately found its realization in my [ Jiang’s] state visit to the United 
States. At the time, the visit received the approval of the American 
side, but then the United States changes its mind and went back on its 
word. Because of the drastic changes in Eastern Europe, some in the 
United States pinned their hopes on us “changing.” In 1991, there was 
a serious flood in East China, and some in the United States set their 
minds on us having chaos. In December of that year when the Soviet 
Union dissolved, some in the United States thought we should “col-
lapse.” In 1992, the United States sold Taiwan F-​16 fighter jets, in 1995 
they permitted leaders of Taiwan to visit the United States. Some in the 
United States with respect to the so-​called “post-​Deng China” made all 
kinds of speculation and put pressure on us in an attempt to overwhelm 
us and put us down.47

Although many in Washington believed relations had improved in the 1990s, 
Beijing saw things differently, and Jiang emphasized his skepticism about US 
intentions to the assembled foreign policy establishment. “When I was in 
New York with Clinton, he clearly told me that the U.S. policy on China is nei-
ther isolation nor deterrence nor confrontation, but full engagement,” Jiang 
stated.48 But Jiang immediately emphasized to the audience that he did not be-
lieve these assurances: “we must realize that the U.S. policy on China is still two-​
sided. The attempt by the U.S. anti-​China forces to evolve us will not change.”49 
Moreover, Jiang argued that “the United States is trying to construct a unipolar 
world . . . and dominate international affairs” and that, instead of declining, “for 
a long time, the United States will maintain significant advantages in politics, ec-
onomics, science and technology, and military affairs.”50

The continuity of these views across two of China’s most important for-
eign policy speeches was remarkable. Then, in a speech to the Central Military 
Commission roughly ten years after Tiananmen, Jiang emphasized that these 
themes had not diminished in salience. “After undergoing drastic changes in 
Eastern Europe, the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and the end of bipolarity 
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in the late 1980s and early 1990s,” he remarked, “setbacks in the development 
of worldwide socialism caused us to face unprecedented pressure.”51 In partic-
ular, “hostile international forces have threatened to bury communism in the 
world, arguing that China will follow the footsteps of the Soviet Union and 
Eastern European countries and will soon collapse. They have exerted compre-
hensive pressure on China and openly support our domestic anti-​communist, 
anti-​socialist forces, and separatist forces as they engage in sabotage and subver-
sion.”52 Hostile foreign forces, he continued, were “intensifying all kinds of infil-
tration and destruction activities aimed at the Westernization and splitting-​up 
of our country, and continuing to use so-​called ‘human rights,’ ‘democracy,’ ‘reli-
gion,’ the Dalai Lama, Taiwan, economic and trade instruments, and arms sales 
all to stir up trouble.”53 In summing up the situation, he declared that “China’s 
security and social and political stability are facing serious threats” from the 
United States.54

In another Central Military Commission speech two years later, Jiang was 
more explicit that the cause of China’s troubles was the United States, and he 
confirmed that rocky relations with the United States were perceived in Beijing 
to have begun with the trifecta: “After the end of the Cold War, Sino-​American 
relations have continuously been very unsteady, sometimes good and some-
times bad.”55

Jiang’s successor, President Hu Jintao, continued to stress the US threat. In 
speeches to the Foreign Ministry in 2003, Hu argued that although “the United 
States and other large Western countries need to seek China’s cooperation on 
major international and regional issues, we must also recognize the grim reality 
that Western hostile forces are still implementing Westernization and splittist 
political designs on China.”56

Top figures were sometimes even blunter. In an exhaustive review of what 
appears to be leaked documents from China’s 16th Party Congress held the pre-
vious year, Andrew Nathan and Bruce Gilley conclude that “managing relations 
with the United States is seen as a looming threat” to China’s security.57 The full 
text of the documents is quite revealing, with Hu Jintao and other top Chinese 
elites and Politburo Standing Committee members deeply anxious about US 
power and intentions. Hu Jintao identified the United States as “the main line 
[i.e., the central thread] in China’s foreign policy strategy.”58 He also argued that 
the United States sought to encircle China:

Many people in the United States have always regarded China as a latent 
strategic opponent, and from a geopolitical perspective have adopted a 
two-​faced engagement and containment approach. . . . The United States 
has strengthened its military deployments in the Asia-​Pacific region, 
strengthened the US-​Japan military alliance, strengthened strategic 
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cooperation with India, improved relations with Vietnam, wooed 
Pakistan, established a pro-​American government in Afghanistan, 
increased arms sales to Taiwan, and so on. They have extended outposts 
and placed pressure points on us from the east, south, and west. This 
makes a great change in our geopolitical environment.59

In those same files, Premier Wen Jiabao saw the United States as seeking to 
contain China:

The United States is trying to preserve its status as the world’s sole su-
perpower and will not allow any country the chance to pose a challenge 
to it. The US will maintain its global strategy based in Europe and Asia, 
and the focus will be on containing Russia and China and controlling 
Europe and Japan. The core of American foreign policy toward China 
is still to “engage and contain.” Some conservative forces in the US are 
sticking stubbornly to their Cold War thinking, stressing that the rise 
of China must harm American interests. The US military is planning to 
move the focus of military planning from Europe to the Asia-​Pacific re-
gion. The US will continue to exert pressure [on us] on Taiwan, human 
rights, security, and economics and trade.60

Other prominent figures, like Jiang Zemin’s right-​hand adviser Zeng 
Qinghong, declared similarly that “the Americans constantly worry that a strong 
China will threaten their position of primacy. So the US wants both to domi-
nate China’s market and to find every possible way to contain its development.”61 
Even Li Ruihuan, a Standing Committee member who had been a supporter of 
modest political liberalization, saw US intentions as hostile:

To tell the truth, the United States is very clear about our power. It 
knows that China today is not a direct threat to the United States. But as 
for America’s long-​term development strategy, when it looks at our la-
tent developmental strength, if the Chinese economy keeps developing 
for a few more decades, it will be big enough to be able to balance with 
them. So they want to contain us, they want to implement a carrot-​and-​
stick policy. It’s useless for us to use a lot of words to refute their “China 
threat theory.” The Americans won’t listen to you.62

In the years after the 16th Party Congress, as Washington became increas-
ingly preoccupied with the Middle East, China continued to be concerned about 
the US threat. In 2006, Hu Jintao hosted the Central Foreign Affairs Working 
Conference—​only the third time in the entire PRC’s history that this kind of 
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meeting had been convened. At it, he emphasized the US threat and discussed 
China’s fear of encirclement by the United States in concert with its allies: “the 
United States and other Western countries have vigorously promoted the es-
tablishment of a ‘democratic nations alliance,’ ” he warned.63 Later, repeating 
language from previous General Secretaries in similar settings, Hu stressed 
that “the United States remains the main adversary that we need to deal with 
internationally.”64

Together, all of these accounts suggest that the United States was the de-
fining focus of China’s strategic planning. Chinese leaders consistently labeled 
the United States as China’s chief opponent, defined it explicitly as China’s main 
threat, and raised concerns about the need to manage US ties. We now turn to 
the ways China sought to avoid US containment and to blunt American power.

Ways—​Deng’s “Tao Guang Yang Hui”

In roughly 494 bc in what is today Zhejiang and Jiangsu province, the rising 
powers Yue and Wu struggled for advantage. When Yue’s overconfident King 
Goujian decided to attack the much stronger King Fuchai of Wu, the result 
was a disastrous defeat for Yue. To save Yue from extinction, the humiliated 
King Goujian placed himself into captivity and servitude at the court of Wu’s 
King Fuchai, where he lived as a commoner and cleaned the stables. While he 
harbored hopes for retribution, the defeated Goujian never showed resentment, 
and his quiet dignity and ostentatious displays of loyalty earned him a pardon 
from the now trusting King Fuchai.

When Goujian returned home to lead Yue, he slept on brushwood and licked 
a slaughtered animal’s gallbladder daily to remember his humiliation and for-
tify his determination. While he publicly still showed deference to King Fuchai, 
he quietly set about building his state’s strength and subverting King Fuchai’s 
decadent kingdom by bribing his ministers, encouraging him to take on debt, 
emptying his granaries, and distracting him with women and wine. Roughly a 
decade later, a vastly stronger Yue that had borne its humiliation well invaded 
and conquered a declining and unsuspecting Wu.65

This story, notes historian Paul A. Cohen, is more parable than history and 
has enduring cultural impact. It has produced positive idioms like “sleep on 
brushwood and taste gall” [卧薪尝胆] to encourage hard work and discipline 
in school or business, as well as more dark expressions like “for a gentleman’s 
revenge, ten years is not too long to wait” [君子报仇，十年不晚]. The parable 
was frequently cited by Chinese nationalists during the Century of Humiliation, 
the self-​strengthening movement that followed it, and—​critically—​in Chinese 
discourses on Deng’s post–​Cold War strategic guideline that China must “hide 
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its capabilities and bide its time” (Tao Guang Yang Hui), with the parable 
forming part of the “cultural knowledge” from which the guideline emerged and 
later appearing in many scholarly discussions of it.66 That association should 
hardly be surprising. Japanese and Vietnamese nationalists also turned to the 
story at times for a similar purpose.67 Nor should the linkage be taken as literal 
evidence that China somehow harbors designs as brutal and deceptive as those 
of King Goujian of Yue.68 What the parable does suggest is that Deng’s guideline 
should be taken seriously, understood within a larger nationalist context, and 
not dismissed as a mere Party pablum.

Tao Guang Yang Hui was a shorthand that referred to a longer twenty-​four-​
character admonition from Deng: China should “observe calmly, secure our po-
sition, cope with affairs calmly, hide our capabilities and bide our time, maintain 
a low profile, never claim leadership, and accomplish something.”69 This was a 
conscious strategy of non-​assertiveness. China did not pursue region-​building 
enterprises that might unsettle the United States; instead, it focused on non-​
assertively blunting the foundations of US power.

Tao Guang Yang Hui appeared after the traumatic trifecta of Tiananmen, the 
Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse. Several Chinese sources, including articles on 
the website of the Party newspaper People’s Daily, recount the guideline’s history:

[Tao Guang Yang Hui] was put forward by Deng Xiaoping during the 
“special period” of drastic changes in Eastern Europe and the disinte-
gration of the socialist camp there in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 
At that time, China faced questions about “what to do” and “in what 
direction to go” as well as others that it urgently needed to answer, and 
Deng Xiaoping put forward a series of important thoughts/​ideology 
and countermeasures.70

Another article on the People’s Daily site says the same, dating the concept after 
Tiananmen: “At the beginning of the end of the Cold War, when China was 
sanctioned by Western countries, Comrade Deng Xiaoping put forward . . . Tao 
Guang Yang Hui.”71 Party officials ranging from paramount leaders like Hu Jintao 
to Politburo Standing Committee members like Liu Huaqing echo this history.72

The earliest official reference to Tao Guang Yang Hui’s core tenets came 
after the Tiananmen Square Massacre. In a 1989 speech to the CCP Central 
Committee, Deng laid out much of it: “In short, my views about the interna-
tional situation can be summed up in three sentences. First, we should observe 
the situation coolly. Second, we should hold our ground. Third, we should act 
calmly. Don’t be impatient; it is no good to be impatient. We should be calm, 
calm and again calm, and quietly immerse ourselves in practical work to accom-
plish something—​something for China.”73 Together, these constitute four of 
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the key portions of what eventually became Tao Guang Yang Hui. As Chinese 
scholars Chen Dingding of Jinan University and Wang Jianwei of the University 
of Macao write in an analysis of this speech, “Although Deng did not use the 
precise TGYH [Tao Guang Yang Hui] phrase, the spirit of TGYH was clear in 
his talks.”74

As time passed, Deng gave several speeches elucidating Tao Guang Yang Hui 
and placing it at the center of China’s foreign policy in language that strongly 
suggested that the concept was intended to encourage Chinese self-​restraint at 
a time when its relative power was low. For example, in a speech summarized 
in Deng Xiaoping’s official chronicles, Deng declared Tao Guang Yang Hui the 
central component of his strategic vision for China’s foreign policy and said it 
was shaped by perceptions of China’s relative power: “Only by following Tao 
Guang Yang Hui for some years can we truly become a relatively major political 
power, and then when China speaks on the international stage it will make a dif-
ference. Once we have the capability, then we will build sophisticated high-​tech 
weapons.”75 Here, Deng links China’s limited diplomatic activism and delayed 
military investment to his Tao Guang Yang Hui strategy, and specifically, to 
China’s temporary weakness.

Tao Guang Yang Hui continued to be China’s official strategy even as top 
leadership changed. Not long after taking power, Jiang Zemin gave a speech on 
resisting “peaceful evolution” at an expanded meeting of the Politburo Standing 
Committee in 1991 that reinforced Tao Guang Yang Hui. “Under the current in-
ternational situation of constant changes, we must stick to carrying out Comrade 
Deng Xiaoping’s strategic guideline of ‘observe calmly, stabilize our position, 
cope calmly, hiding capabilities and biding time [Tao Guang Yang Hui], and be 
good at defending yourself.’ ”76 Jiang declared. “Practice has shown that this is 
the right guideline. Implementing this guideline is by no means an indication 
of weakness or that we are giving in, let alone abandoning our principles,” he 
caveated, “instead, it is a realization that we face a complex international structure 
and we cannot cultivate enemies everywhere.”77 Similarly, a few years later at a 
smaller gathering of ambassadors, Jiang reiterated these views: “We must imple-
ment Comrade Deng Xiaoping’s policy of Tao Guang Yang Hui and never taking 
leadership—​this is without doubt.”78 He further stressed, “we cannot go beyond 
our reality in trying to do things” on the international stage.79 The goal was to ul-
timately increase China’s autonomy, he said to the Central Military Commission 
in 1993. “One of the important issues in our strategic guidance is to make good 
use of contradictions, flexibility, and initiative,” Jiang declared, “In the struggle 
against hegemonism and power politics. . . . We use all possible contradictions to 
expand our freedom of maneuver.”80 That effort would be long-​term, he stressed 
in another address. “In dealing with international relations and carrying out in-
ternational struggle, there is a question of the relationship between long-​term 
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and short-​term interests,” he observed. “Sometimes there is a conflict between 
these short-​term and long-​term interests, and we will not hesitate to subordinate 
short-​term interests to long-​term interests.”81

In a major foreign affairs address delivered by President Jiang Zemin in 1998 
to the 9th Ambassadorial Conference, he continued to commit China to Deng’s 
foreign policy because China was weaker than its competitors, reiterating—​as 
Deng had—​that adherence to the guideline was rooted in China’s low rela-
tive power.

At this important historical period at the turn of the cen-
tury, we must unswervingly implement Deng Xiaoping’s dip-
lomatic thinking . . . first, we should continue to adhere to the 
“strategic guidelines” [战略方针] of “calmly observe, calmly deal 
with the situation, never take leadership, and get something done.” 
[冷静观察、沉着应付、绝不当头、有所作为的战略方针] 
We should hide our capabilities and bide our time, drawn in our 
claws, preserve ourselves, and consciously plan our development. 
[韬光养晦，收敛锋芒，保存自己，徐图发展] The  contrast be-
tween our country’s conditions and international conditions determines that 
we must do this.82

Jiang’s successor, Hu Jintao, likewise continued to emphasize Tao Guang 
Yang Hui in multiple speeches. For example, in a major 2003 speech to the 
Foreign Ministry, he dedicated an entire section to speaking about its funda-
mental importance: “We must correctly handle the relationship between Tao 
Guang Yang Hui and accomplishing something,” which was a reference to being 
more active.83 Tao Guang Yang Hui, along with “observing calmly, calmly coping 
with challenges, not leading, making a difference,” Hu reminded his audience, “is 
a high-​level summary of Comrade Deng Xiaoping’s series of important strategic 
policies for China’s diplomacy after the sudden change of international politics 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s.”84 Following this guideline meant providing 
China time to develop through non-​confrontation, and he warned the assembled 
foreign policy apparatus that China must not delay development “by sinking 
into the whirlpool of international conflict.”85 He concluded that “we must ad-
here to this principle [Tao Guang Yang Hui] without wavering.”86 Indeed, that 
decision was based on the perception of China’s relative power. As Hu argued, 
“Considering the current situation and development trend of China’s national 
conditions, as well as the international balance of power, this is a long-​term stra-
tegic policy.”87

Similarly, in leaked documents prepared for the 16th Party Congress, Hu 
made clear that China’s restraint was influenced by its power. “ ‘Holding back 
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differences’ [存异] is in the common interest of both China and the United 
States,” Hu stated, but this was only because China was weak. “With the devel-
opment of China’s economy and the enhancement of our comprehensive na-
tional strength,” Hu stressed, “we will be more flexible and confident in handling 
Sino-​US relations.”88

Perhaps the most thorough and consequential discussions of the concept 
came in 2006 at the Central Foreign Affairs Working Conference. This was a 
foreign policy meeting so significant it had previously only ever been held twice 
before. China must “adhere to the strategic guideline of Tao Guang Yang Hui 
and getting something done,” Hu said at the conference, and he further made 
clear that “this principle cannot be forgotten at any time.”89 He warned that 
China’s growth might create new attention and complicate the strategy. “Now, 
some countries are optimistic about us and hope that we can play a greater role 
and bear more responsibilities. . . . For this reason, we must keep a clear head, we 
cannot let our minds get heated because we are living a little better. We must in-
sist on not speaking too much and not doing too much, and even if our country 
develops further, we must insist on this point.”90

Hu’s address made clear that while China needed to keep its head down, to the 
extent it tried to “accomplish something,” it would focus primarily on blunting. 
“We must place the basis for ‘accomplishing something’ on the maintenance and 
development of our interests, on improving our strength . . . and reducing and 
eliminating external resistance and pressures.”91 He also put forward a clear articula-
tion of blunting: “it must be seen that the more developed a country is, the more 
likely it is to encounter external resistance and risky challenges . . . it is necessary to 
use various contradictions to check external hostile forces’ strategic containment 
of China and to minimize the strategic pressure of external forces on China.”92

Finally, Hu further argued that Tao Guang Yang Hui required compromise on 
major interests, using language that suggested openness on territorial questions 
that he would reverse some years later. “In particular,” Hu declared, “we must pay 
attention to differentiating and grasping core interests, important interests, and 
general interests. We must prioritize, focus, and do what we can. . . . For issues that 
do not impede the overall situation, we must embody mutual understanding and 
mutual accommodation so that we can concentrate our efforts on safeguarding 
and developing longer-​term and more important national interests.”93 As part 
of Tao Guang Yang Hui, China would not pursue the kind of coercion or order-​
building that might otherwise allow it to achieve these interests.

The Tao Guang Yang Hui Skeptics

From the preceding leader-​level excerpts, it should be clear that Tao Guang 
Yang Hui was a Chinese grand strategy to make China less threatening and to 
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avoid encirclement that was based on China’s relative power vis-​à-​vis the United 
States. A few writers disagree with this view: some perhaps for political reasons, 
and others for substantive ones. Disagreements take two forms: first, that the 
phrase does not refer to temporary strategy based on China’s power; second, 
that it is unrelated to blunting the United States.

With respect to the first argument, a few Chinese authors argue that Tao 
Guang Yang Hui is not a tactical or time-​bound instrumental strategy but rather 
a permanent one. This debate emerges from the mixed uses of Tao Guang Yang 
Hui in China’s own strategic and classical canon. In many cases, the use of the 
phrases “Tao Guang” and “Yang Hui” whether separately or whether combined 
into one idiom generally referred to the decision of hermits to retire into se-
clusion to develop themselves morally or intellectually. “Based on the usages of 
‘Tao Guang Yang Hui’ by our forefathers,” argues Yang Wengchang, a retired vice 
minister of foreign affairs in a prominent essay excerpted later by the Western-​
facing propaganda outlet China Daily, “the term described a low-​key lifestyle” 
and strategic reflection and was not an “expedient tactic.”94 In this view, he 
argues, Tao Guang Yang Hui “can apply to both good times and bad times” and 
whether one is weak or strong since it is not determined by external factors or 
variables.

And yet, as the parable of King Goujian suggests, another strain of literature 
from which Tao Guang Yang Hui may have arrived is far more tactical and clearly 
situates Tao Guang Yang Hui as an instrumental strategy affixed to questions of 
power and threat. Even if linking Tao Guang Yang Hui to this story is overstated, 
the ultimate provenance of the phrase is not the sole arbiter of its current po-
litical meaning. Indeed, as the preceding excerpts from leader-​level speeches 
demonstrate, Deng, Jiang, and Hu all made clear that Tao Guang Yang Hui was 
a strategy China had to adhere to precisely because of its material inferiority 
relative to the “international standards” and the international balances of power 
[力量对比], conceptual stand-​ins for the West and Western hegemony, respec-
tively. Deng himself said it was not a fixed strategy. This context demonstrates 
that Tao Guang Yang Hui is not a permanent grand strategy but an instrumental 
and time-​bound one, contrary to Yang Wengchang’s statement.

Second, some skeptics agree that the strategy is instrumental and conditional 
rather than permanent, but take issue with the notion that it is focused on the 
United States or constitutes some broader organizing principle. As Michael 
Swaine argues when discussing Tao Guang Yang Hui:

This concept is often misinterpreted in the West to mean that China 
should keep a low profile and bide its time until it is ready to challenge 
U.S. global predominance. In truth, the concept is most closely associ-
ated with diplomatic (not military) strategy and is usually viewed by 
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Chinese analysts as an admonition for China to remain modest and 
low-​key while building a positive image internationally and achieving 
specific (albeit limited) gains, in order to avoid suspicions, challenges, 
or commitments that might undermine Beijing’s long-​standing em-
phasis on domestic development.95

Swaine is right to argue that observers should see Tao Guang Yang Hui as 
a defensive rather than offensive strategy. Although the concept is intended to 
allow China to rise without generating a countervailing balancing coalition, it is 
still fundamentally about putting off conflict with the United States. First, vir-
tually all Chinese leaders who have elaborated upon it have made clear that it is 
China’s power, implicitly relative to the United States, that sets the conditions for 
how long Tao Guang Yang Hui should be followed. The empirical record shows 
that Tao Guang Yang Hui appeared as the American threat grew following the 
Soviet collapse and that it was officially revised for the first time after the Global 
Financial Crisis, when unipolarity appeared to Chinese analysts to be on the 
wane. Second, contrary to Swaine’s argument that Tao Guang Yang Hui is a dip-
lomatic principle, Chinese leaders make quite clear that Tao Guang Yang Hui is 
not merely a “diplomatic guideline” (外交方针) but a much broader “strategic 
guideline” (战略方针) that sits above all levels of statecraft. Third, a number 
of China’s own prominent think tank scholars and commentators share a more 
cynical view of Tao Guang Yang Hui than Swaine. For example, Professor Yan 
Xuetong—​one of China’s more hawkish and well-​connected scholars—​parses 
many of the admonition’s phrases and argues that they are fundamentally fo-
cused on the United States threat:

The phrases “undertaking no leadership” and “raising no banner” 
suggest that China will not challenge American global leadership to 
avoid a zero sum game between China’s national rejuvenation efforts 
and America’s unchallenged global dominance since the end of the 
Cold War. This will help prevent the United States from focusing on 
containing the rise of China as a global superpower.96

Many Western observers sometimes point to a speech by China’s top diplomat 
Dai Bingguo downplaying the departure from “Tao Guang Yang Hui” in 2010, 
but Yan disagrees and notes the concept is about the U.S. He openly concedes 
that Dai’s speech and many of the protestations others have made about “Tao 
Guang Yang Hui’s” true meaning are “for the sake of reducing the negative con-
notation of ‘keeping a low profile’ ” and should not be seen as sincere.97

In sum, Tao Guang Yang Hui has been an authoritative organizing principle 
for China’s grand strategy. Its arrival closely followed an increase in China’s 



	 Th e  Tr i f ec ta  and  th e  Ne w  A m e r i can  Threat 	 65

     

perceived threat from the United States and the country’s adherence to it was ex-
plicitly justified as conditional on the perceived relative power gap with the United 
States. In authoritative texts, such as the Party newspapers that disseminate ide-
ological doctrine as well as the leader-​level speeches that set it, the twenty-​four-​
character admonition has been labeled as a “strategic guideline” (战略方针) 
and not only “diplomatic guideline” (外交方针), which elevates it above mere 
policy in Party terminology and gives the phrase a high degree of authority.98 
Finally, in several speeches, the strategy is explained as an effort to reduce the 
risk of confrontation with the United States and China’s own neighbors while 
simultaneously limiting external pressures on China and expanding China’s 
freedom of maneuver—​which is consistent with blunting.

Means—​Instruments for Blunting

If Tao Guang Yang Hui is effectively a grand strategy, it should have implications 
for a variety of instruments of Chinese statecraft. As discussed earlier, Jiang and 
Hu described the strategy as involving a reduction in external constraints that 
conforms with blunting.

The trifecta that produced this strategy also produced synchronized, related 
shifts in China’s military, political, and economic behavior.

First, at the military level, the trifecta and the strategic readjustment that 
followed forced China to change its military strategy to one focused on 
blunting. In the late 1980s, Chinese leaders had been turning their attention 
to local wars and territorial disputes—​and China began long-​term plans for a 
naval and air structure focused on “sea control” that was designed to hold dis-
tant maritime territory. But once the United States became a threat, Beijing 
jettisoned that strategy in favor of one focused on “sea denial” to prevent the 
US military from traversing or controlling the waters near China. Deng and 
Jiang were personally involved in the shift, and in 1993 it was incorporated into 
China’s new 1993 “military strategic guideline.” This blunting strategy called for 
“shashoujian” or “assassin’s mace” weapons, defined by China as asymmetric 
tools against the conventionally superior United States.99 China made heavy 
investments in sea denial—​it began building the world’s largest submarine fleet, 
largest sea mine arsenal, first ever anti-​ship ballistic missile to frustrate US inter-
vention, and even configured virtually every surface combatant for anti-​surface 
warfare at the expense of other missions. All of this was undertaken under the 
explicit principle of “whatever the enemy is afraid of, we develop that.”100 At the 
same time, China delayed investments in sea control that would not serve to 
blunt the United States. It delayed investments in carriers as well as amphib-
ious capabilities, mine countermeasures, anti-​submarine warfare, and anti-​air 
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warfare. This too was under an official principle—​to “catch up in some places 
but not in others.”101 Critically, these efforts were linked to Tao Guang Yang 
Hui. Deng himself observed that China should follow “Tao Guang Yang Hui” in 
weapons production until its power increased. And a decade later, when CMC 
Vice Chairman Zhang Wannian was confronted with the uncomfortable specter 
of US war in Kosovo, he reiterated that “what the PLA should do” in response 
to “the rise of military interventionism” by the United States was to remember 
that “our approach is Tao Guang Yang Hui.”102 He elaborated, “As a military, this 
means . . . vigorously developing ‘shashoujian’ equipment, [and following the 
principle of] ‘whatever the enemy is most afraid of, we develop that.’ ”103

Second, at the political level, the trifecta and China’s strategic adjustment 
led Beijing to reverse its position on joining regional institutions. Memoirs of 
Chinese ambassadors are explicit on China’s need to join institutions to blunt 
American power in three ways: (1) stalling the institutions so they couldn’t be-
come functional; (2) using them to constrain US freedom of maneuver; and 
(3) using them to reassure neighbors so they wouldn’t join a US-​led balancing 
coalition. Beijing feared the transpacific economic organization APEC would be-
come a US platform that would promote Western values damaging to China and 
could even become an Asian NATO. A similar logic applied to the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations Regional Forum (ARF), where top multilateral 
advisers worried the organization would be used check or contain China.104 
They opposed the institutionalization of both groups on all issues and also tried 
to reshape some of its norms in ways that would uniquely constrain American 
military operations. Even so, these efforts were taken consistent with Tao Guang 
Yang Hui’s principle of avoiding claims of leadership [决不当头], which meant 
China refrained from launching new institutions; moreover, Deng himself had 
said that China’s diplomatic voice would grow louder once Tao Guang Yang Hui 
was retired.

Finally, the trifecta also shaped Chinese international economic policy. 
Washington’s use of sanctions, its threats to revoke most-​favored nation (MFN) 
status (which would cripple China’s economy), and its use of Section 301 trade 
tariffs against China raised new concerns in Beijing about its vulnerability to 
US leverage, and blunting these became the focus of Chinese efforts. China not 
only focused on breaking economic sanctions, it also sought to secure MFN on a 
permanent basis, or permanent normal trading relations (PNTR). The goal was 
not to limit China’s dependence on the United States but to reduce the discre-
tionary exercise of US economic power. China pushed for PNTR bilaterally and 
by leveraging negotiations in APEC and WTO as well. It also pushed for WTO 
membership, hoping it would further tie Washington’s hands.
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We turn now to each of these instruments to discuss how China’s blunting 
efforts across these three domains can be directly traced to the traumatic tri-
fecta, how each instrument was adjusted to blunt American power, and how 
these changes appear to have been synchronized—​strongly indicating strategic 
adjustment by China’s leaders.
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4

“Grasping the Assassin’s Mace”
Implementing Military Blunting

“Whatever the enemy fears most, we develop that.”1

—​Zhang Wannian,   
Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission, 1999

On March 27, 1999, US Air Force Lt. Col Darrell Zelko had just struck a target 
outside Belgrade as part of a NATO campaign to end Serbia’s cleansing of its 
Kosovar Albanians. As Zelko turned his stealthy F-​117A back to Aviano Air 
Base in northern Italy, he noticed two bright dots rising to meet him through 
the clouds below. Each dot was a missile traveling at three times the speed of 
sound, and they had been launched from a Serbian air-​defense unit commanded 
by Zoltan Dani.2

Dani’s unit was equipped with outdated early 1960s Soviet-​era equipment, 
but he made up for it with innovative tactics. He knew that his unit was extremely 
vulnerable to US anti-​radiation missiles that would home in on his batteries if he 
left his fire-​control radars on for even a second too long—​a lesson Iraqi air de-
fense units had failed to learn in the First Gulf War. So Dani trained his unit to 
activate its fire-​control radar in twenty-​second bursts, to relocate within ninety 
minutes to avoid being struck, to create radar decoys to soak up US missiles, to 
use low-​frequency radars to acquire targets, and to engage US aircraft only after 
they completed their ground strike missions. Those tactics had ensured his unit’s 
survival against two dozen NATO missiles during the war, and on that night in 
September, they also provided an opportunity to make history.3

Dani’s missiles crippled the Nighthawk, with Zelko ejecting and promptly 
rescued by US forces. The strike stunned the world: one of the world’s stealth-
iest aircrafts long considered virtually invisible had been downed by one of the 
world’s most dated air defense systems—​a system not at all dissimilar from 
China’s own at the time.
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Nearly 5,000 miles away, China’s military had watched the event with extraor-
dinary interest. Within three days, Zhang Wannian, then vice chairman of the 
Central Military Commission, raced a rapidly prepared report on the NATO 
campaign and Serbia’s innovative resistance over to President Jiang Zemin. In 
the report, Zhang noted that “the forces of Yugoslavia have provided a useful 
reference point for our army on the question of how an inferior equipped force 
can defeat a superior-​equipped force under high-​tech conditions.”4 As a sign 
not only of China’s focus on asymmetric weapons but its fundamental concern 
with blunting US capabilities in particular, Zhang flagged the report as urgent 
for Jiang and even attached a personal note imploring Jiang to read it.5 At a high-​
level meeting not long after, Zhang made clear why studying Serbia was so rel-
evant to defending China, and he then disseminated this message to the entire 
People’s Liberation Army. “NATO airstrikes reflected the characteristics and 
rules of high-​tech weapons,” Zhang allowed, but “Serbian resistance . . . gives us 
a lot of inspiration. We should apply these revelations to preparations for mili-
tary struggle” with superior adversaries, by which he meant the United States.6

Zhang’s urgent memo on the “inspiration” Serbia offered in defeating 
American capabilities came ten years after China—​prompted by the fallout 
from Tiananmen Square and later the Gulf War and Soviet collapse—​began 
looking for a new military strategy that would blunt US military power. This 
chapter explores that effort. It argues that, before the trifecta, Chinese leaders 
in the late 1980s had been turning their attention to local wars and territorial 
disputes, and China began long-​term plans for a naval and air structure focused 
on sea control that was designed to hold distant maritime territory. But once the 
United States became a threat, Beijing jettisoned that strategy in favor of one 
focused on sea denial to prevent the US military from traversing or controlling 
the waters near China. Deng and Jiang were personally involved in the shift, and 
in 1993 it was incorporated into China’s new “military strategic guidelines.” This 
blunting strategy called for “shashoujian” or “assassin’s mace” weapons, defined 
by China as asymmetric tools against the conventionally superior United States.7 
China made heavy investments in sea denial: it began building the world’s largest 
submarine fleet, largest sea mine arsenal, first ever anti-​ship ballistic missile 
(primarily to menace US carriers), and even configured virtually every surface 
combatant for anti-​surface warfare at the expense of other missions—​building 
an asymmetric navy and a complex capable of what many military analysts call 
“anti-​access/​area-​denial” (A2/​AD). All of this was undertaken under the ex-
plicit principle of “whatever the enemy is afraid of, we develop that.” At the 
same time, China delayed investments in sea control that would not serve to 
blunt the United States. It delayed investments in carriers as well as amphib-
ious capabilities, mine countermeasures, anti-​submarine warfare, and anti-​air 
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warfare. This too was under an official principle—​to “catch up in some places 
but not in others.”

Critically, these efforts were linked to Tao Guang Yang Hui. Deng observed 
China should follow Tao Guang Yang Hui in weapons production until its 
power increased. And as Zhang Wannian observed the US war in Kosovo, he too 
reiterated that “what the PLA should do” in response to “the rise of military in-
terventionism” by the United States was to remember that “our approach is Tao 
Guang Yang Hui.” He went on, “As a military, this means . . . vigorously devel-
oping ‘shashoujian’ equipment, [and following the principle of] ‘whatever the 
enemy is most afraid of, we develop that.’ ”8

This chapter proceeds in three parts. First, it lists possible alternative 
explanations for China’s military behavior that are tested against the one 
proposed here. Second, it uses Chinese memoirs, selected works, essays, and 
doctrinal sources to demonstrate that China’s military strategy after the trifecta 
was focused on blunting US military power. Third, it analyzes Chinese beha-
vior to likewise demonstrate that a focus on blunting explains China’s military 
investments in this period.

Explaining Military Strategy

We can gain insight into why China made the military investments it did in two 
ways: (1) by analyzing its decision-​making process using authoritative texts; and 
(2) by analyzing the patterns in China’s military investments and activities to 
test what best explains that behavior.

When we study military investments, there are least four indicators that are 
important, and variation within them, across them, and between them as well as 
comparisons with other countries can together be leveraged to dismiss certain 
theories of Chinese behavior and validate others. These include (1) acquisition, 
or what China acquired and when; (2) doctrine, or which sets of institutional-
ized principles about how to fight China adopted; (3) force posture, or how and 
where China deploys its military; and (4) training, or how and for what kinds of 
conflict China prepares its forces to fight.9 A focus on these variables, as well as 
key Chinese texts, can help us test competing theories explaining China’s mili-
tary investments.

What are these competing theories? The first rival explanation is diffusion, 
which suggests that states will emulate the capabilities of the world’s strongest 
states and that China’s military would largely copy US force structure and 
practices.10 A second explanation is adoption capacity theory, which would pro-
pose that China cannot copy all US practices because some are too expensive 
or organizationally complex, so its investments will be shaped by what it can 
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adopt. These two theories focus on what can be supplied to states, but military 
investments are often just as much about demand, or what the state needs.11 
A third explanation, one that focuses on demand, is that bureaucratic politics—​
internal conflicts in China between Party and military officials, the army and 
the navy, or surface warfare officers and submariners—​explain Beijing’s mili-
tary investments.12 In contrast, another set of demand-​focused theories elevates 
national interests over parochial ones. As Barnard College professor Kimberly 
Marten Zisk puts it, militaries “are often concerned not only about their own 
institutional interests in domestic politics, but also about the protection of 
state security interests from foreign threats.”13 Applied to China, this approach 
leads us to a fourth and fifth explanation for China’s military investments, 
both focused on China’s perception of the security environment. The fourth 
theory—​one proposed and defended in this chapter—​is that China’s military 
investments are best explained by the threat of US military intervention within 
the region and are intended to blunt that threat through anti-​access/​area-​denial 
capabilities. A fifth theory, proposed by MIT professor Taylor Fravel and Naval 
Postgraduate School professor Christopher Twomey, is that China’s military 
investments are geared toward a number of local operations focused on Taiwan, 
the South and East China Seas, and even conflict with Russia, India, and the 
Korean peninsula. In this view, the region itself is China’s primary focus, less so 
the United States.14

This chapter as well as Chapter 8 endorse the fourth and fifth theories and 
show that the question is not which theory is right but rather when each theory 
is right. The fourth theory, which corresponds to blunting, explains Chinese 
strategy after the trifecta; the fifth theory, which actually aligns with building, 
applies best after the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, when a more confident China 
overtly pursued capabilities for regional contingencies.

To test these various theories, we now turn to a focus on China’s own dis-
course on its military investments.

Chinese Military Texts

Chinese military memoirs, essays, and doctrinal sources demonstrate that since 
late 1989, China has identified conflict with the United States as its most sig-
nificant military challenge.15 This section (1) establishes that a shift in Chinese 
strategy followed Tiananmen Square, the Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse; 
(2) explains the emergence of China’s asymmetric blunting strategy focused on 
the United States by analyzing its discourse on “assassin’s mace” or “shashoujian” 
weapons, a contentious term that is demonstrated here to be a stand-​in for asym-
metric weapons investments; and (3) briefly considers alternative explanations.
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A Shift in Strategy

In the 1980s, the Soviet Union constituted an existential threat to China that oc-
cupied the full attention of its defense planners. But by the late 1980s, a gradual 
decrease in tension led Chinese leaders to turn their attention more concretely 
to local wars. In 1985, for instance, Deng Xiaoping officially changed China’s 
strategic outlook and declared that there was no longer a threat of imminent 
ground or nuclear war with the Soviet Union. Following this change in strategic 
thinking, and as part of a more gradual focus on naval affairs and maritime ter-
ritorial conflicts, the Chinese navy shifted its strategy in 1986 from “Coastal 
Defense” to “Offshore Defense.”16

This emerging trajectory in Chinese security policy was not to last, and the tri-
fecta of Tiananmen Square, the Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse subsequently 
changed China’s security outlook and focused it on the US threat rather than on 
local (especially maritime) conflicts with neighbors. The memoirs, biographies, 
selected works, and essays of China’s Central Military Commission (CMC) vice 
chairman—​the highest military position in China’s system below the General 
Secretary—​provide insight into both why and how China’s military strategy 
changed. Virtually all CMC vice chairmen attribute the change in China’s mili-
tary strategy to the trifecta.

In 1993, Liu Huaqing—​who was then not only China’s top military official 
but also the last military member to serve on the ruling Politburo Standing 
Committee—​published an authoritative essay explaining China’s adoption of 
new Military Strategic Guidelines that year. Consistent with the account above, 
Liu explicitly enumerated two broad reasons for changing China’s military 
strategy: (1) the Soviet collapse; and (2) the Gulf War. Regarding the first, Liu 
argued that the “the bipolar structure has come to an end . . . [but] hegemonism 
and power politics,” a reference to the United States in this case, “have yet to step 
down from the stage of history” and must still be opposed.17 There would be no 
peace dividend, because “conflicts and disputes which were covered up during 
the Cold War have [now] sharpened,” a reference to Sino-​American disputes 
over issues like Taiwan that had been somewhat mitigated by the Cold War focus 
on the Soviet Union. For these reasons, “we cannot say that it is now peacetime 
so we can let our horses graze in the south mountains, put our swords and guns 
in the warehouses, and grasp modernization of the military after the economy 
is developed,” Liu argued. Liu’s second explicitly enumerated justification for 
military change was the Gulf War. “We [the central leadership] have attached 
importance to research in the Gulf War,” he wrote. “Limited wars in the last few 
years, the Gulf War in particular, have shown many distinctive features,” and in 
this regard, he noted, “we should point out that the Gulf War is a special conflict” 
that required adjusting military strategy.18 From Beijing’s perspective, the Gulf 
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War was a vision into a frightening future where US high-​technology weapons 
could be wielded against China’s outdated forces, and therefore a catalyst for 
changing strategy, as subsequent sections discuss in greater detail.

Three other CMC vice chairmen—​Zhang Zhen, Zhang Wannian, and Chi 
Haotian—​each confirmed that the Soviet collapse, the Gulf War, and the 
dangers of US hegemonism caused a major change in Chinese military strategy, 
and they recount this being the subject of several CMC meetings in the early 
1990s. Zhang Zhen noted that “the end of the Cold War structure” and “the 
development of high-​tech [weaponry]” were “major changes in the situation 
and required China’s military strategic guidelines to be adjusted accordingly.”19 
Zhang Wannian echoed this too, arguing that “the disintegration of the ‘bi-
polar’ world structure” and the “new changes in warfare brought by high-​tech 
weaponry” formed a “strategic background against which the CCP Central 
Committee and the CMC decided to establish new strategic guidelines.”20 Chi 
Haotian included these factors but also focused on the post-​Tiananmen US ide-
ological threat as well as sanctions and containment in a 1991 speech: “Given 
the stormy and unstable international political environment, under a situation 
where international exchange and blockade as well as cooperation and containment 
coexist, we need to conscientiously implement the military strategy of this new 
period.”21 All these generals agreed that despite the end of the Cold War, “new 
features of hegemony had emerged,” and these could also jeopardize China’s 
unification with Taiwan.22 Outside the military, some of these themes found 
purchase too. The climate after the trifecta was tense enough that a somewhat 
outlandish memo written by conservative rabblerouser He Xin—​who briefly 
rose in this moment to become a foreign policy adviser to Premier Li Peng 
and worked in the office of the Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group—​was 
circulated to the Politburo. It argued that mainland China could be subject to 
US military strikes and that “isolating China, blockading China, disintegrating 
it through [instigating] internal disorders, and eventually rendering China in-
nocuous through democratizing it has been and will be a strategic goal that 
the US will steadfastly continue to implement.”23 The brief rise of its author in 
policymaking was a sign of the times.

Together, these texts suggest China’s military strategy was changing. We turn 
now to consider what it would soon become.

A Blunting Strategy

In the years after the trifecta, China’s strategy cohered into an effort to de-
velop asymmetric weapons to blunt American power. Accordingly, the history 
of China’s strategic adjustment can be recreated through high-​level texts and 
records of these meetings, all of which suggest (1) that China believed it was 
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facing a threat from US high-​tech weaponry; and (2) that China needed an 
asymmetric approach using “shashoujian” or “assassin’s mace” weapons to deal 
with that threat.

This evocative term—​“shashoujian”—​is sometimes dismissed as mere rhet-
oric since it also appears in romance or sports columns and therefore seems 
to have a meaning “somewhat analogous to ‘silver bullet’ in English idiom.”24 
But in historical context, “the term ‘shashoujian’ originally came from ancient 
Chinese folk stories, where the hero wielded this magic object to defeat a seem-
ingly overwhelmingly powerful and evil adversary.”25 In its military context 
in this period, the term indeed meant something specific—​it was a synonym 
for asymmetric weapons and capabilities that could defeat high-​technology 
opponents.

In a speech on military modernization, paramount leader Jiang Zemin said 
China needed to develop its “own sophisticated ‘assassin’s mace’ weapons equip-
ment aimed at developed countries . . . suited to ‘winning’ as quickly as possible.”26 
Similarly, General Fu Quanyou—​head of the PLA General Staff Department 
and a CMC member—​wrote that “to defeat a better equipped enemy with infe-
rior equipment in the context of high-​technology, we should rely upon . . . high-​
quality shashoujian weapons.”27 More recently, Xi Jinping explicitly defined the 
term “shashoujian” as asymmetric [非对称] in a speech on technology.28 And 
although scholars like former Pentagon official Michael Pillsbury argue the term 
emerged in the late 1990s, Chinese sources now available demonstrate it—​and 
the asymmetric strategy associated with it—​had already emerged by the early 
1990s.29

The Gulf War, Military Strategy, and Shashoujian

The focus on an asymmetric strategy began shortly after the trifecta. The Gulf 
War in particular clarified which military technologies were threatening to 
China and which might be useful against the United States. These lessons were 
incorporated into China’s 1993 Military Strategic Guidelines, and as subsequent 
sections show, into China’s military investments. As a part of this strategy, China 
endeavored to develop weapons that would allow the “inferior to defeat the su-
perior,” constituted “what the enemy fears most,” functioned as “trump cards 
and shrewd chess moves,” and were “capable of deterring a powerful enemy.” 
To build these weapons, for which China had to postpone certain military 
investments in vulnerable carriers and surface vessels, Beijing resolved instead 
to “catch up in some places, but not others.”

At the outset of the Gulf War, Chinese leaders knew that Iraq had equipment 
similar and in some cases superior to China’s own. They expected the Iraqis 
could wage a form of China’s own “People’s War under Modern Conditions” 
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that would pull Washington into a long ground war and deliver it a political de-
feat, in contrast to smoother US interventions in Grenada, Libya, and Panama.30 
When the United States instead prevailed spectacularly in the conflict, a stunned 
Chinese leadership saw a frightening similarity between Iraq’s defeat and China’s 
possible fate in a limited conflict with the United States. In a high-​level study 
session called to explore the Gulf War, Chi Haotian wrote that “the Iraqi forces 
were not only completely passive in the face of air strikes, on the ground they 
also lost so quickly and so disastrously,” which he admitted was “unexpected.”31 
Chinese figures wrote publicly that the Gulf War was an example of US “global 
hegemonism” and that “the U.S. intended to dominate the world,” including 
China.32 As Zhang Wannian put it, “after the Gulf War, high technology local 
war ascended onto the stage, [and] every major country had to adjust its military 
strategy,” including China.33

To adjust its military strategy, China launched a series of studies to examine the 
Gulf War as soon as it ended. In March 1991, the Central Military Commission 
met to go over the conflict, and Jiang Zemin—​then Party General Secretary and 
CMC Chairman—​was directly involved. The participation of China’s soon-​to-​
be paramount leader in a study of the Gulf War, especially at the operational 
level, was remarkable. It suggests that the adjustment of China’s military strategy 
took place at the highest levels possible, and other accounts confirm that Jiang 
was deeply involved. Chi Haotian’s biography notes that Jiang personally “paid 
great attention to the Gulf War, and instructed the General Staff Department to 
study the characteristics and laws of warfare, explore new operational patterns, 
and put forward corresponding countermeasures” to cope with the kind of high-​
tech warfare the United States exhibited at the operational level.34 Zhang Zhen, 
who worked closely with Jiang during this period, wrote in his memoirs, “After 
the outbreak of the Gulf War, [ Jiang] was very concerned with the course of the 
war, in particular the development of modern warfare as manifested by it, and 
personally participated in a number of military seminars.”35 Jiang even routinely 
offered “guidance on studying operational issues under high-​tech conditions” 
and on the “preparation for the formulation of military strategic guidelines in 
the new period.”36

The General Staff Department also held a Gulf War study session in early 
1991, and Chi Haotian’s address there indicates the major conclusions of that 
session. He noted that the Gulf War seemed to reveal US strength and indi-
cated that “the world power balance” was not so favorable.37 Iraq’s defeat meant 
that China needed to “conscientiously study the lessons and experiences of the 
Gulf War” and “take from it useful inspiration in order to strengthen China’s de-
fense and military construction.”38 This task was urgent, Chi suggested, because 
China faced a serious threat. Citing the defeat of countries like Argentina and 
Iraq to Western forces with higher-​technology weapons, Chi Haotian related 
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these conflicts directly to what he considered China’s own dire situation: “the 
outcome of these conflicts demonstrates that . . . the weaker countries were sub-
ject to control by others, took a beating, suffered humiliation, and even suffered 
subjugation or destruction.”39 Chi continued, “This is a lesson history has proved 
countless times, but bitter reality [i.e., the Gulf War] has once again placed this lesson 
right in front of us. Connecting this with our own situation, we cannot do without a 
sense of urgency.”40

To deal with this concerning state of affairs, Chi’s speech recommended that 
China find a way to defeat a stronger opponent under high-​tech conditions. Iraq 
failed to adopt these asymmetric strategies, Chi noted, and “this makes us once 
again deeply feel that if countries that have inferior weapons want to effectively 
defeat stronger countries,” then they need to plan accordingly. He went on: “The 
real effective way [to deal with a superior opponent] is still what Chairman 
Mao said, you fight your way, I fight my way. In other words, you have your ad-
vanced technology, I have my own set of inferior equipment to deal with your 
approach.”41 This old Maoist concept often discussed in concert with “People’s 
War” needed to be repurposed for high-​technology conditions and incorpo-
rated into China’s military guidelines, Chi noted:

In tactics, including the specific use of the People’s War, with respect to 
using inferior equipment to defeat the enemy’s tactics, we should make 
great efforts to study and probe. From our national conditions and mil-
itary situation, we must create a method with our own characteristics 
that hides our weaknesses and shows our strengths, limits giving expo-
sure to our weaknesses, [and] slashes at the opponent’s weakness. This 
is what our usual military guidance needs to conscientiously focus on and 
study to solve the strategic problem before us.42

The goal, as Chi summarized, was to “develop our high-​tech equipment, so in 
our hands it will ensure that the opponent won’t do rash things, and that we 
won’t suffer coercion” from a high-​tech adversary (like the United States). 
Some months after the first meeting of the Gulf War Study group, the General 
Staff Department released the Gulf War Study Report summarizing its findings. 
According to Chi Haotian, the report contained “extensive and in-​depth research 
on how to use existing equipment in order to deal with the enemy with high-​tech 
advantages,” of which of course the United States was the only plausible can-
didate.43 Months later, the GSD published a report with recommendations for 
China’s new military strategic guidelines.44

As China’s strategy began to come into focus in 1991 and 1992, the term 
“shashoujian” appeared in discussions at the very highest levels of China’s polit-
ical system. According to Zhang Zhen, Deng Xiaoping himself reportedly called 
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for the development of shashoujian weapons in this period within the context of 
“overcoming the advantages of a superior enemy.”45 In a high-​level 1992 speech 
on China’s new Military Strategic Guidelines before both the CMC and the 
Politburo Standing Committee, Zhang Wannian called for shashoujian weapons 
to “cope with local wars and armed conflicts under high-​tech conditions,” a kind 
of warfare only the United States could wage.46

In December 1992, Jiang Zemin actively participated in a “military strategy 
symposium” with Central Military Commission members for two days to fi-
nalize the new military strategic guidelines.47 Zhang Zhen summarized the 
discussion on the new strategy in a speech that seemed to reference the US 
threat. He “traced the history of modern China suffering the invasions of for-
eign enemies” and linked it to “new features of hegemony [US dominance],” 
suggesting this be the focus for defense work.”48 The Gulf War showed that “the 
precision of long-​range attack capabilities has obviously been enhanced” and 
that “long-​range precision strike is expected to destroy objectives along the full 
depth [of the battle space].”49 At the operational level, he hinted at an asym-
metric strategy by arguing that “the strategy and tactics of the People’s War 
need to be innovated” and that in the revised strategy China must “focus on 
the weaknesses and key points in the enemy’s whole system.”50 After a few final 
meetings of the CMC and reports produced by the GSD, the new guidelines 
were approved in January 1993, with their core focus being on preparing for 
“local warfare under high-​technology conditions.”51 At long last, China’s 
strategy had been formally adjusted.

The public rollout of these new guidelines in 1993 demonstrated that the 
asymmetric focus on high-​tech opponents like the United States in planning 
meetings had made it into the final policy. In a long essay explaining these 
guidelines, Liu Huaqing reiterated the central leadership’s conclusions: “our 
viewpoint is . . . [that] any hi-​tech weapon system has its own weaknesses and we 
can always find ways to overcome it” and that “our military, poorly equipped as 
they were [in past conflicts], used to triumph over better equipped enemies. This 
fine tradition will still play a role in future hi-​tech wars.”52 In an unmistakable 
reference to the United States, he wrote, “The modernization of armies in the 
countries which pursue hegemony is mainly based on the development of long-​
range offensive weapons and aimed at carrying out global combat operations.”53 
Liu was explicit that the Gulf War not only showed the danger of these high-​tech 
weapons, but also how to beat them asymmetrically. And Liu also emphasized 
the need for a “new” spin on old asymmetric Maoist approaches: “In particular, 
efforts must be made to study the new tactics of using inferior equipment to beat 
an enemy with superior equipment.”54 Liu worried that “the gap between China 
and the advanced standard in the world will become bigger and bigger” if these 
asymmetric efforts were not undertaken.55
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Strategic Tradeoffs and Shashoujian

To ensure that this new strategy was properly implemented, Liu’s essay made 
clear that China would make tradeoffs. He noted that the 1993 Military Strategic 
Guidelines had determined that land conflicts (e.g., with India, Vietnam, Russia, 
or newly independent Central Asian states) were not to be the focus of defense 
investments. Although Liu committed to a 3-​million-​man army, perhaps to re-
assure the land forces, other services needed more attention: “priority must be 
given to the development of the Navy and Air Force and to strengthening the 
building of technical arms. . . . [W]‌e must put the modernization of the Navy 
and Air Force in the priority position.”56 China’s major territorial disputes—​and 
its focus on Taiwan—​all had maritime components involving the United States, 
hence the emphasis on the maritime direction. Subsequent documents make the 
focus on the United States far clearer, and as Zhang Wannian himself stated, the 
“new strategic guidelines set the strategic direction and the combat opponents” 
China would face.57 Once again, context strongly suggests a US focus.

Preparation would be expensive, and Liu’s discussion of China’s Military 
Strategic Guidelines emphasized China could not modernize every-
thing: “Since the money for military use is limited . . . the money for pur-
chasing equipment, capital construction . . . is in fact, very small. Under this 
situation, we must make the best possible use of the limited money.”58 What 
this would require was a form of prioritization: “We must proceed from our 
country’s conditions and cannot compare everything with advanced interna-
tional standards.” China’s paramount leader was involved in these decisions, 
with generals noting that shashoujian efforts were “under the direct supervi-
sion of Jiang Zemin.”59 Jiang Zemin put forward guidelines [方针] for prior-
itization that were then repeated by senior military officials in many speeches 
over more than a decade. These included “separate the primary from the sec-
ondary, solve things in order of priority” [主次先后、轻重缓急] ,as well as 
“do some things but not other things, catch up in some places but not others 
places” [有所为有所不为，有所赶有所不赶].

These phrases were repeatedly and explicitly linked to prioritizing the con-
struction of shashoujian weapons.60 For example, in a speech before the National 
Defense Science and Technology Commission, Zhang Wangnian, who helped 
lead shashoujian efforts argued, “Shashoujian construction requires a lot of funds,” 
which meant that “for those programs involving backwards technology, we must 
remove them, and we must not allow them to squeeze out our limited funds.”61 
He invoked China’s guidance that China needed to “catch up in some places and 
not others” and “do some things and not others” in order to build shashoujian. 
At a work conference organized to accelerate shashoujian construction, Zhang 
argued they should be in the “leading position” for modernization over other 
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areas.62 And in a CMC meeting, Zhang Wannian again echoed Jiang Zemin on 
these points: “Our funds are limited, our time is constrained, and we cannot do 
everything. If we do everything, then we will do everything badly, so we must pri-
oritize, distinguish between primary and secondary [investments], and prioritize 
those that are urgently needed and develop them.” In other words, he continued, 
“The general idea is that what the enemy is afraid of, we develop that.”63

The Growing Urgency of Shashoujian

In the years after the guidelines were announced, China intensified its focus on 
asymmetric shashoujian weapons systems at the highest level, particularly given 
repeated demonstrations of US power.

In a 1994 meeting with senior officials, Zhang Zhen outlined a three-​step plan 
for defeating high-​tech adversaries like the United States. First, “in the event of 
high-​tech local wars,” he told his audience, “we still have to base [our strategy] on 
the principle of using inferior equipment to defeat the enemy’s superior equip-
ment.”64 He continued, “In waging war under high-​tech conditions, we must first 
master high-​tech equipment itself, and split it into two components to study it: it 
is necessary to understand its strengths and also to understand its weaknesses.”65 
Second, with respect to tactics, instead of emulating the enemy, China would 
adhere to the “you fight your way, I fight my way” line of Mao’s military thought 
modernized for new conditions.66 Zhang then noted that “the third step, also a 
key step, is to come up with our own countermeasures, everyone has their strong 
points and their weak points [寸有所长，尺有所短], high-​tech weapons have 
limitations, and we can always find ways to deal with them.”67 Together, the focus 
on using inferior equipment to defeat superior equipment, to use unique tactics 
to do so, and to focus on the limitations of high-​tech weapons presages China’s 
anti-​access strategy. As Zhang Wannian explained, long-​range strike was critical, 
and he stressed the importance of “solving the ‘see far, strike far, strike accurately’ 
problem . . . especially to prioritize the development of effective shashoujian.68

As tensions with the United States over Taiwan began to intensify, the link 
between shashoujian and US power was made clearer. In one meeting, Zhang 
Wannian declared that China needed shashoujian weapons with a “strong de-
terrent power” by the year 2000 to deal with “the main direction of military 
struggle,” a reference to the Taiwan Strait, which would involve US interven-
tion.69 At a meeting on research plans for shashoujian weapons in 1999, Zhang 
again linked them to Taiwan: “President Jiang Zemin has repeatedly emphasized 
that we should grasp shashoujian, this is the key to . . . fulfilling unification. 
Only after developing our own shashoujian . . . will China have the ability to 
take the initiative in strategy.”70 Zhang also often stressed their importance for 
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“anti-​splittist warfare,” another reference to Taiwan.71 Again, these were seen as 
asymmetric tools. As Zhang put it in a meeting on weapons development for the 
9th Five-​Year Plan, “In high technology warfare it is indeed necessary to have an 
effective ‘trick or shrewd chess move’ (招), to have a ‘shashoujian,’ with which to 
fulfill the requirements of deterring and defeating the enemy.”72

China’s push for this “trick or shrewd chess move” grew more acute with ad-
ditional demonstrations of US force in the late 1990s. After US strikes on Iraq 
in 1998, the PLA’s General Armament Department expressed concern and 
declared Beijing needed “to do everything possible as soon as possible to pro-
duce shashoujian weapons. Once we have a few shashoujian weapons, only then 
will our country be able to stand up with a straight spine.”73 After the US cam-
paign in Kosovo in 1999, as the introduction discussed, the PLA focused on how 
some exchanges showed that “an inferior equipped force can defeat a superior-​
equipped force under high-​tech conditions,” with reports sent directly to Jiang 
Zemin himself.74 And after the United States accidentally bombed China’s em-
bassy in Belgrade in 1999, furious top leaders like Zhang—​who believed it “was 
by no means accidental” but instead “entirely premeditated”—​stressed the need 
to “accelerate the development of shashoujian weapons” at an emergency CMC 
meeting the next day.75

In a July 1999 meeting CMC meeting on Kosovo, Zhang tied all these US 
demonstrations of force in the 1990s to China’s modernization strategy. “The 
‘Embassy bombing incident’ has been a wake-​up call for the Chinese military,” 
he declared, “From the Gulf War in 1991 to ‘Desert Fox’ in 1998 to the Kosovo 
War in 1999, the PLA . . . has faced a series of major problems.”76 In Zhang’s 
view, every single demonstration of US power projection in the 1990s posed 
a problem for Chinese security. “The war in Kosovo is an important step in 
accelerating the implementation of the global strategy by the United States at the 
turn of the century,” he argued in the same speech, “and an important indicator 
of the new development of U.S. hegemonism.”77 “What is the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army to do in the face of possible future war threats?” Zhang pro-
vided “a loud and clear answer” at the meeting: China should focus on “vigor-
ously producing ‘shashoujian’ weapons” under the precept that “what the enemy 
is most afraid of is what we should develop” in order to win “local wars under 
high-​tech conditions.”78 And once again, the focus was on winning these wars 
against the United States.

Alternative Explanations

Together, several authoritative Chinese military memoirs and selected works 
make clear that China’s military modernization in the 1990s and 2000s 
was geared toward high-​tech war with the United States. They also dismiss 
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alternative explanations for China’s behavior. For example, diffusion assumes 
China would emulate leading capabilities and adoption capacity that it would 
do so provided it was not too financially or organizationally complex. But as 
the texts made clear, Chinese leaders deprioritized many investments—​aiming 
to “catch up in some places but not others,” “separate the primary from the 
secondary,” and “do some things but not other things”—​in favor of those that 
would be useful asymmetric tools against the United States. Bureaucratic politics 
likewise cannot explain China’s unique focus on asymmetric warfare. The de-
cision to build asymmetric shashoujian weapons was carefully considered and 
ultimately approved at the highest levels by the Central Military Commission, 
limiting room for lower-​level interests to influence policy, and there appeared 
to be a strong taboo and even disciplinary action against those engaging in 
intra-​service or inter-​service rivalry that detracted from the asymmetric mis-
sion. As Zhang Wannian wrote:

Every department and branch of the military should firmly establish this 
overall concept [that we should develop what the enemy fears], and go 
all out to ensure the fulfillment of the goals for new high-​tech weapons 
and equipment. To ensure focus, we must emphasize local compliance 
with the overall situation, even at the expense of local bureaus. We must 
resolutely prevent and overcome the decentralization, and cannot uni-
laterally emphasize number, size, and the “specialness” of the units. We 
must forbid their taking advantage of the [reform] situation . . . and 
should make submitting to the overall situation a serious [focus of] 
discipline.79

Finally, the idea that China’s military strategy was focused on regional 
neighbors is incorrect. As the preceding discussion showed, China’s leaders 
admittedly focused on local wars, but the opponent was often a described as 
a “high-​technology” opponent or a “superior enemy,” one capable of fielding 
long-​range strike and seemingly pursuing hegemony—​criteria only the United 
States fulfilled in this period. It was also US demonstrations of force that were 
rigorously studied by nervous PLA leaders, who drew explicit connections be-
tween the situations of defeated countries and China’s own. And every major 
local conflict—​not only the “primary direction” of the Taiwan Strait but also the 
East China Sea, South China Sea, and Korean peninsula—​would likely feature 
US involvement, which would be the primary impediment to Chinese success. 
Chinese doctrinal texts, like the Science of Military Strategy [战略学], admit 
this: “Even if the direct [i.e., local] enemy is inferior to us, it is still possible that 
powerful enemies [i.e., the United States] may intervene. Therefore, strategi-
cally, the PLA still should be based on the principle of using inferior weapons 
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to defeat a superior equipped enemy.”80 And while China did face the possibility 
of land conflicts, primarily with India and Vietnam, the analysis detailed in this 
section revealed that as early as 1993 Liu Huaqing officially deemphasized those 
to focus on maritime conflicts—​a judgment sustained in subsequent relatively 
authoritative texts like the 1999 and 2013 Science of Military Strategy all the way 
to President Xi’s recent speeches.81

Having established China’s asymmetric strategy in authoritative military 
texts, we now turn to explore its practical implementation in military investment.

Denial Platforms: Submarines, Mines, and Missiles

After the trifecta, China overinvested in three capabilities that are useful prima-
rily for denial as part of its blunting strategy: submarines, missiles, and mines. 
It built the world’s largest submarine fleet, the world’s largest stockpile of sea 
mines, and the world’s first anti-​ship ballistic missile. China’s pursuit of these 
capabilities during the 1990s and early 2000s stands in sharp contrast to its con-
temporaneous underinvestment in carrier aviation, anti-​submarine warfare, 
anti-​air warfare, mine countermeasures, and amphibious warfare, and it is not 
explainable through any of the theories offered at the chapter’s outset, including 
diffusion-​based theories and adoption capacity theories. Moreover, these 
capabilities do not allow China to control islands or recapture Taiwan, even 
when viewed as part of a combined operation with China’s limited amphibious 
and sea control capabilities. Again, the best explanation instead is that China 
focused on those capabilities as part of a blunting grand strategy. They work to 
asymmetrically deny the United States the ability to operate within the region.

This logic is found in China’s pseudo-​doctrinal texts. For example, the 2012 
Joint Campaign Theory Study Guide dwells at length on asymmetric strategies, 
and at one point explicitly advocates the use of missiles, submarines, and mines 
to create an asymmetric advantage:

Symmetric advantage occurs when both the enemy and our forces 
have the same kind of combat capabilities, and when we have the same 
fundamental quality, so that confronting the enemy takes the form of 
requiring numerical superiority. With respect to asymmetric advan-
tage . . . If the enemy has combat capabilities that we lack, we must use 
other means that can defeat the enemy and win in order to create an 
asymmetric advantage, such as having the necessary number of cruise 
missiles, submarines, and mines against an aircraft carrier, which together 
makes up an asymmetric strike advantage.82
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In another instance, the authors advocate “using missile assaults, subma-
rine ambushes, and mine blockades against an aircraft carrier battle group in 
our waters.”83 These three capabilities are invoked against aircraft carriers sev-
eral times in other doctrinal texts as well, and it is in part for this reason that 
this case explores the three capabilities discussed earlier, as well as Chinese 
overinvestment in them. The prioritization of these capabilities during China’s 
blunting strategy should be seen within the context of leader-​level discussions of 
Chinese military strategy where paramount leaders like Jiang Zemin and various 
vice chairmen of the CMC emphasized the following: developing shashoujian 
weapons, “developing what the enemy fears,” “using the weapons of the weak to 
defeat a high-​technology adversary,” and focusing on the “enemy’s weak points.” 
Similarly, the relative underinvestment in other capabilities seems related to 
admonitions to “separate the primary from the secondary” in military modern-
ization, “catch up in some places but not in others,” and to “do some things but 
not all things.” We turn now to look at China’s investments in each of these asym-
metric domains.

Submarines

On April 25, 2003, a group of fishermen out on the Bohai Sea east of Beijing 
noticed something unusual. Emerging from the water was a thin metal rod 
glinting in the sun. As they approached it carefully, they realized the rod was in 
fact a periscope attached to a submarine that appeared to be adrift.84

The fishermen quickly radioed Beijing, which promptly investigated. The 
submarine was China’s Ming-​class Submarine 361, but since it couldn’t be raised 
over the radio, Chinese sailors towed it back to port and then boarded it. Inside, 
they found the crew slumped over their stations, apparently having suffocated. 
Submarine 361 had been listlessly afloat in the Bohai Sea for almost ten days.

A few weeks later in Beijing, a Foreign Ministry spokesperson acknowledged 
the tragedy and flatly attributed it to “mechanical failure.”85 But some analysts 
believed the real cause was something more: a botched test of China’s long-​
pursued air-​independent propulsion technology that would make its submarines 
more stealthy against US surface vessels and aircraft carriers.86 They noted the al-
ready cramped vessel had departed with twenty more submariners than typical 
for its class, including a high-​ranking PLAN officer—​all of which was unusual 
and suggested a premature sea trial may have been underway.87

Although the tragedy’s cause was uncertain to outsiders, the penalties were 
clear, and heads promptly rolled. PLAN Commander Shi Yunsheng was fired, 
and four other of the PLAN’s most senior officials were dismissed or demoted. 
Despite this setback, China continued to pour resources into its submarine fleet. 
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And only three years later, a Chinese Song class submarine—​more advanced 
than the Ming—​stunned the world when it surfaced undetected within torpedo 
range of the carrier USS Kitty Hawk.

China’s investments in submarines are somewhat puzzling at first glance. 
Between 1990 and 2015, China undertook a massive modernization effort for its 
submarines. It retired all 84 of its outdated Romeo submarines and acquired 14 
Ming, 12 Russian Kilo, 13 Song, and 12 Yuan-​class submarines; it also launched 
the new Shang SSN—​with a total of roughly 70 submarines now in service.88 
When most blue-​water navies are organized around carriers, why has China for 
almost twenty years organized much of its navy around submarines? Why did 
China decide after the trifecta to build the world’s largest submarine fleet and 
deploy almost all of it close to home?

This chapter’s outset offered a few possible explanations, but they fall short. 
Diffusion and adoption capacity theories are able to explain acquisition but not 
overinvestment relative to other militaries. Bureaucratic theories might point to 
a “submariner lobby” in the PLA, but this lobby likely has little influence: few 
submariners have served on the CMC, none have served as a vice chairman, 
and only two have ever served as PLAN commander—​one for three years and 
the other, Zhang Lianzhong, for eight (1988–​1996). Even so, Zhang was sub-
ordinate to CMC Vice Chairman and Politburo Standing Committee member 
Liu Huaqing, who was personally committed to a carrier-​based navy and could 
overrule Zhang. Finally, explanations that emphasize China’s focus on regional 
conflicts are not helpful either. Submarines cannot hold disputed islands in 
these conflicts, and while they could assist in missions to capture them, China’s 
were not even outfitted to protect its surface ships from rival state’s submarines 
(e.g., Japan’s or Vietnam’s) or to strike land targets—​instead, they were focused 
on anti-​surface warfare.89 Even if China were focused on its neighbors, why 
overinvest in submarines while underinvesting in the capabilities needed for 
control, like aircraft carriers and other surface vessels?

The answers to these questions are intertwined with tragedy of Submarine 361 
and the surprise of the Kitty Hawk incident: China sought to use submarines to 
blunt American power. China’s focus on submarines came not from bottom-​up 
submariner pressure but a top-​down belief that submarines should be prioritized 
as part of an asymmetric strategy to thwart US carriers and surface vessels in the 
region. This is clear across several aspects of China’s behavior.

First, with respect to acquisition of submarines, China overhauled its entire 
submarine fleet through a series of dramatic decisions undertaken between 
1990 and 1995, precisely when concerns over US power projection intensified. 
In the first few years after the Gulf War, China swiftly decommissioned an aston-
ishing fifty-​four of its Romeo class submarines to free up resources for acquiring 
large numbers of Ming class submarines, the Song class (its first indigenously 
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produced diesel submarine and the first to field the anti-​ship cruise missiles 
needed to deter US vessels), and nuclear attack submarines.90 The Song class was 
plagued with problems, so rather than face a reduction in its submarine force, 
China made the costly decision to purchase twelve Russian Kilo submarines 
to bridge the production gap.91 In the following decade, as concerns about 
American power remained high with repeated US interventions, China ac-
quired a staggering thirty-​one new submarines. These enormous expenditures 
were useful for threatening the US Navy near China but less so for conflicts with 
neighbors or protecting distant SLOCs. As one senior PLAN strategist writes, 
citing a US estimate, “China already exceeds [US submarine production] five 
times over” and the seventy-​five or more Chinese submarines in the Pacific will 
be able to counter a far smaller US force.92

The kinds of submarines China built in this period are also revealing. Why 
did China prioritize diesel submarines with air-​independent propulsion (AIP) 
over nuclear ones?93 Diesel submarines are quieter than nuclear submarines even 
though they travel shorter distances. They are also an asymmetric tool and vastly 
cheaper than the US nuclear submarines and aircraft carriers they threaten. As 
one PLAN officer noted, “the price of a nuclear submarine can buy several, even 
more than ten, conventional submarines.”94 For this reason, although China 
could build more nuclear submarines, it chose not to and opted for a Soviet-​style 
denial-​focused navy that mixed diesel and nuclear submarines, in contrast to the 
all-​nuclear submarine focus the US fields.

In this period, China’s submarines were equipped for anti-​surface warfare 
useful against the United States rather than other missions against neighbors, 
like escort, which might require anti-​submarine warfare, land-​attack capabilities, 
or nuclear rather than diesel platforms. Since the 1990s, China has focused its 
submarines on fielding anti-​ship cruise missiles in sharp contrast to the US 
Navy—​which until recently did not field an anti-​ship cruise missile at all and 
instead relied on torpedoes against surface vessels. China’s emphasis on anti-​
ship cruise missile offers it both greater range relative to torpedoes (4–​10 times 
more) as well as speed (generally supersonic) in targeting enemy surface vessels. 
In 1990, none of China’s submarines could launch anti-​ship cruise missiles; now 
well more than 64 percent have this capability—​virtually every submarine built 
or acquired since 1994. The US Office of Naval Intelligence argues that China’s 
submarine-​launched anti-​ship cruise missiles—​including the Russian SS-​N-​27 
Sizzler and the indigenous YJ-​18—​are world-​class, while its ASW and land-​
attack capabilities remain rather poor. All this suggests again that anti-​surface 
warfare is the priority for China’s submarines, which in turn suggests a focus on 
US vessels—​notably carriers.95

Second, Chinese naval doctrine also confirms a focus on submarines as 
denial tools rather than as assets for escort or sea control, and in this way, it 
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shares features with earlier Soviet doctrine. As Andrew Erickson and Lyle 
Goldstein note in their review of Chinese texts on submarine warfare, Chinese 
authors take great inspiration from Soviet submarine doctrine and see their 
own situation—​coping with a superior power-​projection navy—​as similar 
to that faced by the Soviets.96 Chinese doctrinal texts discuss submarines as 
an asymmetric tool against a powerful country’s carrier battle groups, an un-
mistakable reference to the United States. None of this should be particularly 
surprising: submarines have been used as asymmetric tools against blue-​water 
navies since the First World War. During the Falkland Islands War, a conflict 
frequently studied by Chinese strategists looking for ways to cope as an infe-
rior power against the superior United States, the British fleet expended almost 
all of its anti-​submarine warfare munitions on false submarine contacts and 
failed to sink a single patrolling Argentinian submarine.97 Moreover, sources 
that qualify as less official, such as the PLAN journal Shipborne Weapons, are 
explicit about the use of submarines in anti-​access/​area-​denial campaigns, es-
pecially involving Taiwan and therefore possible US intervention: “In order to 
guarantee the required national defense strength and to safeguard the comple-
tion of national unification and to prevent ‘Taiwan independence,’ over the past 
few years, China has increased indigenous production of new conventional and 
nuclear submarines.”98 China’s conventional submarines would operate closer 
to home, while its nuclear submarines would attack US supply lines to the 
Western Pacific.99

Third, as discussed previously, China’s submarines are postured in a way that 
enables them to focus on conflicts near China’s periphery. They are intended to 
complicate the exercise of American power close to China’s shores. And finally, 
a look at Chinese training and exercises involving submarines also indicates 
a focus on denial operations. In 2006 and 2015, Chinese diesel submarines 
stalked US aircraft carriers and surfaced within torpedo range—​risking their 
own ability to operate undetected and demonstrating China’s testing of this ca-
pability. In addition, minelaying has been a crucial part of Chinese submarine 
training programs for more than two decades and a major part of the curriculum 
for mid-​level officers at the Qingdao Submarine Academy. In many cases, these 
mine-​laying operations are not only offensive (against enemy ports) but also de-
fensive (focused on enemy carriers and submarines). Doctrinal texts and other 
sources make clear that, in attacks on aircraft carriers, mine warfare will play a 
prominent role.100

Mines

At 4:36 a.m. on February 18, 1991, the crew of the USS Tripoli was jolted awake. 
The 18,500-​ton amphibious assault ship carrying 600 sailors had just struck an 
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Iraqi mine in the Persian Gulf. The blast had ripped open a 320 square foot hole 
fifteen feet below the waterline, and seawater was pouring in.101

Two hours later and ten miles away, the USS Princeton was rocked by succes-
sive explosions. The 9,600-​ton guided missile cruiser had just hit two mines in 
short order, and now it too was taking on water.102

Both the USS Tripoli and the USS Princeton were relatively fortunate: they 
both suffered no fatalities and managed to stop the flooding before heading to 
a dock for repairs. But the incident was revealing. These were large and expen-
sive vessels—​the Princeton alone cost $1 billion—​and they had been laid low 
by Iraqi mines that each cost no more than a few thousand dollars. By some 
estimates, there were still roughly 1,000 more mines in the northern Gulf, 
demonstrating the asymmetric advantages of mine warfare against a superior 
American foe.103

China watched these incidents with great interest and invested accordingly. 
Now, decades later, the Office of Naval Intelligence finds that “China has a ro-
bust mining capability,” with 50,000 to 100,000 sea mines, as well as a “robust 
infrastructure for naval mine-​related research, development, testing, evalua-
tion, and production.”104 These mines can be deployed on a variety of platforms 
(submarines, surface vessels, and air-​dropped) at several different ranges. In a 
relatively short period, China has completely modernized its Second World 
War–​era mine arsenal and assembled “a vast mine inventory consisting of a large 
variety of mine types such as moored, bottom, drifting, rocket-​propelled, and 
intelligent mines.”105 China now fields the world’s largest mine arsenal.

There are a few competing explanations for why China has invested so heavily 
in mines, but most are inadequate. Diffusion and adoption-​capacity theories, 
which focus on which technologies diffuse and which ones do not, cannot ex-
plain overinvestment. Bureaucratic theories might attribute overinvestment to 
powerful bureaucratic forces, but there is no identifiable interest group or co-
alition for mine warfare powerful enough to affect military policy. Finally, the 
theory that China was focused on regional conflicts with neighbors also cannot 
explain overinvestment. Mines are a defensive weapon or can be used offensively 
to block Taiwan’s ports, but they cannot alone establish control, and China in 
any case invested heavily in mines effective against American submarines and 
aircraft carriers in the deep sea that are qualitatively different from those useful 
against Taiwan.

The best explanation for China’s mine investments is—​per China’s interest in 
the Gulf War—​that they are part of its effort to asymmetrically blunt US oper-
ations in Asia. First, with respect to the acquisition of mine warfare capabilities, 
the concern over US power amplified by the Gulf War provided a catalytic in-
fluence. Before the Gulf War, Chinese research proceeded slowly. China fielded 
its first indigenous sea mine in 1974 but did not field its first minelaying vessel 
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until a decade later in 1988, and that Type 918 minelayer was so slow and detect-
able that it had almost no operational survivability.106 After the Gulf War, China’s 
investments increased and its inventory grew to moored, bottom, drifting, 
rocket-​propelled, and intelligent mines through indigenous development and 
purchases of Russian mine warfare technology. Investments in deep-​sea and 
rocket mines showed a desire to threaten American carriers far out at sea and 
SSNs closer to China’s coast.107

Second, although we lack an authoritative doctrinal text on Chinese mine 
warfare, official PLA writings as well as the writings of secondary authors 
strongly suggest a focus on the United States, with the Gulf War playing a 
major role. During the conflict, Chinese authors studied the way Iraqi mines 
were able to frustrate American power projection, and they discussed sea 
mines as asymmetric tools. A 1992 article in Modern Ships emphasized that 
mines were a way weak states could repel strong ones and that American mine 
countermeasure (MCM) capabilities were demonstrated by Iraq to be “rela-
tively feeble.” Chinese military writers also observed that coalition forces were 
not able to cope effectively with Iraq’s limited mine warfare capabilities: “de-
spite deploying 13 vessels from four nations, this force proved insufficient, 
was plagued by wide discrepancies in the capabilities of each vessel, and 
made only slow headway [against Iraq’s mines].” Roughly a decade later, these 
conclusions were accepted as conventional wisdom in the Chinese mine war-
fare literature. As one piece studying Iraqi mine laying during the Second Gulf 
War notes: “Everybody knows that during the 1991 Gulf War, Iraqi mines 
played an important role, mauling [a number of ] U.S. Navy warships.” This 
2004 piece continued to argue that despite advances in American MCM 
technology, relatively crude and basic mines still could inhibit the power 
projection capabilities of high-​tech US forces. To emphasize the point, the au-
thor even quoted a US naval officer in charge of MCM for Operation Iraqi 
Freedom: “Even in the most optimal sea and combat operations environ-
ment, hunting and sweeping mines is slow, causing frustration and danger.”108 
Chinese analysts stressed these lessons for US-​China conflict, as an article in 
the People’s Navy makes clear:

The U.S. will need to move supplies by sea. But China is not Iraq. China 
has advanced sea mines. . . . This is a fatal threat to U.S. seaborne trans-
port. . . . [T]‌he moment conflict erupted in the Taiwan Strait, the PLA 
Navy could deploy mines. U.S. ships that want to conduct ASW [anti-​
submarine warfare] [would] have to first sweep the area clear. When 
the U.S. fought in the Gulf War, it took over half a year to sweep all 
Iraq’s sea mines. Therefore, it [would] not be easy for the U.S. military 
to sweep all the mines that the PLA [might] lay.109
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Certain Chinese mine warfare capabilities are clearly focused exclusively on 
frustrating US access. China has invested heavily in fast-​rising rocket mines—​
what it calls a “high-​technology sea mine”—​that are moored deep in the ocean 
and rise swiftly to strike their targets.110 China not only acquired the mines 
from Russia (the PMK-​1 and PMK-​2), but Chinese sources suggest China 
also imported Russian doctrine in using these mines and has focused them, as 
Russia did, on striking enemy SSNs.111 The only opponent China faces with 
SSNs is the United States, and these mines are therefore focused on blunting 
US capabilities—​a point several Chinese authors themselves make explicitly.112 
As one author notes, commenting on Russia’s possession of these mines: “These 
weapons will attack SSNs [i.e., nuclear attack submarines] too rapidly for 
countermeasures to engage, and are also rated to be highly effective against the 
mono-​hull construction of U.S. submarines.”113 Authoritative texts strongly hint 
that anti-​submarine objectives are a crucial part of mine warfare. For example, 
the Campaign Theory Study Guide calls for “anti-​submarine mine zones” and a 
2007 textbook in mine-​warfare makes repeated reference to their usage against 
submarines.114

Crucially, pseudo-​doctrinal writing on Chinese mine warfare generally 
employs a few set phrases that appear often and strongly suggest a focus on 
asymmetries relative to a superior opponent. These phrases include that mines 
are “easy to lay, hard to sweep” [易布难扫], a reference to the asymmetric op-
erational advantage that comes from them, and that “four ounces can move one 
thousand pounds” [四两可拨千斤], which is a reference to their asymmetric 
destructive potential.115 Another routine phrase is that mines are “not attracting 
attention,” with Chinese authors noting that they are not currently focuses of 
major navies, and explicitly the US Navy.116 Similarly, Chinese sources routinely 
write that mines are both “high and low technology” [高低技术], with a typical 
reference noting that mines in the Gulf War cost as little as $10,000 but did over 
$96 million in damage to US vessels.117 In sum, these phrases that appear re-
peatedly in Chinese texts on mine warfare strongly suggest that it is understood 
asymmetrically and often focused on the United States.

Third, Chinese mine warfare training exercises appear to reflect operations 
against a high-​technology adversary like the United States. Already, China 
focuses more on training for mine warfare than other navies. As Bernard Cole 
noted as early as 2001, “PLAN surface combatants are annually required to 
exercise laying mines, which is not a common practice in most navies,” and 
which further demonstrates that China’s investment in mine warfare is more 
substantial than would be expected under most theories.118 With respect to 
submarines, minelaying has been a crucial part of Chinese submarine training 
programs for more than two decades and a major part of the curriculum for 
mid-​level officers at the Qingdao Submarine Academy. Articles in the People’s 
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Navy describe minelaying exercises in great detail and even call minelaying “the 
most basic requirement of submarine warfare.”119 These exercises emphasize 
coping with the kinds of anti-​submarine capabilities the United States might 
deploy against minelaying submarines, such as American anti-​submarine air-
craft and helicopters, anti-​submarine minefields, and nuclear submarines. These 
kinds of capabilities suggest the United States was the focus of China’s mine-​
laying efforts.120 Finally, with respect to aerial platforms, aerial delivery of mines 
has been a focus of Chinese training efforts since at least 1997, if not earlier. 
These exercises have also taken place with simulations of sophisticated enemy 
capabilities not possessed by most Chinese competitors, including advanced 
electronic warfare capabilities.121

Missiles

In 1992, then Central Military Commission vice chairman Chi Haotian—​along 
with much of China’s leadership—​was furious.122 Washington had just sold over 
100 F-​16 fighters to Taiwan and had opted to retain a robust military presence in 
the region, and China found both developments unnerving. But not long after 
the sale, Chi noted, the Second Artillery Corps of the PLA came up with a pos-
sible solution.

Founded in the late 1960s and personally named by Chinese premier Zhou 
Enlai—​the revolutionary who was once de facto leader of the CCP before 
being displaced by Mao Zedong during the Long March—​the Second Artillery 
was focused on China’s strategic nuclear deterrent for decades. Gradually, how-
ever, that was beginning to change. Now, they had a proposal for the Chinese 
general.

“The Second Artillery Corps leadership,” he recounted, “recommended to 
the Central Military Commission and the General Staff that it build a series of 
conventional missiles to target enemy airfields, vessels, and infrastructure.”123 
This major diversion into conventional warfare was consequential, but Chi 
Haotian says he “firmly supported this proposal.”124 He then “asked the relevant 
departments to conduct a serious study immediately, to conduct joint research, 
and to accelerate the development of conventional missiles” within the Second 
Artillery.125 And with that, the program that would eventually produce China’s 
famed “carrier-​killer” anti-​ship ballistic missiles (ASBMs) was born.

In the years since Chi’s meeting with the Second Artillery, China has invested 
heavily in the ASBM program. In the process, it has innovated a new missile cate-
gory that has not yet been developed by any state. For that reason, China’s ASBM 
is a case that cannot be explained by diffusion or adoption capacity theories. A bu-
reaucratic account might explain China’s investments as the product of advo-
cacy by interest groups like the Second Artillery (now the PLA Rocket Force), 
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which operates these weapons. But despite the Second Artillery’s importance 
for China’s nuclear security, it has long been the smallest of China’s services and 
has never had one of its officers serve as a vice chairman of the CMC—​which 
suggests limited influence. Finally, ASBMs are of limited use in regional conflicts 
with China’s neighbors, largely because they are designed against aircraft carriers, 
which China’s neighbors generally do not field. India is an exception to this rule, 
but China’s ASBMs likely lack the support to target carriers so far from China’s 
maritime periphery. Even Chinese publications suggest limits to ASBM utility, 
especially with respect to sea-​control operations. As one author notes, ASBMs 
“cannot replace carriers, submarines, and other traditional naval weapons.” They 
“can be used to destroy enemy forces at sea but not to achieve absolute sea con-
trol, let alone to project maritime power.”126 The fact that ASBMs are inadequate 
for projecting power and achieving sea control means they are of limited utility 
in campaigns in the Taiwan Strait or the East and South China Seas, unless they 
are viewed primarily as a means of deterring or responding to US carrier-​based 
intervention. And indeed, China’s investment in ASBMs is best explained as part 
of a grand strategy to blunt American power.

First, with respect to the acquisition of ASBMs, China’s pursuit of this capa-
bility was triggered by anxieties about American power projection. In the pe-
riod before China regarded the United States as a threat, it did not invest in 
ASBMs at all. As Andrew Erickson notes, the decision to construct an ASBM 
was almost certainly made no earlier than 1986. A high-​level document written 
that year by the Second Artillery’s chief engineer on anticipated investments to 
be made over the next fourteen years through to the year 2000 did not once 
mention ASBMs.127 Indeed, multiple sources confirm that the Second Artillery 
lacked any conventional mission at all until roughly 1992, around the time that 
Chinese military strategy changed in the wake of Tiananmen, the Gulf War, 
and the Soviet collapse. A semi-​official history of the Second Artillery confirms 
some of these details, suggesting the service’s mission changed after the trifecta:

At the beginning of the 1990s, the Chinese Communist Party Central 
Committee, the State Council, and the Central Military Commission 
studied and sized up the situation according to the needs of interna-
tional military struggle and the development of Chinese weapons and 
equipment, scientifically making a strategic decision to speed up the devel-
opment of new models of Chinese missile weapons.128

It is reasonable to conclude that these new missile weapons may have in-
cluded a conventional ASBM given the Second Artillery’s focus on ballistic 
missiles, and indeed Chi’s biography largely confirms the new focus began in 
1992.129 By the mid-​1990s, the ASBM program was apparently well underway, 
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enough for PRC officers to boast about it. As Larry Wortzel notes, “The first time 
a senior Chinese military officer of the General Staff Department mentioned 
ballistic missiles attacking carriers was after our two carriers showed up [during 
the Taiwan Strait Crisis], and he put his arm around my shoulder and said we’re 
going to sink your carriers with ballistic missiles, and we had a long conversa-
tion about it. I don’t know if they were doing research before that, but . . . the 
first time it got thrown in my face was 1996.”130 Andrew Erickson documents 
convincingly that technical work on the ASBM program began accelerating 
that same year. By 1999, some of the first references to using ASBMs to strike 
carriers appeared in Chinese pseudo-​doctrinal publications. Following the US 
intervention in Kosovo and the accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy 
in Belgrade, the Central Military Commission resolved to accelerate devel-
opment of “assassin’s mace” weapons, of which the ASBM was one. Together, 
this suggests that the main driver of ASBM development has been concerns 
and anxieties about American power projection—​often but not exclusively in 
Taiwan-​related scenarios.

Second, doctrinal sources are explicit that ASBMs are useful against devel-
oped country militaries with aircraft carriers, which by default must be the 
United States. The Science of Second Artillery Campaigns, a military textbook 
published in 2004 believed to represent the institutional viewpoint of the 
Second Artillery, explicitly describes the use of ASBMs against aircraft carriers. 
It states that ASBMs should be used as an “assassin’s mace,” and that more spe-
cifically, they would be used in “deterring and blocking enemy carrier groups.” 
It lays out some of the requirements of these operations, including the fact that 
“information on carrier battle groups should be gathered on a real-​time basis” 
because carriers are moving targets. In another section, it states, “when many 
carrier-​borne aircraft are used in continuous air strikes against our coast, in 
order to halt the powerful air raids, the enemy’s core carrier should be struck as 
with a ‘heavy hammer.’ ”131 Less official publications are even more explicit that 
ASBMs are intended to deter the United States. Dong Lu, writing in Naval and 
Merchant Ships, noted that ASBMs were an asymmetric weapon against great 
powers:

Since the end of the Cold War, the aircraft carrier has become a symbol 
of the might of a great power, while the ballistic missile has also be-
come an effective weapon for developing countries around the world to 
safeguard their own security and challenge great powers. The might of 
an aircraft carrier is based on the disparity between the comprehensive 
powers of rich and poor states. The ballistic missile, on the other hand, 
seeks to exploit the temporal lag in the development of offensive and 
defensive technologies. . . . ASBMs are undoubtedly an effective means 



	 Impl e m e nt ing  Mi l i tar y  Blunt ing 	 93

     

of deterring military intervention at the present [though perhaps not in 
the long-​term].132

Other authors, including senior Second Artillery officers, described ASBMs 
in similar terms in 2005: “The primary form of future sea combat will be the 
extensive use of precision-​guided ballistic missiles in long range precision 
attacks. . . . We must view . . . long-​range sea-​launched precision-​guided ballistic 
missiles as the priority of our weaponry building.133 These priorities were clearly 
aimed toward conflict in the East, intended to cope with Chinese technolog-
ical inferiority and to deter a foreign government from intervention, and there-
fore could be seen as part of a larger political strategy. As one Chinese strategist 
argues:

[ASBMs] provide China with more maneuvering space for military 
and political strategic operations on its eastern, maritime flank. . .  [The 
creation of a] tactical ballistic missile maritime strike system . . . will 
establish for China in any high-​intensity conflict in its coastal waters 
an asymmetry, in its favor, in the deliverance of firepower and so will 
remedy to some extent China’s qualitative inferiority in traditional 
naval platforms. Further, the existence of this asymmetry would set up 
for both sides a psychological “upper limit” on the scale of the conflict. 
This would enable both parties to return more easily “to rationality,” 
thereby creating more space for maneuver in the resolution of maritime 
conflicts.134

These views were confirmed at the highest levels. On a visit to the United 
States in 2009, then Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission Xu 
Caihou was asked about China’s ASBMs and implicitly linked both ballistic 
and cruise missiles to deterring US intervention in a Taiwan scenario: “The re-
search and development of weapons and equipment, including that of our cruise 
missiles and ballistic missiles, some of which were on display on our [October 1,   
2009] National Day military parade, is entirely for self-​defense . . . and for the 
minimum requirement of national security. As you also know, China has yet to 
realize complete unification.”135

With respect to training, there are some indications that the Second Artillery’s 
conventional units trained under the assumption that they would face US in-
terference, strongly suggesting China is focused on contingencies involving the 
United States. As Christman notes, “One of the most significant advances the 
Second Artillery Corps has made in preparing its conventional units to deal with 
a severe threat environment has been establishing an ‘opposing force’ unit that 
tests operational units in a wide range of battlefield environments.” Christman 
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further notes, “This so-​called ‘Blue Army’ opposing force regiment . . . [is] an 
effort to replicate potential U.S. counter missile force operations. Various tactics 
employed by this unit include electronic jamming, computer network opera-
tions, virus attacks, firepower attacks, special force operations, electronic decep-
tion, and the use of ‘logic bombs,’ ” malicious code that sabotages computer 
systems.136 These are conditions that only the United States would likely be able 
to bring upon China’s conventional missile forces, and again suggest a preoccu-
pation with US power.

Aircraft Carriers

On October 25, 1973, the seventy-​five-​year-​old Chinese premier Zhou Enlai was 
in a meeting with foreign visitors. Zhou was increasingly sickly, but he remained 
unaware that he was suffering from bladder cancer because Mao had ordered 
Zhou’s doctor—​who had made the diagnosis a year earlier—​not to tell Zhou or 
even treat him. Despite his deteriorating health, Zhou kept up a busy schedule. 
In his meeting that day he turned to China’s territorial disputes and the country’s 
need for an aircraft carrier. “I have been engaged in political and military affairs 
my entire life, and so far, I have not yet seen a Chinese aircraft carrier,” he la-
mented. Zhou strongly believed that China needed one. “Our Nansha and Xisha 
Islands are occupied by South Vietnam,” Zhou argued, “but without an aircraft 
carrier, China’s navy might as well be left to fight with bayonets,” exposed and 
vulnerable to enemy aircraft. His voice rising in emotion, he declared, “I cannot 
tolerate not having an aircraft carrier!”137

From Zhou’s remarks to the launch of China’s aircraft carrier took forty-​
one years. And yet, throughout that period, fifteen countries operated aircraft 
carriers: Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, France, Germany, India, Italy, 
Japan, the Netherlands, Russia, Spain, Thailand, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States.138 The very first carrier, the British Royal Navy’s HMS Furious, 
was launched a century before China’s in 1917. What took China so long?

Diffusion-​based explanations cannot explain why China did not acquire a ca-
pability leading states have long had, since it predicts China would acquire one. 
Adoption capacity explanations can do somewhat better because they assume 
“the high financial and organization requirements for adoption” complicate car-
rier acquisition.139 But the evidence suggests this was not the case for China, 
which could have acquired carriers long before 2012. First, China could prob-
ably have constructed its own light and non-​nuclear aircraft carrier—​admittedly 
at great cost and difficulty—​if it had chosen to make it a priority. As analysts Ian 
Storey and You Ji note, China was “able to overcome both technical and financial 
problems in the mid-​1960s, the height of the chaotic Cultural Revolution, to 
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develop nuclear weapons; the country’s scientific, industrial, and economic bases 
have been strengthened considerably since then,” perhaps to the point where 
a light carrier would have been possible had it been deemed a strategic neces-
sity by China’s leadership.140 Moreover, even though a carrier program may have 
consumed a large portion of the navy budget, extra-​budgetary financing could 
have been made available, as it was for the nuclear weapons and nuclear sub-
marine programs.141 Authoritative Chinese sources confirm this interpretation, 
and demonstrate carrier acquisition was a question of priorities and not finan-
cial or organizational difficulties. In his memoirs, Admiral Liu Huaqing—​then 
commander of the PLAN—​recounts his remarks in an important 1987 meeting 
before the PLA General Staff: “As for whether we were technologically capable 
of manufacturing aircraft carriers and carrier-​based aircraft,” he began, “after 
consulting with leaders and experts from the aviation, shipbuilding, and other 
relevant industries, [they] said that they believed they were able to fulfill the fun-
damental requirements.”142 On the separate question of financing, Liu noted that 
funding could be taken from other programs: “developing aircraft carrier battle 
groups is a question of how to adjust the trajectory of funding for equipment and 
would not require a significant increase in equipment expenses.”143 During this 
period, China was also receiving Western assistance that could benefit a carrier 
program, including a scrapped carrier from Australia in 1985 and useful tech-
nical exchanges—​all of which may have helped it build its own in the 1990s.144

Second, not only could China have built a carrier, it could have also 
refurbished or imported a foreign one. Several developing countries have ac-
quired, refurbished, operated, and subsequently maintained light aircraft 
carriers for decades, including Brazil since 1960, India since 1961, and Thailand 
since 1996. Even after the Tiananmen Square Massacre and the arms embargo, 
Western states were willing to help China with its carrier program, with Spain 
offering to construct a carrier for China, France offering to refurbish one of 
its older carriers (though both deals fell through), and several European firms 
signing consulting contracts with Chinese entities that transferred important 
knowledge or designs. And most important, Russia was willing to continue pro-
viding China various blueprints, expertise, technology, and hulls. If Liu Huaqing 
was right that China could build a carrier in the 1980s, then it should certainly 
have been able to refurbish a Russian carrier in the 1990s or 2000s—​especially 
with Russian assistance. Within eight years of the Soviet collapse, China had 
purchased three former Soviet carriers—​the Minsk, Kiev, and Varyag—​and the 
Varyag apparently came with fully functional engines and blueprints that made 
renovation feasible.145 And should renovation have proved difficult, China could 
have paid Russia to make the carriers operational and provide aircraft as India 
did for the Admiral Gorshkov at a total cost of $2–​3 billion.146 During the 1990s 
and early 2000s, Russia was already assisting China with other sensitive aspects 
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of its defense modernization. The question thus remains, if China was able to 
build or refurbish a carrier, why did it delay in acquiring one for decades?

Some might claim that China’s delay was the result of bureaucratic politics—​
with submariners or land forces opposed to the resource drain. While some 
of the most prominent opponents of a carrier program were high-​ranking 
submariners like Wang Shichang, the reality is that the PLAN’s senior lead-
ership was clearly interested in aircraft carriers.147 “Naval brass have always 
advocated building an aircraft carrier,” notes Zheng Min, former head of the 
Department of Naval Equipment and Technology.148 Moreover, PLAN deputy 
commanders in both the 1980s (Zhang Xusan) and the 1990s (He Pengfei) 
were strong supporters of carrier aviation and backed the decision to covertly 
acquire the Varyag.149 Most important, Liu Huaqing was a tireless advocate for 
a Chinese carrier who reportedly studied in the Soviet Union under Admiral 
Gorshkov, the evangelist for Soviet carrier aviation, and was famous for saying, 
“if China does not build an aircraft carrier, I will die with my eyelids open” 
[不搞航空母舰，我死不瞑目].150 It is highly unlikely that the parochial 
interests of submariners or land forces could have thwarted the agenda of a 
powerful carrier advocate like Liu, who commanded the entire navy for much 
of the 1980s, rose to become the most powerful military officer as CMC vice 
chairman, joined the Politburo Standing Committee in the 1990s, had close ties 
to Deng and Jiang, and pushed through major military reforms—​including the 
prioritization of naval and air modernization over land forces.151 The decision 
not to develop a carrier was not from low-​level bureaucratic politics but from a 
much higher level of strategic planning, one that likely involved senior leaders 
like Jiang himself and the broader Party.

Perhaps, some might argue, Chinese officials delayed carrier acquisition be-
cause they thought carriers would not be useful in regional conflicts with their 
neighbors. In actuality, Chinese-​language sources make plain that the oppo-
site is true: China’s government for decades viewed carriers as essential in local 
contingencies with neighbors, especially for escort and air control purposes. Zhou 
Enlai had made that clear in 1973, and Liu Huaqing emphasized it repeatedly too 
at high levels.152 In November 1986, Liu Huaqing was part of a “naval develop-
ment strategy study group” that included “military and civilian leaders as well as 
renowned experts” from all over the government. “From the perspective of what 
was needed to protect China’s maritime rights and interests, recover Nansha and 
Taiwan, and deal with other strategic circumstances,” he notes in his memoir, the 
members “recommended constructing an aircraft carrier.”153 Liu further noted 
that, without an aircraft carrier, it would be difficult to secure Chinese interests 
with surface vessels alone, telling the PLA General Staff in 1987 that: “when 
thinking about maritime formations, we had only considered destroyers, frigates, 
and submarines; after further research, we realized that without air cover, there was 
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no way these formations would be able to fight outside the radius of shore-​based 
combat aircraft,” and that even within the range of shore-​based aircraft, air cover 
would simply not reach quickly enough in times of crisis.154 The military was con-
vinced carriers were useful not only for conflicts in the distant South China Sea, 
but also much closer in the Taiwan Strait. Liu wrote that the PLA General Staff 
looked favorably upon his report and escalated the question of carrier acquisition, 
all of which suggests that at least as early as 1987, a Chinese focus on narrower local 
operational contingencies should have included an aircraft carrier. In 1995, Liu in 
a high-​level meeting on aircraft carriers stated that “Defending the South China 
Sea, peacefully reuniting Taiwan, safeguarding maritime rights and interests—​all 
require aircraft carriers.”155 The fact that China thought carriers would be useful in 
regional contingencies means that theories of Chinese investment focused on re-
gional considerations cannot account for the delay in building carriers.

The preceding evidence makes clear that a Chinese carrier program was fea-
sible, enjoyed high-​level support within the Navy and in the larger military, 
found support in the late 1980s at the central level, and was believed to be essen-
tial in conflicts with neighbors—​and yet China did not build them. The reason 
why is that carriers did not fit into a blunting strategy to asymmetrically weaken 
the United States.

First, China’s acquisition process suggests a delay was not incidental but in-
tentional and considered at the very highest levels. Major General Zheng Ming, 
former head of the PLA Navy Armaments Department, was part of the delegation 
that was sent to inspect the former Soviet carrier Varyag for acquisition as early as 
1992. “During the trip [in 1992], we found it was a brand-​new ship. Everything 
was completely new, from the armor plating to other parts, so we suggested [the 
central government] buy it and bring it home . . . but the central government 
didn’t do it because of the [political] situation at the time.”156 Similarly, in a 2005 
interview, former PLAN Deputy Commander Zhang Xusan recalls that, “I cer-
tainly advocate having an aircraft carrier soon. . . . When I was [deputy com-
mander of the PLA] Navy I advocated that, and at that time Commander . . . Liu 
Huaqing advocated it too, but for many reasons it was postponed.”157 Various 
scholars have concluded from their interviews with interlocutors in Beijing that 
the Chinese carrier program was delayed or postponed repeatedly in the late 
1980s and early 1990s for high-​level political reasons, and that Jiang decided to 
approve national-​level preliminary research on a carrier program only in the mid-​
1990s—​and perhaps only as a way of mollifying Liu.158 You Ji notes that Liu re-
peatedly lobbied Jiang on behalf of the carrier program, and that Jiang responded 
carefully since he still relied on Liu for support: “Jiang knew well Liu’s personal 
position on carriers. He continuously agreed to the preliminary carrier research 
to avoid a direct clash with Liu on carrier affairs [as] . . . a kind of delaying tactic 
before a final decision to shelve [the carrier].”159 The situation came to a head 
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when Liu submitted a report on a carrier to the Politburo Standing Committee 
in May 1995 and proposed purchasing and refitting the Varyag. The Standing 
Committee turned Liu’s proposal down and the carrier issue was effectively dead 
for at least the next eight years.160 China did not appear to demonstrate interest 
in the carrier program again until the mid-​2000s, and it apparently did not seri-
ously commit resources until after the Global Financial Crisis.

As Liu himself admitted, the decision to construct an aircraft carrier was one 
that would need to be made at the level of the Central Military Commission and 
above—​a reference, presumably, to the Politburo Standing Committee that had 
previously turned his proposal down. He situates an aircraft carrier within what 
might be described as a larger Chinese grand strategy: “The development of a 
carrier is not just a naval question, instead it is related to such weighty matters as 
national strategy [国家战略] and defense policy, and it must emerge from ac-
curate determinations of and prudent decision-​making concerning the country’s 
comprehensive national strength and the overall national maritime strategy.”161 
This indicates that the carrier decision and matters of naval force structure (i.e., 
carrier-​based vs. submarine-​based) must have been made at a level that could 
consider larger grand strategy, not simply military strategy, and these decisions 
thus provide significant insight into China’s strategic aims.

Second, Chinese doctrine suggests carriers were not considered useful in 
operational scenarios involving the United States or consistent with overall 
Chinese strategic objectives. Authoritative military sources suggest strongly that 
China saw a carrier as useful in the South China Sea—​so much so that, as Tai 
Ming Cheung writes, “Shortly after the Sino-​Vietnamese clash in the Spratlys in 
March 1988, there were indications that a go-​ahead on building a carrier would 
soon be given.”162 But the traumatic trifecta revealed that the United States was 
no longer an ally but a plausible opponent with far superior military technology. 
As China’s grand strategy changed to address the threat, its military strategy 
changed in concert to deemphasize the capabilities needed to make progress 
against neighbors and to instead emphasize asymmetric weapons less vulner-
able and less costly than carriers.

Authors in Chinese military journals have long written of carrier 
vulnerabilities, informed in part by the lessons of US and Soviet maritime com-
petition. As one military writer argues in the late 1980s: “The US navy’s aircraft 
carrier combat groups are extraordinarily limited in number” and “face a threat 
from all sorts of [Soviet] guided missile launch platform combat groups.”163 
Chinese defense strategists would have been aware of the vulnerability of their 
own potential carriers as well as of the utility of Soviet anti-​access approaches 
against US carriers. Accordingly, once the United States became the primary 
strategic threat to China after the trifecta, official assessments of the value of a 
carrier program would likely have changed.



	 Impl e m e nt ing  Mi l i tar y  Blunt ing 	 99

     

Chinese military authors have long made arguments consistent with this 
perspective. Throughout the 1990s and into the present day, many authors and 
even some pseudo-​doctrinal sources have called into question the usefulness 
of Chinese aircraft carriers in operations against the US Navy. As one official, 
with admittedly some exaggeration, stated, “even twenty PRC carriers cannot 
compete with U.S. nuclear carriers.”164 And in an argument that echoes Cold 
War–​era analyses of carrier vulnerabilities, Ye Zicheng—​a professor at Beijing 
University who became a prominent figure in debates over aircraft carriers 
in the mid-​2000s—​argued that Chinese carriers would be vulnerable to US 
missiles. He proposed that “sea power is secondary to land power” and that, 
as a result, “China should postpone plans to build aircraft carriers.” Ye writes 
that “sea power must obey trends in military technology,” and that “with the 
maturing of precision-​guided land/​space-​based missile technology, the ad-
vantage of an aircraft carrier group has been greatly diminished, and it is more 
likely to become the target of advanced missiles, land-​based aircraft, and ad-
vanced submarines and destroyers.”165 Some high-​speed missiles, Ye notes, 
will even become “carrier killers.” Admittedly, Ye’s account is not as authorita-
tive as those of officers within the PLAN, but his profile in military discussions 
suggests he was channeling widely held views. Indeed, the capabilities outlined 
by Ye—​submarines and carrier-​killer missiles—​are precisely those which 
China elevated during this period. China’s strategic admonitions not to emu-
late Western states, to defeat the strong with the weapons of the weak, and to 
acquire shashoujian weapons all seem to point to a decision to avoid expen-
sive platforms like a carrier that would in any case be inferior to the Western 
equivalent and to instead focus on different capabilities. Ye argued that funds 
for a carrier “would be more effectively spent” on “advanced submarines” and 
“medium-​ and long-​range missile platforms,” including “improving missile 
performance.”166 All of this suggests that there is a consistent discourse in 
Chinese military and academic writings that argues aircraft carriers would not 
be effective against the United States; that all carriers are vulnerable to the 
very trends in military technology that were debuted in the Gulf War; and that 
China would be better off acquiring those capabilities, rather than an aircraft 
carrier.

Although we cannot show conclusively that this logic motivated the Central 
Military Commission or Politburo Standing Committee, this evidence when 
combined with the textual review of Chinese strategy earlier in the chapter to-
gether suggests it likely played a significant factor. Top leaders, including Jiang, 
would have been familiar with these arguments and the broader operational 
considerations; indeed, Jiang had taken Deng’s advice and immersed himself 
in defense planning and several all-​day CMC meetings as soon as he assumed 
power. China’s leaders were intimately involved in China’s decision to build 
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nuclear weapons, satellites, and asymmetric weapons, and carriers are unlikely 
to have been an exception.

Ultimately, the decision to acquire an aircraft carrier would have meant 
committing not only to a specific naval force structure, but to a broader mili-
tary structure that was not suited to blunting. As one PLA textbook makes clear, 
“whether we should go ahead with a carrier project is not a naval question. It is 
related to the question of how to adjust our overall force posture and national 
defense policy.”167 And that is precisely why a carrier would have been an impru-
dent decision for a grand strategy focused on the United States.

Of course, China eventually did build an aircraft carrier, but only once its 
perception of American power changed. Until then, as the carrier case and 
the preceding cases show, China’s military was focused on blunting American 
power. It was the trifecta that initially prompted China to depart from the “sea 
control” strategy that had been increasingly focused on holding distant maritime 
territory to a “sea denial strategy” focused on preventing the US military from 
traversing, controlling, or intervening in the waters near China. And it was the 
difficulty of that shift that led Beijing to prioritize—​to “catch up in some areas 
and not others” and to commit to the precept that “whatever the enemy fears, 
we develop that.” It put aircraft carriers and other costly and vulnerable vessels 
on hold, despite having the ability to pursue them, and instead opted to build 
relatively cheaper asymmetric weapons suitable for an anti-​access/​area-​denial 
strategy to keep the United States out. In the process, Beijing built the world’s 
largest mine arsenal, the world’s first ASBM, and the world’s largest submarine 
fleet to challenge US military power.

That consistency of vision and purpose was not isolated to the military do-
main. As the next chapter shows, elements of it also guided China’s political and 
diplomatic behavior in China’s regional organizations.
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“Demonstrate Benign Intentions”
Implementing Political Blunting

“An important reason why China now increasingly values multilateral 
diplomacy is US hegemonic behavior after the Cold War and its super-
power position.”1

—​Peking University Professor Wang Yizhou, 2003

In October 1993, China’s first ambassador to APEC, a new Asian regional or-
ganization whose acronym stood for Asia-​Pacific Economic Cooperation, was 
racing to prepare his team for the grouping’s first ever leader-​level summit. That 
ambassador, Wang Yusheng, was keenly aware that only a few weeks later, eleven 
leaders from Asia’s largest economies would be gathering in Seattle in the wake 
of the Cold War and at President Clinton’s invitation to discuss the future of 
the fledgling organization, and with it, Asian order too. For China, the stakes 
were high.

In his memoirs, Wang Yusheng recounts that his team encountered a 
major surprise when, just a few weeks before the summit, a Japanese news-
paper leaked a report by APEC’s US-​led Expert Working Group that proposed 
recommendations for the future of the organization. Wang was entirely 
blindsided by the report and the recommendations, and he reacted with 
alarm: “When we saw the report’s eye-​catching title, ‘Towards an Asia Pacific 
Economic Community,’ we cannot help but be surprised,” he recounted. “How 
did this come about? Could this really be? Can we agree with it? What should 
we do? A series of problems all emerged.”2 The report was an advisory doc-
ument, but it was still concerning to Wang: “We didn’t know if this report 
was ‘consistent’ with US President Bill Clinton’s Asia-​Pacific strategy or ‘in-
consistent.’ There was no way to know, but it was also not necessary to know” 
since China planned to oppose its recommendations anyway.3 “At that time,” 
Wang recalled, “I felt the most important thing for us to do was to immediately 
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inform our superiors about the report, think about it seriously, and prepare 
countermeasures.”4

For Wang, the report—​and its use of the word Community—​was a call to 
arms. It was not a benign and innocent decision to insert that word, he thought, 
but rather another piece of evidence confirming that Washington was deviously 
maneuvering a US-​led organization into position as Asia’s most important re-
gional body at China’s expense. China therefore needed to stall APEC, and in so 
doing, blunt US order-​building in Asia. Wang worked to downgrade the word 
Community—​ensuring APEC would instead refer to Asia-​Pacific Economic 
Cooperation—​and he made sure that if “community” ever appeared it would be 
with a lower-​case “c” to avoid drawing comparisons to the more institutionalized 
European Community.

The bizarre fight over the word “community”—​and a dozen other issues—​
was a proxy over how strong APEC should be, and China took it seriously. When 
an American diplomat teased Wang for his doggedness on this issue in a public 
address, Wang wrote in his memoirs, “How high-​sounding [his words are]. But 
in fact, they [the Americans] had continuously been trying to make APEC tran-
scend economic issues. . . . Some commentators say that the real intention of 
these [Americans] is to create a community that they dominate. . . . This claim is 
not at all unreasonable.”5

When China succeeded the next year at keeping APEC at a weaker level of 
institutionalization, Wang was triumphant. “The United States strove to domi-
nate the direction of APEC development from the beginning, and in many ways 
sought to exert influence and pressure,” Wang wrote.6 “President Clinton led 
more than two thousand people, divided on ten different planes to attend the 
meeting, and everywhere inside and outside the meeting there was activity—​
and yet he still failed.”7 The failure of the United States to secure its objectives was 
a cause for celebration for China because it meant APEC would remain a “thin” 
organization, one less suited for US order-​building in Asia. And it was a key part 
of a political blunting strategy that China pursued throughout the region in the 
aftermath of Tiananmen Square, the Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse.

This chapter explores China’s efforts to blunt American power in Asia. It 
focuses on two puzzling features of China’s involvement in regional organiza-
tions in this period: (1) why did China suddenly decide to join these organ-
izations in the early 1990s after previously avoiding them; and (2) why did 
China stall many of the regional organizations it then joined? In answering 
these questions, it explores China’s maneuvering within the leading Asian re-
gional organizations of the time: Asia-​Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO).
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This chapter argues that China joined and stalled regional organizations to 
blunt American order-​building and create security for itself. Concerned about 
growing US influence in the region, Beijing undermined the institutionaliza-
tion of organizations that included the United States like APEC and the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF) but was more supportive of institutionalization in those 
that excluded the United States and gave China a major role, like ASEAN Plus 
Three (APT) and the SCO—​both of which it helped launch. By participating in 
regional organizations, China also hoped to reassure its neighbors and reduce 
their interest in joining a possible US-​led balancing coalition, as well as to use the 
organization’s rules to constrain US power, including its military deployments 
and economic coercion. This defensive approach to regional organizations, 
with occasional moments of offensive initiative, persisted until the 2008 Global 
Financial Crisis pushed China to be even bolder in its political ambition.

Explaining Political Strategy 
in Regional Organizations

China’s participation in Asia’s formal multilateral organizations helps us under-
stand Chinese grand strategy.8 These organizations often require expenditures 
of time and resources by states and their leaders and are therefore good meas-
ures of state preferences and strategies. They can also set norms and rules in the 
domains that can shape state behavior, making them possible instruments of 
leading states.

We can assess China’s behavior in regional organizations across a few key 
categories. First, we can look at membership, or what kinds of institutions China 
joins or creates, when it chooses to do so, and whether these institutions are well 
developed with enforcement and monitoring mechanisms. Second, we can look 
at participation, or what China does within these organizations. This involves 
a focus on whether China acts to strengthen or weaken the institution’s effec-
tiveness, for example, by supporting monitoring mechanisms or undermining 
the organization’s decision-​making structure. Third, we can examine an 
organization’s benefits, including whether it provides advantages in security com-
petition to China outside of its official, core functions.

After assessing China’s behavior, and combining that with a deep dive into 
texts, we must then try to explain it. This chapter tests two explanations. The 
first theory is that China is a sincere participant in these organizations. China’s 
genuine commitment could evolve from its desire for the material rewards of 
cooperation and problem solving (liberal explanations) or because it seeks 
the social rewards of cooperation related to status, image, or identity (social 
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explanations). These two liberal and social explanations can be combined be-
cause the implications are generally quite similar: under each theory, China 
would be genuinely committed to these institutions and to their effectiveness 
and act accordingly.

The second theory assumes China’s involvement in these organizations is 
not sincere but instrumental and related to blunting and building. In this view, 
China’s involvement is driven by a grand strategic logic, and multilateral organi-
zations do not merely solve problems related to issues like trade or the environ-
ment but also serve as instruments through which great powers create order. 
The same mechanisms—​rules, norms, reputation, monitoring, enforcement—​
that can induce cooperation can also buttress coercive capabilities, consen-
sual inducements, and legitimacy claims that together form the core of order. 
Accordingly, a blunting strategy might involve a state joining a rival’s organization 
to undermine it, to repurpose it to constrain the rival’s power, or to reassure wary 
neighbors who might appreciate the apparent show of good faith. In contrast, a 
building strategy might see a state use these organizations—​which can span key 
domains like trade, finance, health, and information—​to create forms of control 
over others. For example, cutting off states from organizational benefits provides 
coercive leverage; providing organizational benefits creates incentives for com-
pliance; and running the organization might improve the legitimacy of one’s 
leadership claims.

If China’s organizational involvements are motivated by these grand strategic 
blunting and building logics, we should expect to see a few patterns that indicate 
a lack of sincere participation. With respect to membership, China might choose 
to join organizations when the security benefits increase, and it might also build 
unnecessary parallel institutions rather than sit in institutions that others con-
trol. With respect to participation, China might be wary of strengthening in-
stitutionalization in organizations run by rivals but willing to champion it in 
organizations Beijing runs. And, with respect to organizational benefits, China 
might emphasize not the problem-​solving purpose of the organization but or-
thogonal security concerns. Indeed, as this chapter and Chapter 9 show, China’s 
behavior in institutions fits this strategic pattern.

China’s Political Texts on Regional Organizations

Chinese texts—​such as diplomatic memoirs and essays by key Foreign Ministry 
officials—​reveal that Beijing saw regional organizations as a way to blunt 
American order-​building, reassure neighbors, and complicate US regional in-
volvement rather than as forums for genuine problem solving. In making this 
argument, the section proceeds in two parts. First, it focuses on the impact of 
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the trifecta of the Tiananmen Square massacre, the Gulf War, and the Soviet 
collapse on Chinese strategy in multilateral organizations. Second, it explains 
the emergence and content of a strategy to use these organizations to blunt 
American order.

The Trifecta and Political Strategy

Before the trifecta, and during the Cold War, China rarely engaged in 
multilateralism—​especially at the regional level. Its interactions were limited to 
the United Nations and organizations like the World Bank, which could pro-
vide China technical expertise. But the trifecta forced a reconsideration. As the 
scholar Kai He argues, “After the collapse of the Soviet Union, China’s strategic 
environment experienced a dramatic change. . . . Given U.S. policies on human 
rights and Taiwan, the U.S. as the sole superpower posed a very serious chal-
lenge to China’s internal and external security.” American power and China’s de-
pendence on “the U.S. market, capital, and technology” prevented Beijing from 
openly opposing Washington; accordingly, regional organizations became an 
important part of China’s quieter security strategy.9

The trifecta led to a comprehensive reevaluation of Chinese grand strategy, 
as previous chapters discussed, and led to a focus on regional multilateralism. 
Wang Yusheng, who helped formulate China’s first regional multilateral policies, 
notes that it was “only the end of the Cold War” that gave rise to China’s focus 
on regional institutions, and that was why “around the beginning of the 1990s, 
China began to take part in some regional mechanisms.”10 He recounts, “After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, after the end of the Cold War, China went 
through several years of ‘calm observation’ and careful analysis and study.” After 
this study, Wang argues, Chinese leaders determined that “China needed to, and 
had the capability to, make a certain contribution” to multilateral institutions.11 
The context for these decisions, as Wang notes in his memoir, was the growing 
US threat:

The United States made several strategic victories in this period: with 
respect to military matters, the United States exploited Iraq’s military 
invasion of Kuwait; it flaunted the advantage of a strong dollar; politi-
cally, it defeated its enemies—​the other superpower, the Soviet Union 
(or as the United States would put it, “defeated communism”); with re-
spect to economics, it caught the information technology development, 
and internationally it had a distant lead since Japan—​which had once 
almost caught up with and exceeded the United States—​was falling 
further behind. America’s outspoken media threatened that the United 
States was “the most qualified to lead the world,” and that in the 21st 



106	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

century, “there is nothing but being subordinate to the United States.” 
As leader of the world’s only superpower, [President Clinton] needed a 
“post–​Cold War” international order dominated by the United States, 
and promoted America’s values and developmental model.12

As Wang repeatedly emphasizes in his memoirs, China believed that a victo-
rious United States sought to dominate Asia and the globe; this required China 
to join regional multilateral organizations to ensure Washington did not wield 
them against Beijing or use them to build regional order. Key Foreign Ministry 
advisers agreed. A report commissioned by China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and written by Zhang Yunling, a Chinese Academy of Social Science (CASS) 
scholar who helped shape China’s multilateral strategy, begins with the obser-
vation: “after the end of the Cold War, China’s international environment has 
undergone tremendous changes” and notes that these changes constituted “an 
important basis for China to formulate current and future security policies.”13 It 
then encouraged Beijing to use multilateral instruments as part of this security 
strategy.

The trifecta raised concerns not only about US order-​building, but also that 
Washington might exploit the “China threat theory”—​Beijing’s name for sup-
posedly unwarranted wariness of a rising China—​and work with Asian states to 
encircle it. A search of Chinese academic and policy articles reveals that the term 
“China threat theory” rarely appeared until the trifecta, at which point in a few 
short years it became extremely important.

Zhang Yunling’s memo to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs explicitly articu-
lated the view that US-​led encirclement was China’s largest post–​Cold War 
threat. He wrote, “In the new [post–​Cold War] world pattern, China is a rising 
power. . . . Of course, the rise in Chinese power will also worry neighboring 
countries, and even make them fear being threatened [by China], and some 
countries will try to improve their military and strengthen alliances to cope with 
the rise in Chinese power.”14 In his memo, Zhang was unambiguous that this 
encirclement was China’s gravest threat. “In the future, the greatest challenge to 
China’s security,” he argued, “is how to deal with and address the comprehensive 
changes in its relationships [with neighbors] caused by the rise in its own power.” 
If this challenge were mishandled, Zhang feared that China would “push itself 
into a circle of hostility” surrounded by unfriendly states. In Zhang’s mind, “the 
most dangerous situation is the formation of many countries united together to 
counter China, to carry out the encirclement and containment of China.”15 And 
of course, the instigator of such efforts would be the United States, with Zhang 
fearing the possibility of “the United States, together with its allies, intervening 
too frequently and too excessively” in China’s affairs.16
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These concerns led to a renewed focus on China’s region, also known as 
“peripheral diplomacy” [周边外交]. “In the late 1980s,” as one Chinese for-
eign policy historian notes in a history of this concept, “the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union, the upheaval in Eastern Europe, the end of the Cold War be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union” led to “a severe situation rarely 
encountered since the founding of the country.” As a result, “China’s neighbor-
hood policy was placed in a particularly important position during the 1990s.”17 
“Neighborhood policy” became a priority, appearing for the first time ever in 
a Party Congress political report in 1992—​the first Party Congress after the 
trifecta.18 And as the preceding graph indicates, the rising focus on the “China 
threat theory” and neighborhood was accompanied by a focus on “multilater-
alism” as a solution (Figure 5.1).

A Blunting Strategy

As the preceding section indicated, the trifecta raised two security challenges 
for China, and a new blunting strategy using multilateral organizations was 
needed to address them. The first challenge was the threat of US-​led encircle-
ment with China’s neighbors; the second was an increasingly threatening United 
States wielding its power and leverage over China. Multilateral institutions 
were intended to deal with both of these problems, and they were integrated 
into China’s diplomatic layout [外交总体布局], a hierarchy of China’s foreign 
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policy focuses. Historically, the focus has been on the great powers first and then 
the periphery and the developing countries (e.g., “great powers are the key, the 
periphery is the primary, the developing countries are the foundation”), and 
China’s addition of multilateralism to that formulation indicated its importance 
in Chinese strategy (e.g., “the multilateral is the important stage”).19 This was a 
major shift.

First, Chinese scholars and officials explicitly link China’s conciliatory multi-
lateralism to its fear of US-​led encirclement. Zhang Yunling writes that joining 
multilateral organizations allowed China to “demonstrate its benign intentions 
by exercising self-​restraint and displaying a willingness to be restrained” and, 
crucially, that “this idea has led directly to actions such as not devaluing the 
Renminbi during the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, joining the TAC-​SEA [an 
ASEAN document], and largely letting ASEAN states dictate the norms re-
garding the South China Sea dispute.”20 Similarly, a book from the Central 
Party School Press summarizing China’s foreign policy strategy indicates China 
pursued a policy of self-​constraint (自我约束) and “accepting constraint” 
from others in these bodies (接受约束) to reassure neighbors and confirms 
that multilateral concessions—​like signing an ASEAN South China Sea Code 
of Conduct—​were part of this strategy.21 In another article, Zhang Yunling 
makes clear that this “good neighbor policy” was part of a grand strategy to blunt 
American encirclement:

China has pursued a strategy of maintaining amicable relationships 
with neighbors (mulin youhao, wending zhoubian) to hedge against 
downturns in Sino-​U.S. relations. Deng Xiaoping and his successors 
understand clearly that, with more than fifteen countries bordering 
China, an aggressive posture is simply not in China’s interest, no 
matter how powerful China becomes, because aggression would lead 
to a counterbalancing alliance of China’s neighbors and a distant power 
(the United States). If, however, China adopts a defensive realist ap-
proach, most regional countries would be reluctant to adopt a policy of 
hard containment, and thus China would likely enjoy a benign regional 
security environment. To this end, China has made strenuous efforts to 
improve its relationships with its neighboring countries, sometimes by 
making significant concessions despite strong domestic opposition.22

US scholars like Susan Shirk, who engaged with Chinese diplomats in Track 
II dialogues in the early 1990s, confirm these views: “Although China has a 
number of reasons for its more positive attitude toward regional security coop-
eration, the main one is to reduce regional fears about what the Chinese term 
‘the so-​called China threat.’ ”23 Indeed, at the first ARF meeting in 1994, Foreign 
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Minister Qian Qichen gave an entire series of press interviews to reassure 
neighbors about China’s military threat.24 Summing up these efforts, prominent 
Chinese scholar Wu Xinbo notes, “On the security front . . . [China] calculates 
that by promoting regional cooperation, it can help create a friendlier and 
more stable security environment around China’s periphery, offsetting security 
pressures emanating from the US pursuit of a hedging strategy vis-​à-​vis China.”25

Top political leaders also confirm this focus. At a meeting on peripheral di-
plomacy in 2001, President Jiang noted that “China is the country with the most 
neighboring countries in the world” and indicated that, since the Warring States 
period, “our ancestors have long recognized the importance of dealing [well] 
with neighboring countries.”26 Jiang then explained China’s strategy of reassur-
ance. “China is a big country,” he noted, “and it is inevitable that some small 
countries around us have doubts about us.”27 To dispel them, China “must es-
tablish an image of peaceful development and friendly cooperation, as well as 
patiently and meticulously dispel doubts, and use our own exemplary words and 
deeds to increase trust so that they gradually realize that the so-​called ‘China 
threat’ does not exist at all.”28 This also meant prioritizing “long-​term interests” 
over “short-​term interests” and temporarily putting aside territorial disputes.29 
Multilateral instruments had a role too. “The role of multilateral diplomacy has 
become increasingly prominent,” Jiang argued, and China needed to give “full 
play” to regional multilateral initiatives.30 At the end of the speech, and after 
hinting at “external plots” to manipulate divisions in Asia, Jiang stressed the de-
gree to which the United States was a major consideration in this strategy: “Here, 
I want to emphasize one point. The United States is located in the Western 
Hemisphere. Although it is not our neighbor, it is a key factor affecting the se-
curity environment in our country.”31 The purpose of China’s peripheral diplo-
macy, at this stage, was not to build China-​led order in the region but to dissuade 
its neighbors from joining with the United States to encircle China.

Chinese sources suggest this strategy was perceived to have been successful. 
In a review of Chinese multilateralism in the 1990s, Zhang Yunling noted that 
“multilateral partnerships established between China and other powers have 
taken China out of harm’s way from potentially hazardous confrontation.”32 “By 
enabling those countries to understand China better,” Zhang asserted, it was 
possible for China “to lessen their fear of being threatened and hence reduce 
the possibility of an alliance against China.”33 Indeed, “with multilateral par-
ticipation and effort,” he continued, “China’s image as a responsible power will 
be improved. As countries interact and cooperate with China more, they will 
worry less about the ‘China threat.’ ”34 Zhang even borrowed language from mil-
itary doctrine to make the point, arguing in his memo to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs that multilateralism constitutes an “ ‘active defense’ strategy” that “allows 
China to take the initiative in meeting the challenge of [encirclement]” and 
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“eliminate the possibility of united efforts to counter China.”35 In short, Chinese 
multilateralism has a powerful strategic rationale.

If the first objective of China’s institutional strategy was to reduce the risk of 
a US-​led containment coalition, the second objective was clearly to frustrate the 
exercise of American power. Multilateral institutions offered a way to do this 
without directly confronting US power. As Zhang Yunling and Tang Shiping 
argued, China could use institutions “to work with others to restrain US heg-
emonic behavior” and had elevated certain institutions like the SCO “that are 
designed to limit US influence.”36 Similarly, Wang Yizhou made the link between 
multilateralism and American power explicit: “To be clear, an important reason 
why China now increasingly values multilateral diplomacy is US hegemonic be-
havior after the Cold War and its superpower position.”37

These sentiments were found in official texts too. In 1997, the term “multilat-
eralism” was used for the first time in a Party Congress work report when Jiang 
Zemin said China must “actively participate in multilateral diplomatic activities” 
and “give full play” to China’s role in these bodies.38 It then appeared in every 
report after. In the 1997 Ambassadorial Conference address, a kind of speech 
often used to adjust grand strategy, Jiang reiterated that China must “actively 
participate in multilateral diplomacy” and linked the trend to multipolarity. 
“Under the new situation in which the trend of world multipolarity and eco-
nomic globalization is constantly evolving,” he said, “all major countries rely on 
regional organizations to develop themselves and seek to obtain through mul-
tilateral means what they cannot get through bilateral relations. We should pay 
more attention to this situation and pay attention to making the best use of it to 
make profits and avoid disadvantages.”39 Gradually, Chinese diplomats and state 
media reduced calls for multipolarity and “began emphasizing the role of multi-
lateral organizations,” and in 2004, Beijing elevated the concept of “cooperation” 
as one of the three defining principles of China’s foreign policy.40 Jiang Zemin 
said that, along with the growing strength of developing countries, “a variety of 
regional, intercontinental and global organizations are unprecedentedly active,” 
and that together “these facts show that the world pattern is accelerating toward 
multipolarity.”41 Officially, multilateralism began to be seen as an important 
conduit for multipolarity. In a 2001 address to high-​level military leaders, Jiang 
made this link and argued that participating in institutions could expand China’s 
freedom of maneuver: “We must focus on expanding strategic space and vig-
orously carrying out multilateral diplomacy. Actively carrying out multilateral 
diplomacy plays an important role in building the strategic situation for us.”42 
After chronicling China’s participation in APEC, ARF, and the SCO, among 
other forums, he noted, “We must profoundly realize that under the conditions 
of world multipolarization and economic globalization. . . . The use of interna-
tional mechanisms and regional organizations for multilateral diplomacy has 
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increasingly become an important way for big countries to play their role. We 
must further strengthen multilateral diplomacy, take the initiative to participate 
in the transformation and adjustment of the international system, and strive to 
carry out foreign work at the multilateral level.”43

Over the following decade, as China’s concerns over US power grew fol-
lowing Washington’s interventions in Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, 
multilateralism became even more critical. Then Vice Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi gave a 2004 speech entitled “Facilitating the Development of Multilateralism 
and Promoting World Multipolarization” that implicitly argued that multilater-
alism could be used to constrain the United States.44 Top leaders made the link 
too. In 2006, Hu Jintao declared that China must “strengthen multilateralism 
and advance the democratization of international relations,” reiterating that 
multilateralism was an important ingredient in multipolarity.45 Similarly, at the 
Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference that year, he stated that, “With respect 
to politics, to promote the building of a harmonious world,” China needed to 
“actively advocate multilateralism, promote the democratization of international 
relations, and oppose hegemonism and power politics.”46

In one of Jiang’s final addresses, a speech to the Politburo recounting successes 
over the last decade, Jiang stressed that China had “proposed and implemented 
strategic thinking stabilizing the periphery” and had “played an important role 
in multilateral diplomatic organizations.”47 It is notable that Jiang’s speech spe-
cifically identified APEC, ASEAN, and the SCO as examples of China’s strategy; 
accordingly, these are precisely the three cases to which we now turn.

Asia-​Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)

“China’s experience with regionalism originated with APEC,” wrote Chinese 
scholar Wu Xinbo.48 Founded in 1989, APEC is a forum for twenty-​one Pacific 
Rim member economies that seeks to promote trade and development assis-
tance. In the wake of the Cold War, and amid growing concerns in Beijing about 
the power and threat posed by the United States, Beijing began to pursue a 
blunting strategy through APEC that suggested China’s involvement was instru-
mental and tactical rather than sincere. As China’s first APEC diplomat Wang 
Yusheng makes clear, China feared that the organization—​which it perceived 
as US-​led—​would ultimately become an instrument of American hegemony in 
Asia, serving to promote economic liberalization, human rights, and a US-​led 
multilateral security structure. Acting under central-​level guidance, Wang sought 
to stall APEC by opposing its institutionalization and successfully promoting 
an “APEC Approach” that effectively prohibited institutionalization in the fu-
ture. Chinese diplomats also worked to wield the organization to inoculate 
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China against American power (especially economic sanctions), all while si-
multaneously using the platform APEC provided to reassure China’s neighbors 
that Beijing was not a threat. As a partial consequence, APEC has been ineffec-
tive in promoting trade liberalization and generally irrelevant during the Asian 
Financial Crisis and the 2008 Global Financial Crisis.

Alternative Explanations

What might explain China’s participation in APEC? China does not appear to 
have been a sincere participant in the organization. APEC was not particularly 
“thick.” It had only a weak secretariat, avoided trade negotiations, operated on 
consensus rather than a more efficient set of rules for decision-​making, had 
scant monitoring mechanisms, and did not have binding decisions—​and China 
worked against improvements on each of these items, sometimes standing 
alone. Perhaps China saw genuine value in APEC as a forum for discussion, 
consensus, and voluntary commitments, but China worked to dramatically 
limit what APEC could discuss. Others note that the first APEC summit in 
1993 did in fact offer Chinese leader Jiang Zemin the first chance to meet with 
an American president after Tiananmen, but China’s participation continued 
even after regular presidential interaction was restored. Many argue China saw 
economic benefits from APEC, but China’s economic goals were defensive and 
oriented toward preventing the region from signing on to an American eco-
nomic agenda contrary to its interests.49 Nor did China join and stall APEC 
out of fear of that Taiwan would use the organization to boost its claims of 
sovereignty. In his memoirs, China’s first APEC ambassador, Wang Yusheng, 
does not list concerns over Taiwan as a reason for why China joined APEC. 
Even before China joined, Beijing succeeded in ensuring that Taiwan would be 
referred to as “Chinese Taipei,” that it would never be represented by a presi-
dent but instead only an economic minister, and that it would be excluded from 
discussions of security issues since it was not a state.50 And even after China 
joined, Wang dismissed Taiwan’s efforts to maneuver for sovereignty, noting 
that the United States and other APEC members largely worked with China to 
push back on those goals in the 1990s, suggesting these concerns did not ani-
mate China’s involvement.

Blunting

China’s real interest was in blunting American power and reassuring its 
neighbors, which emerged from its growing perception of American power and 
threat following the Cold War.
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The US Threat

China’s involvement in APEC was driven by fears that the institution would be-
come a tool of US hegemony. As scholars like Chien-​peng Chung argue, China 
joined APEC “defensively” to make sure features of Asian order “could not be 
decided without its participation.”51 Kai He argues that “China used APEC as a 
diplomatic tool to constrain US influence and resist Western pressures” on eco-
nomic, security, and political matters.52 A key priority was to limit US leadership 
in the Asia-​Pacific.

China’s concern over APEC was in part a product of post–​Cold War anxieties. 
In his memoirs, Wang Yusheng noted, “The first four years of APEC’s start-​up 
phase was a period when the international situation had undergone a historic 
change” as the post–​Cold war dawned.53 With “APEC as an authoritative offi-
cial organization in the region,” Wang noted, the urgent question for China was 
“what can it do, and where will it lead us.”54 Wang provided an answer: “The 
reason why the United States actively promoted the establishment of APEC was 
to open the Asian markets,” at least ostensibly, but “of course, the United States 
is [also] a superpower, and its goals were not just these [economic goals] and 
nothing more.”55 Instead, Wang repeatedly argues that APEC was an instrument 
of American hegemony designed to promote economic and political liberaliza-
tion, one that could evolve into a US-​led “security community.” He writes:

In the face of the post–​Cold War world situation, especially the rise of 
East Asia, the United States has greater strategic considerations and 
demands. President Clinton, while putting forward the US slogan of ec-
onomic revitalization, also had a “new Pacificism” slogan, which is [on 
the surface] “economic globalization.” . . . But in reality, this is precisely 
“Americanization” or the “American model”; the so-​called “American 
values” of popular democracy, freedom, and human rights, among others; 
and the establishment of American leadership—​at the very least a “se-
curity system” dominated by the United States.56

As Wang’s remarks demonstrate, China believed that the United States was 
pursuing a “new Pacificism” in the wake of the Cold War that would include 
liberal economics, liberal values, and a US-​backed security community—​
in essence, institutionalized American leadership. These impressions were 
strengthened by Clinton’s own statements in Tokyo, Korea, and at the APEC 
leaders’ meeting in Seattle, in which he announced that the United States sought 
a “New Pacific Community” and that the American agenda in Asia involved 
three goals: “working for shared prosperity, for security, and for democracy.”57 
APEC was central to these efforts: “In the eyes of the United States, APEC is 
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itself a part of this ‘new Pacific-​ism,’ and it can even become the starting point 
or experimental test for US promotion of ‘new Pacific-​ism,’ ” Wang argued, 
“And of course, the United States would happily proceed accordingly!”58 China 
would not stand idly by as Washington rewrote the economic, political, and 
military rules of Asia through APEC. After the United States sought to elevate 
APEC at Seattle, Wang observed that “US strategic intent became quite ob-
vious. Its ‘community’ concept encompasses three pillars: namely economic 
integration based on trade liberalization; multilateral security mechanisms 
dominated by the United States; and democratization with American values as 
the standard.”59 He continued, “The establishment of such a ‘community’ and 
its vision, of course . . . is something that cannot be accepted by China.”60 And so 
China sought to prevent the emergence of such a community by weakening 
APEC itself.

Opposing Institutionalization

China’s blunting strategy within APEC proceeded in three ways: it involved a 
focus on (1) slowing institutionalization; (2) constraining the organization’s 
ability to consider security issues; and (3) pushing back against the institution’s 
economic agenda.

First, with respect to institutionalization, China sought to ensure APEC 
remained a “thin” organization and to retain Beijing’s ability to effectively veto 
key developments in APEC’s consensus-​driven decision-​making process. Wang 
argued that, thanks to the emphasis on consensus, any APEC effort “must 
obtain—​or cannot do without—​our support.” For this reason, the de facto veto 
“gives us broad freedom of maneuver [广阔的活动天地], and on major issues 
in the world [discussed at APEC], we can play to our strengths or impose our unique 
influence.” China fought hard to ensure that these features remained key parts of 
APEC, opposing US attempts to institutionalize the organization.

Many of these battles for APEC’s institutional future were waged between 
1993 and 1995. According to C. Fred Bergstein, who was intimately involved in 
US policy toward APEC in this period and led APEC’s highly influential Expert 
Working Group, the United States sought to transform the organization “from 
a purely consultative forum to an action-​oriented, substantive group.”61 China 
prominently opposed these efforts at institutionalization and saw them in hos-
tile terms. As Wang noted in a recent interview, “When China joined APEC, 
some countries were still driven by Cold War mentality and sought supremacy 
in the institution,” a reference to the United States, “but China called for equal 
consultation and respect” and pushed back.62 China’s leader Jiang Zemin pub-
licly stated in 1993 that APEC should be a forum and “consultation mechanism” 
rather than an “institutionalized” organization.63 In his memoir, Wang notes that 
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China opposed APEC expanding its mandate beyond economics, being insti-
tutionalized, being identified as a “Community,” becoming a forum for negoti-
ation, having any non-​voluntary commitments, and operating on any principle 
other than consensus. In 1994, as the introduction discussed, China triumphed 
against US efforts to define APEC as a “community,” with its political leadership 
directly involved in the effort.64

China was successful in these early battles, but it nonetheless remained wary 
that the tide could turn. As Wang Yusheng noted, “The ghost of ‘Community’ ” 
and other forms of institutionalization “had [still] been hovering over APEC 
and had not yet disappeared. In my work, I deeply felt that this was not an illu-
sory shadow but something very real.”65 For that reason, beginning in the late 
1990s, China sought to enshrine the anti-​institutional approach it had defended 
in previous years in APEC documents under the phrase “the APEC Approach 
[APEC 方式].” Wang notes that China’s earlier attempts at pushing for a 
deinstitutionalized approach, using phrases like “big family energy” and “unique 
approaches,” were only “prototypes” for the final “APEC Approach” concept. He 
recounts that high-​level members of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs worked di-
rectly on the concept, and that ahead of the 1996 Subic summit, China made 
inserting the “APEC Approach” into key documents a major priority—​with Jiang 
Zemin involved in promoting this “big Chinese contribution” to APEC.66 China 
initially encountered obstacles when, after suggesting the “APEC Approach” 
would be included in the joint statement, the Philippines, which was hosting the 
summit and drafting the statement, reversed course and cited American opposi-
tion. China’s APEC delegation was shocked and threatened what was essentially 
the nuclear option—​to oppose the finding of any consensus on the statement 
until “the APEC Approach” was included. “How could we let down Chairman 
Jiang?” Wang asked, “we had no choice but to use our very last move.”67 The 
gambit worked, and China’s success, Wang noted, “declared to [the] world that 
the ‘APEC Approach’ was born.” The next year, a similarly tough stance helped 
China elevate the APEC Approach into a core APEC concept, undercutting the 
organization’s institutionalization.68

Wang’s memoirs also reveal China’s fear that APEC might become a security 
instrument for the United States, and even an Asian NATO. During the Seattle 
meeting of APEC in 1993, President Clinton had linked APEC to NATO him-
self in ways that shocked Chinese observers: “We can’t imagine now how we 
could have weathered the Cold War without NATO. In the same way, future gen-
erations may look back and say they can’t imagine how the Asian-​Pacific region 
could have thrived in such a spirit of harmony without the existence of APEC.”69 
When Defense Secretary William Perry argued explicitly for discussing secu-
rity issues within APEC, China saw it as a step toward an Asian NATO.70 For 
China, this was intolerable, and in his memoirs, Wang Yusheng recounts being 
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vigorously opposed to a security role. Observers of various APEC rounds noted 
that China was more opposed than the others on a security role for APEC, and 
that “the desire to keep the forum narrowly focused on trade and economic is-
sues [was] acute, at times verging on what to others seems almost paranoiac.”71 
Most states, including Southeast Asian ones, eventually supported adding 
HIV/​AIDS, drug trafficking, smuggling, non-​traditional security, youth issues, 
women’s issues, and other topics to the APEC agenda. But China took issue with 
every single one of these topics, even youth issues—​fearing that they would pro-
vide an opening for the United States to shift APEC’s focus. “All of this [focus on 
noneconomic issues] is actually an attempt to try to change the nature of APEC, 
and objectively it coincides with the [interests of the] United States,” which 
retained its “determination to eventually establish a ‘New Pacific Community’ 
that integrates economic, security, and democracy in the Asia-​Pacific region.’ ” 
Wang articulates his disappointment that China was isolated on this issue, but 
in opposing attempts to expand APEC’s mandate, Wang was only following the 
central government’s line: “I followed the spirit of domestic instructions, re-
peatedly did their work, and stressed that APEC must focus on engaging in ec-
onomic cooperation if it is to maintain its vitality” and avoid “sensitive political 
and social issues.”72

Finally, with respect to economics, China opposed allowing the United 
States to use the organization to set the region’s new economic rules, fearing 
that US-​led APEC liberalization could harm China’s economy. A key goal was 
to defeat American rules on market access, investment, and financial sector 
liberalization—​the last of which China did not believe should even be a part 
of APEC’s mandate.73 China targeted APEC’s very capacity to achieve its eco-
nomic objectives by undermining timelines, monitoring mechanisms, and other 
coordinating devices. For example, when the United States in 1994 put forward 
a unified timeline for liberalization, China successfully pushed for a separate de-
veloping country timeline. At the 1995 Osaka summit, the United States sought 
firm commitments and binding decisions for these timelines but China success-
fully pushed to make them voluntary. And later, when the United States relented 
and advocated non-​binding liberalization standards, China fought these too 
because in Wang Yusheng’s words, “although they are ‘non-​binding,’ [these 
standards] have political and moral influence, and today’s ‘non-​binding’ may be-
come tomorrow’s ‘binding.’ ”74 When some proposed that APEC monitor and 
compare the voluntary and non-​binding movement of members toward liber-
alization, China opposed a monitoring mechanism. When the United States 
suggested that economic and technical assistance from developed countries 
might be linked to voluntary liberalization, China opposed the principle. As this 
brief review shows, China opposed virtually all major attempts at liberalization, 
even non-​binding timetables, monitoring and comparison mechanisms, and the 
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use of APEC as a negotiation forum—​arguing instead it should be focused on 
discussion.

China’s blunting strategy was largely successful, and the United States even-
tually lost sustained interest in using APEC as a vehicle to promote Asian 
liberalization—​choosing instead to turn to bilateral and later multilateral trade 
agreements, including the ill-​fated Trans-​Pacific Partnership.

Security Benefits

China’s participation in APEC fit within its larger strategy to blunt American 
power. It helped deny the United States a platform for promulgating Western 
economic and political norms, as well as coordinating security or military policy 
through what it feared might become an Asian NATO, as the previous section 
mentioned. It also afforded China the opportunity to reassure its neighbors 
and reduce the likelihood of a countervailing balancing coalition, and ways to 
weaken US economic leverage over China.

China’s APEC strategy was motivated in part by a desire to reassure China’s 
neighbors. As Moore and Yang note in their review of Chinese behavior in 
the organization, “APEC provides China with an important forum to estab-
lish its credentials as a reliable, responsible, cooperative power—​especially 
to its smaller neighbors in the region” and also provides an “opportunity to 
counteract the ‘China threat’ argument that has gained currency periodi-
cally over the last decade.”75 That geopolitics, and not just economics, was a 
motivating factor is explicitly confirmed by Wang Yusheng. APEC was useful 
for improving ties with the very neighbors that could encircle China and 
the great powers that could assist, most of whom were in APEC: “China can 
make full use of APEC’s activities,” Wang noted, “and with respect to politics, 
APEC can provide the service of helping China advance and build good rela-
tions with neighbors.” The desire to reassure neighbors was so critical that, in 
1993 at the first APEC leader-​level meeting, Jiang discussed China’s benign 
intentions at length:

We never seek hegemony. We keep away from arms races and mili-
tary blocs and never seek any sphere of influence. We always strive to 
develop friendly relations and cooperation with our neighbors and 
all other countries of the world on the basis of the Five Principles of 
Peaceful Coexistence. . . . A stable, developed and prosperous China 
will by no means pose a threat to any country.”

Along these lines, APEC was a platform for China to make magnanimous 
concessions to reassure others. When China reduced its import tariff rate from 
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36 percent to 23 percent in the 1990s, Wang claims that “China chose to declare 
this initiative in the [APEC] Osaka meeting to demonstrate China’s determi-
nation to play a role in Asia and to integrate into the international community” 
and show that China has a “constructive attitude.”76 During the Asian Financial 
Crisis, President Jiang made speeches at APEC highlighting China’s decisions 
to further cut tariffs, to not devalue its currency, and to provide financial assis-
tance to Asian countries in order to demonstrate, in his words, that “the Chinese 
government has assumed a highly responsible attitude” even though “China has 
paid a high price” for these decisions.77 These policy decisions, especially the 
decision not to devalue, cost roughly $10 billion but gained China considerable 
support in Asia. As Wang notes, “Some APEC Asian friends said with emo-
tion that . . . China is a reliable friend in trouble” and others noted that China’s 
policies “won wide praise, increased China’s influence in APEC and internation-
ally, and laid a good foundation for China to play the role of a great power with 
Chinese characteristics in the new century.”78

And as the next chapter argues in greater detail, China also used APEC to 
blunt American economic leverage over China. After the Tiananmen Square mas-
sacre, the US Congress had repeatedly voted on revoking China’s most-​favored 
nation (MFN) status, which would have effectively doubled the price of China’s 
exports and could have done severe damage to its economy.79 China sought to 
capture MFN status from APEC. First, it tried to persuade APEC members to 
adopt a principle of non-​discrimination, which would allow China to wrangle 
MFN from a multilateral process that which had been elusive from the bilat-
eral process with Washington. Second, Beijing understood that accession to the 
GATT/​WTO would render the MFN question moot and blunt US economic 
leverage, so it supported the principle, as Foreign Minister Qian Qichen put it, 
that “all APEC members should become GATT members.”80 The United States 
pushed back on these efforts, and once it accepted China as a WTO member, the 
issue was moot in any case.

ASEAN-​Related Institutions

On a sweltering summer day in Bangkok, Qian Qichen, China’s foreign minister, 
was holding court. Gathered around him was a gaggle of journalists from all over 
the world who had converged on the Thai capital to cover the first ever meeting 
of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1994.

A descendent from a prominent scholarly family, Qian Qichen had joined the 
CCP as a teenager, studied in the Soviet Union, and steadily climbed the ranks 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs across four decades.81 He was responsible for 
creating China’s system of Foreign Ministry spokespersons—​now infamous 
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for its nationalistic bromides and “Wolf Warrior” diplomacy—​and had served 
as its inaugural spokesperson.82 A decade later, Qian ably steered his country’s 
diplomacy through Tiananmen sanctions and the Soviet collapse, translating 
Deng’s diplomatic guidance at the end of the Cold War into the diplomatic prac-
tice of the 1990s. His memoirs detail how he strove to resist American coer-
cion, rehabilitate Beijing, and reassure Asian neighbors. Now, as he addressed 
the journalists gathered around him, he understood that the ARF provided an 
opportunity to advance those objectives.

The region was concerned about China’s growing military spending, which 
had increased 34 percent over the preceding year, creating an opening for 
American coalition-​building.83 So Qian tried to persuade regional states not 
to worry about China. “There is no big increase of defense expenditures,” he 
said, attributing the increase entirely to inflation.84 If one compares China’s mil-
itary spending to that of the United States, he argued, “you come to the con-
clusion that China’s military forces are defensive in nature.”85 Qian went on to 
stress China had no offensive intentions. “In history, China has never invaded 
any foreign country,” he said, overlooking China’s invasion of Vietnam fifteen 
years earlier.86 Moments later, the Foreign Minister of a country that today has 
a carrier fleet and overseas bases stressed that Asian states should not worry 
about China precisely because “China does not have aircraft carriers nor does it 
have overseas military bases.”87 He ended the point with a rhetorical question, 
“How can it be possible for the Chinese armed forces to [have an] offensive 
posture?”88

Chinese diplomats continued to emphasize these themes in ASEAN-​
related forums for years, in addition to looking for ways to complicate US 
order-​building. Over the next decade, Beijing enthusiastically launched addi-
tional multilateral organizations with ASEAN support, including ASEAN Plus 
Three (APT) and the East Asia Summit (EAS), generally undermining those 
institutions like ARF that featured the United States while seeking to bolster 
those like APT that did not—​all with an eye to reassuring China’s neighbors 
and blunting US power.

Alternative Explanations

Why did Beijing bother joining ASEAN forums at all? These forums have low 
levels of institutionalization, cannot settle disputes or monitor military buildups, 
and are unable to substantially reward or punish state behavior. ASEAN states 
follow the “ASEAN way,” which emphasizes “cooperation that is informal, in-
cremental, and consensus-​based, and that rests on the basis of non-​intervention 
in states’ domestic affairs and avoidance of direct confrontation in the forum’s 
deliberations.”89 Moreover, these organizations generally lack secretariats and all 
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lack mechanisms for mutual assistance from outside attack or formal sanctions 
against errant members.

Blunting

China’s motivation was apparently not driven by a sincere commitment to 
ASEAN and its processes—​which Beijing often stalled; rather, it was driven by 
a desire to frustrate the US ability to use these organizations to set the terms of 
regional order.

The US Threat

With the Cold War’s conclusion, Asia embarked on regional projects, and 
China’s leadership subsequently “realized that nonparticipation in multilat-
eral security mechanisms was riskier than involvement.”90 Upon the creation 
of the ARF, as Rosemary Foot observed from her interviews with Chinese 
interlocutors, some Chinese officials were concerned: “The U.S., it was argued, 
as sole superpower would . . . seek to dominate the proceedings, perhaps using 
the body as another venue to marshal collective criticism of China’s internal 
and external behavior.”91 Chinese officials were also concerned that a Western-​
dominated ARF might form a nascent security grouping that would eventu-
ally be part of a containment strategy. Even avid institutionalists like Zhang 
Yunling argued in reports to the MFA that the ARF was potentially as prob-
lematic as US security alliances and missile defense: “Like the strengthening of 
the US-​Japan military alliance, theater missile defense and the ARF both have 
the real and potential intention to counter China’s rising power.”92 Another 
prominent Chinese observer, Wu Xinbo, argued that the ARF was a larger 
challenge to China than even APEC because “unlike APEC’s original mandate, 
the ARF is a mechanism aimed at promoting regional security cooperation.” 
He noted that a “principal reason” that China joined the ARF was “that against 
the background of China’s rise and the notion of a ‘China threat’ in the Asia 
Pacific, the United States, Japan, and even Southeast Asian countries might 
employ the ARF to check and contain a stronger China.” Wu further explains 
that “Beijing’s concern was not entirely groundless” since “Washington did 
forge a regional mechanism in the mid-​1950s—​the Southeast Asian Treaty 
Organization—​to contain China.”93 In light of these fears, as Chien-​peng 
Chung argues in his study of China’s institutional involvement, “the PRC’s 
participation in the ARF reflects its desire to monitor and impede a fledgling 
multilateral security organization for the Asia-​Pacific.”94 China feared that the 
ARF would “link together the separate US military alliances and agreements 
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with Japan, Australia, South Korea, and several Southeast Asians into a net-
work that would . . . enable the USA to quickly move to a containment posture 
if necessary.”95

Opposing Institutionalization
China feared that the United States and Japan might push the ARF to take 

positions contrary to China’s interests. Beijing therefore sought to “slow down 
the pace of the ARF and obstruct substantial security cooperation.”96 China 
chose to pursue a blunting strategy that limited the ARF’s effectiveness while at 
the same time generally supporting institutionalization in ASEAN bodies that 
did not include the United States, particularly ASEAN Plus Three (APT).

First, China opposed the blueprint adopted by the ARF in 1995 for 
institutionalizing the organization. That blueprint called for three stages of 
evolution: Stage 1 involved confidence-​building measures (CBMs); Stage 2 
would see mechanisms for preventive diplomacy (PD); and Stage 3 called for 
establishing conflict resolution agreements. China feared this roadmap would 
allow Washington to more effectively interfere in Taiwan and the South China 
Sea, so it undermined them.97 It refused to share much information about its 
military in the first phase; outright opposed and then weakened PD mechanisms 
with sovereignty-​focused principles in the second phase; and reframed the ob-
jective of the third phase from conflict resolution to the almost meaningless 
“elaboration of approaches to conflicts.”98 Even though a key purpose of the ARF 
was to discuss the disputes ASEAN states had with China in the South China 
Sea, Beijing worked to prevent serious discussions.

Second, China opposed ARF’s ability to discuss items between ARF sessions, 
significantly slowing the organization’s development.99 Beijing feared that these 
intersessional working groups, staffed with government officials, could evolve 
into structures that would impinge on China’s interests. China later gave ground, 
but moved to weaken their legitimacy by ensuring that (1) they not be called 
working groups, preferring less formal titles like “Intersessional Support Group”; 
(2) they not be intergovernmental, but also have academics and others involved; 
and (3) their scope remain limited. China grew comfortable with these weak 
institutions but still kept their numbers low and domain restricted, opposing 
them on the South China Sea.100

Third, China opposed strengthening the ARF’s ability to act independently or 
to retain a permanent bureaucracy. It opposed attempts to widen the chair into a 
council as well as proposals to create a permanent and autonomous ARF secre-
tariat.101 It also opposed US proposals to allow non-​ASEAN states to assume the 
rotating ARF chairmanship, fearing the United States or Japan might interna-
tionalize China’s territorial disputes.102 Because of this, it was not until 2004 that 
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the ARF even established a small “ARF Unit” within the ASEAN Secretariat, 
after first having established one for the APT, which lacked Western states.

China was ultimately successful in stalling the organization’s efforts to be 
more than a talk shop, and as one observer noted, “China seems very happy to 
see it remain that way.”103 An ASEAN diplomat concluded, “China still remains 
the main impediment to the institutional development of the ARF in the eyes of 
many ARF members.”104

The strongest evidence that China’s institutional involvement was about 
blunting US power is the fact that Beijing opposed institutionalization in the 
ARF and APEC, which included the United States, but supported it in the APT, 
which excluded the United States. The APT was a successor to the East Asian 
Economic Group (EAEG), an ill-​fated initiative launched by Malaysian Prime 
Minister Mahathir that self-​consciously and rather blatantly excluded Western 
states. “We call it the ASEAN Plus Three,” Mahathir declared, “but we are kid-
ding ourselves. ASEAN Plus Three is, in fact, EAEG.” Others like then Chinese 
Vice President Hu Jintao said as much publicly too.105

China, which had previously supported EAEG, was very enthusiastic about 
APT. Beijing sought to institutionalize it, expand its scope, and make it the heart 
of Asian regionalism. The double standards between what China supported 
in APT and opposed in APEC and ARF are remarkable. For example, China 
opposed discussing security at APEC and stalled those efforts at ARF, but it 
supported security dialogues at APT, with Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji urging 
APT to “carry out dialogue and cooperation in political and security fields.”106 
China similarly opposed APEC’s Expert Working Group and urged its closure, 
but it backed the creation of a similar East Asian Vision Group in APT.107 China 
objected to the word “community” in APEC but it was comfortable when the 
APT’s East Asia Vision Group said it proudly “envisions East Asia moving from 
a region of nations to a bona fide regional community” and used the term thirty 
times in its first major report.108 China opposed Japan’s proposal to launch an 
Asian Monetary Fund during the Asian financial crisis in 1997, but it supported 
a similar initiative for APT (which later became the APT-​led Chiang Mai 
Initiative) that ensured the achievement would “not directly redound to Japan’s 
leadership role in regional affairs.”109 China was wary of Track II conclaves like 
the Shangri-​La Dialogue and the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia 
Pacific (CSCAP), which involved the United States, but it took the lead in 
launching its own version through APT’s Network of East Asian Think Tanks 
(NEAT) in 2003, which it administered through state institutions.110 While 
China continued to stall institutionalization in APEC and ARF, it had extremely 
ambitious plans for APT. Zhang Yunling, the academic who shaped China’s 
multilateral diplomacy, said China sought a regional parliamentary committee, 
a defense ministers’ meeting, and an East Asian security council—​features that, 
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in some cases, China had rejected for the ARF and APEC.111 China opposed 
ARF and APEC secretariats and permanent staff, but it successfully launched an 
APT office within the ASEAN Secretariat well before the longer-​running ARF 
received one.112

China’s double standards had a purpose. Beijing wanted a thick APT in 
line with its exclusive, non-​Western view of Asian regionalism, and it elevated 
APT above competing organizations. In 2003, Premier Wen Jiabao said APT 
should be the “principal channel” for “East Asia cooperation,”113 while his then 
Assistant Secretary Cui Tiankai called APT the “major channel” for cooperation 
along with ASEAN as the “core,” pointedly excluding ARF from his list.114 China 
supported thicker regionalism as long as it excluded the United States.

In 2004, China became even more ambitious, aiming to spin APT off into 
a new organization—​the East Asian Summit (EAS)—​which would become 
the major regional organization for East Asia. China offered to host the first 
meeting in Beijing, and in a review of Chinese writings on EAS, Wu Xinbo 
highlights China’s enthusiasm: “From the very beginning, China expected the 
East Asia Summit to be a major venue in building an East Asian community.”115 
As another author notes, “It was China’s intention to upgrade the APT to a com-
prehensive SCO-​type EAS that pointedly excludes the United States and other 
Western countries,” a reference to the Shanghai Cooperation Organization—​
a China-​led organization in Central Asia.116 ASEAN states, Japan, and South 
Korea went along with the EAS but invited Australia, India, and New Zealand 
to play a balancing role against China. As Wu notes, “Beijing felt somewhat frus-
trated” by this, but “what dismayed it even more was the decision that the EAS 
would be hosted only by ASEAN countries, thus not including China, which 
was initially enthusiastic about hosting the second meeting.” Once the United 
States was involved, China reversed course and sought to weaken EAS relative 
to APT.117 “Under such circumstances,” Wu Xinbo noted, “China expects APT 
to be the main venue for the building of an East Asian community.”118 For ex-
ample, China fought to remove the term “East Asian community” from the 
declaration signed at the first EAS summit, though it continued to support the 
phrase in APT.119 As an acknowledgment of this small tactical victory, the first 
East Asia Summit declaration stated that “the East Asian region had already ad-
vanced in its efforts to realize an East Asian community through the ASEAN+3 
process.”120

Security Benefits
China also used its position within ASEAN-​related forums to (1) weaken US 

influence in Asia; and (2) reassure its neighbors.
First, China sought to promote norms, like its “New Security Concept” that 

would undermine US alliances after the trifecta. Wu Baiyi, deputy director of 
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research at the China Foundation for International and Strategic Studies, wrote 
that work on the concept began after “the dissolution of the Soviet Union,” when 
“policy planners and academics began working quietly to amend the country’s 
security strategy.” They finally debuted the concept in 1996 unofficially in Track 
II dialogues.121 As Chu Shulong argued, key aspects of the concept “denounce 
the alliance approach” and, at a conference held in Beijing by scholars to dis-
cuss it and summarized officially in the Party daily Renmin Ribao, participants 
“identified ‘four nos’ at the center of the concept: no hegemonism, no power 
politics, no arms race, and no military alliance.”122 Another Renmin Ribao article 
said the concept stood against Cold War thinking, including alliances, economic 
sanctions, and arms races.123 In March 1997, China formally introduced the 
concept at ASEAN when it hosted and chaired the ARF intersessional working 
group on CBMs in Beijing; there, it “lambasted bilateral alliances, particularly 
the US-​Japanese alliance, as destabilizing and representative of old-​style, Cold 
War thinking” and put forward several motions that targeted the US military.124 
Then, Foreign Minister Qian Qichen put forward the concept at the 4th ASEAN 
Regional Forum in July 1997 and several other gatherings. “It has been proved 
that the security concept and framework of the Cold War era, which were based 
on military alliances and conducted by increasing arms building, cannot build 
peace,” he argued at ASEAN’s thirtieth anniversary. “In the new situation, 
expanding military blocs and enhancing military alliances are against the current 
and future historical trend.”125 Similarly, in a 2001 speech discussing the con-
cept, Qian Qichen said “absolute security for oneself through stronger military 
alliance and intensified arms race is out of tune with the trend of the times.”126 
The next year, Beijing submitted a detailed position paper on the concept to 
ASEAN that included several important elements, arguing that countries:

	•	 should “transcend differences in ideology and social systems” such as China’s 
authoritarian governance;

	•	 should “discard the mentality of Cold War and power politics [sic],” a refer-
ence to US Cold War–​era alliances;

	•	 should hold “mutual briefings on each other’s security and defense policies 
and major operations,” a method of securing prior notification for US exercises 
and curtailing US maritime surveillance;

	•	 should “refrain from interfering in other countries’ internal affairs,” a reference 
to US human rights pressure;

	•	 and should “promote the democratization of the international relations,” a 
classic reference to promoting a shift from US hegemony to multipolarity.127

Second, China not only criticized alliances, it sought to use ASEAN institutions 
to frustrate the US military’s freedom of maneuver. China proposed requiring 
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prior notification of all joint exercises and allowing observer participation—​
requirements that effectively only applied to the United States as the main state 
conducting joint exercises, and succeeded in inserting prior notification into the 
2002 Declaration of Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea.128 China also 
called for states to cease surveillance of one another, which again principally ap-
plied to US maritime surveillance.129 It used discussions over the South China 
Sea as “a means to restrict US Naval exercises in the area” by proposing a ban on 
South China Sea military exercises—​targeting recently restarted US-​Philippine 
exercises in particular. China argued that a proposed ASEAN maritime infor-
mation center be placed in Tianjin, which could have given China influence 
over information provision.130 China pressured states not to join Washington’s 
post-​9/​11 Regional Maritime Security Initiative (RMSI), which involved using 
US Special Forces, new bases in Malaysia, and high-​speed vessels to secure the 
Malacca Straits from terrorist attack and piracy.131 Seeing this effort as part of 
a containment plan, China suggested an alternative eleven-​nation joint China-​
ASEAN patrol to secure the sea lines.132 China even suggested that “bilateral 
agreements between ASEAN countries and outside powers,” such as alliances 
with the United States, should not supersede multilateral ones made through 
ASEAN that might limit alliance cooperation or participation in RMSI.133 
Finally, China was the first nuclear state to support ASEAN’s interest in nuclear 
weapons-​free zones in Southeast Asia, which if successful, could have compli-
cated US efforts to station strategic nuclear forces or nuclear-​equipped vessels 
and aircraft in the region, thereby limiting US freedom of maneuver without af-
fecting China, which did not deploy such forces abroad.134

Finally, China sought to reassure ASEAN states to prevent its encirclement. 
China’s institutional involvements demonstrated Beijing’s willingness to work 
multilaterally rather than bilaterally where it had an advantage and to let ASEAN 
be in the driver’s seat for Asian regionalism, thereby enhancing the credibility of 
its claims of benign intentions. By 2008, China had a total of forty-​six institution-
alized mechanisms with ASEAN, compared to America’s fifteen.135 China also 
made concrete political concessions. In 1995, it accepted that competing claims 
should be resolved through UNCLOS rather than by force.136 In 2002, China 
signed the “Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea” with 
ASEAN States: it acknowledged (rather than ignored) ASEAN claims; created 
precedents for multilateral solutions where China’s leverage would be weaker; 
and renounced violence to change the status quo (which it had previously used 
against Vietnam). In 2003, China also became the first non-​ASEAN state to sign 
the ASEAN Treaty of Cooperation and Amity—​effectively the ASEAN Charter, 
which committed it to non-​interference in the affairs of Southeast Asian states. 
That same year, China signed a “Joint Declaration on a Strategic Partnership.” 
These decisions served “to signal China’s commitment to long-​term cooperation 
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on regional security issues.”137 China also used ASEAN to provide economic 
benefits to ASEAN member states. It pursued a concessionary free trade agree-
ment with ASEAN states and expanded loans and investment—​all of which 
reduce security anxieties. At a 2002 APT meeting, China announced debt for-
giveness for Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar. The China-​ASEAN FTA 
included an “early harvest” provision that ensured China cut agricultural tariffs 
three years before ASEAN states did. China also extended MFN status to new 
ASEAN states, even though they were not part of the WTO, and gave them five 
years to reciprocate on their commitments to China.138 Economic concessions 
served as costly signals of China’s interest in reassurance.139 In this way, China 
was able to use the ARF to blunt American order-​building in Asia, particularly 
the possibility of an encircling coalition directed against China.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)

On January 18, 2000, Chi Haotian, then a vice chairman of the Central Military 
Commission, visited Russia to meet with Vladimir Putin. The meeting came at a 
sensitive time. Less than three weeks earlier, Putin had become acting president 
following the surprise resignation of President Boris Yeltsin on New Year’s Eve.

The meeting gave Chi Haotian an opportunity to assess the young Russian 
leader, and he judged him to be someone who was “relatively sober and steady, 
speaks little, but carries a great deal of weight.”140 The meeting apparently went 
well. After it ended, the Chinese ambassador to Russia turned to Chi Haotian 
and told him, “Putin rarely smiles, but in his meeting with you, he smiled two 
times—​this is truly rare.”141 Chi Haotian, evidently quite pleased with himself, 
was delighted to hear it.

One of the key subjects of the meeting between Chi and Putin was the effort 
by Russia and China to upgrade the Shanghai Five—​an annual regional summit 
among China, Russia, and the three former Soviet republics bordering China 
first held in 1996—​into a formal institution called the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization. Chi Haotian’s biography recounts that he and Putin had found 
“consensus” on the need for “opposing hegemonism, safeguarding world peace, 
opposing human rights interference, opposing missile defense, and other is-
sues”—​all clear references to their shared objections to US order.142 They then 
agreed on plans to formalize the Shanghai Five defense minister’s meeting and 
schedule it for March. Chi Haotian’s biography notes that they made a special 
point to “hold the first meeting before the NATO leaders summit” that year, 
perhaps to send a deterrent signal to Western states about NATO expansion, 
including into Central Asia.143
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These concerns about the West were not incidental but core to the organiza-
tion. Following the Soviet collapse and then surging US involvement in the re-
gion after 9/​11, both Moscow and Beijing feared that the United States might fill 
the void in Central Asia. As China’s State Councilor Dai Bingguo later wrote in 
his memoirs, China needed to “engage the Shanghai Cooperation Organization” 
in order to “help change the power imbalance” with the West.144

China in particular hoped the SCO would become the paramount organi-
zation for regionalism in Central Asia—​believing it could blunt American in-
fluence there and reassure China’s neighbors about Beijing’s intentions—​and it 
promptly made the organization a priority. The SCO was named after a Chinese 
city, its secretariat and staff were located in offices that Beijing donated, its first 
General Secretary was a Chinese diplomat, and Beijing funded “the lion’s share” 
of its budget from the beginning.145

Alternative Explanations

Why was China so dedicated to this organization? Some deny the reason had an-
ything to do with the United States. They argue that, consistent with the SCO’s 
official messaging, the organization’s function is to combat what China calls the 
“three evils”—​terrorism, separatism, and religious extremism—​in Central Asia. 
This is important for China’s own security.

This conventional explanation is inadequate, as an examination of the SCO 
Regional Counter Terrorism Structure (RCTS) reveals. RCTS is one of the 
organization’s few permanent bodies and the primary one intended to cope with 
the “three evils,” but it is not taken particularly seriously. China drove the cre-
ation of the RCTS, but it and other bodies “remain chronically underfunded 
and have limited powers to take decisions independently of their member 
governments.”146 The budget appears to be a paltry $2 million annually, and 
the staff is only thirty individuals. And as Executive Director of RCTS Zhang 
Xinfeng admits, of that small staff, “not many people [are] in the office.”147 One 
analyst calls the budget and personnel numbers “comically low,” and “the size of 
a rounding error in China’s estimated $111 billion internal security budget.”148 
He notes that a comparable NATO intelligence fusion center has over 200 per-
sonnel, showing how unserious RCTS really is.

Given low funding and manpower, RCTS is limited in its functions, and cur-
rently it “does not function as a joint analytical environment, collect intelligence, 
integrate command structures, formulate joint doctrine, identify terrorists, 
meaningfully interact with other states or regional security organizations, or 
perform many other tasks one might expect of a security body.”149 When the 
organization was needed, it was not truly deployed, including during the 2005 
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Andijan massacre in which Uzbek forces killed hundreds of protesters, Kyrgyz-​
Uzbek ethnic cleansing in Kyrgyzstan in 2010, and Tajikistan’s decision to shut 
down a province and send in troops to suppress a warlord in 2012.150 For all 
these reasons, it is hard to argue the RCTS—​and the SCO for that matter—​truly 
exists to combat the “three evils,” especially since China could easily fund the 
institution at a higher level or assign more staff if it truly mattered. Why then has 
China championed the SCO?

Blunting

China’s creation of the SCO—​as the meeting between Vladimir Putin and Chi 
Haotian suggests—​was less about combating the “three evils” and more about 
blunting and preempting American power within the region and laying the 
foundation for Chinese order-​building on China’s periphery. All of this flowed 
from Beijing’s perception of the US threat.

The US Threat

The themes Chi and Putin emphasized with respect to resisting American he-
gemony appear in virtually every Shanghai Five and SCO statement, the SCO 
charter, and in leader-​level remarks. Many of these documents and speeches 
phrase these goals in terms of promoting “multipolarity” or “democratizing inter-
national relations,” which are euphemisms for reducing US influence; the texts 
often decry—​as they put it—​US human rights pressure, neo-​interventionism, 
and missile defense. It was at a 1997 Shanghai Five meeting that China and 
Russia signed the “Declaration on a Multipolar World and the Establishment 
of a New International Order.” The agreement stated that, “in a spirit of part-
nership, the Parties shall strive to promote the multipolarization of the world and 
the establishment of a new international order” and that “no country should 
seek hegemony, engage in power politics or monopolize international affairs.”151 
These critiques of US hegemony appeared in the Shanghai Five’s first declaration 
in 1998 and in its annual statements, and Chinese and Russian leaders amplified 
them publicly.152 On the sidelines of the 1999 summit, President Jiang declared 
that “hegemony and the politics of force are on the rise, with new forms of so-​
called neo-​interventionism being resumed.”153 Boris Yeltsin agreed and opposed 
“attempts by some states to build a world order that is only suitable for them-
selves.”154 He then shocked reporters by declaring that he was “really ready for 
combat, especially with Westerners,” and his Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov con-
firmed that the United States was a focus of the summit’s discussions.155 When 
the SCO finally became institutionalized, its founding charter stated at the 
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outset that the organization’s goals included “developing political multipolarity.” 
These kinds of references to countering US hegemony appear in the vast ma-
jority of the organization’s statements.156 And once US power was perceived as 
declining, the SCO’s 2009 statement declared the “tendency towards genuine 
multipolarity has become irreversible” and that the “role of the regional aspect 
in the settlement of global problems is on the rise.”157 Regional great powers, 
in other words, could now push back on Western hegemony and expand their 
freedom of maneuver.

Supporting Modest Institutionalization

If China’s investments in the SCO were largely driven by a desire to blunt 
US power, then its investments in the organization should have increased as 
those concerns grew more acute, particularly after 9/​11. This is precisely what 
happened.

Prior to 9/​11, China was “quite comfortable and satisfied” with the SCO’s 
pace of institutionalization.158 After the attacks, “the viability of the SCO was 
put to a serious test” as the United States became a Central Asian power.159 The 
United States invaded and occupied Afghanistan; doubled direct assistance to 
Central Asian states; increased military assistance several-​fold; and spearheaded 
NATO’s “Partnership for Peace” program with the region. To China’s horror, 
Central Asian states, including Russia, actively facilitated the US military pres-
ence. Every Central Asian SCO member publicly offered the US military over-
flight, and most privately extended this overflight to include combat missions.160 
The US military opened bases in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, gained access to 
air fields in Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, and was invited to use facilities in 
Kazakhstan (though the United States declined and received emergency access 
instead).161 Russia provided information sharing, accepted US facilities and ac-
cess in the region, and supplied its own access and logistical support. This “sur-
prised Chinese policymakers and analysts, who complained that the Russian 
policymakers did not have a correct understanding of the real intention of the 
United States.”162

For China, those intentions were dangerous. Luo Gan, a member of the 
Politburo Standing Committee, fretted that “the US wants to use the war in 
Afghanistan to have a permanent military force in Central Asia, which will have 
a big impact on our national security.”163 In a meeting with the Central Military 
Commission in 2001, Jiang Zemin placed China’s fears of the “three evils” on par 
with concerns over the US role in Central Asia: “After the end of the Cold War, 
Central Asia saw the emergence of two prominent circumstances. The first was 
the ‘three evils’ and the second was the American military presence.”164 China 
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feared a US or NATO presence in each regional state would neutralize the SCO’s 
security role and could grow into something institutionalized, perhaps even an 
expanded NATO.165 One Chinese scholar feared that “NATO’s eastward expan-
sion may get right up to China’s western border.”166 Others feared encirclement, 
noting that China now faced an American presence in the West in addition to 
the presence in the East.167

China’s push for institutionalization was motivated by a desire to keep the 
organization at the core of Central Asian regionalism by focusing it on ter-
rorism; stave off growing American influence in the region; and prevent its 
own encirclement. “To avoid the SCO being sidelined by the post-​September 
11 US military presence in Central Asia,” Chung notes, “Beijing pushed hard 
for the institutionalization of an SCO regional anti-​terrorist center [RATS],” 
which soon became a permanent body, with President Jiang Zemin noting 
that establishing the center “is the most urgent thing at present.”168 At a prime 
ministers meeting a few months after September 11, China’s Premier Zhu 
Rongji argued forcefully that the SCO must finish work on a charter and 
create an anti-​terrorism center as soon as possible; in 2003, at the height of 
America’s presence in Central Asia, Hu Jintao declared “institutional building 
was the top priority of the SCO” and urged the creation of a secretariat—​
even as he opposed institution-​building in organizations involving the 
United States.169 These sorts of statements had never been made prior to 9/​
11. As Song notes, to keep the SCO relevant, “China proved willing to sacri-
fice short-​term interests for long-​term ones, and partial interests for overall 
aims.”170 It offered to move RATS to Uzbekistan, which it feared was drifting 
toward the United States after declining to participate in some SCO exercises; 
then, in 2004, it announced nearly $1 billion in loans to SCO member 
states.171 Ultimately, China’s efforts served to make the SCO relevant to the 
regional struggle with terrorism, even if the anti-​terrorism center never had 
the resources to accomplish much. Perceptions of rising American power on 
China’s periphery induced China to more eagerly pursue institutionalization. 
Even so, the SCO remained far less institutionalized than the organizations 
China would build after the Global Financial Crisis, and once India joined it 
as a member, it ceased to be as useful.

Security Benefits

If the SCO is too thin to combat the “three evils” or structure regional economic 
relations, what security benefits could it provide? The SCO provides China a 
way of (1) reassuring Central Asian states that might have balanced against it; 
(2) blunting American power; and (3) providing China a platform for order-​
building in Central Asia.
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First, the SCO is meant to reassure Russia and Central Asian states of China’s 
intentions. China understands that Central Asian states see it as an outsider in 
a place where Russian language and Islamic faith hold influence, and that they 
fear that China might have territorial designs, support Han emigration, and 
threaten their domestic industries.172 From Beijing’s perspective, the Soviet col-
lapse created the risk that the United States could exploit these anxieties and 
tie Central Asian states into a coalition to balance and encircle China. China 
sought to reassure those states through the SCO structure. By forsaking its bilat-
eral advantage and working in a multilateral setting, China hoped its neighbors 
would see the SCO as an organization that would help manage China’s growing 
presence. SCO states have opportunities to voice disagreement with Chinese 
policies, and the organization’s consensus-​based voting mechanism is designed, 
as a former general secretary noted, “so no major country can outweigh others,” in-
cluding China.173 In this way, the SCO would demonstrate China had renounced 
a “divide and conquer” strategy and wished to facilitate informal discussions and 
resolve problems at the ministerial level in the open, reducing anxieties about 
China’s intentions.174 Moreover, the SCO provided a platform to announce 
and implement billions in loans, trade concessions, and military and technical 
assistance—​or to stand with Central Asian states against Western human rights 
criticisms—​all of which served to reassure.

Second, as Yu Bin notes, China has used the SCO to fill Central Asia’s polit-
ical void and sees it “as a platform from which China can deflect, frustrate, and 
neutralize America’s influence” in the region.175 China has sought to make the 
SCO the key Central Asian organization while keeping the United States out—​
it rejected Washington’s bid for observer status and prohibited it from viewing 
military exercises working with the SCO’s counterterrorism center—​thereby 
putting itself in prime position to shape the region. It has also used the SCO 
to deny US access to Central Asian territory and bases. For example, in 2003, 
the SCO Foreign Ministers meeting discussed how to roll back rising US influ-
ence in Central Asia.176 In 2005, the SCO issued a statement demanding that the 
United States set a timeline for withdrawing its forces from Central Asia after its 
summit in Astana, giving cover for member states to make the demand publicly. 
That same year, China and Russia supported Uzbekistan’s decision to expel US 
forces. In 2007, the SCO’s Bishkek Declaration argued against the role of outside 
powers in security affairs, noting that “stability and security in Central Asia can 
be ensured primarily by the states of the region based on regional and interna-
tional organizations already established.”177 Subsequently, Central Asian states 
evicted what remained of the US presence in 2009 and 2014 respectively.178

The SCO has also held more than two dozen military exercises to signal 
deepening cooperation among its members, demonstrate US regional inter-
vention is unnecessary, and conduct military signaling. The largest of these are 
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the “Peace Mission” exercises, which involve “tanks, artillery, airborne and am-
phibious landings, bombers, fighters, warships” and sometimes appear to be “a 
demonstration of force” toward the United States.179 Peace Mission 2005, for 
example, appeared to rehearse operations needed to invade Taiwan and “deter or 
defeat US military intervention on the island’s behalf,” and China even proposed 
holding it in Zhejiang (a province north of Taiwan) before it was relocated.180 
The exercise involved China and Russia; was larger than any they held during 
the Cold War; featured 10,000 troops, strategic bombers, and 140 warships; 
and practiced missions like the neutralization of anti-​aircraft defenses, the en-
forcement of a maritime blockade, and amphibious assault.181 Other exercises 
simulated the defense of an SCO member under attack from an outside power, 
quite possibly the United States.182 Still others, as the chief of Russia’s General 
Staff said of Peace Mission 2009, would “show the international community that 
Russia and China have the necessary resources to ensure stability and security in 
the region” without Washington.183 As one Chinese general who directed Peace 
Mission 2014 put it, the exercises were “pushing forward [the] establishment of 
a fair and reasonable new international political order.”184

In addition to pushing the United States out and conducting military 
signaling, the SCO also functions as a “latter-​day Holy Alliance” to blunt the 
spread of Western values and defend the region from democratic revolutions.185 
Every single Shanghai Five and SCO joint declaration includes rhetorical assaults 
on liberal values, usually worded in terms of respecting “non-​interference” 
and “the diversity of civilizations and cultures” and decrying Western “double 
standards” as well as interference “under the pretext of [human rights] pro-
tection.”186 The SCO Charter provides support for China’s “Five Principles of 
Peaceful Coexistence” and urges respect for sovereignty over human rights.187 
Members receive concrete SCO support when facing Western criticism. The 
SCO established an election monitoring program in 2005 (despite the fact 
none of its members was a true democracy), which “observed” and “reported” 
on elections in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan—​giving them cover 
from Organization for Security and Co-​operation in Europe (OSCE) elec-
tion monitors who found substantial evidence of fraud.188 When Uzbekistan 
massacred hundreds of people following protests in the city of Andijan, the SCO 
effectively condoned it as a legitimate act of counterterrorism.189 “A significant 
achievement of the SCO,” notes former Chinese Ambassador Wang Yusheng, “is 
that the member states successfully defended themselves against the ‘color revo-
lution’ incited by the neo-​conservative idealists of the United States.”190

Third, the SCO is a tool for Chinese order-​building. Indeed, joint statements 
speak openly of “tapping the SCO[’s] growing potential and international pres-
tige” for international and regional aims.191 The SCO is a platform for China 
to offer consensual bargains to the region, including loans, trade concessions, 
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investment, military and technical assistance, and political cover, providing an 
alternative to US order and Russian efforts too.192 China has used it to propose 
an SCO Development Bank and natural gas consortium, all of which would ben-
efit Beijing and help it shape the region.193 The SCO also offers Beijing a way to 
build support for its positions and norms globally.194 The SCO has criticized US 
military interventions in Serbia, Kosovo, Libya, Iraq, and Afghanistan.195 SCO 
statements have repeatedly been used to support Chinese positions and assail 
US positions on a wide variety of issues that have little or only modest relevance 
to most SCO members, including: (1) the South China Sea; (2) Taiwan inde-
pendence; (3) the Korean peninsula; (4) US missile defense; (4) UN Security 
Council expansion; (5) outer space militarization; and (6) Internet sovereignty. 
China also used the SCO to put a cooperative and multilateral sheen on China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). For example, the 2016 statement commits 
members to supporting multilateral transportation projects, and the organiza-
tion itself has become a vehicle for agreements promoting BRI regionally.

The SCO was an effort for China to use what many consider liberal instruments 
of order-​building, such as multilateral institutions, to advance goals that were 
fundamentally related to China’s power and to China’s strategic interests. This 
kind of “strategic liberalism” was not restricted only to the institutional realm but 
was also a feature of the economic one. As the next chapter shows, China saw ec-
onomic instruments as ways to constrain US power over China and to cultivate 
the “wealth and power” that had been the focus of Chinese nationalists for gen-
erations. And that same lesson would hold true into the future, not only when 
China sought to blunt American power, but also when it sought to build its own.
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6

“Permanent Normal Trading 
Relations”

Implementing Economic Blunting

“The question of most-​favored nation status between China and the 
United States is a central issue that will determine the rotation of world 
history.”1

—​He Xin, former adviser to Jiang Zemin and Li Peng, 1993

On a cold and windy afternoon in January 1979, China’s vice premier Deng 
Xiaoping landed at Andrews Air Force Base. This was a historic moment. Deng’s 
visit marked the very first time a leader of the People’s Republic of China had 
ever visited the United States. Dressed in black, the seventy-​five-​year-​old revolu-
tionary descended the stairs to light applause, pausing to smile and wave at the 
small crowd as he made his way to Vice President Walter Mondale, who waited 
on the tarmac to greet him.2 Only weeks earlier, Deng had achieved political nor-
malization with the United States. Now his aim was the economic equivalent.

The next day, Deng met with President Jimmy Carter at the White House, 
the first in a whirlwind of talks that would last over two days. The two leaders 
eventually turned to discuss economic ties. Deng wanted access to American 
markets, capital, and technology to fuel China’s economic development. To 
achieve it, however, China would first need to sign an agreement for most-​
favored nation (MFN) trade status with the United States.3 At the time, MFN 
status was restricted by the Jackson-​Vanik Amendment, which stated that com-
munist or non-​market states could only receive MFN if they allowed freedom of 
emigration, a determination that was subject to a congressional vote each year.4 
A decade later, Deng’s decision to open fire on student protesters in Tiananmen 
Square would make those once pro-​forma annual votes extremely controversial, 
and throughout the 1990s they posed a nearly existential threat to a Chinese 
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economy still dependent on US openness. But back in the late 1970s, Deng and 
Carter’s meeting was taking place in a far less contentious era: indeed, if MFN 
was a source of tension in 1989, it was apparently a source of humor in 1979. 
As the two leaders discussed MFN’s emigration requirements, Deng reportedly 
joked to Carter, “We’ll qualify right now. If you want us to send you 10 million 
Chinese tomorrow, we’ll be glad to do it.” Carter responded good-​naturedly, “I’ll 
reciprocate by sending you 10,000 news correspondents.” “No,” Deng replied, 
“this might prevent normalization from going forward.”5

Deng’s visit was a success, and the next year, he secured MFN status. 
Throughout the 1980s, China’s MFN status sailed through annual votes in 
Congress each year without the slightest bit of controversy. China grew rap-
idly, but it also became increasingly dependent on US markets, capital, and 
technology—​as well as access to US-​run global institutions.6 Despite occasional 
US-​China tensions over Taiwan, Beijing was relatively unconcerned about the 
strategic implications of its growing dependence on the United States given the 
shared cooperation against the Soviet threat. In a period when permanent MFN 
could plausibly have been achieved, limiting US leverage over China and freeing 
China from annual votes on its trade status, Beijing never bothered to seek it.

It took the Tiananmen Square Massacre, and then the follow-​on shock of 
the collapse of the Soviet bloc, to refocus China’s mind not only on obtaining 
US access—​but on keeping it. China’s perception of American threat rose, and 
Beijing watched as Washington exploited its economic leverage over China for 
political aims, including through the use of sanctions, the threatened revoca-
tion of MFN status, the use of Section 301 trade tariffs, and the cancellation of 
science and technology cooperation. China’s strategy changed in response, and 
Beijing sought not to eliminate its dependence on the United States but rather 
to blunt American efforts to manipulate that dependence in ways that would 
harm China.

Concerns over US sanctions, influence over science and technology coopera-
tion, and control of critical commodities were part of this blunting strategy. But 
China’s laser-​like focus on permanent MFN status was unquestionably its core 
component, and it is the primary consideration of this chapter. MFN was about 
more than trade or the continued access to capital and technology it helped sus-
tain. For China’s leaders, annual MFN review was a political tool of the United 
States, and securing permanent MFN would grant China freedom of maneuver. 
China’s leaders pursued permanent MFN through bilateral negotiations as well 
as through multilateral processes like APEC and accession into the GATT/​
WTO. They worked for eight years, as Qian Qichen notes, to rename permanent 
MFN as “permanent normal trading relations” (PNTR), a term they believed 
would seem less generous to China.7 They were even willing to make enormous 
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economic concessions, risk the country’s political stability and the Party’s hold 
on power, and blow up a bilateral US-​China WTO agreement to achieve it. The 
fight over MFN was a more than decade-​long struggle and a core part of a larger 
focus on tying US hands and reducing Washington’s discretionary use of eco-
nomic power against Beijing. We turn now to explore those efforts in greater 
detail.

Explaining Economic Behavior

This chapter seeks to explain China’s international economic policy through 
a focus on texts and behavior, and it tests its proposed explanation—​that 
grand strategic considerations informed that policy—​against alternative 
explanations. This book considers two alternative explanations for interna-
tional economic behavior: that it can be explained by (1) whether officials 
are motivated by possible economic benefits to the country at large, whether in 
absolute and aggregate terms or as part of a broader state-​directed develop-
mental strategy; or by (2) rewards certain key interest groups that are powerful 
and well connected receive, irrespective of the national consequences. These 
theories and the models that flow from them have their place in explaining 
economic behavior, but they suffer drawbacks in explaining China’s beha-
vior: they inadequately consider security considerations in international eco-
nomic policy and they discount the ways Leninist party-​states like China that 
are often relatively independent from society, particularly compared to dem-
ocratic governments, might sometimes be less susceptible to vested interests. 
Accordingly, this chapter holds that many major international economic 
decisions can be informed by grand strategic considerations and serve as 
parts of blunting strategies designed to reduce a hegemon’s economic leverage 
over a rising state as well as building strategies that seek to increase a rising 
state’s leverage over others. This leverage can be relational, which stresses 
manipulating interdependence between states; structural, which focuses on 
shaping the systems and frameworks within which global economic activity 
takes place; or domestic, which focuses on reshaping a state’s internal politics 
and preferences.

The chapter shows that China’s efforts in this period were primarily driven by 
grand strategic considerations. They were part of a blunting strategy that sought 
to minimize American economic power and leverage over China—​relational, 
structural, and domestic—​all while ensuring Beijing could continue to access 
American markets, capital, and technology. Accordingly, it focuses not on every 
economic initiative China undertook during this period, but instead how it 
structured its international economic relations to achieve its goals.
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Chinese Economic Texts
The Trifecta and Economic Strategy

Before the trifecta of Tiananmen Square, the Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse, 
the 1980s was a good decade for China’s economy. Beginning in the late 1970s, 
Deng Xiaoping had moved China away from Maoist autarky and joined the in-
ternational capitalist trading system, not simply for prosperity but also to achieve 
security. “If China wants to withstand the pressure of hegemonism and power 
politics,” Deng argued, “it is crucial for us to achieve rapid economic growth 
and to carry out our development strategy.”8 This strategy, often referred to as 
“reform and opening,” was inaugurated in 1978 at the historic 3rd Plenum of the 
11th Central Committee and launched the country on what the Party called “a 
new Long March to make China a modern, powerful socialist country.”9

The reform package was inextricably tied to the international economy. China 
sought new markets for Chinese goods, and it sought to produce those goods by 
attracting foreign capital through special economic zones, joint ventures, and 
reforms to the rule of law. Technology transfer was also a critical focus of these 
efforts. At the 3rd Plenum, Deng elevated the “four modernizations”—​a con-
cept that focused on modernizing agriculture, industry, defense, and science and 
technology. “The crux of the four modernizations,” Deng declared earlier that 
year, “is the mastery of modern science and technology. Without that it is im-
possible to build modern agriculture, modern industry, or national defense.”10 
Accordingly, the reformist five-​year plans covering 1981–​1990—​China’s sixth 
and seventh respectively—​both dedicated billions of dollars to importing for-
eign technology to modernize China. In his 1979 visit, Deng criticized US export 
controls and made signing the Science and Technology Agreement between the 
United States and China a priority; “almost every U.S. technical agency began to 
develop constructive relations with its Chinese counterpart” soon after and for 
the remainder of the next decade.11

China’s economic strategy could not be achieved without US support. China 
needed access to US markets, capital, and technology—​as well as the interna-
tional economic system Washington established. And to secure it, it needed 
MFN status. MFN was primarily about ensuring that Chinese goods had access 
to the market, but it was also clearly tied to capital and technology. Access to the 
US market would make it worthwhile for foreign investors to put their capital in 
China; moreover, the exports themselves would help finance China’s imports of 
technology. As Deng put it during his White House visit, “we have to take care of 
letting Chinese goods into the U.S. market because somebody has raised the issue 
of how the Chinese are going to pay for all of this” foreign technology; similarly, 
at a press gathering that same day, he said that if “the U.S. provides capital and 
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technology, we can use our products and compensatory trade to repay it.”12 For 
that reason, securing MFN status was a priority for Deng in his 1979 visit, and 
he met several US congressional delegations in the following months to lobby 
for it. In those meetings, he stressed that although “there are many things to do” 
in the relationship spanning “politics, culture, trade and other fields . . . some of 
these things are more urgent, such as addressing MFN.”13

From 1980 on, bilateral economic ties were strong. US investment and tech-
nology flowed to China, and Chinese exports largely flowed to the United States. 
China’s MFN status was approved annually without event, and disputes over 
a variety of issues—​intellectual property rights, prison labor, human rights, 
Taiwan—​did not jeopardize the trading relationship.14 Beijing was focused on 
the economic benefits of trade and relatively unconcerned that Washington 
would ruthlessly exploit China’s dependence on the US for markets, capital, and 
technology. It was even content to let Congress vote annually on its MFN status 
for a decade, apparently unconcerned that it could be used as a subject of lev-
erage by the United States.

All this changed after Tiananmen—​especially when the United States proved 
willing to use economic leverage against China. China’s perception of American 
threat rose, and Chinese leaders saw the United States move to sanction China 
and enlist Europe and Japan in the cause. Beijing was now acutely aware of its 
dependence on the United States, but its leaders hoped that US strategic ties 
with China would lead to an eventual reset.15 Deng put forward a four-​part 
“package deal” to move past Tiananmen that mixed human rights concessions, 
sanctions relief, some cooperative economic initiatives, and a US visit by Jiang 
Zemin. In December 1989, Scowcroft visited China and suggested the “package 
deal” might work, and Beijing’s leaders felt confident that the crisis might be 
resolved.16

That confidence was premature, and another shock soon arrived: the col-
lapse of the communist world and the Soviet Union. Qian Qichen, who was 
directly involved in these negotiations, argued that the communist collapse in 
Eastern Europe and Central Asia, as well as the weakening of the Soviet Union, 
completed the change in China’s view of the United States that had begun with 
Tiananmen, and vice versa:

After Scowcroft returned to the United States, there were signs of 
improvement in Sino-​American relations, but just at this moment 
dramatic changes took place in Eastern Europe. The Romanian govern-
ment was rocked by domestic unrest. The ruling Romanian Communist 
Party was overthrown overnight and its leader, Nicolae Ceausescu, was 
executed on December 25. The political changes in Eastern Europe 
brought about changes in the international situation. The United States 



	 Impl e m e nt ing  E c on omi c  Blunt i ng 	 139

     

began to assess the general situation of the world and was no longer 
so eager to improve relations with China. Thus Sino-​American re-
lations backpedaled to where they had been before China’s package 
solution was proposed. The package solution was put aside. . . . The 
historic changes in Eastern Europe, plus the political turmoil in the Soviet 
Union, dramatically altered the strategic foundation for Sino-​American co-
operation. Believing that they no longer needed China’s cooperation, 
some people in the United States began to talk about how to “restrain 
China.”17

Then, at a high-​level Party meeting held on June 15, these views were essen-
tially ratified. Li Peng summarized the meeting consensus, which was that the 
United States was using sanctions as a tool to undermine the Party’s leadership. 
“The central government analyzed the international situation and believed that 
the United States, after the changes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, was 
attempting to use pressure to cause our country to change,” he wrote in his diary.18

In the years that followed, Beijing saw the United States use its coercive 
economic leverage across four categories: (1) sanctions; (2) MFN status; 
(3) Section 301 investigations; and (4) technology transfer. These four areas of 
tension led to a reassessment of China’s economic dependence, which in turn 
triggered a focus on blunting American economic leverage.

The first domain was sanctions, which fast became the priority in China’s 
foreign policy, crowding out other issues. Sanctions were the focus of Brent 
Scowcroft’s secret visit to Beijing, President Bush’s private letter to Deng, Deng’s 
response to Bush, virtually every subsequent high-​level exchange over the 
next two years, and the overwhelming focus for the country’s top diplomats.19 
Qian Qichen described the international sanctions and isolation following 
Tiananmen Square as “the most difficult time” during his ten years as foreign 
minister and—​in contrast to Deng’s bravado about how the sanctions would 
only marginally affect China—​admitted that “the pressure of isolation was ex-
tremely great.”20 Accordingly, his memoirs devote an entire chapter entitled 
“Withstanding International Pressure” to this period where he makes clear their 
central place in Chinese foreign policy. Premier Li Peng wrote that the sanctions 
on China seemed to him almost as significant as the Soviet Union’s withdrawal 
of experts in the 1960s and “affected China’s economic development, causing 
the speed to slow down.”21 In 1990, he attended a high-​level meeting “regarding 
how to break the sanctions,” which determined that China “must find some 
breakthroughs [with other countries]” to escape the sanctions.22 Qian Qichen 
worked to implement that approach, and he recounts that he attempted to se-
cure sanctions relief by promising to release the dissident Fang Lizhi; playing 
the Soviet card; identifying “Japan as a weak link in the united front of Western 
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countries” and the “best target” for getting sanctions relief; exploiting European 
fears “that they might lose market share in China” and conveying them to the 
United States and Japan to break unity; and encouraging developing countries 
to “break the sanctions” as well.23 These coordinated moves worked: they de-
feated the international pressure for sanctions in large part by leveraging China’s 
market and playing other parties against each other. Even so, the fear of US eco-
nomic leverage would remain.

A second major source of US relational leverage over China was even more 
consequential than sanctions: the rising threat that the United States might 
cancel China’s MFN status. Just as securing MFN had been a principal preoc-
cupation in 1979, ending the annual review of MFN would become a critical 
objective after Tiananmen. There were only two efforts to revoke China’s MFN 
waiver throughout the 1980s, and those “resolutions of disapproval” promptly 
went nowhere; after Tiananmen, resolutions of disapproval were introduced 
every year to effectively remove China’s MFN status until it was made perma-
nent in 2002. China’s strategy to secure permanent MFN status began immedi-
ately. For example, on March 27, 1990, Li Peng hosted a high-​level meeting to 
discuss MFN treatment. At the meeting, the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Trade [经贸部] presented figures suggesting revocation would affect $10 bil-
lion worth of trade, or more than half the trade volume and significantly more 
than half of China’s exports. Other estimates were more dire, suggesting not only 
that a majority of China’s exports would be affected, but that the actual volume 
shipped to the United States would fall by even more than half. Li Peng said at 
the meeting that he hoped China’s strategic position vis-​à-​vis the Soviets as well 
as its market size might eventually soften Washington.24 But by 1991, with the 
Soviet Union increasingly out of the picture, Li was less positive: “The United 
States may cancel its MFN status for China,” he wrote; “the pressure we face is 
increasing, there is danger, and while we should work hard and strive to maintain 
the status quo, we should also plan for the worst.”25 For example, in interviews 
with Chinese business leaders around the country, Li Peng asked them “what 
impact MFN cancellation would have” and found, perhaps unsurprisingly, that 
“the impact was great. First, the [export] market would be lost, and second, the 
confidence of foreign investors would fall.”26 Some resolutions of disapproval 
passed Congress with congressional majorities, and while they were ultimately 
vetoed by the president, one only narrowly escaped a Congressional override of 
that veto which would have devastated China’s economy (the House overrode 
the veto comfortably; the Senate failed by six votes).27 MFN was thus an enor-
mous risk for China.

The third sign for China in this period that the United States might wield 
its economic leverage against it was the initiation of Section 301 investigations 
by the US Trade Representative (USTR) office. In April 1991, USTR classified 
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China as a “target priority foreign country” and launched a six-​month investi-
gation that would trigger sanctions if China was not providing adequate intel-
lectual property (IP) protection. Beijing quickly published new copyright laws, 
and eventually an agreement was reached after Washington threatened tariffs on 
$700 million of goods—​or nearly 5 percent of China’s exports.28 A number of 
additional investigations and sanctions threatened to follow in the future, and 
Beijing hoped that joining a multilateralized rules-​based trading order would re-
duce US discretion on these issues—​an assumption that proved largely accurate 
until the election of Donald Trump.

The fourth concerning development was the immediate blow Tiananmen 
dealt to China’s science and technology modernization. China’s five-​year 
plans, its four modernizations, and its “863 Program” for high-​tech R&D all 
assumed billions in technology imports from the United States and continued 
people-​to-​people scientific exchanges, all buttressed by broader umbrella 
agreements between the two countries. After Tiananmen, the United States 
put in place new export controls on certain high-​tech goods and allowed the 
Science and Technology agreement to lapse; similarly, organizations like the 
National Science Foundation and the National Academy of Sciences sus-
pended cooperation as well as visits and programs with China. Although co-
operation resumed subsequently, the restrictions reminded China’s leaders of 
their country’s dependence on US scientific expertise, and that the possibility 
of losing the US export market would complicate their ability to afford tech-
nology imports.29

Together, these four forms of American economic leverage rattled Beijing’s 
leaders and kept them fully on the defensive from 1989 onward. That led to a 
new blunting strategy.

A Blunting Strategy

After the Soviet collapse and the exercise of US economic statecraft against 
China, it became critical for China to maintain access to the United States 
while blunting US ability to curtail that access. China’s pursuit of permanent 
MFN status as well as WTO accession were meant to tie American hands with 
respect to economic leverage, particularly trade sanctions, tariffs, Section 301 
investigations, and technology restrictions.

China’s awareness of its economic vulnerability made its way into the 
speeches that set Chinese grand strategy, including the Ambassadorial 
Conference addresses in which Chinese leaders acknowledged both the US 
threat and Chinese economic dependence on the United States. During the 8th 
Ambassadorial Conference, Jiang declared that “economic security is increasing 
as a proportion” of international strategy.30 He declared the United States to be 
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China’s “main diplomatic adversary,” and in the very same paragraph stressed 
China’s economic vulnerability: “Whether Sino-​U.S. relations can be stabilized 
often affects everything. The United States is still our principal export market 
and an important source for our imported capital, technology, and advanced 
management experience. Protecting and developing Sino-​U.S. relations is of 
strategic importance to China.”31

These remarks effectively ruled out an overtly confrontational strategy to re-
duce US leverage and made the case for a quieter blunting approach. Part of this 
blunting approach would be to flaunt China’s market. As Jiang furthered argued 
in his 1993 speech, “U.S. policy towards China has always been two-​sided,” and 
on the one hand it uses issues like trade to “pressure China” and is “domineering 
in its dealings with our country”; “on the other hand, the United States out 
of consideration for its . . . fundamental economic interests will have to focus 
on our country’s vast market.”32 Like Deng after Tiananmen, Jiang tried to use 
China’s economic market to dissuade the United States from wielding its rela-
tional economic leverage over Beijing. For example, in 1993, Jiang told Clinton 
the following:

The development of China’s economy is beneficial to the develop-
ment of the United States and other countries in the world. China’s 
vast market has great potential, and we welcome the US business com-
munity to expand investment and strengthen economic and trade 
exchanges with China. Adopting a containment policy against China and 
resorting to economic “sanctions” will harm the interests of the United States 
itself.33

Concerns about interdependence were present in subsequent high-​level for-
eign policy addresses. For example, in his next Ambassadorial Conference ad-
dress in 1999, Jiang further stressed the importance of balancing interdependence 
and globalization. China “must make full use of the various favorable conditions 
and opportunities brought about by economic globalization,” he noted. But “at 
the same time,” he argued, “we must maintain a clear understanding of the risks 
brought about by economic globalization.” This in turn required Beijing to “safe-
guard China’s economic security” by “enhancing the ability to resist and resolve” 
foreign pressure and “adhering to the principle of independence [独立自主].”34

Even after China secured PNTR and WTO accession—​a case discussed in 
greater detail subsequently—​fears of American economic power remained. 
At the 2003 Ambassadorial Conference, Hu noted that “the task of devel-
oping countries to develop their economies and maintain economic security 
is even more arduous.”35 As he told the assembled foreign policy apparatus, “It 
is necessary to see that even as China’s development and growth continues to 
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improve its international status, we must also see that our country still faces 
the pressure of developed capitalist countries’ economic and technological 
strength . . . [and] we must also see the grim reality that Western hostile forces are 
still implementing Westernization and splittist political plots against China.”36 
He hoped that “multipolarization will further promote the diversification of ec-
onomic power,” creating space for China.37 Even so, as Wen Jiabao noted in pre-
paratory documents for the 16th Party Congress that took place not long after 
PNTR and China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), the re-
lationship was finally moving in a direction favorable to China: “From the per-
spective of economic and trade relations, the interdependence between China 
and the United States has been accepted by the two governments.”38

Hu Jintao shared Jiang Zemin’s concern about US economic leverage and 
broadened it from markets, capital, and technology to resources and trade flows. 
Shortly after taking power, Hu gave an important speech identifying the “Malacca 
Dilemma”—​China’s reliance on the Strait of Malacca—​and stating that some 
great powers, such as the United States, sought to control that chokepoint and 
the resources upon which China’s surging economy increasingly depended. Hu 
saw American ill intentions throughout the global economy: “China’s overseas 
oil and gas resource development, its cross-​border mergers and acquisitions, 
and its importation of advanced technology have been continuously suffering 
from interference. This is because of the willful instigation and malicious 
sensationalization of some people,” presumably Americans, though Hu allowed 
that “in some cases there is an actual conflict of interests” rather than political 
maneuvering.39 Hu’s answer was to formulate “a new energy security concept” 
that entailed considering the “diplomatic, security, and economic risk” and 
supporting state-​owned enterprises in their “overseas energy development” 
and their purchase of other commodities.40 As a consequence, China began to 
pursue trade with more developing countries and to take equity stakes in com-
modity projects across Latin America, Africa, and Central Asia under what Hu 
called the “going out” policy. While these techniques may have been slightly dif-
ferent from those pursued under Jiang, the essential pressure was the same—​to 
reduce China’s dependence on those flows that might be subject to foreign, par-
ticularly US, economic pressure. China began to take equity positions in mines 
and oil fields around the world, fearing that reliance on markets alone would not 
provide adequate security—​though securing these would also require military 
investments that were to come a few short years later.

Hu remained convinced that economics was about more than absolute gains 
or serving vested interests but about strategic objectives too. As he declared at 
the 2006 Central Foreign Affairs Work Forum, “Economic and technological co-
operation must be carried out from the consideration of the country’s overall 
diplomatic situation and long-​term interests” not merely its economic ones.41 At 
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the 2006 Central Foreign Affairs Work Forum, Hu noted that economic leverage 
in great power politics was taking many forms: “Great powers are paying atten-
tion to the use of trade, energy, resources, finance, and other economic means to 
carry out political operations, which makes the political and economic strategy 
more closely related.42 Accordingly, “Security issues such as energy, finance, in-
formation, and transportation channels have become increasingly prominent.”43 
In this way, the same concerns about US influence over the global economy that 
emerged after 1989 remained acute even decades after, though the bilateral eco-
nomic relationship nonetheless remained the central preoccupation. Even so, the 
core concern of this period, and the one with the highest stakes for China, was 
the question of MFN status and the closely related question of WTO accession.

Permanent Normal Trading Relations and 
WTO Accession

In 1992, with the fate of China’s MFN status left in the hands of Congress, 
American business swung into action. That year, the American Chamber of 
Commerce in China (AmCham) launched a new program—​DC Doorknock—​
regularly sending large delegations of business leaders to key federal agencies, 
members of Congress, and others across Washington to make the case for freer 
trade with China. The goals were simple: to first prevent Congress from revoking 
China’s MFN status, and then over time, to make China’s MFN status perma-
nent and secure China’s admission to the WTO.

AmCham and its allies were ultimately successful. Years later when Chinese 
officials spoke at AmCham banquets, they often expressed their gratitude ef-
fusively. “I still remember the days when we were fighting for MFN and later 
PNTR,” recalled China’s WTO ambassador Sun Zhenyu. “AmCham, every year 
at this time, organized a doorknock team to visit Washington and lobby senators 
and congressmen.” China sent its own teams too, Sun remembered, and “your 
doorknock team and ours were on airplanes at the same time and knocking 
on the same doors.” At another banquet, then Chinese commerce minister Bo 
Xilai (later imprisoned for corruption amid a power struggle) also expressed 
his thanks. “You helped us with permanent normal trade relations (PNTR) and 
with our accession to the WTO,” he said, and “we Chinese people always re-
member in our hearts the good things our friends have done.”44

“The good things” that flowed from permanent MFN and WTO accession 
were incredibly consequential. Beijing had feared that the loss of MFN would 
prompt an immediate tariff increase on 95 percent of Chinese exports to the 
United States and double their cost—​crippling China’s economy. For that 
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reason, it saw permanent MFN status as the critical international economic pri-
ority after the Cold War, and it viewed WTO negotiations as one way to achieve 
them. China was willing to pay absolute economic costs and risk domestic polit-
ical instability to free itself from annual votes on MFN.

China’s willingness to make these concessions stands in contrast to the US 
view of MFN status, which was that it was a minor concession that China al-
ready had in de facto terms. The differing views of MFN’s importance in part 
created the bargaining space that made possible an agreement and China’s even-
tual WTO accession.

Alternative Explanations

There are two plausible alternative explanations for China’s pursuit of perma-
nent MFN status, also known as permanent normal trade relations (PNTR), 
as well as its pursuit of membership in the WTO and its predecessor organi-
zation, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The first is that 
China pursued these two objectives because it was motivated by the absolute 
economic benefits of joining; the second explanation is that it was motivated by 
the narrower preferences of specific interest groups.

The first alternative explanation has some merit. Jiang Zemin gener-
ally agreed that MFN status and WTO membership would strengthen the 
country’s economy in the long run, even if joining the latter created signif-
icant adjustment costs.45 But even so, strategic motivations played an enor-
mous and likely decisive role, with China willing to make significant economic 
concessions for permanent MFN status—​in effect trading away some of the 
benefits of protectionism for the security and strategic benefits that a deal 
would bring by reducing the risk of US economic coercion. This was inten-
tional: as Jiang Zemin stated time and again, and as will be discussed in greater 
detail subsequently, the WTO was to be viewed first as a political issue and 
then as an economic issue.

The second alternative explanation for China’s pursuit of MFN and WTO 
membership is that it was the product of interest group politics. But there are 
reasons to be skeptical of interest group explanations. One is that the negotiations 
over permanent MFN status and WTO accession were deliberately insulated 
from public pressure. As Joseph Fewsmith argues, Jiang Zemin was directly 
involved—​limiting scope for pushback—​and he gave immense authority to the 
agreement’s negotiators, notably Zhu Rongji and Long Yongtu, empowering 
them to make necessary concessions at the expense of interest groups.46 Indeed, 
the Party made clear that “industry arguments needed to be framed in terms of 
national interest.”47
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The other reason to be skeptical of interest group arguments is that, to the 
extent groups were a factor at all, they were a factor against China’s pursuit of 
MFN and WTO accession, with many opposed to the economic concessions 
China would need to make in that pursuit. As then US ambassador Li Zhaoxing 
argued in his memoirs, “within the country [China] there was controversy about 
China’s accession to the WTO. Some fragile industries, such as agriculture and 
textiles, would be relatively hard hit. Some experts worry that 20 million textile 
workers and hundreds of millions of farmers will be affected.”48 Powerful fig-
ures were concerned about these concessions too. China’s number two ranking 
official, Li Peng, reportedly favored domestic protection and sought to under-
mine his rival Zhu Rongji, who was leading the negotiations. Opposition be-
came more pronounced when the USTR leaked the draft agreement between 
the United States and China in April 1999 before any agreement was finalized, 
which humiliated Zhu Rongji, a development that was promptly followed by 
the accidental US bombing of China’s Belgrade embassy, which inflamed public 
opinion. Yet, at the moment where domestic forces against China’s concessions 
were strongest, they accomplished virtually nothing—​only delaying the agree-
ment rather than altering its substance. Li Peng’s memoirs recount that as early 
as August 23, 1999, the central government met and agreed to relaunch the 
negotiations and began a discussion on strategy the very next week.49 The final 
agreement signed between the United States and China was virtually identical 
to that negotiated in April 1999 before the leak of the draft text and before the 
NATO bombing. Even Li Peng—​in a meeting condemning Zhu Rongji at a time 
of his rival’s greatest weakness—​notably did not attack him for making overly 
generous concessions.50 Together, this demonstrates that the central leadership 
had sufficient autonomy from society and its various interest groups to push 
through an agreement.

The debate over permanent MFN and WTO accession was less over whether 
China should pursue it and more over what concessions it should offer, with 
even skeptics like Li Peng arguing that China could carefully roll back some 
concessions after the fact. In a high-​level meeting with Jiang and other senior 
officials on August 30, 1999, Li argued that “joining the WTO has its advantages 
and disadvantages, the advantages outweigh the disadvantages, and some 
provisions that are disadvantageous can still be addressed through the law in 
the implementation [phase].”51 After the United States and China signed a bi-
lateral accession agreement in November, he continued to promote these views. 
At the Central Economic Work Conference held on November 15 in part to 
educate ministerial and provincial officials on China’s accession, Li Peng said 
“the drawbacks can be overcome through domestic protection and through 
increased competitiveness.”52 And Li Peng even pushed back in some meetings 
on protectionist sentiments, such as in a meeting with the NPC Standing 
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Committee, which would pass the legislation harmonizing China’s laws with 
WTO requirements: “Allowing a company’s foreign shares to reach 49 percent is 
not the same as saying that the [entire] industry allows foreign capital to stand 
at 49 percent.”53 In short, protectionist impulses were channeled by one of its 
leading proponents into how WTO rules were implemented—​not what rules 
were agreed to—​another piece of evidence that interest group explanations may 
not have been determinative.

Grand Strategic Explanations

China’s pursuit of MFN was motivated by powerful strategic logic. First, this 
section demonstrates that Chinese leaders saw MFN as a strategic rather than 
purely economic issue. Second, it explores how China pursued MFN, including 
through APEC and the WTO.

First, China initially did not see MFN or membership in GATT as a stra-
tegic issue. It had obtained MFN from the United States in 1979 and seen it 
renewed annually without any controversy.54 But as discussed previously, the 
trifecta changed everything. Before Tiananmen, China had been on the verge 
of striking a deal with the United States on GATT membership that might 
have addressed MFN, which was relatively uncontroversial at the time. After 
all, other communist states had been allowed into GATT and been extended 
MFN, and China was a partner against the Soviet Union. As Gilbert Donahue, 
chief for external economic affairs at the Beijing embassy, recounts: “USTR was 
ready to enter what I might call the final stage of negotiations to bring about 
Chinese participation in the GATT. . . . They were just ready to send a delega-
tion in late June to wrap this up.”55 But after Tiananmen that same June, Mark 
E. Mohr, deputy director of the US Consulate in Shanghai’s Political Section 
at the time, noted, “The Congress, the media, and public opinion . . . felt we 
should be doing more to punish China for shooting the students, especially 
in the economic area. A consensus therefore built up to abolish most-​favored-​
nation (MFN) trade status with China.”56

The significance of this development was not lost on China’s leadership, and 
they knew it would have profound consequences for China’s future. He Xin, a 
conservative rabblerouser who rose to become a prominent foreign policy ad-
viser to Jiang Zemin and Li Peng in this period, said in 1993 that the stakes were 
enormous: “The issue of MFN status between China and the United States is a 
central issue that will determine the rotation of world history.”57 Chinese leaders 
clearly understood the MFN question in post–​Cold War terms and as part of a 
potential strategy of containment that emerged after Tiananmen Square and the 
Soviet collapse. Two prominent foreign ministers—​Qian Qichen, who concur-
rently served as vice premier and a Politburo member during the MFN debates, 
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and Li Zhaoxing, who served as ambassador to the United States during the final 
push for permanent MFN status—​argue in their memoirs that they believed 
many who were “hostile to China” in the United States saw MFN and human 
rights as key instruments of containment.58 In his memoirs, Foreign Minister Li 
Zhaoxing is explicit that MFN was an instrument of containment that had arisen 
because of the new strategic environment:

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, some members of the 
US Congress acting out of ideological bias used MFN as a weapon 
to counter China. From 1990 to 2000 . . . the US Congress would de-
bate whether to grant China’s MFN status for more than two months, 
but what was discussed was not whether China allows freedom-​of-​
emigration; instead it was human rights, religion, family planning, 
Taiwan, Tibet, nuclear non-​proliferation, trade deficits, labor reform 
products, and other irrelevant questions. In actuality this [MFN status] 
has actually become an important means for the US Congress . . . to co-
erce and put pressure on [要挟] China.59

After the Cold War ended, he continues, “No matter what problems sur-
faced in the two country’s relationship, they would all be reflected in the U.S. 
Congressional debate on China’s MFN status.” This was a form of enduring lev-
erage because “China had to beg the United States. China must be obedient, 
otherwise it will be punished by the United States Congress.” China saw MFN 
as a form of constraining relational economic power over China that needed to 
be blunted. As Li puts it: “Why did the United States use MFN status to criticize 
China and coerce China? If this is not hegemonism then what is?”60 Zhu Rongji, 
China’s premier and the leader of the negotiating process, saw the United States 
as wielding its economic relational leverage to bully China through MFN. “China 
has made 9 years of efforts for ‘re-​entry.’ During this period, although the United 
States also claimed to support China’s ‘re-​entry,’ it actually used its status as a 
great power to repeatedly obstruct the negotiation process, and it put forward 
various harsh and unrealistic demands.”61 In a major 2002 address delivered to 
all high-​level Party insiders after China finally succeeded in securing MFN and 
joining the WTO, Jiang put the success in security terms: “We have finally de-
feated the unreasonable demands of the United States and some other Western 
countries and safeguarded China’s fundamental interests and national security.”62 
The speech focused on the importance of MFN in the larger struggle for power, 
and it was notable that Jiang emphasized it as a win for national security—​which 
stresses its strategic implications.

Chinese officials pursued MFN at great economic and domestic-​political 
costs because they believed it would secure China the kind of autonomy from 
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American relational leverage that would be key to the country’s future. As even 
one skeptic of economic liberalization, Li Peng, argued at the 1999 Central 
Economic Work Forum held in November, an agreement with the United States 
would ensure that “China has more room for maneuver on the international 
stage.”63 WTO negotiations could be used to secure MFN, and for his part, 
President Jiang repeatedly stated that the WTO accession should be seen prima-
rily as a political issue and not an economic issue. Indeed, Li Peng recounts at an 
important central government meeting convened on August 30, 1999, especially 
to discuss WTO negotiations one week after a decision was made to reopen 
negotiations, “Jiang Zemin emphasized that the WTO is a political issue, and it 
is not a generic technical business issue. . . . Everyone agreed with Jiang’s point 
that joining the WTO is not merely an economic issue but a political one.”64 An 
important element of this was to reduce US leverage and thereby stabilize rela-
tions with Washington. As Zhu Rongji put it in one interview, “The reason why 
we made such a big concession is to take into account the overall situation of 
the friendly and cooperative relations between China and the United States and 
to build a constructive strategic partnership based on the goals set by President 
Jiang Zemin and President Clinton.”65

China was determined to bear great risks in tying Washington’s hands. Beijing 
understood that WTO membership could increase domestic instability and un-
dermine the Party’s hold on power, a fact that suggests strategic motivations 
when combined with Jiang’s argument that WTO accession be seen as a political 
issue first and an economic issue second. For example, in an April 2000 speech 
on Party building, Hu Jintao argued, “Following the expansion of opening up, 
the development of internet culture, and especially China’s accession to the WTO, 
bourgeoisie ideological infiltration and the challenge of cultural erosion caused 
by various decadent ideologies . . . will become more important . . . and be a 
major test for us for a long time.”66 Indeed, these were precisely the forces that 
Western elites had hoped would change China through MFN and WTO acces-
sion. Jiang Zemin echoed this language in a speech on November 28, 2000, at 
the Central Economic Work Conference. He stated that “the transformation of 
the economic system” and the process of “opening up” further would “inevitably 
have a profound impact on people’s ideas and concepts, and will inevitably bring 
about the mutual penetration of various ideologies and cultures.” Moreover, 
“after joining the WTO, we will face new challenges in the entry of Western 
cultural products. We must, with regard to ideological content and expression, 
enhance the competitiveness of China’s cultural products.”67 On February 25, 
2002, at a major event organized by the Central Committee and involving all 
provincial and ministerial-​level leading cadres, several high-​ranking senior 
officials spoke, including Jiang. The purpose of the address was to essentially set 
the line on China’s WTO membership and educate all the leaders on how WTO 
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membership fit into China’s international political strategy as well as to discuss 
its economic advantages and the reforms it would require. In a blistering speech, 
Jiang made clear that the US strategy in allowing MFN and WTO accession was 
to weaken China domestically:

The United States finally reached an agreement with us not because 
of sudden good intentions and benevolence. On the one hand, our 
strength lays bare before them, so if they didn’t let us join that won’t 
be good for them. On the other hand, they had their own strategic 
considerations, and we must not be naive. Promoting the so-​called 
political liberalization through the implementation of economic lib-
eralization is an important strategic tool for certain political forces in 
the West to implement Westernization and splittist political plots in 
socialist countries. The United States and China have reached a bilat-
eral agreement on China’s accession to the WTO, and this is closely 
linked to its [American] global strategy. On this point, Clinton had 
been quite clear. In a statement to the Congress on the issue of granting 
China’s permanent MFN status, he said, “Joining the WTO will bring 
an information revolution to millions of Chinese people in a way the 
government cannot control. It will accelerate the collapse of Chinese 
state-​owned enterprises. This process will make the government further 
from people’s lives and promote social and political changes in China.” 
With regard to this [intention], we must keep a clear head, clearly see 
the essence, avoid the danger through precaution and preparedness 
[做到有备无患], work hard to fulfill our strategic intentions, and pro-
mote China’s economic development.

China’s willingness to incur serious domestic risk in favor of MFN and WTO 
membership is further evidence that strategic, not merely economic, motivations 
may have played an important role.

This leads to a second point: how then did China ultimately achieve MFN? 
As a sign of how all-​consuming the issue was, top Chinese officials made MFN 
a priority even when it was outside of their formal purview. For example, when 
Clinton sought to link annual MFN renewal to human rights, Liu Huaqing—​
then a Standing Committee member as well as vice chairman of the CMC—​
spoke with the US secretary of the navy, as well as then former Secretary of 
Defense Dick Cheney, and told them that “the issue of MFN status cannot be 
linked to human rights. If the United States cancels MFN status for China, it will 
be very disadvantageous to the United States and other countries and regions, 
and the loss incurred by the United States may be even greater.”68
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China pursued two approaches to secure permanent MFN status, seeking to 
leverage negotiations first in APEC and then in the WTO to resolve the MFN 
issue. As an account from the time put it, “[China’s] trading future, indeed rests 
on the . . . continued MFN access to markets in the United States. China needs 
the certainty and protection that might be expected from the GATT and APEC 
frameworks for free trade. Otherwise, it will continue to be at risk of discrim-
inatory barriers, sanctions, and retaliatory action by the United States on any 
number of grounds, including human rights.”69

Economic Blunting through APEC

China used APEC to blunt American relational leverage over it. As China’s first 
APEC ambassador Wang Yusheng argues, “APEC would allow us to carry out 
the necessary struggles and go after advantages while avoiding disadvantages.”70 
One of these struggles was over Washington’s ability to limit Beijing’s access to 
the US market. Through APEC, China sought to push “regional trade rules that 
would prevent the Americans from holding its [China’s] trade status hostage to 
its human rights and arms sales record.”71 As Thomas Moore and Dixia Yang 
argue, “From the start, Chinese officials have hoped that APEC could become 
a multilateral forum within which Beijing would be able to protect itself from 
threats such as the imposition of unilateral trade sanctions by the U.S.”72 China 
has used two tactics in pursuit of this goal.

The first tactic was to ensure that APEC accepted the principle of non-​
discrimination in trade, which it saw as a shortcut to the “unconditional appli-
cation of most favored nation trade status among APEC members.”73 A review 
of its negotiating positions revealed that “China has sought to achieve multilat-
erally a policy objective—​permanent MFN status from the United States—​it 
has not been able to achieve bilaterally.”74 APEC ambassador Wang Yusheng 
conceded in his memoirs that “the principle of non-​discrimination was ac-
tually a matter between China and the United States,” but he also noted that 
multilateralizing it was useful because “other members [of APEC] sympathized 
with and supported us to varying degrees.” “Therefore,” he continues, “we have 
always stressed that this is not just a difference between China and the United 
States, it is a problem for all of APEC, it includes the United States and China 
and all the APEC members and they must work together to solve it.”75 Wang 
recalled that China tried to make the US liberalization agenda contingent on 
first accepting an APEC principle of non-​discrimination: “We emphasized that 
non-​discriminatory treatment should be given to APEC members first, which 
is the basis for APEC’s trade and investment liberalization.”76 The United States 
opposed this effort.
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China’s second tactic was to use APEC to gain admission directly to the 
GATT/​WTO, which would effectively grant China MFN and weaken US ec-
onomic leverage over China. China supported the principle that, as Foreign 
Minister Qian Qichen put it, “all APEC members should become GATT 
members.”77 China threatened to hold the US liberalization agenda hostage to 
GATT/​WTO accession. The point was explicitly made by Trade Minister Wu Yi 
in a conference with reporters:

We have indeed asked the APEC forum to give sincere support to 
China’s bid to rejoin the GATT. . . . If China is out of the GATT . . . not 
only will this daunt the universality of the global multilateral trade 
system, even China’s thorough implementation of the plan of trade liber-
alization in the APEC region will be affected. So long as China’s GATT 
contracting party status is not resumed, it would be very difficult for 
China to commit itself to the implementation of the Uruguay Round 
agreements, and the implementation of the APEC regional trade liberali-
zation program would be affected adversely.78

If China could not get direct entry into the GATT/​WTO, it hoped to at least 
lower the bar to entry by encouraging APEC members to support the principle 
that those APEC states designated as “developing countries” should also be des-
ignated as such within the GATT/​WTO. This approach was designed to counter 
the American position that a country as large as China needed to be held to 
developed country—​not developing country—​standards. By leveraging “devel-
oping country” status in APEC to secure it in the GATT/​WTO, China hoped to 
lower the bar to joining and hasten its entry. As Trade Minister Wu Yi argued, 
“The United States has already consented to [a separate timetable for developing 
countries in APEC]. . . . We wish the United States would apply the same prin-
ciple to the talks on China’s ‘GATT reentry’ so that the talks can make progress 
as soon as possible.”79

China’s APEC efforts suggest Beijing’s preoccupation with MFN and US eco-
nomic leverage. But it was ultimately the WTO negotiation process that offered 
Beijing the leverage it needed to draw out US concessions on MFN.

Economic Blunting through the WTO

China’s negotiations with the United States over WTO entry were not funda-
mentally about the WTO—​both parties understood them as in actuality being 
negotiations about whether or not China would receive MFN status.

Indeed, China did not actually need US approval to join the WTO; instead, it 
only needed two-​thirds of the WTO members to support China’s membership, 
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and it was on track to secure that membership despite possible US opposition. 
Negotiator Long Yongtu argues that securing MFN was a “core interest” of the 
negotiations and stated his belief that WTO accession would resolve the issue. 
“High-​level leaders asked me more than once whether the United States would 
cancel the annual review of China’s Most Favored Nation status after China’s 
entry into the WTO,” he stated in one interview recounting the WTO nego-
tiation process.80 In another interview, he stated, “the WTO can help resolve 
China’s increasing trade frictions with developed countries and free China from 
the threat of revocation of most-​favored-​nation status.”81

How did the WTO accession process provide China leverage in the MFN 
negotiation? The answer comes down to its unique particularities. WTO mem-
bership requires parties to have unconditional MFN status; if China joined the 
WTO without securing unconditional MFN status from the United States, the 
United States would have to invoke the “non-​applicability clause,” which would 
have the effect of ensuring that the WTO rules that the United States and China 
had agreed to would be “non-​applicable” in the bilateral trading relationship. In 
effect, this meant that US firms would suffer significantly in the China market 
as rival European or Japanese firms benefited from WTO terms with China 
that American companies would not be able to access. In essence, under non-​
applicability, China would not necessarily be any worse off than it otherwise 
had been—​especially if Washington still granted it annual MFN status—​but 
the United States could be considerably worse off relative to its competitors. 
Chinese senior leadership was keenly aware of this leverage and used it to secure 
MFN. As then US Ambassador Li Zhaoxing noted:

According to the WTO regulations, members should give each other 
unconditional MFN status. After China’s accession to the WTO, the 
US Trade Act of 1974 would conflict with this regulation. The United 
States faced a choice: either grant China permanent MFN status so that 
the United States could benefit from China’s WTO accession; or invoke 
the non-​applicability clause to hand over the opportunities brought 
about by China’s open market to other countries.82

Accordingly, China knew that the more WTO accession agreements it was 
able to sign with major economies, the greater the pressure it would create for 
the United States to provide MFN status. Indeed, as Li Peng noted in a May 
2000 meeting on the various accession agreements, “An agreement with the 
EU can promote the United States to adopt permanent normal trade relations 
with China (PNTR).”83 In addition, China’s leaders suggested that they would 
fully reverse many if not all the concessions made in exchange for MFN on 
agriculture, automobiles, foreign investment caps, and anti-​dumping measures 
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if the United States did not grant PNTR. For example, in a high-​level eco-
nomic planning meeting between Li Peng and Zhu Rongji on June 30, 1999, 
the question of how to sequence China’s concessions surfaced. Li Peng argued 
that, “After joining the WTO, there should be a total restriction on the foreign 
banks’ operation of RMB, [and investment in] insurance and telecommunica-
tions. He [Zhu Rongji] agreed to legislate this after the WTO. He said that 
joining the WTO has already been negotiated, and China and the United States 
have resumed permanent normal trade relations. I said that if the US Congress 
obstructs the approval of the restoration of normal trade relations between 
China and the United States, the Standing Committee of the National People’s 
Congress of China will veto [liberalization legislation] accordingly.”84 In es-
sence, China’s concessions in the bilateral WTO negotiation process would 
be reversed entirely, disadvantaging US firms relative to other states while 
leaving China’s firms scarcely any worse off. This kind of hardball approach 
was consistent in China’s negotiating strategy, and visits to foreign countries 
to sign accession agreements and discuss trade made it all the more credible. 
For example, after discussing trade on a six-​country tour including economic 
heavyweights like the United Kingdom, France, and Saudi Arabia in November 
1999, Jiang reiterated the policy that “If the US Congress does not pass China’s 
normal trade relations status, the agreement between China and the United 
States [on WTO accession] should be considered invalid” and all concessions 
would be revoked.85

From the US perspective, China’s focus on MFN provided a useful opportu-
nity. Indeed, many Americans did not think that the extension of MFN status 
to China had any real economic consequences for Washington or substantial 
economic benefit for China. Writing in The New York Times, Paul Krugman 
declared, “You could argue that the question whether to grant China ‘perma-
nent normal trade relations,’ or PNTR, is mainly a procedural issue. The United 
States won’t be reducing any existing trade barriers; all the concessions in terms 
of opening market will come from the Chinese side.”86 Clinton made these same 
points in a speech the very same day he submitted legislation to grant China 
permanent normal trading relations: “The W.T.O. agreement will move China 
in the right direction. It will advance the goals America has worked for in China 
for the past three decades. Economically, this agreement is the equivalent of a 
one-​way street. It requires China to open its markets—​with a fifth of the world’s 
population, potentially the biggest markets in the world—​to both our products 
and services in unprecedented new ways. All we do is to agree to maintain the 
present access which China enjoys.”87

The negotiating process over a bilateral WTO accession agreement was full 
of difficulties, but China’s teams retained a laser-​like focus on MFN throughout 
it. In an economic meeting following the negotiation’s breakdown in 1999 and 
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Washington’s decision to leak China’s concessions to the general public, Li Peng 
met with senior officials on China’s response. As he recounts:

On April 8, the US unilaterally published the negotiation’s draft joint 
declaration manuscript and a list of American terms, and said that an 
agreement had already been reached [on these points]. The Chinese 
side put out a statement in response and denied an agreement had been 
reached. But this list had already been widely spread. At the time, 95% 
of the clauses and content that had been agreed upon were consistent 
with the list that the United States had published, and China had only 
added a number of protective clauses. What was unclear was whether 
the annual review of trade with China would or would not end at this 
point and whether the United States so-​called “most-​favored-​nation 
status” would or would not be included in the agreement. Therefore, 
I added two items to the document: the United States must give China 
permanent normal trading status, and cannot continue to examine and 
approve whether or not China will get MFN status annually; secondly, 
it must pass certain laws to ensure the correct implementation of the 
WTO provisions and to guarantee China’s role in opening to the out-
side world.

In essence, despite the opportunity to attack his rival Zhu Rongji for making 
enormous concessions—​many of which had galvanized the opponents—​Li 
Peng remained focused on the question of MFN. That was the essential focus 
of these negotiations and the main way of neutralizing American relational lev-
erage over China. Zhu’s concessions were essentially the price of securing such 
an important strategic instrument.

As these high-​level statements suggest, China saw the concessions it made 
in the bilateral accession agreement with the United States as primarily being 
about MFN, not the WTO. After the agreement was signed, and with the US 
Congress then debating whether to make China’s MFN status permanent, Zhu 
Rongji explicitly linked that agreement to MFN: “There’s nothing I can do. We 
have made the biggest concessions [in the accession agreement], and we are now 
watching to see what they do.”88 Those concessions were justified not because 
they would ensure diplomatic support that China did not require to join the 
WTO, but because Beijing saw the WTO as a forcing mechanism to reduce US 
economic leverage over China.

China’s concessions were largely a product of its weakness and depend-
ence on the capitalist West to propel its development forward. By the early 
2000s, it was clear that China had played its weak hand well in the negotiations 
over PNTR and WTO. China had bought itself stable market access abroad, 
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which in turn made multinational companies more willing to invest in and ex-
port from China—​setting off a virtuous cycle of explosive growth in China 
while accelerating deindustrialization and increasing unemployment in the 
industrialized world. Just as critically, PNTR and WTO helped Beijing bind 
American economic coercion for two decades, until the Trump administration 
broke some of those self-​imposed constraints in 2018 and pursued a trade war 
with China. By then, of course, China’s economy was no longer quite so weak: an 
economy that had been only 10 percent the size of the American economy at the 
time of WTO accession was now 70 percent the size of the American economy 
at the dawn of the trade war. That enormous change in China’s relative strength 
would inevitably upend virtually every aspect of China’s grand strategy, and as 
the following chapters demonstrate, that strategic shift began years earlier with 
the Global Financial Crisis.
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7

“A Change in the Balance of Power”
The Financial Crisis and the Dawn of Building

“In the past we had to keep a low profile [Tao Guang Yang Hui] because 
we were weak while other states were strong. . . . Now, with ‘Striving for 
Achievement,’ we are indicating to neighboring countries that we are 
strong and you are weak. This is a change at a very fundamental level.”1

—​Yan Xuetong, Dean of Tsinghua University’s Institute of International 
Relations, 2013

Hundreds of Chinese diplomats and foreign policy officials stood in a row. 
They were all dressed the same—​white shirts, black pants, no jacket, and no 
necktie—​and their unusually informal attire contrasted with the significance 
of the historic occasion. For decades, China’s Party leaders had met with the 
assembled foreign policy apparatus in “ambassadorial conferences” that were 
usually held every five to six years. Now, in a drab conference room, China’s for-
eign policy apparatus was gathering for the eleventh such occasion in the history 
of the People’s Republic of China—​and this time, it was occurring in the midst 
of a Global Financial Crisis that had shaken the global economy and laid bare the 
weaknesses of US power.

After the outbreak of the crisis, and in the run-​up to the conference, China’s 
think tank scholars were writing that the power gap between China and the 
United States had narrowed. They began advocating for China to revise or jet-
tison its “hiding and biding” grand strategy.2 And now their unofficial judgments 
were about to be made official.

Hu Jintao, the famously reserved Chinese president, smiled and shook 
hands as he made his way down the lines of assembled diplomats. And then, 
following remarks from a few functionaries, he began his address. In typical 
Party fashion, Hu’s language was subtle and obscured in Party jargon even as he 
upended Chinese grand strategy. There had been “a major change in the balance 
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of international forces,” he observed in a reference to the financial crisis. The 
“prospects for multipolarity were now more obvious” too.3

These were not trivial declarations. Concepts like “international balance of 
power” [国际力量对比] and “multipolarity” [多极化] are euphemisms for 
the decline of American power rather than general statements on the balance 
of power among the world’s leading states. The Party’s discourse on them is a 
good indicator of where it thinks China stands relative to the United States, and 
it is telling that these concepts are also at the core of Party discussions of grand 
strategy. As this chapter demonstrates, China’s leaders have made clear that their 
adherence to “hiding capabilities and biding time” was never permanent but in-
stead contingent on the “international balance of power.” So while Hu may have 
sounded rather dryly formulaic when he told China’s foreign policy apparatus 
that “adhering to ‘hide and bide’ [韬光养晦] is a strategic decision made by the 
center based on comprehensively analyzing the entire international balance of 
power,” this was in fact a revealing statement.4 If China’s strategy was dependent 
on the “international balance of power,” and if—​as Hu had declared—​the “in-
ternational balance of power had changed,” then it meant China’s grand strategy 
needed revision.

In his address, Hu then proposed precisely such a revision. He declared 
that China needed to modify Deng’s “hiding capabilities and biding time” by 
more “Actively Accomplishing Something” [积极有所作为].5 This seem-
ingly mundane semantic shift—​the addition of the word “actively” to one 
part of Deng’s doctrine—​was momentous. Deng’s guiding doctrine and the 
larger twenty-​four-​character phrase in which it was embedded had been con-
sensus for nearly twenty years. Hu had now modified it. That move at such a 
high-​profile forum was a major sign that China was changing its grand strategy. 
China was no longer interested only in blunting American power. Hu’s invoca-
tion of “Actively Accomplishing Something,” and Xi’s spin on the concept with 
“Striving for Achievement” [奋发有为], indicated a shift to building regional 
order within Asia.

As the next three chapters show, after this speech, China’s behavior changed 
in ways that corresponded to this strategic shift. At the military level (Chapter 8), 
the Global Financial Crisis accelerated China’s shift away from a singular focus 
on blunting American power through sea denial, which had emphasized mines, 
missiles, and submarines. China would instead focus on building regional order 
through sea control and amphibious capabilities, which emphasized aircraft 
carriers, more capable surface vessels, amphibious units, overseas facilities, and 
a variety of capabilities it had once neglected. These capabilities would help 
China assemble military leverage over its neighbors, seize or hold distant islands 
and waters, safeguard sea lines of communication, intervene in the affairs of its 
neighbors, or provide public security goods. At the political level (Chapter 9), 
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the Global Financial Crisis pushed China to depart from a strategy focused on 
joining and stalling regional organizations to blunt US political influence and to 
instead pursue a building strategy that saw it launch its own. China spearheaded 
the launch of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in the economic 
domain and the elevation and institutionalization of the previously obscure 
Conference on Interaction and Confidence-​Building Measures in Asia (CICA) 
in the security domain—​hoping both would help it build regional order in line 
with its preferences. At the economic level (Chapter 10), the Global Financial 
Crisis helped Beijing depart from the defensive economic statecraft charac-
teristic of blunting American economic leverage and instead pursue offensive 
economic statecraft that would allow China to build its own coercive and con-
sensual economic capacities over others. At the core of this effort was China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), its robust use of economic statecraft against its 
neighbors, and its attempts to gain greater financial influence. None of these ac-
tivities would have been justifiable under the doctrine of Tao Guang Yang Hui.

This chapter discusses the departure from Tao Guang Yang Hui in Party 
documents toward a strategy of building. The discussion is structured in four 
parts. Through a review of Party texts, it shows (1) a decrease in Beijing’s 
perceived relative power gap with the United States following the Global Financial 
Crisis; (2) a change in Beijing’s grand strategic ends, which shifted from a focus 
on the United States to a more specific focus on regional order-​building through 
“peripheral diplomacy” and the construction of a “Community of Common 
Destiny”; (3) a departure from Deng’s strategic guideline of “Hide and Bide” 
to “Actively Accomplishing Something” and its successor concepts; and (4) a 
shift in grand strategic means from those suitable to blunting to those suitable 
for building strategies.

A Shift in Perceived US Power—​The 
Multipolarity Discourse

After the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, Chinese views of American power 
shifted profoundly, and that shift is reflected in China’s discourse on multipo-
larity (多极化) and the “international balance of forces” (国际力量对比). 
“Multipolarity” is a term originally from the international relations literature 
that refers to an international system characterized by several great powers. But 
for China, the term has a long history. During the Cold War, “multipolarity” 
appeared occasionally and referred to the dilution of American and Soviet 
power; after the Soviet collapse, the term became a euphemism for the dilution 
of American power—​and it exploded in use.



162	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

To make that case, this section draws from a review of nearly every reference 
to multipolarity in Party Congress reports, the speeches of leaders as contained 
within their selected works, and in the three-​volume compilations of CCP 
documents published between Party Congresses. It also finds a clear trend: in 
the early 1990s China feared multipolarity was far off but that, beginning in 
2007–​2008, it felt it was truly emerging. This in turn called for a new strategy.

The Multipolarity Discourse

China’s discourse on multipolarity took off in the post–​Cold War era, and the 
term was less frequently included in Party texts before it. For example, virtually 
no Party Congress report before the Cold War’s conclusion referenced multipo-
larity, but after the trifecta of Tiananmen, the Gulf War, and the Soviet collapse, 
every single report included it—​often at the report’s outset and in its foreign 
policy section, suggesting the term’s importance to strategy. And while multipo-
larity almost never appeared in the selected works of China’s post-​reform Cold 
War leaders (e.g., Hu Yaobang, Zhao Ziyang), it appears in the post–​Cold War 
portions of Deng’s selected works and then 77 times and 72 times in Jiang and 
Hu’s selected works. Similarly, while the term appeared only about 1,000 times 
in Chinese journal articles during the 1980s, it appeared nearly 13,000 times in 
the 1990s and roughly 46,000 times from 2000 to 2010.6

The fact that China’s focus on multipolarity emerged after the trifecta strongly 
suggests that for the last three decades it has been a proxy for diluting US power, 
but viewing multipolarity in these terms can be controversial. Some dismiss it 
as a rhetorical device calling for reduced superpower influence, but they over-
look the fact that the Party defines it as a serious analytical judgment. Others 
believe multipolarity indicates a desire by China to be one among many poles, 
but they take the concept too literally. As Iain Johnston has noted, “if one asks 
Chinese strategists if support for multipolarity means support for a rise in the 
relative power and strategic independence of Japan or nuclear weapons devel-
opment in India, for instance, the response is often a negative or an ambivalent 
one.”7 Instead, as we will see, discourses on multipolarity have often focused 
on assessments of the US willingness to use military force, the impact of US 
economic crises on US power, US export performance, the US domestic sit-
uation, US science and technology innovation, and a variety of other specific 
factors—​all of which reveal that the core input in judgments of multipolarity are 
US-​related.8

Still others ask whether multipolarity even matters for Chinese strategy. In 
2003, leading China scholars observed that “the multipolarity discourse plays 
an ambiguous role in China’s foreign policy process” and it is “unclear whether 
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the multipolarity discourse informs leadership decisions, reflects leadership 
preferences, or is the manifestation of a deeply ingrained victimization view of 
China’s relationship to the world.”9 But if the term were unimportant, why would 
it appear in every Party Congress Political Report dating back to 1992, in nearly 
all leader-​level foreign affairs speeches, and in addresses at plenums, Central 
Economic Work Conferences, Politburo meetings, conclaves of provincial Party 
secretaries and ministers, and commemorations of major Party anniversaries?

Chinese leaders in fact give us an answer, and they are clear that multipolarity 
is a high-​level Party judgment that directly impacts strategy. For example, in an 
address to the CMC, Jiang Zemin declared multipolarity the first of “four im-
portant factors” that he considers when surveying world politics.10 At the 1999 
Central Economic Work Conference, he stressed that the assessment of the “the 
multipolarization pattern” is “an important judgment made by the Party Central 
Committee.”11 This judgment mattered for the work of all cadres: “Comrades of 
the whole party, especially the party’s senior cadres, must open their eyes . .  and 
have comprehensive and accurate understanding of the background, pattern, 
and general trends of the world’s politics and economy,” he argued, “Only by un-
derstanding the general trend of the world can we make the overall situation of 
the country better and concentrate on managing our own affairs.”12 Similarly, at 
the 2006 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference, Jiang’s successor Hu Jintao 
discussed multipolarity in great detail as one of the “basic judgments on the in-
ternational situation in the new century” made by the “central Party and state” 
(中央).13 These remarks demonstrate why speeches often begin with or feature 
prominent discussions of multipolarity—​it is viewed as central to China’s stra-
tegic decision-​making.

How then does multipolarity shape strategy? Both Jiang and Hu tell us 
that multipolarity, and its sister concept the “international balance of forces” 
[国际力量对比], are critical inputs in China’s grand strategy that reflect China’s 
relative power. For example, at the 9th Foreign Ambassadorial Conference in 
1998, Jiang made the link explicitly: “We should hide our capabilities and bide 
our time [韬光养晦], draw in our claws, preserve ourselves, and consciously 
plan our development. Our country’s situation and the international balance of 
power determine that we must do this.”14 Hu Jintao also stressed this linkage. At 
a 2003 diplomatic symposium, Hu argued, “The more multipolarity develops, 
the greater our freedom of maneuver.”15 He also stressed that China followed 
Tao Guang Yang Hui because of its limited power: “Comprehensively taking 
into consideration our country’s current situation and the development of the 
trends in the international balance of power (国际力量对比), this [Tao Guang 
Yang Hui] is a strategic guideline that should be adhered to for a long time.”16 
Later, he reiterated that Chinese diplomatic choices were “based on changes in 
the international balance of power (力量对比) and the needs of our country’s 
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development and security.”17 In the 2009 address that officially modified Tao 
Guang Yang Hui for the first time, Hu stated, “Adherence to Tao Guang Yang 
Hui is strategic decision made by the central government from comprehensively 
analyzing the entire international balance of power (力量对比).”18

Together, these leader-​level statements in authoritative foreign policy 
speeches suggest that the Party (1) observes the international structure; 
(2) makes judgments about the trends in multipolarity and the “international 
balance of forces”; and (3) modifies strategy according to these trends. We now 
turn to consider how these important judgments have changed over time—​and 
how they ushered in a new era in Chinese grand strategy.

Multipolarity over Time

After the Cold War, China believed multipolarity would come but that its ar-
rival would be tortuous given enduring US power. For example, the 1992 Party 
Congress Political Report was the first to mention multipolarization, and it 
argued that “the bipolar structure has come to an end . . . and the world is moving 
towards multipolarization” but that “the formation of a new structure will be 
long and complex,” indicating confidence that American power would remain 
high.19

Six years later, at the 9th Ambassadorial Conference in 1998, this judgment 
still stood. Jiang argued that “world was accelerating towards multipolarity, but 
we must fully recognize that the present balance of just about every kind of 
power is very unbalanced. The United States is trying to build a unipolar world 
and it dominates world affairs.”20 American power was still too great. “Although 
it is constrained by a variety of parties,” Jiang noted, “for a long time, the United 
States will maintain significant advantages in politics, economy, science and 
technology, and military affairs.”21 He then focused closely on US economic 
power: “In recent years, the United States’ economic strength has not only not 
declined but has been revived, regaining the world’s position as the largest ex-
porter and most competitive economy.”22

Jiang continued to stress these themes at the next year’s Central Economic 
Work Forum, where he discussed Washington’s intervention in Kosovo. Although 
multipolarity would one day come, “the final formation of the multipolarization 
pattern will be a long-​term process full of complex struggles,” he argued; “this 
is an important judgment made by the party Central Committee.”23 Jiang 
elaborated on multipolarity and the “international balance of power,” revealing 
that US power drove that judgment. “The current balance of international power 
is seriously out of balance. The economic, military, and scientific and technolog-
ical strength of the United States is obviously better than that of other countries. 
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It is the superpower of the world today.”24 The US willingness to use force was 
part of this assessment. “The United States is stepping up its implementation of 
its global strategy, advocating ‘new interventionism,’ introducing a new ‘gunboat 
policy,’ interfering in other countries’ internal affairs, and even using force.”25 
Even American domestic elements factored into Jiang’s analysis of American 
power, and he noted “there have been many internal conflicts in the United 
States” that could complicate its autonomy.26

Public and private speeches sometimes diverged in their assessments of the 
United States. In the year 2000, Jiang declared in international addresses before 
the United Nations that “the trend towards multipolarity is developing rapidly,” 
but in virtually every speech behind closed doors addressed to Party leadership, 
he was not so confident.27 That same year in a speech on party-​building, Jiang 
argued that “the final formation of a multipolar structure will undergo a long and 
arduous process.”28 Similarly, in an address to the CCP Central Committee that 
year, he declared the “final formation will experience a long-​term development 
process.”29 In an address to the 5th Plenary of the 15th Central Committee—​
an important Party speech used to set lines—​he continued this language and 
said “the international pattern is generally oriented towards multipolarity, but it 
will not be easy and there will be struggles and twists and turns.”30 Similar lan-
guage was used in Jiang’s speeches before an enlarged CMC, where he declared 
that there was a “serious imbalance in the balance of world military forces,” 
referencing the US success in harnessing new military technologies as part of 
what many called the Revolution in Military Affairs.31 When Jiang went to the 
SCO in 2001, he would say that multipolarity was deepening or accelerating.32 
But in key Party addresses—​his address on the eightieth anniversary of the 
founding of the Communist Party that year, his 2002 Party Congress Political 
Report—​he said that multipolarity was “developing in twists and turns.”33 This 
was not a sign of confidence.

The judgment that multipolarity was still far away spanned administrations. 
When Hu Jintao took office and delivered an important address to a 2003 dip-
lomatic symposium, he retained Jiang’s language, declaring that hegemony and 
unilateralism (both US-​led) ensured that “the multipolarization of the world 
will be a tortuous and complicated process” and that the global “balance of 
power is seriously out of balance,” and he directly concluded that as a result 
China needed to adhere to Tao Guang Yang Hui.34 The language continued into 
2004, where in another major Party speech, this time before the CCP CCDI, Hu 
repeated that “multipolarity was developing in twists and turns,” demonstrating 
that assessments of multipolarity carried across administrations.35 Even in 
2005, in a meeting with all senior provincial and ministry Party secretaries, Hu 
reflected on both the slow emergence of multipolarity and the imbalanced “in-
ternational balance of forces” as well: “The global situation is in an important 
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period of transition to multipolarity. . . . As the imbalance of world power 
cannot be fundamentally changed in the short term, the development of the 
trend of multi-​polarization in the world will not be easy.”36 Like Jiang, even 
as he held this line in internal Party meetings, in visits to the United Nations, 
the United Kingdom, and Saudi Arabia that very same year, Hu told his hosts 
that the “trend towards multipolarity was deepening,” evidence that interna-
tional addresses are more bullish than internal Party ones on multipolarity.37 
Indeed, the very next year, at the seminal 2006 Central Foreign Affairs Work 
Conference—​which had previously been held only twice in the entire CCP’s 
history—​Hu reiterated the more cautious language that “multipolarity is de-
veloping amid twists and turns,” and that “the trend of multipolarization is 
continuing to develop, but unipolar or multipolar struggles are still profoundly 
complex,” thereby contextualizing and limiting some of the more positive 
phrases he had previously used and continuing to suggest multipolarity would 
be difficult to achieve.38 As the preceding record shows, at least when authorita-
tive Party Congress Political reports, leader-​level foreign policy addresses, and 
leader-​level Party addresses are considered, there is a clear belief after the end 
of the Cold War that multipolarity was distant throughout the period in which 
China pursued blunting—​a sign that perceptions of American relative power 
were high.

In the run-​up to the Global Financial Crisis, and especially in its aftermath, 
these views changed dramatically and align with China’s shift to a building 
strategy. A few months into the early stages of the financial crisis in 2007, and 
following US setbacks in Iraq, President Hu in his 2007 Political Report to the 
17th Party Congress declared that “progress towards a multipolar world was 
irreversible” and that “the international balance of power is changing in favor 
of the maintenance of peace.”39 This was language far more positive than that 
in any previous address, and similar language about multipolarity’s irreversi-
bility appeared in his address to the CMC that year as well.40 Even though lan-
guage on the irreversibility of multipolarity had been used at least once before, 
the departure from stating that multipolarity was proceeding amid “twists and 
turns”—​language that had been used for six years—​suggested that China felt 
confident about the trendline toward multipolarity, even if it did not quite have 
a sense of the pace of the transition. And even though the looming economic 
crisis also affected China, leaders in Beijing saw it as delegitimizing the once for-
midable model of American financial capitalism and asymmetrically weakening 
the United States. As Dai Bingguo put it in his memoirs, in December 2008 it 
was clear that “the United States had fallen into the most serious financial crisis 
since the Great Depression of the 1930s; at the same time, China’s economy 
continued to maintain strong growth.”41
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The Party gained consensus on the pace of multipolarity after the crisis went 
global in 2008. By then, language on multipolarity and the international bal-
ance of forces was dramatically more triumphant than ever before. In his 2009 
11th Ambassadorial Conference Address, the first such address since the crisis, 
Hu used the opportunity to explore these themes in great detail. He declared 
that there had been “a major change in the balance of international power,” a 
reference to the financial crisis, and that “prospects for multipolarity were now 
more obvious.”42 Moreover, Hu linked China’s own economy to the onset of 
multipolarity, declaring that “China’s development must inevitably influence the 
comparison of international forces.”43 As a result of the Global Financial Crisis, 
the world and peripheral security situation was more complicated and China 
faced challenges from the West, but overall, “the opportunity is greater than the 
challenge,” Hu concluded.44 The opportunity came from his assessment that 
“external conditions for China’s development have further increased,” that the 
“overall strategic environment continues to improve,” that “our country’s ability 
to maintain sovereignty and security continues to increase,” that “our country’s 
influence on the periphery has been further expanded,” and that “China’s soft 
power has further risen.”45 Importantly, it was in this speech that Hu outlined 
a revision to Tao Guang Yang Hui. He made clear that while “adhering to Tao 
Guang Yang Hui is strategic decision made by the central government and based 
from comprehensively analyzing the entire international balance of power,” it 
was also clear that there had been “a major change in the international balance of 
power” upon which those decisions are based had changed, and therefore clear 
that China’s grand strategy needed revision.

The next year, in his 2010 address to the Central Economic Work Forum, 
Hu continued these themes, declaring that “multipolarity was deepening” and 
that “the international balance of power is changing rapidly.”46 That same year, 
he delivered his 5th Plenary Address to the CCP Central Committee, stating 
not only that “multipolarity was deepening” but also that, “from an international 
point of view, although the international financial crisis has had a large impact on 
the global economy. . . . China’s international influence and international status 
have been significantly improved.”47 Hu’s 2012 Political Report to the 18th Party 
Congress two years later maintained this language, holding that “multipolarity 
was developing deeply” and that “the balance of international forces was tip-
ping in favor of the maintenance of world peace.”48 Together, these statements 
represent a departure from years of more cautious estimates delivered to Party 
members.

These judgments were largely upheld by Hu’s successor, President Xi. In his 
2014 address to the Central Affairs Work Forum, Xi stated that “the onward ad-
vance of multipolarity in the world will not change” and that “the world today 



168	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

is a world of change. . . . It is a world of deep adjustments in the international 
system and international order. It is a world with profound changes in interna-
tional balance of forces conducive to peace and development.”49

Ends—​Prioritizing Peripheral Diplomacy

On March 16, 2013, Chinese diplomat Wang Yi was formally promoted to min-
ister of foreign affairs.50 The urbane but fierce defender of Chinese interests was 
sometimes known as a “silver fox” for both his “looks and his diplomatic wiles,” 
but he was also brilliant and diligent.51 After graduating high school during the 
Cultural Revolution, Wang Yi was sent to labor on a farm in northeast China for 
eight long years. A former classmate of his recalls that Wang Yi “did not waste his 
time” but engrossed himself in literature and history entirely at his own direc-
tion.52 When the Cultural Revolution ended, Wang Yi’s diligence paid off, and 
he earned a spot at Beijing International Studies University, where he dedicated 
himself to Japanese language studies.

Soon after graduating, Wang Yi embarked on a career in the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (MFA) and married into diplomatic royalty. His new father-​in-​
law, Qian Jiadong, had been part of China’s delegation to the Geneva conference 
in the 1950s (the country’s first major diplomatic outing), principal foreign af-
fairs secretary for Premier and MFA founder Zhou Enlai in the 1960s and 1970s, 
and later a UN ambassador in the 1980s. A fluent Japanese speaker, Wang Yi 
began his career in Japan and then rose up the ranks of the MFA as a Japan and 
Asia expert. He was wily too. During discussions over North Korea, Wang Yi 
knew Washington wanted a trilateral involving China and North Korea, while 
Pyongyang wanted a bilateral with only the United States. Wang Yi’s solution 
was simple, if unconventional. He organized a banquet involving all three coun-
tries, excused himself to go to the restroom halfway through, and ordered his 
staff to file out surreptitiously, thereby turning the trilateral into a bilateral—​to 
Pyongyang’s delight and Washington’s chagrin.53

In light of Wang Yi’s skills, his ascent through the MFA was not unexpected. 
But for some observers, his elevation to the top post of foreign minister was still 
a bit surprising. China’s previous two foreign ministers—​Li Zhaoxing and Yang 
Jiechi—​had essentially been America hands who had served long stints in the 
United States, and their prominence was seen as a sign that the United States 
remained what China called the “key” in its foreign policy hierarchy. The pro-
motion of an Asia expert like Wang Yi was seen—​right or wrong—​as a sign that 
China’s neighborhood was now at least as important if not more important than 
managing ties with Washington.
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The precise logic behind high-​level Chinese promotions like Wang Yi’s re-
mains impenetrable for most foreign observers, and it is important not to 
overread them. But it is also worth noting that Wang Yi’s elevation did come 
at a time when—​as China’s perception of American power fell after the Global 
Financial Crisis—​Chinese leaders began to adjust the ends of the country’s 
strategy away from a narrow focus on blunting American power toward a broader 
focus on building regional order. This effort was broadly subsumed under 
concepts like “Peripheral Diplomacy” [周边外交], a term that refers to diplo-
macy in China’s neighborhood (i.e., its “periphery”) and a policy with roots in 
the Asian Financial Crisis of the late 1990s. In the past, China saw its periphery 
as a source of threat, fearing that the United States would organize a balancing 
coalition within it to challenge China.54 Now, after the Global Financial Crisis, 
China saw the periphery not only as a place to push back on the “China threat 
theory” but as a site for a more affirmative and less defensive Chinese strategy. 
Over time, concepts like a “Community of Common Destiny” would serve as 
a declaration of China’s interest in building order within the region. Asia hands 
like Wang Yi would be all the more critical in carrying it out.

Chinese texts show that the country’s focus on more assertive order-​building 
in the periphery indeed emerged after the Global Financial Crisis, with the goal 
elevated as the top strategic direction in Chinese foreign policy behavior.55 Hu 
Jintao began that elevation in his 11th Ambassadorial Conference address in 
2009—​the one in which he also departed from Tao Guang Yang Hui. Hu noted 
that peripheral diplomacy was “an important external condition” for the new 
focus on “ ‘accomplishing something’ internationally.”56 China now needed to 
focus not only on “stabilizing” the periphery but also on “developing” it.57 Hu 
indicated that due to the Global Financial Crisis, “our country’s influence on 
peripheral affairs has been further expanded,” and wielding that influence well 
would require planning.58 “From a comprehensive perspective, we need to 
strengthen our strategic planning for the periphery,” Hu declared, and he noted 
for the first time in any official Party document that the principle of “be good 
with neighbors, do good with neighbors”—​which had first been articulated by 
Jiang—​was now considered a “peripheral diplomatic guideline,” elevating it as a 
policy goal.59

Two years after Hu’s landmark speech, China outlined the concept of a 
“Community of Common Destiny” in a White Paper that focused on China’s 
foreign policy. The discussion of the term provided insight into what China’s 
order-​building would mean in practice. China’s preference was for an Asia where 
others were dependent on China economically and divorced from US alliances 
militarily, and the concept was defined in such terms. On the economic and in-
stitutional side, China said the “Community of Common Destiny” was a state 
of being “interconnected” and “intertwined”; on the security side, it defined it 



170	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

as being against the “Cold War mentality,” which generally refers to the United 
States and its Asian alliances.60 The phrase then reappeared in Hu’s 2012 18th 
Party Congress Political Report.61 In some early cases, the term was initially ap-
plied to Taiwan, but the context indicates a similar logic: in both cases, China 
could constrain the agency of others by enmeshing it within China’s economy 
and separating it from the United States.

Xi Jinping took power after that address, and over the next year, he con-
tinued the elevation of “peripheral diplomacy.” In a June 2013 speech and later 
in an important essay released shortly after in the People’s Daily, Xi’s Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi stated that “peripheral diplomacy was the priority direction” 
[周边方向] for Chinese foreign policy, language that had previously never been 
used.62 He declared that China would provide “public goods,” and he outlined 
a program for greater Chinese focus on the region in arenas spanning from eco-
nomic cooperation to multilateral institutions to regional hotspots and military 
affairs. These inducements were conditional, Wang Yi noted in his essay: “For 
those neighboring and developing countries that have long been friendly to China 
and have arduous tasks for their own development,” China would “better con-
sider their interests.”

The next month, President Xi held an unprecedented Work Forum (座谈) 
on Peripheral Diplomacy and used it to elevate the concept and link it formally 
with the “Community of Common Destiny,” the clearest expression of China’s 
new focus on building regional order. Xi even titled the meeting “Let the Sense 
of the Community of Common Destiny Take Deep Root in Neighboring 
Countries,” making clear that China’s end goal for peripheral diplomacy was for 
its neighbors to subscribe to Beijing’s “Community of Common Destiny.”63 The 
meeting marked China’s first major foreign policy work forum since Hu Jintao’s 
2006 Work Conference (会议), and it also marked China’s first ever work forum 
on the subject of peripheral diplomacy. It was clearly intended to coordinate 
grand strategy in the periphery: it included all the major foreign policy actors 
and every member of the Politburo Standing Committee, and the official Xinhua 
readout declared that “the main task of this conference” was “to determine the 
strategic objectives, guidelines, and overall layout of diplomatic work for periph-
eral countries for the next five to ten years, and to clarify the thinking and imple-
mentation plans for resolving the major problems and issues facing neighboring 
country diplomacy.”64

Xi stressed that his focus on the periphery was a continuation of past 
policy and was linked to the “diplomatic political guidelines” made at the 18th 
Party Congress under the Hu administration. The effort had long been cen-
trally coordinated. “The CCP Central Committee,” he noted, “had actively 
defined, planned, and carried out a series of major diplomatic initiatives for 
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peripheral countries.”65 Like Hu before him, Xi also stated that China’s “be good 
to neighbors and do good with neighbors” principle was a “fundamental periph-
eral diplomatic guideline.” But Xi also went much further than any other leader 
by stressing that “China’s diplomacy in this area [i.e., the periphery] is driven by 
and must serve the Two Centenary Goals and our national rejuvenation,” an-
other sign of the shift in the focus of peripheral diplomacy from combating the 
China threat theory to order-​building, as well as its importance to China’s grand 
strategic focus.66 In a powerful sign that the region was now the focus of China’s 
grand strategy, Xi offered an alternative to “hide and bide” that built on Hu’s 
“Actively Accomplishing Something.” This phrase, “Striving for Achievement,” 
was explicitly linked to “promoting peripheral diplomacy.”67

Xi also made clear what this meant in practice: China would “take actions that 
will win us support and friendship” and “in response, we hope that neighboring 
countries will be well inclined towards us, and we hope that China will have a 
stronger affinity with them, and that our appeal and our influence will grow.”68 
The hope for greater influence within the region, and the coordinated strategy 
to achieve it, is explicit in these documents and represents a marked contrast 
from the previous era’s focus on blunting US power and ad hoc gestures of reas-
surance. Here now was a comprehensive regional program. As one People’s Daily 
online article noted shortly after Xi’s landmark 2013 meeting, “the conference 
raised peripheral diplomacy to the level of national rejuvenation in its impor-
tance.”69 It further noted that “the high specificity of the meeting” on peripheral 
diplomacy was “extremely rare.”70 Another People’s Daily article called periph-
eral diplomacy a Chinese “grand strategy.”71 Months later, in a review of some of 
that year’s developments, Wang Yi wrote, “China has broken new ground in its 
neighborhood diplomacy” and “has given greater importance to neighborhood 
diplomacy in its overall diplomatic agenda.”72 As evidence of the elevation of pe-
ripheral diplomacy, he cited that Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang’s first visits overseas 
after taking office were to neighboring countries, that they had met the heads of 
twenty-​one neighboring countries in less than a year, that Xi had participated 
in regional organizations, and that the Party had “held the first conference on 
neighborhood diplomacy since the founding of the PRC.”73 Peripheral diplo-
macy was indeed the “priority direction.”

The next year, China held the 2014 Central Foreign Affairs Work Forum 
meeting, a meeting held only four times in history and generally during periods 
of transition. This meeting was more general than the 2013 Work Forum on 
Peripheral Diplomacy; the fact that the neighborhood was once again the focus 
is quite revealing. At this meeting, Xi elevated the periphery over other focuses 
for Chinese strategy. In most Party addresses on foreign policy, when Chinese 
leaders discuss areas of focus, they have always listed them hierarchically with 
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great powers coming first as the “key,” the periphery coming second as the “pri-
ority,” and the developing world coming third. Xi’s important speech changed the 
order, putting the periphery first for the first time ever, a subtle but highly signifi-
cant change in the formulaic templates of many of these addresses.74 The official 
readout of Xi’s speech declared his desire to “turn China’s neighborhood areas 
into a community of common destiny,” and a detailed write-​up had him stressing 
that China must “forge a peripheral Community of Common Destiny.”75 This 
ordering was repeated in some subsequent addresses, such as Li Keqiang’s 2014 
Work of the Government Report—​another critical policy setting address.76 In 
it, Li Keqiang stated that “the diplomatic work in the periphery has entered a 
new phase.” Although this ordering of peripheral diplomacy over priorities is not 
consistently applied in all speeches, it nonetheless continues in many, and even 
if the phrase “peripheral diplomacy” is not used, the “Community of Common 
Destiny” framework often gets pride of place relative to other concepts. For 
example, in Xi’s 19th Party Congress address, the foreign policy section of the 
speech was even titled after the concept and its discussion of the “Community 
of Common Destiny” came before a discussion of great power relations, which 
again suggests a shift on the ends of Chinese grand strategy to a focus on the pe-
riphery. Similarly, Yang Jiechi has sometimes put peripheral diplomacy ahead of 
the great powers.77

Party texts also make clear that this focus on China’s neighborhood would 
be buttressed by a series of economic, institutional, and security initiatives 
that would help change the region’s view of China. Indeed, these steps 
would, in Xi’s words, “interpret the Chinese Dream from the perspective of 
our neighbors” and would even “let a sense of common destiny take root,” 
one based on the understanding and acceptance of China’s centrality to 
the region’s affairs.78 As a part of these efforts, the Community of Common 
Destiny became a mainstay of Xi’s speeches abroad, especially at each of 
China’s major economic, institutional, and security initiatives. For example, 
in his 2013 speech to the Indonesian Parliament that famously announced 
the BRI, Xi Jinping mentioned the phrase five times.79 Then, in his 2013 
speech announcing the AIIB, the concept was brought up again.80 In 2014, 
at his speech assuming chairmanship of CICA, he brought up the term while 
putting forward a New Asian Security Concept that was both part of the 
“Community of Common Destiny” and also critical of US alliances.81 Xi even 
made the “Community of Common Destiny” the main theme of the 2015 
Boao Forum.82 China’s 2017 White Paper on Asian Security Cooperation 
acknowledged that “Chinese leaders have repeatedly elaborated on the con-
cept of a community of common destiny on many different occasions” and 
went on to note that “China is working to construct a community of common 
destiny . . . in Asia and the Asia-​Pacific area as a whole.”83 In each of these 
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speeches, Xi situated infrastructure investments, new financial instruments, 
and new security institutions respectively as efforts promoting this concept, 
demonstrating a regional focus that differs dramatically from the previous 
focus on the United States.

Peripheral Diplomacy and China’s Global Rise

Leading Chinese foreign policy commentators observed that peripheral diplo-
macy and order-​building through a “Community of Common Destiny” had 
been elevated over a focus on the United States. They also believed consolidating 
regional hegemony under the banner of “Community of Common Destiny” was 
essential to China’s ultimate global rise. Liu Zhenmin, vice foreign minister for 
foreign affairs, pulled these themes together succinctly in an essay he wrote in 
2014. “For China to realize its dream of national rejuvenation, it first needs to ac-
quire identification and support from other Asian countries and to tie the dream 
of the Chinese people with those of the Asian nations.”84

In a piece published on the People’s Daily website, Professor Jin Canrong 
of Renmin University said he had observed a major strategic shift: “We often 
say that ‘the great powers are the key [关键], and the periphery is the pri-
ority [首要].’85 Although the ‘key’ and ‘priority’ are important in diplomatic 
positioning, in the practice of diplomacy, peripheral diplomacy often ranks 
second in the encounter with great power relations. However, in this conference, 
China has released to the outside world that in the future diplomatic practice, 
‘periphery’ and ‘great power’ are equally important.”86 Building was at least as 
important a strategy now as blunting.

Meanwhile, others like Yan Xuetong saw the US focus and the peripheral 
focus not at parity, but with the latter eclipsing the former.87 “The significance 
of China’s peripheral or neighboring countries to its rise is growing more im-
portant than the significance of the United States,” he noted, which meant 
that China was elevating the periphery over its past focus on dealing with US 
pressures.88 “The nature of a country’s rise is to catch up with the most powerful 
country in the world, and the more powerful country can only be an obstacle 
to the rising country and cannot become its supporter, and this has created a 
structural contradiction between the United States and China.” Because of this, 
he argued, “China had long believed that as long relations with the United States 
are handled well, China could reduce U.S. restraints on China’s rise . .  and there-
fore the United States should be regarded as the ‘highest priority’ [重中之中].” 
This view, which resembles a blunting strategy, eventually gave way to building, 
and Yan argued for putting the periphery above the United States: “For the rise 
of China, it is more important to strive for the support of many neighboring 
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countries than to reduce the prevention efforts of the United States,” and China 
could emphasize projects like the BRI, which Yan said was part of the “strategy 
for consolidating the rise of our country” and the “foundation for establishing 
a Community of Common Destiny” at the regional level. Indeed, “The rise of 
great powers is a process in which a country first becomes a regional power and 
only then can become a global one,” and China’s elevation of “neighboring coun-
tries as the top priority of diplomacy will help prevent the danger of running 
before you can walk” and focus China on Asia instead of dragging China into 
quagmires outside of its region.

Others also echo these views. Xu Jin and Du Zheyuan from the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences note, “The importance that China places on its rela-
tions with its neighbors will surpass that accorded to China-​US ties. The Working 
Conference illustrated that neighboring states will become the priority focus 
of Chinese diplomacy.”89 They go on to argue that “the Chinese government 
realizes that for a state to rise, it must first rise in the region to which it belongs. 
If it cannot establish a favorable regional order, building good relations with a 
distant country will be of limited use.”90 When Xi Jinping states that peripheral 
diplomacy is necessary for national rejuvenation, these scholars believe that he 
is essentially saying that it is necessary to become a global superpower: “The 
so-​called great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation is actually the equivalent of 
becoming a superpower. The term is by no means a new one, but China has been 
quiet about the extent to which it will accomplish such rejuvenation.”91

Similarly, Chen Xulong, who leads the international and strategic studies 
department at the China Institute of International Studies, wrote that “a good 
periphery is vital for China to be a global power . . . and will serve as a spring-
board for China to go global.” The emphasis on it marked a departure from the 
past: “China will not be able to make progress in tackling these challenges [in the 
periphery] just by keeping a low profile [Tao Guang Yang Hui]. Instead, it must 
take initiative in creating a favorable periphery.”92 Professor Wang Yizhou from 
Peking University made the same point. “It is obvious that China’s new thinking 
about periphery diplomacy demonstrates its shifting position away from a pas-
sive, disadvantageous diplomacy of the past era,” Wang argued, and movement 
toward “leadership in shaping the security structure in Asia.” The evidence was 
in official formulations. “New wording alerts all concerned to this major shift” in 
China’s foreign policy, Wang argued.93

As this section’s review makes clear, since the Global Financial Crisis, China 
has dramatically increased its emphasis on the periphery and the creation of a 
regional “Community of Common Destiny” as a strategic focus, and consider-
able textual evidence suggests this focus has even superseded China’s blunting 
strategy centered on the United States. This shift was accompanied by a formal re-
vision in China’s main strategic guideline, and we turn now to examine that shift.
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Ways—​Departing from Deng

On July 23, 2010, Yang Jiechi was in Hanoi for a meeting of the ASEAN Regional 
Forum. The first foreign minister born after the founding of the People’s Republic 
of China in 1949, Yang was an exemplar of the newly professionalized Chinese 
diplomatic corps. After the Cultural Revolution, which saw Yang sent to toil at 
the Pujiang Electricity Meter Factory, he landed a rare spot as a trainee at the 
MFA in 1972.94 There, he focused on studying English, and five years later, the 
twenty-​seven-​year-​old Yang was assigned to serve as translator and host to fu-
ture president George H. W. Bush on a sixteen-​day tour of Tibet. “Yang was with 
us the whole time,” recalled James Lilley, a member of the delegation and later 
ambassador to China; “we hit it off with him right away.”95 Yang befriended the 
Bush clan, launching an unlikely decades-​spanning friendship that both Bush 
and Beijing at times deployed at sensitive moments in US-​China relations—​one 
that also catapulted Yang’s career forward. During his time as host to the Bush 
clan, Yang was even given an affectionate nickname by the future president’s en-
tourage. “We nicknamed him ‘Tiger’ because he was, in fact, just the opposite,” 
Lilley recalled, “kind and decent.”96

That affable and charming side of Yang’s personality, however, seemingly 
disappeared at the 2010 ASEAN Regional Forum after Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton criticized China’s South China Sea claims. Yang stormed out of the 
meeting for an hour. When he returned, he delivered a thirty-​minute rebuttal 
in which, according to US and Asian accounts, he accused the United States of 
anti-​China plotting, questioned Vietnam’s socialist credentials, and threatened 
Singapore. Then he delivered a famous line that seemed to capture China’s new 
diplomacy: “China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and 
that’s just a fact.”97

Yang’s tone shocked many in the region. Yang was an experienced diplomat 
with a light touch even in tense moments, and China was a great power that 
had long used the ARF to reassure others and not reproach them. The marked 
shift in both Yang’s demeanor and in China’s regional policy hardly seemed ac-
cidental. And indeed, it was not. Both coincided with a shift in China’s strategic 
guidelines—​one that, in the wake of the Global Financial Crisis, moved China 
away from “hiding capabilities and biding time” to “actively accomplishing 
something,” with China now laying the foundations for regional order-​building.

For decades, in speeches by Deng, Jiang, and Hu, China’s adherence to “hiding 
capabilities and biding time,” or Tao Guang Yang Hui, was explicitly linked to 
perceptions of China’s relative power. That linkage means that when China’s per-
ception of power changes, so too would its commitment to Tao Guang Yang Hui.
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As this chapter’s introduction outlined, China’s departure from Tao Guang 
Yang Hui began nearly a year after the Global Financial Crisis in Hu Jintao’s 
speech to the 11th Ambassadorial Conference. There, in language strikingly 
different from past ambassadorial addresses—​and after announcing favor-
able trends in the progression of multipolarity and the international balance of 
power—​he announced a revision in Chinese grand strategy. In his speech, Hu 
offered a new Chinese doctrine, which was to “uphold Tao Guang Yang Hui, 
and Actively Accomplish Something.”98 At first blush, this might appear to be 
continuity with past policy. But Hu’s formulation had departed from Deng’s by 
adding the word “actively,” and he then proceeded to elevate the adjusted term 
to a “strategic guideline.” This decision, announced at a major foreign policy con-
clave, meant that the inclusion of the word “actively” was not a rhetorical twist 
but a fundamental shift in strategy, though one taken with fidelity and defer-
ence to Deng’s original formulations. This may appear subtle, but two Chinese 
scholars—​Chen Dingding of Jinan University and Wang Jianwei of the University 
of Macao—​argue that “the significance cannot be underestimated. According to 
scholars and officials who are familiar with the top decision-​making processes, 
to ‘proactively get some things done’ [i.e., Actively Accomplish Something] is 
the emphasis of the new strategy.”99 And that emphasis likely shaped Yang’s be-
havior at the ARF.

The relationship between “Tao Guang Yang Hui” and “Accomplishing 
Something” is at first not evident to casual observers, in part because it is rooted 
in Chinese Communist Party ideological jargon. But once that jargon is prop-
erly understood, Hu’s call to “Actively Accomplish Something” is revealed as far 
more than a minor semantic shift. Deng’s initial formulation of “Tao Guang Yang 
Hui” had not been explicitly rooted in Marxist dialects—​that is, the strategy was 
posited in its own terms as a standalone approach for Chinese behavior. But in 
speeches in 1995 and 1998 by Jiang, Tao Guang Yang Hui was put in an explic-
itly dialectical relationship with the term “Accomplishing Something,” which 
was itself already part of Deng’s original admonition.100 This formulation was 
echoed by former Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing, who stated in his memoirs 
that “ ‘Tao Guang Yang Hui’ and ‘Accomplishing Something’ have a dialectical 
relationship.”101

What does this mean? In Marxist theory, a dialectical relationship is gener-
ally one between two opposing concepts or forces. For example, up and down 
are opposites, but because one cannot exist without the other, they constitute 
a dialectical unity. Despite this unity, the two sides of a dialectical relationship 
are not necessarily balanced (which would result in stasis) and one side may be 
stronger than the other. From this perspective, putting “Tao Guang Yang Hui” in 
a dialectical relationship with “Accomplishing Something” is profoundly impor-
tant ideologically and means that these two concepts were viewed essentially as 
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opposites. And while China could not “one-​sidedly stress one of these concepts” 
to the complete absence of the other, as Li Zhaoxing had cautioned, it could 
nonetheless emphasize one half of this dialectic. Indeed, in Jiang’s 1995 speech, 
which referred to Deng’s precept as “Tao Guang Yang Hui, Accomplishing 
Something,” he argued essentially that China should follow Tao Guang Yang 
Hui but accomplish things where possible, stressing the first half of the formula-
tion.102 “We have the conditions to ‘Accomplish Something,’ ” Jiang noted, “but 
when I say ‘Accomplish Something’ here I mean that only those things that we 
must do or that we can do are the things that we should do, and we must not try 
to do everything. We cannot go beyond our reality in trying to do things” on the 
international stage.103

In understanding which side of the dialectic to stress, Jiang clarified in a later 
speech, the “key is grasping the [international] structure,” which in the Party 
refers to multipolarity and the international balance of power.104 When that struc-
ture changed, China would stress a different part of the dialectic. Indeed, when 
President Hu then emphasized “Actively Accomplishing Something” in 2009 
after the Global Financial Crisis and revised the nearly twenty-​year-​old guide-
line, the addition of the word “actively” suggested that it was time to emphasize 
one aspect of the dialectical relationship—​the accomplishment part—​and that 
in turn called for an increasingly assertive foreign policy. In that same speech, Hu 
stated that Tao Guang Yang Hui and “Actively Accomplishing Something” were 
“part of a dialectical unity” but also that “they are not opposed [对立],” which 
seems paradoxical since dialectics are based on oppositional relationships.105 
Hu was not saying these concepts were not opposites but rather that they were 
not part of an “oppositional unity” [对立统一], a key concept in dialects. The 
meaning of these phrases and their important distinctions are spelled out au-
thoritatively in the Dictionary of Philosophical Concepts published by the Party 
Education Press, which goes into detail on Chinese Communist Party dialec-
tics.106 An “oppositional unity” is a clear-​cut pair of mutually exclusive opposites; 
in contrast, a “dialectical unity” is a less concrete and more abstract pair of 
opposites with some possibility of overlap. To translate this into concrete terms, 
Hu’s claim that Tao Guang Yang Hui and “Actively Accomplishing Something” 
are a “dialectical unity” and not an “oppositional unity” is a statement that these 
two concepts are not in a binary relationship but have a spectrum between them. 
In other words, even as China pursued “Actively Accomplishing Something,” Hu 
is saying that it could nonetheless retain some aspects of its opposite concept, 
“Tao Guang Yang Hui.” Hu’s subsequent elaboration that Tao Guang Yang is 
not so extreme as to “unduly humble one’s self and exercise complete passivity” 
and Actively Accomplishing Something is not so extreme as to “arrogantly show 
one’s abilities or to do everything and stop at nothing” serves to accentuate the 
point.107 In moving toward Actively Accomplishing Something, Hu noted, China 
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is more actively “using our country’s growing overall national strength and inter-
national influence to better safeguard our country’s interests” and moving away 
from Tao Guang Yang Hui, which by contrast Hu saw as a strategy for China to 
“avoid becoming the focus of major international conflicts and to avoid falling 
into the whirlpool of conflict and confrontation so as to minimize the external 
pressures and resistance to China’s development.”108 From the Cold War to the 
Global Financial Crisis, China stressed the self-​restraining Tao Guang Yang Hui 
part of the dialectic and sought to blunt “external pressure.” After the Cold War, 
China stressed the more proactive “Actively Accomplishing Something” part of 
the dialectic and sought to become more assertive, especially within the region.

Hu’s 2009 language about “Actively Accomplishing Something” stands in 
stark contrast to the more passive language in his 2006 address that featured an 
extended section encouraging China to avoid “speaking too much” and taking 
leadership.109 Instead, Hu argues in 2009 that “China must proceed from a stra-
tegic height” and “strive for greater action in international affairs,” including “as-
suming international responsibilities and obligations that are compatible with 
China’s national strength and status and giving play to China’s unique construc-
tive role,” though concern about a U.S.-​China so-​called “G-​2” or major interna-
tional responsibilities still remained.110

The departure from Deng that was marked by Hu’s 2009 speech was made even 
more explicit under Xi Jinping. In an important 2013 address laying out China’s 
new “Great Power Diplomacy” [大国外交], Wang Yi appeared to explicitly re-
ject Tao Guang Yang Hui in favor of “Actively Accomplishing Something.” “Today, 
China is already standing under the world’s limelight,” Wang argued, drawing a 
contrast in his terminology with Deng’s suggestion to “hide the light” under Tao 
Guang Yang Hui. Wang declared that, accordingly, China would pursue a “more 
proactive diplomacy” that involved undertaking new responsibilities.111 Indeed, 
Wang Yi used the phrase proactive, active, or actively at least thirteen times in 
the speech, establishing a clear link to Hu’s “Actively Accomplish Something” 
and demonstrating consistency across administrations.112 For his part, Xi has 
not mentioned Tao Guang Yang Hui at all in any of his Party speeches—​the first 
paramount leader since Mao to never use the phrase. And at his 2013 meeting 
on peripheral diplomacy, Xi appeared to convert Hu’s “Actively Accomplish 
Something” into his signature phrase “Striving for Achievement” [奋发有为], 
marking the first time the phrase appeared in foreign policy. “We must strive for 
achievement in promoting peripheral diplomacy,” Xi declared, “we must work 
hard for a good periphery for our country’s development, and we must make 
sure our country’s development brings benefits to peripheral countries and 
achieves shared development.”113 The driving focus of China’s new assertiveness, 
Xi made clear, was to exercise greater influence and foster greater connectivity 
within China’s region.
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Underpinning this stark contrast with the previous era is a shift in China’s 
sense of self. The “Striving for Achievement” framework is closely related to the 
Party’s concept of “great power diplomacy” [大国外交], which has changed as 
China views itself as more powerful. This concept referred initially to China’s 
relations with other powers, but Wang Yi’s 2013 speech “Exploring Great Power 
Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics” demonstrated that China is itself now 
the great power and needs a diplomacy commensurate with its new status. This 
view was then legitimized by President Xi Jinping, who echoed the same senti-
ment in his 2014 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference: “China must have its 
own great power diplomacy . . . we must enrich and develop the concept of our ex-
ternal work so that it has distinctive Chinese characteristics, Chinese style, and 
China’s dignified bearing.”114 Indeed, as Yan Xuetong notes, “the term of ‘major 
country’ [i.e., great power] no longer refers to foreign powers but ‘to China it-
self.’ ”115 And as Xu Jin and Du Zheyuan write, “Guiding other states will replace 
the policy of ‘never taking the lead,’ which is a policy suitable for weak states, or a 
policy that signals weakness. . . . China needs to be more assertive and proactive, 
to take a stand more often, and to take on greater responsibility.”116

In sum, Tao Guang Yang Hui was the way for China to achieve the end of 
a reduced risk of US-​led containment. After the Global Financial Crisis, this 
strategy was no longer seen as necessary; instead, “Actively Accomplishing 
Something” and “Striving for Achievement” became the way for China to 
achieve the end of greater regional influence through a strategy that openly seeks 
to bind China’s neighbors to it more tightly, offer an alternative to US balancing 
and alliances, and pursue China’s regional and territorial interests more force-
fully. As with the shift in ends and ways, the new strategy also entailed a marked 
shift in means.

Means—​Instruments for Building

As the preceding sections make clear, China’s new strategy was not abstract, 
and high-​level speeches make clear how the strategy would be translated into 
specific instruments of statecraft. In Hu’s important 2009 11th Ambassadorial 
Conference speech, he elaborated on what “Actively Accomplish Something” 
and China’s new assertiveness meant in concrete terms. Fundamentally, it meant 
significant and coordinated changes in China’s political, economic, and military 
behavior, all with an eye toward proactively reshaping the region. With respect 
to China’s political behavior, Hu declared that China “must more actively par-
ticipate in the formulation of international rules” and institutions, anticipating 
the eventual creation of AIIB and leadership of CICA.117 On economic issues, 
he declared China “must more actively promote the reform of the international 
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economic and financial system” and proposed robust infrastructure investment 
as a part of this.118 “In particular,” and anticipating the later BRI, Hu declared 
that “we must actively participate in and vigorously promote the construction 
of surrounding highways, railways, communications, and energy channels in 
the periphery to form a network of interconnected and interoperable infrastruc-
ture around China.”119 And on militarized territorial disputes, Hu declared that 
China “must more actively promote the resolution of international and regional 
hot-​spots related to China’s core interests . . . strengthen our strategic planning, 
make more offensive moves [先手棋], and actively guide the situation to de-
velop in a favorable direction.”120 This assertive language essentially called for 
taking the initiative and resolving disputes on China’s terms and was a sharp 
departure from Hu’s language at the 2006 Foreign Affairs Work Forum, where 
he declared in a discussion of China’s core interests that “for issues that do not 
impede the overall situation, we must embody mutual understanding and mu-
tual accommodation so that we can concentrate our efforts on safeguarding and 
developing longer-​term and more important national interests.”121 “More ac-
tive” involvement would require different military capabilities, especially those 
oriented toward sea control and amphibious operations rather than the sea de-
nial of blunting.

Xi’s efforts to elevate Peripheral Diplomacy and create a “Community of 
Common Destiny” essentially build on the foundation Hu laid in in his 2009 
speech.

First, on institutional and economic issues, Xi has been clear in multiple 
speeches that major Chinese leadership efforts, like the BRI and the AIIB, are 
part of his strategy for creating a “Community of Common Destiny” and are 
core parts of “peripheral diplomacy,” which in turn is necessary for national 
rejuvenation. His speeches at the Indonesian Parliament and in Kazakhstan 
announcing BRI, and his speeches before APEC announcing AIIB, all make this 
linkage clear. As discussed earlier, Xi made the theme of the entire 2015 Boao 
Forum “Asia’s New Future: Towards a Community of Common Destiny” and 
mentioned these same instruments as essential. And at the 2017 BRI Forum, 
Xi was explicit on these linkages, stating that all parties to BRI would “continue 
to move closer toward a Community of Common Destiny for mankind. This 
is what I had in mind when I first put forward the Belt and Road Initiative. It is 
also the ultimate goal of this initiative.”122 In short, these are the economic and 
institutional means at the heart of China’s grand strategy to build regional order.

In contrast to public speeches, Xi’s Party speeches have been more explicit 
about how these instruments will boost China’s regional influence, particularly 
his address to the 2013 Work Forum on Peripheral Diplomacy that presaged the 
maturation of AIIB, BRI, and other major regional initiatives.123 In that address, 
and on the economic side, Xi proposed offering public goods and facilitating 
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mutual interdependence, both of which would “create a closer network of 
common interests, and better integrate China’s interests with [neighbors], so 
that they can benefit from China’s development.”124 He explained precisely how 
China would do this. “We must make every effort to achieve mutually benefi-
cial reciprocity,” Xi declared, “We have to make overall plans for the use of our 
resources . . . [and] take advantage of our comparative strengths, accurately 
identify strategic points of convergence for mutually beneficial cooperation 
with neighbors, and take an active part in regional economic cooperation.”125 
In practical terms, he stated, “we should work with our neighbors to speed up 
connection of infrastructure between China and our neighboring countries” 
and explicitly listed the BRI and AIIB as tools to do so.126 In addition, Xi wanted 
to “accelerate the implementation of the strategy of free trade zones” and to put 
“our neighboring countries as the base,” another sign of the elevation of the pe-
riphery.127 New investment as well as active interlinkage between Chinese border 
regions and neighbors was also essential. The overall objective, Xi stated, was “to 
create a new pattern of regional economic integration,” one that he declared mul-
tiple times would be linked closely to China.128 Left unstated was that the active 
cultivation of this kind of asymmetric interdependence would give China great 
freedom of maneuver and potentially constrain its neighbors as well.

Second, on security issues, Xi appears to see multilateral organizations as a 
means to create the “Community of Common Destiny” with a diminished role 
for US alliances. In his 2013 Peripheral Diplomacy Work Forum address, Xi 
declared boldly that “a new outlook on security is required” for Asia and that, to 
provide it, China “must develop a comprehensive security strategy with neigh-
boring countries.”129 Similarly, at the institutional level, Xi was clear that goals 
for regional influence would require Beijing to “actively participate in regional 
and sub-​regional security initiatives.”130 These remarks anticipated China’s high-​
profile efforts to use its chairmanship of CICA to put forward its own pan-​Asian 
vision of Asian security architecture, where Xi urged Asian states to create a 
Community of Common Destiny and put at its center a detailed New Asian 
Security Concept of “common, comprehensive, cooperative, and sustainable 
security.” As Chapter 9 discusses, that four-​pronged concept explicitly called 
external alliances into question and suggested Asian states were responsible 
for Asia’s affairs.131 For example, Xi’s address at the “Community of Common 
Destiny”-​themed 2015 Boao Forum stated unequivocally that “to build a com-
munity of common destiny, we need to pursue common, comprehensive, co-
operative and sustainable security. . . . As people of all countries share common 
destiny and become increasingly interdependent . . . the Cold War mentality 
should truly be discarded and new security concepts be nurtured as we explore 
a path for Asia that ensures security for all, by all and of all.”132 And in a sec-
tion of the 19th Party Congress Political Report discussing the Community of 
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Common Destiny, Xi declared that achieving it would require “common, com-
prehensive, cooperative, and sustainable security,” and he called for all states to 
“resolutely reject the Cold War mentality and power politics, and take a new ap-
proach to developing state-​to-​state relations with communication, not confron-
tation, and with partnership, not alliance.”133 Multilateral organizations, then, 
are seen as a critical instrument for rewriting regional norms on Asian security, 
enhancing China’s leadership, and reducing the US role. Speaking broadly about 
the power of these norms, Xi suggested in his 2013 Work Forum on Peripheral 
Diplomacy address that “we must embrace and practice these ideas, so that they 
will become the shared beliefs and norms of conduct for the whole region.”134

Military instruments were a tool for achieving greater regional influence, in-
cluding through intensified security ties with neighbors, influence on resolving 
territorial disputes, and the provision of public security goods. Regarding ties 
with neighbors, Xi’s calls for a “Community of Common Destiny” often stress 
the importance of China expanding security cooperation with Asian neighbors. 
In a 2013 address, Wang Yi linked “cooperation in traditional and non-​traditional 
security fields” and expanded “defense and security exchanges with neighbors” 
as part of this effort.135 With respect to public security goods, China’s rhetoric in 
CICA is clear that China views itself as a future public security provider. China’s 
anti-​piracy missions are an element of this, but so too are more ambitious fu-
ture plans. For example, Chinese Defense Minister Wei Fenghe announced that 
China was “ready to provide security guarantees for the One Belt, One Road 
project,” a sign that the Community of Common Destiny may involve the pro-
vision of public security goods by the Chinese military.136 Finally, China has 
toughened its position on territorial disputes after the 2008 Global Financial 
Crisis beginning with Hu’s own 11th Ambassadorial Conference Address. That 
strong rhetoric has continued into the present, with Xi Jinping promising in his 
2017 address to the NPC that “not one inch” of territory would be separated 
from China.137

In sum, statements by Hu and Xi—​as well as their various ministers—​strongly 
suggest that political, economic, and military tools were coordinated together 
to advance China’s peripheral diplomacy and its “Community of Common 
Destiny.” Hu’s decision to emphasize “Actively Accomplishing Something” over 
“Tao Guang Yang Hui” in 2009 reshaped Chinese grand strategy and was the 
driver behind the “new assertiveness” so many detected in China’s post–​Global 
Financial Crisis conduct. Some of the most tangible manifestations of this new 
strategy were in the military domain as China began to build carrier battlegroups, 
amphibious vessels, and overseas facilities—​a development we now turn to in 
the next chapter.
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“Make More Offensive Moves”
Implementing Military Building

“In 2009, China put forward the idea and plan for building aircraft 
carriers. This indicates China has entered the historical era of building 
itself into a maritime great power.”1

—​China’s State Oceanic Administration, 2010

For much of his life, the “father of China’s Navy” had never seen the sea. Liu 
Huaqing grew up in the mountains, fought with the Communists at the age of 
fourteen, went on the Long March, and served with distinction as an officer in 
the People’s Liberation Army. It was not until February 1952, when the thirty-​
six-​year-​old Liu was summoned to Beijing and informed to his apparent sur-
prise that he would be made deputy political commissar of the newly created 
Dalian Naval Academy, that he forged what he called his “indissoluble bond with 
the sea.”2

At the time, the PLA had virtually no navy. It had been focused on guerrilla 
warfare for decades, so when Liu reported to the academy, he soon found out 
most of the cadets and staff had never spent much time on the open ocean. Only 
a small handful had been allowed field training, and that was on a rented mer-
chant boat propelled by sails, to the amusement of both the students and staff. 
Liu made it a priority to improve the school’s field training: the next year, he 
set out with the trainees for a few weeks on an actual naval vessel—​ironically, a 
decommissioned American Navy ship built before the Second World War. “This 
was the first time in my life I’d gone to sea,” Liu wrote in his memoirs, and it went 
far from smoothly. “Old sailors and students accustomed to sea life don’t fall sea-
sick easily,” Liu recounted, “but although I was a veteran soldier, I was hardly a 
veteran sailor.” The father of the Chinese Navy, along with most of his trainees, 
spent much of the journey vomiting.3
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Decades later, China’s Navy is modern, professional, and capable. It has moved 
from its early reliance on sailboats and decommissioned US vessels to now rival 
the United States within the Indo-​Pacific in quantitative and increasingly quali-
tative terms, a credit to Liu’s dedication and leadership. Liu’s brief stint at Dalian 
had set him up for a long career focused on naval affairs, and not long after his 
fateful sea outing, Liu left China to study at the Soviet Union’s Voroshilov Naval 
Academy for four years to get the training so few in China had. He then rose rap-
idly to become the longest-​serving commander of the People’s Liberation Army 
Navy, the vice chairman of China’s Central Military Commission, and then a 
member of China’s ruling Politburo Standing Committee.

Liu’s great dream was a carrier-​centric navy focused on sea control to safe-
guard China’s overseas interests. His legacy when he retired, however, was a 
submarine-​centric navy focused on sea denial to prevent US military interven-
tion in the waters near China. Liu’s push for aircraft carriers had been repeat-
edly overruled, as Chapter 4 discussed, because Chinese leaders were focused 
on blunting the American military threat, and that mission was better accom-
plished with asymmetric weapons like submarines than more vulnerable assets 
like carriers—​which might even frighten China’s neighbors and push them to-
ward the United States. Liu dutifully oversaw the construction of that asym-
metric navy, but he nonetheless resolved that “if China does not build an aircraft 
carrier, I will die with my eyelids open [不搞航空母舰，我死不瞑目].”4 Liu 
died in 2011, one year before China launched its first aircraft carrier. But by then, 
the reorientation of China’sNavy he had long hoped for toward sea control, the 
blue-​water, and aircraft carriers was already underway.

This chapter discusses that reorientation.5 It argues that when the Global 
Financial Crisis struck and reduced China’s assessment of US power, Chinese 
grand strategy shifted. A focus on blunting American power gave way to one 
focused on building the foundations for China-​led order within Asia. The mil-
itary component of this grand strategy was critical. Chinese writers knew that 
the mines, missiles, and submarines so useful in denying US operations or in-
tervention as part of China’s blunting strategy were less useful for a strategy to 
build order by assembling enduring military leverage over China’s neighbors. 
These kinds of assets could not on their own seize or hold distant islands or 
waters, safeguard sea lines of communication, allow China to intervene in the 
affairs of its neighbors, or provide public security goods. For that, China needed 
a different force structure, one better suited for sea control, amphibious warfare, 
and power projection. China’s leaders, as Liu’s own writings suggest, had long 
wanted such a structure but had felt constrained in pursuing it, and had largely 
postponed those plans by making minimal, unthreatening investments in such 
a force structure. The crisis largely lifted those constraints, and China emerged 
from it more confident in itself, less impressed with US power and resolve, and 
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more convinced that the 1990s-​era fears that its frightened neighbors would 
encircle China were a product of past circumstances and not the emerging re-
ality before them. And so, shortly after the crisis, China significantly stepped 
up investments in constructing aircraft carriers, more capable surface vessels, 
amphibious warfare capabilities, and even overseas bases—​all while building 
facilities in the South China Sea and increasing its territorial assertiveness.

To make this argument, this chapter follows an approach discussed in 
Chapter 4 and analyzes authoritative Chinese texts and four key dimensions of 
China’s behavior. These dimensions include what China acquired and when (ac-
quisition); how China thinks it might fight (doctrine); how and where China 
deploys its military (force posture); and how China prepares to fight (training). 
A focus on texts and these key dimensions of behavior can help us test competing 
theories explaining China’s military investments and behavior.

As this chapter demonstrates, the best explanation for China’s military beha-
vior after the Global Financial Crisis is that Beijing sought capabilities to more 
effectively deal with its neighbors in the Indo-​Pacific so it could create the mil-
itary foundations for regional hegemony—​all as part of a broader post-​crisis 
grand strategy to build regional order.

Other prevailing explanations that assume China would emulate the 
capabilities of others under most circumstances (diffusion, adoption capacity), 
or that powerful vested interests shaped China’s behavior (bureaucratic politics), 
or that it was focused primarily on the US threat (blunting) fail to adequately ex-
plain the shift in its behavior. As we will see, none of these explanations can ac-
count for why China waited to acquire capabilities it could have acquired sooner, 
nor can China’s concern over the US threat explain why it pursued capabilities 
that would be uniquely vulnerable to the US military. The best explanation 
for China’s investments in carriers, more capable surface vessels, and overseas 
facilities is that these capabilities were part of an effort at building order across 
the region.

Chinese Military Texts

Chinese authoritative and pseudo-​authoritative texts demonstrate shifts in 
Chinese military strategy after the Global Financial Crisis. Admittedly, there are 
limitations to this approach: many of the materials available for the 1980s or 
1990s are not available for the last decade, and while the memoirs and selected 
works of several Central Military Commission (CMC) vice chairmen whose 
terms ended as late as 2002 are available, not a single volume is available for any 
who served after that period. Those sources that do exist—​primarily speeches 
by senior leaders and White Papers—​suggest that the Global Financial Crisis 
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was followed by a decision by Beijing to pursue a building strategy. This would 
lead it to invest in capabilities that would enable it not merely to blunt American 
power but to project power, launch amphibious invasions, intervene in the Indo-​
Pacific to protect overseas interests, and provide what it called “public security 
goods.”

A Shift in Strategy

After the Global Financial Crisis, it appears that top Chinese leadership decided 
to reorient Chinese grand strategy toward building order in China’s periphery, 
especially by expanding its regional influence and securing China’s sovereignty 
and overseas interests. Signs of that shift were occasionally detectable even 
earlier, for example, when Hu Jintao told the PLA to prepare for “New Historic 
Missions” including greater overseas involvement, but texts and behavior alike 
show a more significant movement in this direction was initiated by the Global 
Financial Crisis. In general, Chinese sources emphasize two reasons for a shift 
in strategy: (1) a desire to better protect China’s maritime rights and interests; 
and (2) a desire to protect China’s expanding overseas interests, particularly in 
the Indo-​Pacific.

First, in President Hu’s 2009 Ambassadorial Conference address—​which 
linked China’s strategic adjustment to the Global Financial Crisis—​this mili-
tary shift is clear. It was in that speech that Hu revised Tao Guang Yang Hui by 
encouraging “Actively Accomplish Something,” and he made clear that some of 
the areas of greater activism would be territorial: China “must more actively pro-
mote the resolution of international and regional hot-​spots related to China’s 
core interests, and regarding the issues concerning our core interests, we must 
strengthen our strategic planning, make more offensive moves [先手棋], and ac-
tively guide the situation to develop in a favorable direction.”6 This assertive 
language essentially called for taking the initiative and resolving disputes on 
China’s terms. In contrast, at the 2006 Central Foreign Affairs Work Forum, Hu 
had softer language on core interests: “for issues that do not impede the overall 
situation, we must embody mutual understanding and mutual accommodation 
so that we can concentrate our efforts on safeguarding and developing longer-​
term and more important national interests.”7 In an articulation of the new ap-
proach in 2010, as the last chapter outlined, Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi told 
Southeast Asian states concerned about its claims in the South China Sea that 
“China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and that’s just 
a fact.”8

Hu’s focus on proactively resolving China’s territorial disputes and securing 
its overseas interests was further emphasized by President Xi, who, like Hu, 
suggested a subtle shift away from peace and development. In a 2013 Politburo 
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Study Session on the concept of “Peace and Development,” Xi Jinping declared 
in stark language that “We love peace and adhere to the path of peaceful devel-
opment but we cannot give up our country’s legitimate rights and interests, and 
we cannot sacrifice the core interests of the country.”9 Xi repeated this same 
language verbatim at another Politburo Study Session that year in a session on 
“the construction of maritime power” in reference to China’s maritime sover-
eignty.10 China needed to “prepare to deal with various complex situations,” 
he said of various territorial disputes, and it would be “necessary to coordinate 
maintaining stability with safeguarding rights,” that is, to strengthen the pro-
tection of China’s sovereignty short of war.11 In particular, “China needed to 
make sure that the protection of maritime rights and interests was matched 
with the enhancement of China’s comprehensive national strength.”12 As China 
got stronger—​as it had after the Global Financial Crisis—​Beijing would take 
a correspondingly firmer line on territorial disputes. In 2014, when Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi was asked about China’s new assertiveness, he answered, 
“We will never bully smaller countries, yet we will never accept unreasonable 
demands from smaller countries. On issues of territory and sovereignty, China’s 
position is firm and clear.”13

Second, China’s focus was not only on territorial disputes but increasingly 
on overseas interests, particularly the resource flows across the Indo-​Pacific on 
which China’s economy depended. The 2008 Defense White Paper was the first 
to note that “struggles for strategic resources,” an oblique reference to oil, were 
intensifying and that the PLAN needed to develop the ability to operate in “dis-
tant waters” [远海].14 Then, beginning in 2009, Hu elevated a focus on these 
“overseas interests” in his 2009 Ambassadorial Conference address. While Hu 
had also mentioned these in his 2004 Ambassadorial Conference address, the at-
tention they received in 2009 was far more significant and indicated an elevation 
of their importance and linked their protection with growing Chinese strength. 
He specifically mentioned overseas interests at the beginning of his speech, 
noting that as China grew more powerful, it would have more overseas interests, 
and that “the greater the expansion of overseas interests” the more “pressure and 
resistance” China would face.”15 In a departure from previous addresses, he listed 
“persisting in safeguarding China’s overseas interests and strengthening the ca-
pacity building of rights protection” as an enumerated task for China’s foreign 
policy and devoted an entire section of his speech to it. For the first time in any 
major speech, Hu declared that “overseas interests have become an important 
part of China’s national interests.”16

This perspective was sustained in the transition to Xi’s administration. In 
2012, China’s Defense White Paper began by explicitly stressing the importance 
of China’s overseas economic interests in a way previous papers had never be-
fore. The 2013 White Paper was the first with its own subsection on “protecting 
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overseas interests,”17 which it defined as “overseas energy resources” as well 
as “strategic sea lines of communication.” The paper noted that these interests 
were becoming “increasingly prominent” in China’s security situation and that 
“the security risks to China’s overseas interests are on the rise.” Xi Jinping often 
stressed these themes too, including in a 2014 speech: “The maritime channel 
is China’s main channel for foreign trade and energy imports. Safeguarding the 
freedom and safety of maritime navigation is of vital importance to China.”18 
Then, the 2015 White Paper listed “safeguarding the security of China’s overseas 
interests” as one of the eight “strategic tasks” of the military. China previously 
used “comprehensive tasks” [总任务] and “comprehensive goals” [总目标] 
to indicate its objectives, so the identification of overseas interests as a “stra-
tegic task” was important.19 The White Paper defined overseas interests as “en-
ergy and resources, strategic sea lines of communication (SLOCs), as well as 
institutions, personnel and assets abroad.” It also listed specific threats to the 
“security of overseas interests,” which included “international and regional tur-
moil, terrorism, piracy, serious natural disasters and epidemics.” The paper also 
stressed how serious these threats were, finding that the vulnerability of China’s 
overseas interests “has become an imminent issue.”

As China’s strength grew relative to the United States, it became possible and 
even increasingly important for China to attend to its territorial and overseas 
interests. To accomplish this goal, China needed to lay the foundations for a 
wider range of military missions that would help it build regional order.

A Building Strategy

As part of China’s building strategy after the Global Financial Crisis, Beijing 
began to emphasize the importance of maritime power. China’s past force struc-
ture largely optimized for blunting American power would be inadequate to hold 
or seize the islands and waters China claimed, to intervene overseas to protect 
Chinese interests, to police the SLOCs upon which China depended, or to pro-
vide the region public security goods that would burnish China’s leadership 
credentials.

As the subsequent cases illustrate, Chinese political and military texts have 
for decades made clear what capabilities China believed were necessary for 
securing its regional interests—​that is, what instruments were needed for its 
building strategy. These doctrinal texts, as well as speeches from top leaders 
ranging from Zhou Enlai to Liu Huaqing, all make clear that aircraft carriers as 
well as surface vessels capable of anti-​submarine warfare (ASW), anti-​air war-
fare (AAW), mine countermeasures (MCM), and amphibious warfare (AMW) 
would all be essential in contingencies involving the East and South China Seas, 
the Taiwan Strait, the Korean Peninsula, and the protection of overseas Chinese 
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interests and resource flows.20 In other words, as the cases demonstrate, the de-
cision to focus on such capabilities was not the result of changing beliefs about 
their efficacy or changing financial situations, but primarily about changed po-
litical circumstances and the new strategy they produced.

After the Global Financial Crisis, China stressed that to achieve its maritime 
security interests, it needed to increase its investments in sea control platforms—​
especially in blue-​water capabilities that it had deliberately neglected. In short, a 
different kind of naval investment was needed for a building strategy. The State 
Oceanic Administration, which plays an important role in developing civilian 
and military components of China’s maritime strategy, indicated that a strategic 
shift occurred around this time. While China had set ambitious goals in 2003 
for building maritime power and encouraged the PLAN to take “new historic 
missions” abroad in 2004, it was only in 2009 that they began to execute them. As 
the report notes, “In 2009, China put forward an idea and plan for building aircraft 
carriers. This indicates China has entered the historical era of building itself into a 
maritime great power.” It went on to argue, “The period 2010–​2020 is a key histor-
ical stage for achieving this strategic mission, and the goal is to strive to become a 
medium-​sized maritime great power [中等海洋强国] during this period.”21

A few years later, China’s 2012 Defense White Paper was the first to argue that 
“China is a major maritime as well as land country,” emphasizing a renewed focus 
on regional maritime challenges and a continued reorientation of the PLA in 
that direction. It argued that China needed to acquire “blue-​water capabilities,” 
consistent with a building strategy and a reversal from its past deprioritization 
of carriers and blue-​water surface vessels during its blunting phase. It stated that 
“securing the country’s peaceful development” was a “sacred mission,” an ob-
jective that required a more active role in the Indo-​Pacific. That same year, in 
Hu’s 18th Party Congress Work Report, he declared for the first time in such 
an address that China’s leadership needed to “build China into a maritime great 
power” [海洋强国] and “resolutely safeguard China’s maritime rights and 
interests.”22 China’s blue-​water focus was official.

That focus was also accentuated in subsequent documents. For example, 
Xi’s 2013 Politburo Study Session on building Chinese “maritime power” was 
convened to discuss China’s maritime strategy and included senior officials 
from the State Oceanic Administration’s Institute of Ocean Development 
Strategy who were responsible for developing it. In his address to the Politburo, 
Xi stressed that the focus on improving China’s maritime power was part of a 
broader plan dating back to Hu Jintao: “The 18th Party Congress put forward 
an important plan for building China into a maritime great power. The imple-
mentation of this important plan is of great and far-​reaching significance . . . for 
safeguarding national sovereignty, security, and development interests” and “for 
achieving the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” Xi said that Beijing must 
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“promote building China into a maritime great power to continuously realize 
new achievements.” Unsurprisingly, Xi repeatedly stressed the need to “improve 
China’s ability to protect its maritime rights and interests.”23 Premier Li Keqiang 
made the same point in his Report on the Work of the Government the next 
year, adding that “the seas are our valuable national territory.”24 Some time later, 
in a visit to a major shipbuilder, Xi stressed, “The marine industry is related to 
the survival and development of the nation, it is related to the rise and fall of the 
country. It meets the requirements of building maritime power.”25

China’s Defense White Papers continued to highlight this new strategy. 
China’s 2015 Defense White Paper stated that “the traditional mentality that 
land outweighs sea must be abandoned, and great importance has to be attached 
to managing the seas and oceans and protecting maritime rights and interests.” 
It also noted that “it is necessary for China to develop a modern maritime mil-
itary force structure commensurate with its national security and development 
interests” and to “safeguard its national sovereignty and maritime rights and 
interests, protect the security of strategic SLOCs and overseas interests.” In 
short, China would need to build itself into a maritime power.

This objective had direct operational implications and constituted a funda-
mentally different military with substantially different requirements, the White 
Paper noted:

In line with the strategic requirement of offshore waters defense and 
open seas protection, the PLA Navy (PLAN) will gradually shift its 
focus from “offshore waters defense” to the combination of “offshore 
waters defense” with “open seas protection,” and build a combined, 
multi-​functional, and efficient marine combat force structure. The 
PLAN will enhance its capabilities for strategic deterrence and coun-
terattack, maritime maneuvers, joint operations at sea, comprehensive 
defense and comprehensive support.

An official commentary by one of the drafters of the White Paper elaborated on 
this point: “The key to safeguarding the safety of overseas interests is achieved 
through . . . international peacekeeping, offshore escort, joint anti-​terrorism, 
joint military exercises, overseas evacuation, and international rescue opera-
tions.”26 China would need to invest more in power projection platforms like 
aircraft carriers and surface vessels to realize this vision, and that is indeed what 
we see in the cases discussed in this chapter.
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Aircraft Carriers

It seems preposterous that a basketball player who spent twelve years playing for 
the Guangzhou Military Region’s team would be at the center of China’s efforts 
to obtain an aircraft carrier. But Xu Zengping, the man now called a “national 
hero” and a “red capitalist” by many, was the critical middleman in an effort 
by PLA officials to purchase the Varyag—​an incomplete hull from the Soviet 
Union’s most advanced operational carrier class that had been left languishing in 
a Ukrainian shipyard. Over the last decade, Xu has gradually revealed his role in 
an acquisition that gave China its first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, as well as the 
critical blueprints for more carriers that followed.

Xu joined the PLA in 1971 and left to go into business in the 1980s, founded 
a trading company that he claims made him wealthy, and then moved to Hong 
Kong with his wife—​a basketball player on China’s national team who once 
played alongside Yao Ming’s mother.27 Roughly a decade later, Xu encountered 
PLAN Vice Admiral He Pengfei, who wanted Xu to serve as the military’s in-
termediary in the Varyag purchase and met with him personally over a dozen 
times. “I was totally convinced and moved by him when he held my hand and 
said: ‘Please do me a favor—​go and buy [the carrier] and bring it back for our 
country and our army,’ ” Xu later recounted in an interview with the journalist 
Minnie Chan.28 PLA intelligence chief Major General Ji Shengde—​who later 
tried to steer hundreds of thousands of dollars to US political candidates in the 
late 1990s—​was the “real boss” in the effort, according to Xu. He “personally 
endorsed my planning and gave me a lot of support and professional advice.”29 
In March 1997, Xu signed on to the effort.

To avoid Western opposition to the purchase—​and given China’s own re-
luctance to depart from the “hiding capabilities and biding time” guideline 
with a flashy public carrier acquisition that could frighten others—​Xu and his 
colleagues knew they had to deceive the world about Xu’s wealth, intentions, and 
government connections. Ironically, they did so with Chinese government sup-
port. Almost immediately after signing on, Xu got to work cultivating an image 
as an outlandish tycoon who wanted to use the carrier to build a floating casino 
in Macao. In June that year, his company sponsored a famous publicity stunt 
to mark the handover of Hong Kong to China, which saw Taiwanese daredevil 
Blackie Ko drive a car over the Hukou Waterfall on the Yellow River.30 Then, in 
August, Xu set up a Macao shell company, the Agência Turistica e Diversões 
Chong Lot, and spent nearly $1 million acquiring documents from Macao that 
would authorize a floating casino.31 Next, Xu bought one of the most expensive 
villas in Hong Kong for almost $30 million. “In the very beginning, I needed to 
try every means to let the outside world believe the deal was just a pure personal 
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investment,” Xu recounted, “The most simple way was to buy the most luxurious 
home in the city because Western countries didn’t believe Beijing would give me 
money to buy a villa.”32 The purchase of the villa was part of an elaborate decep-
tion, so Xu posed for magazine spreads that featured him well dressed and in sty-
lish thick-​framed glasses reclining next to his wife in a gilded and garish luxury 
interior.33 Xu also noted that funds flowed into his effort from a variety of murky 
sources. For example, he sold “equity positions” in one of his shell companies to 
a Chinese SOE for $30 million, and acknowledged later that “All the transfers 
were done in an accounting firm in Beijing, not in Hong Kong or Macao, be-
cause we couldn’t let the outside world know there was a state-​owned com-
pany involved in the deal.”34 He also received funds from China’s state-​owned 
Huaxia Bank.35 And some wealthy Hong Kong individuals also helped capitalize 
the effort, with one providing some $30 million to him that year “without any 
guarantee” requested.36 Xu used the funds to set up an office in Kiev, and quite 
tellingly, one in Beijing too. He hired roughly a dozen shipbuilding and naval 
experts to help with the deal, including Xiao Yun—​then the deputy head of the 
PLAN air force’s armament department—​who retired as a civilian so he could 
lead Xu’s Beijing office.37 Former CMC officials served as intermediaries be-
tween Xu and the PLA to ensure some plausible deniability.38

After putting together a cover story, financing, and offices, Xu went to Kiev. 
From October 1997 to March 1998, Xu worked hard to close the deal. One 
winter day, he was even allowed to stroll atop the desolate, rusted, and incon-
gruously snow-​covered carrier deck. Xu wore a white button-​down shirt and a 
formal brown vest—​and somewhat discordantly—​a billowy bright yellow ski 
jacket from The North Face with matching pants. “It was the first time I had ever 
been on a carrier and I was overwhelmed [by its size].”39 Over the following 
months, Xu paid millions in bribes and kept the Ukrainian sellers liquored up in 
the evenings. “I felt that I was soaking in liquor back then,” Xu remembers, “In 
the critical four days, I brought them more than 50 bottles [of Erguotou, a 100-​
proof Chinese liquor]. But I still felt I had the energy to do it and was always able 
to keep a sober mind because my drinking was goal-​directed; the Ukrainians 
were drinking to get drunk.”40 A deal was struck to sell the carrier for $20 million, 
but Xu wanted more than the carrier itself, he also wanted the blueprints and 
the engines—​which were of course hard to justify given his nominal plans for 
a floating casino. “The blueprints were more precious than the aircraft carrier,” 
he told himself at the time, “and they must be bought together.”41 Eventually, the 
Ukrainian side relented and offered up the forty-​five tons worth of documents 
that later proved invaluable in China’s refit of the Varyag and in the construction 
of its own carriers. As for the engines, which were far more advanced than an-
ything China could manufacture, both sides of the deal suggested publicly that 
they had already been removed. As Xu put it, “the engine removal [reports] were 
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all cover stories to confuse the Western countries.”42 The engines were in actu-
ality still on the ship, Xu recounted, and they were “brand new and carefully 
grease-​sealed” and now powered China’s first carrier.43 With the deal completed, 
Xu’s next task was transporting the carrier to the Dalian shipyards—​a process 
that took four years given delays in obtaining transit permissions from Turkey to 
cross out of the Black Sea through the Bosporus. This time, public Chinese gov-
ernment intervention was necessary. Jiang Zemin visited Ankara in April 2000, 
promised market access for Turkish goods, and then agreed to some twenty 
safety conditions and a $1 billion insurance guarantee to secure the vessel’s pas-
sage.44 In March 2002, the Varyag’s long voyage out of Ukraine ended in Dalian.

But then an even longer voyage started. It would be seven long years be-
fore serious work would even begin on the Varyag to turn it into an operational 
aircraft carrier. All of China’s clever deceptions, careful planning, diplomatic 
maneuvering, and staggering expenditures (over $120 million spent on the ac-
quisition in total) ended anticlimactically in a long period of waiting. The carrier 
acquisition was an investment in a future blue-​water force. But for China, still 
wary of antagonizing the United States and its neighbors, that future had not yet 
arrived.

After the Varyag docked in Dalian, Jiang and Hu both reportedly visited it the 
next year. But in lieu of authorizing a major refit of the carrier that would make 
it operational, they instead merely supported a series of studies on refurbishing 
that took place from 2004 to 2005.45 When the final studies were completed, 
the CMC signed off on them and the Varyag was then towed into a berth in the 
Dalian Shipyard, where it was cleaned, repainted, sprayed with anti-​corrosion 
coating, and then underwent basic repair to preserve the hull.46 The work ended 
in December 2005, and Varyag was then promptly left alone for the next sev-
eral years—​or what some Chinese sources call “three years of stillness”—​and 
no major work was done.47 Some reports suggest work may have been done on 
the carrier’s interior, but China was not ready to incur the political and strategic 
costs of a carrier program, so any major refurbishment that would be detect-
able by foreign governments could not take place. Indeed, as late as 2008, a 
spokesman for China’s Commission on Science, Technology, and Industry for 
National Defense (COSTIND) told the public that major construction had not 
begun.48

It was not until after the Global Financial Crisis that work on the carrier began 
in earnest.49 This was part of an official adjustment of China’s grand strategy ac-
cording to the State Oceanic Administration, which was charged with developing 
its maritime component. Their 2010 report made the shift clear: “In 2009, China 
put forward an idea and plan for building aircraft carriers. These indicate China 
has entered the historical era of building itself into a maritime great power.”50 
Some accounts based on interviews with Chinese military sources indicate that 
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China’s carrier program was approved at an expanded meeting of the Politburo 
in April 2009, and that the decision was previously fraught because of fears 
“that it would fan concerns in neighboring nations about the Chinese military 
threat.”51 A month after this rumored Politburo meeting, in May 2009, the car-
rier was towed into a new berth, the project was given a new director (Yang Lei), 
an agreement was signed with the Dalian Shipyards, the carrier’s original Soviet 
pennant and ship’s name were finally removed, and major work began shortly 
thereafter.52 The refit took roughly fifteen months from 2009 until late 2011.53

Around this same time, China began planning construction of its own indig-
enous carrier (Type 002) based on the Varyag’s blueprints—​possibly as early 
as 2009. Planning began in 2013, construction in March 2015, and sea trials in 
2018.54 A third Chinese carrier (Type 003) has been under construction since 
2015 and is expected to have a flattop rather than a ramp as well as an electro-
magnetic catapult.55 Additional carriers in this Type 003 line are expected, based 
on the informal assessments of PLAN officials. Finally, a fourth nuclear-​powered 
carrier class (Type 004) has been under development, with plans accidentally 
leaked by the China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation (CSIC).56 In sum, the 
acquisition timeline shows the post-​crisis shift to a carrier-​based navy was rapid, 
with China promptly ending decades of constraints on its carrier program and 
working so furiously that within a decade it had two completed carriers, one 
near completion, one more under construction, and nuclear-​powered carriers 
in planning.

This raises an important puzzle: why did China essentially launch its carrier 
program in 2009? As Chapter 4 demonstrated, the answer has less to do with 
China’s ability to build and acquire carriers than one might suspect, nor was the 
delay about bureaucratic resistance since top officials within the military and on 
the Politburo Standing Committee supported the program. None of these can 
explain China’s shift on carriers in 2009.

Others suggest that China’s pursuit of a blue-​water navy was motivated by 
nationalism or perhaps changing views on carrier utility, but both explanations 
are inadequate for the same reason—​China has long seen carriers as essential 
to regional contingencies. If status were the driving motivator and not China’s 
strategic interests, then the Party could have pursued a barely functional show 
carrier and refurbished it for military service (like Brazil and Thailand) when its 
legitimacy was most in doubt after Tiananmen Square. It consciously did not do 
so then, refusing to even purchase the Varyag because of the political risk, and 
three other carriers it purchased (the HMS Melbourne, the Minsk, and the Kiev) 
were either scrapped or converted into parks and hotels rather than entered into 
service.57 Since then, China’s carrier ambitions have gone far beyond what status 
might require: Beijing is building four to six carriers, attendant carrier battle 
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groups, replenishment infrastructure, and overseas facilities—​all of which per-
manently alters China’s force structure.

The most defensible explanation for this course of action is also the 
simplest: Beijing has understood for more than fifty years that a carrier and blue-​
water PLAN would help it accomplish strategic goals, particularly in its home 
region. As early as 1970, Xiao Jingguang, the first commander of the PLAN, had 
said, “the Chinese Navy needs aircraft carriers: if a fleet is active in the open sea 
without an aircraft carrier, there is no air supremacy, and without air supremacy, 
there is no victory.”58 In 1973, Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai linked carriers to 
China’s maritime sovereignty: “Our Nansha and Xisha Islands are occupied 
by the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam); without an aircraft carrier, we 
cannot put China’s Navy at risk [by] fighting,” as China’s Navy would be left “to 
fight just with bayonets.”59 Senior PLAN officials continued to hold this view 
years later. In November 1986, Liu Huaqing was part of a “naval development 
strategy study group” that included “military and civilian leaders as well as re-
nowned experts” from all over the government. “From the perspective of what 
was needed to protect China’s maritime rights and interests, recover Nansha and 
Taiwan, and deal with other strategic circumstances,” he noted in his memoir, 
the members “recommended constructing an aircraft carrier.”60 Liu further 
argued that, without an aircraft carrier, it would be difficult to secure Chinese 
interests with surface vessels alone. The next year, he told the PLA General Staff, 
“when thinking about maritime formations, we had only considered destroyers, 
frigates, and submarines; after further research, we realized that without air 
cover, there was no way these formations would be able to fight outside the ra-
dius of shore-​based combat aircraft,” and that even within the range of shore-​
based aircraft (e.g., a Taiwan scenario), air cover would simply not reach quickly 
enough in times of crisis.61 Liu wrote that the PLA General Staff generally agreed 
with his report and escalated the question of carrier acquisition, all of which 
suggests that at least as early as 1987, a Chinese focus on narrower local op-
erational contingencies stressed the need for an aircraft carrier. This perspec-
tive persisted after the Cold War too. In 1995, Liu in a high-​level meeting on 
aircraft carriers stated, “Defending the South China Sea, peacefully reuniting 
with Taiwan, safeguarding maritime rights and interests—​all require aircraft 
carriers.”62 As China’s dependence on overseas resource and commodity flows 
increased in the early 1990s, the need for carriers that could venture into the 
Indian Ocean increased too.

If the change in China’s carrier ambitions was not the result of changes in 
China’s capabilities, bureaucratic politics, status anxieties, or assessments of car-
rier utility, then what was it? The answer lies in China’s grand strategy. Although 
Beijing understood that carriers would be useful against neighbors in local 
conflicts and in exercising sea control, these goals did not fit into China’s blunting 



196	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

strategy. Beijing authorized studies and planning for a future carrier force but 
waited to launch the program until the timing was right. After the 2008 Global 
Financial Crisis, the timing had improved markedly, and China now focused on 
“actively accomplishing something” rather than merely “hiding capabilities and 
biding time.” Accordingly, China began to openly build the foundations for re-
gional hegemony, which meant prioritizing conflicts with neighbors and being 
able to exercise sea control, pursue amphibious landings, and patrol SLOCs. In 
pursuit of these capabilities, Beijing was no longer as concerned about the costs 
of alarming its neighbors or the United States. For these reasons, a larger carrier-​
based navy was a strategic objective whose time had come.

The most persuasive objection to this argument is that China’s plans for a 
carrier were proceeding according to a fixed modernization timeline that was 
largely divorced from grand strategy. From this perspective, the decision to 
launch a carrier program in 2009 was a product of chance that had nothing to do 
with the Global Financial Crisis or the shift in grand strategy; carrier construc-
tion is complex and requires a long lead time, and a program is unlikely to launch 
in 2009 in response to an event that occurred in 2008.

This is a powerful argument, but it is not necessarily true. For example, even 
as China kept a low profile in the 1990s and early 2000s, it was ensuring its car-
rier program would have a running start once the decision to proceed was made. 
To that end, China’s leaders commissioned research on carrier aviation, invested 
in relevant carrier technologies, launched a state-​backed effort to acquire the 
Varyag, intervened politically to bring it through the Bosporus, authorized study 
of its blueprints, prepared a plan to upgrade the Varyag, and even began a few 
training programs for future carrier aviation. This preparation meant that China 
could promptly launch the program once the strategic conditions were favor-
able. Moreover, most preparatory steps China took were taken quietly, and there 
was a clear and firm limit to what China was willing to authorize. Before the 
Global Financial Crisis, Beijing had stopped far short of taking more explicit 
steps that could alienate others: it did not move the carrier into a new (and vis-
ible) berth for major refurbishment, give the Varyag a PLAN designation, or 
even commit to one (let alone four) carriers. All those steps would have to be 
taken if China were to launch a blue-​water fleet, but because China refused to 
take them, its carrier program was stalled.

That delay in carrier development was not set according to some technocratic 
modernization timeline, but was instead likely political and shaped largely by 
grand strategic considerations for a few reasons. First, as Chapter 4 and this case 
study have indicated, Party elites feared alienating China’s neighbors and the 
United States and repeatedly delayed the program in the past at the highest levels, 
with Jiang Zemin pushing back against a full carrier program and authorizing 
only preliminary research. Second, if China were preparing a carrier according to 
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a fixed modernization timeline, it seems difficult to dismiss as mere coincidence 
the fact that the timeline for launching the carrier program happened to fall on 
2009—​the year China revised its grand strategy—​and not some other year. 
Moreover, the aggressive refurbishment and construction timeline established 
in 2009 came after years of relative quiet, suggesting again that China was not 
following a preset, fixed timeline. Third, China did not just begin refurbishing 
the Varyag in 2009, it began openly pushing more carriers too, which again 
suggests carrier modernization was not proceeding according to a set timeline 
but was shaped by strategic adjustment. Fourth, as discussed previously, author-
itative documents from the State Oceanic Administration indicate that 2009 was 
a key year when China’s political leadership made major decisions about the car-
rier program, and other sources suggest that the program was authorized by the 
Politburo in 2009.

In sum, China avoided building an aircraft carrier despite its manifest ability 
and strategic interests in doing so because it was pursuing a blunting strategy and 
knew carriers would send the wrong signal to the United States and to China’s 
neighbors—​all while remaining extremely vulnerable to attack. After the 2008 
Global Financial Crisis, China began to emphasize building regional order. It no 
longer felt the need to constrain itself for fear of rattling Washington or the wider 
region. The capabilities that carriers were known for were now fully in line with 
China’s own strategic objectives, which leaned increasingly toward enforcing 
maritime sovereignty and cultivating the ability to intervene regionally. And so, 
China entered the ranks of carrier-​fielding great powers.

Surface Vessels

China’s strategic adjustment after the Global Financial Crisis did not involve only 
a new focus on aircraft carriers—​it also involved wider changes to its surface 
fleet. Beijing understood that capabilities like amphibious warfare (AMW), anti-​
submarine warfare (ASW), anti-​air warfare (AAW), and mine countermeasures 
(MCM) made possible the kinds of missions China wanted to accomplish as 
part of a strategy to build regional order. But for decades, these capabilities were 
not a priority: Beijing instead prioritized anti-​surface warfare (ASuW). This 
raises a puzzle: why did China systematically prioritize ASuW capabilities over 
other major capabilities among its surface combatants for two decades, and why 
did it then change course after 2008? This section argues that China’s shift from 
a blunting to a building grand strategy accounts for the changes in its surface fleet. 
It explores the shift across China’s (1) main surface combatants; (2) MCM 
vessels; and (3) AMW investments.
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Main Surface Combatants

As one review notes, in the 1990s and 2000s China’s main surface combatants 
were “carrying very capable anti-​ship missiles” even as many continued to have 
“limited AAW and ASW capabilities.”63 Time and again, China deliberately 
upgraded anti-​surface capabilities useful for blunting American power while 
delaying investment in anti-​air and anti-​submarine capabilities needed for the 
kinds of sea control, SLOC protection, or amphibious missions needed for 
building regional order—​even though it could have pursued them. It was not 
until it shifted to a building grand strategy that this state of affairs changed.

Skeptics might disagree that shifts in grand strategy explain these decisions 
and point to adoption capacity explanations instead. They would argue that 
overinvestment in anti-​surface warfare and underinvestment in anti-​air and 
anti-​submarine warfare was due simply to the fact that the latter capabilities are 
more financially or organizationally challenging. But the picture is more com-
plex upon further analysis. Indeed, China did not invest in anti-​surface war-
fare simply because it was easier or cheaper; rather, it thought it was necessary. 
Chinese analysts have long written of Soviet strategies to use missile saturation 
attacks against US carriers: “should [US carriers] simultaneously face a threat 
from all sorts of guided missile launch platform combat groups, their opera-
tional response can only be to make greatest use of their own technical superi-
ority to . . . destroy the enemy one by one,” which would fail.64 Similarly, a book 
on cruise missiles published by China’s Academy of Military Science explicitly 
noted that “an aircraft carrier . . . will undoubtedly be the main target in future 
sea battles” and the focus of cruise missile strikes.65 Chinese sources suggest that 
if missiles are employed in a saturation attack, a US carrier battle group would 
likely be unable to reverse these unfavorable ratios.66 Accordingly, one authori-
tative US estimate counted China fielding seven times as many of these missiles 
as the US Navy within the region.67

The focus on anti-​surface warfare was apparent in China’s surface vessel ac-
quisition decisions. China’s first post–​Cold War destroyers, the Luhu class, had 
vastly better anti-​surface weaponry than their predecessors (the capable YJ-​83) 
but nonetheless retained their significantly outdated anti-​submarine mortars 
and anti-​air systems (the HQ-​7).68 In 1997, China introduced the Luhai, which 
was stealthier and had better propulsion but which retained the anti-​aircraft 
weaponry of its predecessor, had only modestly improved anti-​submarine weap-
onry (torpedoes and helicopters, which were too limited in number), and pos-
sessed no advances in detection capabilities. Most tellingly, China then acquired 
four Sovremenny class destroyers from Russia, which were outfitted for anti-​
surface warfare with Sunburn/​Moskit missiles considered “more capable than 
any antiship cruise missile in the US inventory” and designed for use against US 
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carrier battle groups.69 And yet, these new vessels also featured anti-​submarine 
capabilities similar to China’s own and only modestly superior anti-​air weapons 
that were essentially “point defense weapons” with a 15 nautical mile range.70 
China then began experimenting with new destroyer models, including the 
Luzhou, Luyang I, and early Luyang II classes all commissioned between 2004 
and 2007, which generally employed poor anti-​submarine technology and point 
defenses for anti-​air warfare. China’s frigate modernization followed a similar 
path, and quite tellingly, China also invested in vast numbers of small missile 
boats that utterly lacked survivability, could field eight impressive YJ-​83 anti-​
ship cruise missiles, and had no meaningful anti-​air warfare and anti-​submarine 
warfare capabilities. For decades, as the Office of Naval Intelligence noted, anti-​
surface warfare continued to be the PLAN’s “core strength.”71

China had the ability to acquire anti-​air and anti-​submarine capabilities had 
they been a priority. For example, with respect to air defense, China’s Luda, 
Luhu, Luhai, Sovremenny, and Luzhou classes all fielded relatively poor point-​
defense systems despite the possibility of importing superior Russian systems. 
It was only with the Type-​52 Luyang DDGs in 2007, and only one variant of it 
in particular (the Type-​52C), that China put a leading air-​defense system, the 
HHQ-​9, on a naval vessel.72 Similarly, with respect to anti-​submarine warfare, 
China continued to field anti-​submarine mortars into the 2010s, even though 
torpedoes were more effective and relatively inexpensive. It was not until 1997 
that China finally built a vessel capable of fielding ASW torpedoes and not 
until 2005 that it had a towed sonar array.73 In contrast, India had fielded ASW 
torpedoes since the 1980s (on its Rajput destroyers and Abhay corvettes) and 
towed sonar arrays since the 1990s (on its Delhi destroyers and Brahmaputra 
frigates)—​suggesting China could have done so too. More broadly, China never 
seriously attempted to purchase Russia’s Udaloy class destroyers, which had ad-
vanced anti-​submarine and anti-​air capabalities and were intended to comple-
ment the anti-​surface warfare capabilities of the Sovremennyy class destroyers 
Beijing did purchase from Moscow.

All this appears to have changed after China shifted to a building strategy. In 
2012, for example, China dramatically improved its AAW and ASW capabilities 
for the first time, with its advanced model of the Luyang-​II. With respect to AAW, 
these boasted an “Aegis-​like” system and marked “the first Chinese warships ca-
pable of the area AAW mission vital to defending the Liaoning.”74 Interestingly, 
this class of vessel was last manufactured in 2005; then, after a hiatus, roughly 
four were made between 2010 and 2012 for the apparent purpose of carrier es-
cort. When this model was finalized, China began building the Luyang-​III, all 
of which are equipped with these advanced ASW and AAW capabilities. What 
is impressive about them, however, is not only the fact that their advanced 
capabilities finally show a PLAN that is embracing missions beyond anti-​surface 
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warfare, but also that it is doing so on a large scale. Indeed, serial construc-
tion began well after the Global Financial Crisis, and an astounding number of 
twenty are planned, with the first commissioned in 2014. This scale of produc-
tion constitutes perhaps the clearest sign of China’s new military strategy. The 
successor to the Luyang-​III, the Type 055 Renhai destroyer, saw simultaneous 
construction on six vessels begin in 2014. The construction of nearly thirty ad-
vanced destroyers with more sophisticated ASW and AAW capabilities is sig-
nificant, and while some of these lines began before the Global Financial Crisis, 
production schedules strongly suggest expansion afterward; moreover, the 
largest lines accounting for twenty-​six destroyers all appear to have begun a few 
years after the strategic shift precipitated by the Global Financial Crisis.

Mine Countermeasures

In any operation in which China expects to project naval power or engage in 
amphibious operations, mine countermeasures (MCM) will be an important 
capability, and a large number of minesweepers a military necessity. This is 
something Chinese military texts have long understood. The 2006 edition of the 
Science of Military Strategy was explicit that China would need to clear sea mines 
near the landing zone in any amphibious operation.75 Similarly, the 2012 edi-
tion of the Joint Campaign Theory Study Guide argued that countermine efforts 
are needed in campaigns involving islands.76 The fact that China nonetheless 
went almost two full decades after the end of the Cold War before investing sig-
nificantly in these capabilities is important and puzzling. It indicates that these 
missions were not priorities when China was pursuing a grand strategy to blunt 
American power. Conversely, the fact that China began investing in MCM after 
the Global Financial Crisis revealed its growing interest in the kinds of opera-
tions needed to build regional order.

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, China’s investments in MCM were surpris-
ingly limited. As Bernard Cole noted in 2010, while China had made a signifi-
cant investment in offensive mine warfare (as Chapter 4 discussed), the PLAN 
had “not made a concomitant investment in the mine-​hunting and-​clearing mis-
sion.”77 For decades, China had only a small number of 1950s-​era mine-​clearing 
vessels, including some twenty-​seven Soviet-​designed T-​43/​Type 010 ocean-
going minesweepers and eight coastal ones, and most of these vessels were an-
tiquated and ineffective, with an estimated 75 percent placed in reserve.78 It was 
not until 2007—​almost twenty-​five years after its first MCM vessel—​that China 
finally introduced a new minesweeper design that could provide both mine-
sweeping and mine-​hunting capabilities (the Wochi class) and replace China’s 
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aging T-​43 fleet.79 By then, Russia had already introduced nearly ten new classes 
to succeed the versions it had sold to China.

Contrary to adoption capacity theories, China’s limited MCM capabilities 
were due not to cost or organizational complexity but to choice. Minesweepers 
are admittedly expensive weapons relative to their tonnage because of their 
passive countermeasures—​including wood and fiberglass hulls and special-
ized propellers that lower magnetic, pressure, and acoustic signatures that 
could trigger mines. Even so, they are still far less expensive than major surface 
combatants. With respect to organizational challenges, minesweeping opera-
tions have been undertaken by China and developing navies since the 1950s. 
While MCM has progressed since then—​and now involves using ship sonar 
(or helicopters) to identify mines and projectiles, divers, and remote-​controlled 
methods to destroy them—​they are not especially complex. Many developing 
countries, including Indonesia, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, have en-
gaged in such operations since the 1990s. Ultimately, China did not need to rely 
on outdated 1950s-​era minesweepers for more than two decades and could have 
built its own or acquired one of Russia’s upgraded models. And indeed, China’s 
approach changed once it shifted to a grand strategy focused on building regional 
order. After building a new class of MCM vessel in the mid-​2000s in limited 
numbers, China then built no other minesweepers until apparently restarting 
production lines after the Global Financial Crisis. Since then it has built several 
advanced MCM vessels. As the Office of Naval Intelligence puts it, Chinese ac-
quisition and training have both changed to reflect an emerging focus on these 
capabilities:

China has also invested heavily in improving its mine countermeasure 
(MCM) capabilities. A number of advanced, dedicated MCM vessels 
have joined the fleet in recent years, including the capable WOCHI-​class 
mine-​hunting ships (MHS) and new WOZANG-​class minehunters 
acting as mother-​ships to the remote-​controllable WONANG-​class 
inshore minesweepers (MSI). China is improving its mine-​hunting 
capabilities with improved SONARs and mine neutralization vehicles. 
Chinese warfare exercises have routinely included both mining and 
mine countermeasure events.80

China’s new focus on MCM is in sharp contrast to its past neglect of this capa-
bility and strong evidence of a change in Chinese strategy.
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Amphibious Warfare

China has always believed amphibious warfare (AMW) capabilities would be 
necessary for operations in East and South China Seas or the Taiwan Strait, as 
well as for other missions essential to building regional order. But for decades it 
made investments far beneath its abilities in both. As Beijing pursued a grand 
strategy to blunt American power, more offensive AMW capabilities were not a 
priority; when China shifted to a strategy intended to build regional order after 
the Global Financial Crisis, AMW became a priority.

With respect to AMW, from its founding until 2010, the PLAN had not 
“constructed a large amphibious force” despite the ability to invest more in these 
capabilities.81 From the late 1980s onward, China made only halfhearted efforts 
to improve its amphibious capabilities. By 2000, the majority of its vessels were 
still incapable of open-​ocean navigation and, of the roughly fifty-​five medium 
to large amphibious vessels it possessed, many were over forty years old and in 
reserve.82 In the mid-​1990s and early 2000s, China began constructing more 
landing and supply ships to replace its outdated vessels, including the Yuting-​I 
and Yuting-​II LSTs, Yunshu class LSMs, and the Yubei class LCUs. These efforts 
are revealing because, as Bernard Cole noted, they were “directed at modernizing 
the amphibious force, but not at significantly expanding its capacity,” with the 
PLAN “still limited to transporting approximately one mechanized division of 
fully equipped troops”—​virtually unchanged from the year 2000.83 It was not 
until the construction of the Yuzhao class LPDs in 2006 that China began to 
acquire significant sealift capacity, though in the decade since China has ac-
quired only four of these vessels. Even then, these LPDs are “relatively lightly 
armed, with just a single 76-​mm gun and four 30-​mm CIWS,” suggesting their 
real value may not be in AMW but in conducting military operations other than 
war, such as disaster relief.84 In addition to vessels, marines are also an important 
component of China’s amphibious capabilities. Although China created a ma-
rine brigade in 1979 and a second one in 1998, with a total marine strength of 
somewhere around 10,000–​12,000 active-​duty soldiers, it did not expand their 
numbers in this period.85

China’s delayed investments in amphibious capabilities cannot be 
explained by adoption capacity theories that indicate the cost or organiza-
tional complexity of these vessels prevented it from acquiring them. Indeed, 
several developing countries of varying technical abilities have built or ac-
quired these vessels, including Algeria, Brazil, Chile, India, Indonesia, Peru, 
the Philippines, Singapore, and South Korea. China’s shipbuilding industry 
was certainly capable of building LPDs well before 2007. And with respect to 
marines, it is clear that standing up or expanding a marine corps is neither par-
ticularly costly nor operationally difficult. Several other countries, including 
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Brazil (15,000 marines), Colombia (24,000), South Korea (30,000), and 
Thailand (20,000), have all had marines for decades, and China too has its 
own limited force of 10,000 marines that it could have expanded. Indeed, 
decades earlier in the 1950s, when an invasion of Taiwan seemed plausible, 
China had nearly 100,000 marines before eliminating the marine corps in 
1957 when US intervention undercut these plans.86 China’s relatively low and 
delayed investment in marines and amphibious capabilities was not about cost 
or complexity but strategy—​these capabilities were simply not necessary for 
blunting American power.

As China shifted to pursue a strategy for building regional order, it began 
major investments in transport craft and amphibious infantry that dramatically 
boosted its lift capacity. China has dramatically increased its number of Type 071 
landing platform docks from only one in 2007 to seven by 2020. While the pro-
duction of these vessels began before the Global Financial Crisis, China appears 
to have expanded its production line. And it was after the Global Financial Crisis 
that China launched production of three enormous Type 075 landing helicopter 
docks, each of which displaces nearly twice as much as the Type 071 LPD, is far 
better armed, and has substantially greater capacity—​including the ability to ac-
commodate thirty helicopters. Together, these ten large amphibious transport 
vessels will give China amphibious assault capabilities second only to the United 
States, and they were all nonexistent ten years ago. In addition, China has signif-
icantly increased the number of its medium-​sized landing vessels; after building 
nine in the 2000s, it then stopped production until after the Global Financial 
Crisis, when it restarted and nearly doubled its production by 2016, with more 
planned. Aside from vessels, China also dramatically expanded its marine corps 
following the Global Financial Crisis after keeping its numbers stable at no more 
than 12,000 for several decades. It doubled the number of marines in 2017 and 
then announced plans to increase the number tenfold above their previous level 
to at least 100,000.87 This is a large number, especially since the entire PLAN 
only has about 235,000 personnel, making the creation of the marine corps a 
service-​transforming decision. As former Navy Commissar Liu Xiaojiang stated, 
the massive increase indicated a focus on “possible war with Taiwan, maritime 
defense in the East and South China seas” and new missions across the Indo-​
Pacific to “the country’s maritime lifelines, as well as offshore supply depots like 
in Djibouti and the Gwadar port in Pakistan.”88 In other words, it was consistent 
with a building strategy focused on securing China’s overseas interests, especially 
in Asia.
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Overseas Facilities and Interventions

Over the last few years, the Chinese public has time and again returned a se-
ries of movies based on virtually the same conceit to the top of the box office. 
These movies—​including Wolf Warrior and its sequel Wolf Warrior 2, Operation 
Mekong, and Operation Red Sea—​feature Chinese military forces swinging into 
action outside China’s borders to rescue overseas Chinese citizens, protect 
Chinese investments, and provide international public goods. China’s military 
provides these movies with some funding, assistance with action set pieces, 
and—​critically—​inspiration too. These films draw their plots from the Chinese 
military’s first forays into protecting its overseas interests, including the evac-
uation of Chinese citizens from Libya and Yemen, its anti-​piracy efforts, as 
well as China’s extradition of a drug kingpin who killed a dozen Chinese citi-
zens in 2011. In Operation Red Sea, for example, a Chinese Gulf of Aden task 
force rescues kidnapped Chinese citizens, stops a nuclear proliferation ring, and 
sails home triumphantly. On the way back, it encounters American vessels in 
the South China Sea and orders them to vacate. As the credits roll, a Chinese J-​
15 takes off from an aircraft carrier—​the former Varyag—​and heads toward the 
interloping American ships.

The public’s unflagging interest in these kinds of movies—​two of them were 
among the three highest-​grossing movies ever in China—​reflects both the 
causes and consequences of China’s quest to become a “maritime great power.” 
A rough overview of China’s greater activism throughout the Indo-​Pacific, 
whether in counter-​piracy missions or on territorial disputes, can be instructive. 
On December 26, 2008, China began dispatching anti-​piracy naval task forces 
to the Gulf of Aden—​with “31 escort fleets, 100 ships, 67 shipboard helicopters 
and more than 26,000 soldiers” dispatched within the first ten years.89 From 
that point forward, its military began regularly using a number of regional 
ports in the Indo-​Pacific for replenishment and resupply. In 2011, China sent 
warships to support the evacuation of 30,000 citizens from Libya. That same 
year, after thirteen Chinese merchant sailors were killed along the Mekong, 
Beijing worked to extradite six suspected foreigners to face consequences in 
China; launched the first ever extraterritorial joint patrols of the Mekong with 
Myanmar, Thailand, and Laos; and even considered a drone strike on an over-
seas drug lord.90 In 2013, China declared an Air Defense Identification Zone 
over the East China Sea. In early 2014, China opened negotiations for its first 
official overseas base in Djibouti under a “security and defense strategic part-
nership” that it signed with the country.91 That same year, it began building and 
then militarizing artificial islands in the South China Sea, a significant departure 
from its previous approach, and constructed airfields, docks, and facilities on 
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them. That move came alongside several precedent-​breaking provocations into 
Japanese-​administered waters in the East China Sea. In 2015, China evacuated 
roughly a thousand citizens from Yemen and then used military helicopters to 
evacuate over a hundred citizens from Nepal. Together, these actions show that 
China was far more willing to act as a “maritime great power” across the Indo-​
Pacific than it had previously been willing to do, which is consistent with the 
shift to a building grand strategy.92

China’s pursuit of this strategy has required not only a navy capable of power 
projection, amphibious operations, sea control, and SLOC patrols—​which 
China dutifully built—​it has also required a departure from two of China’s 
Deng-​era commitments that were once firmaments of a grand strategy of 
blunting: (1) avoiding overseas interventions; and (2) avoiding overseas bases. 
Beginning after the Global Financial Crisis, the call to break from these practices 
grew much louder.

First, with respect to the norm against overseas intervention, General Chen 
Zhou, a former author of many of China’s Defense White Papers, has argued 
in favor of its relaxation. Writing a year after the crisis, Chen observed that 
“whether or not a country can effectively protect its overseas interests . . . is also 
a very sensitive point because it involves the sovereign interests” of others. Chen 
goes on to note that, “historically, before World War I, the international commu-
nity generally recognized the legitimacy of using force to protect the lives and 
property of a country’s overseas citizens,” but that because of China’s “relatively 
weak national power,” he observed, “we completely equated this view with ag-
gression and interference.” Of course, the situation had since changed, and he 
remarked that with “the growth of our comprehensive national power, we must 
protect the safety of our energy resources and transportation passages and pro-
tect the legal rights and interests of Chinese nationals . . . and we must treat this 
as an important aspect of national security.” Intervention in these cases “is the 
right and the power of the state, as well as its responsibility and obligation.” The 
reason this was not a hypocritical retreat from past principle, Chen argued, was 
because China was different from the West. China followed the “five principles 
of peaceful coexistence,” while the West had secured its interests “through wars 
and unequal treaties.” As a result, “our interests enjoy true legality and legiti-
macy,” and the use of force abroad to protect Chinese interests was therefore jus-
tifiable.93 Chen’s tortured logic nonetheless put an intellectual sheen on breaking 
from the principle of non-​interference.

Second, to support its overseas presence and secure China’s interests, including 
the Belt and Road, China has had to break from another principle: avoiding over-
seas facilities. For decades China had promised, not to “station any troops or set 
up any military bases in any foreign country,” language that was even included in 
several of its official Defense White Papers.94 Given China’s past commitments to 
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never establish an overseas “military base” [军事基地], the PLA has used other 
terms to describe the facilities it hopes to establish, including “strategic strong 
points” [海外军事基地], “maritime stations” [海上驿站], “support bases” 
[保障基地], or simply “facilities” [设施], among other euphemisms. After the 
Global Financial Crisis, commentary increasingly began to stress the impor-
tance of these facilities and eventually migrated into authoritative documents. 
Deputy Chief of the Joint Staff Department Admiral Sun Jianguo wrote in Qiushi 
that the 18th Party Congress in 2012 has instructed China to “steadily promote 
the construction of overseas bases,” a process that was likely underway earlier.95 
Moreover, the 2013 Science of Military Strategy argued:

We must build strategic strong points that rely on the mainland, ra-
diate out into the periphery, and go into the two oceans [i.e., Pacific and 
Indian Oceans], providing support for overseas military operations or 
serving as a forward base for the deployment of military forces overseas, 
as well as exerting political and military influence in relevant regions.96

This language makes clear that these facilities are part of a grand strategy of 
building regional order. The next year, Liu Cigui, the former director of the State 
Oceanic Administration that devises China’s maritime strategy, wrote that “sea 
stations” [海上驿站] and connectivity were the first priority for developing 
the maritime security component of the Belt and Road. “We must grab hold 
[抓住] of the key channels, key nodes, and key projects” and “build maritime 
public service facilities with countries along the route,” he wrote. “The security 
of sea lanes is the key to sustaining the stable development of the Maritime Silk 
Road, and ports and docks are the highest priority for securing the sea lanes.”97 
These ports must “not only have the function of cargo handling, but must also 
provide replenishment and logistics services, and most importantly, ensure the 
safety of the surrounding waterways.”98 Liu’s “sea stations” could be “built sep-
arately from the host country, jointly with China and other countries, or could 
involve leasing currently existing ports as a base of operations.” And Liu was not 
alone in these views. General Chen Zhou, author of several of China’s Defense 
White Papers, wrote, “We should expand the sphere of maritime activity, strive 
to demonstrate our presence in some critical strategic regions, use diplomatic 
and economic means to establish strategic supporting points, and make use of 
berthing points and supply points to which we legally get access from relevant 
countries in the relevant sea areas.”99 Less authoritative sources are even more 
candid.100 Professor Liang Fang at the National Defense University argued that 
securing the Belt and Road had two requirements.101 First, it required a more 
robust overseas presence that sustained “offshore mobile warfare forces with the 
aircraft carrier formation as the core.” Second, China also needed to “establish 
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an overseas military presence system.” Liang Fan argued that “From a strategic 
point of view, we should choose to establish overseas strategic presence in areas 
of great interest and concentration.” These need not be bases, they could be 
“temporary berths and replenishment points for our naval vessels,” such as dual-​
use commercial ports.

The focus on these kinds of overseas facilities likely guided several of China’s 
key maritime decisions, particularly with respect to overseas port investment. In 
2014, experts from China’s Naval Research Institute—​the PLA Navy’s research 
institute for strategy and doctrine—​listed seven locations for a future military 
base: the Bay of Bengal, Myanmar, Pakistan (Gwadar), Djibouti, Seychelles, Sri 
Lanka (Hambantota), and Tanzania (Dar es Salaam).102 And as the Naval War 
College’s Conor Kennedy finds in a review of Chinese sources, a large number of 
Chinese port projects have been referred to as potential “strategic strongpoints.” 
China’s current base in Djibouti is referred to in this way, as are the possible 
future facilities in Pakistan (Gwadar) and Sri Lanka (Hambantota). China’s 
investments in several regional ports are made cautiously and with an eye to-
ward their future potential for military access. Indeed, PLA authors refer to the 
need for planning for numerous bases or “points,” but only letting some of them 
“bloom” at first.103 For example, China has invested heavily in Gwadar’s port—​
which Pakistan’s navy currently uses—​as well as its airport. PLA authors openly 
write that Gwadar could become a long-​term rest and replenishment point for 
PLAN task forces or even a site for a future support base like the one currently in 
Djibouti. Its military potential is to some degree a foregone conclusion, and ac-
cording to some PLA officers, “The food is already on the plate; we’ll eat it when-
ever we want to.”104 Meanwhile, Pakistan’s Karachi port is already used by the 
PLAN for replenishment. When China launched its building strategy, it became 
more essential: the port saw only five PLAN visits before 2008 and seventeen 
visits after it.105 China invested heavily in Sri Lanka’s Hambantota port, previ-
ously docked a submarine and warship at its Columbo port, requested more 
such privileges unsuccessfully, and even sought military access when it took over 
Hambantota after Sri Lanka was unable to cover the loans that built it.106 Other 
projects across the region in Myanmar, Bangladesh, the Maldives, and the east 
coast of Africa are undoubtedly seen in similar terms—​and essential to China’s 
regional order-​building.

These projects, together with the PLA’s growing focus on carriers and ad-
vanced surface vessels, demonstrate that China’s military was leaving behind its 
focus on blunting American power and embarking on building the military forms 
of control need to sustain regional order. This new imperative—​to make “more 
offensive moves,” as Hu Jintao put it in 2009—​would not be confined only to 
the military domain. As the next chapter discusses, China’s greater assertiveness 
would also become a defining feature of Asia’s regional organizations.
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“Establish Regional Architecture”
Implementing Political Building

“In the final analysis, it is for the people of Asia to run the affairs of Asia, 
solve the problems of Asia, and uphold the security of Asia.”

—​Xi Jinping, 2014

In October 2014, Chinese President Xi Jinping flew to Astana, the capital city 
of Kazakhstan. What followed was a bit of a paradox—​a historic moment at an 
otherwise obscure organization.

The Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building-​Measures (CICA) 
in Asia has one of the longest titles of any multilateral body, but the extra words 
in its name in no way compensate for its lack of apparent purpose. The institu-
tion was initially proposed and led by Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev 
in a 1992 speech. It then took roughly a decade to finally come into existence 
after a series of informal meetings and aborted statements. For most of its his-
tory, the organization in both informal and formal incarnations had been led by 
Kazakhstan and then for four years by Turkey (2010–​2014). Now, it would be 
led by China.

China’s eventual chairmanship of CICA was not an accident of the calendar 
but a conscious courtship that began as early as 2012. Where others saw an ob-
scure and powerless entity, China saw an opportunity. Beijing had been looking 
for ways to build security architecture in Asia that reflected its preferences, but it 
was stymied in ASEAN-​led forums and by US alliances. Here now was an orga-
nization that included most of Eurasia’s states, avoided ASEAN centrality, and, 
most importantly, did not contain the United States and Japan. It was a rela-
tively simple matter to lead the organization, and now China could elevate it. 
CICA, it hoped, would be a platform for promoting norms that would under-
mine US alliances and for setting a Chinese vision for regional architecture that 
the United States and Japan could not torpedo. As one Chinese think tank put 
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it, “CICA is capable of providing a solid institutional foundation for charting the 
shortest path toward an Asian security architecture,” one that reflected China’s 
priorities.1 And so, in his first ever address as leader of CICA, Xi announced 
a “New Asian Security Concept”—​upgraded from a version offered in the 
1990s—​that attacked US alliances. In the most famous section, Xi declared that 
“it is for the people of Asia to run the affairs of Asia, solve the problems of Asia, 
and uphold the security of Asia.” There was, in other words, no need for the 
United States and no need for its alliances.

These words were so shocking that some China analysts in the West 
dismissed the speech as an aberration—​the unvetted product of a few unskilled 
Chinese diplomats.2 But they were wrong to be so dismissive, in part because 
these were long-​standing aims amplified by the Global Financial Crisis. Leaked 
Chinese preparatory documents for past CICA meetings improperly posted to 
obscure corners of the CICA website make clear that China advocated these 
themes after the crisis within the organization. These documents and their at-
tendant PowerPoint slides pushed for Asia’s transition from “closed bilateral mil-
itary alliances” with the United States to a “new architecture” free of them. Over 
time, what was once said behind closed doors was increasingly stated openly. 
In 2012, China’s deputy foreign minister wanted a joint Russian and Chinese 
proposal critical of US alliances to be the foundation for CICA’s approach to 
Asia’s security architecture, and he proposed that others conform to this exclu-
sive vision: “We suggest elaborating rules of behavior for all Asian countries in the 
sphere of security on the basis of the Chinese-​Russian initiative,” he declared.3

Xi’s 2014 speech and his leadership of CICA was the culmination of this 
multiyear focus on building Chinese order in Asia set off by the Global Financial 
Crisis. When Xi declared “Asia for the Asians,” it was thus clearly no fluke, and 
Chinese diplomats kept saying it at CICA years after his 2014 address. With 
China now running CICA, it finally had a chance to instantiate its exclusive vi-
sion of regional order.

This chapter discusses that effort to build regional order through Asian organ-
izations. It answers two puzzles: (1) Why did China create costly new forums 
and elevate previously obscure ones when there were existing, more mature 
institutions ready to be used?; and (2) Why did China, which had previously 
resisted institutionalizing Asian organizations, now readily support institution-
alization? The answers to both questions are related to the change in China’s 
grand strategy after the Global Financial Crisis. Beijing wanted new forums that 
it could lead, and it supported institutionalization because it served Chinese 
order-​building and because the United States was not involved. Gone was the 
nervousness and timidity with which Beijing reacted to APEC or the ARF for 
fear of US-​led encirclement. Now, China would build its own forums, and these 
would be consistent with its vision. Building order would require “forms of 
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control” that could regulate the behavior of its neighbors, and multilateral or-
ganizations could provide opportunities for coercion (particularly economic), 
consent (through public goods or beneficial bargains), as well as legitimacy 
(through claiming leadership and setting norms). China’s efforts spanned a 
number of organizations, and not all were successful, but two in particular war-
rant attention: CICA and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). If 
CICA was the security component of China’s multilateral order building in Asia, 
then AIIB was the economic component. While AIIB is by far the more sig-
nificant of the two organizations, the two taken together demonstrate China’s 
preferences and the scope of its strategic ambitions. Together, in the minds of 
Chinese strategists at the time, these two organizations offered a path to building 
Asian order on China’s terms.

China’s Political Texts

China’s writing on international institutions shifted after the Global Financial 
Crisis. Although we lack access to some of the core internal diplomatic texts 
of the last decade, speeches by Presidents Hu and Xi reveal China’s shift away 
from using regional organizations to blunt American power or reassure wary 
neighbors and toward a desire to set the terms for regional order in Asia. Both 
leaders elevated China’s focus on its neighboring region—​that is, its “peripheral 
diplomacy”—​and they saw multilateral organizations as tools to build a “com-
munity of common destiny” in Asia that would reflect China’s interests.

The Global Financial Crisis and Political Strategy

In the very speech that outlined China’s post–​Global Financial Crisis strategic 
shift, Hu called for a strengthened focus on “peripheral diplomacy.” The char-
acter of this focus was qualitatively different from what it had been in the past.

As past chapters have demonstrated, China’s interest in “peripheral diplo-
macy” involving its neighborhood increased after the trifecta as well as the 1997 
Asian Financial Crisis, which offered China a chance to earn some goodwill 
with economic concessions.4 That focus remained in the following period, but it 
was generally motivated by defensive concerns related to blunting US coalition-​
building or encirclement. Indeed, in those years, Chinese officials stressed 
concerns about encirclement and wary neighbors who believed in the “China 
threat theory,” and these concerns shaped China’s participation in international 
institutions.
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After the Global Financial Crisis, that fear had diminished, and the purpose of 
“peripheral diplomacy” had begun to change. In his address, Hu instead sounded 
surprisingly confident. He emphasized that China had reduced its external pres-
sure and would have greater freedom of maneuver in the region. Indeed, after the 
crisis, he declared, the “overall strategic environment continues to improve” and 
“our country’s influence on the periphery has been further expanded.”5 A good 
example of this diminished concern for neighboring opposition was in his lan-
guage on territorial disputes. In contrast to his dramatically more conciliatory 
2006 Central Foreign Affairs Work Forum address, Hu in 2009 reversed his 
emphasis on shelving conflicts, Instead, he said, “We must correctly grasp the 
relationship between safeguarding rights and maintaining stability, and prop-
erly handle disputes over maritime rights, territories, and cross-​border rivers 
between China and neighboring countries. We must resolutely fight against the 
violations of China’s rights and interests by the countries concerned and defend 
our core interests.”6 This kind of language had in rare cases appeared in other 
addresses, but it was usually tempered. Instead, Hu’s 2009 address argued further 
that China needed to “make offensive moves” on territorial issues. This bullish 
new line suggested that a fundamental impetus behind China’s previous multi-
lateral policy was changing and that China now wanted to more actively reshape 
the region. And so China’s regional multilateralism would need to change too.

In his 2009 address, Hu acknowledged this shift and argued that diplomacy 
needed a post-​crisis adjustment that would make it more assertive. “Diplomatic 
work should adapt to changes in the global structure and advance in all directions 
and multiple levels,” he put it.7 This adjustment called for “more actively devel-
oping multilateral diplomacy,” and Hu stated that China “must actively partici-
pate in multilateral affairs and make full use of multilateral diplomatic means and 
multilateral mechanisms to safeguard our national interests.” Indeed, he argued 
multilateral diplomacy is “unprecedentedly lively and important.”8 Moreover, 
and especially with respect to peripheral diplomacy, Hu argued that “it is neces-
sary to vigorously strengthen the pragmatic cooperation in the areas of security, 
economy, and cultural affairs” within multilateral bodies and to “actively pro-
mote regional cooperation in East Asia.”9 These statements, coming as they did 
in a speech that modified China’s diplomacy in response to the crisis, suggested 
greater multilateral activism was a direct consequence and critical to China’s re-
gional aims.

After Hu’s speech, “peripheral diplomacy” with China’s neighbors con-
tinued to see elevation in Chinese grand strategy as part of efforts to create a 
“Community of a Common Destiny,” which became a stand-​in for Chinese 
order-​building—​and multilateral institutions played a critical role. In 2011, 
China first released a White Paper that advocated for a “Community of Common 
Destiny.”10 Two years later, in 2013, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi declared 
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“peripheral diplomacy” with China’s neighbors was the “priority direction” for 
Chinese foreign policy, and Xi then held an unprecedented Work Forum on 
Peripheral Diplomacy—​the first meeting of that magnitude convened on for-
eign policy since 2006 and the first ever on peripheral diplomacy. There, Xi 
linked China’s diplomacy directly to the ultimate goal of “national rejuvenation” 
and declared Beijing’s objective as the realization of a regional “Community of 
Common Destiny,” an indication of the seriousness of China’s order-​building 
ambitions. The next year, at the 2014 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference, 
Xi modified the “diplomatic layout” for the first time and elevated peripheral di-
plomacy over a focus on great powers like the United States.

Multilateral bodies were platforms to realize the “Community of Common 
Destiny,” and Xi relentlessly elevated the concept at regional gatherings. In case 
any doubt remained about whether China was directing its energies to build a 
“Community of Common Destiny,” China’s 2017 White Paper on Asian Security 
Cooperation made it clear: “Chinese leaders have repeatedly elaborated on the 
concept of a community of common destiny on many different occasions. China 
is working to construct a community of common destiny . . . in Asia and the 
Asia-​Pacific area as a whole.”11 These sources all strongly suggest the emergence 
of regional order-​building as a major focus if not the central priority of Chinese 
grand strategy, and indeed, China began to stress its interest in shaping regional 
architecture, as the discourse on AIIB and CICA in the case studies outlined in 
this chapter will make clearer.

A Building Strategy

As Chapter 4 has already documented, the Global Financial Crisis sharply re-
vised China’s assessment of US power and brought about a regional strategy that 
was focused more intensely on shaping—​rather than protecting China from—​
the periphery. In the 1990s and early 2000s, China’s “peripheral diplomacy” 
sought to address the “China threat theory.” Now, reassurance was less a priority 
than building the foundation for regional order.

Multilateral institutions would play a role in China’s greater regional ac-
tivism, especially in emerging discourse on shaping regional architecture. They 
would allow China to build the foundations for order—​coercion, consent, 
and legitimacy—​and that approach is reflected in some of the discourse on 
institutions.

All three of these forms of control swirl together in China’s discourse, 
including in Hu’s 2009 address, China’s 2011 White Paper, and the 18th 
Party Congress—​among others, which together set the contours for a new 
strategy by China to shape Asia’s regional security and economic multilateral 
structure.
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In his 2009 Ambassadorial Conference address, President Hu advocated 
efforts to integrate regional economies into China’s: “We must focus on 
deepening regional cooperation in Asia, paying attention to promoting the inte-
gration of regional and sub-​regional cooperation with China’s domestic regional 
development strategy.”12 This idea was emphasized at the 18th Party Congress, 
where President Hu stressed multilateral and regional as well as sub-​regional 
initiatives—​together with a greater focus on infrastructure: “We should make 
overall plans for bilateral, multilateral, regional, and sub-​regional opening up 
and cooperation, accelerate implementation of the strategy of building free 
trade areas, and promote infrastructure connectivity with our neighboring 
countries.”13 In this way, institutions—​like the AIIB—​would be used to provide 
economic public goods, and China’s status as the beneficent economic partner 
integrated with its smaller neighbors would provide a degree of legitimacy. And 
in all these addresses, Hu stressed “actively” participating in multilateral affairs, 
a reference to his reminder that China now needed to not only “Hide and Bide” 
but also “Actively Accomplish Something.” What China sought from these 
efforts was something like deference, and the 2011 White Paper noted, countries 
in the region “should . . . be open-​minded to other [i.e., Chinese] proposals for 
regional cooperation” while making clear that China would “be bold in opening 
new ground” within the region.

Under Hu’s successor, Xi Jinping, China’s interest in using multilateral 
institutions to shape Asia grew more apparent and explicit, but in many ways 
followed the form outlined initially by Hu. Many important policies on as-
suming leadership over CICA and launching AIIB that occurred under Xi were 
likely first set in Hu’s administration, demonstrating strategic continuity. Most 
of Xi’s major addresses on regional affairs—​to APEC in 2013, to the Peripheral 
Diplomacy Work Forum in 2013, to the Central Foreign Affairs Work Forum in 
2014, to CICA in 2014, to the Boao Forum in 2015, to the BRI Forum in 2017 
and 2019, among others—​are explicit about China’s desire to shape Asia’s re-
gional economic and security architecture.

The “forms of control”—​coercion, consent, and legitimacy—​so critical to 
order-​building make appearance in Xi’s multilateral discourses, with a particular 
focus on mutually beneficial bargains and new public goods. For example, in his 
2013 speech announcing the launch of AIIB and his 2014 speech assuming the 
chairmanship of CICA, Xi claimed leadership for China and explicitly offered 
economic and security public goods, respectively. His AIIB address made clear 
that “The nations of the Asia Pacific region are a big family, and China is one of 
the members. China cannot develop in isolation from the Asia Pacific region 
while the Asia Pacific region cannot prosper without China.”14 It also stated that 
China’s economy “delivers tangible benefits to Asia” and was responsible for 
50 percent of Asia’s growth. Similarly, China’s 2017 White Paper on Asia-​Pacific 
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Security Cooperation noted that Beijing would provide public goods: “China 
will shoulder greater responsibilities for regional and global security, and pro-
vide more public security services to the Asia-​Pacific region and the world at 
large.”15 China’s discourses on securing the Belt and Road, discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, echo this interest.

At the same time, China has sought to constrain its neighbors’ security 
partnerships more proactively. This was clearest at CICA, where Xi declared 
Asia needed to “establish a new regional security architecture” in opposition 
to US alliances. In that gathering and at subsequent ones, Xi has put forward a 
concept of “common, comprehensive, cooperative, and sustainable security in 
Asia,” within which the words “common” and “cooperative” were tied to efforts 
to weaken alliances. And China’s own behavior—​including punishing countries 
like South Korea for deploying US missile defenses—​indicates that these anti-​
alliance norms are sometimes accompanied by bilateral punishments. Chinese 
think tank scholars regularly make these linkages clear, and multilateral organi-
zations allow opportunities to elevate the linkage into a regional norm.

Together, these efforts to create a “Community of Common Destiny” in Asia 
have been a major focus of China’s regional diplomacy for roughly a decade. We 
now turn to two key examples of this conduct, China’s construction of AIIB and 
its activism within CICA.

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank

On January 16, 2016, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) was 
declared “open for business,” and a gray-​haired enthusiast for English litera-
ture, Jin Liqun, was elected its first president.16 Jin, an experienced financial of-
ficial, had stewarded the bank’s tortuous evolution from a concept Xi Jinping 
announced in 2013 to the multilateral development bank (MDB) that had 
thrown open its doors in 2016. Now he would lead the bank he had helped build.

Jin grew up in an educated but poor family with what was then an unusual 
passion for English literature. When he was sent to labor in the countryside for 
a decade during the Cultural Revolution, he spent three-​quarters of his meager 
annual salary and what little time he had after a day’s work in the field contin-
uing that pursuit.17 “I was outfitted with a worn-​out Remington typewriter and 
a copy of Webster,” he said later, as well as a radio he kept tuned to the BBC that 
gave his English a trace of the “standard BBC accent of the 1970s.”18 When the 
Cultural Revolution abated, the twenty-​nine-​year-​old autodidact won a seat at 
the Beijing Institute of Foreign Languages, excelled in graduate work, and was 
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offered a faculty position. “An academic life that I had so coveted was just begin-
ning to unfold,” recalled Jin.19

It was not to be. That same year, China joined the World Bank, and English-​
speakers were needed to staff its new office in Washington. His advisrs 
encouraged him to go, and Jin switched careers from English to banking. He 
spent a dozen years at the World Bank and then the Asian Development Bank, 
rising to become its first Chinese vice president, and developed a résumé and 
Rolodex in multilateral finance no other Chinese official could match. When 
China decided to build its own development bank, Jin was the logical choice.

Jin is not so dissimilar from the bank he helped found. Both are outwardly 
cosmopolitan. Jin’s bookshelves are filled with Shakespeare and Faulkner, and 
his bank’s membership is filled with American allies and partners. Both are 
inflected with Western influence. Jin gracefully navigates international business 
norms and the bank styles itself in international rules and structures. And both, 
despite all this, are still firmly rooted in China.

Jin is a proud Party member. He tells interviewers that, although he was born 
two months before the CCP took national power, they controlled his province 
of Jiangsu at the time. “I was born under a red flag,” he hastens to point out.20 
Jin is sometimes publicly skeptical of America’s continued global leadership. 
“History has never set any precedent that an empire is capable of governing the 
world forever,” he wrote in a recent essay on China’s rise and American order.21 
And he sees the bank he leads—​where China is founder, largest shareholder, 
chief political patron, and host to its headquarters—​as less international than 
one might think despite its global trappings. “I would hope a Chinese can suc-
ceed me” in leading the bank, he states clearly.22

China’s launch of this institution was a notable departure from its previous 
opposition to institutionalization within ASEAN, the ARF, and even the SCO 
discussed previously. It “marks China’s emergence as an institution-​builder” 
and signifies the shift from regional blunting to building in Chinese grand 
strategy.23 But while Jin carried out this shift, he did not cause it. That came from 
a level above.

China’s decision to launch AIIB emerged from the 2008 Global Financial 
Crisis. Its initial preferences for the bank suggest it sought a tool that it could 
singularly dominate and use to advance both its political goals and its new Belt 
and Road Initiative. Over time, China struck a bargain with member states: it 
gave up some political control and voice to those who joined; in return, those 
states signed on to the initiative and legitimized Chinese power and leadership. 
Like other MDBs built by other great powers, the AIIB serves the order-​building 
aims of its patron. It (1) strengthens China’s coercive capacity; (2) provides a 
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foundation for securing consent through public goods provision and bargains; 
and (3) legitimizes Chinese power.

Alternative Explanations

Why did China create AIIB? Some argue that AIIB was created to help China 
export its surplus industrial capacity by providing foreign governments funds 
for infrastructure projects that would in turn employ Chinese firms and workers. 
But China’s surplus capacity vastly exceeds what AIIB could finance, with the ex-
cess in steel alone roughly $60 billion annually, three times what the AIIB might 
hope to lend in a given year.24 AIIB President Jin Liqun concedes this, arguing 
that “with the size of China’s economy,” AIIB could not absorb the excess.25 
Others argue that China’s decision to form AIIB is motivated by a sincere de-
sire to address Asia’s infrastructure gap. But even the bank’s ambitious plans for 
$10–​$20 billion in annual lending would scarcely dent the $800 billion that the 
Asian Development Bank estimates the region needs each year for infrastruc-
ture.26 AIIB is smaller than the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, 
and China could easily use its own development banks, the China Development 
Bank (CDB) and the Export-​Import Bank of China (CEB). These banks are far 
larger than the World Bank, lend more to the developing world than the World 
Bank does in some years, and do not “limit China’s freedom of action” by placing 
its lending under the “formal governance strictures and external oversight asso-
ciated with a multilateral body.”27 This then provides a puzzle: why has China 
chosen to build an institution that might limit its freedom of action, and what 
then is its purpose?

The answer is related to the fundamental reasons states create MDBs in the 
first place. As Dani Rodrik argues, MDBs should be unnecessary in a world where 
bilateral aid and well-​developed international capital markets exist. The reason 
these banks exist, he argues, is to signal good investment climates through their 
loan commitments and to divorce that signal as well as the loans themselves 
from a given state’s political interests.28 But this function could be served by one 
bank, notes Christopher Kilby, so why does the world have so many overlapping 
regional MDBs?29 The reason for this redundancy is not economic, but related 
in part to the political interests of great powers. And it is this political logic that 
explains why China created AIIB.

Great powers use MDBs for order-​building. The founders give up some of 
their control to entice smaller states to join them; those smaller states in turn le-
gitimize the founding state’s power and its new institution, which can be wielded 
for political purposes. For example, during the Cold War, Washington created 
the Inter-​American Development Bank (IADB) to help combat the spread of 
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communism, controlled the bank in part through threats to withhold funding, 
and ensured that the bank generally did not lend to communist states.30 Similarly, 
Japan has “systematic influence over the distribution of ADB funds,” with one 
study finding that when Japan was lobbying for a UN Security Council seat it 
increased loan disbursements to Asian states that might be able to support it.31 
More generally, banks set the rules and norms of regional order through loan 
conditionality and signaling; similarly, bank reports, indices, convening power, 
and loans are often intertwined with questions related to human rights, govern-
ment transparency, indigenous rights, environmental considerations, the role 
of SOEs, and a host of other matters that are fundamentally political in nature. 
Indeed, China itself has previously objected to the inclusion of human rights and 
other liberal values in World Bank reports and disbursements. From a historical 
perspective, it should be unsurprising that China’s interest in AIIB is as much 
about order as it is about development gains.

Building

China’s pursuit of AIIB (1) began after the Global Financial Crisis; (2) involved 
uncharacteristic investments in its institutionalization; and (3) provided China 
order-​building benefits. Here, we turn to each of these three key points.

The Post-​Crisis Opportunity

China’s interest in creating AIIB emerged from the 2008 Global Financial Crisis. 
The first proposal for AIIB was issued in 2009 at the Boao Forum, a Chinese-​
founded forum that Beijing has often used to test major new initiatives, such 
as “Peaceful Rise” (和平崛起) in 2003. The proposal was made by a top think 
tank—​the China Center for International Economic Exchanges (CCIEE)—​
which proposed an “Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank” as well as an “Asia 
Agriculture Investment Bank” at the gathering.32 This proposal was authorita-
tive: the think tank that released it has strong connections to China’s leader-
ship, is located “only a few hundred meters” from the Zhongnanhai leadership 
compound, and was run by former Vice Premier Zeng Peiyan.33 CCIEE was ex-
pressly created by the State Council after the financial crisis, and its first major 
set of initiatives was to study policy responses to it. It even held a major confer-
ence on the subject attended by both Premier Wen Jiabao and then Executive 
Vice Premier Li Keqiang. Prominent board members at the time had foreign 
policy backgrounds, including former Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan and 
former Director of the Foreign Affairs Office of the CCP Central Committee 
Liu Huaqiu. In addition, CCIEE’s AIIB proposal was likely related to work at the 
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Central Policy Research Office, and the official who proposed AIIB at the 2009 
Boao Forum, Zheng Xinli, had only months prior served as deputy director of 
the Central Policy Research Office (CPRO).34 That institution, which is highly 
authoritative, was behind much of the CCP’s guiding ideology and long-​term 
policy, and it seems that the concept for the bank may well have originated 
there—​suggesting its centrality to the Party’s strategic planning. Taken together, 
the fact that a well-​connected think tank like CCIEE created to recommend 
policy adjustment after the Global Financial Crisis would send a recent CPRO 
deputy director to propose AIIB—​and to do so at a Chinese forum often used 
to test major Chinese concepts—​strongly suggests that China’s leadership was 
thinking about launching a Chinese development bank not long after the crisis 
itself.

After proposing AIIB at Boao, Zheng Xinli and other staff members at CCIEE 
continued to send reports to senior leadership on AIIB, though the bank was 
not launched for years in part because, in Zheng’s words, “I think in the first few 
years the situation and the conditions were not mature.” Zheng noted that it was 
only at the 18th Party Congress that “the conditions were mature, and also that 
President Xi made the decision there.”35 Zheng also clarifies that the leadership’s 
rationale behind AIIB was threefold: (1) Asia needed infrastructure spending 
that could not be met by the World Bank or ADB; (2) China needed to find 
something to do with its foreign reserves; and (3) China had an opportunity to 
develop relations with its neighbors through economic infrastructure support 
that would connect these economies to China. When Xi Jinping surprised his 
Indonesian hosts in 2013 by announcing the bank, Zheng Xinli accompanied 
him on the journey.36 For his service in AIIB’s creation, Zheng has been re-
ferred to in state media as the “father of AIIB.”37 AIIB soon became a focus of 
interagency Chinese efforts. As Jin Liqun notes, “The Chinese governmental 
institutions, the minister of finance, foreign affairs, the central bank and others, 
are involved in conceptualizing this new bank” and in deliberations “over the 
architect[ure] of this new bank [sic].”38

Other figures closely connected with the bank also link its establishment to 
the financial crisis. In an essay on the future of the Bretton Woods system, Jin 
Liqun strongly suggested that the bank’s origins were in the perceived decline of 
the United States after the Global Financial Crisis. “From day one, the function 
and sustainability of the Bretton Woods system were contingent on the power of 
the US,” he notes. But now, the United States is less able to reform and uphold 
the system and “risks forfeiting its international relevance while stuck in its do-
mestic political quagmire.”39 He concludes with an extended mediation on US 
decline:
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Ever since Edward Gibbon’s magnum opus, the monumental The 
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, was produced, the phrase “decline 
and fall” has been applied to the saga of defunct empires in history, and 
indiscriminately to some nations that have lost much of their former 
luminous energy in recent history. While a power’s “decline” seems to 
be the process, “fall” is not necessarily the inevitable denouement. In 
some cases, it is not true that a nation has suffered a straightforward 
decline or fall; it is just the consequence of the constant shift in the bal-
ance of power between nations. The new powers will perhaps nudge the 
big ones to indicate their need for a bit more elbow room. . . . To some 
people who prefer status quo, they should perhaps savor the thought-​
provoking quote from the movie The Leopard—​the words of an aristo-
crat when social change is looming large—​“If we want things to stay as 
they are, things will have to change.”40

Jin’s excerpted quote links China’s constructive impulses to America’s 
perceived decline. Those constructive impulses were also highlighted by China’s 
top leadership, who linked AIIB to China’s growing confidence, its leadership 
ambitions, and public goods provision. During his speech inaugurating AIIB, 
Xi declared that the “initiative to establish the AIIB is a constructive move” 
intended to “enable China to undertake more international obligations” and 
to “provide more international public goods.”41 He also stated that “China 
welcomes all countries to ride on its development.” Similarly, AIIB President Jin 
Liqun declared that “now that China is more developed and thus, can afford to 
provide financial resources to other developing countries in Asia, it is our turn 
to do something for the rest of Asia. . . . It’s our turn to contribute.”42 Indeed, “fa-
ther of AIIB” Zheng Xinli remarked that the reasons for founding AIIB were to 
benefit China’s neighbors and to link them to China’s economy: “China as a large 
Asian country has to help its neighboring countries so that they can get on the 
wagon of our development. Once the infrastructure foundation is in place, we 
can begin to exchange with them, we can transform the resource advantages of 
those countries into economic advantages, and we can meet our natural resource 
and agricultural needs.”43 Together, these statements suggest that AIIB is seen as 
an agent of public goods provision, one that will tie neighboring economies to 
China’s own economic engine, and thereby help constitute regional order. As 
Chan concludes, “In short, the AIIB has been founded to serve a grand strategy 
of China’s regional order-​building.”44
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Supporting Deep Institutionalization

China’s negotiation over AIIB’s institutionalization also provides insight into its 
institutional preferences. As a development bank, AIIB is one of China’s deepest 
institutions, with a secretariat, charter, staff, regular meetings, obligations, and 
monitoring provisions. But when China first announced the bank in 2014, it 
appeared to envision a Chinese-​dominated tool of economic statecraft rather 
than a high-​standards development bank. At the institutional level, China ini-
tially sought (1) a narrower membership excluding extra-​regional states; (2) a 
veto with China holding half the bank’s shares; (3) a strong bank staff with weak 
external supervision; and (4) its mission as advancing the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). This bank would be China-​dominated with few rules restricting Beijing’s 
political use of it. But Western and Asian states, in contrast, preferred the Bank 
“be commercially-​oriented, have rules-​based lending practices, be transparent 
in its operations, and uphold existing best practices through environmental and 
social safeguards.”45 The struggle between these two impulses shaped the insti-
tutionalization of the bank in four key areas: membership, the veto, staff, and 
mission. The resultant bargain saw China make concessions and other states le-
gitimize China’s power.

First, with respect to membership, China initially assumed few would join 
the bank and was prepared to dominate it. AIIB President Jin Liqun indirectly 
quoted Xi Jinping’s guidance on this point: “Even if we end up having only one 
country, only China, [a]‌ one man band running this institution, we would do 
it.”46 When China began soliciting participants to join the bank in October 2013, 
it excluded rivals, likely fearing their ability to shape the process against China’s 
interests. Seven months into the process, the Japanese and Indian governments 
admitted that China had not even approached them about the bank, let alone 
invited them to join it, with India’s finance minister conceding, “The Chinese 
have yet to speak to us or discuss it with us. What I know is what I read from 
the newspaper.”47 In the first round of multilateral discussions about AIIB held 
on the sidelines of a May 2014 ADB meeting in Kazakhstan, Beijing invited a 
number of Asian states, though “India, Japan, and the US were not approached.”48 
China also excluded extra-​regional countries from negotiations on the mem-
orandum of understanding (MOU) that began AIIB’s institutionalization in 
October 2014, with Finance Minister Lou Jiwei declaring that China followed 
the “principle” of “regional countries prior to non-​regional countries.”49 After ex-
cluding India from the initial invitation and the first AIIB preparatory meeting 
in March 2014, China reversed course and invited India to join in July 2014.50 
The first MOU signed three months later saw twenty-​one Asian countries sign 
on.51 For some time after, extra-​regional states remained unwelcome, with Lou 
stating in a speech to the National People’s Congress that “prospective founding 
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membership is open to countries from the region first and applications from 
countries outside the region are not considered for now.”52 Gradually it changed 
course when it saw the benefit of their participation, and the United Kingdom 
joined AIIB in March 2015, with others soon following.53

Second, China worked to maintain a powerful veto within the organization. 
When China first launched AIIB, it proposed a $50 billion bank with the over-
whelming majority of the capital coming from China itself, providing a com-
fortable margin for veto power. Foreign funds were sought, but to Jin Liqun, 
they were not essential because “if the worst comes to the worst, we have a huge 
Chinese market to tap” for financing.54 Asian states took issue with China’s dom-
ination of the bank’s financing and the resultant allocation of vote shares, so in 
June 2014, China doubled the bank’s registered capital from $50 billion to $100 
billion and indicated it would commit half that amount and gain half the votes.55 
As more countries expressed interest in the bank, China reduced its capital share 
and its voting powers, ultimately declaring it would not pursue a formal veto 
in March 2015 and that the bank would instead operate on consensus.56 China 
eventually reversed course and pursued an informal veto, with its vote share of 
26.06 percent sufficient to block bank decisions that required a three-​quarters 
majority. China’s reversal occurred after the bank’s membership expanded 
and, according to one former Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) re-
searcher, “reflects the concern within China over losing control of the bank to 
Western countries if China does not have the veto.”57 To protect that influence, 
China capped extra-​regional vote shares at 25 percent of the bank’s total; the 
remaining 75 percent would be held by Asians, and China was of course the 
dominant Asian economy. China’s AIIB vote share (26 percent) exceeds the US 
share in the World Bank (15.02 percent) and the Japanese share in the ADB 
(12.84 percent); and AIIB has the largest gap between the first-​ and second-​
highest vote shares (China’s 26 percent vs. India’s 8 percent) and capital shares 
(China’s 31 percent and India’s 9 percent) of any MDB.58 Moreover, because so 
many decisions require a three-​quarters majority, China’s informal veto is more 
powerful than “that enjoyed by major shareholders in other MDBs.”59 According 
to the 2015 Articles of Agreement, China’s veto effectively covers any change in 
the bank’s capital, a member’s capital subscription, the board, the president, and 
Articles of Agreement, as well as more mundane matters.60 Ultimately, China’s 
position in the bank is safe. As Bin Gu, a professor at Beijing Foreign Studies 
University Law School, argues, countries that “missed the chance to be founding 
members” are unlikely to have significant influence if they join now “since only a 
small unallocated capital stock is available for subscription by new members.”61 
China can also veto any threats to its veto (e.g., a capital increase for the bank); 
and if it narrowly lost the veto, it retains a coalition of states that would nonethe-
less vote with it.
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A third major area of institutionalization was AIIB’s personnel and oversight. 
Most multinational development banks have a resident board of directors that 
acts as an oversight and a check on political manipulation.62 China, however, 
initially resisted including one and instead proposed a vague “technical panel” 
fill the role; it then compromised and agreed to a non-​resident, unpaid twelve-​
member board as new member states joined.63 Banks are often able to retain 
considerable discretion even with resident boards, slow-​walking shareholder 
initiatives or undercutting board instructions.64 China’s decision to choose a 
weaker, unpaid, non-​resident board suggests the bank’s decisions will reflect the 
preferences of its president and senior management, which are largely selected by 
China. In a departure from other MDBs, AIIB’s Operational Policy on Financing 
suggests that the non-​resident board will delegate powers directly to the bank 
president—​a marked departure from other models.65

Fourth, AIIB’s was initially intended as a Chinese tool to support BRI. 
A month after AIIB’s MOU was signed, Xi Jinping said in an interview that 
“China’s inception and joint establishment of the AIIB with some countries is 
aimed at providing financial support for infrastructure development in coun-
tries along the ‘One Belt, One Road’ and promoting economic cooperation.”66 
These sentiments were amplified by readouts of Leading Small Group meetings 
that said the “primary task” of AIIB was to provide capital for BRI and by NPC 
statements that explained that AIIB was “created for the better implementation 
of ‘One Belt, One Road.’ ”67 It was not until mid-​2016, after facing criticism 
from European and Asian states alike, that Beijing finally put some official dis-
tance between BRI and AIIB. During a meeting with business leaders, Jin Liqun 
declared that AIIB “would finance infrastructure projects in all emerging market 
economies even though they don’t belong to the Belt and Road Initiative.’ ”68 And 
yet, all thirteen of AIIB’s 2016 projects were nonetheless part of Belt and Road. 
As a former CASS researcher put it, “During the process of pushing forward the 
establishment of the AIIB and the One Belt, One Road Initiative, Chinese policy 
makers appeared to unexpectedly be faced with a situation in which the two 
needed to be distanced from one another to a certain extent. . . . To announce 
‘the AIIB is not exclusively for the One Belt, One Road Initiative’ constitutes a 
clever approach in this regard.”69

In sum, China supported an institutionalized AIIB—​one with far clearer 
rules and decision-​making processes than its previous involvements in APEC 
and ARF—​because it was ready to build order. It initially planned to use the 
bank to more effectively pursue its interests; but by the time it was launched, 
China had compromised to address member concerns about AIIB serving as a 
Chinese instrument, which in turn legitimized Beijing’s leadership credentials. 
As President Xi Jinping said at his speech inaugurating AIIB, China wanted the 
bank to be a “rule-​based and high-​standard institution in all aspects involving 
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its governance structure, operation policy, safeguards and procurement policy, 
and human resources management.”70 What is striking about this bargain is how 
China “successfully satisfied these concerns [of member states] without forgoing 
significant control over the bank.”71 The bank is based in China; China is the 
largest funder; China retains a veto over all decisions; the non-​resident board 
is a weak check; and the staff is largely composed of Chinese nationals—​with 
the bank’s executive director a former deputy finance minister for the Chinese 
government.72

Building Order

AIIB offers several benefits for China’s order-​building strategy. It (1) provides 
China coercive ability to constrain its neighbors; (2) helps China set rules and 
strike consensual bargains; and (3) provides China legitimacy.

First, AIIB institutionalizes China’s coercive capacity, providing it some plau-
sible deniability when it is exercised and reducing some of the friction otherwise 
generated by its nakedly unilateral use. China’s control over AIIB’s membership, 
veto, and bank staff—​and the relative autonomy of the staff and president over 
loan disbursements—​creates the possibility for economic statecraft. And if AIIB 
adopts some forms of conditionality, either explicit or implicit, that involve 
criteria in line with China’s own political or economic preferences, it would con-
strain autonomy for Asia’s developing states and increase the likelihood that they 
might align their foreign policies more closely to China’s in order to access cap-
ital. Indeed, some Chinese officials and scholars privately suggest that countries 
with disputes with China will be less likely to access funds from AIIB.73 Others 
have observed the dichotomy between a growing “economic dependence on 
China and a security reliance on the United States” and argued that economic 
inducements will enhance China’s freedom of maneuver.74

China has previously wielded its influence in multilateral organizations 
against others. For example, it refused to approve the ADB’s multilateral devel-
opment plan for India because some funds would be used in Arunachal Pradesh, 
which China claims.75 AIIB also offers opportunities for giving others important 
roles within Chinese order. Already, the decisions regarding which countries 
hold AIIB vice presidencies is assumed to be linked to China’s political interests. 
South Korea was promised one of AIIB’s vice presidencies because of its early 
support for AIIB, but it lost that slot to France in a decision linked to Seoul’s 
deployment of US missile defense systems.”76 China privately offered Australia 
a senior role in AIIB if it signed the October 2014 MOU, but then retracted that 
offer when Australia’s hesitance was perceived as flowing from US and Japanese 
pressure.77 And even when AIIB is not used in this way, it can still help build 
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economic flows that would tie Asian neighbors to China’s own economy and 
create coercive capacity in the future. Writing on these motivations, Fudan 
University Professor and former Chinese diplomat Ren Xiao argues that “geo-​
economics and geopolitics are constantly working” together, that “it is not true 
that China is simply altruistic,” and that through AIIB China believes it can “win 
friends and influence in the region” and “make nearby countries more attrac-
tive as suppliers to Chinese manufacturers and as consumers of Chinese-​made 
goods.”78 Finally, the rules and standard-​setting power AIIB generates can affect 
the fates of Asian economies. Australian officials were concerned that AIIB’s 
draft guidelines did not seem to reference coal technology, and requirements 
regulating who might participate in lucrative infrastructure projects also offer 
China constraining power over its neighbors.79 Just as Japan and the United 
States used development banks to advance political goals, so too can China.

Second, AIIB provides a foundation not only for coercion but for consensual 
order-​building. As discussed previously, top Chinese leaders have repeatedly 
framed AIIB as part of China’s effort to provide public goods. For example, in 
March 2016, Foreign Minister Wang Yi told journalists that AIIB “shows that 
China is transitioning rapidly from a participant in the international system to a 
provider of public goods.” China’s regional efforts were “an open initiative, not 
the Monroe Doctrine or some expansionism” and that the bank demonstrated 
that “China has the confidence to find a path to great-​power status different 
from the one followed by traditional powers. It is going to be different in that 
China will not play the bully.”80 When Xi announced AIIB, he did it in Indonesia 
and stressed that Beijing “would give priority to ASEAN countries’ needs.”81 In 
public speeches, AIIB is often described as a way to allow other states to better 
benefit from China’s rise, including through the BRI. In addition, AIIB also 
offers an opportunity to shape the content of Asian order.

Third, AIIB provides China legitimacy. As Chapter 5 showed, China has been 
sensitive to who leads Asian order-​building, and it has undermined efforts by the 
United States through APEC and Japan through ASEAN to claim that mantle.82 
AIIB was its bid for leadership, and by offering some political influence in the 
bank to member states it in turn got them to effectively legitimize its leadership 
claims. The focus on China’s leadership is key. As Jin Liqun argued: “What the 
world and Asia lack is not money [for infrastructure] but motivation and lead-
ership,” and China could provide it through AIIB. Similarly, as one scholar from 
the government-​affiliated China Foundation for International Studies argued, 
“The ADB is mainly led by Japan, and the World Bank is mainly led by America, 
and so the AIIB is mainly led by China.”83 Ren Xiao argues AIIB marked China’s 
“push for a regional institution within which it would be dominant.”84 This is 
why, in contrast to past efforts, China did not choose to work with others to 
make AIIB an outgrowth of ASEAN+3 or any other institutional forum. And 
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to elevate AIIB, Chinese officials have sometimes criticized other institutions 
harshly. Finance Minister Lou Jiwei declared that the ADB’s “current capacity 
is really insufficient” and that China has superior experience, arguing that the 
domestic “China Development Bank has been doing commercial loans and 
its business is far bigger than the ADB and World Bank combined—​and that 
happened in less than 20 years.”85 Lou has also criticized the ADB for being 
too bureaucratic.86 Jin Liqun called its governance system a “disaster.”87 Similar 
criticisms have been made of the World Bank as well.

AIIB, like other MDBs, also helps its founder legitimize the norms and 
principles it supports. For example, the World Bank and IMF have allowed 
Washington to push economic norms in line with its interests, and the World 
Bank’s Ease of Doing Business indicator has even reshaped the policies and do-
mestic politics of developing states. Similarly, Wang Jisi has been clear that AIIB 
is part of an attempt at ensuring that global economic governance conforms 
more closely to Chinese norms and values than Western ones.88 In his speech 
introducing AIIB at the Boao Forum, the then expected head of the institution, 
Jin Liqun, argued in favor of China’s development experience and AIIB’s ability 
to help others emulate it: “China’s development methodology is logical. China’s 
experience can be transplanted to any other country. If China can make it, there 
is no reason why another country cannot.”89 Other officials, like Lou Jiwei, have 
criticized the West as a model: “I’ve said many times that I don’t acknowledge 
best practice. Who is best? . . . We need to consider their [developing countries’] 
needs and sometimes the West puts forward some rules that we don’t think are 
optimal . . . we don’t see the existing system as being the best.”90 It is likely that 
as AIIB grows, it will help normalize China’s view on limiting the role of polit-
ical, human rights–​related, and good governance standards in lending. In this 
way, the AIIB can chip away at the legitimacy of the liberal values that under-
gird much of the West’s political power and influence—​and that pose a threat to 
China’s own stability.

CICA

The Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building-​Measures in Asia 
(CICA) was proposed in 1992, held its first major meeting in 1999, and then 
held leader-​level meetings every four years beginning in 2002. Long led by 
Kazakhstan, with Turkey taking over the rotational chair in 2010, the organi-
zation had little profile, few relationships with existing organizations, little 
great power interest, and slow and generally empty institutionalization. All of 
this changed in 2014 when China assumed leadership of the organization and 
promptly set about elevating it as a vehicle to either create or debate a new Asian 
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security structure. And yet, China’s investments in the organization are rather 
puzzling.

Alternative Explanations

China’s decision to assume leadership over CICA is puzzling because the other-
wise obscure organization has virtually no purpose or meaningful capabilities. 
CICA is nominally intended to sponsor confidence-​building measures (CBMs) 
spanning military-​political issues; terrorism; and economic, environmental, and 
human dimensions.91 In practice, these CBMs are toothless and consist of action 
plans without actions. States are asked to undertake them on a voluntary basis, 
and in general the vast majority of these consist of prosaic items like mutual mil-
itary visits, exchanges of military CVs, regulatory harmonization on trade or 
immigration, as well as information exchange.92 The organization has extremely 
low levels of institutionalization. CICA admits that its secretariat plays a largely 
logistical role: it provides only “administrative, organizational, and technical 
support for meetings and other activities of the CICA,” and it lacks monitoring 
mechanisms—​with information on CBM implementation provided on a vol-
untary basis.93 As a result of these weaknesses, CICA generally fails to fulfill 
its stated functions relative to other groups. Despite its focus on CBMs, unlike 
ASEAN and the ARF, CICA did not have any affirmative agenda for preven-
tive diplomacy or conflict prevention until 2014. And while CBMs in Europe 
during the Cold War and among Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) 
participants placed sharp limits on activities and positioning of military per-
sonnel, nothing in the CICA approaches this level of constraint. While the orga-
nization at times claims to focus on counterterrorism, it lacks any coordinating 
capacity to address it similar to the SCO’s. At best, CICA has been a talk shop, 
and it struggles even there: it holds leader-​level summits once every four years, 
in contrast to APEC, ARC, and the SCO, which host such meetings annually. 
Why then did China invest in it and seek to lead it?

Building

China’s decision to invest in CICA despite these challenges was motivated 
not by the organization’s present capabilities but by its future potential. China 
viewed CICA as a template for creating a pan-​Asian security framework that 
would exist outside of the US-​led alliance system and the ASEAN-​dominated 
multilateral forums of Southeast Asia, and one that would be characterized by 
Chinese influence.
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The Post-​Crisis Opportunity

China has long been involved in CICA, but after the Global Financial Crisis, 
it began to use the organization to advance its own vision for Asia’s secu-
rity architecture—​one that targeted the United States. As the chapter’s intro-
duction noted, the process started in the run-​up to the first post-​crisis CICA 
summit in 2010. China and Russia had just signed the “Joint Russian-​Chinese 
Initiative on Strengthening Security in the Asia Pacific Region,” and they pushed 
CICA to adopt it at the 2010 Summit and subsequent Special Working Group 
meetings as a foundation for a “future regional architecture.” Joint Sino-​Russian 
English-​language preparatory documents and presentation materials—​likely 
prepared by China rather than Russia given the use of Chinese-​style notation 
for quotations—​reveal that the initiative targeted US alliances and was directly 
linked to the new political circumstances produced by the Global Financial 
Crisis.94 “The global financial and economic crisis has accelerated a whole series 
of trends that . . . shift the balance of forces in global politics and economics, 
entailing a profound transformation of the entire system of international rela-
tions,” begins one document. “The crisis has highlighted that . . . new economic 
powers and centers of political influence are on the rise. The gravity center of po-
litical activity is likewise shifting towards the Asia-​Pacific,” it continues. “Under 
the impact of global transformations a process of reshaping the regional architec-
ture has started in the Asia-​Pacific.”95 The document then criticizes the US-​based 
regional architecture:

It is increasingly obvious that the existing security architecture in 
the Asia Pacific region which is based upon non-​transparent military 
alliances does not correspond to the modern realities of the multi-
polar world as well as to the nature and scale of multiplying threats and 
challenges the region is facing. The region still lacks a well-​structured 
system of institutions and legal instruments able to guarantee peace and 
stability at this vast area. These factors highlight the urgency of elabora-
tion of additional measures to strengthen security in the region.96

Instead of the U.S. approach, “the future regional architecture should be 
open, transparent and equal,” the document argued, and “it should be based 
on the non-​bloc principle.” The document noted that this “is exactly what the 
leaders of Russia and China” agreed to “during the Russian Chinese summit in 
September last year in Beijing.”97 In short, in the wake of the Global Financial 
Crisis, the time had come for an Asian architecture based on a Sino-​Russian re-
gional framework opposed to US alliances, and CICA was the vehicle to build 
that architecture.
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The links between the Global Financial Crisis and China’s efforts were 
broadcast in high-​level CICA speeches by Chinese diplomats. In 2010, State 
Councilor Dai Binguo argued, “with an eye towards the post-​financial-​crisis 
era, CICA members should increase trust and coordination and unswervingly 
pursue” a new Asian security architecture.98 Indeed, the period after the Global 
Financial Crisis was a new era because the crisis had changed everything. Dai 
argued that the crisis revealed that the “trend towards multi-​polarity had never 
been so clear,” and the call for “greater democracy in international relations had 
never been so strong.” “The days are gone,” Dai declared, “when one or two, or 
a handful of countries dominated world affairs.” In this post–​financial crisis era, 
CICA would be a tool: “to create a good regional environment, it is important to 
make full use of CICA and other regional mechanisms of multilateral exchanges 
and cooperation.”99 At the next major CICA meeting in 2012, Deputy Foreign 
Minister Chen Guoping continued this line of argumentation and introduced 
what would become a new signature concept, declaring that interdependence 
had produced a “community of common destiny.” Chen went further than Dai, 
and he proposed a path forward based on Sino-​Russian regional security frame-
work proposed earlier, indicating it should apply to the behavior of all Asian 
countries.100 Two years later, Xi Jinping raised the Sino-​Russian initiative at the 
2014 CICA Summit, arguing it “had played an important role in strengthening 
and maintaining peace and stability in the Asia-​Pacific region.”101

China could only do so much from the sidelines. To promote these views, it 
needed some degree of control over CICA. For most of its history, the organi-
zation had been led by Kazakhstan and then for four years by Turkey (2010–​
2014), and although plans for a rotational chairmanship had been discussed, 
there was as yet no settled order of succession. China’s eventual chairmanship 
of CICA was something it actively engineered, and it began at least as early as 
2012. Indeed, the first public reference to China’s pursuit of the CICA chair-
manship was at the 2012 CICA Summit, when Deputy Foreign Minister Chen 
Guoping not only suggested a new regional architecture but, in the very same 
speech, declared that “we have already applied for Chairmanship for the period 
2014–​2016” and asked for the “support of other Member States.”102 Despite 
these efforts, the 2012 Joint Statement makes no reference to any consensus be-
hind a Chinese chairmanship.

China’s campaign received a substantial boost in 2013 when President Xi 
Jinping visited Astana to meet with Kazakh President Nazarbayev. In a readout 
of their private discussions, China’s Foreign Ministry noted that CICA had 
been a topic of discussion and that “the Kazakh side supports China for holding 
CICA’s rotating presidency from 2014 to 2016 and supports China for hosting 
the CICA Summit in 2014.”103 Both governments released a joint statement 
formalizing these points and endorsing institutionalization, declaring “both 
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sides will continue to develop and strengthen CICA processes.”104 With the 
statement released, China had essentially secured leadership of the organization 
for a two-​year term; roughly halfway through that first term, it secured a term 
extension to 2018—​even though past CICA statements suggested chairs would 
serve only one two-​year term.105

Supporting Deep Institutionalization

Once China had gained leadership in CICA, it enthusiastically pushed to in-
stitutionalize the organization. As Chen Guoping stated on the twentieth an-
niversary of CICA in 2012, “China supports CICA’s development into a formal 
international organization” from a loose forum.106 With these ambitions in 
mind, President Xi in his 2014 Summit speech articulated a broad vision for 
CICA’s future: “China proposes that we make CICA a security dialogue and co-
operation platform that covers the whole of Asia and, on that basis, explore the 
establishment of a regional security cooperation architecture.”107 To that end, 
China worked to improve CICA’s institutionalization in three main ways—​all 
of which was a dramatic departure from its opposition to institutionalizing in 
APEC and ARF.

First, ever since its 2002 launch, CICA had held either a summit or a min-
isterial level meeting every two years with a Special Working Group or Senior 
Officials Conference held in between, making it far less institutionalized than 
ARF, APEC, or EAS, which hold annual leader-​level summits. For that reason, 
Xi argued for more regular high-​level meetings: “China believes that it is advis-
able to increase the frequency of CICA foreign ministers’ meetings and even 
possibly summits in light of the changing situation, so as to strengthen the polit-
ical guidance of CICA and chart a blueprint for its development.”108 China has 
made modest progress in these efforts by pushing forward an additional minis-
terial in 2017 and by encouraging CICA states to meet together on the sidelines 
of the UN General Assembly.109 Official CICA Think Tank Forum documents 
written by the Shanghai Institute for International Studies suggest even broader 
plans, including regular meetings of defense ministers and public security min-
isters, among others.110 These measures would bring CICA’s institutionalization 
closer to the levels of ASEAN-​related forums.

Second, China sought to improve the capacity of the secretariat, including 
for monitoring and supervisory purposes that would better enable it to en-
courage the implementation of confidence-​building measures. As Xi argued in 
2014, “China proposes that we enhance the capacity and institutional building 
of CICA, support improving the functions of the CICA secretariat, [and] estab-
lish . . . a task force for supervising the implementation of confidence building 
measures in various areas within the CICA framework.” This was a dramatic 
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departure from China’s participation in APEC and ARF, which saw Beijing op-
pose monitoring for such measures. Think Tank Forum documents go even 
further, suggesting China’s preferences are for more funding for the secretariat, 
more personnel, and an explicit “mandate to monitor the implementation of 
CBMs,” as well as “crisis management and emergency response mechanisms.”111

Third, China hoped to expand CICA exchanges across multiple domains, 
with President Xi urging the creation of “a defense consultation mechanism 
of member states” and “counter-​terrorism, business, tourism, environmental 
protection, culture, and people-​to-​people exchanges.”112 Indeed, within a year 
China had launched a variety of new CICA initiatives, including a CICA Youth 
Council, a Business Council, a Non-​Governmental Forum, and Think Tank 
Forum—​almost all coordinated with Chinese funds and support. In addition, 
China plans to host a regular CICA Dialogue on Asian Awareness. Before these 
initiatives, CICA had been a rather thin organization; these efforts set a prece-
dent for CICA’s expanded functionality that China has continued to push.

Building Order

CICA provides a number of concrete benefits to China as it seeks to assert its 
own vision of Asia’s regional security architecture. It helps China build a regional 
order in Asia by (1) providing China with the means to constrain its neighbors; 
(2) promoting the consensual foundations and content of China-​led order; and 
(3) promoting Chinese leadership and legitimacy.

First, China has attempted to use CICA to constrain the ability of its neigh-
boring states to cooperate with the United States, in part by promoting norms 
that would stigmatize alliances or possibly even security cooperation with the 
United States. As the chapter introduction discussed, China used CICA for 
this purpose as early as 2010, when China and Russia pushed a regional se-
curity architecture at a CICA summit that was explicitly anti-​alliance. China 
continued to push this joint initiative with Russia in 2011, 2012, and 2014 
CICA meetings.113 The ultimate goal was to constrain the security behavior 
of regional states, as Deputy Foreign Minister Chen Guoping made clear in 
2012, when he proposed the Sino-​Russian initiative as the basis for Asian rules 
of behavior.114 In 2014, these ideas were front and center in Xi’s address. His 
claim that “one cannot live in the 21st century with the outdated [zero sum] 
thinking from the age of the Cold War” is a criticism of US security architec-
ture. Similarly, his declaration that “to beef up and entrench a military alliance 
targeted at a third party is not conducive to maintaining common security” 
is an argument against greater security cooperation between the United 
States and Asian states wary of China’s rise.115 His most controversial “Asia 
for Asians” remark flowed naturally from these sentiments. In 2017, Chinese 
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diplomat Wang Tong addressed the 2017 CICA Ministerial and, in language 
nearly identical to Xi’s, declared, “The Chinese side believes that the issue of 
Asian security can be resolved only by the Asian countries themselves and 
their peoples, who also have the opportunity and the desire to resolve these 
issues.”116

Second, China has used CICA to position itself as an economic and secu-
rity public goods provider that embeds neighboring economies in a mutually 
interdependent “community of common destiny,” one where, in Xi’s words, 
China’s rise “delivers tangible benefits to Asia.”117 Key Chinese concepts like 
“community of common destiny” and “New Asian Security Concept” simulta-
neously emphasize China’s centrality to Asia’s economic interdependence while 
also criticizing US alliances, and by doing both, they mark an evolution from 
the earlier concepts China had long ago promoted in ASEAN. China intends 
for these concepts to be at the center of Asia’s security architecture. As CICA’s 
Executive Director Gong Jianwei argues, “While CICA has been moving 
towards achieving this aim [of establishing a security architecture] at a steady 
pace, President Xi Jinping has sought to accelerate the pace by proposing a New 
Asian Security Concept.”118 Indeed, the New Asian Security Concept, which 
Xi introduced as the foundation for Asia’s new security structure at the 2014 
CICA Summit, entails “common, comprehensive, cooperative, and sustainable 
security.”119 In his speech, Xi carefully explains each element of the concept, and 
China’s 2017 White Paper on Asia-​Pacific Security Cooperation elaborates on 
these elements: (1) “Common security” refers to the “community of common 
destiny” and also involves explicit criticism of alliances because they provide se-
curity for some states but not others;120 (2) “comprehensive security” refers to 
traditional and non-​traditional security threats and is relatively uncontroversial; 
(3) “cooperative security” references efforts by Asians to cooperate together to 
resolve problems through “dialogue and in-​depth communication” and implic-
itly critiques external involvement in issues like China’s territorial disputes;121 
and (4) “sustainable security” argues that Asian countries “need to focus on 
both development and security to realize durable security.” CICA Think Tank 
Forum documents explain that this is a reference to Asia’s “dual track,” which 
sees China provide development and the US provide security, and the caveat 
that development is needed to achieve security is meant to elevate China’s role 
in the “dual track” over the US role.

When these four are put together, the concept defines regional security as 
consisting of a “community of common destiny” whose members benefit from 
Chinese development, avoid alliances, do not involve outside states in disputes, 
and prioritize China’s development benefits over external security guarantees. 
This concept has become foundational for CICA and has appeared in every 
CICA joint statement. Indeed, in 2017, Wang Yi declared triumphantly that 
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“since China’s assumption of the CICA chairmanship, the common, comprehen-
sive, cooperative and sustainable Asian Security Concept it proposed has won 
wide recognition.”122 CICA’s executive director stated that “it is our earnest hope 
that all the member states will work together to adopt and implement the new 
security concept with a view to achieving the ultimate objective of CICA” and 
that China’s aim was “to make the concept a reality and create a better security 
architecture in Asia.”123 CICA’s official Think Tank reports are more forthcoming 
about the concept’s ultimate purpose as an alternative to US-​led order: “The 
differences over Asian security architectures are widening. The China-​proposed 
and CICA-​adopted New Asian Security Concept calls for a common, compre-
hensive, cooperative, and sustainable one. [In contrast,] the United States still 
clings to the military alliance and bloc security.”124

A crucial final component of the New Asian Security Concept is its linkage 
to the BRI, which provides the kinds of public goods that underwrite the “com-
munity of common destiny.” Given BRI’s importance to China’s order-​building, 
China has worked to ensure that BRI is endorsed by CICA, giving it greater le-
gitimacy and putting it at the center of Asian security order. CICA’s executive di-
rector linked BRI directly to CICA: “China’s Belt and Road initiative is another 
important step in promoting regional cooperation in the true spirit of CICA.”125 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi tied all these concepts together, combining both de-
velopment and security into an integrative regional vision:

In the future, we should use the [New] Asian Security Concept to 
lead in the promotion and establishment of a framework for Asian re-
gional security cooperation; we should combine the CICA [New Asian 
Security] Concept with the Silk Road spirit, and use the framework of 
CICA to explore how the development strategies of Asian countries 
can be integrated with the construction of the “Belt and Road.” We 
should probe into CICA’s integrative properties to create a community 
of common destiny.126

Third, CICA helps China claim leadership over the debate on Asian region-
alism. China’s 2017 White Paper on Asia-​Pacific Security Cooperation noted 
three paths to Asian regionalism: “In this region there are [1]‌ ASEAN-​led secu-
rity cooperation mechanisms and [2] platforms such as the SCO and CICA, as 
well as [3] military alliances formed in history.”127 China preferred the second 
path, and CICA has allowed it to bypass ASEAN leadership and US and Japanese 
interference. As Ma Chunshan notes, CICA is the only pan-​Asian “platform for 
international cooperation that does not include the United States and its impor-
tant Asian ally, Japan, as members,” thereby allowing China to shape it as it sees 
fit.128



	 Impl e m e nt ing  Pol i t i ca l  Bui ld i ng 	 233

     

Moreover, CICA is quite useful for the effort to shape the debate on region-
alism. Its large membership allows it to credibly claim to be a forum that is rep-
resentative of Asia—​a point China repeatedly calls attention to. While Chinese 
addresses at CICA from 2002 through 2012 generally described CICA only as 
an “important organization,” once it took over the organization in 2014, it used 
explicitly comparative language elevating CICA over alternative groupings.129 
“CICA is the largest and most representative regional security forum with the 
largest number of participants,” Xi Jinping argued at the 2014 CICA Summit. 
CICA “is the only structure of its kind” in Asia, Executive Director Gong Jianwei 
declared.130 Wang Yi said in 2016 that CICA was “Asia’s largest and most rep-
resentative security forum.” In remarks for CICA’s twenty-​fifth anniversary the 
next year, he said it had “grown into the most representative security forum 
with the biggest coverage and largest number of members in Asia.”131 The pur-
pose of these statements was to suggest CICA had a greater claim to serve as 
a foundation for establishing an Asian security architecture than other efforts. 
Indeed, Chinese think tank reports posted on the government’s CICA website 
not only repeatedly articulate this point, they also point out a possible end stage 
for CICA is to become an Asian version of the OSCE, or what they might call 
an OSCA (Organization for Security and Co-​operation in Asia). One report 
by the Shanghai Institute for International Studies, which was given pride of 
place on the website, argues that, because of its representativeness, “CICA is ca-
pable of providing a solid institutional foundation for and charting the shortest 
path toward an Asian security architecture.”132 Another report notes, “If CICA’s 
potential and advantages can be fully tapped to propel its transformation and 
development into an OSCA, the future establishment of the new Asian secu-
rity architecture will benefit greatly.”133 This is in part because CICA can play a 
consolidating role. As Vice Minister Chen Guoping noted in a speech before the 
CICA Senior Officials Committee, “Sub-​regional security cooperation has been 
thriving in Asia, but cooperation mechanisms are fragmented and overlapping 
in function. It is imperative to integrate all the resources, build a broader and 
effective cooperation platform, and put in place a new architecture for regional 
security cooperation. In this process, CICA may play a central role by leveraging 
its strength in large geographical scope, inclusiveness, and confidence building 
measures.”134

Finally, China has also sought to use CICA to build a common identity that 
China could lead. It has sought to do this in part by sponsoring a CICA NGO 
Forum and a CICA Think Tank Forum.135 Just as similar efforts around APEC 
and ASEAN were central to the debates on Asian regionalism in the 1990s, China 
hoped that CICA could be central to those debates beginning in 2014. As Wang 
Yi explained in 2016, these forums are meant to “encourage all parties to explore 
a new Asian security architecture at the track II and non-​governmental level” 
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and thereby “build consensus for CICA’s future development and transforma-
tion.”136 Similarly, Xi Jinping has said these forums will “lay a solid social foun-
dation for spreading the CICA concept of security, increasing CICA’s influence, 
and promoting regional security governance.”137 And, of course, China largely 
leads these processes. One goal in these efforts is to contrast Asian countries 
with Western ones. Indeed, the CICA Think Tank Forum reports and remarks 
by Chinese officials suggest the belief that “the shortage of a common ‘Asian 
awareness’ or a common Asian identity has further complicated the prospect of 
establishing an overarching security mechanism” in Asia.138 Another Think Tank 
Forum report argues that “fostering a pan-​Asian sense of shared destiny through 
substantive inter-​civilizational dialogues and closer economic cooperation” 
should be a major Chinese goal.139 To this end, President Xi Jinping urged the 
creation of a regular CICA Dialogue on Asian Civilizations in 2014, and China 
succeeded in pulling it together in 2018. Although such maneuvers are unlikely 
to overcome internal Asian divisions, China clearly sees them as a way to gradu-
ally bind the region together under China’s leadership.

Asian regional institutions can on their own only go so far in securing such 
an objective. Beyond them, the other way China might bind the region to-
gether is through economic statecraft and the forms of control—​both coercive 
and consensual—​that flow from it. As the next chapter demonstrates, eco-
nomic instruments are rather like multilateral institutions in at least one crit-
ical respect: both are ostensibly liberal element of statecraft, and both can be 
repurposed for more nakedly political goals like building regional order.
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“Aboard Our Development Train”
Implementing Economic Building

“We must actively participate in and vigorously promote the construc-
tion of surrounding highways, railways, communications, and energy 
channels in the neighboring region to form a network of intercon-
nected and interoperable infrastructure around China.”1

—​Hu Jintao in 2009, four years before the launch of the Belt and Road 
Initiative

In 2012, Professor Wang Jisi—​the dean of Peking University’s School of 
International Relations—​published an influential article in the nationalist tab-
loid the Global Times. Wang Jisi was a well-​connected figure, once an informal 
adviser to China’s paramount leader Hu Jintao, and his article was provocative. 
To the east, China faced security challenges: maritime disputes, island chains, 
wary neighbors, and the US Navy. “Marching westward” over the land, Wang 
noted, provided an attractive alternative.2

“Unlike East Asia, there is no U.S.-​led regional military alliance among the 
countries to the west, and there is no possibility that one will arise,” Wang 
argued.3 Instead, China had abundant resources and a continental vacuum in 
that direction, as well as the surplus capacity and dollar reserves to fill it with 
pipelines, railways, highways, and even overland Internet infrastructure that 
would reduce China’s dependence on the sea and bind the region tighter to 
China. This was a form of order-​building, and although the ideas Wang outlined 
had been articulated by others—​including Hu Jintao, who had called for a sim-
ilar network of infrastructure around China years earlier—​they appeared to find 
purchase. Many Chinese elites say that Wang’s essay caught the attention of the 
country’s leadership and helped shape the continental components of the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI) that Xi would launch the next year. Perhaps, but a 
similar focus on building infrastructure had been announced years earlier by Hu 
Jintao in the very speech he used to revise China’s grand strategy after the Global 
Financial Crisis.4 Regardless of whether Wang helped catalyze a new initiative 
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or instead helped validate an existing one, the policy trajectory was increas-
ingly clear: China would use economic power and infrastructure spending for 
geostrategic purposes, including to build order.

Wang had encouraged a rising China to march westward to avoid a hostile east. 
But about a century earlier, a rising Germany had decided to march eastward to 
avoid a hostile west. Germany’s leadership had sought to construct a 1,000-​mile 
railway from Berlin all the way to Baghdad and onward to the Persian Gulf. For 
Germany, this “Berlin-​Baghdad railway” would not only bypass the preeminent 
British navy, it would also spread German influence deeper into the Middle East, 
open up the Ottoman Empire as an export market and source for raw materials, 
and offer Germany a way to protect its overseas possessions in Africa. Germany’s 
grand infrastructure ambitions then were hardly unique: Britain had built the 
Suez Canal, the United States had built the Panama Canal, and the Japanese 
had hoped to build their own canal across Thailand’s “Isthmus of Kra” to bypass 
British control over Singapore and the Malacca Strait. All understood that geog-
raphy could reshape geopolitics.

Germany’s project, which saw significant progress but fell short of comple-
tion due to the First World War, could have revolutionized Eurasia’s strategic 
geography. But where that program failed, China’s Belt and Road has continued 
onward. More broadly, China’s use of economic instruments to build order, 
like Germany’s, was hardly limited to infrastructure financing. Just as a rising 
Germany was concerned about British control over finance and sought ways to 
reduce it, a rising China has long been concerned about American dollar dom-
inance and sought to circumvent it as well—​both to blunt American power and 
to build China’s own financial advantages.

China’s effort in infrastructure and finance are not motivated primarily by 
absolute economic benefits or the demands of China’s interest groups but by 
a desire to cultivate economic leverage. That leverage can take many forms, 
as Chapter 6 discussed. Economic leverage can be relational, which involves 
manipulating the interdependence between states (e.g., a bilateral trade agree-
ment). It can be structural, which involves shaping the systems and frameworks 
within which global economic activity takes place (e.g., control over currency). 
And it can be domestic, which involves reshaping a state’s internal politics and 
preferences (e.g., elite capture).

This chapter explores China’s effort to build these forms of leverage. It shows 
that China’s Belt and Road and its financial statecraft were precipitated in large 
part by the Global Financial Crisis, which led Beijing to feel more assertive about 
using economic tools to build order. We turn now to China’s changing discourse 
on economics before analyzing its economic behavior.
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Chinese Economic Texts

For years, China’s economic efforts were focused on blunting American eco-
nomic leverage and ensuring China had access to markets, technology, and 
capital to continue its development. In the post-​crisis era, Chinese texts show 
its economic strategy shifted in two major ways. First, China focused intently 
on the economic component of “peripheral diplomacy,” which in practical 
terms took the form of Chinese-​led order-​building through the cultivation of 
relational, structural, and domestic-​political economic leverage over Chinese 
neighbors. The main instruments for creating this leverage were massive infra-
structure investments as well as concessionary trade and trade sanctions. The 
second track focused on greater activism in global finance, an area of serious and 
growing vulnerability to the United States. There, China’s new approach focused 
on building alternatives to US financial architecture. Just as in the blunting pe-
riod, not all of China’s economic activity in the building period had exclusively 
strategic motivations, but economic tools were clearly a part of its larger strategy.

A Second Shift in Strategy

Before the Global Financial Crisis, even as late as 2006, China’s focus was dif-
ferent. When China took stock of its foreign policy assumptions during that 
year’s Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference, the dominant focus of its grand 
strategy was explicitly on Tao Guang Yang Hui (i.e., hiding and biding) and 
blunting the foreign pressure China faced.5 Only two years later, however, the 
2008 Global Financial Crisis caused a much bigger shift. China’s assessment of 
the relative power gap with the United States fell significantly, and President Hu 
then officially revised Tao Guang Yang Hui by stressing “Actively Accomplishing 
Something” in his 2009 address.6 In the process, Hu jettisoned the extensive 
rhetoric from his 2006 address on the importance of avoiding “speaking too 
much” and claiming leadership.7

In the post-​crisis era, China’s economic approach changed, with Beijing 
exhibiting a greater focus on order-​building in its neighborhood. Indeed, in his 
2009 address resetting Chinese grand strategy, Hu called for greater “periph-
eral diplomacy” and stressed that China now faced reduced external pressure 
and would have greater freedom of maneuver in the region.8 After the crisis, 
he declared, the “overall strategic environment continues to improve” and “our 
country’s influence on the periphery has been further expanded.”9 This created 
the opportunity for more proactive economic behavior, and Hu therefore stated 
that “we must strengthen economic diplomacy.”10 His speech made clear that 
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this focus on economic diplomacy would take place both within the periphery 
as well as with respect to the international financial system.

Chinese leaders stressed these themes in subsequent years. As Chapter 7 
discussed, “peripheral diplomacy” continued to see elevation in Chinese grand 
strategy after Hu’s speech under the rubric of a “Community of a Common 
Destiny.” In 2011, China released a White Paper advocating for a “Community 
of Common Destiny” in Asia, a concept that soon became shorthand for 
Chinese order-​building in Asia.11 Two years later, in 2013, Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi declared the periphery a “priority direction” for Chinese 
foreign policy, ostensibly above other focuses like the great powers, and linked 
it directly to the concept of a “Community of Common Destiny” for the first 
time.12 That same year, President Xi held an unprecedented Work Forum on 
Peripheral Diplomacy—​the first meeting of that magnitude convened on for-
eign policy since 2006 and the first ever on peripheral diplomacy. In his ad-
dress, he made clear peripheral diplomacy’s central importance in Chinese 
foreign policy, deemed it necessary for national rejuvenation, and declared its 
purpose as the realization of a regional “Community of Common Destiny.”13 
Academic and think tank commentary picked up on the trend, with Yan 
Xuetong writing that “the significance of China’s peripheral or neighboring 
countries to its rise is growing more important than the significance of the 
United States,” which meant that China was elevating the periphery over its 
past focus on dealing with US pressures.14 The next year, at the 2014 Central 
Foreign Affairs Work Conference—​a major foreign policy gathering previ-
ously held only four times in Party history and usually only at moments of 
great transition—​Xi appeared to elevate peripheral diplomacy over a focus 
on great powers like the United States.15 That same language was then re-
peated again in the 2014 Government Work Report, suggesting its formaliza-
tion.16 Xi even made the “Community of Common Destiny” the main theme 
of the 2015 Boao Forum, and China’s 2017 White Paper on Asian Security 
Cooperation states that “Chinese leaders have repeatedly elaborated on the 
concept of a community of common destiny on many different occasions. 
China is working to construct a community of common destiny . . . in Asia 
and the Asia-​Pacific area as a whole.”17 These sources all strongly suggest the 
emergence of regional order-​building as a major focus, if not the central pri-
ority, of Chinese grand strategy.

In addition to the growing focus on the periphery, China also began to be-
come far more active in pushing for international monetary reform. As the case 
study on financial alternatives discusses in greater detail, from 2008 onward, 
Chinese officials took the unprecedented step of routinely calling for monetary 
diversification and a weakening of the dollar’s role as reserve currency. These 
statements were made not only by the head of the People’s Bank of China, but 
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also by President Hu and other senior leaders at top economic forums including 
the G20. This strategy was explicitly outlined in Hu’s own 2009 speech and has 
remained a feature of Chinese policy since.

A Building Strategy

China’s efforts to build regional order emerged under the rubric of Hu’s call 
to “Actively Accomplish Something.” Hu declared that China “must more ac-
tively participate in the formulation of international rules” and institutions, 
anticipating the eventual creation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB) and leadership of CICA.18 On financial issues, he declared China “must 
more actively promote the reform of the international economic and financial 
system,” which that year led to new efforts to promote monetary diversification 
away from the dollar as well as parallel financial structures, a project that Hu 
stated would need to be undertaken “through coordination and cooperation 
with developing countries.”19 Finally, he proposed robust infrastructure invest-
ment as a part of China’s economic strategy. Anticipating the BRI, Hu declared 
that “we must actively participate in and vigorously promote the construction 
of surrounding highways, railways, communications, and energy channels in 
the periphery to form a network of interconnected and interoperable infra-
structure around China.”20 In short, trade, infrastructure, and monetary diver-
sification were all core elements of China’s more active economic strategy as 
early as 2009.

The link between China’s regional economic efforts and its building was 
made clear in speeches by Hu as well as by Xi. Hu’s 2009 address stressed that 
“operating in a good periphery is an important external condition for China,” 
and it suggested concessionary economic arrangements—​and “in particular” in-
frastructure agreements—​were a part of peripheral diplomacy.21 China would 
need to “adhere to the peripheral diplomacy policy of being a good neighbor and 
partner, strengthen strategic planning for the periphery as a whole, strengthen 
mutual trust and promote cooperation.”22 This could be accomplished in part 
by creating greater complementarities between China’s economy and that of its 
neighbors. Indeed, Hu called for China to “strengthen the common interests of 
our country and peripheral countries . . . we must focus on deepening regional 
cooperation in Asia, paying attention to promoting the integration of regional 
and sub-​regional cooperation with China’s domestic regional development 
strategy,” thereby linking China’s economy with that of its neighbors.23 Hu also 
stressed, “we must participate more actively in the formulation of international 
rules, actively promote the reform of the international economic and financial 
system, [and] more actively safeguard the interests of the vast number of devel-
oping countries.”24
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Many of these themes were stressed in subsequent years. China’s 2011 White 
Paper, which first introduced the concept of a Community of Common Destiny, 
stressed the importance of “mutual dependence” as well as “intertwined” and 
“interconnected” interests, which in practical terms effectively would mean 
asymmetric dependence on China given its size.25 The White Paper also 
called for regional cooperation along the lines proposed by Hu and more fully 
implemented under Xi. For its periphery, China advocated “increased trade” and 
said it would “promote regional economic integration,” taking care to remind its 
neighbors that “China’s prosperity, development, and long-​term stability repre-
sent an opportunity rather than a threat to its neighbors.”26 All of this anticipated 
the announcement of BRI four years later, as well as China’s concessionary trade 
agreements.

Under President Xi, these efforts were discussed more explicitly. On the ec-
onomic side, in his 2013 Work Forum on Peripheral Diplomacy, Xi proposed 
offering public goods and facilitating mutual interdependence, both of which 
would “create a closer network of common interests, and better integrate China’s 
interests with [neighbors], so that they can benefit from China’s development.”27 
He explained precisely how China would do this. “We must make every ef-
fort to achieve mutually beneficial reciprocity,” Xi declared. “We have to make 
overall plans for the use of our resources . . . [and] take advantage of our com-
parative strengths, accurately identify strategic points of convergence for mutu-
ally beneficial cooperation with neighbors, and take an active part in regional 
economic cooperation.”28 In practical terms, he stated, “we should work with 
our neighbors to speed up connection of infrastructure between China and our 
neighboring countries” and explicitly listed the BRI and AIIB as tools to do so.29 
In addition, Xi wanted to “accelerate the implementation of the strategy of free 
trade zones” and to put “our neighboring countries as the base,” another sign of 
the elevation of the periphery.30 New investment as well as active interlinkage 
between Chinese border regions and neighbors was also essential. The overall 
objective, Xi stated, was “to create a new pattern of regional economic integra-
tion,” one that he stated multiple times would be linked closely to China.31 Left 
unstated was that the active cultivation of this kind of asymmetric interdepend-
ence would give China great freedom of maneuver and potentially constrain its 
neighbors as well. But at the 2017 BRI Forum, Xi was clear that these efforts fit 
under his work to create a Community of Common Destiny. All parties to BRI, 
he argued, would “continue to move closer toward a community of common 
destiny for mankind. This is what I had in mind when I first put forward the Belt 
and Road Initiative. It is also the ultimate goal of this initiative.”32 China was 
enjoying “rapid growth,” he said in another speech, and would therefore “open 
our arms to the people of other countries and welcome them aboard the express 
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train of China’s development.”33 In short, these are the economic and institu-
tional means at the heart of China’s grand strategy to build regional order.

Infrastructure Investment and BRI

Infrastructure investment not only facilitates trade and connectivity, it also 
offers the opportunity to practice “economic power projection”—​and through 
it, an opportunity to reshape the strategic geography of great power competi-
tion. Like past great powers, Beijing has used infrastructure investment as a tool 
to build order, and the most visible example of this pursuit is China’s BRI as well 
as the financial institutions that support it.

Alternative Explanations

Although this section argues that many BRI projects have strategic motivations, 
there are several alternative explanations common in the BRI literature.

First, some believe that the BRI is primarily driven by China’s pursuit of ab-
solute economic benefits. Most of the projects, however, are loss-​making, which 
raises some doubts about this explanation. For example, an analysis shows BRI’s 
port projects, which constitute an “easy case” for evaluating profitability since 
maritime trade dramatically exceeds overland trade, are generally struggling. An 
analysis of their finances by the think tank C4ADS finds that “several marked 
examples of unprofitability—​suggest that Beijing is actively seeking to leverage 
the geopolitical capacity of its port projects.”34 For example, China’s $8 billion 
investment in a Malaysian port near the Malacca Strait is evaluated as com-
pletely redundant by the World Bank given that nearby existing ports remain 
under capacity. China’s Hambanatota port in Sri Lanka has lost hundreds of 
millions of dollars since it opened and has virtually no real cargo traffic (its traffic 
is one-​hundredth the amount of its neighboring port in Columbo), but China 
has nonetheless assumed the liabilities and taken a ninety-​nine-​year lease of the 
port.35 China’s construction of the Gwadar port in Pakistan is similarly unprofit-
able but sees continued Chinese investment, and China has undertaken a forty-​
year lease and assumed its liabilities as well. There is no economic rationale for 
these investments, but as we will see, there is evidence of strategic motivations.

Second, some account for the poor finances of the projects by suggesting 
that they may be serve the interests of powerful vested interest groups. In par-
ticular, BRI is seen as a way to support China’s domestic economy by creating 
opportunities for its connected industries to be involved in infrastructure 
projects overseas. This explanation also has problems. As David Dollar notes, 
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BRI will struggle to absorb China’s surplus capacity even under the most opti-
mistic circumstances. “In steel alone,” he notes, “China would need $60 billion 
per year of extra demand to absorb excess capacity. This figure excludes excess 
capacity in cement, construction, and heavy machinery.” He concludes that BRI 
and the projects it supports are “much too small to make any dent in China’s ex-
cess capacity problem—​even if it were the sole supplier for these projects, which 
it won’t be."36 Moreover, a growing percentage of China’s loans will not be paid 
back. This has already been the case in Sri Lanka and may well prove the case in 
countries like the Maldives, where roughly 20 percent of the budget is spent on 
servicing Chinese debt. Lending capital at a loss makes no economic sense, but 
if the result is a strategic asset, it does make strategic sense.

Third, some argue that the BRI is neither economic nor strategic but 
motivated in large part by status—​they see it as a vanity project for Xi Jinping. 
But the timeline does not support this account. Many of the major projects (e.g., 
Gwadar, Hambanatota, and several rail and gas projects across Central Asia) 
not only preceded Xi and his BRI but were also explicitly described in strategic 
terms in Chinese government discourses, as we will see.

Fourth, a number of critics argue that BRI is largely meaningless. They argue 
that if everything China does is now folded by the government under BRI—​
from a Polar Silk Road to vaguely conceived BRI space roads—​then the term 
means nothing. This criticism is entirely warranted, but even if the brand is at 
times empty many of the projects are quite real. A narrow focus on the BRI 
brand alone obscures the way infrastructure both within and outside the pro-
gram creates enduring economic leverage. If BRI is taken to mean those key 
projects in the Indo-​Pacific that China has pursued for years—​which were of 
course the original focus of the initiative—​then there is little question that many 
of the marquee projects are motivated by strategic designs.

Grand Strategic Explanations

Understood in these narrower terms, the BRI is at least as much—​and likely 
much more—​a strategic initiative than an economic or domestic-​political one, 
and it creates multiple forms of relational, structural, and domestic-​political lev-
erage essential to order-​building. We now consider each of these three.

Relational Leverage

First, BRI creates several important forms of relational leverage. It creates finan-
cial leverage over those that accept loans from Beijing, such as Sri Lanka and the 
Maldives, who are then unable to pay them back. In the case of the Maldives, as 
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discussed earlier, some 20 percent of the country’s budget now pays off interest 
on Chinese loans. In Sri Lanka, annual loan repayments—​most of which are 
to China—​now equal nearly the entirety of Sri Lanka’s government revenue.37 
Interest rates are also exorbitant, running nearly 6 percent for Hambanatota 
expansion versus roughly half a percent for Japanese infrastructure loans.38 
Countries that cannot afford to repay China have on occasion taken additional 
loans from separate Beijing banks, deepening the cycle of indebtedness.39

BRI also creates the possibility of asymmetric trade interdependence, es-
pecially as increased connectivity effectively increases bilateral trade between 
China and its neighbors and creates dependence on China. Putting China at 
the center of Asian economies is explicitly the point. In his address to the 2013 
Work Forum on Peripheral Diplomacy that preceded the maturation of BRI, Xi 
discussed how infrastructure investment and AIIB would “speed up the connec-
tion of infrastructure between China and our neighboring countries” and “create 
a closer network of common interests, and better integrate China’s interests with 
[neighbors], so that they can benefit from China’s development.”40 In 2017, Xi 
explicitly listed BRI as part of his effort to create a “Community of Common 
Destiny” in Asia, and several speeches make clear that interdependence and 
intertwined economies with China are key criteria for such a community. Many 
of these same points were made by a variety of top officials, including the Zheng 
Xinli, the high-​level Central Party Research Office figure who proposed AIIB, 
suggesting their centrality to BRI.41 In non-​official sources, a variety of scholars 
have hoped that this kind of interdependence would constrain China’s neighbors.

Finally, aside from relational leverage through finance and trade, BRI creates 
leverage over maintenance given that many Chinese projects will require 
Chinese engineers for upkeep, especially since Chinese state firms dominate 
many of these markets, ranging from hydroelectric power to high-​speed rail.42

Structural Level

At the structural level, BRI allows Beijing to create connectivity that essentially 
excludes other countries. One form of this is through commercial ports, which 
in some ways constitute the new choke points of maritime trade, and a growing 
number are operated or leased by Chinese state companies—​which can offer 
important economic leverage over the structure of Asian trade. For example, 
China’s port project in Colombo, Sri Lanka, may well create an “artificial choke 
point” that is effectively under Chinese control. Nearly 30 percent of India’s fu-
ture maritime trade is likely to come through Colombo, where large container 
ships have their cargo placed on smaller ships that then enter India’s ports.43 That 
artificial choke point is in fact 85 percent controlled by the China Merchants 
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Holding Corporation (CMH)—​which also now manages the Hambanatota 
port—​and is of course itself controlled by the Chinese government.44 China’s 
investment in the port doesn’t seem to be producing economic benefits. In fact, 
the Colombo port is actually making significant losses and is not expected to 
break even for at least ten years. The financial situation is so poor that Aiken 
Spence, a private firm that was the major private sector partner with CMH—​and 
that unlike the Chinese government, is actually profit-​seeking—​felt compelled 
to sell its stake in the project.45 Given the dire financial prospects for the project, 
perhaps a strategic motivation explains China’s steadfast dedication to such an 
economically questionable venture. Similarly, CMH had begun preliminary con-
struction of a massive $11 billion port in Bagamoyo, Tanzania—​which will soon 
be the largest port in all of Africa. It will be connected by Chinese-​built rail to 
various land-​locked resource-​supplying states such as the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Zambia, Rwanda, Malawi, Burundi, and Uganda.46 These states 
will be dependent on the Bagamoyo port to access international markets, which 
is likely to be managed by CMH, creating a Chinese-​owned choke point to the 
western Indo-​Pacific.

In addition, the possibility that Beijing will export not only its engineering 
standards on traditional infrastructure like rail lines but also new high-​tech 
infrastructure supporting the Internet or 5G creates path dependence in 
connectivity—​that is, it could make it far easier for Beijing to lock in its ties 
with Asian states and far harder for those states to diversify toward Western 
countries. One could imagine, for example, that future American-​made autono-
mous vehicles could be unable to connect to Chinese wireless networks in BRI 
countries.47

Domestic Leverage

Finally, at the domestic-​political level, the BRI creates clear opportunities to bribe 
powerful constituencies in recipient countries, altering their politics. Indeed, 
China has used its state-​owned enterprises (SOEs) that are involved in these 
projects expressly for that purpose. The New York Times confirmed that “during 
the 2015 Sri Lankan elections, large payments from the Chinese port construc-
tion fund flowed directly to campaign aides and activities for Mr. Rajapaksa.”48 
Indeed, the funds were disbursed directly from the Chinese SOE contracted to 
build the port (China Harbor) from its account at Standard Chartered directly 
to affiliates of then Prime Minister Rajapaksa—​including roughly $3.7 million 
less than ten days before the election. Similar reports suggest Chinese companies 
including China Harbor, but also the China Communications Construction 
Company, have bribed high-​level officials in Bangladesh and the Philippines.49
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Admittedly, the preceding forms of leverage exist regardless of whether 
Beijing intended them or not, but some of the evidence suggests that in many 
cases these were intentionally acquired and economically unwise—​thereby 
strongly suggesting that infrastructure is an important part of China’s larger 
grand strategy.

Military Significance

Some BRI projects clearly have military significance, providing opportunities 
for overseas facilities, as Chapter 8 and Chapter 12 discuss in greater detail. If 
Beijing is to build order in the Indo-​Pacific, it needs the ability to ensure its mil-
itary can project power over its vast distances. Beijing’s port projects offer it the 
ability to resupply across the Indo-​Pacific, thereby not only assuring China it can 
secure its resource flows from possible American or Indian intervention but also 
providing it the ability—​if necessary—​to intervene abroad. Accordingly, port 
projects were the priority in some leaked BRI planning documents, in which the 
Chinese government insisted on “accelerating the development of the Maritime 
Silk Road construction plan”50 with “port construction as the priority.”51

More concretely, top Chinese military officials have privately told foreign 
delegations that these port projects are built as dual-​use because China expects 
it will use them in the future for military purposes—​and China’s first overseas 
military base in Djibouti along with its militarized island-​building in the South 
China Sea, both of which ran against prior promises Beijing had made about 
bases and militarization, provide important context for these comments.52 
Government officials in both Pakistan and Sri Lanka who negotiated with China 
over port access noted that strategic and intelligence interests were part of the 
discussion. When Sri Lanka essentially sold its port to China, government 
officials from China refused to consider any option short of Chinese equity, 
indicating to Sri Lankan officials that a takeover had long been a preference of 
theirs. Chinese officials also left open questions about whether China’s military 
could use the facility—​it was only Indian intervention that allowed a clause to 
be inserted that required China to request Sri Lanka permission before using the 
port for military purposes.53

Finally, a number of quasi-​official sources have discussed these port projects 
as long-​term military investments. Zhou Bo, a fellow with China’s Academy of 
Military Science, concedes that “access, rather than bases, is what the Chinese 
Navy is really interested in in the Indian Ocean.”54 Access of course still 
facilitates the goal of projecting power through these important waters; it just 
does so with a lighter footprint. As Zhou Bo and others admit, a key compo-
nent of achieving access is through the use of such port projects. Xu Guangyu, a 
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former vice president of the PLA Defense Institute, noted that China’s commer-
cial port projects in places such as Tanzania have military purposes. He argues 
that “as China’s Navy travels farther and farther, it needs to establish a supply 
base to support the fleet . . . this is a normal need, but foreign countries aren’t 
accustomed to China going into the blue-​water.”55 The president of the Macau 
Military Institute argued that such ports have “potential military uses” but that 
China will not allow warships to dock there until some time has passed after the 
port’s construction, and even then, will likely use the ports only when necessary 
to avoid fanning the flames of the “China threat theory.”56

BRI is complex, and no one explanation can account for every single Chinese 
economic investment abroad. What this section suggests, however, is that China 
is not dissimilar from other great powers that came before it: it too is using infra-
structure in certain key cases to enhance its relational, structural, and domestic-​
political leverage as well as to gain military access to the waters upon which it is 
dependent. All of this was largely unthinkable when China was merely pursuing 
the blunting of American power, and it is strong evidence of China’s move to a 
focus on building regional order.

Building Financial Alternatives

Encouraged in part by the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, China invested in a 
number of parallel institutions to give it structural power over global finance. 
Financial power comes from a currency’s centrality to global finance, and in the 
American case, it comes from the dollar’s hegemony, which allows the United 
States to “turn banks and financial institutions into instruments of policy, even if 
they are based outside the United States.”57 American financial hegemony serves 
as both an example of how China can build order as well as a threat that China 
must blunt.

The 2008 Global Financial Crisis, and the perceived decline in the pres-
tige of the American economic model, precipitated a coordinated Chinese 
effort to gradually build sources of structural power over the global economy 
while blunting American financial power. China’s efforts were spread across 
three broad arenas. First, China sought to gradually weaken the dollar while 
promoting its own currency; second, it pursued alternatives to the SWIFT inter-​
bank payments system to weaken Western leverage and give China control over 
renminbi payments; third, it sought to promote alternatives to the “big three” 
sovereign credit rating agencies located in the United States whose ratings shape 
capital markets and can affect the fates of countries and companies. While some 
might argue that China’s efforts were driven by the pursuit of absolute economic 
benefits or the power of interest group lobbies, as the analysis in this section will 
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demonstrate, this was not the case; instead, the best explanation for China’s push 
in global finance remains a grand strategic one. American structural power could 
not be bypassed without leaving the system, which would be economic suicide, 
or building a parallel set of infrastructure—​accordingly, China chose the latter 
option.

Dollar Diversification and Renminbi Promotion

After the Global Financial Crisis, China began to call for a diversified interna-
tional monetary system with a reduced role for the dollar and for alternatives 
like the IMF’s special drawing rights (SDR) as well as the renminbi (RMB). 
Might this have been motivated by economic pursuits or interest group power? 
Hongying Wang answers no, noting that China’s position “can’t be neatly 
explained in terms of its economic interest.”58 A substantial decline in the value 
of the dollar would damage China’s export-​driven economy and reduce the value 
of China’s enormous holdings of dollar-​denominated assets.

Wang instead argues that national identity concerns explain China’s policy, 
but there is evidence against this account. In internal documents, including 
speeches to the Central Economic Work Forum, Hu Jintao’s call for a reduced 
role for the dollar is not accompanied by any chest-​beating nationalist rhet-
oric about China’s status, nor are his statements at the G20. Moreover, in his 
criticisms of the dollar, Hu did not generally call even for the RMB internation-
alization that a more nationalist leader might seek as a sign of status.

Instead, China’s actions reveal intense and long-​standing hopes for an inter-
national economic architecture in which the dollar is only one among many re-
serve currencies, and it is reasonable to see China’s advocacy for the renminbi 
in such terms as well. Beijing has increasingly turned to renminbi internation-
alization as an instrument to not only hasten diversification, but also build the 
foundation for China’s own structural power across Asia.

The 2008 Global Financial Crisis marked the start of this effort. After the 
crisis, China’s leadership increasingly called into question the dollar’s reserve 
currency status. Of course, various Chinese officials had for decades criticized 
the international economic order as unfair and called for its reform, and leading 
central bank officials had at times been critical of the “irrational” monetary 
system and urged greater monetary surveillance of advanced economies.59 
In this sense, the 2008 Global Financial Crisis marked a shift less in China’s 
preferences and more in its confidence that it could reshape the international 
economic architecture around it. Accordingly, as Gregory Chin notes, after the 
crisis “China’s leaders elevated financial and monetary policy, and monetary di-
plomacy, to a top priority.”60 The same year the crisis broke out, China’s Central 
Economic Work Conference [中央经济工作] set a Party line on monetary 
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policy and promptly concluded that “international monetary diversification will 
advance, but the status of the US dollar as the main international currency has 
not fundamentally changed.”61 In other words, it would take concerted effort to 
promote diversification.

An important symbol and proponent of this effort was President Hu Jintao, 
who quickly “became the lead spokesperson on China’s global monetary 
thinking.” This marked a shift from the pre-​crisis decade when China’s mone-
tary statecraft was largely “the preserve of senior technocrats from the central 
bank, and to a lesser extent, the finance ministry.”62 At the G20 meeting in 2008, 
the first convened to coordinate a response to the crisis, President Hu called 
on the leaders of each country to “improve the international currency system 
and steadily promote the diversification of the international monetary system 
[国际货币体系多元化].63 These views were expressed in a far more oper-
ational form in a 2009 essay by then Governor of the People’s Bank of China 
Zhou Xiaochuan, who specifically advocated for SDR as an alternative to the 
dollar-​based system. In a provocative essay entitled “Reform of the International 
Monetary System” timed for impact just before the 2009 London G20 summit, 
Zhou argued that the use of the US dollar as the reserve currency “is a rare special 
case in history” and that “the crisis again calls for creative reform of the existing 
international monetary system.” Although Zhou only implicitly referenced the 
dollar, Hu was far more direct about his intentions to diversify away from it at the 
2009 Central Economic Work Conference held shortly after Zhou’s essay was 
published: “Since the international financial crisis, the international community 
has generally recognized a major reason for the imbalance in the world economy 
and for the international financial crisis is the inherent drawback associated with 
a US dollar-​dominated international monetary and financial system.”64 For that 
reason, “promoting the diversification and rationalization of the international 
monetary system” was essential to reform. Hu was explicit that weakening the 
centrality of the dollar was a key goal, but that it would not be quick. “At the same 
time,” Hu continued, “we must see that the dominant position of the US dollar 
is determined by US economic strength and comprehensive national power, 
and for a long period of time it would be relatively difficult to fundamentally 
change it.” China’s strategy would be prolonged: “We must adhere to the princi-
ples of comprehensiveness, balance, gradualism, and effectiveness in promoting 
the reform of the international monetary system.”65 For the next several years, at 
major multilateral economic gatherings—​including most G20 summits, BRICS 
summits, and the G8 + G5 summit—​President Hu or top Chinese officials con-
tinued to call for reserve diversification, SDR, and monetary reform.66 Many G7 
countries, including the United Kingdom, Canada, and Japan, all defended the 
dollar and questioned the “appropriateness” of China’s focus on it.67 But China 
continued to push, in part because, as the President of China’s Export-​Import 
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Bank Li Ruogu noted, the dollar’s power was dangerous to China: “the US used 
this method [manipulation of the dollar] to topple Japan’s economy, and it wants 
to use this method to curb China’s development.”68 China needed to blunt and 
bypass this US power, and “only by eliminating the US dollar’s monopolistic 
position,” he noted, would it be possible to reform the international monetary 
system.69

Not only has Beijing sought to promote international monetary diversi-
fication through its quixotic quest for SDR adoption and through informal 
agreements on central bank reserve diversification away from dollars and into 
other currencies, it has also carefully sought to promote and internationalize 
the renminbi—​especially within Asia and with its commodity-​suppliers. These 
initiatives bring some economic benefits to China, but they may also reflect 
Beijing’s desire to build structural power by increasing the use of the RMB in 
international transactions. As Jonathan Kirchner argues, summarizing his own 
scholarship on attempts by great powers to promote their currency, “States that 
pursue leadership of regional (or global) monetary orders are almost always 
motivated by political concerns—​in particular, the desire to gain enhanced in-
fluence over other states.”70 He notes that France sought to establish a frank area 
to exclude Germany in the 1860s; that Nazi Germany and imperial Japan ex-
tended their currencies in the twentieth century to gain structural power; and 
that the United States did this as well following the Second World War.

Like so many of China’s efforts to reshape the global economic order, China’s 
promotion of the renminbi also began after the 2008 Global Financial Crisis. 
Conventional wisdom holds that a currency’s role in the international system 
depends on the capital account convertibility of the country issuing it, the 
currency’s usage in denominating and settling cross-​border trade and financial 
transactions, and the currency’s proportion in central bank reserves, and China 
increased its efforts in all three areas after 2008 to varying degrees.71 China 
has taken extremely modest steps toward capital account convertibility—​that 
is, allowing its currency to be exchanged for other currencies through normal 
market mechanisms—​and attempted to promote the renminbi as a reserve 
currency.

Ultimately, however, where China has been most active is in promoting the 
renminbi’s use in international trade, especially through signing several dozen 
swap agreements of different varieties that facilitate the use of its currency over-
seas. By 2015, trade settlement in RMB reached $1.1 trillion—​30 percent of 
China’s total trade—​from virtually zero in 2000.72 If this percentage increases, it 
partly reduces China’s vulnerability to US structural power because China will 
increasingly be able to settle trade in its own currency. At the same time, how-
ever, the development should not be overstated. The fact that China uses RMB 
in settling its own trade does not mean the RMB is becoming a widely accepted 
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medium for international transactions, which limits China’s own ability to exer-
cise structural power over others. Data from SWIFT suggests that the RMB ac-
counts for only between 1 and 2 percent of all international payments, and while 
SWIFT data is not reflective of all transactions worldwide (especially those 
denominated in RMB), it nonetheless provides a useful estimate.73

If the RMB has so far failed to gain a global position, it may still achieve a re-
gional one. By 2015, the RMB constituted 30 percent of all transactions between 
China and Asian states, which made it the main currency in regional trade with 
China—​outstripping the dollar, the yen, and the euro.74 In the next decade, if that 
proportion continues to rise, China may enjoy a renminbi zone within Asia that 
allows it to wield structural power over its neighbors. Indeed, as Kirshner argues, 
the renminbi is not likely to overtake the dollar in the near future globally, but 
China’s centrality to Asia’s economy and supply chains makes it likely that it will 
eventually become the dominant currency in the region.75 He further argues that 
China may be taking a different path to regional internationalization, one that 
involves creating infrastructure for the renminbi, promoting its use in transactions, 
and encouraging central banks to hold it as a reserve currency—​all while retaining 
some capital controls and regulation.76 China’s swap agreements help advance 
this goal, as does China’s promotion of renminbi-​denominated bonds that can be 
purchased by foreign central banks, which creates a deeper and more liquid pool of 
renminbi assets others might invest in—​a key reason for dollar dominance.

If much of Asia becomes an effective renminbi zone in the next decade or 
more, then some of the instruments of American financial power could be 
wielded by China against its neighbors. Those neighbors would need access 
to the renminbi system, payments infrastructure like CIPS and CNAPS, and 
Chinese banks—​all of which China can control. An era of Chinese financial 
statecraft and sanctions within Asia, though perhaps not globally, may not be 
so distant, and may in turn lay the foundation for a sphere of influence within 
Asia. In this way, a Chinese financial zone in Asia would be layered over the US 
financial order worldwide.

SWIFT

SWIFT is a standard-​setting and messaging institution with a network that 
makes cross-​border financial payments possible, thereby constituting the sub-​
structure of global finance. The organization, known as the Society for World 
Interbank Financial Telecommunication, was founded in 1973 when 239 
banks from fifteen different countries created unified messaging standards, a 
messaging platform, and a network to route messages.77 According to the or-
ganization, SWIFT became the nodal financial messaging system with “the 
connection of the first central banks in 1983,” which “reinforced SWIFT’s 
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position as the common link between all parties in the financial industry.”78 
SWIFT promptly replaced Telex, a slow and error-​prone patchwork manual 
system with conflicting standards that effectively required banks to work in sev-
eral contradictory formats to make payments. Today, SWIFT spans 200 coun-
tries and more than 10,000 institutions, it facilitates 15 million messages daily, 
and is the essential infrastructure that makes international payments possible. 
Importantly, SWIFT is a messaging service and does not engage in clearing 
and settling, so no money flows through it—​only messages that make money 
transfers possible. Clearance and settling often occur through US services 
like Fedwire (which makes payments between bank accounts at the Federal 
Reserve) and CHIPS (which is privately owned and engages in “netting” to 
capture the total differences in transactions between two banks in a given day), 
as well as a variety of other services.

Because SWIFT is an institution essentially intended to solve a coordina-
tion problem—​the need for a universal and consistent messaging language to 
send money from one bank to another—​there is little to no reason why any state 
would develop alternative standards and infrastructure once the coordination 
problem had been solved. The current system is economically vastly more at-
tractive to an alternative because of network effects that make it far more liquid 
and fast-​acting. In contrast, an alternative system would be more costly, and no 
specific constituency would benefit from the added difficulty of using it. In es-
sence, there is no meaningful economic or interest group rationale for China to 
create its own alternative to SWIFT’s messaging apparatus. As this chapter later 
explains, a strategic rationale makes the most sense.

Perhaps the best explanation for China’s investment in SWIFT alternatives is 
that it provides reduced vulnerability to US financial power. Although SWIFT 
is a messaging service and does not engage in clearing and settling, if a bank is 
cut off from the network, it is essentially cut off from the global financial system 
and from much of the clearing and settling infrastructure that exists. In this way, 
control over SWIFT offers considerable structural power.

That structural power has already been wielded against others. While the or-
ganization sees itself as apolitical, it is nonetheless required to comply with the 
laws of Belgium, the European Union, and—​through the threat of secondary 
sanctions—​the United States as well. In 2012, the United States and Europe 
used their influence over the organization to force it to delink Iranian banks from 
SWIFT networks, which marked the first time in SWIFT’s history that the in-
stitution had cut off an entire country from access to the company’s network.79 
Iran had relied on SWIFT for two million cross-​border payments annually—​a 
volume that could not be replaced by another messaging network—​and loss 
of access made payment for Iranian oil impossible, devastated Iran’s economy, 
and prevented the government from accessing substantial amounts of its own 
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foreign reserves that it had invested abroad.80 A few years later, in 2017, SWIFT 
access was denied to North Korean banks.81

SWIFT’s structural power has even been threatened against great powers 
like Russia after its invasion of Crimea. The threat was concerning enough that 
then Russian Prime Minister Medvedev discussed it publicly and threatened 
that Russia’s “reaction will be without limit.”82 Russian Central Bank Governor 
Elvira Nabiullina then began preparing a Russian alternative to SWIFT as early 
as 2014. In a meeting with Putin, she stated that “there were threats that we can 
be disconnected from SWIFT. We have finished working on our own payment 
system, and if something happens, all operations in SWIFT format will work 
inside the country. We have created an alternative.”83 Russia has sought to pop-
ularize its alternative system within the Eurasian Union and discussed it with 
Iran, and though it is imperfect, it demonstrates that great powers are actively 
searching for ways to bypass US influence over SWIFT for strategic reasons.84

The United States has threatened to wield SWIFT against China. Washington 
already sanctioned at least one Chinese bank involved in trade with North Korea, 
and then Treasury Secretary Mnuchin threatened that “If China doesn’t follow 
these sanctions [on North Korea], we will put additional sanctions on them and 
prevent them from accessing the US and international dollar system.” Similarly, 
members of Congress have suggested cutting off some of China’s largest banks 
from the global financial system.85 China indeed has reasons to fear SWIFT ter-
mination, and like Russia, appears to be acting on them.

The People’s Bank of China—​with approval from the Chinese government—​
began developing its own alternative to SWIFT for financial messaging and in-
terbank payments as early as 2013, roughly one year after the West cut off Iran.86 
This system, known as the China International Payments System (CIPS), would 
not only insulate China from financial pressure but also increase its own au-
tonomy, giving it sovereign control over all information that passes through its 
network, the power to help others bypass sanctions, and the ability to one day 
cut others off from China’s system. Moreover, the ambition for CIPS exceeds 
that for SWIFT: the former would not only be a messaging service like SWIFT 
but will also provide clearance and settlement—​that is, full integration of the 
payments process. Unlike Russian elites, China’s elites have been far less obvious 
in telegraphing their system’s possibility as a rival to SWIFT; nevertheless, its 
strategic potential is real, if still somewhat distant.

Skeptics would point out that China’s pursuit of CIPS has some genuine 
economic motivations as well. First, CIPS is an improvement on the previous 
system of cross-​border RMB payments. Before CIPS, China’s domestic inter-
bank clearing and settlement system, the China National Advanced Payment 
System (CNAPS), could not support international payments; instead, cross-​
border transactions would take place through designated offshore yuan clearing 
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banks or correspondent banks in China. Moreover, CIPS for the moment is pri-
marily concerned with clearing and settling. Indeed, CIPS and SWIFT signed 
a 2016 agreement that provided CIPS access to the SWIFT messaging system. 
From that perspective, a charitable observer might conclude that CIPS does not 
appear to be an alternative to SWIFT financial infrastructure but a complemen-
tary appendage.

Neither of these arguments dismisses the strategic logic underlying CIPS. 
First, if China had purely economic and technical motivations for launching 
CIPS, it may have been more economical to simply reform the existing CNAPS 
system so it could communicate with SWIFT. Other countries with domestic in-
terbank payments systems that similarly do not communicate with SWIFT have 
often modified those systems to allow communication. This suggests economic 
motivations may not have been the leading factors in the establishment of CIPS.

Second, the fact that CIPS has signed an agreement for access to the SWIFT 
network, and the fact that it uses SWIFT messaging standards, does not reduce 
its viability as a strategic alternative to SWIFT because CIPS is building the capa-
bility to process messages outside of the SWIFT network. Indeed, just as SWIFT 
requires banks to purchase costly technology connecting them to the network, 
so does CIPS—​which allows it to exist in parallel to SWIFT’s technology.87 And 
as CIPS continues to develop, the goal is in many ways to operate independently 
from SWIFT. As an individual with knowledge of the People’s Bank of China’s 
plans for CIPS told the Financial Times, “In the future CIPS will move in the 
direction of using its own dedicated [communications] line. At that point it can 
totally replace SWIFT” for interbank messaging involving renminbi.88 Indeed, 
as Eswar Prasad argues, “CIPS has been designed as a system that could even-
tually also serve as a conduit for interbank communications concerning inter-
national RMB transactions that operates independently of SWIFT. This would 
make it not only a funds transfer system, but also a communication system, re-
ducing the SWIFT’s grip on interbank communications related to cross-​border 
financial flows. China’s government is astute enough not to challenge SWIFT 
until the CIPS has matured, but no doubt one day the challenge will come.”89 
The collaboration between SWIFT and CIPS helps the latter mature, providing 
China with market share and expertise as it builds a parallel system. It also gives 
SWIFT continued relevance, and indeed, employees at SWIFT have been con-
cerned that “Chinese authorities were considering replacing SWIFT with an in-
digenous network built to rival, if not exceed, SWIFT’s own.”90 SWIFT’s China 
head, Daphne Wang, apparently tried to persuade CIPS not to invest in alterna-
tive messaging but to focus on clearance: “We do not do clearing, as in CIPS’s 
case. When we talked to CIPS, we said: ‘Why build your highway [i.e., mes-
saging platform] if the highway exists already? As of now it’s as if you are selling 
a car [i.e., clearance and settling] but nobody can drive it on the highway that’s 
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already built.’ ”91 Despite SWIFT’s attempt to disincentivize the creation of an 
alternative highway, China’s desire to develop it remains. As one person involved 
with CIPS noted, the system was launched without all these features but there 
was “ambition” for more: “[CIPS] doesn’t include a lot of things [yet], but there 
is pressure for delivery.”92 Eventually, the system is intended to “allow offshore 
banks to participate, enabling offshore-​to-​offshore renminbi payments as well as 
those in and out of China.”93 This would make CIPS a wholly independent finan-
cial infrastructure and provide any two parties anywhere in the world a method 
for messaging, clearance, and settlement entirely free from US review, which 
would seriously undermine US financial power worldwide.

Third, even when CIPS does not act in parallel to SWIFT, its connection to 
and through SWIFT still provides useful influence. Before CIPS, SWIFT was 
already operating in China for more than thirty years and was connected to 
400 Chinese financial institutions and corporate treasuries.94 Now, all SWIFT 
messages to China must be routed through CIPS. As one payments expert 
notes, “CIPS is trying to be the middleman between SWIFT and CNAPS,” 
which would give China’s central bank an ability to determine who has access to 
China’s financial system.95 This provides a central control point over transactions 
in renminbi and boosts China’s structural power.

For now, CIPS is not a meaningful alternative to the SWIFT system. It may 
bolster China’s structural power by making it much easier for China to cut off 
other institutions or countries from China’s financial system, but it is not yet 
ready to serve as an alternative messaging system for cross-​border payments 
outside of China. Even so, that day will come. Other great powers like Russia 
are already investing in such systems, and China—​which also faces the threat 
of Western financial sanctions—​has ample reason to continue developing CIPS 
into an alternative that can bypass American structural power over international 
payments in the coming decade. As one columnist observes, “A return to a pre-​
SWIFT world, in which banks were forced to send and accept transaction infor-
mation in a multitude of formats, isn’t unimaginable,” and it demonstrates the 
way in which China’s strategic anxieties will intertwine with its rise to fragment 
the sub-​structure of global finance.96

Credit Rating Agencies

Credit rating agencies help provide investors information on the risks of various 
kinds of debt, and their ratings can significantly alter the fortunes of companies 
and countries. The market for international credit ratings is largely dominated 
by the “big three” US firms—​Standard and Poor’s, Moody’s, and Fitch Group—​
which together have a global market share of more than 90 percent. The domi-
nance of these three firms is in part a function of American structural power—​the 
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centrality of the dollar, the importance of New York financial institutions, and 
the ability of the Securities and Exchange Commission to determine who can 
issue ratings.

There are reasonable economic motivations for China to create an alternative 
credit rating agency. At the national level, China may be concerned that the “big 
three” do not accurately rate China’s sovereign or corporate debt; at the local 
level, specific Chinese state-​owned enterprises may feel that they would stand 
to benefit from a friendlier rater. At least initially, it is unlikely a Chinese credit 
rating agency would win business abroad given presumed state connections and 
a lack of experience; for that reason, it will require costly subsidies and state 
support. If the Chinese state is propping up China’s main external credit rating 
agency, that does not deny economic motivations, but it also raises the possi-
bility of political ones, as we will see.

After the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, the “big three” were seen as vulnerable 
given their mistaken appraisal of the assets that set off the crisis. For their part, 
many European leaders blamed them as biased and political for having touched 
off and then intensified the Eurozone debt crisis, especially following their 
downgrade of Greek debt to junk status in 2010, and some leaders encouraged 
(unsuccessfully) the creation of an alternative European credit rating agency.97 
The fact that even American allies sought alternatives to the influence of the “big 
three”—​which have retained more than 76 percent market share within Europe 
even after the crisis—​should make it relatively uncontroversial that China might 
act according to similar motivations.98

As with Europe, China’s interest in alternative agencies was precipitated by 
the Global Financial Crisis that tarnished the “big three” while also revealing 
their ability to shape capital flows. Although Washington lacks the ability to di-
rectly control these credit raters or manipulate their ratings, China views them 
as tools of direct or indirect American power corrupted by political bias. At the 
2010 G20 summit in Toronto, President Hu Jintao called for the countries to 
“develop an objective, fair, reasonable, and uniformed method and standard for 
sovereign credit rating,” demonstrating that the issue had received top-​level po-
litical attention. Only a month later, seemingly in coordination with Hu’s call, 
Dagong Global Credit Rating—​China’s largest credit rating agency—​launched 
its own sovereign credit ratings for the first time. For years following the crisis, 
China’s government has continued to formally attack the credit rating agencies. 
Finance Minister Lou Jiwei declared that “there’s bias” in the ratings of the “big 
three,” while the Finance Ministry issued a statement calling a Moody’s down-
grade of China’s credit “the wrong decision” in 2017.99

Dagong is the lead instrument in China’s effort to influence the global ratings 
system and the country’s only major Chinese-​owned credit rating agency. 
China’s only other large credit rating agencies—​China Lianhe Credit Rating 
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and China Chengxin International—​are joint ventures between private Chinese 
entities and different members of the “big three.” Dagong’s public documents, 
as well as the statements by its founder Guan Jianzhong—​essentially the face 
of credit rating in China—​indicate both a view that credit ratings are stra-
tegic instruments and that the United States’ domination of them is harmful 
to China’s political interests. As Guan wrote in 2012, “US dominated ratings 
serve the global strategy of the United States” and “the existing international 
rating pattern will restrict the rise of China.” Guan and others argue that rating 
agencies exercise “rating discourse power” that enables them to shape the global 
economy. If the United States controls this “rating discourse power,” then China 
“will lose financial sovereignty.” Worse, the “rating discourse power can be 
manipulated . . . in an effort to erode the social basis of the ruling party.” In con-
trast, the 2008 Global Financial Crisis offered “a great historical opportunity for 
China to strive for international rating discourse power.”100 China’s ratings, even 
if they do not gain overwhelming market share, could nonetheless pressure the 
“big three” to adjust their ratings and “converge” toward China’s, an outcome 
Guan welcomes.101

Accordingly, in the midst of the of the Global Financial Crisis in 2008, Dagong 
began to float proposals for a “Universal Credit Rating Group” (UCRG), which 
was finally launched in June 2013 when Dagong partnered with a Russian firm 
and smaller American rater. The new initiative’s mission was to compete with the 
“big three,” and it purported to be a private, collaborative, and apolitical venture. 
These claims proved false when the CEO of that initiative, Richard Hainsworth, 
stepped down and later admitted that the effort was essentially financed and 
supported by the Chinese government.102 Hainsworth claimed that the Russian 
and US partners provided little capital, that the venture was primarily controlled 
by Dagong, that virtually every major expenditure was subject to a vote by 
Dagong’s board, and that the Chinese government was likely bankrolling not 
only UCRG but even Dagong. In this light, Dagong’s collaboration with foreign 
raters appeared to be a fig leaf to boost the legitimacy of its revisionist under-
taking. Hainsworth further argued that UCRG’s true purpose appeared polit-
ical rather than commercial—​to both reduce the legitimacy of Western ratings 
and to put forward a Chinese alternative, though spending on the latter objec-
tive was inadequate. Dagong hired a number of senior Western officials on be-
half of UCRG to criticize US ratings, including former French Prime Minister 
Dominique de Villepin, who traveled the world attacking Western agencies in 
ideological terms and drew a “straight line from the Opium Wars, the British Raj, 
and the European colonial powers’ grab for Africa to current forms of Western 
privilege, including its control of credit ratings.”103 Eventually, despite its ideo-
logical bent and alleged Chinese-​backing, UCRG sputtered and was shut down.
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The failure of UCRG did not mark the end of China’s ambition to reshape 
global credit ratings. Instead, China appears to have increased its support for 
Dagong to go global, and the firm has opened up offices around the world and 
overtly stated its interest in competing with the “big three.” Dagong is clearly car-
rying on the mission that UCRG was to have undertaken and has retained many 
of the same international advisors to give it legitimacy.104 Although Dagong 
claims to be fully private, Hainsworth suggested the company was funded by 
Beijing; moreover, its CEO and founder, Guan Jianzhong, was a government of-
ficial immediately before he launched Dagong. Not only did he apparently con-
tinue to be employed by China’s State Council for years while running Dagong, 
his firm so directly implicates the interests of SOEs that it is genuinely hard to 
believe it is free from state influence.105 Even so, Beijing clearly seeks to main-
tain some plausible distance from Dagong to enhance its legitimacy. Indeed, 
Chinese officials have privately opposed efforts to create a BRICS credit rating 
agency precisely because they believe that “a government-​backed credit rating 
agency will not have any credibility” in challenging the “big three.”106 Despite 
the fact that Dagong is formally a private and apolitical entity, its rankings have 
also given rise to claims of political bias. Dagong raised eyebrows when it rated 
the Chinese Railway Ministry’s debt higher than China’s sovereign debt, as well 
as when it rated Russia and Botswana’s debt higher than US debt. In a discus-
sion of its methodology, Dagong includes ideological Party phrases and claims 
to use Marxian “dialectical materialism” as part of its evaluative approach.107 
The firm is usually eager to downgrade the United States, as its own website 
boasts: “Dagong is the first agency in the world to study American credit rating 
theories and methodologies and reveal their shortcomings. It is also the first 
agency to downgrade the US credit rating.”108

China’s efforts to influence global credit ratings, while clearly motivated by 
the Global Financial Crisis, remain somewhat modest. Its goal appears to be to 
gradually gain market share, not displace the “big three,” especially since a higher 
market share may be sufficient to bring about convergence. Moreover, China 
has allowed the “big three” into China, a policy ostensibly intended to help pro-
mote foreign investment as China’s government pursues deleveraging. This is 
a positive step, but one possibly consistent with the goal of influencing global 
credit ratings: as American credit rating agencies gain access to China’s lucrative 
domestic market, they may find it more challenging to negatively rate politically 
sensitive Chinese entities or the government’s sovereign debt.

Together, China’s focus on monetary diversification and its construction of 
an alternative payments substructure through CIPS and an alternative credits 
rating agency through Dagong reveal a long-​standing interest in weakening 
and bypassing the US dollar’s constraining effects on China—​one that will, 



258	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

if successful, transform the global economic architecture into one of financial 
multipolarity.

These are efforts befitting a great power that seeks to dominate its own region 
and to contest the influence of the reigning hegemon, and they were motivated 
in large part by China’s confidence in the aftermath of the Global Financial 
Crisis as well as its continuing concern over US influence. When combined 
with China’s interest in infrastructure financing via the Belt and Road Initiative 
and its growing comfort with economic sanctions, the overall picture is one of 
a rising power that is increasingly risen—​and willing to use economic tools to 
build order at home at first, and now increasingly, globally. As the next chapter 
shows, these ambitions are not confined only to the region. Beijing now seeks to 
take blunting and building worldwide, and in the process, gradually elevate China 
and displace the United States from global order.
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“Toward the World’s Center Stage”
American Decline and China’s Global Ambition

“The Western-​centered world order dominated by the US has made 
great contributions to human progress and economic growth. But 
those contributions lie in the past.”1

—​Fu Ying, 2016

“The world is undergoing great changes unseen in a century, but time 
and momentum are on our side. This is where our force and vigor re-
side, and it is also where our determination and confidence reside.”2

—​Xi Jinping, 2021

On October 18, 2017, General Secretary Xi Jinping strode out into the Great 
Hall of the People to the applause of 2,280 party leaders all clapping in rhythm 
to the entry music. The occasion was the Chinese Communist Party’s 19th Party 
Congress. Held once every five years, the Party Congress is China’s most author-
itative institution, and the General Secretary’s speech is always the Party’s most 
significant event—​one that sets the line on new Party policy.

The Congress started with the usual pageantry, but was perhaps less polished 
than one might expect. While American political figures rely on teleprompters 
to make their oratory seem effortless, Premier Li Keqiang stood to speak with 
papers in hand. He looked down, then up, and then back down again as he 
announced the opening of the Congress, called for a minute of silence for the 
Party’s revolutionary martyrs, and then summoned the audience to stand and 
sing the national anthem—​all before finally turning the floor over to Xi.

Xi looked stern as he approached the lectern. He wore a black suit, a maroon 
tie, and an entirely unnecessary red nametag affixed to his jacket pocket spelling 
out his name for the attendees, who of course already knew it. He too had no 
teleprompter, only a thick stack of papers sitting atop the lectern. He would du-
tifully read aloud each one in the course of what proved to be a marathon three-​
and-​a-​half-​hour, 30,000-​word speech.
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Xi’s speech requires stamina, but more for the guests than the speaker. The 
Party Congress address is generally a tedious affair, and past general secretaries 
kept their addresses shorter, with Hu Jintao sticking to ninety minutes while 
Jiang sometimes read for only fifteen, submitting the rest into the written record. 
For Xi, the decision to read the entire text was a kind of power move that forced 
all senior officials to remain at attention, but he was only somewhat successful in 
securing that deference.3 While lesser functionaries dared not show any distrac-
tion, Jiang yawned widely throughout and then fell asleep on the stage while Hu 
visibly pointed to his wristwatch after Xi’s speech concluded.

Xi’s jargon-​filled speech, despite its stale delivery and incredible length, was 
nonetheless one of the most consequential addresses in recent decades, particu-
larly with respect to China’s position in the world. The speech announced a “new 
era,” put forward timetables for China’s rejuvenation in 2049, promised greater 
Chinese activism in global governance, called for a “world-​class” military, com-
mitted China to becoming a “global leader in innovation,” and declared that China 
would “become a leading country in comprehensive national strength and interna-
tional influence.”4 Xi was launching a new era in Chinese foreign engagement, one 
that went beyond the focus on blunting and building in Asia and was now increas-
ingly global. As he put it memorably in his address, this “new era” would be one 
that “that sees China moving closer toward the world’s center stage.”5

Like other changes in China’s grand strategy, this shift toward greater global 
ambition was driven by what Beijing saw as the West’s irreversible decay and de-
cline. In 2016, a year before Xi’s Party Congress address, the United Kingdom 
voted to leave the European Union and Donald Trump was elected president of 
the United States. From China’s perspective—​which is highly sensitive to changes 
in perceptions of American power—​these two events were shocking. The world’s 
most powerful democracies were withdrawing from the international order they 
had helped erect, creating what China’s leadership and foreign policy elite has 
called a “period of historical opportunity” [历史机遇期] to expand the country’s 
strategic focus from Asia to the wider globe and its governance systems.

In the run-​up to these events, high-​level Chinese officials had already been 
speaking more boldly about China’s ambitions. Fu Ying, chair of the foreign af-
fairs committee of China’s National People’s Congress and a former senior dip-
lomat, wrote in early 2016, “The Western-​centered world order dominated by 
the US has made great contributions to human progress and economic growth. 
But those contributions lie in the past.” The title of her piece captured the point 
succinctly: “The US World Order Is a Suit That No Longer Fits.”6 After the 
events of 2016, frustration with the order was turning to a sense of opportunity 
for the Chinese leadership. As the deputy director of an influential think tank 
connected to the Ministry of State Security put it, “US withdrawal has led to 
greater confidence in and respect for China’s role, enabling China to move closer 
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to the center of the world stage through participating in global governance and 
expanding its clout and voice in the world.”7

The next year, Yang Jiechi—​the “America handler” who as a twenty-​seven-​year-​
old tour guide charmed the Bush family and decades later was now a Politburo 
member directing the Party’s Central Foreign Affairs Commission—​wrote deri-
sively of the West in the People’s Daily. “Western Centralism, where the international 
landscape is dominated by the West and the concept of international relations is 
mainly oriented toward Western values, is hard to sustain,” he declared. This was 
because “Western governance concepts, systems and models have become increas-
ingly difficult to adapt to the new international structure and the trend of the times” 
and “even the big Western powers are confronted with poor governance and piles of 
questions.” Now was the time for “a new concept of global governance,” he argued.8

At the same time, the election of Donald Trump posed undeniable challenges 
to Beijing too. Steadily increasing tensions, together with President Trump’s de-
cision to launch a trade war against China and a new bipartisan turn against the 
past policy of engagement, made clear that the bilateral relationship was entering 
uncharted waters. The two-​pronged conclusion that the United States was in re-
treat globally but at the same time was waking up to the China challenge bilat-
erally convinced Beijing that it no longer needed to restrain its global ambitions 
and now had an opportunity—​if not an imperative—​to pursue them. By 2017, 
Xi Jinping declined to simply modify Deng’s admonition to “hide capabilities 
and bide time,” as Hu had. He went a step further. In a 2017 address to the 
National Security Work Forum, he appeared to retire it completely, suggesting 
that it was time to “leave behind” the era of “hiding capabilities and biding time” 
according to authoritative commentaries on his remarks.9

Just as “hiding capabilities and biding time” or “actively accomplishing some-
thing” served as the guidelines [方针] for grand strategies of blunting American 
order and building Chinese order in Asia, a new concept would be needed to or-
ganize strategy in Xi’s “new era” focused on increasingly global ambitions. The key 
successor concept, offered shortly before President Trump’s inauguration, is what 
the CCP has termed the “great changes unseen in a century.” Not long after Xi’s 
Party Congress address, this phrase began appearing in dozens of speeches by Xi 
Jinping and his foreign policy team, was placed at the start of China’s foreign policy 
and defense White Papers, and became the overwhelming focus of its foreign policy 
academics. Xi Jinping had made its importance to strategy abundantly clear. “I often 
say that leading cadres must keep two overall situations in mind,” he noted in a recent 
speech, “one is the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation and the other is the great 
changes unseen in a century. This is the basic starting point of our planning work.”10

As the introductory chapter noted, the phrase has a history. It was in 1872 that 
the Qing Dynasty general Li Hongzhang lamented the predations of Western 
powers with a famous phrase: the world was experiencing “great changes unseen 
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in 3,000 years.” That sweeping declaration, a reminder to China’s nationalists of 
the country’s own humiliations, has been repurposed by President Xi since 2017 
to inaugurate the new phase in China’s post–​Cold War grand strategy. If Li’s line 
marks the highpoint of China’s humiliation, then Xi’s marks an occasion for its re-
juvenation. If Li’s evokes tragedy, then Xi’s evokes opportunity. But both capture 
something essential: the idea that world order is once again at stake because of un-
precedented geopolitical and technological shifts, and that this requires strategic 
adjustment.

This chapter and the one that succeeds it discuss China’s global expansion. 
They follow the structure of previous chapters that outlined Chinese grand 
strategies of blunting and building. This chapter focuses on how China’s percep-
tion of accelerating American decline following Brexit, Trump, and the corona-
virus pandemic of 2020 led to strategic adjustment. This chapter then explores 
the end goals of this new global phase of Chinese grand strategy, which appear 
to be to catch up and surpass the United States in a competition for global lead-
ership. The next chapter explores the political, economic, and military ways and 
means China has wielded to achieve these objectives. It demonstrates that China 
is now consciously targeting the underpinnings of what it considers to be US he-
gemony, hoping to blunt American global order while building the foundations 
for China’s own order. Together, this chapter and the next one paint a picture of 
what Chinese order might look like globally.

That Chinese order involves seizing the opportunities of the “great changes 
unseen in a century” and displacing the United States as the world’s leading 
state. To do so, Beijing would seek to weaken the forms of control supporting 
American global order while strengthening those forms of control supporting a 
Chinese alternative. Politically, Beijing would project leadership over global gov-
ernance and international institutions, advance autocratic norms at the expense 
of liberal ones, and split American alliances in Europe and Asia. Economically, 
it would weaken the financial advantages that underwrite US hegemony and 
seize the commanding heights of the “fourth industrial revolution” from artifi-
cial intelligence to quantum computing while the United States deindustrializes. 
Militarily, the PLA would field a world-​class force with bases around the world 
that could defend China’s interests in most regions and even in new domains. 
Taken together, China would erect a “zone of super-​ordinate influence” in its 
home region and “partial hegemony” across the developing countries tied to its 
Belt and Road Initiative—​and perhaps parts of the developed world too, a vision 
some Chinese popular writers describe using Mao’s revolutionary guidance to 
“surround the cities from the countryside” [农村包围城市].11

The fact that aspects of China’s global ambitions and strategy are visible in 
high-​level speeches is strong evidence that China’s ambitions are not limited to 
Taiwan or to dominating the Indo-​Pacific. The “struggle for mastery,” once con-
fined to Asia, is now over the global order and its future.
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“Great Changes Unseen in a Century”

The concept “great changes unseen in a century” is critical to understanding 
China’s global grand strategy, and it implies a belief that the United States has 
entered a decline so pronounced that its status as the sole superpower is now 
in doubt. The term’s formal elevation in 2017 was evidence that China was 
adjusting its grand strategy in response.

The concept first emerged from conversations about Western decline after 
the Global Financial Crisis. One of its first usages was in a 2009 essay titled 
“The Financial Crisis and American Economic Hegemony” written by Yuan 
Peng—​an authoritative figure who led the US Institute at the Ministry of 
State’s Security’s think tank CICIR and now leads the entire think tank. Yuan 
Peng observed that the United States “for the first time in the history of its 
hegemony” was suffering from a series of grave challenges, that these were 
producing “great changes unseen in a century,” and that those great changes 
in turn were “impacting the US-​led political and economic order.”12 But while 
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the United States was in decline, Chinese commentators believed it would still 
remain the sole superpower, and for that reason the phrase appeared only a 
handful of times subsequently—​perhaps most notably in a 2012 interview 
by the rising-​star Chinese diplomat Le Yucheng, who was later one of the 
brains behind China’s Belt and Road. Although these references showed the 
phrase had entered official consciousness, it had not yet gained the Party’s 
imprimatur, and with the United States still seemingly formidable, it largely 
disappeared from official discourses.

All that changed in 2017, when the phrase rose rapidly to a central position 
in official and semi-​official discourses in the immediate aftermath of Brexit and 
Trump’s election. Those events suggested to Beijing that Western influence was 
waning and that the status of the United States as the world’s sole superpower 
was at risk, and the term’s sudden emergence that year indicated that a broader 
strategic adjustment was underway.

The process began only a week before President Trump’s inauguration, when 
State Councilor Yang Jiechi debuted the phrase in a 2017 essay posted to the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs website expounding on the foreign affairs compo-
nent of the newly developed and soon-​to-​be-​ratified “Xi Jinping Thought.” Yang 
linked the concept to assessments of the United States. “The current interna-
tional situation is undergoing great changes that have not been encountered 
since the end of the Cold War—​or even a century—​and all kinds of chaos has 
emerged,” Yang noted. “The impact of changes on the political situation in some 
countries [i.e., the United Kingdom and the United States] and on the interna-
tional situation deserves attention.”13 International structure was now changing, 
and the “great changes” underway presaged a major strategic shift.

The next month, only weeks after President Trump’s inauguration, the shift 
began. President Xi made it clear that China’s perception of American power was 
changing in a 2017 address to China’s National Security Work Forum, a high-​
level meeting convened to discuss foreign affairs. Xi declared that he perceived 
“great changes” and “deep adjustments” to both “the international system and 
international order.”14 “This was a world of profound changes in the international 
balance of forces,” he argued, using a euphemism for US decline and the very 
concept to which Chinese leaders anchor the country’s grand strategy.15 These 
themes were sharpened in an official commentary on his speech written for Party 
cadres.16 “Although Western regimes appear to be in power,” it noted, “their will-
ingness and ability to intervene in world affairs is declining. The United States 
may no longer want to be a provider of global security and public goods, and 
instead pursue a unilateral and even nationalist foreign policy.”17 Underlying Xi’s 
speech and the commentary was a belief that Brexit and Trump had revealed 
Western democracy was weakening and the United States and its order were in 
decline. This kind of language also appeared in Xi’s 19th Party Congress Report 
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that fall, which argued that “changes in the global governance system and the 
international order are speeding up” and that “the balance of relevant inter-
national forces is becoming more balanced,” another reference to the critical 
variable on which China’s grand strategy appears to turn.18 As we will see sub-
sequently, many of the key themes of China’s new global grand strategy to reach 
“the world’s center stage”—​namely, its interest in global governance, technology 
leadership, and a global military profile—​emerged in this speech.

A month after that major address, Xi attended the 2017 Ambassadorial 
Conference.19 These gatherings, which involve the entire foreign policy apparatus 
and all of China’s overseas ambassadors, have historically been used to adjust 
China’s strategy, and this speech did the same. In it, Xi finally debuted the very 
concept that Yang Jiechi had subtly introduced after Trump’s election. “Looking 
at the world today,” he declared, “we are facing great changes unseen in a cen-
tury.”20 This marked a major shift in China’s view of the United States and China’s 
own grand strategy, and the speech exuded a sense of confidence. “The great re-
juvenation of the Chinese nation has shown unprecedented bright prospects,” Xi 
noted, and as long as China stayed the course, “it will increasingly approach the 
center of the world stage.”21 In some areas, Xi’s speech subtly intensified language 
from the Party Congress address. “The international structure [国际格局] has 
become increasingly balanced, and this general international trend has become 
irreversible”—​phrases stronger than he or his predecessors had used and a sign 
that strategy was changing.22

What did this mean? At his 2018 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference, 
only the sixth ever held in China’s history, Xi explained: “At present, China is in 
the best development period since modern times, and the world is in a state of 
great changes not seen in one hundred years, and these two [trends] are simulta-
neously interwoven and mutually interacting.” To Xi, China’s global rise and the 
apparent decline of the West were trends that reinforced each other.

Xi’s language on American decline amid the “great changes unseen in a cen-
tury was often oblique, but top Chinese scholars and semi-​official commentaries 
were far more candid. They indicated that the key “great change” was unquestion-
ably the decline of the United States and the West relative to China. Critically, 
these sources followed Xi’s lead and explicitly linked the “great change” with the 
same variable that shaped decades of China’s own grand strategy: the interna-
tional balance of forces. As the famous Chinese international relations scholar 
Zhu Feng wrote, “the ‘great change’ in ‘great changes unseen in a century’ is an 
acceleration in the redistribution of power among nations within the interna-
tional structure.”23 A commentary posted online at the Study Times argued that 
“the essence of the great changes is that the power balance among major inter-
national actors has undergone major changes” that “triggered a major reshuffle 
of the international structure and a major adjustment to international order.”24 
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Zhang Yuyan, a member of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference, wrote, “the most critical variable of the great 
changes unseen in a century lies in the international balance of power among 
the major countries.”25 Writing more expansively, Duqing Hao from the Central 
Party School argued that all “the great changes in world history” have included 
“major changes in the international balance of power among the major interna-
tional actors.”26

But what was the cause of this change in power? These scholars argue it was 
not only China’s rise but also the West’s fall, which was made clear by a new tri-
fecta of shocking and discontinuous events that began with Brexit and Trump’s 
election and was capped off by the West’s disastrous response to COVID-​19. 
In an essay on the “great changes,” Wu Xinbo argues that the United States was 
“spiritually exhausted, physically weak, and could no longer carry the world.”27 
Zhu Feng from Nanjing University argued that, as “Western countries experi-
ence serious domestic contradictions” due to populism, “the East rises and the 
West falls.”28 Central Party School figures like Luo Jianbo tasked in part with 
standardizing and disseminating Party concepts wrote that the “great changes 
unseen in a century” were a “grand strategic judgment” and noted that they 
marked the end of the “Atlantic era” in global politics.29 Gao Zugui, a dean at 
the Central Party School and deputy director of its Institute for International 
Strategy, proclaimed, “The willingness, determination, and ability of the United 
States to control the regional and international situation alone have declined 
significantly.”30

Behind these bold pronouncements stood thousands of papers on Western 
decline from China’s top academics. The papers showcase China’s own biases, 
including a tendency to focus on the “base structure” of the economy which 
flows from Marxist theory, to see diversity as weakness given China’s relative 
homogeneity, and to see information flows as dangerous given China’s own illib-
eralism. Most papers tell a similar if simplistic causal story: the West’s forty-​year 
experiment with “neoliberal” economic policies exacerbated economic ine-
quality and ethnic strife, which in turn produced populist waves that paralyzed 
the state—​all amplified by a freewheeling Western information environment. 
These are not the views of a handful of obscure experts, but so common as to be 
consensus. Xi Jinping may never tell this story in public, but it is undoubtedly 
one he and his fellow Party elites believe about the United States—​and it is why 
they are now emboldened.

A brief tour of China’s discourse on American decline can be instructive. The 
story often begins with economic inequality. After the 1970s, writes Deputy 
Dean at Beijing Foreign Studies University Xie Tao, “neoliberalism was in the 
dominant position” and governments put “economic freedom first, advocated 
tax cuts, and paid less attention to social inequality.”31 Jin Canrong, a well-​known 
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professor and dean at Renmin University, argued this “neoliberalism” wave began 
with the “Thatcher Revolution in 1979 and the Reagan Revolution in 1980” and 
led to “a division between the rich and poor.”32 The economic structure changed 
too. Nie Wenjuan, deputy director of the Institute of International Relations at 
China Foreign Affairs University, argued that, “With its democratic society, the 
US is unable to prevent financial capitalism from swelling, or to take dramatic 
action against vested interests,” which causes stagnation and inequality.33 Wu 
Baiyi, an America Institute director at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 
emphasized these forces “hollowed out” the US economy, with success in the 
technology and financial services industries coming at the expense of exports 
and traditional industry.34

From China’s perspective, when the 2008 Global Financial Crisis hit, the 
bill for these trends came due, and populism and ethnic strife increased over 
the next several years, paralyzing Western states. As one paper from the MFA-​
connected think tank China Institute for International Studies (CIIS) argued, 
“the populism that is now emerging in Europe and America reflects the intensi-
fication of the contradiction between the middle and lower classes vs. the upper 
classes” that the Global Financial Crisis produced.35 Ideological extremism 
also intensified. As Jin Canrong argued, “in the field of ideas, the trend of ex-
tremist ideas has continued to expand,” with “populism and racism becoming 
more open and influential.”36 Zhu Feng similarly argued that “white nationalism 
in the United States and Europe is becoming increasingly active.”37 Technology 
amplified all these trends. An authoritative commentary on Xi’s 2017 National 
Security Work Forum cited Western reports to argue that “the most basic pil-
lars of the Western world order are weakening. In the ‘post-​truth’ era, ‘liberal 
democracies’ are vulnerable to misinformation.”38 The “information explosion” 
was causing “social tearing,” noted one Chinese Academy of Social Science 
(CASS) scholar, all amplified by algorithms, targeted advertising, and disinfor-
mation that “accelerate the spread of global populism/​nationalism” and cause 
“serious polarization.”39 Jin Canrong argued that the culmination of these trends 
was illiberalism and dysfunction: “the polarization of the rich and the poor leads 
to widespread dissatisfaction in the lower and middle classes. The dissatisfaction 
in the lower and middle classes will surely brew populist politics on the left and 
right. Populist politics will inevitably be used by strong men. This is an inevitable 
result.”40 Chinese scholars point to the Tea Party movement in 2009, Occupy 
Wall Street in 2011, and particularly Brexit and Trump in 2016 as evidence of 
populism’s hold.41

When the West struggled to handle COVID-​19 in 2020, these diagnoses 
were seen to have been vindicated. Xi Jinping declared that year that “this new 
coronavirus epidemic” was “a big test for the governance system and governance 
capabilities” worldwide.42 Virtually all Chinese writers on the subject believed 
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China had passed the test and the West had largely failed it. One article published 
on the Ministry of Finance and Commerce website argued, “the epidemic shows 
that the United States and Western countries are increasingly unable to carry 
out institutional reforms and adjustments, and are caught in a political stale-
mate from which they cannot be extricated.”43 Similarly, the editor of a major 
CASS journal on American studies argued, “The shortcomings of the US federal 
government’s bureaucratization and ‘small government’ tendency over the past 
half century have been very evident in this major public health crisis response,” 
and that dysfunction would reproduce “political radicalization.”44 A professor at 
the Central Party School noted, with apparent pleasure, that COVID-​19 would 
bolster Western nationalism and further damage the liberal order. “Before the 
COVID-​19 outbreak, nationalism had become a trend [supporting China’s] re-
juvenation. The Trump administration and Brexit delivered star performances,” 
he argued, and COVID-​19 would “further strengthen” these in ways that 
benefited China.45 According to Wu Baiyi, the economic calamity, social unrest, 
and poor COVID-​19 response meant that “the country that has bragged about 
being ‘a light on a hill’ has sunk into sustained social unrest. . . . Chaos and di-
vision are suffocating the people.”46 Accordingly, a former vice president of the 
Central Party School argued, the pandemic would “certainly promote the fur-
ther development of great changes unseen in a century.”47 Yuan Peng argued that 
America’s poor response to COVID-​19 “is a blow to America’s soft and hard 
power, and America’s international influence has suffered a serious decline.”48

Many see this Western institutional decline as largely intractable and be-
lieve that the West is unlikely to resolve it promptly. A focus on “so-​called ‘post-​
materialist values,’ ” noted Xie Tao, had produced a politics that is “more about 
self-​expression and a demand for respect rather than traditional economic re-
distribution,” complicating efforts to address the structural roots of inequality. 
Similarly, a professor at Beijing Foreign Studies University argued the “absorp-
tion of these two forces [left-​wing and right-​wing populism] by the US political 
system may not be solved by a single election vote.”49 Some believe dysfunction 
will prove long-​term. “The cognitive roots of populism will exist for a long time,” 
speculated a paper published by the MFA-​connected CIIS.50 Xie Tao believed 
this populist phase “may continue for some time—​ten or twenty years.”51 And 
partisan dysfunction was likely to accompany populism. As Jin Canrong put it in 
an article posted to the Ministry of Defense website, “the contradictions between 
the two parties in the United States are also very deep.”52 Indeed, Nie Wenjuan, 
a professor at China Foreign Affairs University, argued that “the pandemic has 
added urgency [for reform], but American politicians appear not to have found 
the answers.” Even with a change in administration, she argued, the United 
States was likely to engage in only “tinkering” around its structural problems.53 
Wu Baiyi argued that the United States faced a great “American disease” that he 
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likened to the “Dutch disease” and “Latin American disease” used to describe 
other dysfunctional states. Observers could no longer “cherish fantasies about 
the US capacity for self-​rectification”: the economic pie was shrinking, “general 
manufacturing” had “withered,” good jobs were rarer, exports were falling, and 
the economy was tilted toward technology and financial services—​all of which 
increased inequality while “narrowing channels for upward mobility.”54 Political 
institutions were failing too: “No matter whether the public support for a cer-
tain bill is 30 percent or 100 percent, it has no influence on whether it passes or 
fails” because of polarization, so no progress is made on the sources of US dys-
function. He argued this created “a vicious circle” where “wide gaps in American 
society keep widening, the room for institutional compromise keeps shrinking 
and national decision-​making drifts further and further away from the ‘people 
first’ principle.”55

One of the “megatrends” that emerged from this state of affairs, noted Jin 
Canrong, was the end of the United States as the sole superpower. Instead, he 
argued that “the world structure is changing from one superpower, many great 
powers to two superpowers, many great powers.”56 This was a major declaration, 
since China had for decades perceived a world in which the United States was 
the sole superpower as a key factor shaping its grand strategy. Not only had that 
now changed, but it seemed just as plausible to elites that given their confidence 
in American decline, the world could eventually return to “one superpower, 
many great powers”—​this time with China as the sole superpower. There are 
many who see the ends of its global grand strategy in such terms.

Ends—​Achieving National Rejuvenation

The end goal of China’s global grand strategy is to achieve national rejuvena-
tion by 2049. From Beijing’s perspective, the essential task over the next three 
decades is to seize the opportunities of the “great changes unseen in a century” 
to surpass the United States globally all while avoiding the growing risk of a 
United States unwilling to gracefully accept its decline. The period of the “great 
changes” is one that Beijing indicates is full of both great opportunities and risks, 
but China’s leaders believe the former outweigh the latter. This is why they main-
tain that China remains in a period of “strategic” or “historical” opportunities for 
achieving rejuvenation.

The link between the “great changes” and rejuvenation is clear in authorita-
tive speeches. “The world is facing great changes unseen in a century . . . which 
brings great opportunities for the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation,” Xi 
and his fellow leaders declared in 2018.57 “The world today is undergoing great 
changes unseen in a century, and the realization of the great rejuvenation of the 
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Chinese nation is at a critical period,” he said in a 2019 address.58 That same year, 
he told the Central Party School, “The world today is in a state of changes un-
seen in a century. The great struggle, great project, great cause, and great dream 
of our party are in full swing,” referencing rejuvenation. This understanding is 
widespread. In a summary of academic writing on the concept, one scholar from 
CASS argued that, “on the whole, it is generally believed that the ‘great changes 
unseen in a century’ is an important historic opportunity for the great rejuvena-
tion of the Chinese nation.”59

If the “great changes” mark an opportunity to seize rejuvenation, what then 
does rejuvenation mean? Although it is controversial in Western circles to sug-
gest the goal of this concept is to displace the United States as the world’s leading 
state by 2049, this is now often implicit and sometimes explicit in discussions 
of rejuvenation and the “great changes.” For example, even Zhang Yunling—​a 
senior Chinese academic and sometime adviser to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs who generally advocates a liberal foreign policy—​links rejuvenation to 
surpassing the United States in an essay on the concept. “In history, China was 
the country with the strongest comprehensive power in the world,” he notes; “it 
is expected that by the middle of the 21st century, that is, in 2050, China will be 
able to rank first in the world in terms of comprehensive strength and complete 
the great goal of the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”60 In another essay, he 
writes, “the greatest change in the last century was the continuous improvement 
of American power, from surpassing Britain, defeating Germany and Japan, the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union, and becoming the only superpower.” But 
now, “in the first half of the 21st century,” he continued, “the greatest change 
is most likely to be that China’s comprehensive strength surpasses the United 
States. . . . This is undoubtedly the most important change in the power structure 
since Western industrialization.”61

Similarly, an authoritative Xinhua editorial published during the Chinese 
Communist Party’s 19th Party Congress declared, “By 2050, two centuries after 
the Opium Wars, which plunged the ‘Middle Kingdom’ into a period of hurt and 
shame, China is set to regain its might and re-​ascend to the top of the world.”62 
An article published on the website of the Central Party School’s journal Study 
Times under a pseudonym makes clear that the “great changes” are about the 
changing international “power balance,” with the author writing in sweeping 
terms about how “the United States gradually replaced Britain as the leader of 
the Western camp and the leader of world order” on its path to “world domina-
tion,” suggesting the changes brewing now between the United States and China 
are of equal historical significance.63 In an essay commissioned by the central 
government, CASS Deputy Director of the Belt and Road Research Center Ren 
Jingjing argues, “China will become a high-​income country around 2021; by 
2030, China’s GDP may significantly exceed the United States; by 2035, China’s 
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high-​tech R&D expenditure may exceed the United States; by 2050, China’s mil-
itary expenditure may exceed that of the United States.”64 This statement aligns 
China’s desire to surpass the United States with the official timeline for rejuve-
nation, both of which focus on the Party’s centenary in 2049. “If China develops 
smoothly,” Ren continues, “China’s strength in all aspects will continue to ap-
proach or even surpass the United States in the next 30 years.”65 In fact, the “the 
trend of the ‘great changes’ depends on the next 30 years,” which Ren argues 
constitute “a transitional period.”66 Party officials appear to share this assessment 
that the next three decades—​and the next decade in particular—​are at the core 
of seizing the opportunities posed by the “great changes unseen in a century.” As 
Xi himself argued, “The next ten years will be a decade of accelerated evolution 
of the international structure and balance of power [国际力量对比],” and “the 
next ten years will [also] be a decade of profound remodeling of the global gov-
ernance system.”67

These “great changes” involve risk and reward, and in the very speech debuting 
the “great changes” concept, Xi described this transitional period as one of “un-
precedented opportunities and unprecedented challenges.”68 He has stressed 
these themes on multiple occasions. “We are facing rare historical opportunities 
and a series of challenges,” he noted in a speech on the “great changes” and na-
tional rejuvenation.69 “Crises and opportunities coexist in the great changes,” he 
and other Party leaders noted at the 2018 Central Economic Work Forum.70

What exactly are these opportunities and challenges? China’s 2019 White 
Paper “China and the World in the New Era” provides an answer. It features 
a detailed section on the “great changes,” which is divided into opportunities 
and challenges.71 And it, together with scholarly commentary, strongly suggests 
that the opportunity comes from US withdrawal and decline; the risk, however, 
comes from greater US resistance to China’s rise as its own decline becomes 
obvious.

First, the White Paper stated clearly that “these great changes expedite the ar-
rival of new opportunities” and that “the greatest change of the ‘changes unseen 
in a century’ is precisely China’s rise . . . which fundamentally changes the inter-
national power balance.” It argued that, “Since the First Industrial Revolution, in-
ternational politics and the economic system have been dominated by Western 
powers.” This was no longer the case, the White Paper noted, including a graph 
depicting the decreasing global share of “developed country” GDP. As a result, 
“in the world today, multipolarity is accelerating, modern development models 
are increasingly diverse, and . . . no single country or bloc of countries can ex-
ercise dominance in world affairs alone.” All these trends produced China’s 
“opportunities,” an interpretation that other commentaries largely echoed. For 
example, in a October 2018 interview, Yan Xuetong declared, “I think this is the 
best period of strategic opportunity for China since the end of the Cold War.”72 
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Explaining his logic, Yan argued, “Trump has ruined the US-​led alliance system 
and improved China’s international environment. . . . In a strategic sense, China’s 
international environment is much better than before Trump came to power.”73 
He put the situation in historical context: “In short, compared with the Korean 
War in the 1950s, the Vietnam War in the 1960s, and international sanctions in 
the 1990s, China’s current international difficulties are very small, and the gap 
between China and the United States is much smaller than before.”74 His overall 
point: “What matters most now is how China should take advantage of this stra-
tegic opportunity.75 Others had a similar perspective. Wu Xinbo notes that the 
Trump administration had been “constantly retreating” internationally, from 
“the withdrawal from TPP, the Paris Agreement on climate change, UNESCO, 
the Universal Postal Union, the termination of the JCPOA with Iran, the threat 
of withdrawal from the WTO, slamming NATO and even the UN, withdrawing 
from the INF treaty, announcing the withdrawal of troops from Syria, etc. It 
seems that the United States cannot help but give up its position in the post-​war 
order.” “De-​Americanization,” Wu Xinbo argued, “objectively creates a window 
of opportunity for various regions and countries to reposition themselves and 
solve various historical problems.” When the United States declines, the “delega-
tion of its powers and loosening of its restrictions” can also bring people unex-
pected strategic dividends and benefits.”76

Second, the White Paper also pointed to challenges, namely risks, emanating 
from the United States. “The Cold War mentality of encirclement, constraint, 
confrontation, and threat is resurfacing,” it argued. “Some Western countries are 
facing serious difficulties in governance, populism is widespread, and attacks on 
globalization are intensifying.” Xi Jinping implied this when he said in a 2019 
speech: “the world today is undergoing great changes unseen in a century, and 
the realization of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation is at a critical 
stage. The closer the goal is, the more complicated the situation and the more arduous 
the task.”77

Scholarly commentaries echo these themes more explicitly. The main chal-
lenge to rejuvenation is the United States, argues a dean at the Central Party 
School writing in the institution’s Central Party and Government Cadre 
Forum: “For China, the great changes bring both challenges and opportunities. 
The challenge mainly comes from the strategic game of great powers. The United 
States has regarded China as a strategic competitor, and the overall strength of 
the United States is still stronger than that of China. In this case, whether it 
can cope with the strategic competitive pressure of the United States is a se-
vere test for China.”78 Most see a declining United States lashing out, some-
times self-​destructively, at an ascendant China. Ren Jingjing from CASS argues, 
“The United States is the biggest constraint on China’s road to its rise and na-
tional rejuvenation” and seeks to “remove China from the global value chain” to 
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undermine it.79 Zhu Feng, who often cautions a more restrained foreign policy, 
worries that triumphalism in China’s discourse—​particularly the discourse on 
“great changes unseen in a century”—​will prematurely trigger Western anxieties. 
“The more China’s rise sees forward momentum, the more Western countries 
will worry about losing their power advantages, and strong and powerful con-
tainment of and checks and balances on China will become more obvious. The 
discussion of ‘great changes’ cannot indulgently focus only on the redistribu-
tion of power in the international system, it also needs to avoid becoming a new 
target for the West to attack China.”80 By late 2019, it was clear the United States 
was the core obstacle. For example, a piece written by a scholar at the Shanghai 
Institute of International Studies on the “great changes” argues, “The United 
States and other Western countries openly regard China as their main com-
petitor,” though “the leading position of Western civilization in global politics, 
economy, military, and ideology has entered a relatively weak cycle,” in part due 
to populism, offering a potential reprieve.81

China’s strategists would prefer the United States graciously accept its decline. 
A dean at the Central Party School writing in the institution’s Central Party and 
Government Cadre Forum argued: “In the great changes, the most uncertain 
factor is the Western powers, especially the only superpower, the United States. 
Whether the United States can judge the current situation, follow the trend, re-
spond rationally to the great changes, and realize the decline of hegemony in an 
elegant and decent way is an important factor that determines the process of the 
great changes.” Even if it did not, US resistance “can only delay the progress of 
the great changes but could not determine their direction.”82 In the long run, US 
decline was inevitable.

How then to weigh the balance between opportunities and risks? In general, 
the opportunities were greater. A dean at the Central Party School writing in the 
institution’s Central Party and Government Cadre Forum: “The opportunities 
brought about by the great changes should be more worthy of attention [than 
risks]. General Secretary Xi Jinping’s discussion of major changes is usually 
linked to the assertion that China is still in a period of important strategic 
opportunities.”83 China would have to strive vigorously to achieve rejuvenation 
by 2049. As Xi put it in a 2017 address, “The great rejuvenation of the Chinese 
nation cannot be achieved with great ease or simply playing drums and gongs 
[敲锣打鼓]. A great struggle must be waged to realize this great dream. . . . The 
various struggles we face are not short-​term but long-​term, and they will accom-
pany us throughout the process of fulfilling our second centenary goal [of reju-
venation].”84 As a 2021 speech made clear, he was confident in the future. “The 
world is undergoing great changes unseen in a century, but time and momentum 
are on our side. This is where our force and vigor reside, and it is also where our 
determination and confidence reside.”85
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In short, China would need an approach integrating political, economic, 
and military means to achieve these lofty goals and displace the United States 
from global order. That strategy, as the next chapter demonstrates in great detail, 
would involve putting forward global institutions at the political level, seizing the 
“fourth industrial revolution” at the economic level, and securing increasingly 
global capabilities at the military level—​all to apply the blunting and building 
strategies long underway within Asia to the wider world.
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“Standing Tall and Seeing Far”
The Ways and Means of China’s Global Expansion

“For our friends, we have fine wine, but for our enemies, we have 
shotguns.”1

—​China’s Ambassador to Sweden Gui Congyou, 2019

On November 30, 2019, China’s Ambassador to Sweden Gui Congyou sat down 
for an interview with Swedish public radio. The interview did not go well.

Ties between China and Sweden were strained at the time, though by most 
accounts they should not have been. Sweden was a country with a long history 
of neutrality and non-​alignment dating back to the Napoleonic Wars. During 
the Second World War, Sweden let the Germans use the country’s railways while 
providing the Allies intelligence and occasional military access; during the Cold 
War, Sweden was quietly aligned with the West but stridently neutral in public. 
For Beijing, Sweden’s instincts for non-​alignment made it an attractive partner, 
and Chinese sources frequently said so.2 The two should have gotten along even 
at a time of rising US-​China tension, and Gui’s interview should have gone better.

But Gui’s interview came at a difficult moment. A rupture in bilateral ties had 
opened when Beijing, despite having had rather warm relations with Sweden 
for years, sent its agents to kidnap a Swedish citizen and bookseller named Gui 
Minhai who was living in Thailand. Gui published critical books on the Chinese 
elite, so China had him renditioned, forced him to give a televised confession, 
and then after two years of detaining him sentenced him to another ten years in 
prison.

Sweden is of course a liberal society with a free press, and the kidnapping of 
a Swedish citizen was not a story its media could ignore. But for Beijing, the in-
dependent Swedish civil society groups that reported on Gui Minhai’s capture 
and advocated for his release were intolerable despite the Swedish government’s 
comparatively more restrained public line. And it was in the context of this civil 
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society activism that Ambassador Gui decided to clarify the stakes if Sweden 
continued to make trouble over the kidnapping of its own citizen. “For our 
friends, we have fine wine,” Gui said, “but for our enemies, we have shotguns” 
[朋友来了有好酒,坏人来了有猎枪].3

Gui’s impolitic threat was an example of what many call China’s “Wolf 
Warrior” diplomacy—​a sharper, nationalistic tone that is at times self-​defeating. 
It also proved a sign of things to come. Almost exactly one year later, China sent 
a list of fourteen grievances to Australia that supposedly justified its economic 
punishment of the country. Taken together, the grievances formed a rough blue-
print for Chinese order. Australia was ostensibly to reduce its foreign investment 
screening, tolerate Huawei, roll back counter foreign interference legislation, 
open up its visa policy, cease its human rights criticism, change its South China 
Sea stance, stop publicly attributing cyber-​attacks to China, allow Australian 
states to join China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and constrain the independent 
actions of its think tanks, media, and local officials that China found distasteful.4 
Otherwise, it would face even greater economic punishment.

Gui’s line, and China’s letter to Australia, captured an evolving state of af-
fairs: China would increasingly exercise its “forms of control” over countries like 
Sweden and Australia—​with punishments for those who displeased China and 
inducements for those who sided with it. The great power behavior China some-
times deployed in its immediate neighborhood was becoming more common 
outside it. Now, as Beijing pursues a more ambitious grand strategy, it is taking 
those forms of control—​coercive capability, consensual inducements, and its 
pursuit of legitimacy—​global.

This chapter looks at how it seeks to do so. It examines the “ways and means” 
of China’s global grand strategy, discussing in concrete terms how it is building 
forms of control globally while weakening those of the United States. It examines 
this effort across three domains of statecraft, describing how Beijing has put for-
ward global institutions and illiberal norms at the political level, sought to seize 
the “fourth industrial revolution” and weaken US financial power at the eco-
nomic level, and increasingly acquired global capabilities and new facilities at 
the military level—​all as part of a broader effort to achieve its nationalistic vision 
of rejuvenation and to displace US order.

Ways and Means—​A Global Grand Strategy

Some Western observers have speculated that China has two paths to shaping 
global order—​a regional path that requires “establishing dominance in the 
Western Pacific and then expanding outward from there” and a global one that 
involves “outflanking the US” and “building up economic and political power 
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around the world.”5 For China, the regional strategy has been pursued more 
assertively since 2008 as China sought to lay the foundations for regional he-
gemony, and it is ongoing. What has change since 2016 is the dawn of a new, 
more global focus, one that contests global order more broadly.

China’s new global efforts began with an open break from Deng Xiaoping. 
An authoritative commentary on Xi’s 2017 National Security Work Forum 
paraphrased a key portion of Deng’s remarks and suggested they were out-
dated: “At this moment, our diplomatic strategy must keep pace with the times 
and step out of the stage of ‘hiding our capabilities and biding our time.’ ”6 In his 
important 2018 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference address, Xi seemed 
to question whether Deng’s guidance still held today when he argued that “the 
so-​called correct view of our role is to not only calmly analyze various interna-
tional phenomena,” which Deng had famously advocated as part of his “hide 
and bide” dictum, “but also to put ourselves in [it], look at the issues between 
China and the world, understand clearly our status and role in the evolution of 
the international structure, and scientifically formulate our country’s foreign 
policy.”7 China, he argued, needed to “fundamentally strengthen strategic self-​
confidence.” As he argued in an important meeting commemorating BRI’s fifth 
anniversary, “the world today is in a period of great development, great changes, 
and major adjustments. We need to have a strategic vision and establish a global 
perspective. We must have both a sense of risk and a sense of historical oppor-
tunity and grasp the course of these changes not seen in one hundred years.”8

What does China’s order-​building at the global level look like in concrete 
terms? Beijing’s strategy is evolving, but Chinese sources and behavior help us 
sketch out its emerging contours. At its center is the amorphous concept of a 
“community of shared future for mankind,” which countless officials have said is 
central to national rejuvenation. While early formulations of this concept were re-
gional, it has clearly gone global, appearing in every major foreign policy address 
and more than twenty-​two times in China’s 2019 White Paper as an example 
of “Chinese wisdom and strength for solving world problems.”9 The concept 
involves China “providing public goods . . . to establish itself as a great power,” 
note two CASS scholars, themes that China’s White Paper also emphasizes.10 It 
is “the most important goal of the 21st century for China to achieve national re-
juvenation and build a modern powerful country,” argues Zhang Yunling.11 And 
it is a foundation for a loose political bloc, notes Yuan Peng, who warns that if the 
United States seeks to break the world into “two economic groups,” then China 
“will turn its hand to ‘One Belt One Road’ and the community of common 
destiny” to construct its own coalition of support “revolving around China.”12 
Ultimately, the concept appears to be a stand-​in for global Chinese hierarchical 
order that secures deference to Beijing’s prerogatives through a mix of coercion, 
consensual tools like public goods, and rightful legitimacy. It resembles what 
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some might call a kind of “partial hegemony,” one that is not necessarily geo-
graphically bound but rests on a complex web of different instruments of state-
craft all radiating outward from China around the world.

China’s emerging global strategy to achieve this kind of order has three broad 
prongs, according to Party documents and relevant commentaries. We turn now 
to explore each of these prongs in detail.

Political Ways and Means—​Claiming 
Global Leadership

At the political level, China once sought to blunt regional institutions operated 
by others and to build regional institutions that it controlled. Now, as Party texts 
and China’s own behavior indicate, its efforts are focused on global governance 
and order as well as on more vigorously promoting the legitimacy of its own 
system. A review of China’s major foreign policy documents and speeches makes 
this focus clear.

The more global focus first appeared Yang Jiechi’s 2017 essay, which, not coin-
cidentally, also first introduced the “great changes unseen in a century” and was 
published a week before Trump’s inauguration. Yang listed several “main points” 
for China’s new “great power diplomacy,” all of which were global: “proposing 
the China dream and giving it profound world significance,” “advocating the cre-
ation of a community of common destiny for mankind,” “building a global part-
nership network,” striving to “contribute Chinese wisdom to the improvement of 
global governance,” and promoting the Belt and Road. In an apparent shift from 
past language, Yang’s essay explicitly stressed Chinese leadership by arguing that 
“participating in and leading global governance” would be a “pioneer direction” 
for Chinese diplomacy and that China would “actively lead international eco-
nomic cooperation” too. Yang’s was a more self-​consciously global agenda than 
in the past, and he declared it would “surpass the traditional Western theory of 
international relations based on zero-​sum games and power politics” and would 
give Chinese diplomacy “the moral high ground.”13

Xi’s high-​level foreign policy addresses amplified these themes. For example, 
in his 2017 address to the China National Security Work Forum, Xi went be-
yond the more general, rhetorical language previously used to describe China’s 
ambitions for international order: “It is necessary [for China] to guide the in-
ternational community to jointly shape a more just and reasonable new in-
ternational order,” he declared.14 An authoritative commentary on his speech 
went further and advocated that China become a “benefactor and leader of 
the international system.” It also declared that “the world needs a new order,” 
that “China is qualified to be a leader,” and that “we have the qualifications and 
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capability to be the guide of the international order and international security.”15 
Xi’s 19th Party Congress address a month later continued these themes, with 
Xi announcing a “new era that will see China move closer to the world’s center 
stage,” that would see it far more active in global governance (a contrast to Hu’s 
address five years earlier). And at his 2017 Ambassadorial Conference a few 
months later, Xi argued that China needed to “establish a broader global vision 
and greater strategic ambitions” and listed the same global tasks Yang Jiechi had 
included in his essay earlier that year.16

Then, at the 2018 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference address, Xi not 
only repeated Yang’s list of global tasks (which he declared essential to rejuve-
nation) but also evoked Yang’s language on leadership. Where Xi’s predecessors 
might have called for China to “actively participate” in global governance reforms, 
Xi said China should “lead the reform of the global governance system.”17 In a 
commentary on this important address, State Councilor Wang Yi stressed that 
a “key word” for China is “leadership” and that “the leadership trend reflects 
China’s concern for the common good of humanity.”18 “At present, the reform 
of the international system is facing a critical moment,” he declared. “Faced with 
the disagreement, disillusionment, and disquiet among some countries,” China 
was “standing tall and seeing far” as it built a global “community of common des-
tiny,” moved to “actively lead the reform of the global governance system,” and 
served as “a source of stability amid the world’s chaos,” a reference to the United 
States.19 Similarly, China’s 2019 White Paper declared China would “lead and 
promote an open global economy” and, again, “lead the reform of the global 
governance system.”20

Academic and think tank commentary was far more explicit about the polit-
ical elements of China’s grand strategy and believed that US withdrawal created 
an opportunity. A dean at the Central Party School writing for cadres argued, 
“in the past, Western countries have always been the key players and played a 
central role in global governance. However, at present, the United States, which 
is the leader of the Western world, has lost its impetus to promote global govern-
ance, and even frequently ‘backed out.’ This is a new situation unseen in a cen-
tury.”21 As a result, noted a pseudonymous commentary by the Study Times, “the 
transition from the old order to the new one, and the breaking of the system in 
this transition period, provides an important opportunity for China to cultivate 
and expand its power in the international system.”22 The stakes were high, noted 
Yuang Guangbin: “the current world order has entered a ‘no man’s land,’ and we 
don’t know where to go. Whoever gets out of the ‘no man’s land’ first can lead 
the world.”23 Most, like Jin Canrong, believed China could fill the void: “we are 
interested in global governance. China is a country with strong administrative 
capabilities. We participate in global governance, and we may be better at solving 
problems than the West.”24 After all, “faced with so many global issues, whoever 
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responds well will have more voice and higher international popularity in the 
future.”25 And as two CASS scholars noted, beyond popularity or leadership or 
solving transnationalproblems, there was a chance to build order. “This [global 
governance] is not only about meeting various global challenges, but also about 
setting rules and directions for the international order and the international 
system,” they argued, and about “the long-​term institutional arrangements” in 
the world as well as “status and roles in the system.” The core order-​building 
concept for China was clear too. “The goal is to build a community of common 
destiny,” they noted, which involves China “providing public goods . . . to es-
tablish itself as a great power,” all of which “provides an important foundation 
for maintaining China’s period of strategic opportunity.”26 Legitimacy would un-
derwrite these objectives. As one CASS scholar argued in a state-​commissioned 
report, “In the final analysis, the rise of a great power is a cultural phenomenon. 
It must be accepted by the international community, be accommodated by the 
international system, rely on the international system, and be recognized by in-
ternational norms.”27

China’s greater interest in shaping global political order and building a “com-
munity of common destiny for mankind” has manifested itself across a broad 
range of efforts. These broadly help China build the foundations of hegemonic 
order—​coercion, consent, and legitimacy—​and take place across a variety of 
arenas: (1) the UN system; (2) global regional organizations; (3) new coalitions; 
and (4) exports of certain governance practices.

First, China’s interest in “leading the reform of the global governance system” 
runs through the United Nations because—​as its own 2019 White Paper makes 
clear—​“the UN is at the core of the global governance system.”28 Influence in 
the UN allows China to build some coercive and consensual leverage as well 
as legitimacy—​allowing it to displace liberal values as the global default and to 
elevate, legitimize, and globalize Chinese principles and programs.29 Chinese 
government documents brag that Beijing’s “global community of shared future 
and the Belt and Road Initiative . . . have been written into many UN resolutions 
and . . . won extensive recognition and a warm response from the international 
community.”30 In pursuing UN influence, Beijing has seized on US inattention 
and worked diligently to place its officials in the top leadership spots of four of 
fifteen UN specialized agencies—​more than any other state—​including the UN 
Industrial Development Organization (IDO), the International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO), the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), and 
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Moreover, China previously led 
the WHO and INTERPOL, presently leads the UN Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs (DESA), and narrowly missed out on leading the World 
Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) in 2020. In the FAO election, for 
example, Beijing threatened exports from Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay to 
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earn support for its candidate while forgiving the debt of Cameroon so it would 
withdraw its competing candidate.31 Since 2016, it has intensified efforts to 
wield this influence to embed its programs and principles in UN architecture. 
The UN’s highest leadership has repeatedly praised the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI); BRI has been inserted into the critical Sustainable Development Goals; 
BRI and the Community of Common Destiny have appeared in UN resolutions; 
and a wide range of UN bodies—​such as UNICEF, UNESCO, UNHCR, and 
DESA—​have either endorsed BRI or funded and collaborated with it.32 In other 
cases, China has used its leverage in the ICAO and the WHO to marginalize 
Taiwan. It successfully de-​platformed some NGOs critical of Beijing’s human 
rights record and platformed its own “government-​organized” NGOs (i.e., 
GONGOs) that follow Beijing’s lead on key issues. And its top officials, like 
former DESA head Wu Hongbo, have been unapologetic about putting national 
over international obligations: “as a Chinese-​national international civil servant, 
I don’t yield in matters concerning China’s national sovereignty or security 
interests and resolutely defend the interests of my country.”33 He once boasted 
of using UN security to “drive out” a Uyghur activist that he declared was not 
part of an “approved NGO” and had been the subject of an INTERPOL “red 
notice”—​factors for which Beijing was itself responsible, and a useful case study 
in China’s efforts to “deliberalize” UN architecture.

Second, outside the UN system and apart from its regional involvements in 
Asia, China has also set up a hub-​and-​spokes arrangement with virtually every 
world region. The most significant of these include the Forum on China-​Africa 
Cooperation (FOCAC); the China-​Arab States Cooperation Forum (CACF); 
the China-​Central and Eastern European Countries (CEEC, or “17+1”); and 
the China and the Community of Latin American States (China-​CELAC). 
These bodies cover 125 countries and channel relations between China and each 
region in a bilateral way rather than fostering multilateral engagement among 
the plurality of actors involved.34 Though these bodies were established before 
the more global turn in Chinese strategy, they are likely to become more cen-
tral to Chinese global order-​building and have recently been the focus of greater 
attention—​with more meetings, activities, and institutionalization undertaken 
since 2016.35 On the consensual side, Beijing uses these organizations as 
platforms for regional engagement and “public goods” provision, including to 
announce tens of billions in loans or aid, infrastructure spending, or COVID 
support. Each regularly involves “Action Plans” or “Development Plans” that set 
the agenda for China’s beneficent interaction with the region. And each includes 
a wide range of “sub-​forums” involving think tanks, young political leaders, po-
litical parties, parliaments, media, businesses, culture, science, the environment, 
and other domains that not only build ties but (particularly in media and tech-
nology) share Chinese practices, standards, training, and other technocratic 
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governance guidance. Finally, with respect to questions of legitimacy, these 
organizations have been used to challenge liberal norms and build support for 
Chinese preferences: most have statements supporting global regime “diver-
sity,” progress toward multipolarity, resistance to human rights “interference,” 
and critiques of US policy—​all while supporting Chinese positions on is-
sues as varied as Taiwan, Tibet, and Hong Kong.36 For example, a special June 
2020 FOCAC meeting on COVID-​19 released a statement including language 
supporting African states pursuing “development paths suited to their national 
conditions” in addition to supporting “China’s efforts to safeguard national secu-
rity in Hong Kong in accordance with the law.”37

Third, in recent years, China assembled coalitions of like-​minded coun-
tries to support its authoritarian domestic policies that could, in the future, 
become more operational and active. For example, in 2019 and 2020 liberal 
democracies organized some twenty states to sign three separate statements 
and letters critical of China’s policies in Xinjiang and then Hong Kong. In re-
sponse, China organized more than fifty states to sign three separate letters 
that supported China’s “remarkable achievements in the field of human rights” 
and expressed “ ‘firm opposition’ to relevant countries’ practice of politicizing 
human rights issues.”38 In all three cases, a comparison of the letters’ signatories 
reveals geographic and ideological differences between the two groups, with 
BRI signatories and many of China’s trading partners signing onto its letters, 
and liberal democracies and European states composing a bulk of the other 
camp. Beijing’s objective is to globalize China’s approach to human rights. As 
the People’s Daily put it, with fifty countries supporting China and only twenty 
critical of China, it was clear that Washington was standing “on the opposite 
side of international society.”39 These loose coalitions could collaborate on 
other normative issues in the future.

Finally, due to the trifecta of Brexit, Trump, and COVID-​19, China has more 
enthusiastically promoted its model and values—​both defensively to push back 
on Western liberalism and offensively to build the normative foundations of he-
gemony. The phrase “China solution” [中国方案], which was debuted in 2013 
in high-​level speeches, has surged since Brexit and Trump’s election, with the 
number of journal articles discussing it increasing fourteen-​fold from 337 arti-
cles in 2015 to 4,845 in 2017.40 Xi even declared in his 19th Party Congress ad-
dress that China “offers a new option for other countries and nations who want to 
speed up their development while preserving their independence,” language that 
was then repeated in China’s 2019 White Paper, which also stated five times that 
Beijing should share “Chinese wisdom and strength” with the world.41 That doc-
ument also argued that “some Western countries are facing serious difficulties in 
governance” and struggling with populism; that “some countries blindly copied 
or were forced to adopt the Western model,” and that these countries then “fell 
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into social unrest, economic crisis, governance paralysis, and even endless civil 
war.”42 Other sources, such as an official commentary printed in the People’s Daily 
under the name “Declaration” or [宣言] contrasted the “rule of China” favor-
ably with the Western-​induced “chaos of the world.”43 Academic commentators 
have gone even further. “Any country regarded as a great power must have had 
an important influence and made important contributions to the historical pro-
cess of humanity,” noted one CASS scholar. He argued that Britain, the Soviet 
Union, and the United States all shared their model and it was China’s time to 
share something too.44 Others said the West should study China. “The pandemic 
has profoundly shaken the US sense of superiority in values, culture and systems 
since the Enlightenment,” argued a typical passage authored by Nie Wenjuan, a 
professor at China Foreign Affairs University. “From the depth of their hearts, 
Americans confront the reality that the beacon of freedom has to learn from the 
authoritarian government of communist China in some respects.”45 Countless 
others have made similar arguments over the last four years, arguing even that 
China’s “development concept” is more exportable than Western liberalism and 
can better deal with “extremism, terrorism, and populism.”46

What might this look like in practice? Just as the United States does not export 
its specific institutions but instead broad liberal principles, China does not export 
“socialism with Chinese characteristics” but instead broad, illiberal, and tech-​
enabled solutions to twenty-​first-​century governance challenges. These include 
information management, terrorism, crime, and pandemic response—​problems 
Chinese scholars claim the West cannot address given its dysfunction and “abso-
lutism” on liberal values.47 To solve these challenges, China exports surveillance 
and censorship equipment, and engages on standards, training, and governance 
mechanisms through a variety of channels such astelecommunications assis-
tance, regulatory consultations, and media trainings. Chinese firms have actively 
assisted the Ugandan and Zambian governments in compromising the private in-
formation of dissidents; helped Ecuador build an extensive surveillance system; 
and are so involved in Ethiopia’s telecom network that NGO workers believe 
they must self-​censor to avoid monitoring and arrest.48 These practices, iterated 
across dozens of countries, embed illiberal norms in governance across Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America. Beijing claims it is only providing an answer to how 
technology and governance should interact, one consistent with its own illiberal 
systems, while the West is silent on this key twenty-​first-​century question. And 
while China’s model is not yet neatly packaged in a coherent ideology, as the West 
organizes democratic coalitions to control the substructure of the global system 
(technology, trade, finance, etc.), China may feel compelled to export its system, 
intervene for ideological reasons, and engage in its own coalition-​building—​
amplifying ideological competition. Such an outcome should not be surprising. 
Ideology has suffused great power politics for centuries, whether Catholic and 
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Protestant states, republican governments and monarchies, communist states 
and capitalist ones, and of course democracies and authoritarian regimes.

Economic Ways and Means—​Technology 
and Finance

With respect to economic instruments, Beijing now sees technology as cen-
tral to its ambitions to displace American order. A key component of China’s 
“great changes unseen in a century” is the belief that the world is experiencing 
a new wave of technological innovation sometimes referred to as the “Fourth 
Industrial Revolution” that offers an opportunity for China to overtake the 
West. This term, originally developed at the World Economic Forum in 
2015, has now been adopted by Beijing and generally refers to a wide range 
of technologies: artificial intelligence (AI), quantum computing, smart 
manufacturing, biotechnology, and even sovereign digital currencies, among 
many others. Beijing believes that technology’s intersection with supply chains, 
trade patterns, financial power, and information flows has the potential to re-
shape order alongside traditional economic instruments more central to past 
eras of Chinese grand strategy. For that reason, economic instruments—​and 
technology in particular—​are increasingly at the center of the US-​China con-
test over global order.

Most references to the “great changes unseen in a century” evoke the idea that 
waves of technological transformation have occasionally reshaped history. As Xi 
Jinping argued in a 2018 speech, “From the mechanization of the first industrial 
revolution in the 18th century, to the electrification of the second industrial rev-
olution in the 19th century, to the informatization of the third industrial revo-
lution in the 20th century,” each round of “disruptive technological innovation” 
has reshaped the world.49 Now, China was facing a fourth industrial revolution, 
and over the next decade, it had an opportunity to seize technology leadership. 
“The next ten years will be a key decade . . . for the world economy,” Xi argued. “A 
new round of technological revolution and industrial change, such as in artificial 
intelligence, big data, quantum information, and biotechnology, are gathering 
strength” and bringing “earth-​shaking changes” while offering an “important 
opportunity to promote leapfrog development,” bypassing legacy systems and 
overtaking competitors.50

Technology leadership could help China realize the potential of the “great 
changes unseen in a century.” Indeed, most Chinese commentators have argued 
that the last three revolutions caused a “divergence” that allowed some countries 
to become geopolitical leaders and left others as geopolitical laggards. Beijing 
missed out on these revolutions, but now it hopes to ride the fourth industrial 
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revolution to global leadership. In a passage typical of writing on the subject, two 
CASS scholars made this argument explicitly. “China did not participate in the 
steam engine and mechanical revolutions of the 18th century or the power and 
transportation revolution of the 19th century; China partially participated in the 
electrical and information revolution of the 20th century.” This time would be 
different, they argued, “in the current brewing of artificial intelligence, Internet 
of Things, energy Internet, biotechnology, China is ‘overtaking by curve.’ ”51 
This seemingly inscrutable phrase—​overtaking by curve—​is rooted in some of 
the post-​2009 debates about US power after the Global Financial Crisis, with 
“overtaking by curve” a reference to sprinting ahead as a competitor slows down 
or mishandles a turn around a racetrack and “overtaking by lane change” a refer-
ence to innovating new methods to surpass a rival.

Chinese discourses on China’s grand strategy under the “great changes” 
often reinforce this technological and materialist view of power transition. For 
example, a typical and authoritative commentary on the subject posted online 
at the Study Times roughly two months after Xi’s 2018 address on the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution is clear on the geopolitical stakes of these technological 
changes. “The driving force for the great changes is the decisive role of produc-
tivity,” it argued.52 “Britain seized the opportunity of the first industrial revo-
lution” provided by coal and steam technology and “established an empire on 
which the sun never set.”53 Afterward, “the United States seized the dominant 
power of advanced productivity from Great Britain” by dominating the second 
industrial revolution of electrification and promptly “jumped into position as the 
world’s number one industrial power, laying a solid foundation for establishing 
global hegemony.”54 Then, “the third industrial revolution originated in the 
United States,” and by seizing this digital revolution, the United States boosted 
its “comprehensive strength” and extended American hegemony.55 The arrival of 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution now offers an opportunity to make up for lost 
time. For decades, China’s leaders have long employed phrases like “catch up 
and surpass” [赶超] to describe their technological ambitions, with the United 
States and the West seen as the critical benchmark.56 But now, Beijing believes 
that the goal of “surpassing” the West is not simply rhetorical but actually achiev-
able. As China’s 2019 White Paper puts it, “China is catching up and getting 
ahead.”57

The “key” to stealing the march on these new waves of industrial revolution 
was a country’s “institutional advantages,” the Study Times commentary noted. 
“Britain replaced Spanish hegemony because the capitalist system was far supe-
rior to the feudal system that bound farmers to the land. The great changes a hun-
dred years ago stemmed from the establishment of a more thorough democratic 
republican system in the United States, which created a modern market system 
and a standardized large industrial production system [e.g., assembly lines] that 
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were significantly different from the United Kingdom.”58 But now, the US system 
was seeing challenges. “The combined effects of governance dilemmas inside 
and outside the West have become more apparent . . . the century-​old neolib-
eral development standard and the Western-​centered international hierarchical 
structure have been gradually broken,” it noted.59 China’s system looked better 
by comparison: “in the face of great changes, contradictions within the Western 
camp and contradictions among various political forces and social trends in 
some major powers are developing. There is a strong contrast between the rule 
of China and the chaos in the world . . . [and] the emergence of a new round of 
scientific and technological revolution and industrial transformation is condu-
cive to China’s institutional advantages and to achieving ‘overtaking by curve.’ ”60 
China had an opportunity given its supposedly superior system to follow in the 
footsteps of Britain and the United States, seize a new industrial revolution, and 
become the world’s leading state.

These sentiments appear to be shared by most prominent Chinese inter-
national relations scholars and experts who argue that the relationship be-
tween technology and power is at the core of the “great changes unseen in a 
century.” As Jin Canrong argues, “In the next decade . . . the competition for 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution will begin between China and the United 
States.”61 Jin Canrong sees this as a groundbreaking development: “This is a 
major change that has not occurred in the past 500 years. In the past 500 years, 
the industrial revolution has all involved the West, and this time the indus-
trial revolution will involve both East and West. This is an opportunity for 
China and a huge challenge for the United States.”62 Others share this per-
spective. Technology is in reality geopolitics, argues prominent Nanjing 
University scholar Zhu Feng: “Scientific and technological capabilities have 
become an important indicator of a country’s comprehensive strength, and it 
has also become the main battlefield for great power competition.”63 China’s 
tech industry has become a source of tension,” notes Zhang Yuyan. “Power 
politics mainly refers to any means among the great powers of the century 
to suppress their opponents, even at the expense of their own interests. The 
deep-​seated reason for the change in the world today comes down to one 
thing: China’s rapid entry into the high-​tech industry.”64 Yan Xuetong sees a 
bipolar world emerging with technology at the center of competition. “The 
core of the bipolar US-​China strategic competition is over the competitive 
advantage of technological innovation,” he argues; “it is inevitable to adopt 
the strategy of technological decoupling to obtain technological advantage.”65 
Yuan Peng argues that conflicts over “high tech are increasingly becoming the 
core disputes in international politics.”66

China is pursuing a robust, state-​backed effort to dominate these technologies 
and to use them to erode various American advantages.
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First, China has taken a page from American history and used the state to 
make enormous investments in basic science research that the market may oth-
erwise shun. The National Science Foundation estimates that China’s total R&D 
spending is roughly equivalent to US spending, even though China’s economy 
is smaller.67 And in the technologies central to the Fourth Industrial Revolution, 
China may well spend more. For example, China spends at least ten times more 
than the United States does in quantum computing.68 Similarly, in artificial in-
telligence, China spends at least as much as the United States and likely more, 
according to estimates from Georgetown’s Center for Security and Emerging 
Technology.69

Second, China believes its institutions are better designed to mobilize the 
state, society, and market to wield industrial policy to achieve the country’s tech-
nological ambitions, particularly compared to the more polarized and short-​term 
US political system.70 Beijing has identified specific industrial policies meant 
to support China’s efforts to secure the commanding heights of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, with over 100 Science and Technology plans and over 
$1 trillion spent toward this purpose.71 Key efforts include Made in China 2025, 
which targets ten high-​tech industries, seeks to indigenize key technologies 
in them, and sets market share targets for foreign and domestic markets—​all 
backed by tens of billions in state subsidies, technology transfer, market access 
restrictions, state-​backed acquisitions, and other instruments.72 While Beijing 
formally deemphasized the initiative in its official discourses following backlash 
from the United States and Europe, the core of the initiative remains very much 
alive. And since 2016, Beijing has launched several similar and heavily resourced 
programs, including a plan to become a world leader in AI by 2030, a plan to 
dominate standard-​setting by 2035, and a plan to invest $1.4 trillion in five years 
to build 5G networks across China.73

Third, Chinese sources see their role in supply chains as an enormous advan-
tage worth preserving as technology competition intensifies. Even as countries 
around the world sought to diversify away from China following COVID-​19, 
President Xi declared that protecting China’s role in global supply chains was 
one of his top national priorities. These chains are one reason some scholars 
like Jin Canrong argue that “China has a greater chance of winning” the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution.74 Although the United States does have “the best inno-
vation capabilities,” he argues, the country now “has a major problem, which is 
the hollowing out of its industrial base.”75 This means it “cannot turn technology 
into a product acceptable to the market” without China’s factories. “China has 
just about every industry” and its “manufacturing industry will account for more 
than 50 percent of the world’s total by 2030.”76 The country’s superior numbers 
of engineers, its ability to reverse-​engineer, and its factories’ centrality to global 
technology are “China’s real advantage in long-​term industrial competition.”77 



290	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

China should press this advantage. “Regardless of how the United States feels,” 
he argues, “China . . . must work hard to seize the Fourth Industrial Revolution” 
and become the “leader” of it.78 For now, China is retaining its hold on global 
supply chains despite foreign pressure. The European Chamber of Commerce 
in China found that only about 11 percent of its members were considering re-
location out of China in 2020; similarly, the president of AmCham China noted 
that the majority of the group’s members are not planning on exiting China.79 
For these firms, the rationale goes beyond cost alone. As the Paulson Institute 
scholar Damien Ma argues, it is hard for Americans to quit Amazon because it is 
the “everything store,” and it is hard for manufacturers to quit China because it is 
the “make everything country.”80

Fourth, China is increasingly focused on setting standards in technical bodies 
relative to the United States. China’s objectives include promoting its industries, 
earning lucrative royalties when its patents are used, and embedding its values 
and governance approaches in the architecture of technology. Even before its 
2035 Standards Plan was announced, China had already grown influential 
in key bodies like the Third Generation Partnership Project (3GPP) and the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), and in some cases sought to 
shift standard-​setting discussions to bodies where its influence was greater. With 
respect to governance, Chinese companies like ZTE have proposed standards 
for streetlight architecture that would allow video monitoring capabilities to be 
built in, for facial recognition that would require specific and extraneous dem-
ographic and biometric data to be stored, and for a new Internet architecture 
that would advantage monitoring, censorship, and control.81 Beijing’s success in 
these bodies is in part a product of its successful investments in next-​generation 
technologies like 5G but also the more “hands-​on” approach the Party appears to 
take relative to the more industry-​led and “hands-​off ” approach that the United 
States takes. Although many standard-​setting bodies are primarily composed of 
companies that are supposed to vote based on their own interests, at least in 
China’s case, companies like Lenovo that initially voted to endorse approaches 
backed by US companies were criticized by nationalists for doing so and 
pressured to instead endorse approaches backed by major Chinese companies 
like Huawei. As Lenovo’s leadership team noted in an apologetic message posted 
online, “We all unanimously believe that Chinese companies should unite and 
should not allow outsiders to play them against each other.”82 If China’s efforts 
continue to be successful, Beijing may be able to lock in its approaches and ex-
tend its lead in certain key global technologies to the detriment of universal 
values and US interests.

Technology also intersects with other more conventional goals of Chinese 
economic statecraft. For example, China has largely struggled to reduce its vul-
nerability to the dollar, but it clearly hopes that with the issuance of its own 
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digital currency it might ride a disruptive wave of financial innovation to blunt 
US financial advantages and build its own at a global level. Chinese officials have 
long been worried about the possibility that Facebook’s plan for a digital cur-
rency, Libra, would constitute the kind of epochal transformation that would 
once again bolster the US dollar system. Wang Xin, director of the People’s 
Bank of China’s research bureau, stated that “if the digital currency [Libra] is 
closely associated with the U.S. dollar . . . there would be in essence one boss, 
that is the U.S. dollar and the United States,” which would have geopolitical 
consequences.83 That concern led the People’s Bank of China to accelerate plans 
for its own digital sovereign currency, with hopes that it could help China reduce 
its reliance on the dollar and leapfrog ahead of enduring US advantages.

Finally, the coercive and consensual foundations of order-​building very much 
remain a focus for Beijing. On the coercive side, over the last few years, China’s 
economic statecraft has become increasingly global, and it has expanded in both 
frequency and scope. Countries on virtually every continent—​as wide-​ranging 
as Brazil and the Czech Republic—​have been threatened if they do not accede 
to China’s preferences not only over once familiar sovereignty issues but even on 
other questions too.84 This is not unusual behavior for a great power, but it does 
indicate a departure from past eras when China was more focused on consen-
sual elements of order-​building rather than punitive ones—​particularly in the 
developing world it sees as its natural base. Moreover, Beijing has encouraged 
boycotts of various companies for perceived slights, most famously in the US 
National Basketball Association because one team manager posted a tweet in 
support of Hong Kong protesters. Of course, consensual elements of China’s 
order-​building also remain and have been globalized too. Providing global 
“public goods” is now an official and high-​level part of Chinese foreign policy, 
given its own special section in China’s 2019 White Paper. To that end, China 
has continued to globalize its Belt and Road, which now boasts at least 138 coun-
tries.85 And China’s efforts to use aid and assistance to win favor have evolved, 
particularly following COVID-​19 and Beijing’s pandemic diplomacy involving 
vaccines, masks, and other health goods.

Military Ways and Means—​Going Global

If China’s military strategy once prioritized blunting American power and then 
building Chinese power within the Indo-​Pacific, the third phase of its grand 
strategy suggests a more global turn, with China’s military increasingly looking 
beyond its home region.

This argument can be controversial. Some skeptics note that contingencies 
involving Taiwan and the South and East China Seas will continue to hold 
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China’s military attention. While that is certainly true, it does not therefore 
follow that Beijing will refrain from pursuing a more global expeditionary capa-
bility. Others note that China is unlikely to adopt the same complex network of 
far-​flung bases and global capabilities that the United States has retained. This 
is it overlooks the fact that China may be able to engage in operations outside 
the Indo-​Pacific without precisely replicating America’s complex and costly 
global footprint. Indeed, the United States did not adopt Britain’s network of 
coaling stations and continental-​sized colonies; similarly, China may not adopt 
the American reliance on allies and large numbers of overseas bases—​pursuing 
its own hybrid path instead.

The most authoritative Chinese sources are often circumspect about the 
country’s global ambitions, but the indications of a more global focus are there, 
particularly after 2016, and they can be found in three broad areas related to 
(1) China’s desire for a world-​class army; (2) its discussion of the military’s role 
in China’s global objectives; and (3) its discussion of its overseas interests.

First, Xi’s 19th Party Congress address declared on multiple occasions that it 
was Beijing’s “goal” in the “new era” to ensure that “by the middle of the twenty-​
first century, the PLA is fully transformed into a world-​class military”—​language 
that then reappeared in China’s 2019 Defense White Paper.86 Given the overall 
tone of that address, which was clearly global in scope and declared China would 
“move closer to the world’s center stage” and “become a global leader in terms of 
composite national strength and international influence,” it is reasonable to in-
terpret the phrase “world-​class army” in global terms. Some scholars who resist 
such an interpretation and suggest the phrase is a “force development concept” 
nonetheless acknowledge, in a review of commentaries on the subject, “certainly, 
some degree of power projection is implied by using the United States, Russia, 
France and others as examples of world-​class militaries. All of these armed forces 
can project and sustain at least some combat power beyond their home regions 
of the world.”87 As a result, “China’s global military presence outside of East Asia 
will grow in the coming decade,” though, compared to the robust US military 
presence, it is likely to remain “relatively modest” for now given the challenges 
of power projection.88

Second, authoritative texts suggest China’s military will be used to support 
policy priorities that are deemed critical to rejuvenation and that are fundamen-
tally global in nature, including the “community of common destiny for man-
kind” and the Belt and Road—​indicating a more global military is desirable. 
For example, China’s 2019 White Paper titled “China and the World in the New 
Era” explicitly says, “The Chinese army faithfully carries out [践行] the con-
cept of a global community of common destiny.” It also argues that “China is 
moving closer to the center of the world stage, and the international community 
expects more international public security goods from the Chinese military.”89 
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The 2019 Defense White Paper released the same year goes into far more de-
tail on these global themes, and unlike past Defense White Papers, even has a 
lengthy section entitled “Actively Contributing to Building a Community with 
a Shared Future for Mankind”—​with subsections for UN involvements, global 
security partnerships, and public security goods provision. It also indicates that 
China’s military will “stand ready to provide strong strategic support for the re-
alization of the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation, and to make new and 
greater contributions to the building of a community with a shared future for 
mankind.”90 “China’s national defense in the new era” has “global significance,” it 
argues, and will “actively participate in the reform of the global security govern-
ance system.”91 These texts thus clearly situate the PLA within the more global 
turn in China’s grand strategy.

Third, authoritative texts indicate China needs a global military to secure 
specific, concrete objectives related to the country’s overseas interests. As 
Chapter 9 discussed, although Chinese leaders had talked about the country’s 
Malacca Dilemma years earlier, China began more prominently emphasizing the 
protection of its broader overseas interest [海外利益] in Hu’s 2009 speech at 
the 11th Ambassadorial Conference. That shift has grown more pronounced and 
even more global after 2016, with specific emphasis on the overseas capabilities 
needed to secure those interests. Authoritative documents have defined China’s 
overseas interests as including Chinese citizens and personnel, institutions, or-
ganizations, assets, overseas energy and resources, sea lines of communication 
(SLOCs), and even the Belt and Road.92 Protecting these interests is a truly 
global task. Before COVID-​19, for example, China’s own statistics indicated 
that 120 million Chinese citizens traveled abroad annually, millions lived over-
seas, and 30,000 businesses were registered abroad too.93 One estimate finds that 
“about one-​sixth of all Chinese laborers (16 percent) and just over one-​fifth of 
China’s FDI stock (21 percent) are in countries that the World Bank has ranked in 
the bottom quartile of its instability index, suffering from the most serious insta-
bility problems.”94 Accordingly, a growing number of China’s citizens have been 
killed or kidnapped in countries including Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Nigeria, 
Ethiopia, Niger, Congo, Syria, and Laos, among others.95 Resource flows too are 
insecure. China surpassed the United States as the world’s largest importer in 
2017; that year, more than two-​thirds of its oil and 40 percent of its natural gas 
were imported—​much which came overseas and through key chokepoints.96 
More than 90 percent of China’s imports of commodities like iron, coal, and 
copper—​and roughly the same amount of its foreign trade—​are also conducted 
by sea.97 Even so, at least as late as 2016, authoritative Chinese speeches make 
clear that Beijing did not believe it had made sufficient progress in securing 
these global interests. As then Foreign Minister Wang Yi noted in a speech at 
CSIS, an important “task of China’s diplomacy is to effectively protect China’s 
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ever-​growing overseas interests,” but “to be honest, we don’t have the resources 
and capability to do that.”98 Perhaps because of that inadequacy, President Xi 
Jinping’s 19th Party Congress work report the next year and the associated com-
mentary around it called for investment in a more global Chinese force. Xi’s 19th 
Party Congress work report does not mention overseas interests explicitly, but 
it advocates “stepping up efforts to build China into a strong maritime country,” 
in addition to stressing movement toward “the world’s center stage” and a 
“world-​class military.”99 Moreover, the 2019 White Paper that followed it listed 
“protecting overseas interests” as one of nine key tasks for the Chinese military, 
along with “supporting the sustainable development of the country.”100 That 
paper also restored a dedicated section on China’s overseas interests that had 
been subsumed into other sections in the previous White Paper. Importantly, it 
also listed what China needed to secure them: “to address deficiencies in over-
seas operations and support, the PLA builds far seas forces, develops overseas 
logistical facilities, and enhances capabilities in accomplishing diversified mili-
tary tasks.” This language is notable—​the previous White Paper had mentioned 
a “gradual shift” to “far seas” protection, but this paper was far more definitive 
and the first to mention overseas facilities as necessities.101 The 2019 White 
Paper also specified the kinds of missions that China was undertaking to protect 
overseas interests: “The PLA conducts vessel protection operations, maintains 
the security of strategic SLOCs, and carries out overseas evacuation and mari-
time rights protection operations.”102 Once again, these missions require a global 
footprint.

China’s behavior is consistent with this growing focus on a global posture, 
even if its evolving approach is dramatically lighter than the US alternative. China 
has previously laid the groundwork for military priorities years before actually 
pursuing them openly: indeed, China’s carrier research goes back decades but 
Beijing did not launch the program officially until after the Global Financial Crisis 
despite having had the capacity to do so sooner. Similarly, China had thought 
and planned for overseas facilities for years before it opened its first in Djibouti 
in 2017—​the product of negotiations that began three or four years earlier. 
And as Chapter 9 discussed, China has treated some of its BRI port projects as 
speculative investments that could one day be upgraded into military access or 
even basing—​an interpretation privately confirmed by some Chinese military 
officials and even by the former head of the State Oceanic Administration, which 
helps shape China’s maritime strategy. Indeed, since 2016, China’s officials have 
become more open about its efforts to acquire overseas facilities. For example, 
in 2016 Foreign Minister Wang Yi said of China’s overseas ambitions, “we are 
trying to build some necessary infrastructure and logistical capacities in regions 
with a concentration of Chinese interests. This is not just reasonable and log-
ical, but also consistent with international practice.”103 In 2019, the political 
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commissar of China’s Djibouti base, Li Chunpeng, said, the Chinese Navy’s 
“support for far sea escort missions will gradually shift from a model based on 
supply ships supplemented by foreign ports to one that is based on overseas 
bases supplemented by foreign ports and domestic supports.”104 As late as 2014, 
China was denying the possibility of overseas military deployments without a 
UN Security Council mandate; now, “the focus is no longer on denying that 
China is pursuing a [global expeditionary] capability but on defining the prac-
tical conditions that would lead to an overseas operation.”105

China’s post-​2016 activity appears to support these statements. In 2017, the 
same year China opened its facility in Djibouti, some accounts indicate that its 
negotiations for a ninety-​nine-​year lease on Sri Lanka’s Hambantota port also in-
cluded questions related to military access.106 In 2016 and 2017, a Chinese firm 
acquired a fifty-​year lease over the island of Feydhoo Finolhu in the Maldives, 
paying only $4 million for it, and then began land reclamation.107 Around this 
same time, there is evidence China established an outpost in Tajikistan too. In 
2018, a Chinese firm sought to fund and construct three airports in Greenland, a 
long-​standing focus of its Arctic ambitions that came after an attempt to purchase 
an abandoned former US military base there.108 In 2019, China negotiated a lease 
on a Cambodian naval facility and began construction on ports and airfields that 
could accommodate Chinese military vessels, and though these projects were 
nominally civilian, there were indications of discussions of military access be-
tween the two governments.109 That same year, a Chinese conglomerate leased 
an entire island in the Solomon Islands, though the decision was temporarily 
reversed.110 Admittedly, some of the details in these cases are difficult to corrob-
orate, but the balance of evidence—​particularly when juxtaposed with Chinese 
statements and Beijing’s willingness to break its pledge never to station forces 
overseas—​suggests a growing interest in global facilities.

The other key source of evidence comes from China’s investments, which 
demonstrate a growing focus on expeditionary capabilities. For example, since 
2016, the PLA has expanded its marine corps from 10,000 to more than 30,000, 
and there are some suggestions these forces are intended for missions outside the 
Taiwan scenario while, by contrast, army expeditionary forces are reserved for 
Taiwan. Some reports indicate that the PLA Marine Corps has also diversified 
its training beyond the South China Sea–​like contingencies to include different 
kinds of terrain, climate, and geography, suggesting a wider mission set.111 More 
broadly, over the last few years it has become clear that China might pursue 
nuclear-​powered carriers needed to project power globally. While there are 
reports the program may have been temporarily postponed due to technical 
challenges, even so, China is continuing with plans for at least a four-​carrier 
navy.112 To support extra-​regional operations, China has increased investments 
in “underway replenishment ships, air to air refueling capability, ship tenders, 
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and increasing the number of PLAN ships with satellite communications” also 
critical for a global reach.113 In some cases, China’s global ambitions are truly 
broad. Xi Jinping has declared the poles, space, and the deep sea the “new stra-
tegic frontiers,” and Beijing is increasingly investing military capabilities to secure 
them. For example, in 2018, Beijing announced a tender for nuclear-​powered 
icebreakers—​an expensive investment that comes after additional investments 
in icebreakers, and a powerful indication that a global PLA will seek to operate 
in the Arctic and Antarctic too.114

China’s global military posture may not resemble the American variant. 
Beijing may lack alliance networks and bases with tens of thousands of soldiers 
and eschew costly interventions. It is more likely to opt for dual-​use facilities, ro-
tational access, and a lighter footprint—​at least for now—​when its military still 
faces difficulties in challenging the United States outside of the Indo-​Pacific. This 
approach has drawbacks, but it might allow Beijing to better secure its interests, 
provide public security goods, and in some cases, position itself as a leader.

These military priorities, when combined with China’s political and eco-
nomic ones, reveal a desire to shape global order in the twenty-​first century that 
may prove as consequential as the way that the United States reshaped the twen-
tieth. That desire faces significant challenges, many of which Chinese sources 
too often discount but that Washington and its allies and partners should not 
dismiss. We now turn to the question of how the United States might respond to 
China’s global ambitions and activism.
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An Asymmetric Strategy for  
US-​China Competition

“The United States has to be as good as or better than its opponent in 
the effectiveness with which resources are used, now that [they] are 
spending comparable resources.”

—​Andrew Marshall, Director of the Office of Net Assessment, 1973

In mid-​1973, China’s cosmopolitan premier, Zhou Enlai, met with an American 
delegation. Zhou was one of modern China’s founding fathers, the organizer of 
the Long March, and the mentor to later reformers like Deng Xiaoping. Upon 
meeting the American delegation, Zhou called the youngest American member 
to step forward. He then asked a question. “Do you think China will ever be-
come an aggressive or expansionist power?” The meeting followed on the heels 
of a historic rapprochement between Beijing and Washington, and the young, 
optimistic American responded, “No.” But the Premier shot back immedi-
ately: “Don’t count on that. It is possible. But if China were to embark on such a 
path, you must oppose it.” Stopping for emphasis, he then exclaimed, “And you 
must tell those Chinese that Zhou Enlai told you to do so!”1

Zhou Enlai may have encouraged others to check the more harmful aspects 
of Chinese expansion, but he did not explain how to do so. That is the task of 
this chapter, which seeks to put forward an asymmetric approach for competing 
with China. That is no easy task. Within Asia, China accounts for more than half 
of the region’s military spending and more than half of its economic activity. And 
with respect to the United States, China is the first US competitor to surpass 
60 percent of US GDP—​and when one accounts for purchasing power, it is al-
ready 25 percent larger than the American economy.

Owing in part to these trends, China has become bolder over the last decade 
and broken several of the commitments it kept when it was weaker. Since 2016, 
as the last two chapters demonstrated, it has grown increasingly assertive in its 
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home region and worldwide. A partial list of these activities paints a striking 
picture: China has opened concentration camps in Xinjiang; violated its inter-
national commitment to Hong Kong’s autonomy; killed twenty Indian soldiers 
in the first use of deadly force on the Sino-​Indian border in decades; placed 
missiles on South China Sea islands despite promising not to do so; sent a list of 
fourteen grievances to Australia under penalty of further economic punishment; 
kidnapped European citizens from third countries; and threatened or deployed 
economic coercion against dozens of states around the world, including the 
Czech Republic and historically neutral Sweden.

While it is clear today that China has so far not followed in the bloody 
footsteps of the last century’s rising powers, the fact that even Zhou Enlai did 
not take his country’s moderation for granted provides a cautionary note. Rising 
powers throughout history have tended to abrogate old commitments and 
sometimes use violence as they blunt the orders of others and build their own. 
Previous chapters have shown that top Chinese officials now self-​consciously 
advertise not merely regional but truly global Chinese ambitions. Beijing’s ul-
timate objective is to displace the US order globally in order to emerge as the 
world’s dominant state by 2049. While some remain skeptical that China has 
these ambitions, the same nationalist Party that sat uneasily within the Soviet 
order is unlikely to willingly defer to an American order in perpetuity. And in 
any case, as this book has argued, it has already worked to challenge that order 
for decades.

In light of intensifying US-​China competition, this chapter assesses competing 
visions of long-​term US strategy toward China. In doing so, it undertakes three 
lines of inquiry.

First, it analyzes the nature of US-​China competition. As Chapter 1 estab-
lished, US-​China competition is primarily over regional and global order as well 
as the “forms of control”—​coercive capability, consensual inducements, and 
legitimacy—​that sustain one’s position within that order.

Second, it explores two broad categories of strategic approaches: (1) strategies 
that seek to accommodate or reassure China, perhaps through a grand bargain or 
through “cooperation spirals”; and then (2) strategies that seek to change China 
whether through “peaceful evolution” or subversion. It engages in a comparative 
assessment of the relative efficacy of these strategies, finding both strategies face 
significant obstacles.

Third, this chapter advocates for a strategy focused on blunting Chinese 
power and order and building the foundations for US power and order. In 
many places, and particularly with respect to blunting, this strategy is in-
tended to be asymmetric and draws partly from China’s own grand strategy 
in the 1990s and early 2000s. The United States cannot compete with China 
symmetrically—​that is, dollar-​for-​dollar, ship-​for-​ship, or loan-​for-​loan—​in 
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part because of China’s sheer relative size. Asymmetric approaches to blunting 
seek to frustrate the effects—​and, in some cases, the sources—​of Chinese 
power and influence at lower cost than China expends in generating them. The 
building component of this strategy is more symmetric, but it generally seeks 
to invest in the foundations for US order, particularly when the coercive, con-
sensual, or legitimacy benefits dramatically exceed the cost of investment and 
in virtually all cases where doing do so is cheaper than China’s own efforts to 
blunt US order. This strategic approach would seek to compete with China not 
through internal change or efforts at reassurance but by limiting China’s ability 
to convert its power into regional and global order. In this effort, the United 
States has certain advantages that flow from the ability of its open system to 
attract resources and talent, its network of alliances that China cannot yet 
split or replicate, and its geographic distance from rival great powers. Even 
so, its advantages are not inexhaustible, and the United States must compete 
cost-​effectively.

In the very same year Zhou Enlai met with his American delegation, Andrew 
Marshall—​who would later lead the Pentagon’s Office of Net Assessment for 
decades and was already on track to become one of America’s most influen-
tial strategists—​was grappling with a problem not dissimilar from that the 
United States faces today. His report, entitled Long-​Term Competition with the 
Soviets: A Framework for Strategic Analysis, circulated around the Pentagon that 
year. Marshall noted that to compete effectively with rising Soviet spending, “the 
United States has to be as good as or better than its opponent in the effectiveness 
with which resources are used now that the Soviets are spending comparable 
resources.”2 The key was to take actions that imposed a cost on the opponent 
greater than the cost of the action itself, which in turn required identifying areas 
of American and adversary advantage and disadvantage. Despite China’s own sig-
nificant challenges and weaknesses, sheer size suggests it is likely that Beijing—​
unlike the Soviets—​could eventually generate and spend more resources on 
competition than the United States, which is presently encountering substantial 
domestic headwinds. This requires that the questions of symmetric and asym-
metric competition—​once felt acutely by past generations of strategists—​be 
restored in discussions of how to compete with China across military, political, 
economic, and other domains.

The Nature of the Competition

As US-​China competition intensified over the last few years, a number of 
policymakers and scholars have frequently returned to the same question, 
“What is this competition over?” For China, and for most objective observers, 
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the stakes of the competition have long been clear. US-​China competition is pri-
marily a competition over who will lead regional and global order and what kind 
of order they might create from that position of leadership. In many places, but 
not all, it is a zero-​sum game because it is over a positional good—​that is, one’s 
role within a hierarchy. In other places, there may be room for mutual adjust-
ment, particularly over the kind of order that results, as well as collaboration on 
transnational issues. We now turn to the question of order, peacetime competi-
tion, and the stakes of the present contest.

Defining Order

As the first chapter discussed, although international relations scholars have gen-
erally assumed the world to be anarchic, the reality is that it has often been hier-
archic, with some states exercising authority over other states.3 In a hegemonic 
order, the preeminent state “mobilizes its leadership” atop the hierarchy to struc-
ture relations between states and within them.4 Hegemonic orders involve what 
Robert Gilpin called some “form of control” by a dominant state to regulate its 
subordinates, and that control often involves a mixture of coercive capability (to 
force compliance), consensual inducements (to incentivize it), and legitimacy 
(to rightfully command it).5

Coercion emerges from the threat of punishment, including military 
strength or structural control over nodes in the system like currency, trade, 
and technology. Consensual inducements involve incentivized coopera-
tion through mutually beneficial bargains or enticements, such as security 
guarantees, public or private goods provision, or even elite capture. Finally, 
legitimacy is the capability to command simply by virtue of the dominant 
state’s identity or ideology, which constitutes a kind of authority. For ex-
ample, the Vatican was once able to command states over which it exercised 
little material power simply due to its theological role. Together, coercive ca-
pacity, consensual inducements, and legitimacy secure the deference of states 
within order.

Defining Peacetime Competition

The peacetime competition between the United States and China is over re-
gional and global order and the forms of control that underpin both. How then 
will a US-​China competition over order unfold, and how might the US-​led order 
change? Most analysts assume that hegemonic orders change through massive 
great power war. American order, for example, emerged from the aftermath of 
the Second World War. But for the United States and China, great power war is 
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less likely than in the past given the nuclear revolution, and that has led some to 
prematurely assume that US order is fundamentally stable.

Nothing in the preceding discussion of order, however, requires that order 
change only through war; in fact, order can also change through peacetime com-
petition. An order weakens when the preceding forms of control—​coercion, 
consent, and legitimacy—​are undermined; conversely, an order strengthens 
when these same forms of control are bolstered. From this perspective, order 
transition can occur even absent war. These transitions can occur gradually 
through incremental evolution or suddenly, as the Soviet Union’s collapse 
demonstrates, but they need not require great power war or even a great power 
competitor.6 Prominent Chinese scholars speculating on order transition under-
stand this as fact, with Yuan Peng—​the head of the Ministry of State Security’s 
think tank—​arguing that the pandemic may play the same role in order transi-
tion as a great power war.

What then does peacetime competition over order look like? As the preceding 
chapters have noted, and as Chapter 1 discussed in greater detail, if a hegemon’s 
position in the order emerges from “forms of control” like coercion, consent, and 
legitimacy, then competition over order revolves around efforts to strengthen 
and weaken these forms of control. Accordingly, this book has focused on two 
broad strategies generally pursued in sequence that rising states like China can 
use to peacefully displace hegemonic powers like the United States short of war.

The first of these is to blunt the hegemon’s exercise of its forms of control, 
particularly those that are extended over the rising state; after all, no rising 
state can displace the hegemon if it remains largely at the hegemon’s mercy. 
The second is to build leverage or forms of control over others, as well as the 
foundations for consensual bargains and legitimacy; indeed, no rising state 
can become a hegemon if it cannot constrain the autonomy of others or entice 
them with consensual bargains and legitimacy to ensure they follow the rising 
state’s preferences. Blunting generally precedes building, and both are gener-
ally pursued at the regional level before the global level. China, as this book has 
demonstrated, has used these two strategies as a means of ascent—​challenging 
US order at the regional and global level while laying the foundation for its own.

This chapter builds on that foundation to argue that established powers can 
use these strategies too. The United States, for example, can also blunt a Chinese 
order while building or rebuilding its own.

Defining the Stakes

What are the stakes of a competition over order? The United States often in-
adequately examines the foundations of its own order. Instead of studying the 
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foundations of hegemony, many Americans take features of the international 
system as granted rather than as products of American power. For example, the 
presumption that states should generally be democratic, and that they should 
not engage in genocide, nuclear proliferation, territorial conquest, biological 
weapons usage, or nakedly illiberal behavior (versus illiberal behavior at least 
wrapped notionally in a cloak of legitimacy) is a product of the costs generated 
for engaging in that behavior by US order, even if Washington’s own adherence to 
or defense of these norms is imperfect. The deference the United States receives 
from its allies and partners in many cases is also a product of order, as is the rel-
atively uncontroversial acceptance of American overseas bases or of the dollar 
as reserve currency. This is a fact illiberal states like China, which have written 
for decades about the liberal bias of the international system and the founda-
tional aspects of American hegemony, cannot afford to forget. China does not 
simply bemoan the international system’s presumptions of American structural 
advantages but interrogates them, asks why they are the way they are, and seeks 
to reshape the system more to its liking by constructing its own order.

This book has speculated on what Chinese order might look like. At the re-
gional level, where China already accounts for more than half of Asian GDP and 
half of all Asian military spending, a sphere of influence may be likely absent an 
external balancer. A fully realized Chinese order might eventually involve the 
withdrawal of US forces from Japan and Korea, the end of American alliances, 
pushing the US Navy from the Western Pacific, deference from China’s regional 
neighbors, unification with Taiwan, and the resolution of territorial disputes in 
the East and South China Seas. Chinese order would likely be more coercive 
than the present order, consensual in ways that primarily benefit connected elites 
even at the expense of voting publics, and considered legitimate mostly to those 
few who directly benefit. China would deploy this order in ways that damage lib-
eral values, with authoritarian winds blowing stronger across the region. Order 
abroad is often a reflection of order at home, and China’s order-​building would 
be distinctly illiberal relative to US order-​building.

At the global level, as the last two chapters demonstrated, Chinese order would 
involve seizing the opportunities of the “great changes unseen in a century” and 
displacing the United States as the world’s leading state. This would require 
successfully managing the principal risk flowing from the “great changes”—​
Washington’s unwillingness to gracefully accept decline—​by weakening the 
forms of control supporting American global order while strengthening those 
forms of control supporting a Chinese alternative. Politically, Beijing would pro-
ject leadership over global governance and international institutions, advance 
autocratic norms at the expense of liberal ones, and split American alliances in 
Europe and Asia. Economically, it would weaken the financial advantages that 
underwrite US hegemony and seize the commanding heights of the “fourth 
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industrial revolution” from artificial intelligence to quantum computing, with 
the United States declining “into a deindustrialized, English-​speaking version of 
a Latin American republic, specializing in commodities, real estate, tourism, and 
perhaps transnational tax evasion.”7 Militarily, the PLA would field a world-​class 
force with bases around the world that could defend China’s interests in most 
regions and even in new domains like space, the poles, and the deep sea. Taken 
together, China would erect a “zone of super-​ordinate influence” in its home 
region and “partial hegemony” across the developing countries tied to its Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI) that might eventually expand to the developed world 
too—​a vision some Chinese popular writers describe using Mao’s revolutionary 
guidance to “surround the cities from the countryside” [农村包围城市].8

Neither of these orders is to America’s interests, nor are they beneficial to 
its allies and partners. We now turn to an analysis of two broad strategies for 
addressing China’s rise—​accommodating China and changing China—​and 
consider their shortcomings.

Accommodating China

A number of analysts have put forward the idea that accommodation might 
mellow Chinese power and reduce tension. Accommodationist perspectives can 
be grouped into a few broad categories: (1) full unilateral territorial accommo-
dation; (2) a “maximalist” grand bargain; (3) a much more careful, “minimalist” 
grand bargain that phases in mutual accommodation; and (4) tactical or opera-
tional reassurance at the political and military level.

The first of these options, unilateral accommodation, attempts to mellow 
Chinese power by offering China a sphere of influence for nothing in return. 
Even most proponents of accommodation believe unilateral concessions could 
be counterproductive: “China appears too likely to misinterpret such a large 
change in U.S. policy which could fuel Chinese overconfidence and intensify 
challenges to U.S. interests,” writes one grand bargain advocate.9

Unlike the previous option, the second and third options—​maximalist and 
minimalist grand bargains, respectively—​are not unilateral but true “bargains” 
in which US concessions are tied to some concessions from China. The “maxi-
malist” advocates of grand bargains encourage ending US alliances, pulling the 
US military out of the Western Pacific, and granting China a sphere of influ-
ence in exchange for concessions from Beijing on a variety of issues—​though 
Washington might have to allow China to settle territorial disputes on its 
terms and annex Taiwan to get them. But once again, even most proponents 
of restraint, such as Barry Posen, do not support such an approach because it 
requires sweeping and irreversible US concessions for speculative promises 



304	 T H E  L O N G  G A M E

     

and is ultimately unenforceable.10 Similarly, a Quincy Institute report that calls 
for a less confrontational line with Beijing nonetheless opposes “completely 
withdrawing U.S. forces from East Asia and allowing China to establish an ex-
clusive sphere of influence in East Asia.”11

The third and fourth options—​a minimalist grand bargain and some kind of 
strategic reassurance—​are the strongest and most defensible of the options, and 
they are worthy of extended consideration.

A “Minimalist” Phased Grand Bargain

A “minimalist” and phased grand bargain would ostensibly trade away less to 
Beijing than unilateral concessions or a “maximalist grand bargain” by attempting 
to preserve US alliances and presence in Asia and offer Beijing what it wants 
most—​Taiwan. Prominent proponents like Charles Glaser argue that the United 
States should “negotiate a grand bargain that ends its commitment to defend 
Taiwan against Chinese aggression.”12 Others with this perspective include the 
Naval War College’s Lyle Goldstein, who claims “one significant reason (among 
many) that U.S.-​China relations have reached a new nadir, not seen since perhaps 
the 1950s, is due to emergent tensions around Taiwan” and he urges a “sound 
policy of military disengagement from the Taiwan issue” involving phased 
concessions.13 Peter Beinart similarly argues that “if China renounces the use of 
force, the United States should support its reunification with Taiwan along the 
principle of ‘one country, two systems’ ” because the US commitment to Taiwan 
is “insolvent.”14 Former ambassador Chas Freeman makes a similar argument, 
and like Beinart, suggests Beijing would be generally respectful of Taiwan’s au-
tonomy.15 Bruce Gilley suggests such respect is less critical and encourages the 
United States to accede to the Finlandization of Taiwan.16

A US-​China grand bargain over Taiwan would supposedly reduce US rivalry 
through the following logic: “satisfy” China if it has limited aims, remove the 
most likely path to conflict, and—​given how grand and costly a concession on 
Taiwan might be—​“signal that U.S. goals in the region are limited” and thereby 
change Beijing’s beliefs about US intentions.17 Another proponent notes that 
a grand bargain could even change China’s internal politics because it would 
“undermine hardline militarists who use the Taiwan issue to stoke nationalist 
flames to sideline pro-​Western technocrats.”18 In short, a bargain would suppos-
edly eliminate significant US-​China security competition through a mixture 
of concession and changed beliefs. The bargain would also provide a series of 
additional benefits. It would avoid a “multi-​trillion-​dollar arms race,” freeing 
up resources for domestic renewal or possibly other domains of competition 
with China.19 And it would seemingly elicit a range of valuable concessions. 
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Proponents of such a bargain list several possible concessions that could be part 
of a bargain: the forgiveness of US debt; a promise not to militarize Taiwan and 
to respect its political freedoms; the peaceful resolution of the South and East 
China Seas disputes; acceptance of the US military role in Asia; the end of sig-
nificant support for Iran, North Korea, and Pakistan; and a less contentious re-
lationship globally.

A “minimalist” grand bargain over Taiwan is likely to fail. In particular, while 
this limited approach is intended to preserve the US position in Asia, it could 
eventually collapse into the first and second enumerated options—​that is, pro-
duce an effective US exit from Asia. While beliefs about the importance of US 
credibility may at times be exaggerated, a decision by Washington to voluntarily 
terminate its commitment to Taiwan will startle US allies in the region like Japan, 
South Korea, and Australia and may even induce bandwagoning behavior if they 
believe balancing is futile, undermining the US regional position. More broadly, 
given that China would likely annex Taiwan following such a bargain and gain 
the geostrategic advantages that the island brings, US commitments in the East 
China Sea and in the South China Sea would be rendered far less credible and 
quite possibly entirely indefensible, frustrating even a US “deterrence by denial” 
strategy that seeks not overmatch or primacy but only to complicate Chinese ad-
venturism. The United States would also have no guarantee that China would ad-
here to most commitments that Washington would request, including tolerance 
of a US regional military role, peaceful resolution of disputes, and commitments 
not to militarize Taiwan or to guarantee its political freedoms. A grand bargain 
would not function like a contract in a court of law, and there would be no judge 
to enforce China’s commitments.

To maximize the odds that China honors its commitment in the bargain, 
some might suggest a phased approach—​that is, “a path that divides the grand 
bargain into smaller, more attainable increments,” allowing the United States the 
opportunity to reverse course on a grand bargain if it is clear Beijing will not 
comply with its terms.20 For example, Lyle Goldstein suggests that the United 
States reduce forces in Guam, close the AIT military office, and halt arms sales 
in exchange for China’s decision to pull missiles back from East China, allow 
Taiwan more international presence, and restrict the PLA’s development of am-
phibious capabilities. Each of these steps taken one at a time would ultimately 
lead to China’s absorption (perhaps within a confederation) of Taiwan.21 While 
a phased approach to Taiwan may at first glance seem workable, it would be ex-
tremely unstable in practice. Whatever sequence of concessions the two sides 
put forward, the negotiations over them would occur with the expectation that 
an eventual abrogation of the US commitment to Taiwan is possible for the 
right series of concessions and assurances. Simply by signaling this, the United 
States would be making an enormous concession at the outset of negotiations 
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and inviting Beijing to test its commitment. It simply would not be credible for 
the United States to declare that it would be willing to withdraw from its costly 
commitment to Taiwan for some negotiated “price,” but at the same time, still 
remain willing to fight an even costlier war if that “price” were not sufficiently to 
its liking. A phased approach would therefore offer no great protection against 
China breaking the agreement and would likely even increase instability.

Strategic Reassurance and “Cooperation Spirals”

Some observers, most notably Mike O’Hanlon, Jim Steinberg, and Lyle 
Goldstein, have laid out detailed step-​by-​step efforts for mutual reassurance, 
generally with respect to regional security issues. As O’Hanlon and Steinberg 
argue, the purpose of strategic reassurance is to “give credibility to each side’s 
profession of good intentions by reducing as much as possible the ambiguity 
and uncertainty associated with unilateral security policies.”22 In this view, the 
United States and China should exercise voluntary restraint—​which involves 
forgoing some technologies, postures, or doctrines that might threaten the other 
side—​and this restraint would then be reciprocated by each side and reinforced 
through other interactions. These efforts are sustained by transparency and 
information-​sharing, which reduces the risk of misunderstanding and resilience. 
Steps on each side could also be implemented successively to allow for adjust-
ment if one side cheats.

Many of the efforts at reassurance explored by the O’Hanlon, Steinberg, 
Goldstein, and others are worth considering and are quite clever, and the 
overall idea of pursuing “cooperation spirals” is sound and could conceivably 
have worked at the highpoint of American hegemony in the early 2000s. In 
many cases, however, these efforts face obstacles. First, efforts that are explic-
itly or implicitly part of negotiations to reduce US defense commitments to 
allies and partners may be destabilizing. As discussed previously, reassurance in 
those cases actually undermines US resolve prematurely by demonstrating that 
Washington is willing to limit or end its defense commitments for a hypothetical 
Chinese concession, which could invite a test before the negotiation sequence is 
completed or if the negotiations stall.

Second, the prospects for what Lyle Goldstein calls “cooperation spirals” 
to emerge—​where one set of reassurances begets another and so on—​should 
not be discounted, but in many cases the jump within them from low-​level 
concessions (e.g., a reduction in the number of marines in Okinawa) to a 
higher-​level of mutual concessions seems extremely challenging. As all authors 
agree, reassurance is hardest precisely where it is needed most. It is unlikely, as 
some propose, that the United States could safely “restrain modernization and 
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deployment” of long-​range precision strike systems and that China might re-
ciprocally “limit development and deployment of anti-​ship ballistic missiles.”23 
Moreover, successful efforts at cooperation spirals in one domain might be 
undermined by action or disagreement in another. Some authors suggest that 
certain concessions could produce long-​term restraint on Chinese force struc-
ture (e.g., reducing China’s interest in building a blue-​water navy), but many of 
the examples of hypothetical restraint are now moot, and China’s interests in 
pursuing military modernization are grounded in more than one regional con-
tingency, making its resolution inadequate on the most vital questions.

Third, accommodation from a position of strength is different from accom-
modation from a position of weakness. In many cases, the writers assume that 
the United States will reassure China by accommodating it from a position of 
strength. As Goldstein writes, “the United States is in a very strong, almost un-
assailable strategic position. It has the strength to make judicious and reason-
able compromises for the sake of peace.”24 Even when this was written, this 
assessment seemed strained; now, years later, it no longer holds. As Chapter 11 
demonstrated, China perceives the United States as in irreversible decline. It 
would therefore likely see US efforts at reassurance as acquiescence to China’s 
new status, which could make it less likely to reciprocate or more likely to engage 
in provocations. In contrast, had the US made efforts toward some cooperation 
spirals in the early 2000s when China perceived the American position as truly 
unassailable, the two sides may have had more success in achieving sustainable 
outcomes. If trend lines continue to move against the United States, these kinds 
of efforts are unlikely to be successful.

Fourth, China has repeatedly reneged on its various tactical concessions or 
returned accommodation by others with eventual hostility or more expansive 
claims. This suggests that Beijing focuses more on interests and power than the 
question of whether its commitments remain credible—​complicating efforts at 
“cooperation spirals” or grand bargains. When India recognized the CCP’s con-
trol over China and accepted its claims of sovereignty over Tibet—​a complicated 
concession for the Indian government to make at the time—​the gesture did not 
preclude China’s decision to initiate a conflict over the Sino-​Indian border a few 
years later, nor did it stop Beijing from believing that New Delhi was too closely 
aligned to Washington and too expansionist. Other efforts at reassurance, in-
cluding US efforts after the Global Financial Crisis to delay arms sales to Taiwan, 
a somewhat concessionary joint statement on China’s “core interests,” and a will-
ingness to temporarily put aside human rights disputes, did not preclude a more 
assertive turn in Chinese foreign policy—​instead, it may have encouraged it. 
Chinese suggestions that it would not build an aircraft carrier later proved un-
founded; its promise not to build overseas bases were likewise belied by its ac-
quisition of a facility in Djibouti (and plans for facilities elsewhere); its promises 
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not to militarize the South China Sea were contradicted just months after they 
were made; and its agreement on cyber issues in 2015 later collapsed.

Moreover, on territorial matters, China’s claims have sometimes expanded. 
With India, China’s previous claim to Tawang eventually expanded in the mid-​
1980s to include all of Arunachal Pradesh.25 With Japan, some nationalists—​with 
implicit support from the government—​have suggested China should control 
not only the Senkaku/​Diaoyu islands but also the Japanese island of Okinawa 
and the entire Ryukyu island chain.26 With Russia, major state media figures and 
even Chinese diplomats attacked the Russian government in 2020 for posting a 
video marking the founding of Vladivostok, noting it was originally a Chinese 
city, though official sources fell short of a call for retaking it.27 On Hong Kong, 
the record is particularly poor, with Beijing prematurely terminating its promise 
to maintain the city’s autonomy. Some scholars like Peter Beinart have recently 
argued that the United States should request that Beijing “commit publicly not 
to station troops or Communist Party officials in Taiwan, and to let Taiwan 
manage its domestic political affairs,” arguing that “the best precedent” for why 
China would honor such a commitment was its treatment of Hong Kong; Chas 
Freeman in 2011 similarly pointed to Hong Kong as a sign that China might 
offer Taiwan autonomy.28 These hopeful predictions have been largely proven 
false by the end of “one country, two systems” in 2020. Together, Beijing’s be-
havior bodes ill for both a grand bargain and for efforts to achieve sustainable 
cooperative spirals.

The Challenge of Reassurance

Calls for grand bargains and cooperation spirals generally rest on the notion 
that China could be reassured but tend to discount the ways that the CCP’s 
Leninist worldview makes such reassurance exceedingly difficult. That difficulty 
increased dramatically after the traumatic Tiananmen Square Massacre and 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, which left the Party fearing for its own con-
tinued existence. After this period, China’s elites have repeatedly seen the West 
as seeking to undermine the Party’s hold on power. As China integrated into 
the global economy, that process brought with it some liberal ideas, empowered 
certain social classes, and generally amplified the Party’s fears that it could lose 
its hold on power.

As Chapter 2 and 3 demonstrated, before the Tiananmen Square Massacre, 
China saw the United States as a quasi-​ally. After it, Deng Xiaoping made 
clear that China believed that the United States sought the Party’s overthrow. 
Deng declared that there was now “no doubt that the imperialists want so-
cialist countries to change their nature. The problem now is not whether the 
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banner of the Soviet Union will fall—​there is bound to be unrest there—​but 
whether the banner of China will fall.”29 “The United States has coined an ex-
pression: waging a world war without gunsmoke,” he argued, “We should be 
on guard against this. Capitalists want to defeat socialists in the long run. In 
the past they used weapons, atomic bombs and hydrogen bombs, but they 
were opposed by the peoples of the world. So now they are trying peaceful 
evolution.”30

His successors held the same views. Beginning in the early 1990s, Jiang’s 
administration put forward the concept of the “five poisons” that threatened 
Party rule, with pro-​democracy activism listed among them, and promoted 
efforts to prevent “spiritual pollution” from liberal values by strengthening what 
came to known as “patriotic education.” He also used high-​level foreign policy 
addresses—​the Ambassadorial Conferences held once every five or six years and 
often used to announce adjustments in Chinese grand strategy—​to reiterate the 
US ideological threat. “The U.S. policy on China has always been two-​sided. The 
peaceful evolution of our country is a long-​term strategic goal for some in the 
United States,” Jiang argued, further adding that the United States was China’s 
chief “adversary.”31 His successor, Hu Jintao, also called the United States China’s 
chief adversary.32 Many members of his Standing Committee went further in 
leaked documents, convinced that the United States sought to contain China 
because it feared its long-​term power.33

Under Xi Jinping, Beijing has continued to promote these ideological lines. 
Xi has repeatedly stressed the importance of ideological rectitude and warned 
of liberalization. The famous leaked “Document Nine” directive—​which also 
reflects much open Party literature on the West—​is explicit about the threat of 
“peaceful evolution” and ideological subversion. As the dean of the School of 
Marxism at Tianjin University, Yan Xiaofeng, argues: “Ideology is about national 
political security. The collapse of a regime often starts in the field of ideology. 
When the ideological defense line is broken, other defense lines are difficult 
to defend.”34 This is why, in October 2013, the PLA released a popular docu-
mentary, Silent Contest, intended for military indoctrination that argued that 
Washington sought to use liberal values to undermine the CCP and China’s 
national rejuvenation. This sentiment not only finds expression in the hawkish 
corners of Chinese officialdom, it even finds expression among those retired 
diplomats who often serve as the reassuring face of Chinese diplomacy in the 
United States. An unlikely admission by Fu Ying, a former Chinese diplomat 
who now serves in this role, is that, “From the Chinese perspective, the U.S. has 
never given up its intent to overthrow the socialist system led by the Communist 
Party of China.”35

Perhaps the strongest evidence that credibly reassuring China is exceed-
ingly difficult is the persistence of China’s existential threat perception even as 
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the United States pursued a largely benign and welcoming policy toward China 
under the policy of engagement. For decades, successive US presidents publicly 
welcomed a stronger China. At the economic and technological levels, they kept 
US universities open to Chinese students, permitted technology transfer to China, 
allowed US capital to flow to China, supported US industry’s relocation to China, 
and worked to facilitate China’s entrance into the WTO—​granting China perma-
nent normal trading relations and voluntarily reducing US economic leverage over 
the country. At the political level, they welcomed China into regional and global 
institutions led by the United States. At the military level, they sought risk reduc-
tion and crisis management mechanisms with China’s military, implicitly opposed 
Taiwan’s independence, and remained formally neutral on the sovereignty claims 
of those states involved in territorial disputes with China. Throughout this time, 
the most accommodating in American history, top Chinese officials nonetheless 
continued to write in Party texts that they believed the United States was pursuing 
a strategy of “peaceful evolution” and containment. In fact, Chinese leader Jiang 
Zemin gave a major but private speech after China’s WTO accession to all of 
China’s provincial Party secretaries and government ministers on how the United 
States sought to use China’s WTO accession to undermine the CCP.36 Hu Jintao 
also echoed this argument in high-​level speeches.37 What many in the United 
States saw as a kind of concession to China was openly viewed by Party elites as a 
tactic intended to “peacefully evolve” its very system of government. If reassurance 
was challenging then, it is likely even harder now.

Changing China

A series of policy prescriptions fall into the broad category of seeking to change 
China, that is, removing or softening the internal structures that supposedly 
make China a competitor. Efforts that sought to “peacefully evolve” China in a 
more liberal direction or support supposedly liberal factions have not been suc-
cessful and are now especially unlikely to succeed; conversely, efforts to subvert 
or overthrow the Party discount its strength and the challenges of engineering 
China’s politics. Both efforts, each backed by widely opposed parts of the policy 
debate, ultimately flow from a similar set of strained and idealistic assumptions 
about Washington’s ability to influence the politics of a powerful, sovereign 
country.

Peaceful Evolution

Efforts to shape China’s internal politics in positive directions are unlikely 
to succeed. China already believes that the United States seeks its peaceful 
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evolution, which means that strategies that seek to liberalize parts of China’s 
society through engagement—​while at one time theoretically promising—​
have always run into eventual Party repression. In the 1990s and 2000s, China 
did in fact have a marginally more open Internet, more freedom for academics, 
some tolerance for human rights lawyers, and a willingness to consider some 
marginal distance between the Party and state. But the moment the Party 
ascertained that these developments were a threat to its power, it reversed 
course—​a process that began in the mid-​2000s and has intensified with every 
passing year since.

Similarly, arguments that the United States should support “pro-​reform” 
Party members were untenable in the past, when even powerful ostensible 
reformers remained committed to the Party and suspicious of the United States. 
Western observers often have a poor record of identifying potential allies. 
Western journalists like Nicholas Kristof argued: “The new paramount leader, Xi 
Jinping, will spearhead a resurgence of economic reform, and probably some po-
litical easing as well. Mao’s body will be hauled out of Tiananmen Square on his 
watch, and Liu Xiaobo, the Nobel Peace Prize–​winning writer, will be released 
from prison.”38 Every one of these predictions proved incorrect. Writing in 2014, 
Lyle Goldstein claimed that Xi was not particularly illiberal or even nation-
alist: “Rather, Xi is an engineer whose family suffered terribly during the mass 
hysteria and radicalism of the Cultural Revolution. He has few connections with 
the military, and he lived briefly in Iowa. Betraying his rather liberal and even 
pro-​Western worldview, he has sent his only child to be educated at Harvard.”39 
This too has been proven incorrect. Supposed liberal reformers like Zhu Rongji, 
Li Ruihuan, and Wang Qishan, among others, have likewise been unable or un-
willing to advocate the reformist political cause. In the present, it is highly un-
likely reformers exist at the highest levels or would be able to seriously shape Xi 
Jinping’s choices.

The argument that the United States should adopt conciliatory policies to 
avoid amplifying hardliners or nationalists is equally flawed. While US-​China 
dynamics may affect Chinese nationalism, the far greater variable explaining the 
strength of nationalist ideology is domestic. Given the Party’s control of the in-
formation system, and its decades-​long pursuit of “patriotic education,” there is 
no reason to believe that the United States can shape China’s domestic informa-
tion environment or that US policies will have any great impact on the public as 
a whole.

Finally, efforts to empower certain groups in China believed to play a role 
in liberalizing processes—​lawyers, university professors, NGOs, and the pri-
vate sector—​should continue, but are unlikely to succeed given the more than 
decade-​long crackdown on these efforts and China’s increasingly repressive 
climate.
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Subversion and Overthrow

Efforts to subvert China’s government are particularly dangerous and unlikely 
to succeed. First, efforts to overthrow the CCP would produce all-​out confron-
tation that could transform the competition from one that is over order to one 
that is fundamentally existential. It is likely that this effort would dramatically 
increase the risk of war, eliminate almost any prospect for cooperation on shared 
threats like climate change, and likely invite significant reciprocal Chinese inter-
ference in American electoral politics. China has considered but largely refrained 
from significant election interference in the United States—​forgoing the kind of 
campaign it has deployed in Taiwan’s elections—​and has instead confined its 
efforts to more conventional information influence campaigns that support or 
punish institutions and individuals for their positions on China and seek to gain 
influence in US traditional and new media.

Second, efforts to overthrow the CCP would likely fail, given the Party’s re-
silience, or produce results that Washington could not shape. China is not ripe 
for a bottom-​up color revolution, and the prospects for one have declined as the 
government’s digital authoritarianism has reduced the cost for the state to mon-
itor or punish dissidents. Political polling is extremely complicated in China, but 
there is some social science evidence showing a lack of widespread discontent 
with the Party’s leadership.40 Moreover, the government’s effort to paint itself 
as a superior model to the West within China has likely succeeded, particularly 
post-​COVID-​19. China is likely not as sclerotic and incompetent as the Soviet 
Union, and the United States is not as attractive within China as it was in the 
1980s and 1990s.

Elites are likely less satisfied with Xi than the public, but China is not ripe for 
an elite revolt either. As the former Central Party School professor and now dis-
sident Cai Xia has made clear, Xi is closely monitoring the country’s high-​level 
cadres to prevent collective action against him. As she argued, “The advanced 
surveillance technology is not only utilized in monitoring Xinjiang and Tibet, 
but it is also applied to monitor CCP members as well as mid-​ and high-​level 
officials,” and “normal socialization” among Party cadres is often prohibited.41 
It is unlikely that the United States can dramatically stimulate collective ac-
tion against the Party at the elite level given the Party’s surveillance apparatus 
and control over information flows. None of this is to say that China’s system 
is perfectly stable at the elite level, and it is likely that the peaceful transition of 
power between Xi Jinping and some future leader could be fraught with ten-
sion, as autocratic transitions often are. Even so, it is difficult to imagine how the 
United States can exacerbate tensions within the elite of a political system that 
is opaque and tightly surveilled and that Washington cannot easily understand. 
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Moreover, as strategists Hal Brands and Zack Cooper note, US sanctions have 
failed to topple weaker and less entrenched regimes. And even in the event of 
success, “the collapse of Communist Party rule could lead to the rise of a rad-
ical nationalist military clique just as easily as it could the emergence of a stable 
democracy.”42

An Asymmetric Strategy

If efforts to accommodate China or change China are unlikely to succeed, then 
the most logical remaining alternative is a strategy of competition. This is a 
broad category, and there are several different works that propose a more com-
petitive strategy generally consistent with the approach offered here.43 Most of 
these works share a common logic, and this section seeks to add to it by stressing 
two features. First, it demonstrates that a truly competitive strategy with China 
cannot be entirely symmetric. US efforts should often be asymmetric and seek 
to blunt Chinese order-​building at a cost lower than the one China incurs to 
advance it. Second, this section argues that any competitive strategy should 
begin with the understanding that US-​China competition is predominantly 
over regional and global order as well as the “forms of control” that underpin it. 
Accordingly, a competitive strategy will involve not only efforts to blunt Chinese 
order, but also efforts to rebuild the foundations of US order. Some of these 
efforts will be symmetric, but others will be lower cost than China’s blunting 
efforts; if undertaken in concert with others, the burden of shoring up order be-
come more diffuse.

Why Strategy Must Be Asymmetric

The United States will be unable to compete with China symmetrically—​that 
is, dollar-​for-​dollar, ship-​for-​ship, or loan-​for-​loan—​in part because of China’s 
sheer relative size. For more than a century, no US adversary or coalition of 
adversaries reached 60 percent of US GDP. Neither Wilhelmine Germany 
during the First World War, the combined might of Imperial Japan and Nazi 
Germany during the Second World War, nor the Soviet Union at the height of 
its economic power ever crossed this threshold.44 And yet, this is a milestone 
that China itself quietly reached as early as 2014. China is also on track to sur-
pass the United States in economic size. When one adjusts for the relative price 
of goods (i.e., purchasing power parity), China’s economy is already 25 percent 
larger than the US economy.45 In nominal terms, it is expected to catch up to 
the United States in 2028 given the impact of the coronavirus, which led the US 
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economy to shrink 8 percent in one year while China’s grew 1–​2 percent.46 It is 
clear, then, that China is the most powerful competitor that the United States 
has faced in the last century, and that it will be able to summon more resources 
in the competition than previous US rivals.

Both the United States and China have various advantages in mobilizing 
resources for strategic competition. China’s system affords it significant influ-
ence over the economy through state-​owned enterprises and the penetration 
of major private companies that in reality often act as national champions. In 
contrast, the United States has far less control over its economic base and re-
sources, and its public debt levels are already high—​now exceeding the size of 
the entire US economy for the first time since World War II due to the 2020 
pandemic. While interest payments remain relatively low because of the dollar’s 
status and the desire for safe assets, they could eventually rise. And when those 
payments are combined with mandatory non-​discretionary spending, a large 
and growing share of GDP that is difficult to adjust through public policy, the 
fiscal space for strategic competition shrinks further. It is true that China faces 
disadvantages—​a demographic slowdown, the middle-​income trap, high levels 
of public debt, a problematic financial system—​and that the openness of the US 
system buttresses the dollar’s dominance and enables Washington to raise sig-
nificant resources in debt markets. But overall, while the United States remains 
a large, young, and growing country, it is still a smaller one than China, and one 
that faces democratic limits on resource mobilization for long-​term competi-
tion as well as significant fiscal headwinds. No US strategy that ignores these 
realities will be sustainable, and therefore the starting point for any strategy must 
be asymmetric.

What might be the strengths the United States could leverage? American 
democracy—​and the order it has produced—​provide competitive strengths rel-
ative to its authoritarian competitor. Conventional wisdom sees authoritarian 
states as unconstrained by institutional checks or public opinion and there-
fore able to act covertly, decisively, and ruthlessly, often mobilizing enormous 
resources and charting long-​term strategies. But that provides risks as well. 
Autocracies can move rapidly in the right direction or equally rapidly in a disas-
trous one, all without the mediating effect of public debate and consent.

In contrast, American openness and rule of law produce more constant 
advantages. They offer allies and even adversaries voice opportunities within the 
order, broadcast American intentions and ambitions, and are often combined 
with global goods provision—​thereby making US hegemony less threatening 
and more acceptable. Critically, these advantages also ensure that the country 
can attract the allies, immigrants, and capital that underpin liberal order, tech-
nological innovation, military power, and dollar dominance. These are the 
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foundations of American order, and they provide a unique advantage relative to 
China. Building and rebuilding them must remain a priority.

Ends, Ways, and Means

What should be the ends of US strategy? Washington must recognize that it is 
fundamentally in a competition over regional and global order, as well as the 
various “forms of control” that sustain it. At the regional level, the United States 
has historically sought to prevent the emergence of a hegemon in maritime and 
continental Eurasia.47 This is one goal that must once again drive US China 
policy because China’s grand strategy and its aspirations for global leadership 
ultimately run through Asia—​making the Indo-​Pacific the most efficient region 
within which to concentrate US efforts. Second, at the global level, Washington 
should similarly seek to undermine Beijing’s efforts to displace the United States 
from order globally while reinforcing the foundational elements of American 
order—​particularly its alliances, financial power, military power, technology 
leadership, role in global institutions, and influence over information flows, 
among others. All these objectives also require maintaining some space for 
transnational cooperation.

What are the ways in which the United States should achieve these ends, es-
pecially given that Washington faces significant domestic political and economic 
headwinds and a rival whose own economy by some measures has already 
exceeded the American one in size? If we accept that the United States and China 
are competing over order, then strategies for competition should begin with an 
analysis of how order functions. As discussed previously, order consists of “forms 
of control” used by a dominant state to regulate subordinate states within a hier-
archy, and those forms involve a mixture of coercion (to force compliance), con-
sent (to incentivize it), and legitimacy (to rightfully command it)—​with liberal 
orders generally relying more on consent and legitimacy and illiberal ones often 
relying more on coercion. Accordingly, competition over order is about blunting 
an opponent’s “forms of control” and building one’s own forms of control. In 
competition with China, these strategies—​blunting and building—​should not 
be implemented in a symmetric way that puts forward an American initiative to 
match up against each Chinese economic, military, or political initiative. Instead, 
the objective would be to compete judiciously, prioritizing certain countries, re-
gions, and sub-​structures within the international system. Ironically, China’s own 
experience as a weaker state in the 1990s shows that an asymmetric approach 
can be quite effective in blunting a rival’s hegemonic ambitions—​and this ap-
proach will be even more effective when wielded by a still quite powerful United 
States. Building order is extremely difficult, and frustrating the effort to build 
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order is far less challenging. The logic of such an approach is relatively straight-
forward: to undermine China’s hegemonic ambitions at a lower cost than what 
China incurs in trying to advance them. Similarly, with respect to building, the 
goal is to rebuild US order—​including its forms of control over China—​in most 
cases and particularly when these efforts are lower-​cost than China’s blunting 
efforts.

It is worth pausing to note that forms of control have upstream and down-
stream components. For example, when the United States wields financial state-
craft, that exercise has an “upstream” source (American dollar dominance) from 
which flows the “downstream” effect (the punished state faces financial stress). 
China could seek to blunt American financial power by focusing on that “up-
stream” source by working to make the dollar less dominant or by targeting 
the “downstream” effect by providing financial support to the sanctioned state. 
When blunting asymmetrically, it can sometimes be cheaper to target forms of 
control downstream; when building or safeguarding one’s own forms of control, 
it may be more valuable to prioritize a competitor’s challenge to the upstream 
sources of that leverage rather than the varouis challenges to the downstream 
effects of that leverage.

This leads to a final set of questions: what are the means by which an asym-
metric blunting and building strategy might be implemented? In broad terms, 
the “forms of control” upon which order rests are multifaceted—​including var-
ious military, political, and economic components. A grand strategy to blunt or 
build order should be integrated and coordinated across these multiple means of 
statecraft, and it should also address narrower domains within them, including 
competition in technology, finance, supply chains, information, ideology, and 
other domains.

The succeeding two sections lay out a few notional prescriptions that might 
compromise such a strategy. But before delving deeply into competition, it is 
also worth considering the question of cooperation. China is the necessary 
partner for the United States on virtually every transnational challenge from 
nonproliferation to climate change. As Chapter 3 demonstrated, Chinese 
leaders have sometimes recognized that Washington’s desire to cooperate on 
these issues provides leverage for Beijing, and they have therefore linked prog-
ress on shared global interests to concessions in the US-​China bilateral rela-
tionship. In the period ahead, the United States will need to delink the two 
and hold fast to the rule that there will be two tracks in US-​China ties: one 
focused on cooperation and one on competition. Such a principle may seem 
far-​fetched, but it is worth noting that the United States and Soviet Union man-
aged to collaborate in a far more existential competition than this one on a host 
of issues ranging from ozone to polio vaccination to space. Washington and 
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Beijing can do so too, but that will require American leaders to shed their per-
ception that they are eager suitors and recognize that Beijing too has much to 
gain from working together.

We now turn to the competitive track in the bilateral relationship, focusing on 
blunting and building strategies.

Blunting Chinese Order

A strategy of blunting Chinese order focuses on the main “forms of control” 
China is constructing at the regional and global level and then seeks to address 
them asymmetrically. In general, US strategy should be to undermine China’s 
order-​building at the regional level in part by blunting the exercise of Chinese 
power as well as by empowering states that might otherwise fall within Chinese 
order so that they retain some agency from Beijing. At the global level, a similar 
strategy will also be useful, but US efforts will also have to extend to competition 
over the substructure of the global system, including domains like finance, tech-
nology, information, and multilateral institutions. In general, the United States 
is advantaged in its blunting strategy by the fact that order is generally easier to 
undermine than it is to create and sustain.

China’s order-​building rests on military, economic, and political foundations. 
With respect to the military foundations, China has for the last decade increas-
ingly pursued a navy capable of amphibious operations, sea control, and distant 
blue-​water missions. This kind of navy—​which is increasingly going global as 
China pursues myriad overseas facilities—​helps China build order by providing 
military leverage over other states as well as the ability to seize or hold distant 
islands and waters, safeguard sea lines of communication, offer public security 
goods, and intervene in the affairs of others. At the economic level, China has 
sought to build order through infrastructure spending (with the BRI a prime 
example), as well as coercive economic statecraft. It is also pursuing leader-
ship over global technology’s so-​called fourth industrial revolution, hoping to 
achieve what Xi Jinping has repeatedly stressed as leapfrog development over 
Western competitors. Finally, at the political level, China has sought to erect 
institutions that serve its interests and shape global information flows in ways 
that reinforce its narratives—​building, it hopes, foundations that either legit-
imize Chinese power or at the least reduce the reputational harm of some of 
China’s illiberal practices.

The succeeding recommendations offer thoughts on how best to undermine 
China’s order-​building at relatively low cost—​and often take a page directly from 
China’s own asymmetric strategic playbook during the 1990s and 2000s.
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Military Blunting

	•	 Invest in Asymmetric Denial Weapons: After the Gulf War, China began to 
pursue cheaper, asymmetric weapons to challenge expensive US power pro-
jection platforms. China’s efforts, sometimes referred to as “anti-​access/​area-​
denial,” involve using “a series of interrelated missile, sensor, guidance, and 
other technologies designed to deny freedom of movement” to the United 
States in East Asia.48 The United States is increasingly open to drawing from 
China’s approach and pursuing these same kinds of denial capabilities, thereby 
complicating China freedom of movement—​an approach some refer to as 
pursuing “deterrence by denial” or achieving a kind of “No Man’s Sea” where 
no actor can successfully control waters or islands or launch amphibious op-
erations in the First Island Chain.49 The United States has the technical pro-
ficiency to develop these capabilities, and there is already consensus on the 
rough outlines of this approach: long-​range precision strike, unmanned carrier-​
based strike aircraft, unmanned underwater vehicles, submarines with large 
missile payloads, high-​speed strike weapons, and mine warfare, among others, 
would be key priorities. These capabilities would be less vulnerable to China’s 
own anti-​access/​area denial suite and would also complicate China’s amphib-
ious operations across the Taiwan Strait or East and South China Seas at lower 
cost than the pricey assets upon which China would rely to mount them.

	•	 Help Allies and Partners Develop Anti-​Access/​Area-​Denial Capabilities: The 
United States should also develop ally and partner anti-​access/​area-​denial 
weapons to deter Chinese assertiveness. These efforts might focus on Taiwan, 
Japan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and India—​all of which 
could benefit from wielding the same capabilities that China has used to deter 
US naval intervention and which cost less than China’s investments in am-
phibious operations or sea control. Although these capabilities may be low-​
cost, neighboring countries will be unlikely to adopt them quickly without 
US assistance. Washington will need to help them come up with new opera-
tional concepts apart “from traditional maneuver and territorial defense” that 
might focus on “area denial, long-​range fires, cyberattacks, electronic warfare, 
and mobile defenses in depth.”50 US efforts might involve joint wargaming, 
exercises, and concept development; assisting in the development and exer-
cise of command, control, communications, intelligence, surveillance, and re-
connaissance (C4ISR) capabilities for targeting in contested environments; 
and support for the acquisition of mines, mobile air and missile defenses, 
ground-​launched anti-​ship cruise missiles, submarines, and unmanned sur-
face and undersea vessels. These efforts put China on the wrong end of cost 
ratios and warfare trends—​thereby complicating China’s costly investments 
in military coercion and power projection.
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	•	 Undermine China’s Costly Efforts to Establish Overseas Bases: The United 
States can undermine China’s efforts to establish overseas bases and logis-
tical facilities at lower marginal cost than China’s efforts to acquire them. This 
too can involve borrowing from elements of China’s strategy. Just as Beijing 
used regional institutions to set norms or raise concerns over US activities 
and basing, so too can Washington do so for possible Chinese facilities in 
Cambodia or other regions. And Washington should also alert countries that 
are considering hosting Chinese facilities, particularly in Asia, that those bases 
could become targets. Often, US policymakers and diplomats are reluctant 
to state what should be obvious—​that strikes on US forces emanating from 
an overseas Chinese base will put those facilities at risk. Finally, the United 
States can work with allies and partners to make side payments or infrastruc-
ture payments to discourage these countries from hosting Chinese facilities. 
While the total sum of this compensation may exceed China’s investment, the 
fact it comes from a consortium of allies and partners—​perhaps as infrastruc-
ture spending—​makes this an asymmetric opportunity.

Economic Blunting

	•	 Call for Multilateralizing and Institutionalizing BRI to Frustrate China’s Political 
Arm-​Twisting: Just as China institutionalized its trade with Washington to 
prevent overt economic coercion, multilateralization and institutionalization 
can limit Beijing’s ability to dictate terms to other states at lower cost than 
competing loan-​for-​loan. The danger of BRI is its opacity and the leverage 
it generates. Conversely, promoting the multilateralization of BRI and en-
gaging in co-​investment on BRI projects in exchange for equity or adherence 
to high standards and key reporting requirements could forestall unfortunate 
outcomes, provide regional states a voice in these transactions, bring transpar-
ency, and complicate Beijing’s political arm-​twisting. For example, when Sri 
Lanka was unable to pay back $1 billion in loans to China for the Hambantota 
port project—​a relatively modest sum given the geopolitical stakes—​Chinese 
state-​owned enterprises took a ninety-​nine-​year lease over the port. That kind 
of outcome might have been prevented if other states had equity in the pro-
ject or veto rights over that decision. Moreover, if China refuses to work with 
others to multilateralize BRI projects, it would further damage BRI’s credi-
bility and strengthen the US argument that China’s ultimate aims are often po-
litical. Finally, better infrastructure helps Asian states become manufacturing 
powers in their own right and makes possible the relocation of supply chains 
from China to other developing countries.

	•	 Provide Training to Assist Partners in Assessing Chinese Financing: In the de-
veloping world, many states have little experience in due diligence for 
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major infrastructure projects, which can put them in a poor position when 
negotiating with Chinese entities over loans and investments. The United 
States should advance efforts to train personnel in foreign governments on 
how to navigate some of these engagements, avoid common pitfalls, and un-
derstand some of the security implications at stake. It should retain a team 
of specialists—​economists, diplomats, and especially lawyers and develop-
ment experts—​that can be dispatched abroad to “scrutinize contracts, flag 
bad deals, and empower the country to push for better terms with Chinese 
agencies and companies.”51

	•	 Use the Information Space to Counter China’s Political Corruption Abroad: As 
part of the Belt and Road Initiative, Chinese state-​owned enterprises and 
investment vehicles have struck corrupt deals with politically influential ac-
tors in third countries, such as Malaysia, Djibouti, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, 
the Maldives, Ecuador, Equatorial Guinea, the Solomon Islands, and sev-
eral more—​sometimes receiving resources or military access in exchange.52 
Because Chinese political influence is in many cases sustained by corrupt 
compacts between foreign leaders and Chinese firms, media reporting is 
sometimes a low-​cost way to undermine China’s budding political influence in 
those states. Revelations about Chinese corruption have undermined projects 
and the relationships China has attempted to cultivate, including in Sri Lanka, 
Malaysia, and the Maldives, among other countries. Relatively modest efforts 
by the United States to reveal this corruption can make an outsized impact on 
dramatically more costly BRI projects. The United States should empower or 
finance local journalism abroad, ideally through third-​party nonprofit entities 
to preserve independence, thereby providing alternatives in the world’s 
“media deserts.” Efforts to ensure social media and Internet access in these 
countries, expand the reach of Voice of America and Radio Free Asia, fund 
access to Western wire services (as the United States has done in the Pacific 
Islands), and assist in the development of restrictions on Chinese investment 
in foreign media can make a difference.

	•	 Provide Select Alternative Financing with Allies and Partners: The United States 
cannot and should not provide a counter to every project Beijing chooses 
to support. Working with allies and partners, the United States should fund 
alternatives to those projects that have the greatest strategic potential (e.g., 
dual-​use port projects, undersea cables, airfields) or work to multilateralize 
Chinese funding to ensure the United States has a seat at the table.

	•	 Counter Chinese Technology Acquisition and Theft: China has sought to “catch 
up and surpass” the West in technology, and while some of this effort is driven 
by domestic investment and research, a significant portion also seeks to ex-
ploit the openness of US financial markets, universities, and companies to 
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accelerate China’s technological programs. While many argue that the United 
States need only “run faster” in the race with China, doing so provides few 
benefits if China takes shortcuts to the finish line. First, with respect to fi-
nance, the United States has taken steps to limit predatory investment into 
its companies. These steps can be expanded beyond the Committee on 
Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS) process, which is still vol-
untary, and should include more ambitious efforts at corporate transparency 
that complicate the use of pass-​throughs and shell companies by foreign ac-
tors. Second, with respect to universities, the United States will need to re-
strict access to Chinese nationals associated with universities with close PLA 
ties while taking pains to continue attracting and retaining the best Chinese 
researchers—​the majority of whom wish to stay in the United States. This 
will also require vastly expanding Department of Justice resources, closing 
Chinese-​language skill gaps in the FBI, greater technical knowledge for 
investigators, enhanced visa screening, better exploitation of open sources, 
and—​critically—​far greater collaboration between government, university, 
and business on espionage risks. Finally, the United States needs greater in-
stitutional resources to institute more nimble and effective export controls in 
advanced industries to prohibit US companies from, in effect, surrendering 
American technology for short-​term quarterly returns. It should also deploy 
sanctions against companies benefiting from technology theft.

Political Blunting

	•	 Join Chinese-​Led Multilateral Processes to Shape and Sometimes Stall Their 
Development: China once challenged costly US efforts to set rules through 
multilateral organizations like APEC and ARF with a simple seat at the table, 
which allowed it to shape or stall those efforts. Similarly, Washington should 
join Chinese-​led institutions, improving them or—​failing that—​stalling 
them at a lower cost than China’s efforts to build them. Within Asia, these 
efforts might focus on the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and 
the Conference on Interaction and Confidence-​Building Measures in Asia 
(CICA), both of which Beijing has used to set economic and security norms 
across Asia. If the United States is unable to join, or if in some cases Congress 
refuses to authorize funding for US participation, then the United States could 
join in an advisory or observer role or encourage its allies and partners to join 
(e.g., Japan has not joined either institution).

	•	 Elevate Alternatives to China-​Led Multilateral Bodies: Efforts to strengthen re-
gional multilateral bodies, including various Association of Southeast Asian 
Nation (ASEAN) forums and the East Asia Summit, reduce the likelihood 
that Chinese-​led alternatives become focal and give Asian states a larger role 
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in the future of their region. The United States should regularly participate 
in these bodies at the highest level to ensure that they—​and not China-​led 
alternatives—​remain at the center of Asian regional efforts.

	•	 Contest Chinese Influence in the UN System and Global Bodies: China’s interest 
in “leading the reform of the global governance system” runs through the 
United Nations because—​as its own 2019 White Paper on its diplomacy makes 
clear—​“the UN is at the core of the global governance system.” Influence in the 
UN enables China to build some coercive and consensual leverage as well as 
legitimacy—​allowing it to displace liberal values as the global default and to 
elevate, legitimize, and globalize Chinese principles and programs. Top UN 
officials from China openly admit that, although international civil servants are 
not supposed to have any national loyalty, they nonetheless prioritize Chinese 
interests on issues as varied as human rights and sovereignty.53 China currently 
leads four of fifteen UN special agencies, far more than any other state, due in 
large part to over a decade of US inattention and neglect. China’s leadership is 
a product of a conscious strategy to cultivate influence within the UN system 
through both elections and staff appointments. In the Food and Agriculture 
Organization election, for example, Beijing threatened exports from Argentina, 
Brazil, and Uruguay to earn support for its candidate while forgiving the debt of 
Cameroon so it would withdraw its competing candidate.54 While an American 
candidate may not always prevail in an election, the United States can often play 
a spoiler role when Beijing puts up its preferred candidate and steer the elec-
tion toward a friendly alternative without incurring great cost. For example, in 
2020, US efforts helped dissuade votes for China’s candidate—​previously the 
frontrunner—​for the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO).

	•	 Promote Legal Standards That Undermine China’s Global Information Influence 
Efforts: To win what its Propaganda Department officials define as a struggle for 
“discourse power” against Western “discourse hegemony,” China has invested 
heavily in efforts to pressure different nodes in the information supply chain that 
runs from people (content creators) to institutions (media organizations) to 
platforms (social media) to information consumers. The United States can push 
back on these efforts asymmetrically. For example, China uses relatively open 
libel laws in Taiwan and Australia to harass critical journalists and scholars, but 
simple regulatory reforms could put an end to the practice. China is using in-
vestment, advertisement, co-​production, and paid inserts to shape media or-
ganizations from Latin America to Europe and Asia. Helping countries adopt 
regulations on Chinese investment, foreign agent registration, and foreign adver-
tising can address these influence channels. Finally, senior Chinese propaganda 
officials have written that platforms were the “lifeblood” of information flows, 
and that “whoever owns the platforms will seize the initiative in propagating 
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views and in dominating public opinion.”55 Just as the United States would have 
concerns over Russian ownership of Facebook, so too must it be equally con-
cerned about China’s ownership of major platforms like TikTok because they 
offer enormous opportunities for manipulation of information flows and do-
mestic politics. Accordingly, encouraging restrictions on autocracy-​owned social 
media apps like TikTok—​including forced divestiture or de facto bans—​ are in-
expensive and necessary to blunt Chinese efforts in the information space.

Building American Order

Blunting Chinese order building at low cost may work in many domains, but it 
is not sustainable without efforts to simultaneously reinvest in the foundations 
of American order. China too has pursued a blunting strategy that targets 
American advantages at the regional and global level, and it requires a US effort 
to recommit to those advantages.

Within the military domain, China’s pursuit of so-​called anti-​access/​area-​
denial capabilities blunts US intervention in Asia and undermines a major 
source of American regional influence and leverage. At the economic level, 
China’s use of economic statecraft—​both through the Belt and Road Initiative 
and through economic coercion—​blunts relative US economic leverage. Beijing 
is also targeting the foundations of US financial power with a new digital sov-
ereign currency, as well as the foundations of US technology dominance with 
aggressive industrial policy. Finally, at the political level, China is increasingly 
gaining influence over global bodies in ways that leave them either dysfunctional 
or in some cases instruments of Beijing’s foreign policy, blunting the advantages 
that the United States had generated within them.

For the United States, building order is more costly than blunting it, so aspects 
of this strategy will be more symmetrical than the efforts outlined in the previous 
section; nonetheless, judicious investment in key foundations of US strength—​
and coordination with allies where possible to diffuse the costs of order-​building 
and maintenance—​can ensure resources are used more conservatively.

Military Building

	•	 Build Resilience to Chinese Anti-​Access/​Area-​Denial Efforts: China has pursued 
efforts to blunt American military power in the Western Pacific. For example, 
China’s air-​launched cruise missiles and ground-​launched ballistic missiles 
can strike bases as far away as Guam, crippling runways, destroying fuel 
facilities, and disabling aircraft on the tarmac. In response, the United States 
should make a number of investments—​many of which are well understood 
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but have lacked adequate resourcing—​to build resilience against China’s 
denial capabilities. These include hardening critical facilities; burying fuel 
or information infrastructure deep underground; acquiring capabilities for 
rapid movement between bases or across the first and second island chains; 
expanding runways and improving runaway repair capabilities; significantly 
expanding stockpiles of critical munitions; and increasing the use of camou-
flage, concealment, and deception; among other methods.

	•	 Build a Diverse US Posture in the Indo-​Pacific: US military bases in Asia are in-
creasingly vulnerable to disabling missile attacks. Resilience requires a more 
dispersed posture across the region, as well as a demonstrated capability to 
rapidly move forces across it. Distributing US assets across a number of bases 
in different countries and outlying islands would not solve this problem en-
tirely, but it would mitigate some of the danger posed by consolidating US 
forces in a few locations. Presently, and as a legacy of the Cold War, the 
United States posture in Asia is overweighted toward Northeast Asia and 
underweighted with respect to Southeast Asia, the Indian Ocean, the Pacific 
Islands, and Oceania. Some of these steps are already underway, but more 
could be taken—​including facilities in Palau and Yap among other locations. 
Moreover, US force posture should not involve only permanent bases but 
should increasingly include a variety of access and status of forces agreements 
that can also be useful in diversifying military posture to “low-​cost, small 
footprint” facilities while providing the United States the ability to respond 
nimbly to faraway regional crises. Finally, a more diversified force posture will 
facilitate US access in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, afford more 
opportunities for military diplomacy from India to Vietnam and the Pacific 
Islands, and provide some insurance from political risk.

	•	 Build Resilient Information Infrastructure: US military operations in Asia and 
worldwide are especially dependent on resilient information flows for com-
mand, control, communications, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance (C4ISR).. For example, precision-​guided munitions will be far less 
effective in striking their targets without access to information. Much of this 
information architecture was established in an era that presumed opponents 
would not be able to effectively challenge it, and it now needs to be rebuilt 
to address the challenge posed by China. In many cases, this may mean 
investing in alternatives to space assets for communication or positioning, 
navigation, and timing; innovative ISR systems that mass sensors and col-
laborate in contested environments; improvements in artificial intelligence 
and autonomy that reduce dependence on information flows; continued 
innovation in electronic warfare; and training to operate in environments 
where C4ISR may be degraded.56 Some analysts suggest that “improving the 
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resilience of U.S. C4ISR architecture in the face of attack might be the single 
most effective step the United States can take to strengthen its conventional 
deterrent.”57

Economic Building

	•	 Maintain Dollar Dominance amid Challenges from China and New Technology: The 
dollar’s status as the reserve currency is the backbone of US global hegemony, and 
it makes it easier for the United States to finance deficit spending, monitor cross-​
border financial transactions, and implement financial sanctions. The United 
States might constitute only a quarter of global GDP, but the dollar is 60 percent 
of global reserve currencies—​an advantage amplified by the fact that the United 
States is open, retains deep and liquid financial markets, and possesses a large and 
diversified economy. The dollar’s success has brought complications: the United 
States suffers from a dollar-​driven variant of “Dutch Disease,” where reliance 
on a particular export can cause deindustrialization if institutions cannot prop-
erly manage the windfall. In this respect the United States is “the Saudi Arabia 
of money,” with much of its manufacturing capacity atrophying while its assets 
skyrocket in price.58 Currency has driven Dutch Disease in other countries in the 
past—​colonial Spain benefited from a windfall of gold from the Americas, for 
example—​but the end of that gold supply brought a disastrous geopolitical fall. 
Although the dollar’s position is strong, two trends now threaten it, and relatedly, 
US hegemony. The first is the overuse of financial sanctions, which has already 
driven some allies and adversaries to unite in (so far unsuccessful) efforts to by-
pass the dollar system. Second, and more important, China is rolling out a digital 
RMB to compete with the US dollar that completely bypasses US payments in-
frastructure. Chinese officials have long worried about the potential of a US-​led 
digital currency that would bolster the US dollar system, and so they have raced 
for first-​mover advantage. Wang Xin, director of the People’s Bank of China’s re-
search bureau, stated that “if the digital currency is closely associated with the 
U.S. dollar . . . there would be in essence one boss, that is the U.S. dollar and 
the United States,” which would have geopolitical consequences.59 The United 
States should carefully study and then consider rolling out a digital currency that 
preserves its financial advantages and brings about precisely the world Wang Xin 
was concerned about—​a digital currency that complements and is anchored 
to the US dollar system. Finally, as Mike O’Hanlon notes, maintaining these 
strengths provides a nonkinetic and nonlethal way of deterring or responding to 
small Chinese territorial provocations.60

	•	 Bring Existing Institutions into Global Infrastructure Investment and Build New 
Ones to Extend US Economic Influence: Washington should strongly push 
existing development institutions, especially the World Bank, to play a 
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higher-​profile role in global infrastructure investment despite reluctance to 
do so. At the same time, the United States should consider new vehicles for 
supporting global infrastructure, particularly in the low-​cost and high-​impact 
digital realm. For example, because China’s investments in information infra-
structure are heavily subsidized and often lack competitors, the United States 
could create a digital development bank with allies and partners to compete 
for those projects, which may induce developing countries to pick infrastruc-
ture providers and operators more in line with liberal or democratic values.

	•	 Create an Entity to Audit the US Supply Chain: China has demonstrated a will-
ingness to use its nodal position in modern supply chains as leverage against 
other countries. The United States presently has a poor understanding of 
these connections. Indeed, the pandemic has revealed that no government 
agency was aware of how dependent the United States was on China for med-
icine, and similar dependencies from rare earths to microelectronics persist. 
To secure itself and position its allies and partners to resist China’s coercive 
economic diplomacy, the United States should launch a permanent effort in-
stitutionalized in a federal government agency and bolstered through man-
datory reporting requirements to audit supply chains across most industries. 
The office would also run stress tests of the US supply chain.61

	•	 Reinvest in the Talent Base for US Innovation: American innovativeness has sev-
eral foundations, many of which are presently eroding. The United States needs 
to attract and retain the world’s best talent in STEM. In fields like electrical engi-
neering, roughly 80 percent of graduate students are foreign nationals, the vast 
majority prefer to stay in the United States, and most of them do so when pro-
vided the opportunity.62 Similar data holds for other fields. To sustain this ad-
vantage, the United States should raise H1-​B visa caps for STEM fields and grant 
green cards to postgraduate STEM degree holders, among other reforms.63

	•	 Reinvest in Basic Science Research for US Innovation: As a percentage of GDP, 
the US federal government spends only 0.61 percent of GDP on R&D—​a 
percentage that is one of the lowest in seventy years, lower than ten other sci-
ence powers, and lower even than pre-​Sputnik funding, with half of this lim-
ited amount going to life sciences alone.64 Business contributes to US R&D 
spending, but mostly in applied research, while basic research generally comes 
from the federal government and has historically formed the foundation for 
major breakthroughs—​including radar, computing, and nuclear power.65 For 
example, Congress spent $3 billion in the 1980s to map the human genome 
when industry was reluctant to do so; this in turn helped create the genomics 
industry that employs 280,000 people in the United States and generates taxes 
of $6 billion annually.66 Increasing such spending, and diversifying it beyond 
life sciences, should be a priority.
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	•	 Reform Financial Markets and Tax Policy to Incentivize Longer-​Term Corporate 
Planning: The shareholder revolution of the 1980s helped usher in a focus 
on returns on capital at the expense of longer-​term planning. Most shares of 
stock are held for less than a year now, compared to eight years in the 1950s; 
CEO tenure is now near a historic low of roughly five years; and the pres-
sure to generate financial returns often disincentivizes manufacturing relative 
to other more lucrative business activities—​and sometimes even encourages 
companies to transfer technology to China for short-​term payoffs. Efforts 
to adjust the institutionalized “short-​termism” of US capital markets are 
supported by some prominent executives, like JPMorgan Chase CEO Jaimie 
Dimon and Berkshire Hathaway CEO Warren Buffet. Efforts could include 
new benchmark metrics that include longer timeframes, as well as tax policy 
that encourages holding equity positions for longer periods, among others.67

	•	 Build a Competitive Industrial Policy Architecture to Sustain Key US Industries 
and Innovation: To compete with Chinese industrial policy approaches in 
advanced industries, the United States may need to adopt its own industrial 
policy. Doing so will require more than subsidies: it will require strategies to 
educate and attract talent in key fields; to incentivize foreign manufacturers 
and US companies alike to return to the United States through a mixture of 
credits and localization requirements; to use state power to restructure supply 
chains; to break up monopolies that reduce innovation and are so large they 
reduce US economic resilience; and to provide a degree of protection against 
unfair competing trade practices. These approaches should seek to support 
industries rather than individual firms. This is particularly critical at the tech-
nology frontier, where firms frequently must make bets about the progress 
of future technology that may or may not be valid (e.g., investment in super-
computing vs. personal computing). When only one state champion exists in 
a given industry, the price of making the wrong bet can be devastating for the 
wider economy and for the country’s technological leadership. In contrast, 
when there are multiple companies operating in a critical industry, the odds 
that one will make the right bet and sustain the country’s leadership in that in-
dustry are far greater. When market structure sometimes complicates efforts 
at ensuring competition, Congress can assist weaker competitors, a policy ap-
proach it has used in the past to ensure a competitive defense industrial base.68 
Then, as now, competition between leading firms in these essential industries 
is more likely to produce lower prices, higher-​quality products, industrial re-
silience, and greater innovation—​advantaging the United States relative to 
outright mercantilist competitors with one leading state champion.

	•	 Build an Allied Ecosystem for Research and Development: Basic science research is 
already an international endeavor, and US-​China scientific cooperation is increas-
ingly common. But while the United States and China spend roughly equivalent 
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amounts on R&D presently, the combined total spent by Japan, Germany, South 
Korea, India, France, and the United Kingdom exceeds the United States 
and China respectively. Congress should relax some of the people-​to-​people 
impediments to greater allied and partner collaboration (e.g., visa policies) while 
also encouraging basic science research organizations to engage more with allies 
and partners. Greater diffusion across allied and partner channels could help 
sharpen the American technological edge, allowing the country to benefit from 
others. Moreover, formal partnerships could involve efforts to “set standards and 
values around sharing data, transparency, reproducibility and research integrity,” 
as Georgetown’s Center for Strategic and Emerging Technology argues.69

	•	 Build the Capacity for Greater State Involvement and Coordination in Nominally 
Commercial Standard-​Setting Bodies: While many standard-​setting bodies are 
composed of companies rather than countries, China’s top-​down effort to shape 
standards requires a response from the US government. This is particularly ur-
gent during times when standard-​setting processes might be inaugurating new 
paradigms in critical industries, including telecommunications (e.g., the Open 
Radio Access Network concept) and the Internet of Things, that could long 
shape the future. First, Congress could support establishment of interagency 
working groups on standards that could coordinate internally. For example, 
White House Office of Science and Technology Policy could establish an in-
teragency working group on technology standards that brings together the 
Departments of State, Commerce, Justice, and Defense as well as the US intelli-
gence community—​and that also consults with US industry.70 Second, to build 
coalitions among different companies and countries, Congress could support 
the establishment of offices within the Departments of Commerce and State to 
coordinate US approaches with like-​minded stakeholders.71

Political Building

	•	 Build Democratic or Allied Coalitions for Governance Issues from Technology to 
Trade and Supply Chains to Standards: Over the last three years, a series of 
great and middle powers have proposed organizing democratic coalitions to 
push back on China’s efforts to stall or impose its preferences in more inclusive 
global forums. These coalitions—​such as the “D10” proposed by the United 
Kingdom for 5G, which would include G7 countries as well as Australia, 
India, and South Korea—​would be liberal in composition and would work 
to organize elements of the international system around liberal states, thereby 
serving as a form of order-​building. The United States should support these 
approaches, using them to pressure formal organizations, or when necessary, 
to organize alternative rules. These coalitions, which might proliferate across 
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issue areas, would effectively function as “cartels” that provide “club goods” 
for their members but few benefits for those who choose to stay outside of the 
group. For example, allied coalitional approaches on trade modeled after TPP 
or TTIP might bypass the WTO, where China has influence. A democratic 
cartel could also set up standard-​setting bodies reserved for states within the 
coalition, bypassing global bodies like the International Telecommunications 
Union that include China and ensuring liberal protections are built into 
Internet architecture. Entire industries—​or even supply chains—​might be 
organized around these democratic or allied coalitions, particularly in the 
very sectors China hopes to climb. Chinese authors are worried about these 
approaches and understand that autocratic states have less wealth, less tech-
nological influence, and more dependence on the formal equality of global 
institutions to shape international outcomes. For its part, this kind of inclu-
sive order-​building is asymmetric—​it costs the United States little, particu-
larly when middle powers propose it, but imposes significant costs on China’s 
recalcitrance in other forums.

As this book has demonstrated, China seeks to displace the United States not 
only from regional but also global leadership and may be able to devote more 
resources to that task than the United States can devote to preserving its own 
order. Even those skeptical of the idea that China has global ambitions must 
concede that the CCP’s nationalist and Leninist foundations make it difficult 
to dismiss the possibility outright. Party rhetoric on rejuvenation strongly 
indicates that the goal of displacing the United States is implicit in China’s pre-
sent thinking and that Beijing is unlikely to permanently accept junior status in 
a US-​led order, particularly one with a liberal character threatening to China’s 
Leninist governance.

Against this state of affairs, strategies seeking to accommodate or change 
China are unlikely to produce favorable outcomes. Instead, in the competi-
tion for regional and global order, the United States will need to blunt China’s 
“forms of control” while building or rebuilding the foundations of its own. In 
most cases, this effort can be asymmetric, particularly with respect to blunting 
since undermining an order can be less expensive than constructing it. With re-
spect to rebuilding the foundations of its own order, the United States has sev-
eral advantages, and particularly benefits from its network of alliances that can 
help it diffuse the costs of order-​building. This competitive approach cannot be 
guaranteed to change Chinese strategy, but it may be able to limit some elements 
of Chinese power and influence, achieving a “mellowing” of Chinese power less 
through an internal change of China’s politics or an effort to reassure Beijing 
than through external constraint on China’s ability to convert the sources of its 
power into political order.
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Conclusion
“The United States is unlikely to decline so long as its public is period-
ically convinced that it is about to decline.”1

—​Political scientist Samuel Huntington, 1988

On November 28, 1970, Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Elmo Zumwalt and 
National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger sat together on a special military 
train. The two were headed together to Philadelphia for the Army-​Navy football 
game. It was to be a relaxed outing, and yet six years later, their conversation that 
day would be litigated in the national press at the height of a presidential primary 
campaign.

Both men, roughly the same age but of vastly different backgrounds, had 
arrived at the apex of their relative fields at the same time, with Zumwalt the 
youngest ever chief of naval operations and Kissinger one of the youngest na-
tional security advisors. Both had grown up professionally with America’s emer-
gence as the world’s leading state. And both had formative experiences in the 
Second World War, where they rose to positions of leadership at young ages—​
experiences that pushed them toward national security careers neither had ini-
tially considered.

In the Pacific, the twenty-​five-​year-​old Lieutenant Elmo Zumwalt had be-
come the “prize crew captain” of a captured 1,200-​ton Japanese river gunboat. 
He and his seventeen American sailors took the captured ship and its 190-​
person Japanese crew to Shanghai, where they entered the Yangtze as the first 
American-​flagged vessel in years, captured Japanese docks, and made contact 
with American guerrilla forces—​an experience that pushed Zumwalt to give 
up his dream of being a country doctor.2 Kissinger, who had once harbored his 
own dreams of being an accountant, was not a naval officer like Zumwalt but 
a drafted army private. Placed in charge of a regimental Counter-​Intelligence 
Corps (CIC) team, the German-​speaking Kissinger excelled at identifying and 
arresting former Nazis and at breaking up Gestapo sleeper cells ordered to sab-
otage American forces in occupied Germany. For his work, he was promoted to 
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sergeant, then awarded a Bronze Star, then promoted to staff sergeant, and then 
nominated to become “chief investigator for the CIC in the European Theatre.”3

Those formative experiences for both men came at a time of American ascent. 
But in the train car twenty-​five years later, their conversation turned to America’s 
decline from those heady postwar days, and they fretted over Soviet superi-
ority in the military balance. Zumwalt recounted that Kissinger believed that 
the “U.S. has passed its historic high point like so many earlier civilizations” and 
that Americans “lack the stamina to stay the course against the Russians who are 
‘Sparta to our Athens.’ ”4 In light of these trends, Kissinger said his job was “to 
persuade the Russians to give us the best deal we can get, recognizing that the 
historical forces favor them.”5 Zumwalt disagreed, but found himself shaken by 
the logic of Kissinger’s argument.

Six years later, that conversation became national news. Zumwalt had 
published the conversation in his memoirs; then Ronald Reagan had quoted 
the conversation as ammunition against President Gerald Ford in a presiden-
tial debate; and, finally, Kissinger denied the quote vociferously: “I am going to 
nominate the good Admiral for the Pulitzer Prize for fiction,” he said.6 While 
Zumwalt certainly had reason to exaggerate—​he was running for Senate in 
Virginia—​Kissinger had in fact openly written about American decline in the 
1960s and spoken of it frequently in interviews with the press throughout the 
1970s. His gloominess about the US position relative to the Soviet Union had 
long been well known.7

That gloominess is now back among many in American strategic circles, and 
the conversation between Zumwalt and Kissinger fifty years ago could just as 
easily have happened today. Then, as now, the United States was facing enor-
mous domestic strains while a rising power loomed over the horizon. And then, 
as now, some believed that US policy should be less provocative and competi-
tive, reflect the fact that “historical forces” were supposedly arrayed against the 
country, and seek the best deal possible with an ascendant rival. A refashioned 
version of Kissinger’s argument today might point out that China dominates 
global manufacturing, increasingly rivals the United States in high-​technology, 
boasts an economy larger than the American one in purchasing power terms, 
fields the world’s largest navy, and has weathered a once-​in-​a-​century pandemic 
better than most others—​the only great power to avoid recession in 2020. The 
United States, by contrast, seems to many in Beijing and even in Washington 
hopelessly divided and gridlocked, with its governance and institutions 
deteriorating. As of this book’s publication, it confronts a years-​long pandemic, 
industrial erosion, burgeoning debt, a wounded democracy, and a diminished 
global reputation. Might Kissinger’s pessimism be warranted?8

A descent into fatalism is likely premature. American declinism is a tradition 
with a rich but often inaccurate history, and there have been four declinist waves 
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in the last century. In each of them, the country displayed what the political sci-
entist Samuel Huntington once called “an unusual capacity for self-​correction,” 
with declinists ironically playing “an indispensable role in preventing what they 
are predicting.”9

The first wave of American declinism began during the Great Depression in 
the 1930s. Kissinger and many others may have seen the postwar period as the 
American high point, but the economic calamity only years before—​from which 
Germany and Japan seemed to emerge more swiftly than the United States—​
had stirred American doubts about the country’s system of self-​governance. The 
United States rebounded through innovative New Deal programs that President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt used to reshape the US economy, and by the postwar 
era, an America that seemed down and out was back in prime position. Then, in 
1957, the Soviet Union launched its Sputnik satellite, provoking a second wave of 
declinist handwringing. But the muscle memory of the New Deal remained: the 
United States built federally supported institutions for research and education 
that made the country a technological leader for decades.

Declinism crested in a long, third wave in the 1960s and 1970s that tested 
the faith of Kissinger, Zumwalt, and countless others in the country’s resilience. 
The United States went through social unrest and political assassinations; the 
collapse of Bretton Woods and the arrival of stagflation; the impeachment of 
President Richard Nixon and the fall of Saigon—​all set against the backdrop of 
Soviet advancement. But eventually even these developments brought adjust-
ment and renewal. Social unrest propelled civil rights reforms, impeachment 
reaffirmed the rule of law, Bretton Woods’ collapse brought eventual dollar dom-
inance, defeat in Vietnam ended the draft, and the Soviet Union’s Afghan inva-
sion hastened its collapse.

A fourth declinist wave marked by industrial erosion, trade deficits, and rising 
inequality rattled American leaders in the 1980s and early 1990s, prompting 
Senator Paul Tsongas of Massachusetts to declare that “the Cold War is over, and 
Japan and Germany won.” But despite those pressures, the United States success-
fully harnessed the information technology revolution. Less than a decade after 
Tsongas’s comment, the United States was heralded as an unrivaled superpower.

The United States is now in its fifth wave of declinism—​one that began 
with the global financial crisis in 2008 and accelerated through Trump’s norm-​
breaking presidency, the COVID-​19 pandemic, and the storming of the US 
Capitol by extremists. All of this has been set against China’s continued rise. 
And as this book has demonstrated, China has had a grand strategy to displace 
American order and build its own order at both the regional and global level. It 
now seeks to be the world’s leading state.

Despite their popularity in Beijing, narratives on American decline are 
often incomplete. Declinists point to forces—​such as inequality, polarization, 
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disinformation, and deindustrialization—​that are real and formidable in the 
United States, but they forget these same forces are also global in nature rather 
than uniquely American. At the same time, they overlook US advantages over 
China, which has a fast-​aging population, enormous debt, slowing growth, and 
a currency still far from rivaling the dollar. In contrast, the United States still 
retains enviable advantages: a young population, financial dominance, abun-
dant resources, peaceful borders, strong alliances, and an innovative economy. 
Moreover, it is hardly incidental that throughout most of China’s four-​decade 
rise, the United States has consistently held a quarter of the world’s GDP.10

Declinists also underestimate the power of the United States’ appeal. American 
openness attracts the allies that sustain the global liberal order, the immigrants 
who fuel American growth, and the capital that sustains dollar dominance. US 
soft power flows from the country’s open society and civic creed, not from the 
state. The protests that followed the killing of George Floyd, which China saw 
incorrectly as a sign of decline, instead reflected a public struggle to realize the 
founding values of the United States—​values whose appeal was so universal that 
the struggle for them captivated global audiences and inspired marches abroad. 
The United States attracts more criticism than other great powers “precisely be-
cause it holds itself to a higher standard,” argues the South Africa–​based jour-
nalist Dele Olojode. “Nobody holds China to that kind of standard.”11

For the United States, decline is less a condition than a choice. The downward 
path runs through the country’s polarized political system. The path away from 
decline, meanwhile, may run through a rare area susceptible to bipartisan con-
sensus: the need for the United States to rise to the China challenge.

As this book has shown, this challenge is in most respects not a choice. China’s 
scale and its increasingly global ambitions are geopolitical facts, and the country 
seeks to set the terms for the twenty-​first century in the same way that the United 
States set them for the twentieth. The last chapter discussed a policy response 
to China’s ambitions, one that strengthens the “forms of control” upon which 
American order depends while undermining those that Chinese order will soon 
require. The United States can and should avoid competing dollar-​for-​dollar, 
ship-​for-​ship, or loan-​for-​loan, and could instead adopt an asymmetric approach 
that blunts Chinese advances at lower cost than China expends in generating 
them, all while reinvesting in the sources of American order and power.

The imperative for reinvestment is particularly urgent. Meeting the China 
challenge will require the kinds of reinvestments in American competitiveness 
and innovation that are also critical to domestic renewal and working-​class 
prosperity. Policymakers can link these two agendas, not to amplify American 
anxieties but to make clear that accomplishing the country’s most important do-
mestic tasks will also have salutary effects abroad. At the same time, policymakers 
must resist the common declinist tendency to see US competitors as ten feet 
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tall and instead calibrate a response that spurs innovation without stoking fear 
and prejudice. The arrival of an external competitor has often pushed the United 
States to become its best self; handled judiciously, it can once again. During the 
Cold War, US politicians endeavored to leave foreign policy differences “at the 
water’s edge.” In this time of partisan gridlock, domestic consensus may once 
again begin beyond America’s shores.

With a constructive China policy that strengthens the United States at home 
and makes it more competitive abroad, American leaders can begin to reverse 
the impression of US decline. But they cannot stop there. They must also find 
affirmative ways to rebuild the solidarity and civic identity that make democracy 
work. An effort to stress a shared liberal nationalism, or what the historian Jill 
Lepore calls a “New Americanism,” has been part of our civic culture and can 
be again.12

As a presidential candidate sixty years ago, when Americans were still reeling 
from the Sputnik shock, John F. Kennedy addressed a municipal auditorium 
in Canton, Ohio. The country faced serious crises, and Kennedy enumerated 
them: low wages, high housing costs, a growing risk of conflict, the gradual 
shrinkage of industry, and the rise of a new rival that appeared to be on the march 
while the United States stood still. “What we have to overcome,” Kennedy said 
then, is “that psychological feeling in the world that the United States has reached 
maturity, that maybe our high noon has passed, maybe our brightest days were 
earlier, and that now we are going into the long, slow afternoon. . . . I don’t hold 
that view at all, and neither do the people of this country.”13
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A P P E N D I X

This book draws from an original and fully digitized database of authoritative 
Chinese-​language Communist Party documents personally excavated over 
several years from libraries; bookstores in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and mainland 
China; and Chinese e-​commerce sites.

Gathering these sources has proved challenging in the Xi Jinping era. In 
China, many archives are closed or restricted; similarly, bookstores that once 
sold a wide array of Party or military material have, in some cases, reduced what 
they are willing to sell to foreigners. In the United States, a handful of libraries 
boast impressive Chinese collection, but significant amounts of Chinese mate-
rial remain unavailable.

Given these limitations, building the database from which this book draws 
has required eclectic approaches. Indeed, some texts used were circulating in 
Taiwan or Hong Kong; other cited works had been spirited out and sold to a 
few US libraries in enormous caches; a few were provided by generous scholars; 
and a surprising number were inadvertently posted online to Chinese govern-
ment sites.

The largest source of the book’s material comes from the official publications 
of the Communist Party presses, many of which receive little attention. Older 
volumes of these publications are quite useful and help establish longitudinal 
changes in policy but can be challenging to find in bookstores. These materials 
can also be difficult to purchase online given limitations placed on foreign 
account access, sales to foreigners—​and of course, e-​commerce scams. To 
gather more material, I opted to work with a local intermediary better known 
for sourcing fashion products. This allowed for faster sourcing of open source 
material and allowed me to piece together a rich, fully digitized collection of 
Party texts.

This textual approach to Chinese grand strategy relies on establishing a hier-
archy of open source and classified Chinese sources in order of authoritativeness 
and drawing from them accordingly. The most authoritative of these are leader-​
level memoirs, doctrinal texts, archival sources, official speeches, classified 
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materials, and essays by senior leaders. They better reflect Party thinking than 
more frequently cited but often less reliable sources like Chinese journal articles 
and think tank reports. It is worth briefly considering them here.

Leader-​Level Speeches

Party and leader-​level documents can be ranked in order of authoritativeness 
based in part on their audience and purpose.

The first category are leader-​level Party addresses that are intended to set the 
line, guideline, and policy on major issues before key Party institutions. The 
most authoritative of these are Party Congress Reports, which are delivered 
by the General Secretary at the Party Congress, which is itself held every five 
years. This gathering is the most important within the Communist Party, and 
the 30,000-​word Political Reports delivered there set the line on all major policy 
issues, including foreign policy. The speeches often begin with a quick but telling 
survey of the Party consensus on international trends. Of lesser but similar im-
portance are those addresses by top leaders to major Party institutions below the 
Party Congress, such as those to the two hundred or so members of the Central 
Committee. These occur annually and are known as plenums.

Following major addresses to Party institutions come major foreign policy 
addresses, the second category of authoritative leader-​level documents useful 
for research into grand strategy. These addresses can be to either Party or state 
institutions. They include the Ambassadorial Conferences, which are held on av-
erage every six or so years; the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conferences, which 
have only been held a handful of times (1976, 1991, 2006, 2014, and 2018); 
and major foreign policy conclaves and symposiums, such as the Peripheral 
Work Conference held in 2013. Because these kinds of speeches are made in-
frequently and are often made in front of much of the foreign policy apparatus, 
they are particularly important, and a review of them shows that they are often 
used to announce shifts in foreign policy or to grapple with new or changing 
circumstances. The judgments in these speeches are often explicitly rooted 
in Party consensus at the level of the Central Committee, Politburo, or even 
Politburo Standing Committee. Another category of foreign policy speeches are 
those regularly made by leaders to key institutions such as the Central Military 
Commission or the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, often to crystalize or convey a 
Party consensus.

A final category of leader-​level speeches are those made to non-​foreign 
policy bodies, both Party and state. To a surprising degree, many of these kinds 
of speeches discuss foreign policy in some detail and can be seen as attempts 
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to disseminate or reinforce the Party consensus on international politics and 
Chinese strategy.

External-​Facing Foreign Policy Sources

The preceding speeches are generally for internal audiences and rarely released 
to the public unless in the form of compendiums of a leader’s major works, 
though they are sometimes summarized online. In contrast, the government 
publishes a number of leader-​level addresses or ministry white papers that are 
intended for external audiences around the world. These can include speeches 
to the United Nations or in neighboring capitals as well as important papers 
released by state ministries. Although these are authoritative because they are 
released by high-​level Chinese institutions after close consideration and delib-
eration, they are also undoubtedly intended to shape external views. For that 
reason, they can be useful in some cases, but they are not necessarily the best in-
dicator of Chinese internal thinking. For example, in my comprehensive review 
of speeches by Presidents Jiang and Hu, I consistently found—​often in the same 
year and sometimes even in the same month—​more confident assessments that 
the world was moving toward multipolarity before external audiences and far 
more restrained assessments before internal audiences. Even so, these are among 
the most useful documents that we have for gauging Chinese strategy.

Party Media

The CCP often uses authoritative Party media to disseminate its judgments on 
key issues. These include daily newspapers such as the Party newspaper Renmin 
Ribao as well as prominent Party magazines such as Qiushi and Xuexi Shibao. 
These venues are not only used to highlight Party views, they are also used to 
provide lengthy commentaries on important leader-​level addresses and even 
used at times to give voice to Party debates. For that reason, it is of particular 
importance to pay attention to the author or pseudonym and publication date 
of articles.

Functional Sources

As discussed previously, a wide variety of authoritative documents are released 
by ministries, the military, and their associated publishing houses. These as well 
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as memoirs or selected works of top officials and ministry or service newspapers 
can be useful in understanding the guidelines or policies for key state organs.

With respect to military matters, the book consults Chinese-​language doc-
trinal texts from the 1980s onward with an eye toward tracing changes in mil-
itary doctrine. It also consults memoirs, essay compilations, records of daily 
activities, and official biographies of all vice-​chairman of the Central Military 
Commission from the 1980s onward that have been published—​including those 
of Ye Jianying, Liu Huaqing, Zhang Zhen, Zhang Wannian, and Chi Haotian. In 
addition, the book references valuable leader-​level compendiums on military 
matters that have been published for Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao, 
and Xi Jinping. Finally, several pseudo-​doctrinal publications as well as histories 
from the Academy of Military Sciences, the National Defense University, other 
military think tanks, and a variety of military-​affiliated presses are also cited.

With respect to international political decisions, particularly in international 
institutions, this book draws from published memoirs, essay compilations, and 
documents from foreign affairs ministers and relevant state councilors with 
responsibility for foreign affairs, including Wu Xueqian, Qian Qichen, Tang 
Jiaxuan, Li Zhaoxing, Dai Bingguo, Yang Jiechi, and Wang Yi, among others. 
The book also draws carefully from the views of other less senior diplomats and 
officials closely involved with these institutions as well as academics who are 
known to have shaped Chinese foreign policy, especially with respect to inter-
national institutions, such as Zhang Yunling, Qing Yaqing, and Wang Yizhou. In 
addition, the statements and publications of various international organizations 
are particularly useful.

Third, with respect to Chinese international economic behavior, this dis-
sertation relies on works by Zhu Rongji and Li Peng to recreate some aspects 
of economic decision-​making. It also draws from works by a wide variety of 
other officials, including those within the Ministry of Finance and Commerce 
(MOFCOM) and the People’s Bank of China (PBOC), as well as leader-​level 
and diplomatic accounts and speeches.

Think Tank Commentary

A number of professors, research scholars, former officials, and think tank 
analysts are also regularly cited by scholars of Chinese foreign policy. In most 
cases, these sources are not authoritative or representative of Party views.

Even so, there are ways such sources can be used fruitfully under certain 
conditions. First, prominent Chinese think tank and academic officials serve 
or previously served as informal foreign policy advisors, and their views can 
therefore provide some context for decisions that were made. Some scholars 
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have been asked to work on major projects for the Politburo, which convenes 
a “study session” every month on major issues of Party interest. Academics 
may spend months if not years preparing for these sessions, and following 
their presentations, are sometimes given tasks to continue their research (e.g., 
the rising power [大国崛起] series). These writings may not be authoritative 
statements of Party consensus, but they suggest areas of Party interest or con-
cern. Second, many think tank and academic officials are connected to Party 
research priorities. Several work at university centers funded to focus on spe-
cific functional or regional topics while others work at think tanks associated 
with certain ministries. More broadly, most ministries publish a wide range of 
journals and books under ministry-​linked presses, and these can provide context 
on present policy and rationales for past policy. Third, think tank and academic 
sources can sometimes provide insight into interesting debates within the for-
eign policy apparatus. They can be representative of various strains of elite for-
eign policy opinion (e.g., Wang Jisi, Zhang Yunling).

Together, these documents help capture how the Party thinks as well as how 
that thinking has changed over time.
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