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CHAPTER 1

Assessing China’s Power
Jae Ho Chung

F

ew would argue against the fact that China today is on the verge of
becoming a great power defined as a nation that is capable of wielding a considerable degree of inf luence over the making and diffusion
of the structures and rules of international politics and economics.1 Yet, more
than three decades ago, when China first embarked upon the path of systemic
reforms, the international community cast many doubts and posed as many
questions regarding whether the Communist regime could break out of the
ideological cast and whether Beijing’s ambitious policy platforms could really
work. 2 Worse yet, the downfall of Deng Xiaoping’s hand-picked successors,
Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, and the tumultuous Tian’anmen tragedy of
1989, along with the implosion of the Soviet Union and the demise of the East
European bloc in 1991, jointly gave birth to a so-called China collapse thesis,
making China’s reform appear less likely to succeed.3
The China collapse thesis, thus far, has been fairly effectively rebutted by
high levels of growth recorded by China during the past 20-some years since
the early 1990s.4 China’s fast-growing presence—ranging from the overf low of
China-made products in the international market to the f looding of Chinese
tourists the world over—became a keyword in everyday news in the eyes of
the general public. From the perspective of opinion leaders, too, China’s everexpanding power and inf luence—ranging from economic, diplomatic, and
military to technological, scientific, and cultural—make them ponder whether
Beijing is likely to honor the West-centered status quo.
Russia’s nuanced withdrawal from the extensive management of global
affairs, a “relative” decline of the United States, and Beijing’s self-imposed
tenet on “responsible great-power diplomacy” ( fuzeren de daguo waijiao) have
placed China at the center of discourses and debates on possible changes in
the international political and economic order.5 As a matter of fact, China is
often viewed as replacing Russia as the de facto strategic rival/competitor of the
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United States, enjoying the status of the so-called stakeholders/Group of Two
(G-2), and constituting a potential challenger in the upcoming spiral of global
power transition. 6
How sensible and reliable are these assessments about the rise of China? This
chapter, focusing on what and where to look when evaluating China’s growing
power in a systematic way, consists of three sections. The first horizon-gazes
the growing literature on the rise of China and infers from that overview the
very importance of this volume in both scholarly and policy-relevant terms.
The second section, on the basis of pertinent theories and historical precedents,
lays out four dimensions of China’s power: namely, (1) domestic (economic and
political) factors; (2) military capabilities; (3) external adaptability; and (4)
perceptions by others. The final section offers some questions and observations
for the future.
Power is indisputably an elusive concept at the least and, therefore, assessing
it properly poses a daunting challenge both conceptually and methodologically.
Yet, there is no need for repeating or elaborating here on what has thus far
been said or written on this highly abstract theme.7 In relation to the concept
at hand, three issues are particularly worth noting. First, the amount of power
that one actually possesses may be quite different from the amount of power
that one is perceived by others to possess. 8 Second, power is not necessarily
always or automatically translated into the corresponding extent of influence
as many domestic and external factors are bound to condition or constrain such
a transformative process.9 Third, power should not be assessed or measured
single-dimensionally. Particularly in assessing a nation’s overall/comprehensive
power, the task must cover multiple dimensions of power however it is to be
defined.10
Debating China’s Rise
While there has been a broad consensus on the rise of China as a relatively
long-term process, the same cannot be said of the final destination/outcome
of China’s ascendancy as a great power. As it stands now, pundits around the
world appear to be largely divided into three schools of thought. The first—
which can be labeled as the “Confident School”—posits that China’s rise is an
irreversible trend, its eventual success and global expansion will lead to fierce
strategic competition with the United States regionally and globally, and it will
eventually lead to the eclipse of America, heralding a “Chinese century.”11
The second school may be branded the “Pessimist School” as it focuses
mainly on the myriad of domestic problems and external constraints that China
is likely to face. In contrast with the “Confident School,” however, it suggests
that China’s rise is not predestined as China’s growth may falter down the road,
may eventually fall short of constituting an effective challenge to the United
States, and, therefore, is not likely to dominate the twenty-first century.12
The third “Not-Yet/Uncertain” School takes a more reserved middle-of-theroad position. While it does recognize China’s tremendous potentials for making a great and even hegemonic power, it also underlines the uncertain and
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gradual nature of the process of becoming one. In contrast with the former two
schools of thought, proponents of this school consist mainly of China specialists and China hands.13
Predictions into a distant future are a risky business indeed as social scientific inquiry has not been particularly well-suited for them. Therefore, this
volume is premised on the notion that China’s future—based on its power and
inf luence—is an open-ended question that requires careful empirical investigations from multiple angles and perspectives. For that purpose, it is both
necessary and important to first lay out multiple criteria and yardsticks for
assessing China’s power and influence.
The Paths toward Great Powers: Prerequisites and Beyond
Since the fall of the Roman Empire, no monopolistic empire ever came about
to rule the world. The term great power, therefore, probably denotes a nation
that falls short of being a global hegemon but is nevertheless a member of oligarchic powers.14 Throughout history since the sixteenth century, great powers rose and fell, repeatedly. In Europe in particular, great-power wars went
unabated where challenging nations continuously took on leading ones. Much
of the European dominance—including the Pax Britanica—was by no means
hegemonic but replete with the Thucydides traps and plagued with constant
wars for influence and colonies. The Pax Americana, too, was mostly a duopoly
with the Soviet Union, and its post-Cold War “unipolar moment” was perhaps
too brief.15
Historical precedents suggest that power transitions start at home—that
is, by way of building internal strengths. The European manifestation was
based largely on the establishment of absolute monarchy with strong conscription and taxation powers, technological innovations for military superiority,
and industrial revolutions for capital accumulation and global colonialism.16
America’s path differed significantly from the European experiences in that the
cultivation of a federal-democratic system with rationalized bureaucracies and
maximal industrial powers led to a great-power status. While a rare peaceful
power transition was achieved without a hegemonic war with Great Britain,
the foundation for its ascendancy was primarily domestic in nature.17 Japanese
and Soviet experiences present alternative paths to a great-power status. While
the Japanese mode was characterized by an Asian success of reforming from
within and utilizing a key military alliance (Japanese-British), as well as by its
grandiose failure to appeal to the region as a whole, the most distinctive feature
of the Soviet path was its “soft”—ideological and ideational—power that was
attractive enough, at least initially, to build the socialist bloc worldwide.18
What kind of path, then, is China likely to take? While it is as yet difficult
to provide a definitive answer, we may at least delve into the task of gauging
China’s power today against general prerequisites and specific conditions for a
great power. In this study, the general prerequisites and conditions for a great
power status specifically refer to the following three dimensions: (1) the will to
become a great power; (2) the perceptions and recognitions as such by others;
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and (3) the possession of multiple capabilities that entitle one to be a great
power.19
As for the first prerequisite, no elaboration seems necessary since China’s
longings and aspirations for becoming strong again and recovering its “center-of-the-world” status is so widely known. 20 Similarly, regarding the second,
worldwide popular recognition of China as a great power—if only regional for
the time being—has also been spreading fast and widely. 21 In fact, China’s selfperception has also changed over time. During the 1980s through mid-1990s,
China took pains to distinguish “big nations” (daguo) from “strong nations”
(qiangguo) in order to categorize itself as one of the former. Since the late 1990s,
and especially after 2008, however, China lost no time in calling itself a “great
power” (denoting a big and strong nation) and is currently making frequent
references to the “great revival of the Chinese nation” (zhonghuaminzu de weida
fuxing ). 22
We are, therefore, left with the third prerequisite—namely, the possession
of multiple capabilities that entitles one to be a great power. Below, we explore
four dimensions of China’s capabilities—namely, economic, governancerelated, military, and external/soft.
Economic Caliber and Political Governance Capacity
Military capabilities are a highly expensive commodity that can only be purchased and sustained with a solid economic base (and that is why great powers
are rare and mostly short-lived). The development of new weapons technologies
and the acquisition of competitive weapon systems, as well as the sustenance
of large-scale armed forces, all require enormous economic resources. From the
Spanish Armada Invincible to the Pax Americana, hefty coffers were indispensable for a world-power status, and such conditions as industrial revolutions,
effective taxation, and colonial expansion were behind the sound economic base
for maintaining formidable standing armies of the great powers in history. 23
Such indicators as gross domestic products (GDP) and gross national products (GNP) are widely used in referring to a nation’s economic prowess. While
useful and convenient, they may often be misleading in that they point only to
the overall size of wealth without due regard for how much of it can actually be
mobilized and put to use as the government sees fit. As Organski and Kuglar
have aptly pointed out, it may not necessarily be an overall size of wealth per
se but the total amount of “mobilizable wealth” that really matters. 24 Closely
related is the indicator of per capita income, which is also widely utilized in
assessing a nation’s economic capacity. If only this type of indicators is used,
the economic prowess of China is likely to be grossly underestimated as its rank
in per capita income currently stands in the range of eightieth in the world. In
this regard, we are reminded of the sobering fact that the Soviet Union, whose
per capita income indicators did not fare well, managed to compete with the
United States for more than four decades.
The concept of “mobilizable wealth” and the case of the Soviet Union point
to the issue of political governance capacity. History’s unequivocal lesson that
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almost all empires fell from within underscores the crucial importance of
domestic cohesion and internal control. 25 Historical precedents offer no definitive clues as to the democratic institutions and liberal values as a prerequisite
for a great-power status. In fact, great powers prior to the nineteenth century
were hardly democratic in nature, and the political structures of European
powers and the United States differed quite considerably. As far as effectively
mobilizing wealth is concerned, certain authoritarian systems may have their
own distinct advantages over nonauthoritarian ones. 26
More pertinent is the issue of internal governance capacity, with which the
political regime can sustain its power and authority, thereby pushing for economic development and military modernization. Some call it “internal cohesion,” while others dub it “political unity.” 27 Conceptually speaking, internal
governance capacity consists of the capabilities to cope with three principal
challenges—(1) centrifugal forces against the central/federal authorities; (2)
large loopholes in administrative and taxing capacities; and (3) multiethnic
and/or multicultural obstacles to national integration. Again, the case of the
Soviet Union is vividly illustrative of the importance of this particular factor,
often overlooked when assessing the prerequisites for great powers. 28
Francois Godement, in chapter 2 , takes on one of the most daunting tasks—
appraising China’s economic power and projecting its future trajectory by 2025.
Standing on the side of a cautious optimist, Godement does not subscribe to
the so-called collapse/bubble thesis. Instead, he projects an enduring US-China
duopoly in which cooperation may outweigh direct competition between the
two. At the same time, Godement delves into the logic of uncertainty in offering future forecasts. Most notably, he acknowledges that economy is also made
of perceptions and expectations. Furthermore, he underscores the heightened
degrees of interconnectedness between global economics on one hand and a
wide range of strategic factors operating at the level of great power politics on
the other.
In chapter 3, Tony Saich digs into yet another complex issue of China’s
political governance capacity. On the basis of a series of nationwide surveys
conducted since 2003, Saich closely examines the extent to which the Chinese
populace trusts and supports their government. Despite a wide range of problems and challenges facing the leadership, Saich suggests, the locus of the governance problem as perceived by the Chinese people resides mostly at local
levels (where corruption is more intense and administrative monitoring more
difficult), while the central government is generally viewed as an “ally” of the
society. 29 Saich, however, observes that either economic meltdown or social
tension could trigger a catalyst for drastic changes although it is more probable
than immediately possible.
Military Capabilities
The great power status can only be achieved with commensurate military
capabilities. Canada and Australia, despite their physical size and resource
endowments, are rarely called great powers due to their lack of formidable
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military capabilities. As a scholar aptly puts it: “[T]he candidate [for a great
power] need not have the capability to defeat the leading state, but it must
have some reasonable prospect of turning the conf lict into a war of attrition
that leaves the dominant state seriously weakened, even if that dominant state
ultimately wins the war.”30 The history of great powers since the sixteenth
century forcefully demonstrates that key advances in weapons technologies
and revolutions in military affairs made global reaches, intercontinental power
projection, and hegemonic control—like those of the Pax Britanica and Pax
Americana—possible.31
There is something strange about China’s military power as it rarely “lost”
wars since 1949. Many call it a draw with the United States during the Korean
War, a swift victory over India in 1962, and a mediocre punitive action against
Vietnam in 1979. On top of that, a new genre of literature has come into
being on diverse dimensions and aspects of China’s military modernization
since 1979, leading to an assessment that China is no longer a “sick man of
the East.” As far as the global projection capabilities are concerned, China’s
military power—in terms of aircraft careers, airborne refueling, overseas military bases, and so on—are still deemed deficient, particularly compared with
that of the United States.32 Yet, if the focus is shifted to the Asian regional
theater—where China borders on as many as 14 countries and, therefore, longrange power projection is largely unnecessary or irrelevant—China is already
dubbed as America’s “regional peer competitor.”33 Particularly under the circumstances where China has increasingly desired to consolidate its “regional”
influence first—unlike the European experiences in which overseas expansion
was prioritized over securing exclusive control over the region—before venturing beyond Asia, China’s military capabilities in a limited theater are not to be
taken lightly.34
The dictum that “[I]t is all in the eyes of the beholder” is nowhere more pertinent than in assessing the military capabilities of the People’s Republic. Some
exaggerate the fast-growing caliber of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) as if
it is to overtake the United States any moment.35 Others go so far as to belittle
the remarkable accomplishments of the PLA’s modernization as if it constitutes no match at all for America’s military irrespective of regions and environments. The truth must stand somewhere in between, and that truth is perhaps
continuously evolving as military capabilities change over time and so do the
perceptions of them. Factors of technological leapfrogging (as demonstrated
by China’s development of anti-ship ballistic missiles, low-visibility fighters,
and anti-satellite and supersonic weapons) and domestic budget politics often
weigh in heavily, making linear projections more difficult and complicated.36
A net assessment is, therefore, neither easy nor static.
This volume is hinged on the premise that a key criterion for hegemonic—
global and regional—control rests on superior military capabilities although
other dimensions of power are equally important. In this regard, the book
has three chapters devoted wholly to the assessment of China’s military capabilities from sector-based angles. Andrew S. Erickson, in chapter 4, evaluates
China’s conventional military power, focusing particularly on its naval and air
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capabilities. Erickson’s assessment is that China’s military modernization has a
rapidly improving but still mixed record of progress. At this point, he observes,
China still lags behind the United States in many key aspects (i.e., longer-range
projection capabilities and software), and Beijing by no means poses a “peer
competitor” problem for Washington. Nevertheless, Erickson suggests that
China has been fairly successful in leapfrogging in certain areas and, therefore,
the narrowing capability gap particularly in the Near Seas and their immediate regions—where China seeks a zone of exceptionalism to safeguard its “core
and vital interests”—will be a growing challenge for the region and the United
States.
Michael S. Chase, in chapter 5, offers an appraisal of China’s military modernization in the realm of nuclear weapons and related technologies. Chase’s
findings suggest that the PLA’s push for the modernization of nuclear weapons
and delivery systems has been generally modest or even conservative in scope
and largely reactive in nature. China still adheres to the no-first-use (NFU)
principle and does not seek to race toward parity with America. Yet, today,
China is no longer a regional deterrent. With road-mobile ICBMS and SSBNs
entering into service, China will have a larger and more advanced nuclear deterrent in the future, which will nevertheless be smaller than those of Russia and
the United States. Chase adds that Sino-American interactive perceptions—
that is, the classical spear-versus-shield dilemma—are deeply embedded in the
sector and that new technological advances such as space-based laser weapons
may bring about heightened uncertainties.
Kevin Pollpeter, in chapter 6 , examines what may be termed as “extreme
capabilities” at China’s disposal—namely, abilities to dominate in the three
commons of outer space, cyberspace, and the Arctic. Pollpeter assesses that
China’s push for the modernization of outer space and cyberspace war-fighting
capabilities has been offense-dominant and is becoming more robust in recent
years. Given that space and cyberspace warfare constitutes the backbone of
China’s “counter-intervention” (i.e., anti-access/area-denial) strategy, as well as
of America’s AirSea Battle strategy, mutual suspicion and competition in these
areas will only intensify down the road. In contrast, according to Pollpeter,
China’s approach toward securing the access to the Arctic has to date been
mostly political and largely modest at best.
External Adaptability and Soft Power
When rising/challenging states were on the horizon, leading states and the
international community almost always harbored concerns and suspicions
about their intentions and preferences. Given that violent wars were more often
eventual outcomes of the continuous cycles of power transition in modern history, they had every reason to be suspicious. From a rising state’s viewpoint,
therefore, mitigating such concerns and affirming the peaceful nature of their
rise were deemed both necessary and crucial. Although not every effort as
such proved successful, the case of America’s keeping a generally low profile
in the late nineteenth century stands out. Despite the fact that its economic
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size already surpassed that of Great Britain in 1872 (and London was aware of
it), America’s strategic modesty—often dubbed as “imperial under-stretch”—
was effective in assuaging Britain’s suspicion and concern.37 Thirty years later,
British politicians were still confident—if not overly self-complacent—about
their global power relative to that of the United States:
[T]he British Empire is even greater than the United States of America. We have
a population of over 50,000,000 against the [America’s] 70,000,000 . . . We have,
in addition, 350,000,000 or more of people under our protectorate under our
civilization, sympathizing with our rule, grateful for the benefits that we accord
to them.38

No other country has ref lected more on the lessons from history than China, as
Beijing has repeatedly emphasized that its rise would certainly be peaceful and
do no harm to its neighbors and the international community.39 Keenly aware
of the fact that the international community’s suspicions are not so easy to
mitigate and that system-level calculations on the future distribution of power
are crucial to its rise to a great-power status, China has over the years deployed
an additional measure—that of enhancing its “soft power.”40
Soft power is an elusive and often residual concept as it refers to everything
that is not in the realm of hard power. Given that hard power generally denotes
military and economic power—that is, tangible resources that can be used for
threats and sanctions against others—soft power refers to the ability to make
others do something willingly and voluntarily that they would not do otherwise.41 To this author, the concept possesses three key components: (1) a persuasion-related component of norms and values; (2) an emotional/sentimental
component of attraction; and (3) a rational component of standards-setting.42
These components may not be the absolute prerequisites for a great-power status as the pre-World War II cases of Japan and Germany demonstrate. Yet,
they may be both necessary and sufficient conditions for a hegemonic status
since a hegemon should be able to lead, attract, and persuade other states.43 It
is widely known that China has over the years been meticulously studying the
precedents of great powers in history. It can be inferred, therefore, that China
will actively seek to use those lessons from the history to their advantages.44
In contrast with the amount of effort China has invested, evaluations of
China’s soft power are not so positive. Ann Kent, in chapter 7, examines China’s
external adaptability in the realm of forging multilateral cooperation and
complying with international norms, particularly in worldwide and regional
organizations. Kent assesses that 2008 was a watershed year; while China had
largely been a compliant, if not cooperative, state until 2008, it began to challenge and undermine fundamental norms and rules of the international system
since then. Kent comes to a conclusion that China has become more “assertive” and that Beijing’s greater sophistication in managing its interests within
multilateral organizations is alarming. She recommends that it is incumbent
on every member of the international community to respond to Beijing’s rising
assertiveness within multilateral settings.
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In chapter 8 , Hankwon Kim evaluates China’s soft power from a dual perspective of attracting and normative power.45 On the basis of seven different
series of global surveys and data sets, Kim’s findings suggest that the international community’s favorable views toward China have more or less consistently been on the decline in recent years and that no firm evidence is available
to support that China’s norms and values have been successfully diffused to
and accepted by the international community at large.
China’s Power Perceived Differently: By Whom and How?
As noted earlier, debates go unabated on the nature of China’s fast-growing
power and the level of China’s inf luence, both regionally and globally. It is
perhaps inevitable that assessing one’s power and influence is relative and, to a
considerable extent, subjective. More often than not, one’s own ideological preferences and geopolitical interests color or even overshadow such assessments. As
Kupchan aptly notes, states view the level of others’ “benignancy” differently.
According to Buzan and Foot, it all depends on who views China’s power from
which specific angle. That is, interests and perceptions matter dearly in coming up with one’s own appraisal of China’s growing power and inf luence.46 In
recent years, even a new scholarly genre on “views of and responses to China’s
rise” has been in the making, pointing to diverse perspectives and interests of
different states with regard to China.47
This volume does not seek to delineate cross-state variations in their respective views of China’s ascendancy, of which there are already plenty of studies.
Instead, the remainder of the book provides regional, global, and self-portraying perspectives on China’s growing power and inf luence. In the “Regional
Impact of China’s Power” part, two chapters assess China’s power in the East
Asian context which is directly related to China’s core and vital interest.
David Kang, in chapter 9, offers an evaluation of China’s growing power
and influence in Northeast Asia where hedging and buck-passing has already
been rampant. Kang notes that the evidence for the region’s balancing against
China’s rise—in terms of defense expenditures—is fairly ambiguous. At the
same time, he acknowledges that optimists and pessimists differ on the region’s
eventual response to the rise of China. As for the future, Kang comes down on
the former’s side by asserting that countries are seeking ways to manage relations with each other and with China that emphasize institutional, diplomatic,
and economic solutions rather than purely military solutions. In all of these, of
course, America remains as a key variable.
In chapter 10, Evelyn Goh provides assessments of China’s power in
Southeast Asia. According to Goh, in the last two decades, China’s rise—economic, diplomatic, and maritime-assertive—has cast a huge shadow over the
region. China’s fast-growing power advantage has necessitated both individual
and collective efforts on the part of Southeast Asian states to enmesh China,
sustain America’s involvement, and diversify their economic dependency.
She also notes that the region is increasingly concerned about the fallout of
US-China conf licts. Goh cautions the readers by highlighting the South China
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Sea disputes as a major irritant in the region and by underscoring the possibility of internal disagreements among Southeast Asian states regarding how to
deal with China.
In the “Assessing China’s Global Power” part, three chapters look at China’s
power from global and self-assessing perspectives. In chapter 11, Shaun Breslin
provides a comprehensive appraisal of China’s power and inf luence on the
global stage. He takes notes of a clear shift in the balance of global authority
and, at the same time, views China as a —not the —global power. According to
Breslin, China is largely a “reformist veto power”—a power able to block others’ initiatives while promoting changes within the existing global order. While
he admits that China’s power is increasingly more real than imagined and that
China is genuinely dissatisfied with the standing global order, Breslin is not
certain if China could make a successful transition to the global leader. In a
nonunipolar world that is coming, Breslin remains uncertain about how long
China’s “defensive assertiveness” will last.
In chapters 12 , Suisheng Zhao reconstructs Chinese views of China’s power
on the basis of government doctrines, key leaders’ views, Chinese media reports,
and major scholarly publications. Zhao suggests that the Chinese people, both
leaders and ordinary citizens, are still torn between China’s identity as a developing nation, great power, and world number one. Due to a myriad of domestic
challenges, Zhao observes, China is as yet a fragile great power and is not quite
well-prepared, psychologically, to shoulder global responsibilities and common
welfare. When that self-perception will eventually change and what will be
accompanied by such changes are largely uncertain.
Zhimin Chen, however, offers in chapter 13 a somewhat different appraisal
based on a series of Chinese surveys and think-tank reports that were not widely
publicized before, as well as on important publications of Chinese scholars.
According to Chen, Chinese internal assessments of its power used to be rather
“conservative” and modest at least up to 2010. That is, after the eruption of the
global economic crisis and China’s overtaking of Japan in GDP terms, sentiments began to change as many have pointed to China’s transforming itself
from a geopolitical to comprehensive power. While debates still go unabated
within China, in Chen’s view, internal assessments appear to become a bit
overly optimistic in recent years.
All of the 12 chapters in the volume (except for this introductory one) address
three coherent themes, though to varying degrees: (1) assessing China’s power
today; (2) comparing China’s power with that of the United States; and (3)
forecasting China’s power in 2025. At the end of reading this book, it is hoped,
the readers will get a fairly good sense of where China already stands out, where
China still has a long way to go, and where China’s comprehensive power is and
will be situated at the hierarchy of the international system today and beyond.
Some Questions about the Future
The foregoing discussions lead us to an interim conclusion that China’s power
and influence is growing rapidly, generally faster than previously and popularly
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expected. While there are certain variations among different domains and sectors, overall, China’s attaining a great-power status (though not a hegemonic
one) is more or less predestined. The term “predestined” refers to the possibility
that the trend of China’s rise is less likely to be totally reversed although the
pace of its ascendancy may change over time depending on internal and external factors. If the main focus is not global but narrowed down to the region of
Asia, the importance and relevance of China and its rise get further accentuated, probably on a par with the United States.
Where do we go from here? The answer rests on posing the right questions
about the future that is much too uncertain, even for a short run. At this juncture, five questions can be thought of, not all of which are dealt with in this
volume. First, is the center of gravity in international relations really shifting
toward Asia away from the West and the United States? The fundamental issue
here concerns whether America can at some point rebound by getting its economic act together and overcoming its usual self-complacency.48
Second, if the world’s center of gravity is indeed moving toward Asia, specifically what kind of Asia does that refer to? Whether it denotes a China-centered
Asia, a Chindia-based Asia, or a US-included Asia may have starkly different
geostrategic implications for the future.
Third, if the center of gravity should really become a China-centered Asia,
specifically what kind of China are we talking about here? China of the twentyfirst century will perhaps be qualitatively different from that of the twentieth
century. China may no longer be stuck with the tenet of “keeping a low profile
and biding time for the right moment” (taoguang yanghui ). While China still
stresses the principle of “refraining from seeking hegemony” (buchengba), its
twin component of “not assuming leadership” (budangtou) has already been
scratched off from Beijing’s foreign policy statements. In recent years, China
has indeed become more active and proactive (zhudong jinqu)—often to the
verge of being viewed as assertive and even aggressive—and does not hide its
aspirations to stand on the center stage of world affairs.49 After China’s comprehensive power should equal or surpass that of the United States, what kind
of China will it be? When “those born after 1980” (balinghou : who had little
experiences with poverty, starvation, political hardship, and so on) take over
leadership positions around the nation, will they still be modest and sensible?
Fourth, in the era of balance of terror (mutual assured destruction: MAD)
based on nuclear deterrence, all-out wars between China and America is not
likely, all other things being equal.50 More importantly, unlike the US-USSR
relationship of the twentieth century, both Washington and Beijing share enormous vested interests in sustaining the liberal-trading regime from which they
have benefitted more than most others. Under the circumstances where the
hegemonic competition is not likely to be determined by wars of destruction
(unless crucial breakthroughs are made unilaterally and asymmetrically in
space and missile-defense technologies), the game of benignancy may weigh in.
That is, in the eyes of regional states and the international community, which
of the two superpowers will be regarded as more benign or, alternatively, less
threatening?
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Fifth, traditionally, hegemonic competitions almost always led to wars,
after which the winner took all the spoils while leaving the loser to fade away.
Without hegemonic wars in the nuclear era, the mode of dividing the spoils
may differ quite considerably. During the second half of the twentieth century,
the line of division followed the ideological divide in the sense that the Soviet
Union ruled the Communist bloc while the United States prevailed in much of
the non-Communist regions. In the twenty-first century, after the successful
rise of China, how will that play out in the absence of clear ideological lines?
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