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internationalism”—for China.3? Yet due to the turmoil of domestic politics, it
was one that was never fully consolidated.

Mao’s Shift to Revision and Separation. A major change in China’s ap-
proach to international society came with the triumph of the Communists in
1949 after decades of weak central government and the incompetence of the
nominal Republican leadership. While issues of domestic stability were cer-
tainly involved, the origins of this change can also be found in the contesta-
tion over foreign policy ideas, specifically over China’s integration policy.
When China took up a role as normal power in World War I, the expectation
was that in doing so it would be treated as an equal country. China had joined
the victorious Allies before the war ended and fully supported Wilson’s Four-
teen Points plan for the postwar order. Yet such integrative policies met an
early rebuke in the Versailles Peace Treaty that caused deep outrage by hand-
ing German concessions in China to Japan. :

This latter action spurred the May Fourth Movement (the day the terms of
the Versailles treaty were announced) that helped incite the Kuomintang and
the Communist political movements.3* Mao recognized in 1952 that his pop-
ularity was linked to the failure of the Republican and Nationalist forces to
provide autonomy from foreign control: “China’s modern revolutionary strug-
gle has for its goal, first and foremost, the opposition against the invasion of
imperialism.”3* The grudging integration (never fully consolidated) that
emerged in China in the decades after the turn of the century had not achieved
what it was intended to do—restore China’s sovereignty. Instead, it marked
continued subordination to and domination by European powers. Such subor-
dination was again revisited at the end of World War II when the victorious
powers made decisions on China and Asia at Yalta without Chinese input.**
This failure fueled the rise of Chinese nationalism and ultimately (after the
failure of the incompetent Nationalists) Mao Zedong’s successful communist
revolution that offered a very different approach to international relations.
On the Tiananmen Gate on October 1, 1949, with the defeated Kuomintang
army on the run, Mao declared that “China has stood up.”3¢

Consolidation in this case—at least in terms of moving away from
integration—was aided by the fact that revisionism gained legitimacy with the
successful defense of China in the Korean War.3” China had prevented what it
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perceived as a likely march of U.S. forces into China from the Korean penin-
sula. With the later split with the Soviet Union, China turned toward a more
separatist notion of revisionism, yet under Mao continued to aspire to over-
turning the dominant international order.

Mao’s unhooking of China from international order does not fit predictions
of an interdependence perspective in that China could have easily benefited
from greater connection to the global economy and there was no precipitous
drop in cross-border flows that undermined pro-interdependence domestic
groups. Separation in this case was a choice that reduced interdependence, not
the opposite. There is a debate over whether China really had any other op-
tion than revisionism due to the hostility of the United States towards the
Communists in the 1940s. Yet it appears that the Chinese leadership’s ideol-
ogy and Mao’s own “continuous revolution” view heavily tilted China to-
wards revisionism, even precluding a “Tito” solution where China would seek
neutrality.’

A power perspective offers mixed predictions in this case. On the one hand,
the existing Republican government had not established autonomy in the de-
sired fashion. Yet from a security/power perspective, it is not clear how a shift
to a revisionist approach would enhance Chinese security given that this
would provoke the wrath of the United States. Even given a U.S. predisposi-
tion against the Communist leadership, a Tito solution would have been desir-
able from a realpolitik view. Moreover, in contrast to the power transition
view, China became most revisionist when it was weak (not strong).

Deng’s “Reform and Opening”—And Its Continuity. A third major turn-
ing point in China’s international thinking followed Mao’s death. Mao’s revi-
sionism was widely recognized as a failure—almost a continuation of the
earlier isolation that had been a major source of China’s decline.*® Mao had in
fact turned away from such a course with the renewal of relations with the
United States and China’s subsequent admission to the UN (replacing Taiwan)
in 1971, Still, Chinese integration in the period 1971-78 was relatively mod-
est. There were those who wanted to continue Mao’s revisionist legacy, yet the
setbacks of the Cultural Revolution and its attendant foreign policy allowed
room to consider other ideas. The 1970s were a decade when those seeking a
replacement gathered their forces.

In 1978, under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping, China made a major shift
to “reform and opening” that actively attempted to develop China and pro-
tect its well-being, not by separation from international society, but instead by

38. Lieberthal, Governing China, 76, 90, 115; Kirby, “The Internationalization of China,”
448.

39. See Hunt, Genesis of Chinese Communist Foreign Policy, and Zhang, China in Interna-
tional Society since 1949, vs. Christensen, Useful Adversaries, and Chen Jian, Mao’s China and
the Cold War {Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001).

40. Yan Xuetong, “The Rise of China in Chinese Eyes,” Journal of Contemporary China
10:26 (2001): 34-35.



Purpose Transitions 179

deeperintegration. Dengrecognized that foreign capital—andintegration—was
critical to development. His implementation of integration, which his succes-
sors deepened, produced positive economic results that marginalized its crit-
ics and encouraged its institutionalization as the dominant orthodoxy. As
discussed below, integration today enjoys a privileged position in Chinese
thinking that has few challengers.

The shift to integration—and its continuity in the post-Deng era—is one
that might be expected by either a power or an interdependence perspective.
Certainly China’s continued weakness under Mao’s revisionism was an indi-
cator that a different approach might better serve the growth of China’s rela-
tive capabilities, as well as its security. The continuity of Chinese purpose up
to the present day, even as China’s relative power has increased significantly is
less understandable from a power transition perspective, but the answer may
be that it has not yet gathered enough power.

From an interdependence view, the “opening” of China produced a poten-
tial for significant gains through exchanges with the West. That potential was
realized under Deng and reinforced integrationist factions, which is why this
view anticipates continuing Chinese support of international order, assuming
its continued openness, in the future.

What is clear in these periods of both continuity and change is that ideas
played a role in the evolution of Chinese foreign policy. Yet, simply because
the purpose transition account better explains outcomes than a monocausal
power or interdependence argument does not mean those factors were irrele-
vant. Indeed they mattered a great deal. The point is that the effects of power
and interdependence work through interaction with ideas.

Strategic circumstances and relative power frequently matter in shaping
negative and positive feedback to prevailing ideas—e.g., the fate of Hitler’s
world domination aspirations when they met the combined economies and
force of the Allies. Dominant concepts that ignore relative power can lead to
disappointing results that contribute to their delegitimation. Consider the de-
cline of the Qing-era tribute system and Sinocentrism under the weight of
European and Japanese power in the late nineteenth century.

Likewise, the number and nature of replacement ideas so central to consoli-
dation is shaped by the political activity and resources of interest groups and
individuals that promote them. Economic interdependence and the promises
of growth inherent in it can indeed strengthen those in favor of such ideas.*!
Long-term efforts that encourage international exchange can facilitate the rise
of replacement ideas in particular societies.*? For example, efforts made over
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many years by a variety of groups in the United States (and in Britain) after
World War I had much to do with why internationalism (a fusing of geopoli-
tics and Wilsonianism) was a coherent replacement for isolationism in Ameri-
can strategy after World War II. Likewise during the Cold War, U.S. and
European interaction with the Soviet Union helped “new thinking” (and not
some other thinking) take shape as a viable replacement when the old Soviet
foreign policy dogma disintegrated.* Thus the success of ideas can be shaped
by the degree a country is involved in international society.

Crucible of China’s Future Purpose

The argument above highlights particular signposts as important for un-
derstanding what China might do with its growing power in the future, spe-
cifically the factors that drive collapse and consolidation. China’s “reform and
opening” mentality depends on the expectations leaders promoting it generate
in the domestic arena and the results that are experienced (collapse consider-
ations) as well as on the supply of ideas that might replace integration (con-
solidation factors).

Expectations and Results. China’s leaders justify and promote integra-
tion on the basis of an enduring idea that links internal development and
external relations—i.e. “reform and opening”—in two fundamental ways.
The first, and most important, justification is that integration within the
existing international order provides the best means for national economic
development. China’s government is controlled by the Communist Party of
China. Yet the legitimacy and popular support of the government does not
rest on socialist ideology, but instead on economic performance. Chinese
leaders explicitly put development at the top of their “to do” list and recog-
nize they (and integration itself) will be judged by how well they fulfill that
goal *

Thus one situation where the integrationist orthodoxy would be vulnerable
involves troubles in China’s economic modernization. Ironically China might
abandon integration not because it is rising but instead due to major ruptures
in growth that could put the dominant “openness” view on a slippery defen-
sive. A reasonable case can be made that a leveling of Chinese economic
growth is as likely in the future as is China’s rise to supremacy.* If China’s
government is somehow implicated (i.e. assuming ruptures are not global),
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internal critics of the current orthodoxy will have incentives to use faltering
Chinese economic prospects to rally political authority around a new ap-
proach to the international system. The Chinese government would have
fewer resources to transfer to losers (e.g., peasant farmers with complaints
about the WTO).*¢ The motivating source in such a scenario will be the com-
bination of surprising economic setbacks and exaggerated domestic expecta-
tions generated by leaders seeking legitimacy.

The second major justification for integration within the existing interna-
tional order is that it enhances sovereignty—i.e., Chinese autonomy and ter-
ritorial integrity. Integration should prevent the colonial subordination of the
past and the infringement of China by outside powers—one of the main
claims of the Communist Party of China for its competence and authority.*’
Integration facilitates such a goal by providing access to institutional forums
where global politics are decided that might affect China’s autonomy. Such
integration also provides the imprint of major power status that confirms the
country is no longer simply an object manipulated by more powerful Western
countries or Japan, but an important actor itself.

The most concrete marker of sovereignty for China today is Taiwan. China
expects that its participation in the extant institutions and conventions of
world politics will help to fulfill a desire (seemingly widespread across the po-
litical spectrum) to unite the mainland and Taiwan. Such participation also
allows China to stymie efforts by Taiwan to claim sovereign international
standing.*

The integration orthodoxy could, therefore, also be vulnerable due to
events that China sees as neocolonial e.g., those which move Taiwan towards
independence against China’s desires. Much of course will depend on partic-
ular circumstances and whether they make the Beijing government seem
complicit in such a move. Taiwanese efforts to establish formal independence
cause deep concern in China—indeed the type that can set the stage for
China to take aggressive efforts on an issue seen as a priority even by “re-
formist” governments. Taiwanese independence efforts in 2004-5 were met
by a strong reaction from Hu Jintao and by the National People’s Congress
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passing antisecession legislation which authorized China to use force against
Taiwan if it continued to push for independence.®’

Contenders for Future Purpose. What exactly might replace China’s cur-
rent purpose is elusive. The nature and distribution of replacement ideas
about international society within China are largely elite matters and are dif-
ficult to track given the taboo against discussing such topics.>® Three poten-
tial replacement ideas seem distinguishable.

The first was identified by Jiang Zemin as a challenge to his own “reform
and opening” emphasis in the years following the 1989 Tiananmen Square
fiasco.5! Jiang labeled this the threat from the “Right,” and it comes from
those (e.g., the new private businessmen and state-owned enterprise execu-
tives, artists and intellectuals, coastal city regions and their officials, and even
parts of the bureaucracy that have an interest in integration) who want an
even more rapid pace of integration and political openness—perhaps at the
expense of the Party. Jiang was focused on this challenge and went to consid-
erable effort to lure successful businessmen into the Party and welcome the
return of Chinese from abroad who might otherwise be a voice for more
forceful political change.

Jiang also identified a second group with alternative preferences for China’s
foreign policy. He called it “those with leftist tendencies”—i.e. people who
would critique reform and international involvement as contributing to social
injustice and inequality. In the current context, this might include farmers,
rural citizens, inland cities, and parts of the military or the Communist Party
that have not shared equally in China’s development and could rightly blame
“reform and opening” or participation in the global order (think WTO) as the
cause. In foreign policy such tendencies translate into social support for halt-
ing and reversing China’s integration in the current order. If the communiqué
from the Fifth Plenary of the Sixteenth Party Congress in October 2005 is an
indicator, the challenge from the left—and the inequality of growth—are of
particular concern to the leadership of Hu Jintao who has emphasized the
more egalitarian goal of a “harmonious society” in contrast to Jiang’s mantra
of a “well-off society.”5?

49. Edward Cody, “China Sends Warning to Taiwan With Anti-Secession Law,” Washing-
ton Post, March 8, 2005, A12.

50. A notable effort to clarify this area is Susan Shirk, China, Fragile Superpower: How
China’s Internal Politics Could Derail Its Peaceful Rise (New York: Oxford University Press,
2007).

51. Jiang Zemin’s Report at the Fourteenth National Congress of the Communist Party of
China, 1992, reprinted in China Documents Annual 4, ed. Peter R. Moody (Gulf Breeze: Aca-
demic International Press) 1996.

52. “Chinese Communist Party Fifth Plenary Session Communiqué—Text,” Xinhua News
Agency Domestic Service, Beijing, October 11, 2005; Joseph Kahn, “China Approves Plan to
Ease Wealth Gap,” New York Times, October 11, 2005; Cheng Li, “Hu’s Policy Shift and the
Tuanpai’s Coming of Age,” China Leadership Monitor, no. 15 (summer 2005), http://www
.chinaleadershipmonitor.org/20053/lc.html; Cheng Li, “China’s Inner-Party Democracy: Toward



Purpose Transitions 183

A third contender might come from those who are critical of globalization
and Western values, but are not necessarily isolationist or anticapitalist. These
people might advocate a nationalist realpolitik policy that favors a more con-
frontational strategy with the West, and stability and central authority at
home, while pursuing a soft line and integration in Asia. Think of this per-
haps, as the platform for the resurgence of a modern-day “Middle Kingdom”
role where China would exercise increasing hegemony within Asia while per-
haps distancing itself from overall international order.’ The point would be
integration and dominance in the region with distance from broader interna-
tional order.

Chinese strategy will of course always be a mix of these different ap-
proaches; the issue is the direction of shift and the degree to which one ori-
entation dominates. To the extent that a factional account of Chinese politics
is overdrawn (e.g., because the decision-making dynamic is one of consen-
sus not-groups fighting over control) then any change in foreign policy
thinking will demand especially negative results and could take considerable
time, just as it did in Qing China.** If there is a continued shared view that
“isolation is the major factor explaining China’s decline” and “opening fu-
eled China’s rise” then shifting significantly away from “reform and open-
ing” would not happen quickly.>> Although not so dominant as the separatist
mentality of Qing China, integration today enjoys a privileged status against
which replacement idea proponents may have a hard time making headway.

U.S. Policy and China’s Purpose

This section considers the implications of a purpose transition argument
for U.S. policy towards China in the years ahead. First, however, there is a
more basic question. Can U.S. influence matter at all?

Two extreme views exist on the possibility of American leverage over Chi-
na’s development and its policies. The first is the United States is the maker of
the world, a “unipolar” power whose interventions, however episodic, craft
the politics of every region. In this view (one shared by both power and inter-
dependence proponents), the United States will have significant leverage on
China’s future purpose. The second position is that China is so large that out-
side influence is minimal—China’s future will almost wholly be a domestic
matter not influenced by outsiders.¢
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The ideational account I have offered splits this difference, arguing that
domestic dynamics are in fact central to China’s purpose formation and that
in most circumstances the United States on its own cannot fundamentally
determine those dynamics. Nonetheless, the argument accepts that Ameri-
can influence—in some circumstances and in particular ways—can in fact
matter.

If the ideational purpose transition argument is right, then U.S. policy must
pay attention to how Chinese leaders justify their policies and what the alter-
natives to their positions are in domestic debates. If Beijing’s leaders are at-
tempting to build their authority and legitimate their rule based on claims and
actions that challenge international order, other states should object to and/or
penalize such actions.

Assuming the goal is to incorporate China into the international system,
doing so means helping to make sure those Chinese who have staked their le-
gitimacy on the positive aspects of integration have something to show for it.
A modern-day repeat of the undermining of pro-liberalization advocates by
Western action—as occurred when the Versailles Treaty spawned the May
Fourth Movement and a reactionary China—would be a tragedy. This may
mean making an extra effort to assure payoffs to China for particularly bold
moves in terms of integration—or in terms of restraint vis-a-vis Taiwan (or
Tibet)—depending on how leaders present such actions domestically.

There is a risk in supporting China’s current rapid development through
integration. It may lead—through unforeseen events, or miscalculation, or
inadequate means—to a China that grows strong enough to be dangerous,
but has not yet changed enough internally to be satisfied with the norms of the
system. In such circumstances, where integrationist ideas are undermined,
China may well look to another and much less desirable set of ideas to guide
its foreign policy.

To deal with this scenario, it makes sense to pay attention to the potential
replacement ideas (and their backers) circulating in China—i.e. the ones that
may someday be the new orthodoxy. Hence U.S. policy should be concerned
not only with collapse dynamics, but also heed the politics within China that
will determine the rise of a new orthodoxy. Patient, low-key, long-term efforts
might encourage those Chinese groups and individuals who would support, in
the event of significant setbacks to reform and opening, replacement ideas
that would be more desirable than an aggressive separatist nationalist ap-
proach to foreign policy.

At least in some circumstances such influence will be limited because the
United States cannot understand the dynamics of China’s domestic debate or
because the fate of particular Chinese foreign policy ideas is beyond the reach
of U.S. clout. Timing can matter. If China’s foreign purpose is already under
assault within China, marginal outside influence may be a tipping factor (even
a visit by a ping-pong team). Likewise if some new idea is vying for ascen-
dancy, either reinforcement or penalization could determine its fate.
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Table 7.2. Alternative theories and policy implications

Theory Cause Policy advice Risks
Purpose Interaction of ideas Strengthen claims of Domestic politics
transition and events integration backers; hard to read

support desirable
replacement ideas

Power Shifts in the Contain China Could push a
transition relative cooperative China
capabilities of into conflict
countries
Interdepen- Level of economic Engage China Might reward
dence and societal revisionist leaders
exchange
Socialization Treatment by Cooperate with Might strengthen, not
others China to make change revisionist
China a cooperator leaders
Evolutionary Interaction; Tit-for-tat; mimic Could strengthen
coopera- increasing whatever China is revisionist leaders
tion returns doing. pursuing short-term
integration

This reasoning has some overlap, but it also contrasts with at least four
other prominent ways of thinking about managing the Sino-American rela-
tionship. These are summarized in table 7.2.

The argument rejects the stark options offered by either power or interde-
pendence proponents—i.e., a strict policy of engaging or containing China.
Either might be appropriate depending on what particular policy China is
pursuing and how that relates to the Chinese government’s rationale for its
actions. The danger of either policy is it could reward or penalize the wrong
domestic argument (and its backers) and produce the opposite effect than that
desired.

Another prominent view argues that China’s purpose will reflect the treat-
ment China gets from the outside world. If China is treated like an enemy it
will become an enemy; if treated as a friend it will be a friend. Outside policy
is a critical determinant of China’s intentions and that policy is largely a
self-fulfilling prophecy.’” This argument, however, likely overstates the de-
gree of influence the outside world has on China—the future of which will be
dependent on its own internal dynamics as well. Moreover the argument ne-
glects the key link between China’s response and its prior expectations and
feedback. If a revisionist mindset is guiding China and the U.S. reinforces
that with conciliatory policies that allow revisionist parties to claim success,

57. See, e.g., Joseph Nye, “Advancing U.S. Strategy for East Asian Security,” Asian Wall
Street Journal, May 5, 2005. Nye calls for balancing China as well.



186 China’s Ascent

Chinese supporters of integration will be marginalized. In this instance, nice
outside treatment would not lead to China becoming nice.

A final approach to China is found in Robert Axelrod’s classic advice to
“tit-for-tat”—to reflect China’s actions back at it, in order to induce coopera-
tion.’® This is one variant of the hedging strategy so popular in current policy
discussions. Over time, the expectation is that China will be able to see what
is in its best interest and if it does not, the United States will be best prepared
to deal with such an outcome. The risk of such a policy is that a cooperative
response to specific Chinese actions that are deviations from a revisionist or-
thodoxy could simply reinforce revisionism because these actions produce no
obvious setback. The timing of particular actions could have long-term unin-
tended consequences if a particular action serves to institutionalize a revision-
ist claim. Or harder line U.S. actions that are a hedge for U.S. cooperative
moves intended to reinforce Chinese integration will send mixed signals feed-
ing the critiques of hardliners within China and neutralizing bragging rights
of those defending integration.

According to the purpose transition view, tit-for-tat should be reconfigured
based on domestic politics. The aim is to reinforce accommodative policies
that are backed by integration justifications—especially as their supporters
struggle for policy dominance in internal Chinese debates. The key point is
that the effects of outside influence on China will be mediated by the nature
of the current ideas within China about appropriate policy—and the opposi-
tion critical of that position.

Of course there may be times when China values a specific purpose so
strongly that it will not yield or be swayed by outside influence. Indeed in
those instances, penalizing nonintegrative behavior could have undesired es-
calatory effects. For example, in the past China has put such a premium on
the security of its borders that foreign powers have sometimes taken
self-defeating actions to impose costs on “revisionism.” Soviet clashes with
China over borders merely reinforced China’s desire for security and its re-
solve to achieve it. Attention to ideational dynamics does not rule out zero-sum
politics that cannot be swayed by external influence from powers lacking the
same level of resolve.

The Taiwan question, in the current context, may exemplify this dynamic.
But it also suggests that the possibilities for outside leverage should not be
foreclosed. The degree of foreign leverage on China’s purpose depends both
on how much values clash as well as the resources for both sticks and carrots
that outsiders bring to the table. On Taiwan, countries favoring a long-term
peaceful resolution of the issue still wield considerable influence. And the do-
mestic debate in China over how to handle reunification suggests no unyield-
ing “single voice” in favor of using force to settle the issue.
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Conclusion

If history is an indicator, China’s purpose need not follow either its power
or interdependence trajectory, primarily because those factors operate through
the ideas that underlie purpose. Such ideas are necessarily largely the domain
of internal politics and thus hard to affect. Yet as seen in history, outside in-
fluence has sometimes played a role in the evolution of China’s approach to
international society—from the Opium Wars to the May Fourth Movement
to the early Cold War period to ping-pong diplomacy to the current integra-
tion. Central to this history—and China’s future—are not just the perils of
power or the promises of interdependence, but also how they relate to the way
China thinks about the world. And it is useful to keep in mind that outside
influence on China has always been most significant when it has reflected a
multilateral effort of major powers—a timeless truth especially in the fading
unipolar American era. The ability of international society to keep an increas-
ingly capable China on an integration track will depend on the ability of ma-
jor powers both to accommodate a newcomer, to speak with some consensus
on what norms and practices China must respect, and to wield influence in a
way that sustains supporters of integration and liberalization within China.



