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Introduction

Recent Chinese diplomatic activities have attracted a lot of attention
among China watchers. This article suggests that new trends in Chinese
foreign policy have contributed to China’s rapid rise as a global power.
These trends demonstrate an unprecedented level of confidence, asser-
tiveness and skill in promoting China’s wotldwide influences. This is a
significant change from the Chinese foreign policy defined by Deng
Xiaoping’s teaching of “Lay low, never take the lead, and bide our time”.
Equally important, the emergence of the new trends is rapid. As ob-
served by Shi Yinhong, a leading international relations expert in China,
Chinese elites and the Chinese public now see “a sudden need for a pro-
active and outward-looking foreign policy” (Shi 20006).

There is widespread evidence to support this view. China has shown
great interest in many hot spots of the world. It was instrumental in the
Six Party Talks on the North Korean nuclear issue. Top Chinese leaders
now travel all over the world. By some accounts, President Hu Jintao
and Premier Wen Jiabao visited around 60 countries in 2005 and 2006
Xinmin Zhoukan 2005; Liaowang Zhonkan 2006). China is also far more
assertive now in the UN: It played major roles in recent deliberations
and resolutions on Iran, Burma, North Korea and Sudan. Perhaps the
most dramatic evidence for China’s diplomatic assertiveness is the three
multilateral meetings that it hosted in 2006 and that involved leaders
from over 60 countries. These were: the Sixth Annual Meeting of
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in June; the China—ASEAN
Commemorative Summit in October; and the China—Africa Cooperation
Forum in November. In these cases, China used so-called “forum dip-
lomacy” to engage a large group of countries in selected regions of the
world.

China’s new diplomacy is characterised by rising confidence and as-
sertiveness in projecting and protecting Chinese national interests. The
latest signs of China seeking major roles in world affairs are its calls for
reforming global institutions such as the World Bank, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Trade Otrganization (WTO). In-
deed, China has even proposed using a new supranational currency to
replace the US dollar as the international reserve currency.

Willy Wo-Lap Lam, a seasoned China observer, suggests that the
new posture in Chinese foreign policy became apparent in 2004 and
2005. As he notes, “[tlhe years 2004 and 2005 would go down in history
as a turning point in Chinese diplomacy” (Lam 2007: 160). I argue here
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that the blossoming of the new Chinese foreign policy occurred in 2006
and was symbolised by the three aforementioned multilateral summit
meetings hosted by China. Indeed, leading Chinese foreign policy experts
have marked 20006 as the beginning of China’s new role in world affairs.
As observed by Jin Canrong, Deputy Dean of the School of Interna-
tional Relations at Renmin University, “[t|he greatest change of interna-
tional relations in 2006 was the ascendance of the China factor. Its dip-
lomatic results reached unprecedented levels” (Jin Canrong 2007: 1).
Yuan Zongze, Deputy Director of the China Institute of International
Studies, a think tank for the Foreign Ministry, even claimed that 2006
represented “the year of China” in world affairs (Yuan 2000).

Although Chinese foreign policy has seen massive shifts in recent
years, there is a shortage of systematic studies that analyse the key fea-
tures and consequences of China’s new diplomacy. Thus, there is a criti-
cal need to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the most salient features
of the new Chinese foreign policy that have contributed to the rise of
China as a global power. This article argues that there are five such fea-
tures that define the new posture of Chinese foreign policy: the pursuit
of full partnership with the United States of America in a new bilateral
relationship; a rising tendency of soft-balancing in great power relations,
which is represented by a deepening strategic partnership with Russia;
efforts to re-shape the orders of multiple regions of the world, including
those that are outside China’s natural geographical context of East Asia,
such as Africa and Central Asia; a global economic security strategy that
has contributed to China’s worldwide diplomatic presence and impact;
and finally, the pursuit of soft power, a mixture of economic diplomacy
and cultural and ideological appeals, to promote China’s global and re-
gional influence. I argue that due to the aforementioned trends in Chi-
nese foreign policy, China has rapidly increased its profile in interna-
tional affairs. Using a model proposed by political scientist Lawrence
Freedman, this article suggests that China is poised to become a true
global power (Freedman 2004: 35).

The article employs the latest analyses by leading Chinese experts on
international relations and foreign policy. They reflect how Chinese for-
eign policy elites perceive China’s new role in the world and its national
interests on various global and regional issues. These views are crucial to
the outside world’s understanding of China’s motives and goals in inter-
national and regional affairs. Indeed, many of these Chinese experts
frequently consult with the Chinese government and participate in inter-
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nal policy deliberations. And yet, due to a lack of proper translations,
their views are largely unknown to foreign observers of Chinese foreign
policy. Although Chinese scholars are writing increasingly in English in
recent years, English-language scholarship and English translations of
Chinese works remain limited.

Pursuit of Full Partnership with the United States

Until recently, the United States constituted the key factor in China’s
foreign policy considerations. In fact, one could even say that China was
obsessed with how the United States might interpret its actions and be-
haviours. Its US policy was thus designed to pre-empt the United States’
fear that China might in the long run challenge the United States’ role as
a global powerhouse. Therefore, since the mid-1990s, Chinese foreign
policy has evolved around the central goal of diffusing potential con-
tainment action by the United States. As a result, until recently, China
rarely openly challenged the United States on global, regional, or bilateral
issues.

However, as one would expect, the rise of China as a confident
global power is having a profound impact on its relations with the
United States. In fact, this relationship has been redefined. Although
China still pursues a strategy of cooperation, it has also become more
assertive in its dealings with the United States. For example, the January
2007 Chinese anti-satellite test was the mark of a new Chinese approach
toward the United States, i.e. China is no longer obsessed with whether
its actions would invite US retaliations. Indeed, in the same month,
China vetoed a US-sponsored UN resolution sanctioning Burma for its
human rights abuses. It was the first veto by China in the UN Security
Council since 1997 and only the fifth veto ever exercised by China.
These assertive actions directly against the Untied States represented a
newly confident China that believes the unipolar system has come to an
end.

We can also see this new Chinese assertiveness with the US if we
study the recent economic relationship between the two nations. For
example, just before the Fourth China—U.S. Strategic Dialogue held in
June 2008, the New York Times reported that “economic observers are
noting that the Chinese posture toward the Americans has decidedly
shifted”. As the story goes,
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[n]ot long ago, Chinese officials sat across conference tables from
American officials and got an earful. The Americans scolded the Chi-
nese on mismanaging their economy, from sate subsidies to foreign
investment regulations to the valuation of their currency. [...] But in
recent weeks, the fingers have been wagging in the other direction.
Senior Chinese officials are publicly and loudly rebuking the Ameri-
cans on their handling of the economy and defending their own more
assertive style of regulations (Wong 2008).

Indeed, the China News Agency Xinbua, in an analysis titled “A Chang-
ing Posture for Sino—U.S. Economic Dialogue: Toward a Better Of-
fense—Defense Balance”, summed up the new Chinese attitude toward
the United States this way:

The changing posture is related to the new reality. The depreciating
U.S. dollars, sub-prime crisis, and financial market instability have
weakened the American position when dealing with China. In the
meantime, its high speed economic growth has massively increased
China’s confidence (Xznhua 2008).

The recent change in China’s US policy is not motivated by an anti-
American agenda. Rather, it reflects China’s desire for a more equal rela-
tionship as its power grows. China has lost its fear of the United States,
which is seen by China to be in a process of relative decline. Indeed,
Chinese experts have concluded that the unipolar system has come to an
end. For example, Fu Mengzi, a leading Chinese expert on the United
States and Assistant President of the China Institutes of Contemporary
International Relations, the pre-eminent Chinese foreign policy think
tank, argues that the world has already entered the post-American era
and that the new order is defined by multipolarity (Fu 2008).

Inevitably, the perceived shifts in the balance of power have led
China to seek a more equal relationship with the United States. The
mechanism preferred by China to pursue such a relationship is the so-
called “strategic dialogues”, which supposedly put China on an equal
footing with the United States when they discuss joint responses to
global and regional problems. Indeed, the United States has accepted
China’s quest for a more equal relationship. Former Secretary of the
Treasury Henry Paulson, Jr played a key role in using the strategic dia-
logue to establish a full economic partnership with China. He and other
pragmatists in the Bush administration, such as Robert Zolleick, recog-
nised China as a vital player in the global economy and thus recognised
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the necessity to enlist Chinese cooperation in resolving many issues con-
cerning US interests.

The Obama administration has expanded its strategic dialogue with
China: Previously the Sino—US dialogue focused almost exclusively on
economic matters, but now it includes matters of security and politics as
well. According to Dennis Wilder, the Obama administration wants to
show “that the new dialogue will seek to take the relationship to a new
level” (Wilder 2009). In the last week of July 2009, China and the United
States conducted their first joint strategic and economic dialogue. While
US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton discussed political and security
issues with Chinese officials, US Secretary of Treasury Timothy Geithner
focused on bilateral and global economic issues.

Although the Chinese leadership has refrained from discussing the
so-called G-2 arrangement, which supposedly establishes a co-super-
power mechanism between China and the United States, the quest for a
more equal relationship with the United States has been an important
goal of China. In many ways, beginning in the latter half of Bush’s sec-
ond term, China has been making steady progress toward this goal. The
2008 global financial crisis, which further eroded the perceived power of
the United States, has greatly helped China in establishing a more equal
relationship with the United States. However, although China seems to
be succeeding in constructing a more equal relationship with the United
States, some Chinese experts caution against being overly optimistic in
assessing the changing balance of power between the two countries. For
example, Yan Bingsi, a scholar at China’s Institute of International Stud-
ies, the Foreign Ministry’s think tank, argues that the United States re-
mains the world’s only superpower and it will take a long time before
China can overtake it in terms of comprehensive national power. To
support his view, Yan provides a list of ten areas of national power, such
as technology and research, international institutional power, and soft
power, where the United States still enjoys an overwhelming lead over
other countries (Yang 2008). Wang Jisi, one of the most well-known
Chinese experts on the United States, also presents a sober assessment
of the shifting Sino—US balance of power. Although China has made
notable accomplishments, such as economic and military modernisation,
Wang argues that “in the foreseeable future, the power gap between
China and the United States will not rapidly shrink”. In fact, as he ar-
gues, China is more fragile than either the United States or Japan due to
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a vast range of domestic problems. China is more likely to see its process
of ascendance curtailed by domestic instabilities (Wang 2009).

Soft-balancing in Great Power Diplomacy

While China is seeking equality with the United States, it has also been
more active in using strategic alliances with other major powers to im-
prove its position in the world: China’s deepening strategic partnerships
with Russia are the best example.

Strategic partnership in fact has been a Chinese foreign policy prac-
tice since the 1990s. At the time, however, the policy was used to indi-
cate a high-level, bilateral, cooperative relationship with other countries.
It did not seek to balance against a third party (for a survey of China’s
strategic partnerships, see Jin Zhengkun 2007). Although some did have
an anti-hegemony rhetoric, China’s strategic partnerships typically re-
frained from any concrete actions that could be perceived as unfriendly
by the United States.

Scholars of international relations once suggested that due to either
benign interpretation of American intentions or fear of retribution by the
United States, other major powers did not seek to balance the world’s
only superpower. These considerations certainly could explain China’s
lack of balancing efforts during the 1990s, when it treated the United
States with extreme caution. Recently however, there have been studies
of soft-balancing actions by other countries to contain American global
influences (for a representative study, see Pape 2005). Soft-balancing is
defined as a major power or group of major powers coordinating its/
their strategic policies with the aim of impeding or frustrating the poli-
cies of another major power or superpower — in this case, the United
States. Soft-balancing does not involve traditional military alliances or
specific security obligations. Instead, it emphasises shared strategic goals
and coordinated policies to weaken American global dominance.

Consistent with this new trend, China’s strategic partnership with
Russia has shown increasing soft-balancing tendencies. One contributing
factor is the Chinese perception that American global hegemony has
come to an end. The disintegration of the unipolar system has given
other major powers greater room for balancing. Another contributing
factor is China’s growing realisation that the United States is in fact in-
capable of retaliating against major powers it considers uncooperative.
Fu Mengzi argues that the United States has proven unable to take con-
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crete measures to punish either France or Germany after their open and
persistent opposition to the Iraq War (Fu 2007). Thus, to a significant
degree, China has lost its fear of American punitive abilities, a fear that
had deterred China from balancing actions during the 1990s.

Since 2004, China’s strategic partnership with Russia has been in-
creasing both in depth and in scope. The two countries have expanded
trade with each other, settled territorial issues, institutionalised visits by
top leaders, and adopted common positions on many international is-
sues, such as the Iranian nuclear issue and planned US deployment of
anti-missile capabilities in Europe (for a survey of China—Russia strategic
partnership, see Wu 20006). Indeed, China and Russia jointly exercised a
veto against US-sponsored UN resolutions to place sanctions on Burma
and Zimbabwe. At the February 2008 UN Conference on Disarmament
in Geneva, China and Russia jointly proposed a treaty for banning weap-
ons in outer space.

On the military and security fronts, the two countries have also been
engaging in new types of strategically-oriented cooperation. In 2005,
Russia and China conducted a large joint military exercise. This was the
first time the two conducted an exercise that involved land, air and naval
forces. The Jiefangiun Bao claimed that the exercise clearly demonstrated
strategic intentions and sent a strong signal to other countries (Jiefangiun
Bao 2005). Russian analyses also note the strategic intention of the exer-
cise, stating that

the war games sent a clear message to Washington: The strategic ties
between Russia and China have reached a point where the two na-
tions are in a position to take joint control of strategic regions in
Eurasia (Abdullaev 2005).

In 2007, the military dimension of Sino—Russian strategic cooperation
progressed to a higher level. China, together with other members of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization, participated in a high-profile mili-
tary exercise in Russia. The exercise carried historical significance in that
it was the first time that China sent its military in large formations to a
foreign exercise. Also, Chinese troops travelled over 10,000 kilometers to
reach the Ural region of Russia, which represented the longest power
projection by the Chinese military ever. It was also the first time that a
top Chinese leader, in this case President Hu Jintao, made a high-profile
personal appearance at a war game in a foreign country. The strategic
implication of this exercise cannot be underestimated. For example, a
strategist from the PLA National Defense University claims the exercise
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allows member states to “display [...] power and deter [...] potential
opponents” (Sohu.com 2007).

Another area where China is deepening its strategic cooperation
with Russia is in their joint efforts to use regional institutions to counter
or offset American influence. The most important example is the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization (SCO), which includes Russia, China, and
some Central Asian countries. American experts suggest that the SCO
clearly seeks Russian and Chinese dominance over Central Asia and
wants to keep the United States out of the region. Indeed, the August
2007 joint military exercise in Russia included all member states of the
SCO. According to Xinhua, the war game represented “a historical leap”
in institutionalising military cooperation by member states (Sina.com
2007).

Due to the deepening of strategic cooperation, a new Chinese term
has recently been injected into the definition of Sino—Russian partner-
ship, which is ghanliie xiezuo or “strategic coordination”. Almost all recent
Chinese studies have begun to use the term (for a representative recent
Chinese study, see Yu 2007). For example, one of China’s most influen-
tial current affairs magazines has this view of the new phase of the stra-
tegic relationship:

Sino—Russian relations have never been so close since the days of
Mao and Stalin: large scale space cooperation programs, a new 4.3 bil-
lion USD trade deal, and comprehensive energy cooperation. Most
importantly, ten years after China and Russia announced their strate-
gic partnership, this strategic cooperation has begun to generate im-
portant impact on the global balance of power. [...] Sino—Russian re-
lations have become an important political factor in world politics.
They have been playing a solid role in the ending of the American
unipolar system and the advancement of multipolarization (Nanfeng-
chuang 2007).

Russia’s forceful resurgence in recent years, both diplomatically and eco-
nomically, and its growing rift with the United States have given China
the motivation and the opportunity for closer and very strategic ties with
its northern neighbour. Russia is now perceived by Chinese strategists as
more likely than ever before to stand up against the United States. For
example, according to Wang Haiyun,

Russia has finally walked out of the post Soviet era. Its great power
status is largely restored. Within years, Russia will become a country
that befits the title of a great power. [...] Since Russia’s fundamental
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goals are the multipolarization of the world and its own peaceful de-
velopment, the geo-strategic impact of its resurgence will thus be posi-
tive and conducive for constraining U.S. hegemony” (Wang 2007: 3).

Wang believes that “China and Russia need to forge closer coordination,
mutually support each other, and rise up together” (Wang 2007: 7). Al-
though China and Russia have established greater strategic coordination
on a broad range of global and regional issues, the problems between the
two countries should not be overlooked. For example, Li Jingjie of the
Chinese Social Science Academy recognises constraints on the further
deepening of a Sino—Russian strategic partnership (Li Jingjie 2007). The
most important constraining factor, he argues, is the perception of many
members of the Russian elite that China could pose a long-term threat to
its national security. The rise of China, especially the expansion of its
military power, has alarmed some members of Russia’s ruling class. Fur-
ther, some Russians have become concerned with the immigration issue
along the border regions, where the number of Chinese immigrants
working inside Russia, legally or illegally, has risen sharply in recent years.
Finally, Russia could be concerned with China’s expanding influence in
Central Asia, its traditional backyard. Li Jingjie argues that this last con-
cern could compromise the productivity of the SCO.

It should also be made clear that China and Russia do not always
share the same goals and interests in global and regional affairs. China
has far greater dependence on the Western markets than Russia. Thus,
during Moscow’s war against Georgia in the summer of 2008, China
withheld support for Russia. In June 2009, the leaders of the newly rising
countries, including Russia, China, India, and Brazil, held a summit to
coordinate their strategies for the reform of global institutions. After the
meeting, a Chinese analyst suggested that although China and Russia
want to increase their influence in global institutions, China has more
limited goals since its economic modernisation has benefited tremen-
dously from the existing global institutions and rules. Therefore, it would
be difficult to imagine China and Russia adopting joint and coordinated
positions on global governance reform (Zhonggno Xinwen Zhonkan 2009).

Therefore, based on the above analyses, there will be limits to
China’s soft-balancing activities. Its strategic partnership with Russia may
not go as far as some people in both countries would like. In particular,
it is difficult to imagine China and Russia uniting in their push to over-
throw the existing global system that has so far been controlled by the
West. Their different perceptions on the legitimacy and functions of the
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existing global power structure are constraining the possibility of a joint,
exclusively non-Western alliance. This explains why China is still seeking
a cooperative relationship with the West on many important bilateral and
multilateral issues.

Reshaping Regional Orders

China’s increasingly proactive and self-confident foreign policy is also
demonstrated by a new attitude toward its role in regional affairs. In
particular, China is pursuing a strategy of reshaping the orders of mul-
tiple selected regions that are strategically important to its national inter-
ests. At this time, these regions include Southeast Asia and Central Asia.
In Southeast Asia, China has proposed a variety of new cooperative
frameworks to pursue a de facto leadership role in the regions. In Cen-
tral Asia, China’s approach is to create and direct a new, regional coop-
erative institution that reflects its own vision of international relations.

China’s view on its own role in regional orders has lately undergone
major changes. Until recently, Chinese discussions on the issue have
evolved around how to blend in with existing regional cooperative insti-
tutions so that China would not be seen as a threat to others. Thus, the
role of China in regional orders has been largely confined to increasingly
institutionalised participation. It did not actively seek to influence the
directions, agenda or operations of specific regional institutions (for a
survey of the evolution of Chinese attitude toward regional cooperation,
see Shambaugh 2004). Now, with its rising power and confidence, China
has been pushing for greater regional leadership and even the reshaping
of regional orders.

As pointed out by Zhang Yunling, a scholar from the Chinese Social
Science Academy and a leading expert on regional cooperation,

Through proposing new ideas and suggestions, China has attempted
to move regional orders toward the direction that favors itself. In re-
cent years, China has used all imaginable occasions, which include
economic, political, security, and cultural ones, to advance new ideas
and proposals. In fact, China has not only proposed new ideas but
also supplied finance to support them (Zhang 2008: 250).

In an important book on the grand strategy for the rise of China, Men
Honghua, a scholar at the Institute of International Strategy of the CCP
Central Party School, argues that regional primacy should be the founda-
tion of the rise of China as a global power. To achieve this, China needs
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to create regional institutions to facilitate the integration of East Asia and
the incentives for other countries to jump on the bandwagon with China.
The idea is that vast economic opportunities offered by China-led re-
gional integration will discourage other countries from opposing China.
Men Honghua thus suggests that China’s regional strategy toward East
Asia should evolve from one of participation to one of leadership (Men
2005a).

With the perceived end of the unipolar system, some Chinese ex-
perts have begun to reject the role of the US in East Asian regional af-
fairs. For example, Xiao Huanrong says that within the East Asian re-
gional order, “the participation by the United States needs to be limited
to that of a guest”. In contrast, “China should attempt to become the
leading country or at least play the role of a coordinator” (Xiao 2005:
189). Pang Zhongying, in an influential article on the transformation of
Asian regional order and the role of China, contends that the current
US-centred regional system is illegitimate, since it reflects the private
interest of a country that is not even Asian. He further suggests that

China cannot simplistically recognize, accept and participate in the
American order in the region. This option does not possess any le-
gitimacy, since it is not right to let the majority of the world popula-
tion obey the order imposed by a minority. China’s population is four
to five times that of the United States while the Asian population is
ten times bigger (Pang 2006: 10).

The Chinese discussion of regional primacy is no longer limited to policy
discussions. Recent Chinese policies are showing efforts to cultivate
China-centred regional orders in selected regions. This is firstly reflected
in China’s policy toward Southeast Asia. Until recently, Chinese strategy
was one of maintaining systematic communication with ASEAN in order
to reduce the latter’s worry about the rise of China. As a result, China
became a partner with ASEAN through regimes such as ASEAN Plus
Three (APT) and ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), which provides secu-
rity dialogue, confidence-building, and preventive diplomacy between
Asian and Pacific countries. China’s increasing engagement with ASEAN
has succeeded in reducing ASEAN’s worries about expanding Chinese
economic and military power (Shambaugh 2004).

Now, due to newly found confidence and the perceived decline of
US influence in the region, China’s approach toward Southeast Asia has
become one of seeking regional leadership. This strategy has been re-
flected in recent Chinese discussions on the need for creating a China-
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led regional order. As observed by Tang Xiaosong, a Chinese expert on
regional integration,

The model of ASEAN Plus Three is driven by ASEAN countries.
This implies that the process of regional cooperation is defined by the
rules set by small and weak countries. This model naturally has its
weakness, which is that ASEAN’s feeble leadership cannot generate
sufficient centripetal forces. Moreover, ASEAN’s efforts to balance
major countries against each other have also prevented the latter from
engaging in deeper cooperation (Tang 2008).

Tang concludes therefore that major powers, especially China, need to
play the leadership role in the regional cooperation of Southeast Asia.

This new vision of China playing a central role in regional affairs
started in 2004 when China initiated the Free Trade Agreement with
ASEAN, which sought to pull countries in the region toward a China-
centred economic order. Men Honghua believes that the agreement “is
the most creative Chinese proposal and strategic action for creating new
multilateral economic order”. He also notes the political impact of the
agreement:

Although it is an economic agreement, it has shifted the decision cen-
tre for East Asian regional affairs northward to China. It provides
China with major opportunities to reshape the East Asian order (Men
2005a: 274-275).

A major recent Chinese initiative for a China-led regional system was the
East Asian Summit (EAS) at the end of 2005. The idea was proposed by
China at the ASEAN Plus Three summit meeting in Laos in November
of 2004. The forum did not intend to include non-Asian countries in the
Pacific such as the United States and Australia. Further, according to the
Chinese plan, the EAS would eventually lead to an East Asian Commu-
nity, in which China would undoubtedly play the leading role (for more
discussion on China’s failed agenda for the East Asian Community, see
Ren 2007: 49-54). The US eventually convinced ASEAN countries to
accept Australia, New Zealand, and India as members of EAS, hoping
that they could offset China’s attempt to lead the group.

Another recent Chinese policy to limit US influence in the region is
its rejection of the American proposal for a massive Pacific Rim free
trade zone under the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
framework. The US first proposed this idea at the 2006 APEC summit
meeting. However, China proposed a counter plan to separate the free
trade arrangements into two different systems, the Free Trade Area of
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Americas and the East Asian Free Trade Area. China’s intention is to
keep the US influence within the former while it can dominate the latter
(The Associated Press 2000). It was the first time that China boldly chal-
lenged a US-initiated free trade proposal for the Pacific region.

Central Asia is the other region where China has shown systematic
efforts to reshape the regional order. Through cooperative effort with
Russia, China is actively using the SCO to define a new regional order.
Strategically, Central Asia is important for China for both economic and
security reasons. Central Asia’s richness in natural resources, particularly
oil, is important for China’s sustained rapid economic growth. Militarily,
controlling Central Asia will help China contain its Muslim separatists
who have extensive links to the region. For this security purpose, the
SCO has initiated yeatly anti-terrorist military exercises.

With regard to the SCO, China has shown increasing leadership.
According to Zhao Huasheng, a leading Chinese expert on Central Asia,
traditional Russian influence over the region poses a challenge for China.
Due to historical and cultural legacies, countries in the region tend to
look toward Russia for leadership and protection. China is sometimes
viewed with suspicion. Therefore, Zhao argues that China must try to
gradually correct the situation to achieve an equal status with Russia in
regional affairs (Zhao 2007: 25).

For this purpose, China hosted the Six Summit Meeting of the SCO
in June 2006 and used the occasion to promote a Chinese view of inter-
national relations. The communiqué of the summit emphasised that no
country has the right to impose its political values on others and that
each country has the right to choose its own political system. These
principles represent the so-called “Shanghai Spirit”, which claims to
charter a new course in the conduct of inter-state relations. The message
was clearly intended to keep US-inspired democratisation out of the
region.

China believes that the SCO is of profound political and strategic
importance. Feng Yujun, an expert at the China Institutes of Contempo-
rary International Relations, suggests that the SCO champions a new
geo-strategic concept called “New Euroasianism”. It envisions a unified
geopolitical block that includes China, Russia, Central Asian countries,
India, Pakistan and Iran (Feng 2006: 14-15). According to Feng, the
block can serve as a “stabiliser” for Euroasia and will profoundly affect
the global balance of power.
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Jiang Yingwei emphasises the importance of the SCO for its efforts
to keep the United States out of the region. “The SCO”, as he points
out

>

under the guidance of China and Russia, has effectively stopped at-
tempted penetration into Central Asia by the United States. This has
significant meanings for regional stability and balance of power.

Jiang further suggests that the SCO

is the only security organization for Euroasia in which China plays the
leading role and serves as a land bridge to extend China’s strategic in-
fluence westward toward the Middle East and North Africa (Jiang
2007: 34).

Although China has been attempting to reshape the order of selected
regions, its achievements in this realm need a more sober assessment.
For example, even in Southeast Asia, China’s efforts to become the driv-
ing force of regional cooperation have been compromised by rising con-
flicts in the South China Sea: Recently, tensions seem to have rapidly
increased between China on one side and Vietnam, the Philippines, and
Malaysia on the other. The contests over the control of many individual
islands and reefs in the South China Sea, coupled with China’s increas-
ingly harsh rhetoric, have ignited the security concerns of these countries
— even members of the Chinese elite have been considering taking mili-
tary action if necessary. The result is that these countries have recently
begun to bolster their naval capabilities. For example, Vietnam, Malaysia
and Indonesia have all decided to purchase submarines to counter
China’s rising military presence in the South China Sea. Moreover, Aus-
tralia’s 2009 Defence White Paper also hinted that China could pose a
long-term security threat to the region. As a result, it proposed substan-
tial expansion of the Australian defence capability.

This trend of balancing by China’s neighbours is contrary to China’s
goal of binding regional countries together through a China-led regional
cooperation mechanism. In addition, ASEAN countries clearly prefer the
United States to be involved in regional affairs as a counter force to the
rising influence of China. Although no nation wants to face the situation
of having to choose between China and the United States, ASEAN
countries’ preference of continuous US presence in the region reflects a
hedging strategy against China.

Thus, according to a survey of strategic thinkers in Asia by the Cen-
ter for Strategic and International Studies, a weighted average of 65.5 per
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cent of those surveyed expect China to be the strongest power in Asia in
the future, compared to only 31 per cent who saw the United States in
this way. However, China also topped the list of countries that are seen
as a potential threat to regional peace and stability with a weighted aver-
age of 38 per cent. In contrast, only 12.9 per cent of strategic thinkers in
Asia listed the United States as a threat. Moreover, 40 per cent of re-
spondents cited the United States as the greatest force for peace and
stability in the region in the future, compared to only 26 per cent that
picked China (for a summary of the survey, see Gill et al. 2009).

A Geopolitically Oriented Economic Security
Strategy

Another salient feature of the new Chinese foreign policy is its strong
geopolitical interpretation of its own economic security. China’s various
external economic vulnerabilities are now considered challenges to na-
tional security. This geopolitically oriented economic security strategy has
contributed to China’s expanding global activities and influences. On
one hand, the new economic security strategy involves truly global activi-
ties. Chinese companies, especially oil companies, are pursuing business
in many regions of the world, such as Africa, the Middle East, Central
Asia and Latin America. On the other hand, the strategy has influenced
various aspects of Chinese foreign policy, including regional strategies,
great power diplomacy, and its role in the UN Security Council.

China’s obsession with its global economic security is best demon-
strated by its comprehensive pursuit of energy security. To keep a con-
stant supply of oil, China adopted the Going Out strategy in 2002, which
aims to increase Chinese access to oil production in other countries. Its
three large, state-owned companies — the China National Petroleum
Corporation, the China National Petrochemical Corporation, and the
China National Offshore Oil Corporation — have purchased equity
shares in overseas exploration and production projects around the world.
Further, China has built new pipelines, mostly through Siberia and Cen-
tral Asia, to secure its oil supply.

The most important link between China’s global search for oil and
Chinese foreign policy is the sharp rise of energy security concerns. The
oil issue is analysed in a geopolitical context to highlight China’s national
security vulnerability. As observed by Shi Yinhong, there is now “a sud-
den collective obsession with energy security among the Chinese elite”
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(Shi 2006: 42). Many, including both scholars and government officials,
see China’s energy issue as a national security challenge. This perception
has profoundly impacted Chinese foreign policy in recent years. For
example, as one Chinese expert argues,

Without exaggeration, China’s energy strategy has become an impor-
tant factor that influences Asian and even global geopolitical balance.
Half a century ago, a rising Japan invaded Southeast Asia due to en-
ergy insecurity. Energy issues therefore became an important cause of
the Pacific War. [Thus,] energy security is not simply an energy issue
or an economic issue. It involves national security, strategic economic
interests, and diplomacy (Men 2005b: 33).

And, as suggested by Che Xiangming, a strategist from the PLA,

No developed country can survive without oil. Therefore, there will
not be a more important factor than oil that could induce wars be-
tween nations. Competition over oil will become a major characteris-
tic of future international security (Che 2005: 201).

Most Chinese analysts view the greatest Chinese national security con-
cern to be the vulnerability of the oil supply due to the United States’
wortldwide political and military dominance. One fear is that the United
States could pressure oil-producing countries to stop exporting oil to
China. Another fear, as shown by an article in the PLA’s Chinese Military
Sciences, is that 50 per cent of the oil China imports passes through the
Indian Ocean, Malacca Strait and South China Sea. In a war, the United
States could use its sea dominance to choke off the oil supply along
these routes (Guo 2006: 78).

Chinese strategists thus recommend both diversification of oil sup-
ply sources and reduction of dependence on key waterways such as the
Malacca Strait. For example, Men Honghua argues that China must ex-
pand beyond its traditional oil dependence on the Middle East to con-
sider obtaining oil from places like Africa, Central Asia, Russia and Latin
America. Further, China must develop a land strategy to bypass its vul-
nerability on the Indian Ocean and at the Malacca Strait. This would
involve building more pipelines in Central Asia and Russia (Men 2005b:
33). A PLA strategist also suggests other ways to bypass the Malacca
Strait: One option involves digging a canal through Thailand, a country
that has proven to be a great ally of China. Another option is to lay a
pipeline from Burma, another close ally, to the southwestern part of
China (Xu 2006: 214-215).
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The need for diversification and reduction of vulnerability have in-
fluenced many aspects of Chinese foreign policy lately, including its re-
gional policies, its great power diplomacy and its increasing assertiveness
in the UN Security Council. For example, these needs have motivated
China to exercise influence and diplomacy in regions that were not tradi-
tionally of central importance for Chinese foreign policy, including Af-
rica, the Middle East, Central Asia and Latin America. President Hu
Jintao paid visits to Africa and the Middle East in 2006 and 2007. In
addition, Premier Wen Jiabao also visited Africa in 2006. Chinese media
dubbed these “energy trips” (Pinggno Ribao 20006).

China’s energy security policy has also influenced its great power
diplomacy. In particular, it has contributed to the strengthening of
China’s strategic partnership with Russia, which is now a major energy
supplier for China. Russia figures prominently in China’s efforts to di-
versify oil supply and to fight its transportation vulnerability. The newly
planned trans-Siberia pipeline that ends in northeastern China is, accord-
ing to Chinese analyses, an important sign of the maturing Sino—Russian
strategic partnership. In fact, as Leverett and Noel suggest, China has
formed an “axis of oil” with Russia, and this axis is becoming increas-
ingly assertive on security issues that concern the Caucasus, Central Asia
and Iran (Leverett and Noel 2000).

Energy factors can also explain China’s increasing willingness to risk
its relations with the United States by developing close ties with Sudan,
Iran and Venezuela. In fact, to protect its access to oil in these countries,
China has become more active in UN Security Council deliberations on
Sudan and Iran. As observed by Leverett and Noel, China has consis-
tently shown opposition to UN sanctions on energy-producing states in
which its companies operate (Leverett and Noel 2000). In January 2007
China exercised a rare veto in the Security Council on a US- and British-
proposed sanction on Burma. In recent years, China has attached great
geopolitical importance to Burma due to its ability to offer China a land
route to the Indian Ocean, therefore bypassing the Malacca Strait. As for
Venezuela, China invited Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez for a state
visit in 2006. According to reports, Chavez, angry at American political
pressure, plans to sell 45 per cent of the country’s oil to China by 2012
(Sohu.com 2006). To that end, Venezuela signed an agreement with
China to buy 18 Chinese-built oil tankers at a cost of 1.3 billion USD.

However, China’s energy-centred global economic security strategy
has its critics. Its doomsday views of the United States using oil as a
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weapon to strangle China’s rise clearly exaggerate external threats to
Chinese national interests. Zhao Hongtu, a scholar at the China Insti-
tutes of Contemporary International Relations, points out that the drive
for energy security has overblown the vulnerability of China (Zhao 2008).
He argues that the scenario of the United States Navy blocking China’s
oil importation could only happen during times of direct military conflict
between the two countries. In peacetime, Zhao argues, the international
oil market is not subject to any one country’s control, so China can well
expect a healthy flow of oil. Therefore, Zhao suggests that China has no
need to attempt to physically control oil production in other countries.

Another strand of criticism of China’s economic security strategy
states that China’s ties to many rogue states have damaged its interna-
tional image as a “responsible great power”. For example, one Chinese
analyst points out that Sudan has become a major negative factor in Chi-
nese foreign policy (He 2008: 45-46). It remains to be seen whether en-
ergy diplomacy can even co-exist with China’s search for soft power,
which intends to project China as a well-behaving country that contrib-
utes to the global public good.

A third criticism of China’s economic security policy points to in-
creased backlashes against China among many developing countries. The
people of many of these countries have begun to see Chinese companies,
which often disregard international labour and environmental standards,
as plundering their resources. A Chinese analysis suggests that although
China has massively expanded its economic assistance to Aftrica, back-
lash from local communities has also become common. The analysis
recommends that China search for new ways, including international
energy cooperation with Western countries, to secure its supply of oil
and natural gas (He 2008: 45-46).

The Centrality of Soft Power

Another trend in Chinese foreign policy is the increasing emphasis on
soft power, which is generally seen as the ability to wield influence by
indirect, non-military means. In recent years, China has put great energy
into analysing how soft power, which includes cultural and ideological
appeals on one hand, and economic and financial incentives on the other,
can promote its regional and global influence. In fact, many Chinese
analysts now confidently believe China can become a global role model
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for countries that are not satisfied with Western, liberal economic and
political systems.

Indeed, China seems to believe that it has discovered the secret of
what constitutes international influence. Until recently, Chinese studies
of power tended to focus on hard powers, such as economic, military,
and scientific and technological capabilities (Huang 1999). This was no
different from the US government’s view of power. However, the recent
setbacks for American global influence (most well-represented by the
international backlash against the Iraq War and the Bush Doctrine) have
given Chinese analysts a new perspective on what really constitutes influ-
ence and power in international politics.

In addition to how loss of soft power has contributed to the relative
decline of the United States, Chinese foreign policy experts have also
analysed how soft power affects the international influence of other
major powers. For instance, Li Jie, Director of Policy Planning in the
Chinese Foreign Ministry, argues that Japan’s weakness in global influ-
ence is a result of its lack of soft power, even though it is the world’s
second-largest economy (Li Jie 2007).

The Chinese definition of soft power can be viewed one of two
ways: One view sees soft power as the attractiveness of one country’s
ideology, political system and culture. Li Jie also includes a country’s
ability to shape international norms and rules (Li Jie 2007). Another view
among Chinese scholars is that soft power is a broader concept that
includes economic and diplomatic influences (for this broader Chinese
view of soft power, see Liu 2000). In recent years, China’s push to pro-
mote its soft power has seen systematic practices of both definitions.

Regarding the first definition of soft power given above, China has
been actively promoting Chinese culture to other countries. For example,
China has already established 80 Confucius Institutes in 36 countries.
The Confucius Institute resembles the UK’s British Council, with the
goal of promoting foreigners’ understanding of Chinese culture and lan-
guage. The Institutes often have a local partner and in general they are
well funded by the Chinese government. According to one study, over
90 local institutions in 38 countries have applied to set up new Confucius
Institutes (Lai 2006). Due to the rising influence of China in world affairs
and the spread of Confucius Institutes, there are now over 30 million
people learning Chinese outside China.

China is also promoting the appeal of its model of development.
For example, China has recently started to market the so-called Beijing
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Consensus as an alternative to the Washington Consensus, the latter of
which promotes democracy and capitalism to the developing world.
China claims that its economic miracle, amid political stability, is an al-
ternative to the Western model. Indeed, even Joseph Nye, who invented
the theory of soft power, recognises that

in parts of Asia, Africa and Latin America, the so-called ‘Beijing con-
sensus’ on authoritarian government plus a market economy has be-
come more popular than the previously dominant “Washington con-
sensus’ of market economics with democratic government (Nye 2005).

Randall Peerenboom, an American scholar, also points out that China’s
sustained success in modernisation could well establish a concrete, altet-
native model of successful development, which may appeal to other
countries with similar socio-economic and political conditions (Peeren-
boom 2007).

Recently China has shown increasing self-confidence in the appeal
of its own political and economic model, or the Beijing consensus. Shi
Yinhong, one of China’s most influential international relations scholars,
claims that China’s success comes with important normative conse-
quences. He suggests that the rise of each great power is associated with
the rise of a particular set of values. Currently, China’s rise is helping to
project its values into the international system. In particular, Shi argues
that China’s development strategy, which is focused on the pursuit of
economic success, is going to replace the “Washington consensus” as a
universal value for the world. He even claims that “China is projecting a
new value tendency that has historical consequences” (Shi 2007: 10-12).

China also practises the broader concept of soft power — namely,
economic and diplomatic influence in regional and global affairs. This
can be seen in various recent Chinese diplomatic initiatives, often backed
by economic incentives. Examples include the China—ASEAN Free
Trade Agreement and the China—Africa Cooperation Forum, where
China provided economic incentives to recipient countries in order to
further enhance its regional and global influence.

According to Josh Kurlantzick, China’s exercise of this type of soft
power has profoundly changed international relations in Southeast Asia.
China has emerged as the most influential country in the region at the
expense of the United States. According to him, China has successfully
used economic assistance, public diplomacy, and other economic tools
such as investment and regional free trade agreements to cultivate an
image as a benign power (Kurlantzick 2006). Moreover, the Chinese



mEEE 60 Baohui Zhang B HEN

model of development has also appealed to some Southeast Asian coun-
tries, which do not fully embrace the Western-style, democratic political
system.

In his new book on the subject, Kurlantzick claims that Chinese soft
power, which includes diplomatic, economic and cultural components, is
transforming the world. In fact, China is poised to become a global
power as a result of its soft power influence (Kutlantzick 2007). Thus,
Kurlantzick shares the Chinese perspective that soft power is critical for
national influence in world affairs. He even predicts that China may be-
come the first country after the Soviet Union to rival the United States in
international influence.

However, China’s rising soft power should not be exaggerated. One
way to gauge China’s soft power is to analyse global public opinions of
China. Survey results show that China still has a long way to go before it
is seen as a positive force in global and regional affairs. For example,
according to a 2008 public opinion survey of more than 6,000 people in
China, Vietnam, South Korea, Indonesia, Japan and the United States of
America, strong majorities in South Korea (74%), Japan (74%) and the
United States of America (70%), as well as a plurality in Indonesia (47%),
are worried that China could become a military threat in the future (Chi-
cago Council on Global Affairs and East Asia Institute 2008).

China also has a shaky image outside East Asia. According to a 2008
survey by the Pew Research Center on public opinions of China, in many
of the 23 countries surveyed, China is viewed unfavourably either by a
majority of the population (Spain 56%, France 72%, Germany 68%,
Poland 54%, Jordan 52%, Turkey 50%, Japan 84%) or by a substantial
percentage of the population (the United States 42%, Australia 40%,
Brazil 40%, South Korea 49%, India 45%, Lebanon 42%) (The Pew
Global Attitudes Project 2008).

Wang Jisi, Dean of the School of International Relations at Peking
University, argues therefore that China must be realistic with its soft
power strategy. He points out that many of China’s internal problems,
such as its rising socio-economic inequalities, its record of environmental
abuse, and its lack of respect for the rule of law all limit China’s global
appeal (Nanfengchuang 2009). Wang suggests that instead of a state-
sponsored propaganda campaign to promote China’s image, its own self-
improvement will be the most effective way to achieve this goal. In fact,
Wang cautions that overly aggressive promotion of China’s soft power
may trigger backlashes from other countries.
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The Significance of the New Trends

This article has identified five salient trends in Chinese foreign policy.
These trends indicate that China has become far more proactive, bold
and confident in expanding its global and regional influences. As a result,
China is now poised to become a true global power. After the 2008
global financial and economic crises, which are widely seen to have fur-
ther eroded the power of the West and elevated the power of “the rest”,
more and more analyses have begun to include China as a new global
power. This is best put by British Foreign Secretary David Miliband after
the G20 summit meeting in London in April 2009, when he commented
that China has become one of the “two powers that count” (the other
being the United States). As he observed, “China’s indispensability in
part comes from size, but a second part is that it wants to play a role”.
However, in contrast to America’s twentieth-century ascent, which
eclipsed Britain, Miliband contended that China would not displace the
US but rather join it at the “the new top table” (Borger 2009).

Global public opinion also indicates increasing perception of China
as a global power. For example, a survey by the Pew Research Center in
2008 found that China is widely seen as a rising superpower. Indeed,
“most of those surveyed in Germany, Spain, France, Britain and Austra-
lia think China either has already replaced the United States or will do so
in the future” (The Pew Global Attitudes Project 2008).

This article suggests that although China may not eventually emerge
as a superpowet, it is poised to become a global power. After all, a global
power is defined by its spatial dimension: It must have the capacity to
engage in extra-regional affairs, and it must have extra-regional interests.
The main features of the new Chinese foreign policy all point China
seeing itself as a rising global power. Its pursuit of a more equal relation-
ship with the United States in many ways demonstrates China’s rising
importance in world affairs. Indeed, the G2 idea comes from members
of the US foreign policy elite, who now see China as an important part-
ner in global governance. China’s new soft-balancing tendency also testi-
fies to its attempts to influence the structure of global power distribu-
tion. Its efforts to reshape orders in multiple regions of the world reflect
the beginning of a new extra-regional agenda. The pursuit of global eco-
nomic security has also caused China to be involved in many distant
regions and has influenced the goals and conduct of Chinese foreign
policy.
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This view of China as a global power is cleatly different from the
“Does China Matter?” perspective that was once an issue of debate
among scholars of international relations. In 1999, Gerald Segal pub-
lished a controversial article in Foreign Affairs, questioning China’s great
power status. He suggested that China was at best a middle power with
only regional influences. China’s global economic power, such as in trade
and investment, was limited, and its political power and influence were
“clearly puny” (Segal 1999).

In 2004, amid the rise of China, Segal’s thesis was re-examined in a
book of compiled essays (Buzan and Foot 2004). Interestingly, several
contributors to the book at the time still viewed China as a strong but
only limited player in the international system. For example, noted Brit-
ish scholar Lawrence Freedman mentioned four reasons China was still a
regional power: (a) China had little soft power, which is broadly con-
ceived by Freedman to include cultural appeal, diplomatic competency
and capacity to dole out economic incentives; (b) China’s involvement
with the UN and other international bodies was minimal; (c) China had a
rather parochial sense of its interests; and (d), China was not actively
reshaping the contemporary international system (Freedman 2004: 35).

This article indicates that on all these accounts China is now a very
different country. China now wields considerable soft power in both
regional and global contexts. In fact, China is perhaps the only country
in the world that has a coherent and strategic plan for how to promote
its soft power. In many parts of the world, China uses a sophisticated
package, which combines promotion of Chinese culture with massive
economic incentives to advance its interests in the region. Its involve-
ment with the UN has dramatically increased as well. In fact, it has be-
come a key player in the UN Security Council in recent years. Currently,
China contributes more peacekeepers than any other permanent mem-
ber. It has also been instrumental in recent UN deliberations on Sudan,
Iran and North Korea. China has also left behind the parochial view of
what constitutes its interests. Now, China likes to talk about its “great
power responsibility” to the world community. China’s positive role
during the recent round of global financial and economic crises testifies
to its new willingness to contribute to the global public good. Finally,
China is also trying to reshape the international order through various
proposals to reform global institutions such as the IMF and the World
Bank. The vast difference between the China described by Freedman
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and the one analysed in this article indicates the rapidity and magnitude
of the changes in China’s role in the world in the last three years.
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