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3 The Rise of China in East Asia 

The establishment of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949, when 

Mao Zedong declared the founding of the country from atop Tiananmen gate, foretold 

the emergence of a major communist power in Asia. The ideological basis of the 

China gave a worldview predicated on socialism’s struggle against capitalism. With 

the post-Mao China led by Deng Xiaoping gradually transferred to a socialist market 

economy, the hostilities between China and America have decreased. Nevertheless 

China’s boomimg economy and its military expanding, along with their effects on the 

United States have become a preoccupation of American engagement with China. 

China’s old diplomacy had long avoided most international affairs, but after 1970s it 

has increasingly set foot in regional and global institutions it once ignored and has 

become more willing to share the responsibilities that come with great-power status. 

Therefore what is the nature of the rise of China, what is China’s foreign policy 

toward American hegemony, and China’s basic diplomatic strategies to East Asian 

security have rested on the relation between them. 

 

3.1 The Multi-facet Nature of the Rise of China 

Mao Zedong’s vision of revolutionary communism led to moments of chaos. 

However, as the Chinese leadership changed with the rise of an economic and 

technocratic elite led by Deng Xiaoping, the sluggish economy has improved. The 

primacy given to economic policy was not limited to agricultural and industrial 

modernization programs but also included the Chinese military apparatus.1 The 

following third and fourth leading generations led respectively by Jiang Zemin and 

                                                 
1 The need to modernize the military was reinforced by the harsh lessons drawn from the 1979 Sino-Vietnam war, 
where an outdated Chinese military was only able to fulfill its objectives at a ruinous cost to the national budget. 
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Hu Jintao saw a fact of the need for national economic development to provide for 

stability, prosperity, and national security of China. China has gradually exposed its 

society and economy to global processes and has begun to consider its security more 

directly in terms of its power to the United States.2  

Chinese economic reform has been an economic success, generating over two 

decades of rapid economic growth. The standard of living of most Chinese has 

improved markedly since 1978. The CCP goal of modernization also seems to be 

moving forward. Throughout China one can witness the rapid modernization of 

infrastructure, including new superhighways, airports, and telecommunications 

facilities. Shanghai now has a magnetic levitation train, the first commercial maglev 

in operation in any country. 

The economy of China today is the third largest in the world when measured by 

nominal GDP. Its economic output for 2006 was $2.68 trillion USD.3 Its per capita 

GDP in 2006 was approximately US $2,000, still low by world standards (110th of 

183 nations in 2005). As of 2005, 70% of China’s GDP is in the private sector. The 

smaller public sector is dominated by about 200 large state enterprises concentrated 

mostly in utilities, heavy industries, and energy resources.4 The reform has also 

brought poverty rate down from 53% of population in 1981 to 8% by 2001.5 Behind 

the achievement, the multi-facet nature of the rise of China is necessary to discuss. 

 

3.1.1 Philosophy of each Generation 

The Deng’s leadership focused on economic development and abandoned mass 

political movements. At the December 1978 3rd Plenum of the 11th Party Congress, 
                                                 
2 Nicholas Thomas, “China’s Role in Asia Regionalism: Developing Norms and Institutions,” a workshop on 
Governance and Regionalism in Asia, at the University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, December 8, 2005, p.5. 
3 Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS), January 25, 2007. 
4 Fan Gang, “China Is a Private-Sector Economy,” BusinessWeek, August 22, 2005. 
5 Shaohua Chen, “Fighting Poverty: Findings and Lessons from China’s Success,” World Bank, September 7, 
2005. 
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the leadership adopted economic reform policies known as the Four Modernizations: 

the modernization of agriculture, industry, science and technology, and the military. It 

opened a new era in Chinese history known as “Reforms and Opening up” (gai ge yu 

kai fang) to the outside world. In his opening speech at the Party’s 12th National 

Congress, Deng Xiaoping determined that “building socialism with Chinese 

characteristics” was the main theme of the road leading to prosperous and powerful 

country.6 Deng argued that the duty of the party was to perfect this kind of socialism 

and stress the need to “seek truth from facts”(shi shi qiu shi). 

The crackdown of Tiananmen Square protests7, however, had cast a shadow on 

his career. After the crackdown, Deng’s power had been significantly weakened and 

there was a growing conservative faction questioned and opposed to Deng’s reforms 

within the Communist Party. To reassert his economic agenda, in the spring of 1992, 

Deng made his famous southern tour of China, visiting Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhuhai 

and spending the New Years in Shanghai, in reality using his travels as a method of 

reasserting his economic policy. On his tour, Deng made various speeches and 

generated large local support for his reformist platform. He stressed the importance of 

economic construction in China, and criticized those who were against further 

economic and openness reforms. Deng’s catchphrase “To Get Rich Is Glorious,” 

unleashed a wave of personal entrepreneurship that continues to drive China’s 

economy today. Deng was instrumental in the opening of Shanghai’s Pudong New 

Area, revitalizing the city as China’s economic hub. 

The tour was considered as an examination for the direction of the leadership. 

                                                 
6 http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/dengxp/vol3/text/c1220.html 
7 The Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 were a series of demonstrations between April 15, 1989 and June 4, 
1989. Participants were generally critical of the Chinese Communist Party and voiced complaints ranging from 
minor criticisms to calls for full-fledged democracy and the establishment of broader freedoms. The large-scale 
protests also occurred in cities throughout China. In Beijing, the resulting military crackdown on the protesters by 
the PRC government left many civilians dead or injured. Following the violence, members of the Party who had 
publicly sympathized with the protesters were purged, such as General Secretary Zhao Ziyang. 
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Deng and his supporters strongly believed that in order to raise China’s standard of 

living, a further reform was inevitable. After the tour, the Communist Party Politburo 

publicly issued an endorsement of Deng’s policies of economic openness. One can see 

that politically, the tour had regained the confidence of the leadership of Communist 

Party, and economically had raised the further growth of China. The China’s foreign 

policy has consequently become more pragmatic and aware of the importance of its 

soft power.  

At the 14th Party Congress in 1992, the first Party Congress after the Tiananmen 

Square protests, Jiang Zemin was affirmed the position as the CPC General Secretary, 

Chairman of the (CPC) Central Military Commission. Jiang Zemin gradually assumed 

control of the operations of government. In 1993, Jiang coined the new term 

“Socialist Market Economy,” a statement to move China’s centrally planned socialist 

economy into essentially a government-regulated capitalist market economy. It was a 

huge step to take in the advancement of Deng’s “Socialism with Chinese 

characteristics”. At the same time, Jiang elevated many of his supporters from 

Shanghai to high government positions. He abolished the outdated Central Advisory 

Committee, an advisory body composed of revolutionary party elders. Jiang and his 

team kept things on track in the years of the late 1990s, so that China averaged growth 

of 9.7% a year over the two decades to 2000.8 During the period of the Asian 

financial crisis, China’s GDP still grew by 7.9% in the first nine months of 2002, 

beating the government’s 7% target. 

In November 2002 Jiang Zemin stepped down from the Politburo Standing 

Committee of the CCP to make way for a “fourth generation” of leadership led by 

President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao. Jiang stepped down as Chairman of the 

Central Military Commission later in September 2004, allowing Hu to take over all 
                                                 
8 Mary Hennock, “China’s economic gatekeeper steps down,” BBC Ness, November 7, 2002. 
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three top posts-- in control of the State, Party, and military. This marked the first time 

in China that a power transfer was completed in peace. 

Hu’s rise to the presidency represents China’s transition of leadership from old, 

establishment Communists to younger, more pragmatic technocrats. To advocate for 

China’s peaceful rise, Hu’s political philosophy is described as aiming to build a basis 

for a Harmonious Society domestically and for Peaceful Development internationally. 

Basically, within each top leadership of China, there is a general belief that Chinese 

economic reform should continue and policy differences are confined to minor 

matters.9 

 

3.1.2 Political Reform  

One of the most important reasons for the political reforms was related to the 

economic reforms and the opening of China to the outside world. Deng Xiaoping 

realized that the political reform was meant to strengthen the leadership of China so as 

to meet the challenges from inner and outer China. Deng delivered a speech “On the 

Reform of the System of Party and State Leadership” to an enlarged meeting of the 

Politburo of the Central Committee of the CCP in August 1980.10 He stated that 

without political reform, the economic reform would remain purely superficial, and 

might even turn out to be a failure. He also emphasized that the political reform was 

of highly strategic importance to the whole socialist reform, and thus highlighted the 

determination of the CPC to undertake Chinese political reform. His suggestions were 

taken up and was later put political reforms on the agenda of the 13th Party Congress 

in October 1987.11 

                                                 
9 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_People’s_Republic_of_China 
10 Editorial Committee for Party Literature, Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, ed. Selected 
Works of Deng Xiaoping (1975-1982), Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1983, pp. 302-325. 
11 Studies on Chinese Communism, Volume 31, No. 7, July 1997, p. 17. 



 54

However the pace of political reform was slowed down after the crackdown of 

Tiananmen protest. The protest of June 1989 put a stop to whatever progress that 

might have been made in political reforms. In fact, any public discussions on political 

reforms after the incident were considered to be politically unwise and were looked 

upon with great suspicion and skepticism. After Deng Xiaoping’s famous speech in 

South of China in 1992, at the 14th Party Congress in October 1992, the CCP 

established what it has since called a socialist market economy, endorsing the 

necessity of borrowing the experiences and practices of the capitalist market economy. 

Deng’s thoughts and policies then were approved at the 15th Party Congress to be the 

guiding ideology for China’s modernization. Thus a new political vision began to 

emerge. The decentralization of political power was sharply curtailed. And the 

separation of Party from government was nominally approved in the 1993 civil 

service, but the concurrent holding of government positions by Party leaders at 

parallel levels was allowed to continue under the new form of “coordination”, and 

“anchoring Party leadership in the government”: thus Jiang Zemin simultaneously 

took the post of the State President upon the involuntary retirement of Yang 

Shangkun. 

When Jiang took the office, there was no structural change in the relationship 

between the center and regional leaders, but he restored to selective purge, rotation, 

and promotion to circumscribe their autonomy, beginning with the purge for 

corruption of Beijing Party boss Chen Xitong12 in early 1995. In February 2000, 

Jiang made an ideological contribution the “Three Represents”: the Party should 

represent the most advanced culture, advanced relations of production, and the 

                                                 
12 Chen’s downfall came during an anti-corruption campaign led by Jiang’ Shanghai clique. Clique members 
Zeng Qinghong and Jia Qinglin played key roles in the campaign that led to Chen’s arrest. Some observers view 
Chen’s downfall as a political struggle between Chen and Jiang, because it was later revealed that the amount of 
money Chen embezzled was five million, a relatively low amount in comparison to other corrupted cadres who 
embezzled much more but were left unscathed. 
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interests of the broad masses of the people. At the 16th Chinese Communist Party 

Congress in 2002, the Three Represents was enshrined in the Party statue, to be added 

to the State Constitution at the 10th NPC the following March. Jiang Zemin made a 

speech at the 16th CPC Congress,  

“Our Party should continue to stand in the forefront of the times and lead 
the people in marching toward victory. In a word, the Party must always 
represent the requirements of the development of China’s advanced 
productive forces, the orientation of the development of China’s advanced 
culture, and the fundamental interests of the overwhelming majority of the 
people in China.  

In his previous speech on the 80th anniversary of the Party’s birth on July 1, 

2001, Jiang made an declaration that the Party was no longer a “revolutionary party” 

but a “ruling party,” and unprecedentedly proposed that criteria for recruitment into 

the Party be broadened to include members of the middle classes, even selected 

private entrepreneurs. He also stated that China is going to build up a nation based on 

a socialist democratic political system and the “rule of law.”13 

The actual function of Jiang’s reform is two-fold. It legitimizes the inclusion of 

capitalists and private entrepreneurs within the Communist Party, and as a result has 

been the subject of quiet but heated opposition within the party. Second, it is an 

attempt to cement his historical legacy as a Marxist theorist on the level of Mao 

Zedong for Mao Zedong thought and Deng Xiaoping for socialism with Chinese 

characteristics. 

According to Lee Lai To, the Chinese political reform has three features. Firstly, 

it has stressed the reform of the ruling party by itself. Secondly, it has pushed forward 

to the democracy in inner party. Thirdly, it has extended democracy at the grassroots 

level through improving self-governance among villagers and urban residents, to 

develop diverse forms of democracy, expand citizens’ participation in political 
                                                 
13 Jiang Zemin, a report at 16th Chinese Communist Party congress, September 17, 2002. 
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affairs.14 One can see that the reform of political restructure has focused on reforming 

and improving the party’s way of leadership and governance and changing the 

function of the government. As China has adopted a market-based economic system, 

the Chinese leaders in each generation since Deng have been well aware of the fact 

that political restructuring was necessary and unavoidable. 

 

3.1.3 Military Reform 

Since the establishment of the PRC in 1949, the Military of China has grown to 

include the active and reserve forces of the People’s Liberation Army, the People’s 

Liberation Army Navy, the People’s Armed Police and the Militia. In the early 1990’s, 

when China first began its annual double-digit military buildup, Deng Xiaoping put 

forward the “24 Character Strategy”: “Observe calmly; secure our position; cope with 

affairs calmly; hide our capacities and bide our time; be good at maintaining a low 

profile; and never claim leadership.” With its growing military capability by 

modernizing its forces and increasing its defense spending, China has attracted a great 

deal of attention especially has a potential threat to the American hegemony in East 

Asia. Take the sheer number of troops as an Example. The 1.3-million Chinese armed 

forces is currently the largest military in the world.15  Today, China’s ability to 

sustain military power at a distance is limited. However, as the 2006 Quadrennial 

Defense Review Report notes, “China has the greatest potential to compete military 

with the United States and field disruptive military technologies that could over time 

offset traditional U.S. military advantages.”  

Former Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld on July 25, 2005, delivered a 

                                                 
14 Lee Lai To, “Political Reforms in Post-Deng China”, paper presented at the conference on Asian Perspectives 
on the Challenge of China, 7-8 March 2000, Institute for National Strategic Studies, National Defense University, 
Washington, D.C., USA.  
15 The other item of Chinese military ability please refer to “Annual Report to Congress: Military Power of the 
People’s Republic of China 2006,” Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2006. pp.1-6. 
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military report to U.S. Congress. This report estimates China’s military spending to be 

two to three times higher than what Chinese officials claim. Two years later, on 

March 14, 2007, at the 5th Session of the 10th National People’s Congress, it was 

announced that the country’s military budget for 2007 is 350.92 billion yuan, or 

roughly US$44.94 billion. This marks a 17.8 % increase over the previous year, or 

$6.8 billion.16 

The official Chinese defense budget and Donald Rumsfeld’s report do not reflect 

fully what China spends on its arm forces. However, unofficial calculations about the 

military spending of China tend to differ between organizations. A Research and 

Development Corporation (RAND) study states that China’s defense spending is 

higher than the official number but lower than United States Department of Defense 

estimates. The defense spending is estimated to be between 2.3-2.8% of China’s GDP. 

This is 40-70% higher than official figures. Chinese military spending nevertheless 

doubled between 1997 and 2003, nearly reaching the level of the United Kingdom and 

Japan, and it continued to grow with an annual rate of 10% during 2003-2005.17 If the 

RAND study is correct, China could be the second highest spender by percentage of 

GDP, among the countries in the below tables. 

A Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) study also comes to 

the conclusion that the military spending of China is higher than the official budget, 

but its estimate is lower than that of the RAND study. Of the major powers, the 

military spending of the China surpasses only that of Japan in relative terms and 

Russia in absolute terms.18 (See table 3.1 and 3.2) 

 

                                                 
16 Source: http:// www. chinatoday. com/arm/ 
17 War Resisters League - Where your income tax money really goes – 2005 
(http://www.warresisters.org/piechart.htm) 
18 Rand Corporation, China (http://www.rand.org/hotmhotmtopics/china) 
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Table 3.1 Absolute expenditures (in USD).(2004-2005) 

Country Official budget  SIPRI RAND 

United States $419.3 billion $455.3 billion / 

United Kingdom $58.6 billion $47.4 billion / 

People’s Republic of China $29.9 billion $41.0 billion $42.0-51.0 billion

Japan $45.8 billion $42.4 billion / 

Russia $14.5 billion $19.4 billion / 

Republic of China $7.6 billion / / 

 

Table 3.2 Relative expenditures (as percentage of GDP) 

Data: Official: 2005; SIPRI: 2005 (overall) 2004 (% of GDP); RAND: 2004; except the data for the U.S. which is 
a 2006 estimate. 

The lack of transparency arouses suspicion, as Defense Secretary Donald 

Rumsfeld alarms over militarization of China: 

“China’s defense expenditures are much higher than Chinese officials have 
published. It is estimated that China’s is the third largest military budget in 

Country Official budget SIPRI RAND 

People’s Republic of China 1.4% 1.8% 1.9-2.4% 

United States 3.7% 3.9% /

United Kingdom 2.7% 2.2% /

Japan 1.0% 1.0% /

Russia 2.8% 4.3% /

Republic of China 2.6% / /
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the world, and clearly the largest in Asia. China appears to be expanding its 
missile forces, allowing them to reach targets in many areas of the world, not 
just the Pacific region, while also expanding its missile capabilities within 
this region. China also is improving its ability to project power, and 
developing advanced systems of military technology. 
Since no nation threatens China, one must wonder: Why this growing 
investment? Why these continuing large and expanding arms purchases? 
Why these continuing robust deployments?”19 

Rumsfeld is saying what has been getting increasingly obvious for a year: China is 

mobilizing for war. Absent greater transparency, international reactions to China’s 

military growth will hedge these unknowns. 

 

3.1.4 Rise of China’s Soft Power 

After decades of development, Chinese government has confidence to pay more 

attention in building up its soft power, mainly because of the theory of “China Threat” 

posed by some other countries, the concerns of economic and technological 

interdependencies between China and other countries, and the Chinese regional 

hegemonic interests.20 According to I-bin Yang, China would like to use “peaceful 

development” in order to replace or fade out the “China threat”; China would like to 

check the unilateral American moves by using its soft power rather than hard power 

since China treasures its economic and technological interdependencies with the 

United States, Europe and Japan; China would also like to establish its influence in 

Southeast Asia through soft power, which can minimize the suspicions among 

Southeast Asian countries.21 

China, an exclusive importer of pop culture, now has turned into exporters. DVD 

                                                 
19 Remark at international conference on Asian security issues, hosted by the International Institute of Strategic 
Studies, Singapore, June 3, 2005. 
20 Joshua Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2007), p.1. 
21 I-bin Yang, “Confucian Culture and China’s soft power: an exploration of Confucius Institutes,” Prospect & 
Exploration, 2007,Vol.5, No.7, p.30, p.33. 
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versions of Chinese movies like Zhang Yimou’s (張藝謀) Hero are dazzling global 

audiences. Ang Lee’s (李安) Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon has become the highest 

grossing non-English film of all time, making about $170 million at the box office. 

Chinese artists are also winning acclaim in more rarefied fields. In 2000, Paris-based 

Chinese novelist Gao Xingjian (高行健) bagged China’s first Nobel Prize in literature. 

There are some other tools, from language schools to businesspeople, which have an 

effect on the ground. Table 3.4 shows that China now is entering the stage of global 

popular culture.  

Table 3.3  A Brief List of China’s Soft Power in the World 

Source: This author adopts from Joseph S. Nye Jr. “The Rise of China’s Soft Power.” The Wall Street Journal Asia, 
December 29, 2005, and Esther Pan, “China’s Soft Power Initiative,” Council on Foreign Affairs, May 18, 
2006. 

Items Achievements 

Gao Xingjian   China’s first Nobel Prize for Literature in 2000 

Yao Ming 

A team member of the U.S. National Basketball 

Association’s Houston Rockets, has become a household 

name. 

Crouching Tiger,  

Hidden Dragon 

The highest grossing non-English film. 

 

Foreign students in China Tripled to 110,000 from 36,000 over the past decade. 

Foreign tourists in China Increased to 17 million in 2004. 

Radio International Broadcast in English to twenty-four hours a day. 

World Games To host of the 2008 Summer Olympics 

Exposition 2010 Exposition 2010 is scheduled to take place in Shanghai. 
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However, the most significant achievement noteworthy is the worldwide 

establishment of Confucius Institutes. Confucius Institute is a non-profit public 

institute that aims at promoting Chinese language and culture and supporting local 

Chinese teaching internationally through affiliated Confucius Institutes. Its 

headquarters is in Beijing and is under the China National Office for Teaching 

Chinese as a Foreign Language. After establishing a pilot institute in Tashkent, 

Uzbekistan, in June 2004, the first Confucius Institute opened on November 21, 2004 

in Seoul, Korea and many more have been established in other countries, such as the 

U.S., Germany and Sweden, where Chinese enjoys an increasing popularity. The 

latest opening was in Las Cruces, New Mexico, USA on August 30, 2007. The first 

Confucius Institute in South Eastern Europe was opened in August 2006 in Belgrade, 

Serbia. So far there are 122 Confucius Institutes have been set up (See Table 3.4). The 

Ministry of Education of China estimates that, by the year 2010, there will be 

approximately 100 million people worldwide learning Chinese as a foreign language, 

and it plans to set up more than 100 Confucius Institutes worldwide. Not only has the 

successful marketing of the Confucius Institutes effectively enhanced Chinese 

practicing its growing soft power in the world, the reaffirmation of Confucian School 

also has made a great influence on the leaders of China to elicit ideas for making their 

strategic policies.22  

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
22 Ibid., pp.37-38. 
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Table 3.4 The List of Confucius Institutes 

Source: http://www.hanban.edu.cn/cn/cn/_hanban/kzxy_list.php?ithd=gzky 

 

    Soft Power in Southeast Asia 

When Joseph Nye coined “soft power” he originally used a more limited 

definition, excluding investment and aid and formal diplomacy—more traditional, 

harder forms of influence. Joshua Kurlantzick argues that in the context of Asia today, 

both China and its neighbors enunciate a broader idea of soft power, the idea that soft 

power implies all elements outside of the security realm, including investment and 

Continent Location Total 

Asia 

Hong Kong (1), South Korea (7), Japan (8), 

Thailand (13), Singapore (1), Malaysia (1), 

Philippines (1), India (1), Bangladesh (1),  

Sri Lanka (1), Pakistan (1), Lebanon (1),  

K kh (2) U b ki t (1) G i (1)

42 

Europe 

Germany (8), United Kingdom (7), France (5), 

Belgium (3), Spain (3), Russia (3),  

Ireland (1), Italy (1), Austria (1), Nederland (1), 

Portugal (1), Czech (1), Poland (1), Hungary (1), 

Serbia (1), Bulgaria (1), Romania (1),  

44 

North America The United States (18) and Canada (4) 22 

South America   Mexico  5 

Africa 
Kenya (1), South Africa (1), Egypt (1), 

Rwanda (1), and Zimbabwe (1) 
5 

Oceania   Australia (3) and New Zealand (1) 4 
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aid. 23  China’s development of economic society needs a peaceful and steady 

surrounding. Therefore, enhancement of regional cooperation is an effective way to 

the realization of good, safe, and rich neighborliness. Over the past decade China has 

downplayed its hard power in Southeast Asia, instead creating a strategy to build its 

soft power. Its foreign policy of developing relations with neighboring countries is 

based on harmony, security and prosperity--Good-neighborliness Policy (mulin 

zhengce) that aimed at strengthening its ties with neighbouring countries in the wake 

of the Tiananmen Incident in 1989.24 

China has used several policy tools to increase its soft power in Southeast Asia. 

According to a 2006 study by Henry Yep of National Defense University, in 2003, 

China’s aid to the Philippines was roughly four times greater than U.S. aid, China’s 

aid to Laos was roughly three times greater than U.S. aid. In 2002, China’s aid to 

Indonesia was roughly double U.S. aid.25 Chinese aid has not only grown in size but 

also become more sophisticated. It has always associated with large“white elephant” 

projects,26 like Vientiane, Laos’ monstrous friendship hall. Since the late 1990s, 

though, Beijing has better tied assistance to discrete policy goals, including promoting 

Chinese companies, cultivating political actors, and mitigating concerns about China’s 

economic rise. In Thailand, Chinese assistance has been used to bring Thai politicians 

to study trips in China. Beijing has also purchased surplus Thai agricultural products 

to conciliate Thai farmers worried about the effect of trade with China. After the end 

of the Cold War, China crafted a strategy reinforcing the concept of peaceful 

                                                 
23 Joshua Kurlantzick, “China’s Charm: Implications of Chinese Soft Power,” Policy Brief, June 2006, p.1. 
24  Kuik Cheng Chwee, “Multilateralism in China’s ASEAN Policy: Its Evolution, Characteristics, and 
Aspiration,” Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 27, No.1, 2005, p.103. 
25 Joshua Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2007), p.3. 
26 White elephant projects are not only often large and expensive to build and take longer than originally 
estimated, but also form and prestige so dominate over function that the project never performs satisfactorily either 
in terms of stated role, unclear as it is often is, or financially. Moreover, what really make these projects ‘white 
elephants’ is that they become expensive to maintain because of poor design, confused role and lack of what may 
be best described as a ‘business case’ for their very initiation. 
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development through efforts like organizing museum exhibits to celebrate the 600th 

anniversary of the voyages of Zheng He (鄭和), a Chinese admiral who sailed across 

Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, never conquering other nations. In the past decade 

Beijing also has rebuilt relations with Southeast Asian ethnic Chinese organizations, 

and, in nations like Cambodia, a system has been created in which Cambodian 

students attend Chinese-language schools that receive assistance from China. 

In the Asian economic crisis in late 1997, another example of building Chinese 

soft power, while the United States, for its own reasons, was slow to come to the 

rescue, China responded to ASEAN’s acute needs with an immediate promise not to 

devaluate its currency. By November 1997, the relationship had risen to the level of 

annual ASEAN-China summits. Then came 9/11 attacks that plunged the United 

States into an endless war against terrorism. The increased U.S. focus on Central Asia 

and the Middle East was accompanied by a negligence of Southeast Asia. China 

moved into the gap in 2001 with a proposal for a free-trade agreement with ASEAN. 

One can see that China has gained influence in Southeast Asia less by pushing into the 

region than by allowing changes in the international and regional environment to pull 

ASEAN to China. 

But in some ways China’s soft power could be negative for Southeast Asia. For 

example, China has begun to set up factories in northern Burma. Those Chinese 

government-linked companies have led to deforestation. China also has ignored what 

the Southeast Asian nations’ concerns about the environmental impact of dams on 

China’s upstream of the Mekong River. On the contrary, China has refused to joint an 

organization monitoring the river, the Mekong River Commission. In Cambodia 

Chinese support for the ruling party-Cambodian People’s Party causes complain from 

opposition politicians. In Burma China’s aid packages and frequent state visits have 

undermined U.S. and Southeast Asian efforts to push the ruling junta into a dialogue 
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with the democratic opposition. Moreover, China’s success in showing its strong 

economic growth could serve as a great example to some of the authoritarian leaders 

in the region, like Cambodia’s Hun Sen, who admires China’s economic and political 

system. 

A 2005 BBC poll of 22 countries, which found that nearly half the respondents 

saw Beijing’s influence as positive compared to 38% who said the same for the U.S.27 

This result gave American a warning sign. As Joseph S. Nye Jr. says, “In a global 

information age, soft sources of power such as culture, political values, and 

diplomacy are part of what makes a great power. Success depends not only on whose 

army wins, but also on whose story wins.”28 

Nonetheless, China’s growing soft power does not mean the United States should 

balance against that of China. Joshua Kurlantzick points out two reasons. For one, soft 

power is difficult to define, which makes it hard to determine an exact U.S. policy 

response. In addition some of China’s soft power may support U.S. interests in the 

region, and some negative consequences of Chinese soft power must be left to 

Southeast Asian nations to handle.29 

 

3.2 China’s New Diplomacy in the Context of the U.S. Hegemony 

The modernization of China enhanced the confidence of its leaders to make a 

new engagement in international affairs. This was seen in March 1986, Premier Zhao 

Ziyang during the 4th Session of the 6th NPC outlined the main tenet of an 

independent foreign policy for China, which allowed it to engage with other states on 

an equal basis rather than its cliched confrontational ideology. However one of the 

                                                 
27 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/4203867.stm 
28 Joseph S. Nye Jr. “The Rise of China’s Soft Power.” The Wall Street Journal Asia, December 29, 2005. 
29 Joshua Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2007), p.6. 
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key changes has been to expand the role of what are known in China as “leading small 

groups”: interagency coordinating bodies on key policy issues. In late 2000, Beijing 

established a National Security Leading Group (Guojia Anquan Lingdao Xiaozu)30, 

limiting the power of any one individual or faction. The process of making foreign 

policy in China has since become much more institutionalized and decentralized, and 

is far less dependent on any individual leader.31 

China’s national strategy, according to David Lampton’s analyzing, is designed 

to continue its fast domestic economic growth, the regime’s principal legitimizing 

factor besides nationalism; attract maximum resources (technology, investment, and 

strategic materials) from the international system; and reduce external threats that 

might deplete its resources.32 One can see that this strategy does not emphasize 

military growth but to strengthen its economic power. Because growth is fundamental 

to the regime’s legitimacy, even China’s foreign policy is judged by its consequences 

for growth and internal stability. Based on this, China is using symbolic, intellectual, 

ideological, diplomatic, and cultural resources to increase its influence to fulfill its 

“going global” strategy. China’s leaders now are relentless travels and begin to spend 

substantial time with foreign dignitaries; China’s diplomats are becoming more 

capable and experienced.” One can see that China’s new diplomacy in the context of 

the U.S. hegemony has been gradually changed and lead to competition with the 

United States. As David Lampton points out, “For the United States, the rise of China 

can mean only thing: engagement. The United States has no choice because China is 

too big, too important, too dynamic, and too many other nations with an interest in 

                                                 
30 After NATO planes had bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in May 1999, China created this CCP 
leading group for national security, aimed mainly at handling international crises and at co-ordinating 
decision-making in the diplomatic, military and energy fields.. 
31 Evan S. Medeiros and M. Taylor Fravel, “China’s New Diplomacy”, Foreign Affairs, November/December 
2003, p.4. 
32 David Lampton, “The Faces of Chinese Power,” Foreign Affairs, January/February 2007, pp.117-118. 
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cooperation with it to be push around.”33 

Denny Roy also points out that China’s policy towards the United States is as 

schizophrenic as U.S. China policy for much the same reason: the U.S. is both partner 

and competitor to China. Thus, China has made a considerable effort to accommodate 

the U.S., even in some cases where this required costly political or strategic 

compromises. 34  Theoretically and historically, China’s reaction to American 

hegemony in East Asia is not only accommodation but also balancing and challenging. 

It is a combination of these three things. 

 

32.1 Balancing 

Balancing against the U.S. is not the driving principle of Chinese        

security policy but an element of China's foreign policy to maintain a relationship 

with the US and to avoid antagonizing Washington. Because China believes that 

under present political circumstances, open confrontation with the U.S. would be 

counter-productive for China, and China lack strong partners: nearly all of its allies 

happen to be weak and failing states. There are two ways: 1) Internal balancing: 

China is increasing its defense spending, modernizing its arm forces.           

This evolution can be considered a response to the threats from the U.S. Take Taiwan 

as an example. Some of the specific capabilities the PLA seeks to buy appear linked to 

a possible clash with the U.S., most likely over Taiwan. 2) External Balancing: To 

North Korea, it is a useful buffer between Chinese territory and U.S. military bases in 

South Korea. To Russia, in 1996 and 2001 Beijing and Moscow signed treaties              

respectively aimed at balancing US power. Since 1996, both sides of officials have 

held high-level meetings frequently. Besides the above, China’s arms sales to NK, 

                                                 
33 Ibid., p.126. 
34 Denny Roy, “China’s Reaction to American Predominance,” Survival, Vol. 45, No.3, Autumn 2003, p.70 
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Iran, Yemen, and Iraq has built up a counterweight to American power. The sales 

successfully draw American attention and resources away from China’s              

immediate neighbors.  

 

3.2.2 Accommodation 

Regarding accommodation, the transformation of China from a backward 

country to a relative modernized one creates a dilemma between China and the U.S. 

To the United States, As Gordon C.K. Cheung points out, “It is not because of the 

absolute decline in U.S. power, but because of its relative decline. The United States 

has to talk to and sometimes make unsatisfactory compromises with other countries 

(like China) sometimes in an unsatisfactory manner because of the weakening of its 

hegemonic power.35  Since a hegemony tries to maintain stability in the world 

economy through its revolving power of bestowing punishment and giving rewards,36 

the emerging power of China could (from the view point of the United States) 

challenge its hegemonic status.37  To China, the Chinese would hope to see it 

replacing the U.S. as the main security player and arbiter in Asia. But sometimes 

China declines to oppose an undesirable policy of America in order to avoid conflict 

with the United States.38  

There were several events that a Chinese reassessment, like NATO’s intervention 

in Kosovo, Taiwan and Tibet issues, and accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy 

in Belgrade in May 1999. Chinese government thought that there would be converse 

effects, such as would invoke the hostility of a military superior adversary, jeopardize 

                                                 
35 Gordon C.K. Cheung, Market Liberalism, American Foreign Policy toward China (New Brunswick and 
London, Transaction Publishers, 1998), p.134. 
36 Robert Gilpin, The Political Economy of International Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1987), p.75. 
37 Susan Strange, “The Future of the American Empire”, in Richard Little and Michael Smith, eds., Perspectives 
on World Politics, 2d. ed., London: Routledge, 1991, pp.56-57. 
38 Denny Roy, “China’s Reaction to American Predominance”, Survival, Vol. 45. No.3, Autumn 2003, p.59. 
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China’s assessment to the international economy, and give Washington a reason to 

strengthen its security ties with Taiwan. Moreover, China’s supporting for 

Non-Proliferation treaty, war against terrorism, US military presence in Center Asia, 

improvement of US relations with Pakistan, Russia, and India and the deployment of 

Japanese warships overseas in support of counter- terrorism operation are good 

examples of China’s accommodation to U.S. hegemony. However in the special case, 

the war in Iraq, Chinese observers believed Saddam Hussein’s government did not 

pose a sufficiently direct security threat to America to justify invading a country. 

China skillfully left it to other countries such as France and Germany to lead the 

opposition and absorb the brunt of American anger. 

 

3.3.3 Challenging 

As for China’s challenge to the U.S., Denny Roy argues that Beijing is quietly 

preparing the ground for a future era in which, essentially, Chinese international 

leadership has waxed and American leadership has waned.39 As a result of its 

increasing ties with other states in political, economic, and strategic fields, China has 

developed a new concept of foreign and security policy. This is what they have called 

the New Security Concept (NSC). This New Security Concept first emerged during 

the Shanghai Five talks in 1996.40 In mid 2002, following the evolution of the 

Shanghai Five grouping into the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 2001, China 

promulgated a NSC position paper. This paper contained five key principles for the 

NSC. These principles covered: 

(1) To conduct cooperation on the basis of the U.N. Charter, the 
Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence and other widely 
recognized norms governing international relations, and give full 

                                                 
39 Ibid., p.70. 
40 The five members were China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Russia. 
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play to the leading role of the United Nations; (2) To peacefully 
resolve territorial and border disputes and other controversial issues 
through negotiations; (3) To reform and improve the existing 
international economic and financial organizations and promote 
common prosperity in line with the principle of reciprocity and 
mutual benefit and common development; (4) To place emphasis on 
non-traditional security areas such as combating terrorism and 
transnational crimes, in addition to the traditional security areas like 
preventing foreign invasion and safeguarding territorial integrity; (5) 
To conduct effective disarmament and arms control with broad 
participation in line with the principle of justice, 
comprehensiveness, rationality and balance, prevent the roliferation 
of weapons of massive destruction, uphold the current international 
arms control and disarmament regime and refrain from arms race.41 

The act of proposing NSC is a new set of principles for international relations superior 

to the current system implies an assertion of Chinese leadership. There is a special 

purposes for proposing NSC, undermining American containment strategy. Chinese 

scholar Chu Shulong summarizes the NSC down to ‘four no’s’: no hegemonism, no 

power politics, no arms races, and no military alliances.42 The first two ‘no’s’ are 

expressions of Chinese antipathy towards American unipolarity and global influence. 

The third conveys China’s opposition to the US missile-defense system and US arms 

sales to Taiwan. The final point condemns American bilateral defense arrangements 

with Japan, South Korea and Australia, the very pillars of US security policy in the 

Asia-Pacific. Beijing’s diplomacy has worked to undermine U.S. global hegemony 

while promoting China’s major power status by establishing partnerships’ with many 

foreign governments. For examples, since 1996, China has announced partnerships 

with these countries, France (“Long-term Comprehensive Partnership”), Germany 

(“Trustworthy Partnership”), The United Kingdom (“Comprehensive Cooperative 

                                                 
41 Source: http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/wjb/zzjg/gjs/gjzzyhy/2612/2614/tl5319.htm 
42 Denny Roy, “China’s Pitch for a Multipolar World: the New Security Concept”, Asia-Pacific Security Studies, 
Vol.2, No.1, May 2003, p.3. 
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Partnership”), Japan (“Friendly and Cooperative Partnership”), and Russia (“Strategic 

Cooperative Partnership”). New Security Concept causes some effects for the regional 

political and strategic environment. First, it signifies that China’s engagement with the 

region is part of a strategy of zhoubian diplomacy. Second, foreign economic relations 

and trade agreements will help to create a more prosperous for China and stabilize the 

peripheral regions. One can conclude that no matter how accommodative China’s 

ultimate goal is not to attain the level of merely the second most powerful state in East 

Asia but rather to replace the U.S. as regional hegemony and achieve parity with the 

U.S. in global terms. 

 

3.3 China’s Basic Diplomatic Strategies to East Asian Security 

There are three key factors that have affected China’s view of the East Asia 

security issue since the end of the cold war era. The first is China’s view of 

international political system of international relation. The second is China’s view of 

its status in this structure. The third is China’s overall security strategies in respond to 

above views. In particular, for tha sake of building a peaceful and steady surrouding, 

China has moved towards developing relations with East Asian states. China’s 

security issues in East Asia can be categorized into three points, i.e. efforts to 

establish a balance among the major powers in this region, the attempt to stabilize its 

relations with neighboring countries in the north, south and even the west, and 

seeking to secure its passage in the Southeast China Seas. 

 

3.3.1 Searching for Balance among the Major Powers 

China once concentrated its efforts in the so-called “power diplomacy” or “big 

country diplomacy” during the middle of 1990s, in which it reaped considerable fruits 

as well as suffered major disappointments. For example, the bombing of China’s 
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embassy in Yugoslavia in May 1999 led to continuous tension in the Sino-U.S. 

relations for some time. After that, China adjusted its diplomatic strategies, which 

certainly did not fully give up on “power diplomacy.” Under such a background, one 

witnesses a rather eager attitude of China toward its relations with Russia. Moreover, 

China did not cool off its diplomacy efforts with major members of the European 

Union after the bombing incidence by NATO. Even more interesting is that as the 

Sino-U.S. relations were in crisis, China intentionally avoids disputes about historic 

problems and the Taiwan issue in its diplomacy with Japan. When receiving Japan’s 

Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi during his visit in July 1997, the Beijing authorities 

avoided the historic problem and, instead, focused on economic cooperation. The 

strategy of “seeking consensus amid differences” as demonstrated in China’s 

diplomacy with Japan has also appeared in the diplomatic activities toward the U.S. 

One of the key elements should be this. Facing the gradual formation of the alliance 

between the U.S. and Japan in the area of East Asia security issues, China still sought 

to maintain a balance among the major powers so as to avoid the possible evolving 

bipolar system. Obviously, in the triangle formed by China, U.S. and Japan, China on 

the one hand tried to smooth its relationship with Japan in order to reinforce its 

diplomatic standing toward the U.S. On the other hand, it patched up its relationship 

with the U.S. so as to constrain in Japan. It seems that seeking a balance among the 

major powers has become China’s basic strategies in response to the security issues in 

East Asia. 

 

3.3.2 Stabilizing Relations with Neighboring States 

Under the present structure of East Asia security, the security relations between 

U.S. and Japan, U.S. and Korea, U.S. and Taiwan are all closer than those between 

U.S. and China and Japan and China. China’s response to such a security order does 
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not seem to depend entirely on striking a balance between U.S. and Japan, nor entirely 

on Russia and European Union to constrain U.S. and Japan. Instead, it is taking 

actions to stabilize its relations with neighboring countries in the north, south and 

even the west. For the northern border, China has reached some agreements with 

Russia regarding their territorial disputes. Both parties are now cooperating very 

closely in arms sale. The five Central Asian countries with China and Russia at the 

center have formed a very close relationship regarding security issues. Generally 

speaking, under the premise that the extreme nationalists of Russia are not likely to 

dominate the country’s internal politics, China shall not expect any major security 

problems in the north for a long time to come. The only trouble spot may be the Korea 

Peninsula in Northeast Asia. Although the trouble there will make China feel difficult, 

it surely will be not targeted directly at China. This is also an opportunity through 

which China has in fact increased its influence on the situations in the Korea 

Peninsula. Through its cooperation with the U.S. and Japan, China has increased its 

bargaining margin in its negotiation with the U.S. and Japan by playing the “North 

Korea card.” Given the less than ideal development of the Sino-U.S. relations and the 

Sino-Japan relations, China is expected to have a better relationship with North Korea. 

In the south, China has greatly improved its relations with ASEAN. Certainly, China 

has had disputes with some countries in this region regarding the territorial issue of 

the South China Sea archipelagoes. Owing to historic reasons and the realistic 

situations, the cloud of the “Chinese threat” has continued to hover over this region. 

But, overall, China need not be too worried about the ASEAN countries in terms of 

the security issues. If there is any trouble, China is on the more powerful side. China 

may even hope that ASEAN can play the role of balancing Japan, Russia, E.U. and 

U.S. in Asia at least, or even in the world over. 
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3.3.3 Securing Passage in South China Seas 

This is the fundamental interest and primary goal of China’s concern over the 

security issue in East Asia in the next several decades. It is also an important strategy 

for China to seek to improve its own security environment and support its economic 

development for the long run. There are four implications in this issue. First, China 

wants the so-called “complete unification” of the country at the level of territory and 

sovereignty issues. It will not tolerate the development of Taiwan’s independence. 

Second, at the level of its defensive security environment, China is trying to 

undermine the power of the U.S. and Japan alliance around China’s parameters. The 

alliance has partly contained China via certain “spots” including Taiwan and the 

Ryukyu Islands, especially through the U.S.-Japan Joint Defense System. Third, from 

its security perspective, this represents the lifeline of China in trying to become a 

major marine power. The “reinforcement of the protection of ocean rights” has 

become China’s major strategy in the future. Fourth, this will play a key role in 

tipping the power scale between China and Japan in the future, and thus guarantees 

China’s true “rise” to a major power. 


