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The second de cade of the twenty- fi rst  century has 
been a period of transition within China and in 
China’s international relations. At a moment in its 
history when China’s leaders have been address-
ing domestic challenges that have emerged  after 
three de cades of dramatic reforms, they have also 

been refashioning their country’s foreign policy to better fi t what 
they see as China’s place in a changing world order. The recalibration 
of China’s foreign policy has been vis i ble in an increasingly proactive 
approach to international economic affairs, a more vigorous approach 
to international security affairs, and a more focused approach to its 
engagement with international cultural and educational affairs. In 
each of  these areas, the trajectory of China’s international relations 
has refl ected dramatic developments within China in the de cades 
since the death of Mao Zedong and within the international system 
its leaders have faced. While the  future of China’s global role defi es 
prediction, it is pos si ble to take stock of national and international 
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 factors that account for China’s current posture. This chapter begins, 
however, by briefl y looking backward, to put recent trends in historical 
perspective.

FROM A REGIONALIZED WORLD ORDER 
TO THE MODERN ERA

China’s rise to prominence in the twenty- fi rst  century actually marks 
the country’s reemergence as a po liti cal entity with impor tant rela-
tions extending beyond the realm over which its leaders formally 
rule. Beginning in 221 B.C., a series of imperial dynasties controlled 
territories in the area that is  today’s China. During  these millennia, 
the empire’s relations with the world beyond its bound aries  were 
mostly regional rather than global in scope as interactions across 
often loosely defi ned borders and vast oceans  were limited by pre-
vailing transportation and communications technologies. In its part 
of the globe, however, China was typically the greatest economic and 
military power.

The Celestial Empire itself consisted of a po liti cal core (or heart-
land) that interacted with and typically dominated its periphery.1 
Connections between the core and periphery and the extent of the 
latter’s subordination to the imperial throne varied over time but, 
in princi ple, their relations remained hierarchical; the latter paid 
deference to the throne’s preeminent status within what John King 
Fairbank described as a distinctive “tribute system” that defi ned a 
Chinese world order.2 The organ izing princi ple of this order con-
trasted sharply with that of the modern international order of for-
mally sovereign and equal states fi rst established in the Eu ro pean 
regional system by the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. But despite this 
distinctiveness, exchanges between the empire’s core, its periphery, 
and even more distant reaches of the world resembled what we now 
think of as international relations. Goods and ideas (especially the 
religious beliefs of Buddhism and Islam) fl owed into China across the 
mountains that marked the southern periphery and across the vast 
and desolate western periphery along what became known as the Silk 
Road. China’s maritime reach, though generally limited, also led to 
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interaction with the closest parts of the periphery in East Asia, in-
cluding Japan, Taiwan, and Oceania.

China’s prestige as the center of Confucian culture and the re-
gional dominance of Sinitic civilization in East Asia proved resilient 
even during periods when the capacity of the ruling dynasty waned. 
On the two occasions when invaders from the northern periphery 
(Mongols in the thirteenth  century and Manchus in the seventeenth 
 century) used military victories to establish their own dynasties (the 
Yuan and the Qing) to rule the core,  these “outsiders” embraced the 
essential practices of the po liti cal, economic, and cultural system al-
ready established by the Han Chinese “insiders” centuries earlier. 
Thus, for nearly two millennia imperial China’s infl uence as the key 
player, if not always the omnipotent hegemon, within its regional 
system endured.

In the course of the nineteenth  century, however, the regional-
ized era of international relations ended. Technology and industrial 
modernization provided Western countries (and, by the end of the 
 century, Japan) with the ability and the motivation to challenge 
China’s long- standing dominance in its neighborhood. Eu ro pe ans and 
Americans grew increasingly frustrated by the unwillingness of the 
last of China’s imperial rulers, the Qing, to accept diplomacy based 
on the princi ple of the formal equality of sovereign states that the 
West had embraced. International commerce, too, became an issue. 
Imperial China resisted efforts by the West, spearheaded by  Great 
Britain, to promote commerce resting on the modern notion of mu-
tually benefi cial  free trade rather than the traditional mercantilist 
notion of trade managed by and for the benefi t of the state. As impor-
tant, for the fi rst time outsiders from well beyond the usual periphery 
 were able to tap superior military force to impose their  will on China’s 
rulers. Their success required the Qing dynasty to agree to conces-
sions that undermined China’s erstwhile dominance of its regional 
subsystem. Defeat  after military defeat at the hands of foreign pow-
ers not only cast doubt on the regime’s claims about the superiority 
of China’s Confucian civilization, the pillar of dynastic rule for centu-
ries, but also compounded new internal military challenges arising 
within the empire’s core that  were testing the Qing court’s grip on 
power. As imperial China’s domestic control and international prestige 
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 were si mul ta neously being shattered, it began to lose po liti cal sway 
over its periphery; as it did, foreigners began establishing their own 
imperial infl uence in  these surrounding areas. China had entered 
what  later generations would retrospectively label a “ century of na-
tional humiliation” that began in the 1840s. It was only  after de cades 
of civil strife triggered and then exacerbated by repeated foreign 
military attacks and interventions that the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) in 1949 fi  nally succeeded in establishing a regime— the  People’s 
Republic of China (PRC)— that restored effective central rule over 
most of the territory once controlled by the Qing dynasty.

A CHANGING CHINA IN THE COLD WAR ORDER

The PRC emerged within an international order that was no longer 
regional. As it did, Beijing remained sensitive to the legacy of humili-
ation suffered by China at the hands of foreigners. While Chinese 
offi cials remained wary of international military and economic rela-
tions,  under the leadership of Mao Zedong (1949–76) ties with the 
outside world  were at times recognized as necessary, even if they might 
require unpleasant compromises of national autonomy.

Most notable among such compromises  were  those that facilitated 
the strategic cooperation needed to help ensure the regime’s security. 
The PRC faced serious threats from much more power ful adversar-
ies for most of the Cold War years— fi rst from the United States, and 
then from the Soviet Union. Although the risk of a full- scale inva-
sion and occupation was low, the superpowers’ unpre ce dented power 
projection capabilities (including aircraft and missiles that could 
carry nuclear weapons) meant that they could use military force to 
coerce or attack China without fi rst having to invade and occupy its 
territory.  Until Beijing was able to develop its own military capabili-
ties that could dissuade  these adversaries by threatening to infl ict 
punishing retaliation, Mao and his colleagues had  little choice but 
to forge strategic links with one superpower as a way to check the 
other. China turned fi rst to the Soviet Union to dissuade threats from 
the United States, and then  later to the United States to dissuade 
threats from the Soviet Union.3 Despite such collaborations, China’s 



 A Rising China’s Growing Presence 5

leaders resisted the closely integrated sorts of alliances that other 
countries formed (especially  those allied with the United States) 
and instead limited their international strategic relations, even in 
the context of a formal Sino- Soviet treaty alliance, to what they deemed 
absolutely necessary.

China’s international economic relations  were also limited during 
the Cold War years. In the 1950s, while the United States encouraged 
its global partners to isolate China, Beijing’s international economic 
engagement was mostly restricted to the Soviet- led socialist bloc. Al-
though Soviet direct investment and technical assistance  were helpful 
for China’s initial industrialization, by the mid-1950s Mao and his 
associates  were already chafi ng at what they saw as the unacceptable 
price of assistance—an unseemly need to defer to foreign (in this 
case, Soviet) leadership and advice. During the 1960s, ties with the 
Soviet Union unraveled entirely and China’s modest international 
economic profi le was further reduced. Perhaps making a virtue of ne-
cessity, Mao promoted an economic strategy that emphasized ex-
treme self- reliance. Even when a serious military threat from the So-
viet Union induced Beijing to pursue strategic ties with the United 
States in the 1970s, Mao continued to carefully circumscribe China’s 
international economic engagement. It was only when the po liti cal suc-
cession to Mao Zedong yielded new leaders whose reform agenda in-
cluded a redefi nition of China’s global role that Beijing’s international 
economic policy shifted dramatically. Beginning with a landmark CCP 
Central Committee meeting in December 1978, Deng Xiaoping and 
like- minded colleagues decisively rejected Mao’s one- sided emphasis 
on self- reliance and instead eagerly sought the benefi ts of increased 
international engagement. Over the last de cade of the Cold War, this 
led to an unpre ce dented opening of China to the outside world that 
included trade with and investment by regional neighbors in Asia as 
well as Eu rope and the United States.

The new era of growing international involvement that dawned in 
the early 1980s was distinguished not only from the de cades of Mao-
ist isolation but also from the centuries- long traditions of imperial 
rule. Yet, the contrast with China’s recent and more distant historical 
experiences should not be overstated. China’s reformers, like national 
leaders in  every country,  were not interested in trading the extreme 
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of Maoist autarky for dependence on  others. They made clear that 
even as they pursued engagement and interdependence with the out-
side world, China’s development would mainly rely on its own efforts. 
And, although they would not be resurrecting the deference that 
China enjoyed in the era of emperors, Beijing’s leaders at times dis-
played a sensitivity to protocol that echoed rituals identifi ed with their 
imperial pre de ces sors. Of course, they no longer claimed cultural su-
periority. But they parlayed re spect for China as the center of one of 
the world’s  great civilizations, as well as the foreign fascination with a 
country rendered exotic by its inaccessibility during much of the post- 
WWII era, into what might be termed modern diplomacy with tradi-
tional Chinese characteristics.4

A CHANGING CHINA AND THE END 
OF THE COLD WAR WORLD

China’s reform program  under the leadership group headed by Deng 
Xiaoping was anchored in a dual mandate, “enliven the domestic 
economy and open to the outside” (duinei gaohuo, duiwai kaifang), that 
clearly linked China’s own prospects to greater involvement with the 
outside world. Over the fi nal two de cades of the twentieth  century, 
the new leaders crafted policies to integrate a lagging China with 
the global system. The PRC joined existing international economic 
institutions, most of which  were established de cades earlier  under 
American leadership and from which the PRC previously had been 
excluded or that it previously had been uninterested in joining.

As part of the reforms, Beijing also  adopted new policies that made 
it fi nancially attractive for foreigners to invest in manufacturing and 
assembly of their products in China just as falling trade barriers and 
advances in communications and transportation  were giving rise to 
the globalization of economic activity. When the end of the Cold War 
eliminated divisions refl ecting Soviet- American rivalry and brought 
down most remaining barriers to the fl ow of goods and  people, the 
pro cess of globalization accelerated. Global production chains en-
abled China to leverage a large, relatively cheap, and disciplined  labor 
pool, business- friendly government policies (including signifi cant 
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tax breaks), and a currency exchange rate that the government care-
fully managed to become a favored site for international corporations 
to establish manufacturing facilities. At fi rst churning out mostly 
textiles and other low- end consumer goods, soon factories in China 
included  those assembling imported components for electronics 
and appliances that would be re- exported for sale on global mar-
kets. By the end of the twentieth  century, the economic signifi cance 
of China for the world and of the world for China was dramatically 
increasing.

In contrast with China’s transformation that refl ected domestic 
economic reforms and globalization, the end of the Cold War did not 
result in comparably dramatic changes in the country’s military- 
security situation. By 1983 Beijing had already become much less con-
cerned about the threat that an internationally overextended and 
internally troubled Soviet Union could pose to China. As such, even 
before the Cold War ended, Beijing believed it faced a much less 
dangerous world, one that provided a more favorable environment 
in which China could focus its attention on economic modernization. 
The fi nal decline of the Soviet Union that played out over the 1980s 
only reinforced that view.5 To be sure, Beijing soon grew worried 
about the potential threat that an Amer i ca unconstrained by concerns 
about its defunct superpower rival might pose to Chinese interests, 
especially  after 1989 when the specter of internal instability was raised 
by massive demonstrations in Tian anmen Square and by the ouster of 
communist parties from power across Eastern Eu rope and eventually 
the Soviet Union itself. But the challenge was initially perceived as 
po liti cal rather than military in nature. The CCP responded by reas-
serting its grip on power— fi rst by brutally crushing popu lar demon-
strations in June 1989 that called for po liti cal reforms and then by 
standing fi rm in the face of the international condemnation of the 
crackdown that followed. Once it felt securely back in command, 
Beijing reengaged the global community. By the  middle of the 1990s 
it was embracing a new, reinvigorated approach to foreign relations.

 Under this approach, what some labeled the  grand strategy of 
“peaceful rise,” China placed top priority in its foreign policy on cre-
ating an international environment that was conducive to the coun-
try’s economic development while minimizing what  were seen as the 
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low risks of military confl ict. This strategy, banking heavi ly on cre-
ative diplomacy, refl ected a recognition that China’s continuing eco-
nomic and technological shortcomings meant that Beijing could not 
rely mainly on its military capabilities to advance the country’s national 
interests.6 And despite misgivings about the pos si ble implications of 
unchecked American military power, it also refl ected a recognition 
that the United States and its Cold War legacy alliances in East Asia 
continued to supply the collective good of a peaceful environment 
that enabled the region’s states, most notably China, to invest in eco-
nomic development rather than military competition.

CHINA’S ECONOMIC ARRIVAL

By the opening years of the twenty- fi rst  century, China had reaped 
substantial and growing benefi ts from its engagement with an ever 
more globalized world economy and a peaceful East Asia. Indeed, 
China had benefi ted to the point that its choices  were beginning to 
shape, as well as be  shaped by, this international order.7 As a surging 
China moved  toward becoming the world’s leading trading state and 
second largest economy, its demand for commodities and supply of 
low- priced goods on international markets meant that producers 
elsewhere  were routinely faced with the challenge of adjusting to the 
“China price” in order to remain competitive. In the early twenty- fi rst 
 century, Beijing not only sought to maintain its role as the world’s 
workshop, but also urged its businesses to “go out” and pioneer a wave 
of Chinese investment overseas. The result was another boom in 
China’s international economic activity spreading well beyond its 
established export markets of Asia, Eu rope, and North Amer i ca to 
Africa and Latin Amer i ca. In what seemed like the blink of an eye by 
historical standards, China had gone from being an admirable suc-
cess story in the developing world to a behemoth that all recognized 
as an essential player, and some began to view as a coming economic 
rival.

While foreign companies increasingly felt the pressure of Chinese 
competition, consumers in many countries benefi ted from China’s 
economic expansion. Downward pressure on prices increased their 
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purchasing power. In Amer i ca, consumers also benefi ted from low 
interest rates partly driven by the Chinese government buying U.S. 
Trea sury securities as Beijing invested the dollars from its foreign 
exchange reserves that swelled along with its trade surplus.8 This 
benefi t for Americans, however, soon became a double- edged sword 
when Washington’s policies abetted risky home mortgages and gener-
ated a housing  bubble that would burst in 2007 as the global fi nancial 
crisis hit.

In short, during the fi rst de cade of the twenty- fi rst  century, China 
had clearly arrived as an economic  great power whose decisions  were 
having major effects around the world. As the international commu-
nity began discussing how best to update the globe’s major multilat-
eral institutions for managing trade and fi nance to refl ect a changing 
post– Cold War order, China’s role loomed ever larger as a central 
consideration.9 China’s greater importance for the global economy 
was dramatically revealed again in 2015 as concerns about slowing 
growth in China, its volatile stock market, and its changing currency 
policy rattled trade partners and investors around the world whose 
prosperity was increasingly linked with the per for mance of a changing 
Chinese economy.10

Although China’s new international economic role has become a 
global story, its signifi cance has been most pronounced within the 
Asia- Pacifi c region, which has emerged as the world economy’s center 
of gravity. The economic vibrancy of Asia created new opportunities 
for a rising China to undertake impor tant initiatives on trade and 
investment within the region during the second de cade of the new 
 century. Two stand out.

In the fall of 2013 China’s top leader, Xi Jinping, rolled out a Chi-
nese government plan to develop infrastructure and promote trade 
along a wide swath stretching from maritime Southeast Asia through 
Central Asia all the way to Eu rope. Labeled the Silk Road Economic 
 Belt and the Maritime Silk Road (popularly known as “One  Belt, 
One Road”— OBOR—or yidai yilu), the initiative envisioned tapping 
China’s domestic overcapacity for infrastructure development and 
industrial production to make investments in regions south and west 
of China, largely in countries where  others (national governments and 
international fi nancial institutions) have been reluctant to invest. 
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The risks that discouraged  others from economic involvement in  these 
countries may ultimately confound China’s expectations for the suc-
cess of this initiative. But success for Beijing may be mea sured in po-
liti cal as well as economic terms. OBOR offers China an opportunity 
to integrate more closely the economies of  these countries with China 
and perhaps to cultivate in them a more Sinocentric set of policy 
preferences— a political- economic dynamic fi rst analyzed in the mid- 
twentieth  century by the economist Albert Hirschmann.11 Moreover, 
in the westward- focused OBOR initiative, China is less likely to fi nd 
itself competing with the economic clout of other advanced econo-
mies or triggering security concerns and a strong pushback from the 
United States and its allies, a challenge it  faces in much of East Asia.12 
Instead, this initiative mostly focuses on a region where American 
interests have traditionally been weak and where China  faces the 
comparatively easier task of allaying Rus sian and Indian concerns.13

Perhaps even more noteworthy than OBOR was Beijing’s initia-
tive a year  later to set up and provide a founding fi nancial stake for 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). Remarkably quickly, 
a long list of countries from around the world, and not just Asia, deci-
ded to respond to Beijing’s invitation to sign on as founding mem-
bers. Their ranks included some, like Britain, that apparently bucked 
advice from Washington not to join what the United States saw as a 
potential rival to established international fi nancial institutions. The 
United States reportedly warned that princi ples of responsible gover-
nance embodied in the Asia Development Bank, the International 
Monetary Fund, and the World Bank might not be honored in the 
rules of an AIIB dominated by China.  Whether or not the American 
concerns about China’s intentions  were well founded (Chinese and 
many foreign analysts argued that they  were not), in the end Beijing’s 
surprising success in recruiting members to the AIIB effectively 
reduced China’s ability to dictate decision- making standards (for 
example, on environmental or  labor conditions in potential recipient 
countries), since voting shares  were tied to each member’s fi nancial 
contribution to the bank. Moreover, the AIIB’s charter set up rules 
that enable Beijing to exercise the kind of veto power the United 
States enjoys in the IMF on only a limited class of decisions that re-
quire a supermajority for approval.14
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A changing regional order in the Asia- Pacifi c region and a chang-
ing China  were providing unpre ce dented opportunities for Beijing 
to exercise leadership. But neither OBOR nor the AIIB represents a 
Chinese pivot to a narrow regional, rather than a global, economic 
focus. Beijing maintains a strong interest in playing a role commen-
surate with its growing economic power in global institutions— both 
 those established during the era when the U.S.- led Western econo-
mies  were preeminent, and new ones that refl ect attempts at interna-
tional coordination among the key emerging economies colloquially 
referred to as the BRICS (Brazil, Rus sia, India, China, and South 
Africa). Although a diverse group with sometimes divergent interests, 
the BRICS constitute an impor tant subset of the biggest late- developing 
economies whose deliberations provide one more venue in which 
China may be able to play the kind of leading role that it cannot yet 
play in other global economic groupings— older ones, such as the 
Group of Seven or Eight, or G-7 / 8, of which it is not a member, or 
newer ones, such as the Group of Twenty, or G-20, in which the large 
membership dilutes China’s infl uence.

 These vari ous changes in China’s international economic role have 
refl ected the growing signifi cance of a more prosperous China as well 
as developments beyond China’s borders. But as Evan Feigenbaum 
and Robert Manning have argued, in the Asia- Pacifi c region a second 
story line has emerged alongside  these economic developments— 
the revival of serious military- security prob lems.15

CHINA’S MILITARY ARRIVAL

During the fi rst de cade of the twenty- fi rst  century, what had been 
China’s steady, if at fi rst slow, investment in military modernization 
since the early 1980s began to yield results. China was successfully 
exploiting the jump- start provided by the purchase of advanced air-
craft and naval vessels from Rus sia, which was not party to the arms 
embargo imposed by the United States and Eu ro pe ans  after the 
June 1989 crackdown in Tian anmen Square. China was also more 
effectively ramping up its indigenous arms industries and improving 
its technological base. In part this was made pos si ble by the economic 
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and scientifi c benefi ts of the country’s broader integration with the 
global economy. But in part this was a payoff fi  nally resulting from 
the expanding resources the Chinese government had been in-
vesting in military modernization beginning in the early 1990s— 
annual double- digit percentage increases made pos si ble by a booming 
economy.

As with its changing international economic profi le, in the 
twenty- fi rst  century China’s military profi le was changing. The 
Chinese navy, in par tic u lar, while mainly focused on contingen-
cies in the near seas, was beginning to undertake operations far-
ther afi eld.16 Most notably, China’s role in antipiracy patrols off the 
Somali coast demonstrated the new competencies of the  People’s Lib-
eration Army (PLA) Navy and permitted it to practice meeting the 
challenges of carry ing out, sustaining, and resupplying long- range 
missions. Though still small in scale, other operations involving PLA 
air and naval forces, including the evacuation of Chinese nationals 
caught in Libya’s domestic chaos, exploratory submarine patrols in 
the Indian Ocean, and port calls in the Mediterranean, while not sig-
naling China’s arrival as a force that would alter the global balance of 
power, hinted at a role for China that would no longer be limited to 
coping with the security challenges of American military deployments 
in East Asia.

In the near term, however, China’s changing military profi le was 
most dramatically altering the security landscape in East Asia. Previ-
ously viewed as a large but arguably second- rate military power, in 
the new  century China was increasingly viewed as a country armed 
with an array of sophisticated capabilities that  were making it an ever 
more dangerous potential adversary in the region. Moreover, the 
transformation in China’s military profi le coincided with a period 
in which U.S. military forces  were dedicated to protracted, burden-
some, and expensive military actions in Af ghan i stan and Iraq. Al-
though  these major American operations did not create a power 
vacuum in the Asia- Pacifi c, they did entail opportunity costs that ob-
servers criticized as a dangerous diversion of U.S. attention from an 
increasingly impor tant Asian theater, a diversion that might be cre-
ating an opening for a stronger China to bolster its regional position. 
With the onset of the  great global recession in 2007–08, during which 
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China seemed to be weathering the storm better than many  others, 
concerns about the  future of U.S. economic leadership compounded 
simmering concerns about a war- weary Amer i ca’s willingness to 
continue shouldering the burdens of military leadership in Asia as 
elsewhere.

The sense that both economic and military leadership in the 
Asia- Pacifi c might be shifting away from a beleaguered United States 
and  toward a rising China began to take root, even if it was based on 
perceptions that  were outracing real ity. The concern that China’s 
growing economic and military capabilities might presage a change 
in the regional order prompted responses from Beijing’s East Asian 
neighbors and from the United States. Washington ramped up ef-
forts to signal its continued engagement in the Asia- Pacifi c and to 
offset the impression that it had somehow been absent earlier in the 
 century. Most notably perhaps, in 2011 the United States declared 
that it was undertaking a strategic rebalance in its foreign policy 
to focus on the Asia- Pacifi c region (a move that some labeled “the 
pivot”). Yet, the stubborn per sis tence of an arc of instability from 
Af ghan i stan through Syria and Iraq to Libya, Somalia, and Yemen 
continued to drain U.S. attention and resources.  These challenges 
reduced confi dence in the practical signifi cance of the announced 
American strategic rebalance and preserved the perception that in 
East Asia a rising China would be less constrained than it might other-
wise have been.

In this context, especially as Beijing embraced a more forceful ap-
proach to supporting its claims to East Asian maritime territories and 
their surrounding  waters disputed by its neighbors, the implications 
of what some saw as an emerging China challenge to the status quo 
deepened apprehension in Tokyo, Manila, Hanoi, and Washington.17 
By 2015,  after four years of increased regional tensions punctuated 
by incidents between China and Japan in the East China Sea, and in 
the South China Sea between China and the Philippines and China 
and Vietnam, the assessment of China’s role in the region was chang-
ing. Growing concern fueled a debate about  whether China’s allegedly 
new assertiveness called for a more forceful response.18 Even many 
previously optimistic observers, who had expected that inevitable 
frictions would accompany China’s rise but that such prob lems 
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would be manageable, became more pessimistic. The somber tone 
was captured well in David Lampton’s uncharacteristically downbeat 
musing that China and the United States might well be at a “tipping 
point” with a much more diffi cult and confrontational relationship 
in the offi ng.19 The transition to the Donald Trump administration 
after the 2016 U.S. presidential election reinforced such concerns.

In sum, by the second de cade of the twenty- fi rst  century, poten-
tially dangerous security prob lems in East Asia  were attracting in-
creased attention.20 As they did, the United States repeatedly tried 
to allay China’s fears of encirclement by stating that the United 
States did not seek to contain China, that it would not take sides in 
the sovereignty disputes in which Beijing was embroiled in the East 
and South China Seas, and that the rebalance was not mainly about 
military- strategic concerns but instead an adjustment refl ecting the 
greater importance of the region, especially as its global economic 
signifi cance had risen. Nevertheless, Beijing’s view of such assur-
ances was skeptical, if not dismissive. It instead focused on the need 
to better prepare for the possibility that it was witnessing the advent 
of a newly hostile U.S. strategic posture that would result in a secu-
rity environment for China more dangerous than at any time since 
the early 1980s.

While Beijing’s new security concerns may be exaggerated,  there 
is  little doubt that a rising China  faces a growing array of foreign 
policy challenges in East Asia and that  these challenges in part have 
resulted from its own improving military capabilities and the re-
sponses  these improvements have triggered. China, its regional neigh-
bors, and the United States all insist that their military preparations 
merely aim to defend the status quo. Yet they are unable to overcome 
disagreements about the defi nition of the status quo, harbor uncer-
tainty about  others’ candor, and worry about the need to hedge against 
the durability of  today’s intentions in tomorrow’s unpredictable cir-
cumstances. They confront what international relations scholars refer 
to as the security dilemma. As such, their interactions, not fully  under 
any one state’s control, continue to drive the evolution of this compli-
cated regional dynamic while a changing China shapes and is  shaped 
by a changing world.



 A Rising China’s Growing Presence 15

CHINA’S CHANGING ROLE IN GLOBAL SOCIETY

When China’s reform program was launched in 1979, its CCP archi-
tects sought to end the country’s self- imposed isolation and to engage 
with the outside world in ways that would advance China’s modern-
ization and ultimately provide the basis for becoming a stronger actor 
on the world stage. But this opening was not just about trade and 
investment or building a more power ful military. It was also about 
lowering a broad array of barriers that had been interposed between 
China and the world while Mao’s self- reliant development strategy 
prevailed. When Mao’s successors opened China, they also exposed 
it to the rich variety of modern life that was taken for granted in 
much of the rest of global society. The improvement in the quality of 
the Chinese  people’s daily lives that this opening would make pos si ble 
was a step that the reformers expected would help rebuild popu lar 
support for the CCP that had frayed badly during the drab, barren 
fi nal de cade of insular Maoist rule.

 There  were, however, limits to the Party’s embrace of openness. 
From the beginning of the reform era, it was determined to manage 
the terms of China’s engagement with global society. Initially, man-
agement mostly entailed fi ltering the foreign ideas and cultural prod-
ucts permitted to enter China, excluding  those the CCP deemed un-
acceptable.21 But as in the realms of economics and security, over time 
a rising China’s leaders shifted from their relatively passive posture of 
selectively engaging the world the country encountered to playing a 
more active role designed to reshape international society and China’s 
relation with it. And, as in the economic and military- security realms, 
by the second de cade of the twenty- fi rst  century the initially warm 
welcome for a more active China’s broader role in global culture and 
society was giving way to concerns about its implications and some-
times a backlash.

Education, Information, and Soft Power

As post- Mao reforms ended China’s self- imposed isolation, reen-
gagement with international society was most dramatically refl ected 
fi rst in international education.  After 1980, Chinese scholars and 
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students quickly became a highly vis i ble presence on campuses around 
the world. Overseas education and research opportunities initially de-
pended on fi nancial support from the Chinese government or from 
foreign universities or foundations. Most of  these pioneers headed 
abroad  were  either visiting se nior scholars or gradu ate students. In the 
early twenty- fi rst  century, however, Chinese nationals  were also be-
coming one of the largest contingents of foreign undergraduate 
students. China’s growing prosperity was facilitating an expansion 
in the number as well as an increase in the diversity of  those Chinese 
headed overseas for training. Some of China’s increasing number of 
very prosperous families even began sending their  children to private 
secondary schools overseas to improve their prospects for coveted ad-
mission to the best colleges and universities in the English- speaking 
world.

Although Beijing’s reformers expected  these expanded interna-
tional educational opportunities to boost the contribution China’s 
intellectuals could make to the country’s modernization, at fi rst a 
disappointingly small fraction  were actually returning. Some remained 
overseas  because they  were not confi dent they could fi nd employ-
ment in China that would allow them to put their hard- earned cre-
dentials to good use, worried that they  were overqualifi ed for the 
positions available in a Chinese economy that still lagged  behind 
 those in the advanced industrial world.  Others worried that the im-
portance of se niority and po liti cal connections for job placement 
and  career advancement in China would pose challenges they could 
avoid by working overseas. And still  others, especially in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the 1989 Tian anmen Square crackdown, hesitated 
to return to China  because they worried about retribution for their 
open support of the pro- democracy demonstrators.

Yet, if the “yield” on the CCP reformers’ investment in encourag-
ing overseas education during the 1980s and 1990s may have fallen 
short of their hopes, the country’s modernization clearly benefi ted 
from  those who did return  after acquiring the kind of academic 
training that was not yet readily available in China. And by the turn 
of the  century, as the employment opportunities available in the PRC 
improved along with the economy’s development, and as the per-
ceived risks of previous po liti cal activities diminished, more of  those 
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trained abroad began to fi lter back to China, though some moved in 
that direction tentatively by fi rst “parking on the doorstep” in Hong 
Kong.22 Since 2000, the job market on the mainland has become 
suffi ciently attractive to increase the fraction of  those receiving ed-
ucation abroad who decide to pursue their  careers in China, and the 
absolute number of returnees has risen as more have gone abroad to 
study. Nevertheless, Beijing still  faces a tough challenge enticing the 
very best foreign- trained Chinese to return and  settle in the PRC.23 
Despite advances in the economy, returnees (the “sea turtles,” or hai-
gui, in Chinese slang) continue to confront an array of professional 
complications (including po liti cal restrictions on the use of informa-
tion technology, essential to a wide variety of modern  careers, and an 
uncertain  legal environment) and personal incon ve niences (includ-
ing worries about the health risks resulting from poor consumer 
product safety and environmental degradation) that they and their 
families would not face in many other countries where they could 
put their training to good use.

In addition to opening the door to Chinese seeking education 
abroad, the reforms launched in 1979 also made it pos si ble for large 
numbers of foreigners to learn about China by studying in the PRC, 
a society that had been off- limits to all but a select group of po liti-
cally acceptable foreign friends during the Maoist de cades. And in 
2004, as China’s international presence expanded, the Chinese 
government launched an initiative to increase the availability over-
seas of a Chinese education about China. Echoing the “go out” policy 
aimed at China’s business community, through the Ministry of Edu-
cation’s National Offi ce for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language 
(the Hanban), Beijing subsidized, dispatched key staff members, and 
provided curricular materials for “Confucius Institutes” to promote 
familiarity with Chinese language, history, and culture around the 
world.  These “CIs”— some affi liated with public schools,  others with 
colleges and universities— vary in their role and mission, depend-
ing on the agreements struck with host institutions and local gov-
ernments. To the consternation of their Chinese sponsors, however, 
their presence has at times provoked controversy. Some CIs have 
found ered  because of local concerns about Beijing’s control over the 
content of their curriculum. Some have triggered suspicion that in 
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order to preserve funding for their CIs, administrators at host uni-
versities and colleges might defer to Chinese government sensitivi-
ties (especially about the issues of Tibet and Xinjiang) rather than 
uphold the princi ples of academic freedom of inquiry and expres-
sion in programs and events across their campuses.24

The unwelcome controversy that has accompanied China’s CI ed-
ucation initiative notwithstanding, it remains part of Beijing’s broader 
interest in enhancing China’s soft power, international infl uence 
rooted in a country’s appeal to  others, a concept pop u lar ized by 
Harvard’s Joseph Nye and that has attracted substantial attention 
in China.25 Enthusiasts of soft power argue that countries that have 
it reduce, even if they do not eliminate, their need to rely on costly 
material incentives (“carrots and sticks”) to shape the policy choices 
of international admirers. Confucius Institutes are one, but not the 
only, initiative aimed at enhancing China’s soft power by managing 
the country’s image in international society. Another has been the 
global spread of China’s outlets for news and information in the 
twenty- fi rst  century. Including the state- run Xin hua News Agency 
and the CCTV network, this international expansion aims not simply 
to increase knowledge about or interest in China overseas, but also 
more reliably to convey a positive image of China around the world, 
offsetting what Beijing sees as overly negative coverage of the PRC in 
much foreign reporting.

Yet the payoff from  these government- sponsored attempts to en-
hance China’s soft power has thus far been disappointing. In part, 
this is  because China’s leaders have encountered the same prob lem 
as their counter parts in other countries who have undertaken such 
image- polishing initiatives.26 Soft power, unlike hard power, is mad-
deningly diffi cult to manufacture. To the extent that it is rooted in 
the perceived virtues of a way of life, initiatives that are sponsored by 
a government are likely to be tainted from the outset  because they so 
obviously refl ect a po liti cal self- interest.27 China’s global public rela-
tions activities have often been viewed in this light, diminishing their 
usefulness for augmenting soft power. While China’s engagement is 
welcomed by  others, it is welcomed mostly  because it provides tangible 
benefi ts (especially language training) at an acceptable cost. This is 
a straightforward transactional logic rather than one that refl ects a 
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deep- rooted attraction that might result in an inclination to identify 
with and defer to Chinese policy preferences, the sine qua non of 
soft power. Consequently,  these efforts have not reduced the need 
for Beijing to rely mostly on hard power— tapping its growing ma-
terial resources to infl uence  others and to assuage their concerns 
about the price that comes with accepting China’s larger interna-
tional role.

Art Opening

During the 1980s and 1990s, the opening to the outside world also 
greatly expanded the availability within China of the creative arts 
from abroad.  Music, painting, drama, tele vi sion, and fi lm that  were 
part of con temporary culture around the world quickly became part 
of China’s cultural scene as well. From the very start, however, a wary 
Communist Party set limits on the foreign infl uences permitted within 
China. And when a new generation of Chinese artists began to emerge 
in the more relaxed and cosmopolitan post- Mao Chinese society, the 
Party also tried to limit the role they could play internationally.

The revival of the fi lm arts in the PRC  after the regime eased the 
stultifying cultural blinders of the Maoist period typifi ed the pattern. 
Party authorities permitted but selectively restricted the import of 
Western fi lms, and censored their contents. They also closely moni-
tored the growing number of Chinese fi lms screened overseas as a 
new wave of work by Chinese directors attracted global attention and 
praise, including awards at major international fi lm festivals.28 As 
more Chinese fi lms  were made both for domestic and global audi-
ences,  those that touched on sensitive themes became the focus of 
controversy as Beijing occasionally resorted to heavy- handed censor-
ship. Artists and their sponsors (including international fi lm festivals 
that featured Chinese fi lms in their awards competitions) confronted 
offi cial and unoffi cial criticism, demands that fi lms be edited to sat-
isfy the po liti cally tinged cultural tastes of China’s censors, and the 
prospect of limits on distribution within the PRC.29

In the twenty- fi rst  century, two interacting trends in the movie 
industry have given rise to new frictions with the Chinese authorities. 
First, the market for foreign fi lms on the mainland has surged along 
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with the purchasing power of Chinese consumers. Second, more for-
eign directors have sought to shoot their fi lms in China to take ad-
vantage of distinctive locations and lower production costs. As  these 
trends furthered the integration of China into the international 
fi lm community, foreigners bridled at accommodating the conditions 
that Beijing often imposed on work to be produced or consumed in 
China. Foreign concerns initially centered on  simple censorship that 
entailed deleting sequences or altering scripts the Chinese authori-
ties previewed. But more recently, as China’s economic importance 
to Hollywood has grown at a time when the fi lm market within the 
United States has sputtered, some in the international artistic com-
munity have expressed fears of self- censorship (similar to the concerns 
about deferential administrators at institutions hosting Confucius 
Institutes). To ensure access to China’s lucrative distribution networks, 
some worry that foreign directors or producers might be altering 
content in anticipation of the need to account for the preferences of 
censors in Beijing. If so, the leverage of China’s growing market power 
might shape the choices of foreign artists who covet the professionally 
and fi nancially profi table distribution of their work on the mainland. 
 Whether or not such fears are misplaced or exaggerated, the concern 
suggests that the fi lm industry provides another example of the way 
China’s changing international profi le has affected its relations with 
a changing world, transiting the path from a country mainly coping 
with an international context it took as given, to a country that seeks 
to shape that context.

 Human Rights

Over the past several de cades, a growing transnational community 
of activists and nongovernmental organ izations (NGOs), along with 
a wide variety of governments around the world, have endorsed and 
promoted what they view as universal  human rights to which all 
members of international society are entitled. China’s leaders, how-
ever, have long stood out in resisting this emerging consensus, reject-
ing the argument that all must conform with a single standard that 
fails to take into account the distinctiveness of each country’s national 
historical experiences and current material conditions. Beijing’s 
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response to international criticism of its own rec ord on  human 
rights has emphasized the inviolability of the princi ple of state sover-
eignty that renders foreign interference in a country’s internal affairs 
illegitimate. Beijing has coupled this argument with its advocacy of 
an expanded understanding of  human rights that attends not only to 
civil and po liti cal rights but also to social and economic rights— areas 
where Beijing could credibly claim the conditions for China’s  people, 
and thus China’s  human rights rec ord, had greatly improved.  These 
positions remain the twinned pillars of the PRC’s view articulated in 
international forums where  human rights are discussed and invoked 
when  others criticize China’s  human rights rec ord.

In the twenty- fi rst  century, however, an ostensibly more self- 
confi dent Chinese leadership may be shifting to a posture that moves 
beyond this defensiveness and seeks instead to reshape the context 
of the international debate about civil and po liti cal rights in ways 
that would make China less of an outlier in global society.  Under the 
leadership of Xi Jinping, China has moved on two fronts that refl ect 
such efforts. One is its attempt to craft new international standards 
on the regulation of cyberspace that refl ect the Chinese regime’s 
strong preference for tighter restrictions on the right to circulate in-
formation. Beijing seeks safeguards against the spread of heterodox 
ideas that it believes could pose a threat to domestic po liti cal stabil-
ity and ultimately the security of one- party rule by the CCP. The 
second is the drafting of China’s new law regulating foreign NGOs 
operating in China, including  those emphasizing the protection of 
citizens’ rights. In both of  these initiatives, China is taking steps to 
mold new international norms and rules rather than simply pushing 
back against the Western consensus that had become dominant in 
the post– Cold War era. And in  doing so, China is not alone. It is 
joined by other authoritarian regimes, most notably Vladimir Putin’s 
Rus sia, that share the CCP’s concerns about the implications of 
international infl uence on domestic politics in their own countries, 
especially in the era of vibrant social media. Thus far, Beijing’s chal-
lenge to the growing globalization of Western norms about civil and 
po liti cal rights that supersede national sovereignty has failed to gain 
widespread support. But in a world where a wide variety of regimes, 
including some in the West, worry about the blurred lines between 
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innocent NGOs and transnational terrorist organ izations and the 
trade- off between the desirability of an open Internet and its vulner-
ability to malicious exploitation by criminals, spies, and extremists, 
it is pos si ble that China’s position on  these  matters  will not remain 
the outlier it once was.

The contributors to this volume explore some of the many issues 
raised by a changing China’s interaction with the evolving global 
order in the twenty- fi rst  century. Gregory T. Chin, Daniel C. K. Chow, 
Edward S. Steinfeld, and Cynthia A. Watson focus on the dramatically 
increased importance of China’s international economic role. Chin 
examines the PRC’s infl uence in the global monetary system. He de-
scribes the growing signifi cance of China as an international creditor 
(accelerated by the need for currency stability during the  great reces-
sion of 2008 and then the sovereign debt crisis in Eu rope in 2011–
2012) as well as China’s concerns about American economic policies 
that led Beijing to push for the Chinese renminbi (or yuan) to play a 
larger role within a more diversifi ed international monetary system. 
Chin’s analy sis suggests that Beijing’s aim is not to fundamentally 
alter the system, but instead to revise and reform it in ways that are 
consistent with the original vision of the Bretton Woods order 
while better taking account of the changed economic realities of 
the current era in which the importance of other currencies (espe-
cially the euro and yuan) relative to the still dominant U.S. dollar 
has increased. Sounding a theme that reappears in other chap-
ters, Chin portrays a China that is both interested in changing the 
world it is engaging and also better able than ever to press for such 
changes. He does not, however, see China mounting a direct chal-
lenge that threatens international stability or the interests of other 
states.

Daniel C. K. Chow’s view is less sanguine. He sees China follow-
ing a strategy that aims to advance its own economic interests at the 
expense of  others. Focusing on Beijing’s investment policies, Chow 
argues that  these are designed to accelerate China’s rise as a global 
economic power. He emphasizes two features of  these policies. First, 
Beijing implements discriminatory rules that undermine the com-
petitiveness of foreign- owned multinational companies operating 
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within China. Second, Beijing gives its state- owned enterprises (SOEs) 
an advantage as they expand their overseas investments, especially 
in the developing world, by refraining from national regulations— 
especially  those covering bribery of offi cials and codes of conduct 
covering  labor conditions— that many of China’s major foreign com-
petitors impose on their businesses operating abroad. Chow notes 
that however unfair such practices may seem, they are technically not 
a violation of international  legal obligations  under the World Trade 
Organ ization (WTO). Consequently, objections to China’s policies 
cannot be pursued within the international forum of the WTO’s dis-
pute settlement system. Instead, Chow indicates that the only recourse 
available is to pursue complaints through the Chinese  legal system, 
an approach unlikely to provide a hearing that foreigners  will deem 
fair or results that they  will fi nd satisfactory.

Edward S. Steinfeld, too, notes concerns and complaints about 
a rising China’s economic policies and intentions, but argues that 
viewing  these policies as the predatory approach of an aggressive 
economic rival is an unhelpful and inaccurate oversimplifi cation. 
Examining the energy technology sector, Steinfeld sees ele ments 
of cooperation amid the inevitable commercial competition, and 
mutual benefi t despite the self- interest under lying national policies. 
The rise of Chinese fi rms as suppliers of technologies and products 
has, Steinfeld indicates, boosted the availability of affordable clean 
energy alternatives around the world, thereby contributing to the 
broadly recognized need to address the prob lem of global warming. 
But Western critics have given this collective benefi t short shrift, he 
notes, instead raising objections to Beijing’s subsidies that preclude 
fair competition, its toleration of (and possibly support for) intellectual 
property theft that benefi ts Chinese companies, and its industry’s fail-
ure to generate innovative technologies necessary to advance the strug-
gle against global climate change. While acknowledging the merits in 
 these concerns, Steinfeld views them as ahistorical (China’s industrial 
policies are similar to  those that  were embraced by other rising 
economic powers in the past) and dangerously shortsighted (if  others 
respond with their own self- interested industrial policies, rational 
pursuit of national interests may undermine the collective ratio-
nality of preventing global climate change— a classic “tragedy of the 
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commons”). Yet Steinfeld hopefully adds that beyond the rhe toric of 
national competition, in practice, cooperation between Chinese and 
foreign fi rms continues to demonstrate tangible mutual benefi ts from 
the two- way sharing of technology and expertise in production. Thus, 
his depiction of a changing China’s international role is one that re-
alistically pres ents reasons for concern but also evidence that such 
concerns need not preclude cooperation.

Cynthia A. Watson traces the remarkably quick growth of China’s 
engagement with Latin American economies in the twenty- fi rst 
 century. Much attention has been focused on China’s newly signifi cant 
economic role in Africa. Watson identifi es a similar story playing out 
in another resource- rich part of the developing world. China’s search 
for energy and minerals to sustain its breakneck pace of economic 
growth early in the  century, and for suppliers of foodstuffs to com-
plement domestic production, made Latin Amer i ca a logical destina-
tion for Chinese overseas trade and investment once Beijing encour-
aged its businesses to “go out.” As economic ties with the region 
expanded, Chinese investment in infrastructure to facilitate bilat-
eral trade expanded as well. When  these ties initially took off, many 
in the region anticipated that their economic relationship with 
China would be mutually benefi cial and contrast sharply with what 
they saw as the exploitative nature of their earlier experience with 
Eu ro pe ans and especially the United States. This apparent enthusiasm 
for China’s arrival led some in Washington to express concern about 
a potential strategic rival making inroads in the Western hemi sphere. 
Watson argues, however, that the region’s hopes and Washington’s 
fears  were both exaggerated. China’s distance from the region and 
foreign investment decisions that refl ected its inexperience and nar-
row focus on self- interest greatly diminished the prospect that China 
would supplant American infl uence or fundamentally recast the role 
that international trade and investment plays in the development of 
Latin Amer i ca’s economies.

The next four chapters consider China’s changing role in interna-
tional security affairs. Jonathan D. Pollack, Allen Carlson, Robert S. 
Ross, and Jacques deLisle each examine the implications of a more 
power ful China in an evolving, uncertain, and potentially danger-
ous world.
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Jonathan  D. Pollack considers the prospects for adjustments in 
East Asia’s security order which has continued, at least formally, to 
refl ect arrangements dating to the early de cades of the Cold War. 
Unlike Eu rope, where rivalry between two large alliances faced off 
for more than four de cades  until one of the alliances dissolved, in 
East Asia a hub- and- spokes network of bilateral arrangements be-
tween a dominant United States and its vari ous regional allies and 
partners has persisted. Pollack assesses the implications as China 
and the United States fi gure out how to respond to China’s rise and 
the resulting shifts in the balance of power. In so  doing, he depicts the 
diversity of views and interests in Beijing and Washington that are 
shaping what remains a fl uid, evolving regional order.

Allen Carlson looks at an aspect of security affairs, the role of in-
tervention for military and humanitarian purposes, that is often un-
dertreated in the international security lit er a ture and rarely the 
focus of attention in analyses of China’s foreign policy. As Carlson 
notes,  after the Cold War China has periodically debated the appro-
priateness of intervention in ways that depart from the PRC’s once 
uniformly blunt rejection of all intervention as unjustifi able interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of sovereign states. Examining a renewal 
of the debate among China’s foreign policy elites, Carlson identifi es 
two major positions. One amounts to a reassertion of the traditional 
view, suspicious of the rationale offered for intervention and worried 
that it is a pretext employed by the United States and its allies to 
ensure the preservation of an international order that serves their 
interests, while potentially constraining China or even jeopardizing 
its national interests. This view argues for a Chinese policy that re-
sponds to what is viewed as a worrisome increase in international 
intervention since the end of the Cold War and that more effectively 
resists departures from the traditional view of national sovereignty. 
This conservative position refl ects China’s own victimization at the 
hands of foreign powers during its “ century of humiliation.” By con-
trast, other analysts promote a more active role for China in molding 
new norms to set the terms for justifi able intervention. This progres-
sive position has been most prominently advanced by  those who see 
opportunities for the PRC to help shape an emerging international 
norm on a “responsibility to protect” that could serve as a carefully 
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circumscribed basis for legitimate humanitarian intervention. Rather 
than refl ecting China’s past experience as a weak country, this posi-
tion is consistent with a view of China as a newly emerging  great 
power that has a right and a responsibility to play a key role in forg-
ing a new global order.

Robert S. Ross examines China’s growing naval power, an aspect of 
China’s military modernization that has increasingly drawn the atten-
tion of international security analysts. China’s military modernization 
had previously given priority to land forces, air forces, and ballistic 
missiles. In the twenty- fi rst  century China began to elevate the role 
of, and to sharply increase the investment in, its navy. While agreeing 
with the conventional wisdom about the national interests driving 
China’s naval modernization, Ross questions  those who see China 
becoming a global maritime power, highlighting geopo liti cal circum-
stances that may prevent its navy from achieving this goal. He instead 
emphasizes the security challenges that face China in its immediate 
neighborhood, considerations that  will constrain even a larger and 
more modern PLA navy to concentrate its deployments in East Asia. 
And, he adds, the rising economic and strategic signifi cance of East 
Asia  will also lead the United States to concentrate its naval power in 
the region to ensure its own interests as China’s naval power expands. 
The result, Ross predicts, is likely to be a more fraught East Asian se-
curity landscape and growing insecurity elsewhere around the world 
as the U.S. Navy  will no longer be readily available to play its long- 
standing role as a force for stability in other regions.

Jacques deLisle pres ents a fresh approach to thinking about the 
interaction of security and international law in the context of Chi-
na’s disputes with its neighbors in the East and South China Seas. 
Much of the lit er a ture that has addressed the renewed intensity of 
rivalry over  these territorial sovereignty and maritime rights disputes 
has juxtaposed national actions aimed at consolidating, defending, 
or advancing claims to landforms at sea with an alternative that would 
rely on the application of international law to  settle or manage dis-
putes. DeLisle, however, argues that relevant international  legal doc-
trines that are generally conducive to international peace and stabil-
ity have, in the context of the South and East China Seas, in fact 
created incentives for states to act in ways that raise tensions and 
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increase the possibility of military crisis or confl ict. In par tic u lar, 
he identifi es features of international law that encourage attempts to 
strengthen national claims to landforms  because the law makes  these 
the most reliable basis for establishing the impor tant maritime rights 
to vast stretches of the eco nom ically valuable and strategically vital 
 waters of the East and South China Seas that rival states seek. He also 
points to the ambiguity of  legal doctrines, which encourage con-
fl icting, self- serving interpretations and raise mutual distrust and 
suspicions that China is pursuing a revisionist agenda. DeLisle ac-
knowledges the signifi cance of considerations such as pride, honor, 
nationalistic fervor, and straightforward military competition also 
driving state be hav ior in Asia’s  waters. But he draws attention to the 
perverse incentives for assertive action that fl ow from relevant interna-
tional maritime law as long as the states involved (especially China) are 
unwilling to submit to formal dispute resolution procedures such as 
the arbitration tribunal for which the UN Convention on the Law of 
the Sea provides.  These disputes and their complex link with the rel-
evance and usefulness of international law, then, suggest another issue 
area in which a rising China is both shaping and being  shaped by the 
international order it  faces.

The fi nal group of chapters, by Pitman  B. Potter, David Zweig, 
Stanley Rosen, and Randy Kluver, focus on changes in China’s role in 
international society and culture. Though addressing substantively 
diverse topics, each indicates the growing signifi cance of an increas-
ingly capable and active China on the world stage on  matters that 
extend beyond economics and security affairs.

Pitman B. Potter examines long- standing disagreements between 
China and the international community about  human rights. Potter 
identifi es major continuities in the position staked out by the CCP, 
which rejects foreign criticism of the limitations on civil and po liti-
cal rights enjoyed by the Chinese  people and insists that such rights 
are subordinate to the stability and economic development that 
require strong Party leadership. But Potter also notes the growing 
challenges that leaders in Beijing face as they continue to defend this 
position against recurrent pulses of activism by citizens at home and 
growing support for  these activists from the international community. 
Both press for expanding civil and po liti cal rights and focus on 
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shortcomings in China’s  legal system, its treatment of national mi-
norities, its limits on freedom of expression, and its tight constraints 
on religious freedom. Despite the regime’s occasional concessions to 
address some of the most egregious abuses identifi ed by domestic and 
foreign critics, Potter notes the limited effectiveness thus far of such 
pressure and concludes that  there has been remarkably  little im-
provement in  these aspects of China’s  human rights rec ord. Potter 
also suggests, however, that the per sis tence of such pressures that 
accompany China’s engagement with the international community, 
essential to the regime’s broader development agenda, may eventually 
have corrosive effects on the legitimacy of the CCP’s  human rights 
orthodoxy.

David Zweig explores the challenges Beijing  faces in encouraging 
China’s most talented scholars and businesspeople to return to the 
PRC  after their education or employment abroad. He identifi es sev-
eral diffi culties that shape the decisions of Chinese overseas as they 
ponder their  future.  These include concerns about the conservative 
orga nizational culture of many Chinese institutions, po liti cal uncer-
tainties, and the jealousy felt by  those who have not had similar inter-
national opportunities to advance their  careers. The initial wave of 
Chinese scholars who took advantage of the educational opening at 
the advent of the reform era, Zweig notes,  were motivated by a patri-
otic sense of responsibility to contribute to China’s modernization. 
But since the mid-1980s  those  going abroad have increasingly given 
higher priority to  career goals and  family interests when they de-
cide  whether or not to return to live and work in the PRC. In light of 
 these changing motivations, Zweig sees the extent to which China’s 
leaders have succeeded in encouraging reverse migration as remark-
able, and as a direct consequence of innovative policies they have 
 adopted. Yet, although  these policies mitigate the  career and  family 
concerns of China’s overseas talent pool, the entrenched institutional 
interests and culture that have been the taproot of their concerns 
remain in place. Especially for the very best in the pool, the changes 
fall short of the fundamental reforms that are needed to convince 
them to forgo opportunities overseas in a global economy that of-
fers attractive landing spots in a wide variety of advanced industrial 
countries.
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Stanley Rosen examines changes in China’s fi lm industry and its 
growing international engagement. By 2015, China had become the 
world’s second largest fi lm market and was on a trajectory that could 
soon make it the world’s largest. This box offi ce boom has included 
many imported movies from Hollywood that have been spectacu-
larly successful in China. Rosen notes the response to this success 
from the CCP regime, which includes attempts to fi lter the types and 
limit the number of Western movies shown in the PRC as well as at-
tempts to foster a Chinese fi lm industry whose movies  will not only 
be warmly received at home but  will also have global appeal. Rosen 
sees the regime’s effort at promoting China’s fi lm industry as part of 
its broader push to increase China’s soft power. As indicated in the 
preceding discussion of soft power, however, the results of this ini-
tiative have been disappointing. Rosen describes Beijing’s quest for 
movies that market the “Chinese dream” at home and abroad as an 
alternative to the more familiar “American dream” so intimately in-
terwoven with the fi lms from Hollywood. But, Rosen explains,  because 
the Chinese dream is a particularistic vision rooted in a single nation’s 
culture and politics, it is predictably a hard sell in key overseas mar-
kets. Perhaps more surprisingly, and surely disappointingly for Chi-
na’s CCP leaders, it has also been a hard sell among Chinese youth 
who drive the domestic box offi ce. They continue to fi nd the culture 
and ideals refl ected in American fi lms more appealing, even if they 
remain hostile to American foreign policy. In short, Rosen’s assessment 
of China’s fi lm industry suggests the complexities of the connection 
between cultural appeal and po liti cal appeal, and casts doubt on the 
feasibility of a rising China’s state- sponsored attempts to boost its soft 
power.

The book concludes with Randy Kluver’s chapter focusing on an-
other ele ment of a rising China’s attempt to increase the international 
visibility and appeal of its culture— the Confucius Institutes (CI) es-
tablished overseas beginning in 2004. Kluver disputes the frequent 
association of the CI initiative with Beijing’s geopo liti cal strategy to 
advance the country’s national interest in achieving greater interna-
tional economic and military infl uence. Instead, Kluver argues that 
the initiative is mainly about a geocultural agenda that aims to re-
shape “global cultural fl ows” with  little expectation of an immediate 
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po liti cal payoff for China. He rejects the view that CIs are most im-
portantly vehicles for po liti cal propaganda. In part  because Kluver 
sees that mistaken impression resulting from a narrow focus on the 
reaction to CIs in the West, he offers a broader global view. It suggests 
that CIs have become a prominent feature of cultural globalization 
not simply  because of Beijing’s promotion but also  because interest 
in China around the world has grown apace with the dramatic in-
crease in its international economic and po liti cal role.

The chapters included in this volume chronicle key aspects of Chi-
na’s reemergence during the second de cade of the new  century as a 
more capable actor whose global engagement continues to reshape 
the international order. Changes within China have made it a more 
consequential player in world affairs than at any time in modern 
history. And changes in the international economic, security, and 
social- cultural order— some that China has sought and  others that 
refl ect the reaction to China’s more salient role— are in turn alter-
ing the context within which the country’s  future role  will be 
determined.
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