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S u m m a r y

D
es p i te As i a’s current financial cri s i s , Ch i n a’s rapid econ omic growth raises the
qu e s ti on of wh et h er or not it wi ll em er ge as a dominant regi onal power, or even
a hegem onic world power, in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry. For many in the West and

in Ch i n a’s nei gh boring co u n tri e s , this pro s pect is very tro u bl e s om e . Th eir worries are
b a s ed on a va ri ety of ob s erva ti ons and del i bera ti on s ,t h ree of wh i ch are the most con s i s-
ten t ly and frequ en t ly cited :

◗ the con ti nuing rei gn of the Chinese Com munist Pa rty and its qu e s ti on a ble hu m a n -
ri ghts record ;

◗ Ch i n a’s military build-up over the past dec ade , su gge s ting an of fen s ive capac i ty that
can be used far beyond the co u n try ’s shore s ; and 

◗ the co u n try ’s ex i s ten ce as an “o ut s i der ” in the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty, con ti nu i n g
to rely on the po s s i ble use of force to settle the Ta iwan issu e , and reportedly ex port-
ing arms to other “o ut s i der ”s t a tes su ch as Ira n , Syri a , and Pa k i s t a n .

The “China thre a t” s cen a rio leads to all kinds of policy pre s c ri pti on s , em phasizing the
n eed ei t h er to “con s tra i n” or to “con t a i n”Ch i n a . These pre s c ri pti on s ,t h o u gh va rying from
case to case, typ i c a lly argue for the stren g t h ening of U. S .m i l i t a ry capabi l i ties in gen era l
and its military pre s en ce in Asia in parti c u l a r.

A cl o s er analys i s ,h owever, reveals that the probl ems gen era ted by Ch i n a’s em er gen ce
as a prom i n ent world power should be def i n ed as a “China ch a ll en ge ,” with wh i ch b ot h
the Chinese people and the rest of the world must cope thro u gh mutual unders t a n d i n g
and coopera ti on , ra t h er than a China t h re a t , a gainst wh i ch the rest of the world mu s t
form a stra tegy in a well - p l a n n ed co ll ective ef fort .

Af ter its establ i s h m ent in 1949, the Peop l e’s Rep u blic of China (PRC) em er ged as a
revol u ti o n a ry co u n try on the world scen e . Du ring the twen ty - s even ye a rs of Ma o’s rei gn
( 1 9 4 9 – 7 6 ) , the PRC con s t a n t ly ch a ll en ged the legi ti m acy of the ex i s ting intern a ti on a l
order, wh i ch it bel i eved to be the re sult of We s tern dom i n a ti on and thus inimical to
revo luti on a ry Ch i n a .

Un derlying the PRC ’s revo luti on a ry ex ternal beh avi or is a profound “ vi ctim men t a l i ty.”
Du ring modern ti m e s , the Chinese percepti on of t h eir nati on’s po s i ti on in the world was
con ti nu o u s ly inform ed by the convi cti on that it was the po l i tical incurs i on , econ omic ex-
p l oi t a ti on , and military aggre s s i on by forei gn imperialist co u n tries that had underm i n ed
the historical gl ory of the Chinese civi l i z a ti on and hu m i l i a ted the Chinese nati on . As a
re su l t , a vi ctim men t a l i ty gradu a lly dom i n a ted the Chinese con ceptu a l i z a ti on of its rel a-
ti ons with the out s i de worl d .

Ma o’s Ch i n a , de s p i te its history of using force , was not an ex p a n s i onist power. Ma o
and his fell ow Chinese leaders seem ed to have been unafraid of using force in de a l i n g
with forei gn policy crises that they bel i eved thre a ten ed the PRC ’s vital intere s t s . Wh a t



t h ey hoped to ach i eve was not the ex p a n s i on of Ch i n a’s po l i tical and military con trol of
forei gn terri tory or re s o u rce s , but the spre ad of the revo luti on’s influ en ce to other “h e a rt s
and minds” a round the worl d .

China tod ay is no lon ger a revo luti on a ry co u n try. But China is not a real “ i n s i der ”i n
the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty ei t h er. In deed , forei gn policy is the least cri ti c i zed en de avor
in po s t - Mao Ch i n a , yet many of the principles underlying Ma o’s revo luti on a ry forei gn
po l i c y, and the vi ctim men t a l i ty that serves as their animu s , remain the key el em ents in-
f lu encing the PRC ’s ex ternal beh avi or tod ay.

A fundamental differen ce exists bet ween the noti ons of “China thre a t” and “Ch i n a
ch a ll en ge” : the form er com p l etely ign ores how the Chinese people perceive the probl em s
f acing their nati on’s devel opm en t , wh ereas the latter rega rds these probl ems as both Ch i-
nese a n d i n tern a ti onal in their essen ce .Q u i te simply, the adopti on of a “China ch a ll en ge”
a pproach requ i res an understanding of the probl ems ra i s ed by Ch i n a’s devel opm en t
f rom a Chinese pers pective .

At the end of the twen ti eth cen tu ry, China is at a crucial historical ju n ctu re . Den g
Xi a op i n g’s reform - a n d - opening process has fundamen t a lly ch a n ged Ch i n a’s isolated
i n tern a ti onal statu s , but the final outcome of this process is by no means cert a i n . Th e
h ope that China wi ll tra n s form into a land of pro s peri ty and modern i ty (including the
adopti on of dem oc ra tic po l i tical insti tuti ons) remains very prom i s i n g. Yet the Ch i n e s e ,
e s pec i a lly the intell ectu a l s ,h ave been fru s tra ted by the nega tive ef fects of the reform - a n d -
opening process and fear that the Chinese state and soc i ety may disintegra te from the
pre s su re of ch a n ge . Because of the com preh en s iveness of the reform - a n d - opening proc-
e s s , the Chinese com munist state is facing a profound legi ti m acy cri s i s .

China is not likely to become a fundamental threat to intern a ti onal pe ace and sec u ri ty
as perceived by the advoc a tes of the “China thre a t” t h e s i s . If the reform - a n d - opening pro-
cess finally bri n gs econ omic pro s peri ty, s ocial stabi l i ty, and dem oc racy to Ch i n a , it wi ll
s i mu l t a n eo u s ly tra n s form China into a real “ i n s i der ” of the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty,
wi lling to ob s erve a broader ra n ge of i n tern a ti onal legal norms and reg u l a ti on s . Th en
a ga i n ,i f China fails to hold up under the ex tra ord i n a ry pre s su re bro u ght abo ut by to t a l
s t a te and soc i etal tra n s form a ti on and disintegra tes as a re su l t , it wi ll be too weak to po s e
a thre a t .

How should the Un i ted States cope with the “China ch a ll en ge”? While there are no
easy answers to this qu e s ti on , the first and most important step is for Wa s h i n g ton to for-
mu l a te a l o n g - term and co n s i s ten t overa ll stra tegy tow a rd Ch i n a , beginning by con s tru ct-
ing a U. S . - Chinese agenda for rel a ti ons that is dom i n a ted by po s i tive bi l a teral issu e s . How
far into the futu re should this lon g - ra n ge vi s i on look? Ba s ed on the anti c i p a ted re su l t s
of s ome crucial devel opm ents in the Peop l e’s Rep u bl i c , su ch a vi s i on should span at least
f i f teen to twen ty ye a rs .

China is ex peri encing the gre a test tra n s form a ti on — po l i ti c a l , econ om i c , s oc i a l ,a n d
c u l tu ral—in its history, wh i ch imposes trem en dous ch a ll en ges for the Chinese peop l e
and causes profound fru s tra ti ons for Ch i n a’s intell ectu a l s . The triu m ph of this tra n s for-
m a ti on process may open the way for China to em er ge as an equal mem ber and genu i n e
“ i n s i der ” of the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty. The failu re of the proce s s , by con tra s t ,m ay
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l e ad to a disintegra ted Ch i n a ,c re a ting all kinds of s ec u ri ty, envi ron m en t a l , and other
s erious probl ems for the As i a - Pacific regi on and the world as a wh o l e .

The Un i ted States has no re a s on to fear Ch i n a’s rise as a strong and pro s perous co u n try.
Ra t h er, Wa s h i n g ton should make the su pport of Ch i n a’s modern i z a ti on ef forts a lon g -
ra n ge ,h i gh - pri ori ty goal in its po s t – Cold War gl obal stra tegy.
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Fo rewo rd

P
re s i dent Cl i n ton’s June 1998 trip to Beijing—the first visit of an Am erican pre s i-
dent to the Peop l e’s Rep u blic of China since the vi o l ent su ppre s s i on of dem on-
s tra tors at Ti a n a n m en in 1989—marks a con cern ed ef fort by the ad m i n i s tra ti on

to rebuild a normal leadership dialogue bet ween the PRC and the Un i ted State s . Yet the
trip is taking place in a po l a ri zed po l i tical envi ron m ent in Wa s h i n g ton . Some con gre s-
s i onal leaders ch a ll en ge the appropri a teness of the pre s i den tial visit amidst ch a r ges of
i ll egal Chinese con tri buti ons to the 1996 pre s i den tial campaign ,a ll ega ti ons of u nwi s e —
or undu ly influ en ced — ad m i n i s tra ti on approvals of ex ports of m i l i t a ri ly sen s i tive tech-
n o l ogies to the PRC , Chinese sales of nu clear and missile tech n o l ogies to Pakistan and
Ira n , and unre s o lved con cerns abo ut Chinese human ri ghts and trade practi ce s . Ma ny
ob s ervers of Si n o - Am erican rel a ti ons won der wh et h er it is po s s i ble to sustain a norm a l
rel a ti onship bet ween the two co u n tri e s .

For close to ten ye a rs , the West has vi ewed China with con cern and su s p i c i on . Af ter
the brutal crack down on pro - dem oc racy pro te s ters in Ti a n a n m en Squ a re and the
u n rem i t ting su ppre s s i on of a ll or ga n i zed po l i tical and rel i gious dissiden t , Ch i n a’s
Com munist leaders re a f f i rm ed their ad h eren ce to a policy of on e - p a rty ru l e . The co u n-
try ’s ex ternal beh avi or of fered equ a lly disqu i eting sign s : the slow but purpo s eful bu i l du p
of a capac i ty to proj ect military power abroad ; the pro l i fera ti on of m i l i t a ry tech n o l ogi e s
to unstable areas of the Mi d dle East, the Persian Gu l f , and So uth As i a ;a s s ertive nava l
dep l oym ents to con te s ted areas of the So uth China Se a ; a n d , most stark ly, the salvo of
missiles launch ed at Ta iw a n’s sea lanes as a warning against the island’s ge s tu res tow a rd
i n depen den ce du ring its 1996 pre s i den tial el ecti on campaign .

Yet there are signs of a n o t h er, less thre a tening and reform - m i n ded Ch i n a : as an app l i-
cant to the World Trade Orga n i z a ti on , a stabi l i zer in As i a’s financial cri s i s , and a partn er
in the Four Pa rty Talks on the Korean Pen i n su l a . Dom e s ti c a lly, China has at last
re s pon ded to We s tern pleas to free a nu m ber of l e ading po l i tical dissiden t s , is prom o ti n g
el ecti ons in ru ral vi ll a ges for local leaders , and is dealing with the recen t ly retu rn ed Hon g
Kong with re s tra i n t .

Wh i ch is the China we face : a thre a tening “em er ging su perpower ” with gl obal ambi-
ti ons that ch a ll en ge Am eri c a’s sec u ri ty and econ omic interests? Or a reform - m i n ded ,
devel oping co u n try that knows it must ad a pt insti tuti ons inheri ted from the era of revo-
luti on a ry com munism to the requ i rem ents of gl obal good citi zenship? In this ti m ely
Pe acework s , Profe s s or Ch en Jian examines the forei gn - policy beh avi or of the Peop l e’s
Rep u blic from inside the co u n try. What his ex a m i n a ti on reveals is a mu ch more circ u m-
s c ri bed power than many of its forei gn cri tics de s c ri be : a co u n try that remains in som e
w ays revo luti on a ry, yet de s i rous of becoming an “ i n s i der ” in the intern a ti onal com mu n i-
ty; a co u n try that until very recen t ly could boast of ten percent annual econ omic growt h ,
yet must ad d ress wi de s pre ad poverty ac ross most of its ru ral interi or; a co u n try that can
m obi l i ze its vast pop u l ace in a cri s i s , but whose leaders fear po l i tical disintegra ti on as a



re sult of the pull of s trong regi onal po l i ti c a l , econ om i c , and ethnic force s . In short , Ch en
a r g u e s , tod ay ’s China is wrestling with many profound dom e s tic probl ems and con tra-
d i cti on s , and these ch a ll en ges keep Ch i n a’s leaders foc u s ed intern a lly, not on an adven-
tu rous co u rse of ex ternal ambi ti on .

This is not to say that Profe s s or Ch en dismisses the recent assertiveness of Ch i n a’s for-
ei gn po l i c y, p a rti c u l a rly the “missile diplom ac y ” the Peop l e’s Rep u blic con du cted of f
Ta iw a n’s shores in 1996—an acti on that bro u ght a speedy re s ponse from the Un i ted
S t a te s , in the form of a dep l oym ent of t wo airc raft carri er battle groups to the Ta iw a n
S trait are a ; n or does Ch en dismiss the PRC ’s maneuvering in the So uth China Se a . Ye s ,
Ch i n a’s forei gn policy has been assertive , Ch en argues, but not ex p a n s i on i s t .

In deed , at the end of the twen ti eth cen tu ry, China faces a crucial historical ju n ctu re .
Ro u gh ly two dec ades after Mao Zedon g’s death and Deng Xi a op i n g’s initi a ti on of a
process of rapid econ omic growt h , the Peop l e’s Rep u blic is sti ll stru ggling with a pro-
found iden ti ty cri s i s . Profe s s or Ch en con tends that this crisis manifests itsel f at severa l
f u n d a m ental level s : the role of the Chinese Com munist Pa rty in leading a pop u l a ti on
con cern ed with raising living standard s , not building a socialist soc i ety; the dispari ty
bet ween the co u n try ’s thriving coastal areas and econ om i c a lly lagga rd interi or provi n ce s ;
Ch i n a’s place in a world of “We s tern” va lues and insti tuti on s ; and even the very noti on of
a Chinese iden ti ty.

Ma o’s revo luti on a ry forei gn policy attem pted to overcome the sense of i n s ec u ri ty
China su f fered du ring its late imperial and rep u blican era s , and the ch a i rm a n’s legac y
s ti ll influ en ces not on ly Beij i n g’s assessment of the worl d , but its abi l i ty to mobi l i ze its
c i ti zen ry as well . Den g’s econ omic reforms have ushered in a peri od of u n preceden ted
growth and social ch a n ge , yet they have ex po s ed the on ce - i s o l a ted co u n try to diverse for-
ei gn influ en ce s ; in the proce s s ,t h ey have gen era ted social forces that could de s t a bi l i ze the
co u n try ’s po l i tical order.

In assessing the Com munist Pa rty ’s po s i ti on in the new Ch i n a , Profe s s or Ch en asks
s ome ra t h er stark qu e s ti on s : What wi ll be the futu re of the Peop l e’s Rep u blic if t h e
Chinese people discover that the party has out l ived its usefulness? If the party does co l-
l a p s e , what new insti tuti ons wi ll attem pt to maintain Ch i n a’s terri torial integri ty? Wi ll
the co u n try disintegra te ,s p l i t ting not on ly the powerful coastal regi ons aw ay from the
ru ral interi or, but Ti bet and we s tern China aw ay from the rest of the co u n try? Vi ewed
f rom this internal pers pective , Ch en argues, the “China thre a t” could come from purely
dom e s tic source s , not ex ternal aggre s s iven e s s : m a s s ive social disloc a ti ons stemming from
the de s t a bilizing ef fects of econ omic tra n s form a ti on , wi de s pre ad pro test over wi den i n g
i n equ a l i ties of we a l t h , envi ron m ental catastroph e s , mass migra ti on s .

Can China pe acef u lly coexist with the West? As Profe s s or Ch en argues, a con s en su s
has em er ged among Beij i n g’s leaders that Ch i n a’s con ti nu ed econ omic growth requ i re s
i n tern a ti onal stabi l i ty.Yet there is a core set of forei gn policy goals that cannot be com-
prom i s ed , and it is here that Ch en’s internal analysis produ ces distu rbing forei gn po l i c y
con clu s i on s : While China can red ress past co l onial inju s ti ces with its re acqu i s i ti on of
Hong Kong and, in 1999, Mac a o, the unre s o lved issue of Ta iw a n’s status lies at the heart
of the regi m e’s noti on of Ch i n a’s nati onal integri ty.

i xForeword



Den g’s reforms have moved China into the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty, ex posing it to
the gl obal regimes and universal norms and va lues that govern intern a ti onal exch a n ge .
Wi ll su ch interacti ons even tu a lly lead to the adopti on of dem oc ra tic insti tuti ons in the
Peop l e’s Rep u blic? Ch en’s answer is opti m i s ti c a lly affirm a tive , but he adds that su ch a
devel opm ent wi ll take ti m e , and that it wi ll not re sult from activist policy pre s su res from
the West su pported by econ omic incen tives and moral su a s i on . To be su re , ru d i m en t a ry
dem oc ra tic insti tuti ons are in evi den ce at the lowest levels of the PRC ’s po l i tical sys tem ,
as Profe s s or Ch en points out , and Beijing has evi n ced a gru d ging (if m om en t a ry) accep-
t a n ce of u n iversal norms in the realm of human ri ghts thro u gh its recent release of po l i t-
ical dissidents su ch as Wei Ji n gs h eng and Wang Dan. But Ch i n a’s history also has seen
pro s pects for po l i tical ch a n ge eva pora te su d den ly—and som etimes vi o l en t ly — du ri n g
peri ods wh en there seem ed to be an opening for reform s , su ch as the “ Dem oc racy Wa ll ”
m ovem ent in the late 1970s and Ti a n a n m en in 1989. Cert a i n ly, con ti nu ed econ om i c
ach i evem ents wi ll demand a more open soc i ety and more plu ralism in po l i tical dec i s i on
m a k i n g, but , Ch en cauti on s , the West should not link econ omic ach i evem ents to imme-
d i a te progress in establishing dem oc ra tic insti tuti on s .

Ch en’s message may not com fort We s tern po l i c ym a kers who urge a more assertive
policy to indu ce China to ch a n ge its internal beh avi or to con form with universal norm s
bef i t ting major powers in the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty. However, his analysis of t h e
dom e s tic sources of Ch i n a’s forei gn policy at least helps to tem per the noti on of a Ch i n a
“t h re a t .” In fact , given the kind of tu rm oil Chinese el i tes and masses alike are ex peri en c-
ing in the po s t - Deng era , Ch en argues, Ch i n a’s dom e s tic and forei gn policies should be
s een as “ch a ll en ge s ,” wh i ch the We s t ,p a rti c u l a rly the Un i ted State s , can tu rn to its adva n-
t a ge by con ti nuing to pursue a policy of con s tru ctive en ga gem en t .

Un l i ke most We s tern analysts of Chinese affairs , Ch en bri n gs a unique pers onal back-
ground and interpretive pers pective to his stu dy. His form a tive ye a rs were spent in the
Peop l e’s Rep u blic as a Red Gu a rd du ring Ma o’s Great Pro l et a rian Cu l tu ral Revo luti on ,
and he began his gradu a te studies at Fudan and East China Normal Un ivers i ties in
S h a n gh a i . Now an assoc i a te profe s s or of h i s tory at So ut h ern Ill i n ois Un ivers i ty, Ch en
retains his Chinese citi zenship and reg u l a rly travels to China to re s e a rch arch ives and
i n tervi ew officials on the history of Ch i n a’s forei gn po l i c y. Du ring his 1996–97 fell ows h i p
in the In s ti tute’s Jen n i n gs Ra n do l ph Program for In tern a ti onal Pe ace , Profe s s or Ch en
provi ded U. S . officials and sch o l a rs with special insights into forei gn - policy making in
the Peop l e’s Rep u bl i c . This Pe aceworks is just one of the produ cts of Profe s s or Ch en’s
peri od of re s e a rch at the In s ti tute .

The Un i ted States In s ti tute of Pe ace has devo ted many other re s o u rce s — p a rti c u l a rly
in its Re s e a rch and Studies Progra m — to examining Ch i n a’s impact on the East As i a
regi on and in the gl obal arena as well . We have publ i s h ed two Special Reports on As i a n
s ec u ri ty —Beyond the Asian Fi n a n cial Cri s i s in April 1998, and No rth Ko re a’s De cline and
C h i n a’s Stra tegic Di l em m a s in October 1997—in ad d i ti on to several previous reports on
po l i tical devel opm ents on the Korean Pen i n sula and in the So uth China Se a .
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While the con clu s i ons of this Pe aceworks wi ll remain the su bj ect of deb a te well past
the Cl i n ton - Jiang summit—and indeed well into the next cen tu ry — Ch en Jian has
n evert h eless provi ded us with a well - i n form ed and inform a tive pers pective on Ch i n a’s
i n tern a ti onal beh avi or and forei gn po l i c y.

RI C H A R D H . SO LO M O N, PR E S I D E N T

UN I T E D STAT E S IN S T I T U T EO F PE AC E
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1

O n e

“China Th re at” or “China Challenge”?

O
ne of the most profound ch a n ges in intern a ti onal po l i tics and the gl obal econ-
omy in the last dec ade of the twen ti eth cen tu ry is the ph en om enal econ om i c
growth of the Peop l e’s Rep u blic of China (PRC ) . In deed , con tra ry to the pred i c-

ti ons of m a ny China ex perts after the 1989 Ti a n a n m en tra gedy, Ch i n a’s econ omic devel-
opm ent had deepen ed and accel era ted from 1992 to 1997, regi s tering a growth ra te in i t s
gross nati onal produ ct (GNP) of a round 10 percent annu a lly (this esti m a te is based on a
con s ec utive annual GNP growth ra te of a round 10 percent thro u gh o ut the 1980s—wi t h
an interru pti on bet ween 1989 and 1992 in the wake of Ti a n a n m en ) . Depending on how
one measu res it, the Chinese econ omy tod ay is prob a bly alre ady the worl d ’s third or fo u rt h
l a r gest (although a more pru dent and wi dely - accepted esti m a te ranks the Chinese econ-
omy the ninth in the worl d ) .1 If China can su cce s s f u lly withstand the ef fects of As i a’s cur-
rent severe financial cri s i s , the Chinese econ omy may become the worl d ’s largest by the
m i d dle of the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry. Conven ti onal wi s dom holds that the ex p a n s i on of a
n a ti on’s econ omic capac i ty is usu a lly fo ll owed by its quest for more intern a ti onal influ-
en ce and power. The pro s pect of Ch i n a’s rapid econ omic devel opm ent thus raises the
qu e s ti on of wh et h er or not it wi ll em er ge as a dominant regi onal power, or even a hege-
m onic world power, in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry.

For many in the West and Ch i n a’s nei gh boring co u n tri e s , this pro s pect is very tro u bl e-
s om e . Th eir worries are based on a va ri ety of ob s erva ti ons and del i bera ti on s ,a m ong wh i ch
the fo ll owing three con s i dera ti ons are the most con s i s ten t ly and frequ en t ly cited :

F i rs t , while the Chinese econ omy has devel oped at an unpreceden ted speed , Ch i n a’s
po l i tical sys tem remains ch a racteri zed by the Chinese Com munist Pa rty ’s (CCP) on e - p a rty
rei gn . With the pers i s tent dom i n a n ce of po l i tical aut h ori t a rianism in Beij i n g, Ch i n a’s
human ri ghts record , as many (espec i a lly intern a ti onal human ri ghts watch ers) vi ew it,
has not been improved , and may have even wors en ed , in recent ye a rs . A ren own ed sch o l a r
of Chinese history and po l i ti c s , Art hur Wa l d ron ,t hus makes the gen eral ob s erva ti on that
s i n ce 1989 China has been “m oving tow a rd ren ewed dict a tors h i p.”2 Wi ll a China that doe s
not re s pect its own peop l e’s po l i tical ri ghts be wi lling to act re s pon s i bly on the intern a-
ti onal scene? Ma ny in the West have serious do u bt s .

Secon d , in terms of the PRC ’s military build-up in the past dec ade ,s ome sch o l a rs ,j o u r-
n a l i s t s , and military analysts em ph a s i ze that there exists a very strong ten dency on the part
of Beijing not on ly to modern i ze Ch i n a’s nati onal defense but also to provi de the Ch i n e s e
m i l i t a ry with an of fen s ive capac i ty far beyond Ch i n a’s borders . In examining the PRC ’s
m i l i t a ry modern i z a ti on progra m ,t h ey claim that Beij i n g’s military ex pen d i tu res may have
re ach ed as mu ch as $87 bi ll i on per ye a r, i f not more .3 Con s equ en t ly, t h ey spec u l a te that
u n derlying the PRC ’s military build-up is a blu eprint for a head - to - h e ad con f l i ct wi t h
t h e Un i ted States som etime in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry.



Th i rd , a l t h o u gh China has been incre a s i n gly incorpora ted into the world econ om i c
s ys tem as a re sult of its “reform and open i n g” process of the past two dec ade s , it has
rem a i n ed , as many ju d ge it, an “o ut s i der ” in the intern a ti onal sys tem wh i ch refuses to
em brace some of the sys tem’s basic intern a ti onal norms and reg u l a ti on s . For ex a m p l e ,
on the Ta iwan issu e , Beijing has firm ly rej ected renouncing the use of force as a po s s i bl e
means to solve the probl em . In the field of a rms con tro l , Beijing has been su s pected of
i rre s pon s i bly ex porting we a pons to other co u n tri e s , su ch as Pa k i s t a n , Syri a , and Ira n . The

ex p a n s i on of the PRC ’s power po ten ti a l ,m a ny thus fe a r, wi ll all ow it to cre-
a te more su b s t a n tive damage to the stabi l i ty and order of the world in gen-
era l , and of the As i a - Pacific regi on in parti c u l a r. This con cern finds rei n force-
m ent in the historical record , wh ere some s ch o l a rs find that Beijing has fre-
qu en t ly used force to cope with crisis situ a ti ons in Ch i n a’s ex ternal rel a ti on s .
For ex a m p l e , in a plausible recent stu dy abo ut Chinese stra tegic cultu re ,
Ha rva rd po l i tical scien tist Alastair Iain Jo h n s ton points out that the PRC
re s orted to vi ol en ce in ei ght of el even forei gn - policy crises du ring the peri od
1 9 5 0 – 1 9 8 5 , proporti on a lly far more frequ ent than any other major power in
the twen ti eth cen tu ry.4 Al t h o u gh Jo h ns ton cauti o u s ly claims that it is not his
i n ten ti on to “ i m p ly that con tem pora ry China has inheri ted a pred i s po s i ti on
to aggre s s ive , of fen s ive use of force ,” re aders of his book may think differ-
en t ly. Wa rren I. Co h en , a leading scholar in Am erican–East Asian rel a ti on s ,
com m en ted that “ If Jo h n s ton’s analysis of Ch i n a’s stra tegic cultu re is cor-

rect . . . [t]he powerful China we have every re a s on to ex pect in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry is
l i kely to be as aggre s s ive and ex p a n s i onist as China has been wh en ever it has been the
dominant power in As i a .”5 In other word s ,i f Beijing has dem on s tra ted a ten dency to use
force to solve forei gn policy issues in the past, h ow can one ex pect that Beij i n g’s leaders
wi ll be less wi lling to do so in the futu re ,e s pec i a lly if Ch i n a’s econ omic devel opm en t
d ra m a ti c a lly stren g t h ens its power po ten ti a l ?

G iven this history, and in vi ew of the po l i tical and military devel opm ents in an incre a s-
i n gly ri ch and powerful Ch i n a , the noti on of an em er ging “China thre a t” i n c re a s i n gly
pen etra tes U. S .s tra tegic thinking wh i l e , at the same ti m e , forming a prevailing theme in
the Am erican med i a . In recent ye a rs ,e s pec i a lly since early 1997, the “China thre a t” h a s
c a u ght the atten ti on of m a ny policy practi ti on ers ,s ch o l a rs , and journ a l i s t s ,p a rti c u l a rly in
a recent boo k , The Coming Co n f l i ct with China. The aut h ors , Ri ch a rd Bern s tein and Ro s s
H . Mu n ro, t wo journalists who have covered Beijing ex ten s ively, argue that China is an
“u n s a ti s f i ed and ambi tious power whose goal is to dom i n a te As i a ,” and that “ i f China re-
mains aggre s s ive and the Un i ted States naive ,” a direct con f ron t a ti on bet ween China and
the Un i ted States wi ll come soon er or later.6 Thus they appeal to po l i c ym a kers and the
gen eral public alike to pay cl o s er atten ti on to the serious threat China wi ll even tu a lly po s e
to vital Am erican interests in Asia and in the world overa ll .

The grave esti m a ti on of the “China thre a t’s” s erious natu re leads to all kinds of po l i c y
pre s c ri pti ons em phasizing the need ei t h er to “con s tra i n” or to “con t a i n” Ch i n a . These pre-
s c ri pti on s ,t h o u gh va rying from case to case, gen era lly argue for the stren g t h ening of U. S .
m i l i t a ry capabi l i ties in gen eral and its military pre s en ce in Asia in parti c u l a r. Th ey also
u r ge that, with Wa s h i n g ton playing a leadership ro l e , Ch i n a’s nei gh bors should take 
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coord i n a ted acti ons to deter the PRC ’s put a tive ex p a n s i onist maneuvers . In a few
ex treme c a s e s , the PRC is equ a ted with Hi t l er ’s Germ a ny, and the crisis scen a rio that
could be c re a ted by the China threat is com p a red to “a Cold War as bad as the last.”7

The worries abo ut an em er ging China threat are overs t a ted ,t h o u gh not to t a lly wi t h-
o ut gro u n d s . As would be the case with any other nati on in a com p a ra ble situ a ti on , t h e
rapid devel opm ent of Ch i n a’s econ omic capac i ty wi ll inevi t a bly cause profound ch a n ge s
in the intern a ti onal balance of power, i n troducing new el em ents of i n s t a bi l i ty in intern a-
ti onal rel a ti on s ,t hus “t h re a ten i n g” the ex i s ting world order. But the “China thre a t” t h e s i s ,
no matter how soph i s ti c a ted its arti c u l a ti on , is fundamen t a lly flawed : It fails to acco u n t
for the ch a ll en ges re su l ting from Ch i n a’s growth that the Chinese people must meet in the
f i rst place . Fu rt h erm ore , it cre a tes a con f ron t a ti on line bet ween China and the rest of t h e
worl d , making them rega rd each other as en emies and po ten tial en em i e s . The thesis thu s
risks becoming a sel f - f u l f i lling proph ec y. It is here one finds that although the Cold Wa r
has en ded , Cold Wa r – s tyle thinking has not.

This essay proposes an altern a tive approach to the “China thre a t” t h e s i s . The cen tra l
a r g u m ent of this essay is that the probl ems gen era ted by Ch i n a’s em er gen ce as a prom i-
n ent world power should be def i n ed as a “China ch a ll en ge,” with wh i ch b ot h the Ch i n e s e
people and the rest of the world must cope thro u gh mutual understanding and coopera-
ti on , ra t h er than a China t h re a t, a gainst wh i ch the rest of the world must form a stra tegy
in a well - p l a n n ed co ll ective ef fort .

In the fo ll owing parts of this essay, I wi ll first revi ew the history of the PRC ’s forei gn -
policy beh avi or, e s pec i a lly du ring the Ma oist era , wh en China was a revo luti on a ry power,
with the hope that this revi ew wi ll provi de useful insights into the ori en t a ti on of Ch i n a’s
ex ternal beh avi or du ring the po s t – Cold War era . I wi ll then discuss the “China ch a ll en ge”
f rom a Chinese pers pective ,p aying special atten ti on to several key issu e s : the profo u n d
l egi ti m acy crisis that the Chinese Com munist state is fac i n g, the Chinese peop l e’s diffi-
c u l ty in iden ti f ying “Ch i n a” and its po s i ti on in the worl d , and the dilemma of p u rsu i n g
econ omic devel opm ent and dem oc racy simu l t a n eo u s ly. This secti on wi ll con clu de wi t h
a discussion em phasizing that the “China ch a ll en ge” is not merely a Chinese probl em , but
one that wi ll solicit atten ti on and answers by peoples in other parts of the worl d . In the
last part of the essay, I wi ll discuss the implicati ons of the “China ch a ll en ge” for U. S . po l i-
cy tow a rd East Asia in gen eral and China in particular and provi de policy pre s c ri pti on s
for dealing with a few probl ems that have the po ten tial to cause serious con f l i ct bet ween
Beijing and Wa s h i n g ton . In parti c u l a r, I wi ll em ph a s i ze Wa s h i n g ton’s need to establish a
co n s i s ten t and l o n g - term vi s i on ,b a s ed on a real understanding of Ch i n a’s probl em s , i n
formu l a ting its policy tow a rd the “China ch a ll en ge .” The essay wi ll con clu de by making
s everal salient points that are crucial to the stable devel opm ent of Si n o - Am erican rel a-
ti ons in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry.
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Two

The Pe o p l e ’s Republic as a Revo l u t i o n a r y
Power: A Brief Historical Review

T
o understand the ori en t a ti on of Ch i n a’s ex ternal beh avi or in the twen ty - f i rst cen-
tu ry, an analysis of the PRC ’s history of ex ternal rel a ti on s ,e s pec i a lly du ring the
Ma oist era , is in order.

That the stu dy of the past may gen era te useful insights on the pre s ent and the f utu re
is parti c u l a rly true in Ch i n a’s case for two re a s on s .F i rs t , no other nati on’s path tow a rd
m odern i ty has been so overs h adowed by the impact of its histori c a l - c u l tu ral heri t a ge
than Ch i n a . The Chinese co ll ective mem ory of the “Cen tral Ki n gdom’s” gl orious p a s t8

— rem em bered not just as the cen ter of c ivi l i z a ti on , but the civi l i z a ti on in toto—and t h e
n a ti on’s hu m i l i a ting ex peri en ce in the modern age con s ti tuted a constant source for
n a ti onal mobi l i z a ti on in the twen ti eth cen tu ry. Th erefore , wi t h o ut a com preh en s i on of
the Cen tral Ki n gdom men t a l i ty and its interactive rel a ti onship with Chinese percepti on s
of and atti tu des tow a rd the out s i de worl d , it is difficult to recon s tru ct the dynamics of t h e
P RC ’s ex ternal beh avi or in the recent past and pred i ct its co u rse in the futu re . Secon d ,t h e
s tu dy of Ma oist Ch i n a’s forei gn policy is parti c u l a rly rel evant to understanding the PRC ’s
ex ternal beh avi or in the po s t – Cold War era , as the agendas of the two are shaped by the
same fundamental probl em s . De s p i te the magn i tu de of Ma o’s revo luti on , it was unable to
produ ce ulti m a te answers to su ch fundamental probl ems as how to define the meaning
of Ch i n a , h ow to modern i ze Ch i n a , and how to iden tify Ch i n a’s po s i ti on in the worl d ,
bequeathing them to the po s t - Mao era and making them the dominant themes under-
lying the PRC ’s ex ternal beh avi or du ring the po s t – Cold War era .

Wh a t ,t h en , can be said abo ut the history of Ch i n a’s ex ternal rel a ti ons? To be su re ,a f ter
its establ i s h m ent in 1949, the PRC em er ged as a revol u ti o n a ry co u n try on the world scen e.
Du ring the twen ty - s even ye a rs of Ma o’s rei gn (1949–1976), the PRC con s t a n t ly ch a l-
l en ged the legi ti m acy of the ex i s ting intern a ti onal order, wh i ch it bel i eved to be the re su l t
of We s tern dom i n a ti on and thus inimical to revo luti on a ry Ch i n a . Within this con tex t ,
the PRC provi ded ex ten s ive material and other kinds of su pport to revo luti on a ry and
n a ti onalist m ovem ents in other parts of the worl d , with Ch i n a’s nei gh boring areas as a
p a rticular foc u s . In the meanti m e , Mao and his fell ow Chinese leaders seem ed to have
been una f raid of using force in dealing with forei gn policy crises that they bel i eved thre a t-
en ed the P RC ’s vital intere s t s . Du ring Ma o’s ru l e , in ad d i ti on to several minor military
en co u n ters , the PRC had been invo lved in at least seven major military con f ron t a ti on s :
the Korean War in 1950–53, t h e F i rst In do - China War in 1950–54, the first and secon d
s h ell i n gs of Na ti on a l i s t - con tro ll ed Ji n m en Island in 1954 and 1958, the border war wi t h
India in 1962, the Vi etnam War in 1964–73, and the border clash with the Sovi et Un i on
in 1969.



The PRC ’s revo luti on a ry forei gn policy du ring Ma o’s times was an integral com pon en t
of his grand en terprise of “con ti nuous revo luti on .”As Mao repe a tedly em ph a s i zed , the final
goal of the Chinese Com munist revo luti on was the tra n s form a ti on of Ch i n a’s “o l d ”s t a te
and soc i ety, and the de s tru cti on of the “old worl d ,” in wh i ch China had been a hu m i l i a ted
co u n try. Mao never con ce a l ed his ambi ti on that his revo luti on should tu rn China into a
land of pro s peri ty and universal ju s ti ce and equ a l i ty. At the same ti m e , by pre s en ting the
Chinese ex peri en ce as a model for other “oppre s s ed peop l e s” in the worl d , the revo luti on
would help China regain its cen tral po s i ti on in the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty.

What should be em ph a s i zed is that, as a ref l ecti on of h i s tory and percep-
ti on of h i s torical ex peri en ce ,u n derlying the PRC ’s revo luti on a ry ex tern a l
beh avi or is a profound “ vi ctim men t a l i ty.” Du ring modern ti m e s ,t h e
Chinese percepti on of t h eir nati on’s po s i ti on in the world was con ti nu o u s ly
i n form ed by the convi cti on that it was the po l i tical incurs i on, econ om i c
ex p l oi t a ti on , and military aggre s s i on by forei gn imperialist co u n tries that
h ad underm i n ed the historical gl ory of the Chinese civi l i z a ti on and hu m i l i-
a ted the Chinese nati on . As a re su l t , a vi ctim men t a l i ty gradu a lly dom i n a ted
the Chinese con ceptu a l i z a ti on of its rel a ti ons with the out s i de worl d .

Su ch a men t a l i ty is an ex tra ord i n a ry ph en om en on in Chinese history.
While it is com m on for non - We s tern co u n tries to iden tify them s elves as
vi ctims of the We s tern - dom i n a ted worl dwi de co u rse of m odern i z a ti on , t h e
Chinese percepti on of i t s el f as a vi cti m i zed mem ber of the intern a ti on a l
com mu n i ty is uniqu e , because it form ed su ch a sharp con trast with the age -
old Cen tral Ki n gdom con cept . The Chinese thus felt that their nati on’s
m odern ex peri en ce was more hu m i l i a ting and less to l era ble than any other
vi cti m i zed non - We s tern co u n try. Con s equ en t ly, Mao and his fell ow revo luti on a ry leaders ,
as well as everyd ay Ch i n e s e ,f i rm ly bel i eved that Ch i n a’s vi ctim status would not end unti l
it was able to reclaim its cen tral po s i ti on in the worl d .

The Chinese leaders’ percepti on of t h eir revo luti on’s sac red mission , rei n forced by the
Chinese vi ctim men t a l i ty, gave them an excepti onal sense of i n s ec u ri ty thro u gh o ut Ma o’s
ti m e s . In gen era l , it is unders t a n d a ble that in a divi ded world in wh i ch pe ace and stabi l i ty
h ad been severely thre a ten ed by su ch factors as the em er gen ce of nu clear we a pons and the
i n ten s i f ying con f ron t a ti on bet ween the two su perpowers ,a ny co u n try would have re a s on s
to feel less sec u re than ever before . The sense of i n s ec u ri ty on the part of the Ch i n e s e
Com munist leaders h i p, h owever, was special in several re s pect s .

F i rs t , the ambi tious hope on the part of Mao and the CCP leadership to ch a n ge Ch i n a
i n to a cen tral intern a ti onal actor con f l i cted with the co u n try ’s power, wh i ch was sti ll we a k
du ring the Ma oist era . As Mao and his com rades would not give up the ef fort to ch a rt
t h eir own co u rse in the world and to make China a prom i n ent world power, t h ey wo u l d
con ti nue to feel insec u re until Ch i n a’s weakness had been tu rn ed into stren g t h .

Secon d ,s i n ce Mao and the CCP leadership em ph a s i zed the cen tral role of the Ch i n e s e
revo luti on in prom o ting the worl dwi de pro l et a rian revo luti on ,t hus making China the
pri m a ry en emy of re acti on a ry forces in the worl d ,t h ey logi c a lly felt that they faced a very
t h re a tening worl d . One could find in this percepti on a mutu a lly re s tri ctive or mutu a lly
su pportive rel a ti onship in the Chinese leaders’ s ec u ri ty con cern s : The more Mao and his
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com rades stre s s ed the sign i f i c a n ce of the Chinese revo luti on , the less sec u re they wo u l d
feel in face of the perceived threat from the out s i de worl d .

Th i rd , the con ti nuous em phasis by Mao and the CCP leadership on the nece s s i ty of
maintaining the inner dynamics of the Chinese revo luti on repre s en ted another con s t a n t
s o u rce of i n s ec u ri ty. In order to use the ex i s ten ce of the forei gn threat to mobi l i ze the
Chinese masses, Mao and his com rades en h a n ced anti - i m perialist prop a ga n d a . This 
prop a ga n d a , in tu rn , would inevi t a bly lead to a deepening sense of i n s ec u ri ty on thei r
own part .

In the practical realm of po l i c ym a k i n g, a ll of the above re su l ted in a low threshold of
t h reat in Beij i n g’s def i n i ti on of Ch i n a’s nati onal sec u ri ty intere s t s . Com p a red with po l i c y-
m a kers in other co u n tri e s , Beij i n g’s leaders in the Ma oist era were under great pre s su re
to take ex tra ord i n a ry steps to defend and prom o te revo luti on a ry Ch i n a’s sec u ri ty inter-
e s t s . This explains to a large ex tent why the PRC frequ en t ly re s orted to vi o l en ce in de a l-
ing with forei gn policy cri s e s .

But Ma o’s Ch i n a , de s p i te its history of using force , was not an ex p a n s i onist power. It is
e s s en tial to make a disti n cti on bet ween the pursuit of cen tra l i ty and d o m i n a n ce in inter-
n a ti onal affairs as a fundamental goal of Chinese forei gn po l i c y. While Mao and his com-
rades were never shy of using force in pursuing Ch i n a’s forei gn policy goa l s , what they
h oped to ach i eve was not the ex p a n s i on of Ch i n a’s po l i tical and military con trol of for-
ei gn terri tory or re s o u rces (wh i ch was, for Mao and his com rade s , too inferi or an aim),
but the spre ad of the revo luti on’s influ en ce to other “h e a rts and minds” a round the worl d .
Mao fully unders tood that on ly wh en Ch i n a’s su peri or moral po s i ti on had been wi ll i n gly
recogn i zed by other peoples would the con s o l i d a ti on of his con ti nuous revo luti on’s mo-
m en tum at home become most ef fective .

Un der these circ u m s t a n ce s , Beij i n g’s use of force du ring the Ma oist peri od was ch a r-
acteri zed by three disti n ctive and con s i s tent pattern s .F i rs t , Beij i n g’s leaders re s orted to
force on ly wh en the con f ron t a ti on was in one way or another rel a ted to Ch i n a’s terri to-
rial integri ty and physical sec u ri ty. Even wh en Ch i n a’s purpose for en tering a military con-
f ron t a ti on was broader than the simple defense of its border (su ch as du ring the Kore a n
Wa r ) , Beij i n g’s leaders alw ays em ph a s i zed that they had exerc i s ed the military opti on be-
cause Ch i n a’s physical sec u ri ty would be in jeop a rdy otherwi s e .9 Wh en Ch i n a’s invo lve-
m ent in a military con f ron t a ti on re su l ted in the occ u p a ti on of forei gn terri tory, su ch as
du ring the 1962 Ch i n e s e - Indian border war, Beij i n g’s leaders were wi lling to order a
retreat in order to prove that Ch i n a’s war aims invo lved no more than the defense of t h e
co u n try ’s borders .

Secon d , Beij i n g’s leaders used force a lways for the purpose of dom e s tic mobi l i z a ti on .
Mao and his com rades fully unders tood that the ten s i on cre a ted by an intern a ti onal cri-
sis provi ded them with the best means to call the whole nati on to act in accord a n ce wi t h
the wi ll and terms of the CCP. This was parti c u l a rly true wh en Mao met with difficulty in
pushing the party and the nati on to carry out his con ti nu o u s - revo luti on progra m s . For
ex a m p l e , Ma o’s dec i s i on to shell Ji n m en in su m m er 1958 con tri buted to the rise of a
n a ti onwi de wave of revo luti on a ry nati on a l i s m , wh i ch made it po s s i ble to mobi l i ze the
Chinese pop u l ace for the “Great Leap Forw a rd .” On the eve of the Great Pro l et a rian 
Cu l tu ral Revo luti on , Ch i n a’s invo lvem ent in the Vi etnam War and the ex ten s ive mass
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m obi l i z a ti on that accom p a n i ed it cre a ted an atm o s ph ere con du c ive to the rapid rad i c a l-
i z a ti on of Ch i n a’s po l i tical and social life .

Th i rd , Beij i n g’s leaders have used force on ly wh en they bel i eved that they were in a po s i-
ti on to ju s tify it in a “m ora l ”s en s e . Prob a bly no other po l i c ym a kers have placed so mu ch
em phasis on mora lly ju s ti f ying the dec i s i on to use force than Mao and his co ll e a g u e s ;
o t h erwi s e , the mobi l i z a ti on ef fect they hoped to ach i eve would be com prom i s ed . Du ri n g
the Korean Wa r, Beijing adopted “ Defend our nati on! Defend our hom e ! ” and “ Defe a ti n g
Am erican arroga n ce ! ” as public war aims and cen tral mobi l i z a ti on slogans alike . Du ri n g
Ch i n a’s invo lvem ent in the Vi etnam Wa r, Mao poi n ted out that the rel a ti onship bet ween
Vi etnam and China was like one bet ween “lips and teet h ,” and em ph a s i zed that it was
Ch i n a’s obl i ga ti on of pro l et a rian intern a ti onalism to su pport the just stru ggle of the Vi et-
namese peop l e .“ Ju s ti ce ,” i n deed , became the talisman of Ch i n a’s intern a ti onal military
i nvo lvem ent du ring Mao Zedon g’s ru l e .

Af ter Ma o’s death in Septem ber 1976, Deng Xi a oping em er ged in the late 1970s as
Ch i n a’s paramount leader. Devi a ting from Ma o’s disco u rse and practi ce of con ti nu o u s
revo luti on , Deng placed modernizing Ch i n a’s indu s try, a gri c u l tu re ,n a ti onal defen s e ,a n d
s c i en ce and tech n o l ogy at the top of his agen d a . Deng all owed the pri m acy of econ om i c s
to take over that of po l i ti c s ; con s equ en t ly, Chinese forei gn policy and sec u ri ty stra tegy
ex peri en ced several important shifts.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Chinese leadership ch a n ged its fundamental esti-
m a ti on of the danger of a new world war. Si n ce the 1960s, Mao and the Beijing leaders h i p
pers i s ten t ly cl a i m ed that because of the ex i s ten ce of i m perialism and “s ocial imperi a l i s m ,”
a new world war—one that most likely would invo lve the use of nu clear we a pon s — co u l d
on ly be del ayed , but not avoi ded . Beijing held this vi ew until the late 1970s. With the intro-
du cti on of Den g’s modern i z a ti on progra m s , the Chinese leadership gradu a lly discarded
this assessmen t . In accord a n ce with this ch a n ging eva lu a ti on of the world situ a ti on , Ch i n a
su b s t a n ti a lly redu ced the size of its military force s , the army in parti c u l a r, t h ro u gh o ut
the 1 9 8 0 s .1 0

S t a rting in the late 1970s, Beijing also dra m a ti c a lly redu ced its su pport for revo luti on a ry /
radical nati onalist states and movem ents in other parts of the world to focus more on
Ch i n a’s own econ omic devel opm en t . In the meanti m e , Beijing managed to give up som e
of its ideo l ogical bias to improve rel a ti ons with other prom i n ent world powers , in bo t h
the West and the East. By the late 1980s, wh en Ch i n a’s official ties with the Un i ted State s ,
Bri t a i n , Fra n ce , West Germ a ny, and Japan were devel oping smoo t h ly, its rel a ti ons wi t h
the Sovi et Un i on had also improved sign i f i c a n t ly.

The most profound ch a n ge du ring this peri od was Beij i n g’s adopti on of a new open i n g
to the out s i de worl d . Th ro u gh o ut Ma o’s era , as is well known , China maintained on ly
minimal exch a n ges with other co u n tri e s . This ri gid isolati onism began to be abandon ed
u n der Den g’s reform and opening po l i c i e s . In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Ch i n e s e
govern m ent took several important step s ,i n cluding the dispatch of Chinese stu dents to
s tu dy abroad , prom o ting Ch i n a’s intern a ti onal trade , and wel coming forei gn inve s tm en t s
in Ch i n a , to open Ch i n a’s door to the out s i de worl d .

As a re sult of these policy shifts, the intercon n ecti ons bet ween China and the rest of
t h e world have incre a s ed , s tren g t h ening the interdepen den ce bet ween China and other
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p a rts of the worl d , and incre a s i n gly making China a real mem ber of the intern a ti on a l
com mu n i ty. Con s equ en t ly, Ch i n a’s leaders re a l i zed that the con ti nuous devel opm ent of
Ch i n a’s modern i z a ti on has a close con n ecti on with the mainten a n ce of pe ace and
s t a bi l i ty in the world in gen eral and in the As i a - Pacific regi on in parti c u l a r. It is not ju s t
for the p u rpose of prop a ganda that the leaders in Beijing have repe a tedly cl a i m ed since
the early 1980s that for the sake of Ch i n a’s own devel opm en t , it needs a long peri od of
i n tern ati onal pe ace and stabi l i ty.1 1

But some of Ma o’s vital legacies have con ti nu ed to influ en ce Ch i n a’s atti tu de tow a rd
the out s i de worl d . A conspicuous revel a ti on in this rega rd is that the CCP’s on e - p a rty
rei gn has pers i s ted in the po s t - Mao era . As a re su l t , Ch i n a’s opening to the out s i de worl d
has become a high ly unbalanced proce s s : Its em phasis is in forei gn exch a n ges in the eco-
n omic and tech n o l ogical fiel d s , while po l i tics and ideo l ogy remain a forbi d den zon e . As
has been iden ti f i ed by many China sch o l a rs , the hu ge gap bet ween this po l i tical stagn a ti on
and the rapid social ch a n ges bro u ght abo ut by the reform - a n d - opening process con s ti-
tuted one of the most important causes underlying the tra gedy of the Ti a n a n m en bl ood-
s h ed in 1989.

In a deeper sen s e , the con ti nu i ty of po s t - Mao Ch i n a’s ex ternal rel a ti ons is ref l ected 
in the lingering influ en ce of the Cen tral Ki n gdom men t a l i ty. The reform - a n d - open i n g
policy of the past two dec ades has sign i f i c a n t ly redu ced Ch i n a’s sel f - i s o l a ti on on the inter-
n a ti onal scen e , while at the same time ex posing the Cen tral Ki n gdom to an unpreceden ted
ex tent to the va lues and norms held by other mem bers of the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty.
While one may ex pect that in the long run this ex po su re wi ll bring abo ut ch a n ges of t h e
Cen tral Ki n gdom men t a l i ty as a dominant theme in the Chinese atti tu de tow a rd the out-
s i de worl d , one of its immed i a te con s equ en ces is that it has caused Beij i n g’s leaders to
em ph a s i ze the significant differen ces bet ween Ch i n a’s va lues and codes of beh avi or and
those of the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty. Th ro u gh o ut the 1980s and 1990s, Beijing con s i s-
ten t ly cl a i m ed that in no circ u m s t a n ces would it all ow forei gn powers to impose thei r
va lues on Ch i n a’s ex ternal beh avi or, or to use their va lues and norms to ju d ge and inter-
fere with Ch i n a’s internal affairs . Si n ce 1989, the incre a s ed cri ticism by other, e s pec i a lly
We s tern , co u n tries of Beij i n g’s all eged human ri ghts abuses and hard - n o s ed policy tow a rd
Ti bet and, m ore recen t ly, Ta iwan has furt h er of fen ded Beij i n g’s leaders .1 2 In ad d i ti on to
rebut ting the cri ti c i s m , dismissing it as We s tern co u n tri e s’ i n terferen ce in matters wi t h i n
the domain of Chinese soverei gn ty, Beijing has also argued that to accom m od a te the
po s t –Cold War intern a ti onal situ a ti on , it is nece s s a ry to establish a new intern a ti on a l
po l i tical and econ omic order and end the status quo of We s tern dom i n a ti on in inter-
n a ti onal affairs .1 3

More than twen ty ye a rs have passed since Ma o’s de a t h , and China tod ay is no lon ger a
revo luti on a ry co u n try. But China is not a real “ i n s i der ” in the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty
ei t h er. In deed , forei gn policy is the least cri ti c i zed en de avor in po s t - Mao Ch i n a , yet many
of the principles underlying Ma o’s revo luti on a ry forei gn po l i c y, and the vi ctim men t a l i ty
that serves as their animu s , remain the key el em ents influ encing the PRC ’s ex tern a l
beh avi or tod ay.
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Th re e

The “China Challenge” as Vi ewed from 
a Chinese Pe rs p e c t i ve

A
f u n d a m ental differen ce exists bet ween the noti ons of “China thre a t” and “Ch i n a
ch a ll en ge” : The form er com p l etely ign ores how the Chinese people perceive the
probl ems facing their nati on’s devel opm en t , wh ereas the latter rega rds these prob-

l ems as both Chinese a n d i n tern a ti onal in their essen ce .Q u i te simply, the adopti on of a
“China ch a ll en ge” a pproach requ i res an understanding of the probl ems ra i s ed by Ch i n a’s
devel opm ent from a Chinese pers pective .

If one adopts su ch an approach , it is not difficult to find that while the advoc a tes of t h e
“China thre a t” thesis usu a lly fix their vi s i on on the “ i n evi t a bl e” n ega tive co n se q u en ce s of
Ch i n a’s devel opm en t , the majori ty of the Chinese peop l e ,e s pec i a lly Chinese intell ectu-
a l s , a re more con cern ed abo ut wh et h er or not their co u n try is in a po s i ti on to overcom e
a va ri ety of hu rdles in the pro ce s s l e ading to devel opm ent and modern i ty.1 4 Iron i c a lly,
Ch i n a’s ph en om enal econ omic growth in the past two dec ades has caused less sati s f acti on
and sense of f u l f i ll m ent than fru s tra ti on and sense of c risis among the Ch i n e s e ,e s pec i a lly
the intell ectu a l s .

The reform - a n d - opening process has re su l ted in profo u n d , yet paradox i c a l , ch a n ge s
in Ch i n a’s po l i ty, econ omy, s oc i ety, and cultu re . On the one hand, it has rel e a s ed the
produ ctivi ty and cre a tivi ty that had long been su ppre s s ed by the ri gid Ma oist po l i ti c a l ,
econ om i c, and ideo l ogical con trol sys tem , making the Chinese people freer and more
pro s perous in gen era l . If this trend con ti nu e s , it wi ll even tu a lly lead to a China of pro s-
peri ty and dem oc rac y. On the other hand, it has caused wi de s pre ad and serious po l i ti c a l
and social disloc a ti on s , forcing the Chinese people to face a whole series of n ew and
u n certain qu e s ti ons they never would have en co u n tered absent the introdu cti on of t h e
reform - a n d - opening po l i c i e s . Some of these qu e s ti on s , su ch as the pre s su re on the co u n-
try ’s envi ron m en t , the gap bet ween peop l e’s ex pect a ti ons and the re a l i ty of ch a n ge ,a n d
the increasing divi s i on bet ween ri ch and poor, a re com m on to any devel oping co u n try in
its co u rse of accel era ted devel opm ent (although Ch i n a’s unique dem ogra phic and geo-
gra phic fe a tu res make the magn i tu de of these probl ems gre a ter than in other cases). A
few qu e s ti on s ,t h o u gh ,a re of a disti n ctively Chinese natu re , and they con s ti tute the core
of the “China ch a ll en ge” d i s c u s s ed bel ow.

Tra n s forming the Chinese Communist Stat e

The first su ch qu e s ti on con cerns the tra n s form a ti on of the Chinese com munist state .
Si m p ly put , because of the com preh en s iveness of the reform - a n d - opening proce s s ,t h e
Chinese com munist state is facing a profound legi ti m acy cri s i s .

From a historical pers pective , the CCP has ju s ti f i ed its on e - p a rty rei gn by em ph a s i z i n g
t wo of the Chinese Com munist revo luti on’s fundamental mission s : that the revo luti on



would cre a te in China a new, com munist soc i ety ch a racteri zed by universal ju s ti ce and
equ a l i ty, and that it would ch a n ge Ch i n a’s we a k - co u n try status and revive its cen tral po s i-
ti on on the world scen e . De s p i te all the difficulties he had en co u n tered , Mao never gave
up his em brace of the first mission . His con ti nuous revo luti on , in retro s pect , while failing
to end po l i tical privi l eges in Chinese soc i ety, su cceeded in cre a ting a rel a tive ega l i t a ri a n-
ism in Ch i n a’s econ omic life (though at a low standard of l ivi n g ) . Deng Xi a op i n g’s
reform -a n d - opening po l i c i e s , in ch a ll en ging the low standard of l iving left by Ma o,
h ave cre a ted profound econ omic inequ a l i ty within Chinese soc i ety, t hus underm i n i n g
Ma oist ega l it a rianism as both an ideal and a social re a l i ty. The Chinese Com mu n i s t
Pa rty tod ay, as Corn ell Un ivers i ty po l i tical scien tist Th omas J. Ch ri s ten s en points out ,
“has all but obl i tera ted the second of the two ad j ectives in its name.”15 As a re su l t , t h e
l egi ti m acy of the Chinese co m mu n i s t regime has been seri o u s ly call ed into qu e s ti on .

Un der these circ u m s t a n ce s , the po s t - Mao Chinese govern m ent began to attach more
i m port a n ce to the revo luti on’s second mission in an ef fort to legi ti m i ze its ex i s ten ce . Con-
s equ en t ly, a cen tral myth of the com munist narra tive of m odern Chinese history — t h a t
i f the revo luti on had not been su cce s s f u l , China would have rem a i n ed a we a k , corru pt ,
and divi ded co u n try with no status on the world scene—has been made the singl e ,m o s t
i m portant ju s ti f i c a ti on for the ex i s ten ce of the CCP’s exclu s ive ru l e . Si n ce the early 1980s,
the party has con s i s ten t ly carri ed out campaigns to prom o te “p a tri o tic edu c a ti on” a m on g
everyd ay Chinese (wh i ch has been ch a racteri zed by confusing the bo u n d a ry bet ween
“Ch i n a” and the “Chinese com munist state” ) . As a cen tral part of these campaign s ,t h e
p a rty repe a tedly call ed upon the en ti re nati on to stu dy Ch i n a’s hu m i l i a ting modern his-
tory, as well as how mu ch it had been ch a n ged by the Chinese Com munist revo luti on ,s o
that it would lead to the con clu s i on that “h ad there not been the Com munist Pa rty, t h ere
would have never been a new, powerful Ch i n a .”1 6

In a deeper sen s e , this is not just a crisis en t a n gling the Chinese com munist state . It
ep i tom i zes a fundamental puzzle facing Chinese soc i ety in the po s t - Mao era : If the ide a l s
em bod i ed in com munism are no lon ger in a po s i ti on to bind the nati on toget h er and to
d i rect and define the nati on’s path tow a rd modern i ty, wh i ch “ i s m” ( i f a ny) could take over
the mission? The failu re to answer this basic qu e s ti on has re su l ted in a lingering “bel i ef
c ri s i s” a m ong the Chinese pop u l a ti on , shaking their faith (espec i a lly that of the yo u n ger
gen era ti on) not on ly in any po l i tical ideo l ogy but also, and more seri o u s ly, in the very
n ece s s i ty of maintaining any faith.17 

As a re acti on to the ex tra ord i n a ry moral em phasis du ring the Ma oist era , this preva i l i n g
nihilist social psych o l ogy beto kens a deepening moral crisis in Chinese soc i ety. A direct
re sult of this bel i ef c risis in the Chinese po l i ty is the fundamental we a kening of the govern-
m en t’s con tro lling capac i ty, c a u s i n g, a m ong other things , wi de s pre ad corru pti on of gov-
ern m ent and party of f i c i a l s , wh i ch , in tu rn , has furt h er deepen ed the ex i s ting moral cri s i s .

What is ironic is that although it was the failu re of the Chinese com munist state that
should be re s pon s i ble for this moral cri s i s , one of its direct po l i tical con s equ en ces is that
it en h a n ces the popular convi cti on in the need for the Chinese Com munist govern m en t
to remain in power. The logic is simple: Wi t h o ut the com munist regi m e , de s p i te all of i t s
def i c i en c i e s ,t h i n gs in China could be wors e ; in the worst-case scen a ri o, even the Ch i n e s e
n a ti on and soc i ety could su f fer from total disintegra ti on .
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All of the above reveals the ex treme com p l ex i ty invo lved in the tra n s form a ti on of t h e
Chinese com munist state . Al t h o u gh en t a n gl ed in a profound legi ti m acy cri s i s , the CCP,
as the on ly well - or ga n i zed con tro lling po l i tical force in mainland Ch i n a , has been , and in
the fore s ee a ble futu re wi ll con ti nue to be ,a ble to maintain its on e - p a rty rei gn by arguing
that otherwise China wi ll be unable to su rvive the trem en dous pre s su re of total soc i et a l
tra n s form a ti on . While it is certain that in the long run this situ a ti on wi ll ch a n ge (discussed
in more detail in the secti on on devel opm ent and dem oc ra ti z a ti on bel ow ) , it should be
em ph a s i zed that su ch ch a n ge wi ll be pri m a ri ly the re sult of the Chinese peop l e’s own
ef fort s . Any attem pt to impose su ch ch a n ge from out s i de may tu rn it into a du bious for-
ei gn en terpri s e ,t hus jeop a rdizing the pro s pect of su ccessful ch a n ge in the futu re . This is
p a rti c u l a rly tru e , given that the Chinese people are also facing the ch a ll en ges of h ow to
i den tify (or re - i den tify) “Ch i n a” and its po s i ti on in the worl d , and how to ra ti on a l i ze the
a t tendant rising ti de of n a ti on a l i s m .

Identifying “China” and Its Position in the Wo r l d

How should the Chinese peop l e ,f acing a We s tern - i n i ti a ted spre ad of m odern i z a ti on worl d-
wi de ,i den tify the land, pop u l a ti on ,s oc i ety, and cultu re that had been known as “Ch i n a” ?
Corre s pon d i n gly, h ow should they iden tify Ch i n a’s po s i ti on in the world? No other qu e s-
ti ons have occ u p i ed a more cen tral po s i ti on in defining the agenda of m odern Ch i n e s e
h i s tory.Yet the on going need to answer these qu e s ti on s , and the fru s tra ti on re su l ting from
the inabi l i ty to do so, con s ti tute another core el em ent of the “China ch a ll en ge” that wi ll
con f ront the Chinese people in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry.

De s p i te their ph i l o s ophical cant, these qu e s ti ons do have wei gh ty tem poral dimen s i on s .
Fi rst of a ll , t h ey con cern Ch i n a’s terri torial integri ty. In terms of its terri torial size , tod ay ’s
China is largely the re sult of Ma n chu (Qing) ex p a n s i onism from the mid-seven teenth to
the mid-ei gh teenth cen tu ri e s , wh i ch cre a ted a va s t , mu l ti ethnic em p i re . Du ring modern
ti m e s , We s tern and Japanese incurs i ons threw China into profound nati onal cri s e s ,l e ad i n g
to the disintegra ti on of the Qing Empire . Af ter a series of m i l i t a ry defeats by the end of t h e
n i n eteenth cen tu ry, China had ceded Ta iwan to Ja p a n , Hong Kong to Bri t a i n , and Mac a o
to Portu ga l , and many parts of Chinese terri tory had been cl a i m ed as forei gn “s ph eres of
i n f lu en ce .” The co llapse of the Qing Dy n a s ty in 1911 open ed the door for Outer Mon go-
l i a’s indepen den ce , while at the same time making Ch i n a’s soverei gn ty claim over Ti bet
no more than nom i n a l .

The profound nati onal crises facing China in the late nineteenth and early twen ti et h
cen tu ries form ed one of the most important back ground el em ents for radical revo luti on s
to em er ge and to dom i n a te the po l i tical agenda of m odern Ch i n a . As discussed earl i er, t h e
Chinese Com munist revo luti on ju s ti f i ed itsel f as the on ly soluti on to tra n s form Ch i n a
f rom a weak and divi ded into a unified and strong co u n try. To maintain Ch i n a’s terri tor-
ial integri ty thus became a cen tral issue that any Chinese govern m en t , be it a dem oc rac y
or a dict a tors h i p, must take as a goal of the highest pri ori ty in formu l a ting its intern a l
and ex ternal po l i c i e s .

In the last dec ade of the twen ti eth cen tu ry, h owever, ach i eving Ch i n a’s terri torial in-
tegri ty remains an unfulfill ed mission for the Ch i n e s e . While Hong Kong has retu rn ed to
the PRC ’s ju ri s d i cti on (fo ll owed by Macao in 1999) after more than a cen tu ry of forei gn
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co l onial ru l e , the sep a ra ti on bet ween the Chinese mainland and Ta iw a n , wh i ch began in
1 9 4 9 ,s h ows no sign of a pproaching a con clu s i on . Moreover, because of the wi dening ga p
bet ween levels of econ omic devel opm en t ,d i f ferent forms of po l i tical rule and, m ore im-
port a n t , the ch a n ging consciousness of s el f - i den ti ty of people living on both sides of t h e
Ta iwan Stra i t , the pro s pect of the unificati on bet ween the mainland and Ta iwan seem s
m ore rem o te than ever. So what wi ll “Ch i n a” become in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry? One
u n i f i ed China including both mainland and Ta iwan? Or two Ch i n a s — one Peop l e’s Rep u b-
lic of China and one Rep u blic of China? Or one China and one Ta iwan? This is a seri o u s
ch a ll en ge that the Chinese people must en co u n ter, and for wh i ch they must find a re a-
s on a ble soluti on .1 8

How to iden tify “Ch i n a” is also a qu e s ti on abo ut how to iden tify the “Ch i n e s e .” Du ri n g
the imperial era , “Ch i n e s e” was a vague con cept with no clear cri teria for precise def i n i-
ti on . While the Han people natu ra lly form ed the majori ty of “Ch i n e s e ,” the cri teria for
being Chinese were far more ambiguous and com p l ex than just a pers on’s ethnic back-
gro u n d . The most important standard seem ed to be on e’s inner accept a n ce of the su prem e
a ut h ori ty of the Chinese em peror, the “Son of the He aven” (a po s i ti on not alw ays occ u-
p i ed by a Han Ch i n e s e ) . Du ring this era , being “Ch i n e s e” b a s i c a lly meant being an obe-
d i ent su bj ect of the Chinese em peror.

The disintegra ti on of Ch i n a’s imperial sys tem made these cri teria of defining “Ch i n e s e”
ob s o l ete . With the establ i s h m ent of the Rep u blic of China (ROC) in 1912, and the Peo-
p l e’s Rep u blic of China in 1949, the Chinese govern m ents du ring different peri ods made
a series of ef forts to iden tify both “Ch i n e s e” and Chinese citi zen s h i p. The fo u n ders of t h e
ROC announced that the “Ch i n e s e” were com po s ed of f ive different “race s” : Ha n , Ma n chu ,
Mon go l , Ti bet a n , and Hui (Mu s l i m ) . In the 1950s, the PRC began to classify the et h n i c
groups con s ti tuting Ch i n a’s pop u l a ti on in more specific ways ,f i n a lly splitting “Ch i n e s e”
i n to fifty-six different ethnic categori e s , with Han as the overwh elming majori ty. In the
m e a n ti m e , the PRC govern m ent form a lly announced in 1955 a policy of not recogn i z i n g
dual citi zen s h i p : overseas Chinese had to ch oose ei t h er to maintain their Chinese citi zen-
ship or to adopt a forei gn citi zen s h i p.

Yet with Ch i n a’s con ti nu ed integra ti on into the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty, and wi t h
the deepening of the crisis facing the Chinese com munist state , the official def i n i ti on of
“Ch i n e s e” began to en co u n ter serious ch a ll en ge s . Within Ch i n a , the reform - a n d -
opening process has redu ced the con tro lling capac i ty of the Ha n - dom i n a ted cen tra l
govern m ent and at the same time cre a ted more po l i tical space for people of m i n ori ty
ethnic groups to devel op a sel f - consciousness that might differ from the of f i c i a l
“Ch i n e s e” i den ti ty. As a re su l t , in su ch regi ons as Ti bet and, m ore recen t ly, Xi n j i a n g,
voi ces from among the non - Han ethnic groups calling for the ri ght to determine wh o
t h ey are have begun to rise and, occ a s i on a lly, tu rn into acti on . All of t h i s , toget h er wi t h
the em er ging trend of regi onalism and the wi dening gaps bet ween coastal and interi or
provi n ces and bet ween u rban and ru ral pop u l a ti on s , has con s ti tuted the basis for som e
China ex perts in the West to raise seri o u s ly the po s s i bi l i ty of the em er gen ce of a “d ivi ded
Ch i n a” in the twen ty- f i rst cen tu ry. Ma ny Ch i n e s e ,e s pec i a lly intell ectu a l s , vi ew this po s s i-
bi l i ty with alarm , and even have appropri a ted the words of Ch i n a’s nati onal anthem
( wh i ch was com po s ed in the 1930s, wh en China was facing profound nati onal crises as
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the re sult of Japanese a ggre s s i on) to assert that “the Chinese nati on has re ach ed the most
d a n gerous ju n ctu re in history.”19 

P u rsuing Economic Reforms and Promoting 
Political Democra cy

It is with this sense of c risis that the Chinese are ad d ressing the key dilemma of p u rsu i n g
econ omic devel opm ent and prom o ting po l i tical dem oc rac y. In actu a l i ty, the Chinese have
tri ed to find sati s f actory answers to this dilemma since the early days of
Ch i n a’s quest for modern i ty. For ex a m p l e , du ring the May Fo u rth and the
New Cu l tu ral Movem ents in the 1 9 1 0 s , Chinese intell ectuals had argued that
in order to modern i ze Ch i n a , it was nece s s a ry to em brace both “ M r.
S ( c i en ce ) ” and “ M r. D ( em oc rac y ) .”Ei gh ty ye a rs later, this dilemma rem a i n s
u n s o lved .

Ch i n a’s search for establishing dem oc ra tic insti tuti ons cert a i n ly is tortu o u s .
As Chinese i n tell ectuals have by now wi dely accepted , this difficulty re su l t s
f rom , in the first place , the lack of a dem oc ra tic trad i ti on in Ch i n a’s history.
In deed , t h ro u gh o ut the prem odern peri od , it was autoc rac y, ra t h er than
dem oc rac y, that dom i n a ted Chinese po l i tical ph i l o s ophy. Du ring the mod-
ern era , the term “dem oc rac y ” was introdu ced into Ch i n a’s po l i tical life , but
it was of ten def i n ed and practi ced in ways nothing like “rule by the peop l e .”
A revealing example in this rega rd is Mao Zedon g’s adopti on of a “peop l e’s
dem oc ra tic dict a tors h i p” ;t h o u gh “dem oc ra ti c” was the defining ad j ective ,
Ma o’s regime was anything but a po l i tical insti tuti on with ch ecks and
b a l a n ce s .

In theory, the age of “reform and open i n g” holds new pro s pects for China to devel op
genuine dem oc ra tic insti tuti on s ; in re a l i ty, h owever, t h ere exist many ob s t acles in Ch i n a’s
path tow a rd dem oc ra ti z a ti on . The most difficult ob s t acle lies in the fact that dem oc rac y
is not just a set of rules and reg u l a ti ons that can be easily impo s ed upon a people lack i n g
s ome sort of ex peri en ce with dem oc ra tic va lu e s . In short , dem oc racy is a way of l i fe ,a n d
a su ccessful tra n s i ti on from autoc racy requ i res the peop l e’s inner accept a n ce of dem oc ra ti c
pri n c i p l e s ; su ch an accept a n ce wi ll come on ly thro u gh a gradual proce s s . It is also ex trem ely
difficult for Ch i n a’s Com munist leaders ,e s pec i a lly the gen era ti on of revo luti on a ry veter-
ans who had con tro ll ed po l i tical power thro u gh bl oody stru ggl e s , to accept dem oc ra ti c
pri n c i p l e s . In deed , Ch i n a’s path tow a rd dem oc ra ti z a ti on is de s ti n ed to be uneasy.

All of t h i s ,h owever, does not mean that dem oc racy is inimical to Ch i n a . Du ring the age
of reform and open i n g, the pursuit of dem oc racy has been a pers i s tent and evi dent them e
at every stage of its devel opm en t . In deed , with the progress of Ch i n a’s market - ori en ted
econ omic reform s , a new understanding of the citi zen’s ri ghts and obl i ga ti ons has em er ged
a l ong with the spirit of f ree com peti ti on . As a re su l t , dem oc racy as way of l i fe is taking
root in Chinese soc i ety. The most conspicuous revel a ti on of su ch , as indicated by severa l
recent studies of Chinese po l i tics and soc i ety, is a sys tem of d i rect el ecti ons that has been
adopted in many Chinese vi ll a ge s , d i s tri ct s , and co u n ties in the past dec ade , f u n d a m en-
t a lly ch a n ging the po l i tical stru ctu re of Chinese soc i ety.2 0 In the long ru n , one can ex pect
Ch i n a’s market - ori en ted econ omic reform to cre a te furt h er con d i ti ons for the spre ad of
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dem oc racy as a way of l i fe , even tu a lly making the most populous co u n try in the world a
genuine dem oc rac y.

Yet it should be em ph a s i zed that in the short ru n , Ch i n a’s econ omic devel opm ent wi ll
not nece s s a ri ly alw ays be accom p a n i ed by progress in po l i tical dem oc ra ti z a ti on . In fact ,
Ch i n a’s market - ori en ted econ omic reforms may cause setb acks in the process of po l i ti c a l
dem oc ra ti z a ti on in the fore s ee a ble futu re .F i rs t , econ omic devel opm ent wi ll raise peop l e’s
ex pect a ti ons of m ore afflu en ce , making “h ow to make more mon ey ” a cen tral social con-
cern . As a re su l t , popular en t husiasm for po l i tical dem oc ra ti z a ti on may give way to the
sole pursuit of financial ga i n . Secon d , the aut h ori t a rian govern m ent may cre a te and per-
petu a te the popular impre s s i on that it is re s pon s i ble for ach i evem ents in econ omic devel-
opm en t ;i n deed , su ch po l i tical con trol is wi dely bel i eved to be crucial for maintaining
rel a tive social stabi l i ty, t hus reducing the pre s su re on the govern m ent to em brace po l i ti c a l
dem oc ra ti z a ti on progra m s . Th i rd , econ omic devel opm ent wi ll inevi t a bly cause instabi l i ty
in the ex i s ting social and po l i tical order, a rousing the popular fear that the introdu cti on of
d ra m a tic po l i tical reform at the same time may lead to furt h er instabi l i ty and disorder.
Con s equ en t ly, popular su pport for rapid po l i tical reform may tem pora ri ly diminish. Su ch
is the dilemma of econ omic devel opm ent and po l i tical dem oc ra ti z a ti on China now face s
and wi ll con ti nue to face well into the next cen tu ry.

Some We s tern ob s ervers of Ch i n a’s devel opm ent mistaken ly assume that a simple cor-
rel a ti on should exist bet ween the progress of econ omic reform and the adva n ce of po l i ti-
cal dem oc ra ti z a ti on , as if the form er wi ll bring abo ut the latter under any circ u m s t a n ce s
and in any given peri od . If econ omic devel opm ent fails to bring abo ut immed i a te progre s s
in po l i tical dem oc ra ti z a ti on , these ob s ervers wi ll lose pati en ce and point to su ch failu re to
cast serious do u bt on Ch i n a’s abi l i ty to tu rn into a dem oc ra tic co u n try thro u gh its own
ef fort s . It wi ll take ti m e , perhaps dec ade s , for the two processes to go hand in hand, re-
su l ting in the su ccessful dem oc ra tic tra n s form a ti on of Ch i n a’s state and soc i ety — i f by
t h en “Ch i n a” s ti ll ex i s t s .

The “China Challenge” Is Not Merely Chinese

At the end of the twen ti eth cen tu ry, China is at a crucial historical ju n ctu re . The reform -
a n d - opening process has fundamen t a lly ch a n ged Ch i n a’s isolated intern a ti onal statu s ,
while at the same time making the Chinese state less su ppre s s ive and Chinese soc i ety more
open and plu ra l . And yet the final outcome of this process is by no means cert a i n . From a
Chinese pers pective , the hope that China wi ll su cceed in meeting the trem en dous ch a ll en ge
of tra n s forming state and soc i ety and thus ch a n ge into a land of pro s peri ty and modern i ty
( i n cluding the adopti on of dem oc ra tic po l i tical insti tuti ons) remains very prom i s i n g. In
the meanti m e ,h owever, the Ch i n e s e ,e s pec i a lly the intell ectu a l s ,h ave been fru s tra ted by the
n ega tive ef fects of the reform - a n d - opening proce s s ,l e ading to the fear that the Ch i n e s e
s t a te and soc i ety may disintegra te from the pre s su re of ch a n ge .

Th erefore ,f rom a Chinese pers pective , the “China ch a ll en ge” has a de s tru ctive po ten-
ti a l . Hen ce China wi ll ei t h er su cce s s f u lly face the ch a ll en ge ,t hus becoming a great nati on
of pro s peri ty and dem oc rac y, or su ccumb to it, re su l ting in the nati on’s disintegra ti on . In
ei t h er case, because of its hu ge terri tory and pop u l a ti on , Ch i n a’s fate wi ll not on ly con-
cern the Chinese them s elve s ; it is a matter of gl obal sign i f i c a n ce .
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It should be em ph a s i zed here that in nei t h er case wi ll China become a fundamen t a l
t h reat to intern a ti onal pe ace and sec u ri ty as perceived by the advoc a tes of the “Ch i n a
t h re a t” t h e s i s . If the reform - a n d - opening process finally bri n gs econ omic pro s peri ty,
s ocial stabi l i ty, and dem oc racy to Ch i n a , it wi ll simu l t a n eo u s ly tra n s form China into a
real “ i n s i der ” of the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty, wi lling to ob s erve a broader ra n ge of i n ter-
n a ti onal legal norms and reg u l a ti on s . Moreover, according to the wi dely accepted sch o l-
a rly ob s erva ti on that genuine dem oc racies do not fight with one another, it is plausibl e
to bel i eve that a dem oc ra tic China wi ll not thre a ten other dem oc racies in the worl d .

If China fails to hold up under the ex tra ord i n a ry pre s su re bro u ght abo ut by to t a l
s t a te and soc i etal tra n s form a ti on and disintegra tes as a re su l t , it wi ll be too weak to po s e
a thre a t . However, the world may see an en ti rely different “China thre a t” : The co u n try ’s
nu clear ars enal could get out of con tro l ; its envi ron m ental pro tecti on ef forts could com-
p l etely co ll a p s e ; or more than a bi ll i on Chinese could wreak havoc in nei gh boring co u n-
tries thro u gh mass out - m i gra ti on . In su ch a way, it would be impo s s i ble for China to play
a key role in prom o ting regi onal and world stabi l i ty and pe ace .

If t h ere is anything other co u n tries should do to help Ch i n a , it is to help it re a l i ze the
f i rst po s s i bi l i ty and avoid the secon d . Because of the gl obal natu re of the “China ch a ll en ge ,”
by doing so they are also helping them s elve s .
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1 6

Fo u r

Fo r m u l ating U. S. Strat e gies towa rd the
“China Challenge”

H
ow should the Un i ted States cope with the “China ch a ll en ge”? While there are no
easy answers to this qu e s ti on , the first and most important step is for Wa s h i n g-
ton to formu l a te a l o n g - term and co n s i s ten t overa ll stra tegy tow a rd Ch i n a , begi n-

ning by con s tru cting a U. S . - Chinese agenda for rel a ti ons that is dom i n a ted by po s i tive
bi l a teral issu e s . Su ch a task is impera tive , con s i dering current U. S . percepti ons of a n d
policy tow a rd the Peop l e’s Rep u bl i c .

Af ter the establ i s h m ent of the PRC in 1949, the Un i ted States and China en tered a con-
f ron t a ti onal rel a ti onship that lasted for almost two dec ade s , du ring wh i ch they fo u ght in
Korea and re ach ed the brink of d i rect military con f l i ct over Ta iwan and Vi etn a m . In the
l a te 1960s and early 1970s, Beijing and Wa s h i n g ton’s shared percepti on of the stra tegi c
t h reat from the Sovi et Un i on re s h a ped the fo u n d a ti on of Si n o - Am erican rel a ti on s . Fo ll ow-
ing Pre s i dent Ri ch a rd Ni xon’s visit to China and the issu a n ce of the Shanghai Com mu-
n i qué in 1972, Beijing and Wa s h i n g ton em b a rked on a stra tegic partn ers h i p. With the
Sovi et threat as an overriding con cern , Wa s h i n g ton and Beijing put aside the nega tive
i s sues in their rel a ti on s h i p, su ch as the Ta iwan probl em and Ch i n a’s exce s s ive hu m a n
ri ghts abuses du ring the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on . All the wh i l e , the Am erican public main-
t a i n ed a high ly po s i tive image of China until the late 1980s.

The Ti a n a n m en tra gedy of 1 9 8 9 , toget h er with the co llapse of the Sovi et em p i re , com-
p l etely tra n s form ed the fo u n d a ti on of Si n o - Am erican rel a ti on s . While the Am erican pub-
lic and Con gress now perceive Beijing in overwh el m i n gly nega tive ways — l a r gely as the
re sult of the wi de s pre ad media covera ge of the Ti a n a n m en bl ood s h ed — Wa s h i n g ton has
h ad little space to devel op a new and po s i tive lon g - term stra tegy tow a rd Ch i n a . In deed ,
s i n ce 1989, Wa s h i n g ton’s China policy agenda has been dom i n a ted by a series of n ega tive
i s su e s , su ch as Beij i n g’s human ri ghts vi o l a ti on s , the Ta iwan probl em , trade deficits and
m o s t - f avored - n a ti on (MFN) status for Ch i n a’s trade ,i n tell ectual property ri ghts dispute s ,
Ch i n a’s all egedly irre s pon s i ble arms sales record s ,a n d , m ore recen t ly, i ll egal campaign
don a ti on s ,a m ong them . The frequ ent media covera ge of these issu e s , in tu rn ,f u rt h er en-
h a n ces the nega tive public image of the co u n try and forces Wa s h i n g ton to perceive and
deal with China on a case-by-case basis, making U. S . policy tow a rd the Peop l e’s Rep u bl i c
in the po s t – Cold War era ex trem ely short s i gh ted and high ly incon s i s ten t . The need to
cope with the “China ch a ll en ge” m a kes it app a rent that the Un i ted States should devel op
a lon g - ra n ge and con s i s tent stra tegy tow a rd Ch i n a .

In searching for su ch a stra tegy, the advoc a tes of the “China thre a t” n o ti on argue the
n eed to “con t a i n” or “con s tra i n” Ch i n a .E m phasizing that China remains under the ru l e
of an irre s pon s i ble on e - p a rty dict a tors h i p, is unwi lling to abi de by intern a ti onal norm s
and reg u l a ti on s , con ti nues its military bu i l d - u p, and has a history of using force to re a li ze



its forei gn policy goa l s , these advoc a tes urge Wa s h i n g ton to play a leadership role in pre-
ven ting China from devel oping into a larger threat to intern a ti onal pe ace and stabi l i ty.
Al t h o u gh their specific policy pre s c ri pti ons va ry, t h ey share two basic fe a tu re s : F i rs t ,t h ey
a s sume that Ch i n a’s internal and ex ternal beh avi or is driven by an evil ambi ti on to dom i-
n a te Asia and the worl d ;a n d ,s econ d ,t h ey lead to the con clu s i on that by put ting pre s su re on
the Peop l e’s Rep u bl i c , the Un i ted States can ch a n ge Ch i n a’s basic co u rse of devel opm en t .

The adopti on of a U. S . s tra tegy tow a rd China that em ph a s i zes con t a i n m ent or con-
s tra i n m ent would be both mistaken and dangero u s . It is mistaken because it shows no
u n derstanding of the basic fact that Ch i n a’s co u rse of devel opm ent has been , and wi ll con-
ti nue to be ,s h a ped by pri m a ri ly internal con cerns and that, t h erefore , the Un i ted States wi ll
h ave limited levera ge in ch a n ging that co u rse by exerting ex ternal pre s su re . It is dangero u s
bec a u s e , wi t h o ut an apprec i a ti on of the trem en dous po s i tive ch a n ges that have occ u rred i n
China in the past two dec ades and the fru s tra ti on in furt h ering the reform - a n d - open i n g
proce s s , it autom a ti c a lly defines Ch i n a’s on going econ omic and po l i tical devel opm ent as a
vital threat to the Un i ted State s . Su ch a stra tegy wi ll on ly serve to stren g t h en Ch i n a’s vi c-
tim men t a l i ty and en h a n ce its peop l e’s rec i procal su s p i c i on of Am eri c a’s evil inten ti on s .
China cert a i n ly is not an en emy of the Un i ted States tod ay and wi ll not autom a ti c a lly
become one in the fore s ee a ble futu re , but the “China thre a t” n o ti on and the corre s pon d-
ing policy pre s c ri pti ons of con t a i n m ent could ch a n ge it into on e .

With a basic understanding of Ch i n a’s import a n ce in intern a ti onal affairs and the fun-
d a m ental flaws of the con t a i n m ent approach , the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on has recen t ly
dec i ded to adopt a “con s tru ctive en ga gem en t” s tra tegy in dealing with Ch i n a . The main
a s su m pti on of this approach is that by actively en ga ging China and maintaining a dia-
l ogue with Beij i n g’s leaders , China wi ll even tu a lly integra te itsel f econ om i c a lly and po l i-
tic a lly into the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty.

The con s tru ctive - en ga gem ent approach is undo u btedly correct . Most import a n t , i t
dem on s tra tes a de s i re to understand Ch i n a , to trust the Chinese peop l e , and to live in
pe ace with China in the next cen tu ry. The qu e s ti on is, h owever, h ow to make it work .
The key here lies in two crucial ad j ectives that should be used to define U. S . s tra tegy
tow a rd Ch i n a :l on g - ra n ge and con s i s ten t .

Con s tru ctive en ga gem ent wi ll not su cceed unless it is su pported by a lon g - ra n ge
vi s i on . This is du e ,f i rst and forem o s t , to the natu re of the approach itsel f : It is based on
the assu m pti on that the process of en ga gem ent wi ll prom o te mutual unders t a n d i n g, en-
h a n ce percepti ons of mutual intere s t s ,a n d , con s equ en t ly, c re a te an irrevers i ble con d i ti on
of mutual depen den ce . The truth of this approach can be te s ted on ly by ti m e . As discussed
previ o u s ly, con s i dering that it wi ll also take time for the Chinese to devel op su cce s s f u l
re s ponses to the “China ch a ll en ge ,” it is even more important to the Un i ted States to adopt
a lon g - ra n ge vi s i on in dealing with Ch i n a .

How far into the futu re should this lon g - ra n ge vi s i on look? Ba s ed on the anti c i p a ted
re sults of t wo crucial devel opm ents in the Peop l e’s Rep u bl i c , su ch a vi s i on should span 
at least fifteen to twen ty ye a rs .F i rs t , in formu l a ting plans for Ch i n a’s econ om i c ,s oc i a l ,
and po l i tical reform s , the co u n try ’s po l i tical leaders , as well as the majori ty of its sch o l-
a rs , con s i der the next fifteen to twen ty ye a rs cru c i a l , t a r geting 2010–15 as a peri od for
ach i eving a series of m a j or goals in improving Ch i n a’s econ omy, po l i ty, envi ron m en t ,
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and qu a l i ty of l i fe .2 1 Secon d , in terms of Ch i n a’s dem oc ra ti z a ti on pro s pects—a key aim
of the con s tru ctive - en ga gem ent approach — within fifteen to twen ty ye a rs the last gen-
era ti on of Chinese leaders who grew up in the revo luti on a ry era wi ll have wi t h d rawn
com p l etely from the cen tral stage of Chinese po l i ti c s . It wi ll be mu ch less difficult for a
n ew gen era ti on of Chinese leaders , who have ga i n ed their edu c a ti on and po l i tical ex peri-
en ce in a more open envi ron m en t , to commit them s elves to tra n s forming China into a
true dem oc rac y.

Rega rding the “con s i s ten t” a s pect of con s tru ctive en ga gem en t , the cen tral qu e s ti on is
h ow to establish a mutual understanding and trust that is essen tial for China and the

Un i ted States to establish an en du ring partn ers h i p. In this con tex t , su ch a
f ra m ework wi ll requ i re con s i s tent ef forts by both sides to cre a te ,s tep by
s tep, a U. S . - China agenda dom i n a ted by po s i tive them e s .

E s t a blishing su ch an agenda is both nece s s a ry and po s s i bl e . Th ere are
su b s t a n tial differen ces bet ween the U. S . and Ch i n a , and all kinds of n ega tive
i s sues wi ll en ter their agenda of bi l a teral rel a ti ons from time to ti m e . But the
t wo co u n tries have many more com m on con cerns and shared interests that
wi ll serve as the basis for cre a ting and maintaining a po s i tive U. S . - Ch i n a
rel a ti ons agen d a . In a gl obal sen s e , Ch i n a’s gradual integra ti on into the worl d
econ omic sys tem makes it share with the Un i ted States a con cern over the
s t a ble devel opm ent of the world econ omy and, corre s pon d i n gly, a lasti n g
world pe ace . Si m i l a rly, in a lon g - ra n ge vi ew, China has com m on intere s t s
with the Un i ted States on su ch gl obal issues as envi ron m ental pro tecti on ,
pop u l a ti on growth con tro l , and a stable food su pp ly. As far as regi on a l
i s sues are con cern ed ,n ei t h er China nor the Un i ted States is wi lling to s ee
ten s i on on the Korean pen i n sula devel op into open military con f ron t a ti on ,
or Mu s l i m f u n d a m entalist movem ents to prevail in cen tral and we s tern
As i a , or militarism to dom i n a te Japanese po l i ti c s . More import a n t , both the
Chinese and the Am erican people are pra gm a tic and at the same time ide a l-

i s ti c , and they both have a strong sense of m i s s i on and consciousness of h i s tori c a l
re s pon s i bi l i ty. These shared trad i ti ons wi ll prove to be inva lu a ble as a basis for Si n o -
Am erican coopera ti on .

Yet cre a ting a po s i tive agenda for U. S . - China rel a ti ons as a cen tral part of con s tru ctive
en ga gem ent requ i res an understanding of h ow to deal with several important issues that
a re now com p l i c a ting U. S . - China rel a ti on s .

The Ta i wan Issue

Ta iwan has been the single most important issue causing ten s i on in U. S . - China rel a ti on s
in the past five dec ade s . In 1954 and 1958, the Ta iwan issue twi ce bro u ght the Un i ted
S t a tes and China to the ver ge of d i rect military con f ron t a ti on .Af ter the norm a l i z a ti on of
U. S . - China diplom a tic rel a ti ons in 1979, Ta iwan repe a tedly became the su bj ect of d i p l o-
m a tic d i s p utes bet ween Wa s h i n g ton and Beij i n g. In Ma rch 1996, on the eve of Ta iw a n’s
pre s i den tial el ecti on , Beijing con du cted arm ed missile “te s t s” a i m ed at areas of f t wo of
Ta iw a n’s main seaport s . In re s pon s e ,Wa s h i n g ton dispatch ed two airc raft carri er battle
groups to the are a ,a gain causing severe ten s i ons in Si n o - Am erican rel a ti on s . The Ta iw a n
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i s su e , before its final set t l em en t , wi ll con ti nue to pre s ent major ch a ll en ges to po l i c ym a k-
ers in both Wa s h i n g ton and Beij i n g.

The Ta iwan issue is basically a Chinese on e , and it should and can be re s o lved pe ace-
f u lly. Beij i n g’s leaders have repe a tedly cl a i m ed that they wi ll re s ort to force if Ta iw a n
decl a res indepen den ce or if t h ey find evi den ce of forei gn force s’ i nvo lvem ent in det ach-
ing Ta iwan from Ch i n a ;n evert h el e s s ,t h ere are re a s ons to argue that Beijing may not use
force to re s o lve the Ta iwan issu e .

De s p i te the ep i s odes of i n tense con f ron t a ti on ac ross the Ta iwan Stra i t , it is not war, but
rel a tive pe ace , that has histori c a lly dom i n a ted PRC - Ta iwan rel a ti ons over the past fo u r
dec ade s . Even du ring the 1958 Ta iwan Strait cri s i s , wh en Mao Zedong ordered large - s c a l e
s h elling of Ji n m en , Ma o’s main purpose was to use the shelling to cre a te the internal ten-
s i on nece s s a ry to prom o te the “Great Leap Forw a rd ,” as well as to make it clear to the inter-
n a ti onal com mu n i ty that Ta iwan was part of Chinese terri tory. Mao had no inten ti on of
i nvading Ji n m en ; ra t h er, to maintain a “s pecial linkage”bet ween the mainland and Ta iw a n
(Jen m en Island is on ly two miles from the mainland, while Ta iwan is close to on e - hu n-
d red miles aw ay ) , Mao let the Na ti onalists con trol it.2 2 The history of Beij i n g’s Ta iw a n
policy reveals that the Peop l e’s Rep u blic was not wary of using force if n ece s s a ry, but
Beij i n g’s leaders preferred to ref rain if po s s i bl e .

The regime in Beijing tod ay has many re a s ons not to use military means to re s o lve
the Ta iwan issu e . If a war were to eru pt bet ween mainland China and Ta iw a n , it wo u l d
h ave grave con s equ en ces in ad d i ti on to its disastrous ef fects on the As i a - Pacific regi on
and worl dwi de pe ace and stabi l i ty: Ch i n a’s coastal areas (the co u n try ’s most econ om i c a lly
devel oped) are ex po s ed to a ret a l i a tory attack from Ta iwan and all i ed force s ;i n tern a ti on a l
financial and trade ti e s , wh i ch are crucial to mainland Ch i n a’s con ti nu ed devel opm en t ,
would be severely damaged ; and the Com munist regime would risk its own ex i s ten ce ,
e s pec i a lly if the Peop l e’s Libera ti on Army failed to win a cl e a r- c ut vi ctory. Even if Beij i n g
were able to crush Ta iw a n’s military re s i s t a n ce , winning the “h e a rts and minds” of t h e
people on the island would remain a trem en dous ch a ll en ge . Ta iwan could thus becom e
“Ch i n a’s Nort h ern Irel a n d .” In su m , Beij i n g’s leaders would prob a bly find that the reu n i-
f i c a ti on of mainland China and Ta iw a n , no matter how de s i ra ble in their vi ew, could not
be properly ach i eved by military means.

Thus the focus of U. S . policy should be on preven ting a worst-case scen a rio from hap-
pen i n g. Wa s h i n g ton should vi goro u s ly prom o te direct com mu n i c a ti ons bet ween Beij i n g’s
and Ta iw a n’s aut h ori ties and po l i tical parti e s , as well as bet ween the people ac ross the
s tra i t . While doing so, Wa s h i n g ton should con ti nue to advise Beijing that Ch i n a’s devel-
opm ent and pro s peri ty depend upon the co u n try ’s con n ecti ons with the out s i de worl d ,
wh i ch would be fundamen t a lly jeop a rd i zed if it were to fight a war over Ta iw a n . In the
m e a n ti m e , it is even more important for Wa s h i n g ton not to en co u ra ge ,l et alone su pport ,
Ta iw a n’s push for indepen den ce .S pec i f i c a lly,Wa s h i n g ton should not su pport Ta iw a n’s bi d
for UN mem bership and should disco u ra ge Ta i pei ’s sel f - s tyl ed “pra gm a tic diplom ac y ”
ef fort s . While providing Ta iwan with a con d i ti onal sec u ri ty guara n tee , Wa s h i n g ton should
not give Ta i pei ’s officials the illu s i on that the Un i ted States wi ll defend Ta iwan in any cir-
c u m s t a n ce . To be su re ,t h ere is an ex trem ely su btle and del i c a te balance that Wa s h i n g ton
must maintain in handling rel a ti ons with mainland China and Ta iw a n .
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Human Rights 

Profound differen ces exist bet ween the Un i ted States and the PRC on the human ri gh t s
i s su e . While Wa s h i n g ton em ph a s i zes the ri ghts of i n d ivi dual citi zen s , su ch free ex pre s s i on
( i n cluding po l i tical dissiden ce ) , Beijing argues that the most important human ri ghts con-
cern su rvival and sec u ri ty, and that indivi dual ri ghts should not prevail at the ex pense of
co ll ective intere s t s . Moreover, Beijing con s i ders Ch i n a’s human ri ghts to be within its pur-
vi ew alon e , claiming that the cri ticism of Ch i n a’s human ri ghts vi o l a ti ons by the Un i ted
S t a tes and other We s tern co u n tries shows an on going ten dency of We s tern interferen ce 
in Ch i n a’s internal affairs .

The differen ces bet ween Am erican and Chinese approaches tow a rd the human 
ri ghts issue are su b s t a n tive . However, it is also important to note that su ch differen ces are
not alw ays insu rm o u n t a ble and, in actu a l i ty, h ave diminished som ewhat over the past
t wo dec ade s .

To be fair, Ch i n a’s overa ll human ri ghts situ a ti on has improved dra m a ti c a lly since the
adopti on of the reform - a n d - opening policies in the late 1970s. In a soc i ety that was on ce
ch a racteri zed by the ti gh test state con trol over all aspects of i n d ivi dual activi ti e s , Ch i n e s e
n ow en j oy, a m ong other things ,m ore freedom in su ch ri ghts as travel ,c a reer sel ecti on ,
and ex pre s s i on (so long as their op i n i ons do not oppose the govern m ent direct ly ) — ri gh t s
t h ey did not have two dec ades ago. More import a n t ,a l t h o u gh the current govern m en t
does not em brace the intern a ti onal human ri ghts regime com p l etely, it does ack n owl ed ge
that Ch i n a’s human ri ghts status has flaws (by saying that it is “not perfect”) and need s
to be improved ; this means that, at least in theory, t h ere exists the po s s i bi l i ty, even under
Com munist ru l e , that China may accept more con d i ti ons of the intern a ti onal hu m a n
ri ghts regi m e .

Ch i n a’s human ri ghts practi ces have flu ctu a ted in recent ye a rs . The most outra geo u s
is the sen tencing of Wei Ji n gs h eng and Wang Dan, t wo prom i n ent po l i tical dissiden t s ,
to len g t hy impri s on m ent on high ly du bious ch a r ges in 1995. While the two have been
rel e a s ed (both around the times of the recent U. S . - China state vi s i t s ) , China sti ll has a
l ong way to go before it becomes a civil soc i ety. Th erefore , Wa s h i n g ton should con ti nu e
to make the human ri ghts issue an integral part of an on going U. S . - China dialog u e . In
dealing with specific cases, Wa s h i n g ton should make it clear to Beijing that its hu m a n
ri ghts vi o l a ti ons wi ll su b s t a n ti a lly redu ce public su pport in the Un i ted States for a con-
s tru ctive and coopera tive rel a ti onship with Ch i n a . However, Wa s h i n g ton should under-
stand that rega rdless of its ef fort s , the Un i ted States is not in a po s i ti on to tra n s form
Ch i n a’s human ri ghts situ a ti on overn i gh t . Thus it should not assign its human ri gh t s
d i p l om acy tow a rd China with the task of c re a ting a fundamental ch a n ge in Ch i n a’s
human ri ghts policy and statu s . If Wa s h i n g ton’s overa ll con s tru ctive - en ga gem ent stra te-
gy tow a rd China su cceeds in the lon g - ru n , it can be anti c i p a ted that Beij i n g’s atti tu de
tow a rd human ri ghts wi ll also ch a n ge su b s t a n ti a lly on its own .

Hong Ko n g

A Bri tish co l ony for more than 150 ye a rs , Hong Kong became part of the PRC on Ju ly 1,
1 9 9 7 .While We s tern atten ti on on Hong Kon g’s po s tco l onial fate has foc u s ed on the peri od
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i m m ed i a tely fo ll owing the Chinese takeover, as well as on wh et h er or not Beijing wi ll all ow
Hong Kong to retain its freedom of ex pre s s i on , Beijing faces a more profound ch a ll en ge
in the absen ce of a well - coord i n a ted stra tegy to handle the Hong Kong probl em .

In deed , Beij i n g’s basic aims in Hong Kong are con trad i ctory. On the one hand, Beij i n g’s
l e aders cert a i n ly understand that Hong Kon g’s con ti nu ed pro s peri ty wi ll be crucial for
the PRC to sustain its lon g - ra n ge plans of n a ti onwi de econ omic devel opm en t , and that
Hong Kong wi ll serve as a the single most important example in carrying out Beij i n g’s
“one co u n try, t wo sys tem” policy tow a rd Ta iw a n . On the other hand, h owever, Beij i n g’s
l e aders also understand that Hong Kong has su ch a disti n ctive po l i tical cultu re from that
of the mainland and are worri ed that Hong Kon g’s trad i ti on of f ree po l i tical ex pre s s i on
wi ll not on ly make their rule over Hong Kong difficult but also have an adverse impact
on the mainland’s po l i tical devel opm en t . Hen ce ,f rom Beij i n g’s pers pective , the devel op-
m ent of Hong Kon g’s po l i tical situ a ti on should not elu de the PRC ’s con tro l .

Beijing wi ll try to balance the two aims, with the hope that it wi ll ach i eve bo t h . At
s ome poi n t ,t h o u gh , it wi ll have to ch oose bet ween the two aims. De s p i te its de s i re to
con trol auton omous econ omic and po l i tical insti tuti ons in the form er co l ony, i f Beij i n g
fails to maintain pro s peri ty in Hong Kon g, profound nega tive con s equ en ces wi ll ex ten d
far beyond the regi on . It wi ll en d a n ger Ch i n a’s overa ll reform - a n d - opening proce s s ,c re-
a te a new source of c risis bet ween the mainland and Ta iw a n ,a n d , con s equ en t ly, wors en
the pro s pects for improved Ch i n e s e - Am erican rel a ti on s .

Th erefore , Wa s h i n g ton should do everything po s s i ble to en co u ra ge Beijing to em ph a-
s i ze the mainten a n ce and prom o ti on of pro s peri ty as the top pri ori ty of its Hong Kon g
po l i c y. Wa s h i n g ton should also make the Hong Kong issue a cen tral part of its stra tegi c
d i a l ogue with Ch i n a , em phasizing to Beij i n g’s leaders that their proper handling of t h e
Hong Kong issue wi ll help cre a te and en h a n ce an important po s i tive theme in U. S . - Ch i n a
rel a ti on s . In the meanti m e , Wa s h i n g ton should not do anything that may redu ce Hon g
Kon g’s capac i ty to remain a key intern a ti onal com m ercial and financial cen ter. For ex-
a m p l e , Wa s h i n g ton should alw ays rem em ber that revoking Ch i n a’s MFN status wi ll di-
rect ly jeop a rd i ze Hong Kon g’s trading power. Al t h o u gh the Un i ted States does not have
d i rect con trol over Hong Kon g’s fate ,t h ere are many con s tru ctive and po s i tive ways it
can influ en ce Hong Kon g’s devel opm en t .

B i l at e ral Trade and MFN 

It is in the realm of bi l a teral trade that Wa s h i n g ton may possess the most ef fective bar-
gaining power to influ en ce Beij i n g’s beh avi or. But this power is not the re sult of the mu ch
p u bl i c i zed and po l i ti c i zed U. S . trade deficit with Ch i n a . In actu a l i ty, the increasing def i c i t
ref l ects to a large ex tent the fact that many Ta iw a n e s e , Hong Kon g, So uth Kore a n ,a n d
Japanese com p a n i e s ,a t tracted by Ch i n a’s low labor co s t s ,h ave moved their businesses to
Ch i n a , bri n ging their trade su rp luses with them . Wa s h i n g ton’s bargaining power over
U. S . - China trade lies in the fact that, f rom a Chinese pers pective , trade with the U. S . oc-
cupies a cen tral po s i ti on in Ch i n a’s en ti re econ omic net work with the out s i de worl d . By
con tra s t ,f rom an Am erican pers pective , trade with China is by no means unimport a n t ,
but its po s i ti on in Am eri c a’s overa ll trade rel a ti ons is mu ch less cru c i a l .

2 1Formulating U.S. Strategies toward the “China Challenge”



The qu e s ti on for the Un i ted States is how to use this bargaining power. Af ter 1989,
Wa s h i n g ton began to link Ch i n a’s MFN trade status to the issue of Beij i n g’s all eged
human ri ghts vi o l a ti on s . Yet it gradu a lly became clear that Wa s h i n g ton’s threat of eco-
n omic sancti ons had failed to ch a n ge Beij i n g’s overa ll human ri ghts record and had on ly
s erved to undermine the fo u n d a ti on of econ omic coopera ti on bet ween the two co u n-
tri e s . As a re su l t , in 1994 the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on dec i ded to de-link the MFN issu e
with Ch i n a’s human ri ghts progre s s . Beginning in 1997, tri ggered by the su s p i c i on that

China had ill ega lly funded U. S . po l i tical parties du ring the 1996 pre s i den ti a l
c a m p a i gn , con gre s s i onal pre s su re to use MFN as a means to reg u l a te
Ch i n a’s human ri ghts policy and ex ternal beh avi or has ga i n ed new mom en-
tu m .

MFN is not the ri ght issue for Wa s h i n g ton to co ll i de with Ch i n a .
Con tra ry to its name, m o s t - f avored - n a ti on status is not an Am erican favor
to Ch i n a ; by using MFN as a means to pre s su re Beij i n g, Wa s h i n g ton has
on ly advers ely affected both Chinese and Am erican business intere s t s .
Fu rt h erm ore , this stra tegy is a mistake in a moral sen s e . Its adopti on can be
so easily misu n ders tood , not just by the Chinese govern m ent but by the
Chinese people as well , as an indicati on of con ti nu ed Am erican arroga n ce .
Using Ch i n a’s MFN status as a bargaining ch i p, Wa s h i n g ton has failed — a n d
wi ll con ti nue to fail—to force Beijing to ch a n ge any of its important estab-
l i s h ed po l i c i e s .

Ra t h er, it is Ch i n a’s acce s s i on to the World Trade Orga n i z a ti on (WTO, the su cce s s or
or ga n i z a ti on to the Gen eral Agreem ent on Ta ri f fs and Trade) that may give the Un i ted
S t a te s , toget h er with other indu s trial co u n tri e s ,m ore of a po s i tive impact on Beij i n g’s
overa ll econ omic po l i c y. Over the past four or five ye a rs , Beijing has made real ef forts to
con form to WTO mem bership cri teri a ; its en try into the or ga n i z a ti on thus should be used
to furt h er prom o te its opening to the out s i de world as well as its em brace of f ree - trade
rules and reg u l a ti on s . In ad d i ti on , Wa s h i n g ton should also seri o u s ly con s i der invi ti n g
China to attend meeti n gs of the leading indu s trial dem oc racies in the Group of Ei gh t ,
wh i ch wi ll en h a n ce Beij i n g’s sense of being a re s pon s i ble mem ber of the intern a ti on a l
com mu n i ty.

In the meanti m e , it is also important for Wa s h i n g ton to understand that Ch i n a’s eco-
n omic devel opm ent has alre ady cre a ted , and wi ll con ti nue to cre a te , decen tra l i z a ti on of
its po l i tical insti tuti ons and econ omic sys tem . The Chinese govern m ent wi ll con ti nue 
to lose its abi l i ty to con trol local aut h ori ties over trade issu e s . Thus Wa s h i n g ton should
dem on s tra te a com preh en s i on of , and sen s i tivi ty tow a rd , f ri cti ons in U. S . - China trade
over wh i ch Beijing has no real con trol and avoid blaming the Chinese govern m en t
accord i n gly.

Th ere are many ways Am eri c a’s bargaining power on bi l a teral trade rel a ti ons can cre-
a te po s i tive devel opm ents in U. S . - China rel a ti on s . For ex a m p l e , the Un i ted States is in a
s trong po s i ti on to con sult with the Chinese govern m ent abo ut financial and insu ra n ce
po l i c i e s ,l egal reform ,c u s toms servi ce s , and other important aspects of Ch i n a’s ef forts to
tra n s form its trade sys tem and, m ore import a n t , the old ph i l o s ophy underlying it. If

2 2 Formulating U.S. Strategies toward the “China Challenge”

Using China’s MFN

status as a bargaining

chip, Washington has

failed—and will

continue to fail—to

force Beijing to change

any of its important

established policies.



properly exerc i s ed , Am eri c a’s bargaining power on trade rel a ti ons with China can pro-
m o te sign i f i c a n t ly Ch i n a’s integra ti on into the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty.

G iven the ex tent of As i a’s current financial cri s i s , China wi ll find it nece s s a ry to rely
m ore heavi ly on sources of trade and inve s tm ent out s i de the regi on to sustain its ex port -
l ed growt h , and WTO mem bership would cert a i n ly boost Ch i n a’s pro s pects for broaden-
ing its trade net work . With its con s i dera ble influ en ce in the new trade or ga n i z a ti on ,t h e
Un i ted States su rely wi ll be tem pted to push Beijing into making con ce s s i ons on other con-
ten tious issues that are on their bi l a teral agen d a . Missile pro l i fera ti on is one su ch issu e .

Arms Contro l

Beijing and Wa s h i n g ton have disagreem ents on arms con trol and non pro l i fera ti on issu e s .
China has tra n s ferred we a pons and nu clear tech n o l ogy to forei gn co u n tri e s ,s ome of wh ich
( su ch as Iran) Wa s h i n g ton bel i eves to be re s pon s i ble for spon s oring intern a ti onal terror-
i s m . However, the Un i ted States has sold F-16 figh ters to Ta iw a n , an act Beijing bel i eves to
h ave cre a ted a serious threat to Ch i n a’s nati onal sec u ri ty intere s t s . And yet U. S . - China dif-
feren ces on arms con trol are mu ch less significant than probl ems in other re a l m s ,s i n ce the
form er usu a lly do not invo lve policy pri n c i p l e s . In deed ,u n l i ke its atti tu de tow a rd hu m a n
ri gh t s , Beijing sel dom ch a ll en ges the non pro l i fera ti on principles Wa s h i n g ton ad h eres to
( a l t h o u gh it of ten cites U. S .a rms sales and its pro l i fera ti on record to cast do u bt on the
s i n ceri ty of Wa s h i n g ton’s bel i ef in these pri n c i p l e s ) .

In the past several ye a rs , Beijing has made su b s t a n tial ef forts to accom m od a te Wa s h i n g-
ton’s arms con trol agen d a . For ex a m p l e , China announced in 1992 that it would abi de 
by the Missile Tech n o l ogy Con trol Regime re s tri cti ons on missile ex port s . In 1995, it su s-
pen ded its nu clear en er gy coopera ti on agreem ent with Iran and stopped providing Teh ra n
with Si l k worm missiles. It has also placed its nu clear en er gy coopera ti on program wi t h
Al geria under the inspecti on of the In tern a ti onal Atomic Ener gy Agen c y. These cases
i n d i c a te that Beijing is wi lling to act re s pon s i bly on the arms con trol issu e .

It is true that in some cases, su ch as the con ti nual tra n s fer of nu clear tech n o l ogy to
Pakistan and, m ore recen t ly, the sale of t actical missiles to Ira n , China has not acted in
accord a n ce with U. S . ex pect a ti on s . However, this is a ref l ecti on of the normal differen ce
in the two co u n tri e s’ s pecific nati onal sec u ri ty con cern s . Just as it is difficult for the U. S .
to cut of f its su pp ly of a rms to Ta iw a n , it is difficult for China to stop its arms shipm en t s
to Pa k i s t a n .

Wa s h i n g ton should con ti nue to persu ade Beijing to re s tri ct its arms ex ports that have
the po ten tial of d a m a ging regi onal and gl obal stabi l i ty, and should con ti nue to em ph a-
s i ze that it is in the fundamental interests of the U. S . , China and other co u n tries in the
As i a - Pacific regi on , and the world to prevent arms pro l i fera ti on . But Wa s h i n g ton should
m a ke its aims re a s on a ble and re a l i s ti c . More import a n t , Wa s h i n g ton should ack n owl ed ge
that Beij i n g’s atti tu de tow a rd the arms con trol issue has been re s pon s i ble and coopera tive
in gen era l , while at the same time making every ef fort to inform the Am erican public of
su ch . In carrying out Wa s h i n g ton’s con s tru ctive - en ga gem ent stra tegy, t h ere is every re a-
s on to make the arms con trol issue a po s i tive part of the U. S . - China rel a ti ons agen d a .
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F i ve

Conclusion: Living Peacefully with China in the 
Tw e n t y - Fi rst Century

T
ow a rd the end of the twen ti eth cen tu ry, both Ch i n a’s devel opm ent and the devel-
opm ent of Si n o - Am erican rel a ti ons have re ach ed a cro s s road s . Opportu n i ties for
the two co u n tries to establish a rel a ti onship of po s i tive coopera ti on in the twen ty-

f i rst cen tu ry are trem en do u s , yet the danger for them to fall into unnece s s a ry con f ron t a-
ti on cannot be exclu ded com p l etely (espec i a lly if the “China thre a t” n o ti on dom i n a te s
U. S .s tra tegic thinking). This is the time that the Un i ted States should reexamine its basic
percepti ons of Ch i n a , recon s i der the underlying meanings of its policies and stra tegi e s
tow a rd Beij i n g, and reem ph a s i ze its determ i n a ti on to live with China in pe ace and coop-
era ti on in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry.

It is essen tial for the Un i ted States to understand that China is not an en emy and is not
de s ti n ed to become one on its own . The peri od of total con f ron t a ti on bet ween the Un i ted
S t a tes and China was a special ep i s ode of the Cold War that en ded long before the end 
of the Cold War itsel f . Even du ring Ma o’s era , wh en China was a revo luti on a ry co u n try
open ly ch a ll en ging “ U. S .i m peri a l i s m ,” Beijing did not make the pursuit of its own re-
gi on a l ,l et alone gl ob a l , dom i n a n ce a fundamental forei gn policy goa l . In an overa ll sen s e ,
the reform - a n d - opening process in China du ring the po s t - Mao age has furt h er incorpo-
ra ted China into the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty. Th ere exist no historical grounds to cl a i m
that Ch i n a , with the growth of its econ omic power, wi ll nece s s a ri ly devel op into a force
bent on regi onal and gl obal hegem ony and thus clash with the Un i ted State s . In deed ,
h i s tory tells us qu i te the oppo s i te : China was not an ex p a n s i onist power in the past and
is even less likely to become one in the futu re .

China is ex peri encing the gre a test tra n s form a ti on — po l i ti c a l , econ om i c , s oc i a l , a n d
c u l tu ral—in its history, wh i ch imposes trem en dous ch a ll en ges for the Chinese peop l e
and causes profound fru s tra ti ons for Ch i n a’s intell ectu a l s . The triu m ph of this tra n s for-
m a ti on process may open the way for China to em er ge as a nati on of pro s peri ty, m oder-
n i ty, and dem oc rac y, n ece s s a ry con d i ti ons for the age-old Cen tral Ki n gdom to becom e
an equal mem ber and genuine “ i n s i der ” of the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty. The failu re of
the proce s s , by con tra s t ,m ay lead to a disintegra ted Ch i n a ,c re a ting all kinds of s ec u ri ty,
envi ron m en t a l , and other serious probl ems for the As i a - Pacific regi on and the world as a
wh o l e . In deed , nothing else wi ll con s ti tute a more va lu a ble con tri buti on to intern a ti on a l
pe ace and stabi l i ty than the wh o l eh e a rted em brace of those goals by the nati on with the
l a r gest pop u l a ti on and one of the oldest civi l i z a ti ons in the worl d . The Un i ted States has
no re a s on to fear Ch i n a’s rise as a strong and pro s perous co u n try. Ra t h er, Wa s h i n g ton
should make the su pport of Ch i n a’s modern i z a ti on ef forts a lon g - ra n ge ,h i gh - pri ori ty
goal in its po s t – Cold War gl obal stra tegy, and should dem on s tra te pati en ce and goodwi ll
wh en China seems to fall short of , or be different from , Am erican ex pect a ti on s .



The Un i ted States cert a i n ly is in a po s i ti on to influ en ce Ch i n a’s devel opm en t ; this is par-
ti c u l a rly true because China needs U. S . su pport and coopera ti on in prom o ting its mod-
ern i z a ti on progra m s , and because Beijing has thus made maintaining a good rel a ti on s h i p
with Wa s h i n g ton a corn ers tone of its forei gn policy du ring the po s t – Cold War era .2 3 But in
the final analys i s , the ori en t a ti on of Ch i n a’s devel opm ent wi ll be determ i n ed by dom e s ti c
force s , and the Un i ted States needs to rem em ber that there are limits in its abi l i ty to influ-
en ce the co u rse and con s equ en ces of devel opm ent in another nati on — e s pec i a lly one that
on ce call ed itsel f the Cen tral Ki n gdom . In dealing with Ch i n a , the Un i ted States should be
ex trem ely sen s i tive to Ch i n a’s lingering vi ctim men t a l i ty and should avoid doing things
that may be interpreted as on going “Am erican arroga n ce .” O n ly wh en the Chinese feel
that they are tre a ted as equals wi ll they be more wi lling to accept advi ce from the out-
s i de worl d .

In a deeper sen s e , Ch i n a’s integra ti on into the intern a ti onal sys tem wi ll not su cceed if
China is tre a ted as a passive actor. Du ring su ch an integra ti on proce s s , tra n s form a ti on wi ll
occur not on ly in Ch i n a , but in the intern a ti onal sys tem as well (by incorpora ting Ch i n a’s
va lu e s ) . With its long history and ri ch civi l i z a ti on , China cert a i n ly is capable of con tri but-
ing su b s t a n ti a lly to making the world a safer and bet ter place for the human race to live .
It is here , prob a bly, that Am ericans and Ch i n e s e , both motiva ted by high moral ex pect a-
ti ons in their innermost worl d s , wi ll find a fundamental fo u n d a ti on on wh i ch to establ i s h
mutual trust and re s pect . With any hope , su ch motiva ti on wi ll become one of the be s t
g u a ra n tors for them , as well as the rest of the worl d , to live in pe ace and coopera ti on in
the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry.
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