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FOREWORD

The United States and China have experienced 
many changes in their relations in the past 30 years. 
Some international security experts posit that the 
most profound one has begun—an apparent power 
transition between the two nations. This potentially 
titanic change, it is argued, was set in motion by Chi-
na’s genuine and phenomenal economic development 
over the past decade, or so. Clearly, China's impact on 
the United States and the U.S.-led international sys-
tem has been growing steadily.

Historically, most great power transitions were 
consummated by war. Can China and the United States 
avoid a deadly contest and spare the world another 
catastrophe? The good news is that the two nations 
expressed goodwill in the mid-2000s, with China’s 
promise of peaceful development and the U.S. call for 
China to become a responsible stakeholder in the ex-
tant international system. The bad news is that China 
and the United States still have many unsettled issues, 
some of which directly involve the two nations’ core 
interests and others indirectly entangled with China’s 
neighbors.  Those issues can lead to the two nations 
stumbling into unintended clashes, hence triggering a 
repeat of the great power tragedies of the past.

Some scholars predict that over the next 30 years 
and beyond, this apparent power transition process 
will continue to be a defining factor in the U.S.-China 
relationship. What can we expect from China and 
the United States with respect to the future of inter-
national relations? As China’s economic, political, 
cultural, and military influences continue to grow 
globally, what kind of a global power will China be-
come? What kind of a relationship will China develop 
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with the United States? How does the United States 
maintain its leadership in world affairs and develop a 
working relationship with China that encourages it to 
join hands with the United States to shape the world 
in constructive ways?

In this monograph, Dr. David Lai offers an en-
gaging discussion of these questions and others. His 
analysis addresses issues that trouble U.S. as well as 
Chinese leaders. Dr. Lai has taken painstaking care to 
put the conflicting positions in perspective, most no-
tably presenting the origins of the conflicts, highlight-
ing the conflicting parties’ key opposing positions (by 
citing their primary or original sources), and point-
ing out the stalemates. His intent is to remind U.S., 
as well as Chinese, leaders of the complicated nature 
of U.S.-China relations, during a power transition and 
to encourage them to look at the existing conflicts in 
this new light. He also intends for the analysis to help 
the two nations’ leaders look beyond their parochial 
positions and take constructive measures to manage 
this complicated process—one that will affect future 
international relations in seminal ways.

The Strategic Studies Institute is pleased to offer 
this monograph as a contribution to the discussion of 
this important issue.

  

  DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
  Director
  Strategic Studies Institute 
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SUMMARY

This analysis discusses the nature of U.S.-China 
relations in the context of an ongoing power transi-
tion between these two great powers, the rise of China 
and its impact, China’s tortuous experience during its 
transition to modernity, U.S.-China conflicts over the 
two nations’ core interests, and the future of the U.S.-
China power transition.

MAIN ARGUMENTS

This analysis holds the following propositions. 
First, as a result  of its genuine development and the 
impact of its expanding influence on the international 
system, China and the United States are inescapably 
engaged in a power transition process, which is, on 
top of all other issues, about the future of international 
relations. 

Second, the history of power transition is filled 
with bloodshed; yet China and the United States are 
willing to blaze a new path out of this deadly contest. 

Third, although China and the United States have 
exchanged goodwill for a peaceful future, the two na-
tions nevertheless have many contentious and unset-
tled conflicts of interest that are further complicated 
by the power transition process and, if not properly 
managed, can force the two to stumble into unintend-
ed war against each other, hence repeating the history 
of power transition tragedy. 

Finally, the next 30 years will be a crucial stage for 
China’s development and the evolution of the U.S.-
China power transition. Unfortunately, these titanic 
changes are overshadowed by the inherently conflict-
ing relations between China and the United States. It 
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will take these two great powers extraordinary efforts 
to come to terms with the emerging new realities.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

This analysis covers a wide range of issues re-
lated to and complicated by the ongoing U.S.-China 
power transition. It has made an effort to put these 
issues in perspective. The intent is to remind U.S., as 
well as Chinese, leaders of the complicated nature of 
U.S.-China relations under the condition of this power 
transition and to encourage them to look at the exist-
ing conflicts in this new light. It is also intended to 
persuade the two nations’ leaders to look beyond their 
parochial positions and take constructive measures to 
manage this complicated process. The following are 
some key policy recommendations derived from this 
analysis. 

•  While the United States and China have always 
had conflict since the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, U.S. and Chi-
nese leaders should always bear in mind that 
since China embarked on its genuine economic 
revolution in 1978, the defining character of the 
U.S.-China relationship has become known as a 
power transition. The two nations’ policies and 
interactions therefore must take this factor into 
account.

•  Power transition is about the future of inter-
national relations. Historically, systematic 
changes were settled on battlefields. In the 
current situation, the United States and China 
have exchanged goodwill to blaze a new path 
for a peaceful transition. However, this is just 
the first step in the right direction; as the power 
transition process unfolds, there will be new 
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and unexpected challenges. U.S. and Chinese 
leaders therefore need to do more to find ways 
to adjust to the new situations and reassure 
each other from time to time to avoid war.

•  Power transition is also about titanic changes 
in great power relations. The most critical one 
is between the United States and China. U.S. 
and Chinese leaders should gain a good under-
standing of what the two nations can or cannot 
do with respect to the changes. Both nations’ 
leaders should guard against the temptation to 
do the impossible, which will be a recipe for di-
saster and war.

•  As China continues to grow and expand, it will 
find it more difficult to compromise, but will be 
increasingly capable of taking stronger stands 
on matters involving its extant and expanding 
national interests. China should guard against 
the tendency to initiate premature confronta-
tion with the United States.

•  The United States should bear in mind that a 
rising China will naturally “ask for more,” even 
if Chinese leaders try to make China’s expan-
sion less demanding. The United States should 
therefore guard against the tendency to over-
react to China’s moves.

•  The struggle for the fate of Taiwan is no doubt 
the most explosive issue between China and 
the United States. The two great powers have 
many conflicts. However, the conflict over the 
fate of Taiwan is the only one overshadowed by 
the “dictate of the gun”—China’s determina-
tion to use force if peaceful means fails to bring 
about unification and the U.S. commitment to 
“resist any resort to force or other forms of co-
ercion that would jeopardize the security, or 
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the social or economic system, of the people 
on Taiwan” (U.S. Public Law 96-8, The Taiwan 
Relations Act of 1979). This outstanding issue 
is now further complicated by the power tran-
sition process. It is not an exaggeration to say 
that if the U.S.-China power transition were 
to catch fire, the fight over the fate of Taiwan 
would be the most likely trigger. That said, we 
should see that the current “stabilizer” in the 
Taiwan Strait is a U.S.-defined status quo. Spe-
cifically, the United States opposes any unilat-
eral attempt to change the status of Taiwan; it 
holds China against the temptation of a forceful 
unification with Taiwan; and at the same time, 
warns Taiwan not to provoke China by push-
ing forward the independence agenda. This 
U.S. balancing act rests on the backing of U.S. 
military power. However, as China continues 
to modernize its military power, the power bal-
ance over the Taiwan Strait will change. This 
analysis suggests that although the use of force 
is a dangerous component of the Taiwan issue, 
it is in the interest of both the United States and 
China to guard against the temptation to look 
at the Taiwan issue in purely military terms 
and run a deadly military contest on this issue. 
In the meantime, China should guard against 
the temptation to upset this status quo prema-
turely.

•  At present, the U.S. policy of measured arms 
sales to Taiwan is a point of repeated conten-
tion between China and the United States. 
Several times in the last 2 decades, the conflict 
over arms sales to Taiwan has led to deep and 
abrupt downturns in the two nations’ relations, 
especially the military relations. In the years 
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ahead, while the United States should find 
ways to make the decisions to provide Taiwan 
with needed defensive weapons less provoking 
to China, China should modify its reactions and 
avoid suspending the U.S.-China military-to-
military (mil-to-mil) contacts, which are most 
needed at times of tension and conflict.

•  In the past 3 decades, the United States and 
China have developed a highly interconnected 
and interdependent relationship. However, the 
two nations’ military relations remain tenu-
ous, and at times confrontational. In the years 
ahead, while the two nations will follow their 
own strategy to maintain the leading edge (in 
the case of the United States) and develop the 
needed capability (in the case of China) of their 
military power to counterbalance each other, 
it is in the two nations’ interest to develop an 
effective, reliable, and sustainable contact be-
tween the two militaries. In the last 2 decades, 
the United States and China have established 
a few high-level military contacts. However, 
these contacts are rather superficial. They can-
not be used to help reduce tension when the 
two nations are in conflict. As some Chinese 
analysts put it, when China and the United 
States come to blows over their core interests, 
their superficial mil-to-mil contacts are the first 
to be cut; but when the relations between the 
two nations rebound, the mil-to-mil contacts 
are the last to resume.1 This is really dangerous 
for the two nations that are trying to prevent 
unintended wars. This analysis suggests that 
the United States and China consider exchang-
ing resident students (military officers) in each 
other’s military schools at all levels as a long-
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term remedy to this problem. As the United 
States and China continue to agonize over the 
power transition in the years ahead, this “grass-
roots” effort and investment will allow the two 
militaries to learn about each other’s principles 
and operational codes; it will pay valuable divi-
dends that the current ad hoc and on-and-off 
mil-to-mil contacts can never produce.

•  Although China is one of the oldest civiliza-
tions in the world, it is still a developing nation 
and has many unsettled “nation-building” is-
sues, such as its avowed mission to reunite with 
Taiwan, settlement of the East and South China 
Sea disputed territories and ocean interests, 
and harmonizing its relations with the people 
of Tibet and Xinjiang inside and outside of 
China. This analysis has shown that the United 
States does not see eye-to-eye with the Chinese 
leaders on these so-called Chinese core inter-
ests; however, it also suggests that the United 
States should maintain its role as a keeper of or-
der and justice in the Western Pacific and try to 
avoid becoming a directly-involved disputing 
party to China’s claimed core interests. This is 
especially the case with respect to China’s terri-
torial dispute with Japan in the East China Sea 
and disputes with the Southeast Asia nations in 
the South China Sea.

•  In addition to the above, the United States and 
China also have a thorny issue in the Korean 
Peninsula. For decades, the United States has 
mostly treated the North Korea problem as a 
military issue and responded to many of North 
Korea’s provocative acts with military coun-
termeasures. China, however, while ostensibly 
trying to persuade North Korea to control its 
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provocative acts, adamantly opposes the U.S. 
military posturing in the Korean Peninsula, 
charging that the real intent of the intensified 
U.S. military activities in Northeast Asia is 
a U.S. attempt to deter China. As recently as 
June 2011, China solicited Russia’s support to 
issue a joint statement openly denouncing the 
U.S. approach: “the two countries pledged sup-
port for each other on a wide range of issues, 
including Russia’s security challenges from the 
United States and Europe as well as U.S. pres-
sure on China in the Asia-Pacific regions.”2 U.S. 
political and military leaders should see that, 
with China and Russia standing in the way, a 
military solution to the North Korea problem 
is not an option. Hasty military reactions to 
the North Korea problem are increasingly be-
coming a point of contention between China 
and the United States. This is dangerous to the 
power transition process.

•  In light of this situation, the U.S. repositioning 
and reduction of military forces in South Korea 
appeared to be proper policy adjustments. In 
the years ahead, the United States should grad-
ually turn the remaining U.S. military forces in 
the Korean Peninsula from the decades-long 
tactical operations into a strategic deterrence 
presence. This adjustment is consistent with 
the Nixon Doctrine that expects our allies and 
friendly nations in Asia to bear the primary re-
sponsibility for their security interests, while 
the United States provides needed military, 
economic, and political support. In the mean-
time, the United States should take China’s ad-
vice to replace the Korean War Armistice with a 
peace treaty and normalize U.S. relations with 
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North Korea. This act should relieve the United 
States from a hostile problem that has cost the 
United States blood and treasure for well over 
6 decades. With the removal of hostility, North 
Korea has no more excuse to develop nuclear 
weapons. The United States is no longer part 
of the problem. The eventual denuclearization 
in North Korea, which is a China-led principle 
and initiative, will be an issue of the Northeast 
Asia nations. The United States can reengage 
in this issue as an “off-shore balancer”3 with 
much strategic flexibility.

•  In the next 30 years, the gap between the U.S. 
and Chinese comprehensive national power 
will continue to exist, but it will become small-
er. The power transition theory believes that 
the risk of war will become bigger when the 
two nations’ national power approaches parity. 
U.S. and Chinese leaders must pay more atten-
tion to the changes coming out of the power 
transition in the years ahead and make more 
efforts to manage the changes accordingly.

ENDNOTES - SUMMARY

1. Dong Feng (董风), “中美军事关系究竟怎么了” (“What Is 
the Matter with the U.S.-China Military Relations?”) 世界知识 
(World Affairs), No. 13, 2010.

2. Wu Jiao, “New Era for Sino-Russian Ties: Joint Declaration 
Pledges Mutual Support on Key Security Issues,” China Daily, 
June 17, 2011.

3. See Christopher Lane’s works for the idea of the United 
States as an off-shore balancer.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

We can’t predict with certainty what the future will 
bring, but we can be certain about the issues that will 
define our times. And we also know this: The relation-
ship between the United States and China will shape 
the 21st century. . . .1

   President Barak Obama

This is quite a calculated statement of the U.S.-Chi-
na relationship. On the one hand, the President signals 
that the United States can no longer shape the world 
solely in its image or with U.S. unilateral efforts; but 
has to invite China to help with the mission. On the 
other, the President’s remarks express concern for the 
tenuous nature of the U.S.-China relationship. Indeed, 
there are many unsettled issues in this relationship, 
most of which are about the prospect of China’s pro-
jected rise and its impact on the United States and the 
U.S.-led international order. Can China continue with 
success in its reforms and reach the goals set by its 
modernization plan (projected well into the mid-cen-
tury)? While many aspects of China, most notably its 
economy, have been integrated into the international 
system (与国际接轨), its authoritarian government 
still insists on going its own way, most likely for a long 
time to come. Can Chinese leaders continue to muddle 
through China’s changes without embracing genuine 
political modernization? Moreover, although China 
is the world’s longest-surviving nation, its nation 
building is still unfinished. Can China consolidate its 
national unity with Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang, and 
settle the disputed territories in the East and South 
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China Seas in peaceful ways? In addition to these so-
called nation-building imperatives, China also has 
growing external interests in global economic, politi-
cal, cultural, and military affairs. What are China’s in-
tentions? What kind of a global power will China be-
come? What kind of a relationship will China develop 
with the United States? How does the United States 
maintain its leadership in world affairs and develop 
a working relationship with China so that China can 
join hands with the United States to shape the world 
in constructive ways? 

These are, in essence, questions pertaining to a 
power transition ostensibly taking place between the 
United States and China. Given that the United States 
and China are two of the most powerful nations in the 
world, these issues, as Obama rightly puts it, define 
our times. A clear understanding of the power transi-
tion, and especially China’s part in this process, is es-
sential for the leaders of these two great nations. This 
analysis holds the following propositions. First, as a 
result of its genuine development and the impact of 
its expanding influence on the international system, 
China and the United States are inescapably engaged 
in a power transition process. 

Second, the history of power transition is filled 
with bloodshed; yet China and the United States are 
willing to blaze a new path out of this deadly contest. 

Third, although China and the United States have 
exchanged goodwill for a peaceful future, the two na-
tions have nevertheless many difficult conflicts of in-
terest that are being further complicated by the power 
transition process and, if not properly managed, can 
force the two to wage unwanted war against each 
other, hence repeating the history of power transition 
tragedy. 
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Finally, the next 30 years will be a crucial stage for 
China’s development and the evolution of the U.S.-
China power transition. Unfortunately, these titanic 
changes are overshadowed by the inherently conflict-
ing relations between China and the United States. It 
will take these two great powers extraordinary efforts 
to come to terms with the emerging new realities.

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 1

1. Opening remarks by President Barak Obama at the first 
U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue, Washington, DC, 
July 27, 2009.
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CHAPTER 2

THE POWER TRANSITION THEORY

Power transition is a business among powerful na-
tions. The term comes from Kenneth Organski’s clas-
sic work, World Politics.1 It refers to several important 
aspects of international relations. First, it is about a 
significant increase of national power in a big nation 
(in terms of its territorial and demographic sizes) as a 
result of its genuine and rapid economic development. 
Second, it is the impact of this growing power on the 
international system, especially on the hegemonic 
position of the dominant nation in this international 
system. Throughout history, changes in the balance 
of power and efforts to keep or alter the international 
order have led to struggles among the big nations and 
set the stage for great power wars.2 These confronta-
tions usually result in changes of international leader-
ship and the rearrangement of international systems. 

In a world of independent sovereign nations, there 
is always an uneven distribution of power—some na-
tions are more powerful than others, differentiated 
by their sheer size and level of development. Over 
the ages, big nations have sought dominance in the 
international system. As Organski observes, “at any 
given moment the single most powerful nation on 
earth heads an international order which includes also 
some other major powers of secondary importance 
and some minor nations and dependencies as well” 
(see Figure 2-1).
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There is peace and stability as long as the dominant 
nation and its powerful allies maintain firm control of 
the international order of this system (the political, 
economic, and security institutions and rules of con-
duct).3 However, international relations are always in 
flux, so is great power status due to changes in nation-
al power. Challenge to the system will emerge if one 
or a few of the second-ranked big nations that are also 
dissatisfied with the existing international order ex-
perience significant increase in their national power. 
This occurred in the industrial age through industri-
alization. With their newfound power, rising nations 
typically make efforts to alter the international order 
to better serve their interests. 

Robert Gilpin adds to this line of thought with his 
classic work, War and Change in World Politics, in which 
he states that the expanding nations’ efforts necessar-
ily bring them to confront the dominant nation and its 
allies about the rules governing the existing interna-
tional system, the division of the spheres of influence, 

Figure 2-1. Structure of International Relations.
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and even territorial boundaries. War will break out 
between the dominant power and the challenger(s) if 
they cannot settle their differences in peaceful ways. 
Gilpin calls this “hegemonic war.” It is the primary 
means great powers use to resolve the differences in 
their relations or to create a new international order. 
Unfortunately, “[e]very international system that the 
world has known has been a consequence of the ter-
ritorial, economic, and diplomatic realignments that 
have followed such hegemonic struggles.”4 

The logic of peace and war in an international sys-
tem described above is illustrated in Figure 2-2. At the 
initial stage when the hegemonic nation enjoys a sub-
stantial edge over the rest, particularly the potential 
contender, the international system is in a state free 
of great-power war. The potential contender does not 
have the capability to challenge the dominant nation 
or overthrow the international order. Under these cir-
cumstances, the strong need not fight, and the weak 
dare not try.

Figure 2-2. Logic of War and Peace in Power 
Transitions.
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As a general rule, mature nations maintain a mod-
erate and steady growth rate. An expanding con-
tender, however, will experience exponential growth 
in its national power, due largely to its rapid internal 
economic development. In absolute terms, the domi-
nant nation is still advancing; but in a relative sense, 
it is losing ground to the rising power. The change of 
power balance brings the great-power relations into 
a war-prone zone. Organski and Jacek Kugler argue 
that shifts in the distribution of power create the con-
ditions for great-power conflict; and war looms when 
a contender’s national power narrows its gap with 
that of the dominant nation.5 One probable course of 
action is that the dominant nation preempts the up-
start before the latter gets a chance to challenge the 
status quo. The other possibility is that the contender, 
believing that the dominant power is bent on mak-
ing efforts to prevent its rise and that its newfound 
power allows it to rival or surpass the dominant na-
tion, initiates a fight, forcing the dominant nation to 
a military showdown.6 If the contender wins the fight 
and overtakes the dominant nation to become the new 
and most powerful state in the system, it will usher 
the world into a new international order. 

History is full of stories of bloody contests for sys-
temic dominance. The classic case of power transition 
and hegemonic war took place between the ancient 
Greek states of Athens and Sparta in 431 BC. Athens 
was an expanding state. It gained its hegemonic pow-
er first by consolidating numerous small Greek city-
states into the Delian League under Athenian leader-
ship to fight against Persian invasions and, following 
the victory over the Persians, collecting the wealth 
from the subject city-states to build up an Athenian 
Empire. This expanding Athenian empire went on to 
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challenge the Peloponnesian League led by Sparta. 
Athens and Sparta subsequently fought the protracted 
Peloponnesian War to settle the hegemonic control of 
the ancient Greek world. Thucydides, an Athenian 
historian of the time, took note of this 27-year-long 
war and observed succinctly the reason for this deadly 
contest: “the real cause for this war was the growth 
of the Athenian power and the fear generated in the 
minds of the Spartans that made the war inevitable.”7

Just about the time when the ancient Greeks and 
Persians fought for supremacy along the northern 
Mediterranean Sea and Asia Minor, the ancient Chi-
nese in East Asia were waging wars to settle their con-
tention for hegemony over the Chinese states. From 
720 to 470 BC, a period called Spring and Autumn8 in 
Chinese history, five hegemonic powers took turns to 
impose order among a large number of widespread 
and fragmented Chinese enfeoffed states (over 200 in 
number). The rise and fall of these hegemonic powers 
all took place with the use of force. The small Chinese 
states fell victim to the great power conflict during 
those 250 years and subsequently were conquered or 
annexed by the hegemonic powers.

By the time the Chinese states entered the Warring 
States era (471-221 BC)9, the number of states was re-
duced to seven. These seven major powers contended 
for supremacy in the Chinese heartland. Constant 
warfare was the hallmark of this era of 250 years. Fi-
nally, the state of Qin defeated the rest and founded 
a centralized Middle Kingdom known as the Qin Dy-
nasty in 221 BC. For the next 2,000 years, this insulated 
Middle Kingdom (protected by the Himalaya moun-
tain plateau, the Gobi desert, and the Pacific Ocean) 
had no “peer competitor.” Although the Middle King-
dom suffered cyclical dynastic rise and fall over the 
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centuries, periodic internal breakups and warfare, 
and invasion from outsiders such as the Mongols and 
Manchurians as well, the Chinese were able to retain 
the Middle Kingdom, assimilate the outsiders into the 
Chinese fold, and continue the China-centered inter-
national order in East Asia.

That is not the case in the Eurasian landmass. The 
last 2,000 and more years witnessed the rise and fall 
of many great powers (the Persian Empire, Roman 
Empire, and the Arab Empires, to name a few of the 
early hegemonic powers). Some of the empires simply 
vanished. Since the 1500s, hegemonic reach took on a 
global scale. The Portuguese Empire, Spanish Empire, 
Dutch Empire, Russian Empire, French Empire, Brit-
ish Empire, German Empire, and so on, took turns to 
impose colonial rule in different parts of the world. 
The rise and fall of these empires and subsequent 
change of international order all took place with the 
use of force. Hegemonic competition eventually took 
a heavy toll on the contending empires in World War 
I and World War II. The destruction of imperial Ger-
many and Japan and the decline of the British Empire 
are textbook examples of the “tragedy of great power 
struggle.”10

The shifts of power distribution that set the stage 
for World War I and World War II are illustrated in 
Figure 2-3. The data are from the Correlates of War 
(COW) project constructed at the University of Michi-
gan. The vital indicators in the COW National Mate-
rial Capabilities dataset are iron and steel production, 
energy consumption, military expenditure, military 
personnel, total population, and urban population. 
They reflect the level of economic, military, and de-
mographic standing each nation had at the time. 
These indicators are standardized to produce an index 
measuring the share of power capability a nation had 
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against all others on a yearly basis.11 The line chart in 
Figure 2-3 is a plot of the indices of a few powerful na-
tions over a 129-year period from the end of the Napo-
leonic War in 1816 to the end of World War II in 1945. 
In a remarkable way, the plot registers the rise and fall 
of great powers during this historical era.

In 1816, Great Britain was the most powerful na-
tion on earth, commanding about a third of the world’s 
material capabilities. Riding on the wave of its Indus-
trial Revolution, Great Britain developed a dominant 
navy, became the financial and trading center of the 
world, and expanded its imperial reach (colonial con-
trol) to every continent, hence as the saying goes, the 
sun never set on the British Empire. As a systemic he-
gemon, Great Britain, in concert with the other great 
powers in Europe, established a system of political, 
economic, and security order commonly known as the 
Pax Britannica and preserved more than half of a cen-
tury of relative peace and stability in Europe (review 
Figure 2-1). 

Figure 2-3. Rise and Fall of Great Powers, 1816-1945.



12

However, British power gradually declined. In 
the latter part of the 19th century, the United States 
and Germany rapidly rose up, following their internal 
consolidation (the U.S. Civil War and German Unifi-
cation, respectively) and economic development. By 
the time World War I broke out in 1914, Great Britain 
did not have the capacity to dictate peace and stability 
in the international system.

At the conclusion of World War I, the United States 
became a powerful nation in the world (the “spike” 
of U.S. power in Figure 2-3 is largely the result of 
U.S. military spending reaching an all-time height; it 
dropped down right after the war; taking that as an 
outlier, the overall U.S. power was registered in the 
chart). President Woodrow Wilson believed that the 
time had come for the United States to lead the world. 
Through his famous “Fourteen Points,” Wilson put 
forward a plan to construct a new world order. Un-
fortunately, the European powers were skeptical of 
Wilson’s vision, and the American people were not 
prepared to follow the President and accomplish his 
mission. The U.S. Congress did not endorse the Presi-
dent’s plan. The United States shied away from world 
leadership and retreated to isolation. 

Without a dominant power and strong leadership, 
the world of great powers remained in a state of tur-
moil during the 1920s and 1930s. Shifts of power set 
the stage for another great power conflict. The Great 
Depression added a severe blow to this chaotic situ-
ation. Germany, in the meantime, recovered from its 
defeat and gathered strength to make another attempt 
to gain control of the international system. The great 
power struggle eventually led to the outbreak of 
World War II. 
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Another Power Transition in the Making?

The power transition theory provides a very use-
ful perspective for the understanding of great power 
relations. The change of power distribution and the 
associated peace and war periods in the 19th century 
and the first half of the 20th century lend support to 
the central claim of the power transition theory that 
preponderance of power maintains international or-
der and peace and the lack of it breeds great-power 
war. 

This theory is useful again for world leaders at the 
turn of the 21st century, as the international system 
is undergoing profound changes. The turning point is 
perhaps best set at the end of the Cold War in 1991. 
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States 
stood as the lone superpower. Political commenta-
tors celebrated the eventual arrival of the “unipolar 
world”12 and the “end of history.”13 Indeed, as their 
arguments go, the Cold War was the last contest be-
tween U.S./Western liberalism and other ideologies. 
The Western ideal has prevailed; there is no credible 
challenge on the horizon; the history of ideological 
struggle has come to an end; henceforth, all the na-
tions in the world would, in one way or another and 
sooner or later, turn to democratic government and 
market capitalism. The United States was urged to 
take advantage of this historic opportunity to consoli-
date the Pax Americana and facilitate the world’s rush 
to its destiny. 

However, as Henry Kissinger puts it, three times 
in the last 100 years, the United States had opportuni-
ties to “tower over the international stage” and “recast 
the world in its image,” but it met with frustration at 
all three occasions.14 The first opportunity came in the 
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aftermath of World War I. President Woodrow Wilson 
put forward the American vision of a new world or-
der to the warring states of the “Old World (Europe)”: 
“the United States possessed the world’s best system 
of government, and that the rest of mankind could at-
tain peace and prosperity by abandoning traditional 
diplomacy and adopting America’s reverence for in-
ternational law and democracy.”15 Unfortunately, Wil-
son was confronted with skepticism in the Old World 
and constrained by isolationism at home. His plan for 
the new U.S.-led international order slipped away. 

The second opportunity came at the end of World 
War II. The United States was more powerful and ma-
ture this time. It almost single-handedly established 
a new world order that included the United Nations 
(UN), an improvement on President Woodrow Wil-
son’s idea for the League of Nations, the Breton Woods 
system of international monetary management, and 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 
for international trade. Unfortunately, while this new 
world order was still in its infancy, the Soviet Union 
came to challenge the American design. It carved out 
its own sphere of influence (the communist camp), 
put in place the communist way of government and 
economics, and staged a Cold War against the United 
States. The confrontation between the two superpow-
ers practically put the American dream on hold for the 
next 4 decades. 

The Cold War eventually came to an end. With the 
disappearance of its arch enemy, the United States 
for the third time saw the opportunity to reform the 
world based on its values. Regrettably, as Kissinger 
writes, while the United States was the most powerful 
nation in the world, it could not prevent the titanic 
shift of power from the Atlantic to the Asia-Pacific and 
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the “diffusion of power” to a large group of second-
ranked nations. The United States found itself in “a 
world which bears many similarities to the European 
state system of the 18th and 19th centuries,” and in 
which the United States had to negotiate rather than 
dictate business with peers.16 

The shifts of power balance are shown in Figure 
2-4. The most telling factor is the steady decline of the 
U.S. power, from the overwhelming 36.4 percent of the 
world power share at the end of World War II down 
to below 15 percent in the 1980s. The other revealing 
factor is the rise and fall of the Soviet power. In the 
early 1970s, the Soviet power share surpassed that of 
the United States. But the Soviet edge was not over-
whelming. The national power balance between the 
two superpowers was right in the “war-prone zone” 
as shown in Figure 2-2 from the early 1960s to the fall 
of the Soviet Union. 

Figure 2-4. Rise and Fall of Great Powers, 1946-2001.
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In retrospect, we can make the argument that the 
Cold War was in essence the manifestation of the 
deadly power transition between the Soviet Union and 
the United States. The inability of either superpower 
to gain an overwhelming advantage over the other 
could have been a main factor in making the Cold War 
such a protracted one. The mutually assured nuclear 
destruction could have been a key factor in preventing 
the Cold War from turning hot.17

The Cold War came to an abrupt end with the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991. The sharp 
drop of Soviet power is well-registered in this plot. Its 
successor, Russia, was reduced to the second-rank cat-
egory afterwards.

Following the fall of the Soviet Union, the United 
States was back on top of the world. However, con-
trary to the views of many who celebrated the return 
of the almighty superpower, but consistent with Kiss-
inger’s assessment, the U.S. edge over the other great 
powers was much smaller. The erosion of the U.S. 
dominant position is evident. 

Right below the two superpowers, one cannot miss 
China. China has such a big power potential that even 
before it embarked on its modernization mission in 
1978, it had a power base greater than all the other 
second-ranked major powers. 

China’s population may have been a major factor 
in making its big power base. However, India’s popu-
lation size does not seem to have the same effect here. 
The difference between China and India in the chart is 
big and informative—both have potentials, but China 
is way ahead of India.

The COW National Material Capabilities data used 
in this plot are updated to 2001 (version 3.02). There 
could be questions about the validity of these mea-
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sures in the 1990s and beyond, given the changes of 
national power in the information age and under con-
ditions of globalization (in fact, version 4.0 is already 
available; it is updated to 2007). But for this analysis, 
an argument can be made that the measures still hold 
and provide us a good sense of the positional standing 
and reversals of the great nations in the past.

Organski has it right that power transition is a long 
process. For instance, it took Germany more than 70 
years to catch up with Great Britain. The transition of 
system leadership from Britain to the United States 
also took more than half of a century. Looking at the 
changes of great power standing in Figure 2-4, we can 
say that the conditions of another power transition 
have been taking shape over the last 20 to 30 years; 
it is likely to take another 20 to 30 years to reach the 
point where a new “pecking order” of great powers 
becomes established. The specter of another power 
transition is casting a long shadow over the American 
dream of the Pax Americana. 

Who Is the Contender?

If two or more second-ranked big nations rise at 
the same time, how would a dominant nation iden-
tify its challenger? For example, the United States and 
Germany both expanded their national power in the 
second half of the 19th century and surpassed Great 
Britain at the turn of the 20th century. The U.S. rise 
was even more spectacular (review Figure 2-3). Why 
did Great Britain only single out Germany?18 Today, 
we are witnessing the rise of China, India, and Brazil. 
The European Union (EU) is also becoming a formi-
dable actor on the world stage. In addition, one has to 
take a resurgent Russia into account. Finally, a “nor-
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malized” Japan (presumably so with expected modifi-
cations to its government and military apparatus) will 
be a full-fledged great power in international security 
and political affairs. If we accept that the post-Cold 
War international system is like the one depicted in 
Figure 2-1 with the United States at the top of the pyr-
amid, how do we see, and how does the United States 
determine, which one of these rising great powers is a 
serious contender?

Organski thought about this issue 50 years ago 
and offered some answers to this question. Some of 
his thoughts are definitional; others, situational. They 
nevertheless offer us a starting point to make sense of 
the currently changing great power relations. 

The power transition theory provides that a con-
tender must be first, one of the second-ranked nations in 
geographic and demographic measures (small nations 
thus have no such capacity or potential), and second, a 
dissatisfied second-ranked nation (in the shaded corner 
of the pyramid in Figure 2-1). These two basic require-
ments make sure that given the opportunity, this dis-
satisfied second-ranked nation has the will and capa-
bility to change the existing international order and its 
acts will bring it to confront the dominant power. 

Dissatisfaction is a subjective term. Organski has 
provided two objective ways to deal with this concept. 
One, a dissatisfied rising power is not an ally of the 
dominant nation; and the other, it has no part in the 
creation of the existing international order. As such, 
this rising great power presumably does not share the 
fundamental values of the system and typically finds 
the existing international order working against its in-
terests. When it becomes more powerful, a dissatisfied 
rising power will make an effort to change the inter-
national order. 
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In addition, power transition, as defined by Organ-
ski, should be an act between an international system 
leader and a contender, and involving the change or 
creation of an international system/order. One should 
not confuse power transition with interstate rivalries, 
for the latter may or may not involve contention for 
the control of an international system/order. 

These qualifications are undoubtedly incomplete; 
yet they offer us a first-step filter to separate the obvi-
ous noncontenders from the potential challengers. For 
instance, we can comfortably exclude the European 
great powers and Japan from the pool of possible con-
tenders. 

Great Britain has long relinquished its hegemonic 
position and become a “loyal lieutenant” to the United 
States. France has also long lost its hegemonic status. 
Since the creation of the U.S.-led international order, 
France has often been a strong critic of the United 
States; yet it is only a “loyal dissident” in the U.S.-led 
camp. The EU is a community of states that are mostly 
allies of the United States and by definition satisfied 
supporters of the U.S.-led international order. The EU 
is a friendly competitor, but there is no sense of threat 
from its formation and development. Germany and 
Japan have both been transformed and have become 
firm supporters of the U.S.-led international order. 
They are significant and influential great powers, but 
they do not have the desire to contend with the United 
States for world leadership.

Japan’s case deserves a few more words here. Ja-
pan’s initial imperial ambition before and during 
World War II was to establish a regional order in East 
and Southeast Asia under Japan’s rule. A case can be 
made that Japan’s rise and contention for the control 
of East Asia created a power transition between Japan 
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and China. For centuries, China as the Middle King-
dom was the dominant power in East Asia without 
peers. The Middle Kingdom maintained a tributary 
system with its surrounding neighbors, including Ja-
pan, as vassal states. When Japan rose up in power 
through its industrialization drive, it used force to de-
feat China and tried to replace the Chinese system with 
its “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” covering 
Manchukuo, Korea, and Southeast Asia, stretching all 
the way to Singapore. During its conquering course, 
however, Japan joined hands with Nazi Germany to 
contend for world dominance. To a large extent, this 
move was a key factor in bringing Japan to the World 
War II showdown with the British/U.S.-led allies in 
the Pacific. 

Today, Japan and China are in a very special situa-
tion. For the first time in their history, the two nations 
are both strong powers. There is tension between the 
two regarding which one leads in East Asia. It appears 
that with its bigger potentials, China would enjoy an 
upper hand over Japan in East Asia, and the world 
as well. But the Japan-China competition will only 
be a rivalry sideshow. China’s focus is on the United 
States. Japan is a U.S. ally, and its dealing with China 
will be unavoidably subsumed under the U.S. strate-
gic design. 

The above screening is straightforward. However, 
it is not so with the following second-ranked nations: 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China (the BRIC countries). 
This “gang of four” came to the spotlight of interna-
tional attention in 2001 through a study by the high-
powered American Goldman Sachs Group, Inc., enti-
tled Dreaming with BRICs: The Path to 2050. The report 
argues that these four countries occupy more than a 
quarter of the world’s landmass, hold more than 40 



21

percent of the world’s population, and are all experi-
encing rapid economic development; their combined 
economies could eclipse the economies of the current 
richest countries (the G-7 powers of the United States, 
Germany, Japan, Great Britain, France, Italy, and Can-
ada). 

Which one of the BRICs is a contender for the next 
world leader? Or will the four collectively pursue the 
throne? Indeed, the heads of the BRICs have already 
held their first summit in Yekaterinburg, Russia, on 
June 16, 2009 and issued a declaration calling for the 
establishment of a multipolar world order.19 In April 
2010, the heads of the four nations held their second 
summit in Brazil, focusing on issues such as reforming 
the global financial system and climate change. Since 
2006, BRIC foreign ministers have met annually. Their 
financial ministers and heads of central banks have 
also held frequent meetings.20

Although the power transition theory will not rule 
out such a possibility, it really is a stretch at this point 
to expect the BRICs to take the global lead. There are, 
after all, good reasons to disqualify Russia and ex-
clude India and Brazil as serious contenders for world 
leadership. 

Russia (through its predecessor, the Soviet Union) 
fought and lost the Cold War with the United States. 
Unfortunately, the United States and the West have 
not been able to transform Russia into a genuine friend 
and supporter of the U.S.-led international order. By 
many accounts, Russia is a dissatisfied second-ranked 
nation. Its transition to democracy is still tenuous. 
The United States and the West still hold apprehen-
sion over a resurgent Russia. Indeed, suspicion of the 
Russian Bear is a key factor in the U.S.-led drive for 
repeated North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
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expansion. Russia is not happy with its treatment 
by the United States and the West. It is determined 
to and eventually will restore its great power status. 
However, although Russia will be a formidable power 
to be reckoned with, it can no longer be a contender 
for world leadership—with Soviet-style communism 
down the drain, Russia simply has no viable political, 
economic, or cultural alternatives to offer the world. 
It could follow Germany’s footsteps to make another 
try, but it would be doomed to disaster.21

India will not be a likely contender for world lead-
ership, either. Although the founder of contemporary 
India, Jawaharlal Nehru, claimed that India “must be a 
sound great power or disappear,”22 India has some in-
surmountable roadblocks preventing it from reaching 
that potential. One is its fragmented internal makeup. 
Ethnic and religious fragmentation will keep India as 
a weak actor in world politics. Another obstacle is the 
conflict with its “separate-at-birth brother,” Pakistan. 
And the most difficult barrier is China. As the teach-
ing of its ancient sage, Kautilya, informs us, India and 
China are immediate neighbors and they are natural 
enemies.23 India will need to get distant friends such 
as Russia, Japan, and the United States to counterbal-
ance China (my enemy’s enemy is a friend). That also 
makes India a ready candidate for the United States to 
recruit in its struggle with China in the power transi-
tion. India’s problem is with China, but China’s prob-
lem is with the United States. India’s problem with 
China is bilateral. China’s problem with the United 
States is global. In the long run, as Fareed Zakaria puts 
it, India will be “a check on China’s rising ambitions, 
and a natural ally of the United States.”24 India is not a 
contender for global leadership.
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Brazil is blessed with an abundance of natural 
resources, a sizeable but manageable population (as 
compared to the oversized populations of its fellow 
BRICs, China and India), a vast homeland free of ter-
ritorial disputes, and a functioning economic and po-
litical system. Although it has 10 neighbors around 
its borders, Brazil has no implacable enemy or insur-
mountable barrier on its way to prominence (although 
its Portuguese heritage requires it to work harder in 
the Spanish-speaking neighborhood). Brazil has ev-
erything it needs to become the preeminent power in 
South America. Its economic development is pushing 
it toward this end.

Brazil’s rise to preeminence in South America chal-
lenges the U.S. position in the Western Hemisphere. 
However, Brazil has a good chance to negotiate its 
way up. First, Brazil does not have the ambition to 
challenge the United States for world leadership, al-
though its rise will contribute to the relative decline 
of the U.S. global position. Brazil qualifies as a satis-
fied member of the second-ranked powers by virtue 
of being a member of the Organization of American 
States. Brazil wants to “reach its deserved spot in the 
world”25 as one of the second-ranked great powers but 
not to overtake the United States. Given that the Unit-
ed States has more challenging interests elsewhere in 
the world, it has good reasons to accept Brazil’s rise, 
especially if U.S. interests are protected and if Brazil 
does it right. The United States can promote Brazil to 
become a responsible stakeholder and help preserve 
peace and stability in the southern part of the Western 
Hemisphere.

Now we have narrowed down the pool of possible 
contenders to the lone country of China. By many 
accounts, China is a well-qualified contender. It is a 
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dissatisfied second-ranked power. It is not a U.S. ally 
and played no part in the establishment of the current 
international order. The United States did not even 
recognize the Beijing government when it was estab-
lished in 1949, and for 30 years after that kept China 
out of the U.S.-led international community. China, 
for its part, once denounced the U.S.-led international 
order and pushed for its destruction. China is now 
experiencing rapid economic development. Given 
the favorable conditions created through economic 
reform and the Chinese government’s well-planned 
strategy to continue China’s modernization, Robert 
Fogel, a Nobel laureate in economics, predicts that by 
2040, the “Chinese economy will reach $123 trillion, or 
nearly three times the economic output of the entire 
globe in 2000. . . . China’s share of global GDP [gross 
domestic product]—40 percent—will dwarf that of the 
United States (14 percent) and the European Union (5 
percent) 30 years from now.”26 In addition, the impact 
of China’s economic growth and expansion on the 
international system is already discernable. Finally, 
China believes that it has political, economic, and cul-
tural alternatives to offer the world. Chinese leaders 
have always had views and concerns for the world (天
下观). Assuming the position of world leadership will 
be natural when the time comes. The question now is 
not whether China is a contender in this power transi-
tion, but how China manages its rise and the power 
transition with the United States.
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CHAPTER 3

U.S.-CHINA POWER TRANSITION:
FROM POTENTIAL TO REALITY

Napoleon Bonaparte is probably the first Western 
statesman to characterize the geostrategic significance 
of China. “Let China sleep, for when she wakes up, 
she will shake the world,” said the Emperor of France. 
No one knew precisely what prompted Napoleon to 
make this warning, but no one seemed to care, either. 
Indeed, in the early 1840s, about 2 decades after the 
passing of the French strongman, the European colo-
nial powers forced their way into China. They used 
advanced warships and firearms to “wake up” the 
Chinese. The pre-modern China under the corrupt 
and close-minded Qing rulers was no match to the 
Western powers. They easily carved up China into 
their spheres of influence, pressed China to open up 
its port cities to foreign trade, and quickly set up com-
mercial, manufacturing, and many other modern op-
erations in China. 

The Western powers ostensibly intended to turn 
China into their overseas production and supply base; 
yet they had nevertheless brought China into the mod-
ern world. This sudden and forceful change threw 
China into a situation of confronting some strong en-
emies in the words of Li Hongzhang (李鸿章), a prom-
inent statesman of the late Qing Dynasty, “not seen 
in thousands of years of the Chinese history.”1 This 
centuries-old feudal and agrarian society was pressed 
disgracefully to confront modernity. Its fundamental 
values, operating rules, and practically all aspects of 
its way of life were under pressure for change. 
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In the face of these daunting challenges, many con-
cerned Chinese stepped forward to advocate ways to 
cope with change. However, to China’s disappoint-
ment and the Western powers’ fortune, the initial Chi-
nese efforts had largely failed. The awakened China 
did not come to shake the world. 

In retrospect, the Chinese failed to do so not be-
cause Napoleon was wrong about China’s potentials, 
but because they had taken questionable approaches 
towards modernity. This reflection finds strong sup-
port from the example of China’s fellow Asian nation, 
Japan. With arguably much smaller potentials and 
under very similar internal and external conditions,2 
Japan was able to transform itself into a powerful 
modern state, replace China as the leading nation in 
East Asia for much of the 20th century, and become an 
economic superpower of the world, notwithstanding 
its devastating loss in World War II. Many other fac-
tors aside, one can reasonably argue that the different 
approaches these two nations took towards modern-
ization most likely set them apart.3 

By many accounts, the questions of what kind of a 
modern state an agrarian nation should become and 
how to pursue modernization are the basic issues con-
fronting developing nations when they are brought to 
the modernization process. Japan settled these issues 
squarely in 1860 when it launched the Meiji Reforma-
tion and moved on. China unfortunately has been 
struggling with these issues since it was brought to 
confront them in the mid-19th century. In many ways, 
China’s inability to settle these issues has made its 
transition to modernity a painful and difficult experi-
ence. It has also kept China at odds with the dominant 
powers that set the course of the world’s moderniza-
tion process. It is not unreasonable to argue that until 
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China puts these issues behind, it will not be able to 
reach its full potential and turn itself into a truly mod-
ernized great power in the years to come.4

CHINA’S TORTUOUS TRANSITION TO  
MODERNITY

There are several key features in China’s long road 
to modernity. First, like many other agrarian societ-
ies, China got on the modernization process through a 
push from the Western powers. Although China had 
been a civilized nation for centuries, the Chinese did 
not seem to have the intellectual impulse to initiate 
adventurous scientific inventions. The Chinese way of 
thinking and inquiry as conceived by Confucius, Lao 
Tzu, and other classical political thinkers and the en-
suing Chinese political, economic, and cultural tradi-
tions are not conducive to scientific development. That 
is largely the reason why the Chinese had maintained 
the same way of life for centuries prior to the arrival of 
the Western powers.5

Second, also like the case of many other agrarian 
societies, the push for change came in the way of West-
ern invasion and humiliation. Indeed, the disgraceful 
defeat in the Opium Wars of the mid-19th century 
and subsequent war defeats and concessions to for-
eign intrusions in China’s sovereign rights marked 
the beginning of China’s modern history. Although 
a bad beginning like this does not necessarily doom 
the modernization course to failure, with Japan as a 
success case, these insulting early encounters with the 
modern world did cast a dark shadow over China’s 
subsequent quest for modernity, which has always 
contained the calls of anti-West, learning to subdue the 
West, and eventually overtaking or even defeating the 
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West. This sentiment runs deep and has got the Chi-
nese into a state of contradiction that on the one hand, 
they must learn from the West to modernize China, 
but on the other, they have to reject, resist, or hold res-
ervations about aspects of modernization, especially 
the cultural aspects and the methods of government. 
Chinese learning from the West therefore has always 
been selective at best, and distorted or misguided at 
its worst. It is with this contradiction that China has 
agonized with its modernization process since 1840.

1840-1910: From Misguided Development to  
Revolution.

“Yangwu”: Foreign Affairs and Business Promotion 
(洋务运动).6 Although the First Opium War of 1840 
launched by Great Britain against China marked the 
beginning of China’s modern history, it did not push 
start China’s modernization process right away. In 
fact, only a handful of concerned Chinese, most no-
tably Lin Zexu (林则徐), the commanding officer who 
lost the opium war to the British; provincial high of-
ficials such as Zeng Guofan (曾国藩), Li Hongzhang  
(李鸿章), Zuo Zongtang (左宗棠), and Zhang Zhidong 
(张之洞); and gentry scholars such as Wei Yuan (魏源) 
and Feng Guifen (冯桂芬), took it as a wakeup call, in-
vestigated the significance of this humiliating encoun-
ter with a Western power, and “opened their eyes to 
see the outside world” (Wei’s influential work, 海国
图志 [The Illustrated Treatise of the Maritime Kingdoms], 
was one of China’s first books on foreign nations).7 
Most of the corrupt Qing rulers continued to dismiss 
the outside world, paid no attention to the challenges 
China was facing, and made no effort to improve Chi-
na’s deteriorating economic and security conditions 
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that had been going on for decades prior to the ar-
rival of the Western powers. Their poor conduct made 
China all the more vulnerable to colonial advance. In 
1856, China was to lose the Second Opium War to the 
combined forces of Great Britain and France. 

The humiliating defeat in the Second Opium War 
finally got the Qing rulers to see that the fate of the 
Middle Kingdom was at stake. They were forced to 
take measures to save the nation. By that time, there 
was a consensus among most Qing high officials that 
the Western powers were more advanced and stron-
ger than China, but China could learn from the West 
to restore its supremacy, because they believed that 
the Western intruders were merely superior in their 
fighting capability but still inferior culturally and 
politically to the Chinese civilization.8 Wei Yuan put 
it categorically, the West had three advantages: war-
ships, firearms, and military training; China could 
learn and acquire these advanced capabilities and 
skills from the West and use them to check the West 
(师夷长技以制夷). With endorsement from key high 
officials, Wei’s observation was to become the rally-
ing call for China’s 30-plus years of guarded opening 
to the outside world (Yangwu) and self-strengthening 
movement from 1860 to the mid 1890s. 

It is also possible that those pro-change officials 
(“Yangwu officials” [“洋务官员”]) made this case as 
a roundabout effort to get the Qing rulers to allow 
learning and imports from the West. They knew that 
the Qing rulers cared mostly about the preservation 
of their dynastic rule of China. By placing the reform 
movement under the principle of “Chinese learning as 
the fundamentals, Western learning for practical use 
(中学为体, 西学为用),”9 they excluded learning of po-
litical and cultural practices from the West and made 
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the changes to China appear nonthreatening to the 
ruling class—it was portrayed as an improvement of 
the Chinese system but not an all-around revolution. 

Whatever the case, the Yangwu had the blessing 
from the Qing rulers and brought some marked devel-
opments to China’s military affairs, commerce, indus-
tries, shipbuilding, railroad transportation, coal and 
mineral mining, postal and telegraph communica-
tions, medical service, and education. Young Chinese 
students were also sent to the United States, Europe, 
and Japan, and many of these later returned to China 
and became key figures in China’s subsequent mod-
ernization process.10

Of note is the development of China’s naval capa-
bilities during this time. Through their own construc-
tion, and also through purchase from the West, the 
Yangwu officials established four formidable modern 
fleets. By the late 1880s, the newly established Chinese 
navy had more than 80 advanced warships, ranking 
No. 6 in the world and the largest in Asia.11

However, these controlled developments were 
soon to expose their flaws in a war fought, ironically, 
not against the Western powers but against a fellow 
developing nation, Japan. China suffered a cata-
strophic defeat. Among the heavy losses on land and 
at sea, its entire elite Northern Fleet (北洋舰队) had 
vanished. 

This defeat was even more humiliating because 
for centuries, the Chinese had looked down upon the 
Japanese. Thus when the news came that the Qing 
government had conceded to the disgraceful Treaty 
of Shimonoseki of 1895 (马关条约), agreeing to cede 
Taiwan and pay a huge amount of indemnity to Japan, 
a public uproar erupted in China. 

The One-Hundred-Day Reform Movement (百日维
新). Riding the wave of this national anger, a group 
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of radical reformers under the leadership of Kang 
Youwei (康有为) and Liang Qichao (梁启超) came to 
advocate political change in China. They argued that 
learning from the West must include the Western fun-
damentals, not just the practical matters; if China were 
to modernize and become powerful, it must adopt the 
Western way of government, business, military af-
fairs, education, and so on; and make revolutionary 
changes in China accordingly. These changes would 
preferably turn China into a constitutional monarchy. 
They highly regarded Japan as an example but claimed 
that China could do better with the radical reforms.

Those radical calls eventually reached the Qing 
rulers. Emperor Guangxu (光绪皇帝) was persuaded 
by the radical reformers’ arguments and put Kang 
Youwei in charge of the reform movement. On June 
11, 1898, with Kang’s recommendations, the emperor 
issued his imperial edict (定国是诏) for reform. In the 
next 3 months, numerous imperial decrees, mostly 
recommended by the radical reformers, were promul-
gated to direct the changes.12 The most significant calls 
were to: 1) abolish the 1,300-year old imperial exami-
nation system, replacing it with modern schools and 
introducing the teaching of science and technology 
into the classrooms; 2) promote industrialization; 3) 
introduce capitalist ideas and practice into China’s 
economy; 4) encourage the growth of private business 
in an attempt to downscale the state and official-run 
operations put in place in the past 30 years; 5) trans-
form the military; and, 6) reform the government and 
allow the spread of political freedom, such as the free-
dom of the press and the right to criticize the govern-
ment.13 

These were sweeping changes, and the radical re-
formers wanted their implementation immediately. 
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Unfortunately, the emperor and the radical reformers 
went too fast and too far beyond what they were al-
lowed by the paramount ruler of the Qing, Empress 
Dowager Cixi (慈禧太后), who was the young 17-year-
old Emperor’s aunt and the “ruler behind the curtains 
(垂帘听政)” for much of the time since 1861,14 “super-
vising” the Emperor since he was put on the throne 
at the age of 4. Empress Dowager Cixi confined the 
Emperor under house arrest, resumed her rule behind 
the curtains, and purged the radical reformers (Kang 
Youwei and Liang Qichao learned about the Empress 
Dowager’s plot and fled to Japan, but six other key 
radical reformers [戊戌六君子] were captured and be-
headed in the streets of Beijing). 

The Revolution of 1911 (辛亥革命). Although Em-
press Dowager Cixi purged the radical reformers, 
she did not kill the reform measures. She simply did 
not like the way the young emperor and the radical 
reformers handled the reform movement; and she 
apparently took the action to preempt the radical re-
formers’ plot to remove her from power (taking her 
life if necessary). Indeed, in the following years, the 
Empress Dowager implemented many of the pro-
posed changes. She also ostensibly followed the radi-
cal reformers’ suggestions to prepare for a change of 
the political system in China. 

While in exile, Liang Qichao had become a lead-
ing advocate for China to become a constitutional 
monarchy; he suggested a 6-step approach toward 
this goal. The Qing rulers were to: 1) issue an intent to 
establish constitutional monarchy; 2) send senior of-
ficials to visit key Western countries and study their 
constitutions and political designs; 3) create an agen-
cy to handle the translation of foreign constitutions 
and related studies and propose a draft constitution;  
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4) let the nation debate this draft for 5 to 10 years; and 
finally, 5) adopt a constitution and change the nation 
into a constitutional monarchy).15 

Empress Dowager Cixi apparently followed these 
prescriptions. She dispatched two groups of special 
envoys abroad to study foreign governments in 1905 
and 1906. Upon their return, all recommended con-
stitutional monarchy to her. On August 27, 1908, Cixi 
issued an imperial edict (in the name of the defunct 
Emperor Guangxu) for constitutional reform and 
scheduled the transition to take place in 9 years. 

Cixi may have believed that the proposed consti-
tutional monarchy would turn the Qing ruler into a 
royal figure similar to the British King/Queen or the 
Japanese Emperor and preserve the privileges of her 
Manchu clan that had ruled the Middle Kingdom 
since 1644. However, her decision came too late and 
would not work for China. Empress Dowager Cixi 
and Emperor Guangxu died 3 months after the issu-
ance of this reform order, leaving the Dynasty in the 
hands of 3-year old baby emperor, Pu Yi (溥仪), the 
last Qing emperor, whom the Empress Dowager had 
installed the day before her death. No one in this fall-
ing dynasty was able to carry out the reform. 

The more fundamental problem with this reform 
was that the Qing rulers were foreigners to the Han 
Chinese; they had no cultural mandate to claim divine 
rule or perpetual monarchy in China. In fact, by this 
time, calls for overthrowing the Qing Dynasty and ex-
pulsion of the Manchu clan had already emerged in 
China. Sun Yat-sen (孙中山), the leading revolution-
ary and later the founding father of the Republic of 
China (ROC), made this a rallying call for his follow-
ers. Reform of the Qing had no appeal to the Chinese 
any more. In the meantime, armed uprisings against 
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the Qing started to rock the dynasty from below. On 
October 10, 1911, the revolutionaries in central Chi-
na staged the Wuchang Armed Uprising (武昌起义), 
proclaiming the end of Qing and the beginning of the 
ROC, setting off a chain defection of the provinces 
from the Qing.  October 10 is observed in mainland 
China as the beginning of the ROC; it is the National 
Day in Taiwan because the ROC government is still 
there. (Taiwan and cross-Taiwan Strait relations will 
be discussed in later sections.) 

On January 1, 1912, an ROC interim government 
was established in Nanjing (南京). Sun Yat-sen was 
elected its provisional president. One month later, the 
Qing Emperor abdicated its rule. The Qing Dynasty 
was history. 

1911-1949: Deadly Contests for the Fate of China.

With the downfall of the Qing Dynasty and Chi-
na’s 2,000-plus-year-old dynastic order, the Chinese 
leaders had an opportunity to start China’s modern-
ization mission anew. Unfortunately, they consumed 
much of their energy through “in-house” fights (窝里
斗)—fighting among the Chinese themselves for the 
control of China.16 The opportunity for China’s mod-
ernization slipped away. 

The key stumbling block was the failure to es-
tablish a functioning modern government and con-
solidate the nation to work for modernization. Sun 
Yat-sen initially wanted to build a new China as a fed-
eralist union like the United States.17 Yet his interim 
government did not have the power to command the 
warlord-divided nation to act as directed. And only a 
few weeks into his presidency, Sun also had to give up 
his presidency and turn it over to Yuan Shikai (袁世
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凯), a military strong man who controlled much of the 
northern parts of China, as a negotiated compromise 
to solicit cooperation from Yuan to consolidate victory 
over the Qing. This political deal got what it bargained 
for. However, Yuan soon betrayed the revolutionar-
ies. He disrupted the newly established government, 
turned it into an authoritarian regime, and even tried 
to restore dynastic rule in China. Following the death 
of Yuan, shortly after his failed attempt to become an 
emperor in 1916, the warlords took turns to control 
the defunct government and plunged China into more 
than 10 years of bloody internal warfare.18

Sun Yat-sen had to mobilize the nation again to 
fight against those narrow-minded warlords. Unfor-
tunately, he died untimely of liver cancer in 1925. 
Fortunately, however, Sun left behind a well-defined 
political party, the Kuomintang (KMT); a set of well-
articulated principles for governance, the “Three 
People’s Principles” of nationalism, democracy, and 
economic prosperity;19 and a 3-step approach for the 
KMT to pursue reunification, rejuvenation, and mod-
ernization of China: 1) using military force to unify 
China; 2) imposing authoritarian rule to develop 
China; and 3) applying constitutional rule to keep 
peace and prosperity in China.20 Moreover, Sun also 
left behind a growing military force that could sup-
port the KMT’s mission. Fortunately as well, the head 
of this military force, Chiang Kai-shek (蒋介石), was a 
determined successor of Sun and a professed follower 
of Sun’s principles. Following Sun’s death, Chiang 
quickly consolidated his leadership in the KMT and 
continued Sun’s fight against the warlords. In 1926, 
Chiang launched the Northern Expedition (北伐战争) 
to attack the strongest of all warlords. In 3 years, Chi-
ang finally brought the fragmented China under his 
control. 
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In October 1928, the ROC government proclaimed 
its unification of China. Chiang Kai-shek assumed the 
presidency and delivered his directive that the KMT 
was to become an unchallenged ruling party of the 
ROC and exercise authoritarian rule in China until its 
political, economic, and social conditions were ripe 
for constitutional rule. 

Yet by this time, the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP), founded in 1921, had become a formidable 
challenger to the KMT and Chiang. The Chinese Com-
munists, as one of the founders of the CCP and its 
eventual leader Mao Zedong (毛泽东) puts it, learned 
about Communism through the Bolshevik Revolution 
of October 1917.21 They believed that Communism 
would make a better future for China and were deter-
mined to turn it into reality. 

Chiang Kai-shek had no desire for the Communist 
idea and the Soviet model. He got a bad taste of them 
during his “study trip” to the Soviet Union in 1923. 
(He was dispatched by Sun Yat-sen and is believed 
to have seen the dark side of Soviet communism.) He 
opposed Sun Yat-sen’s decision to join hands with 
the Communists to fight for the new China and reluc-
tantly let the Communists participate in the KMT’s 
Whampoa Military Academy (黄埔军校), KMT party 
affairs, and the Northern Expedition. With the passing 
of Sun and shortly before the conclusion of the North-
ern Expedition, Chiang made a “bloody split” with 
the Communists, killing many of them (the controver-
sial “Purifying of the Party” in the KMT’s terms, and 
the “April 12 Tragedy of 1927” in the CCP version). 
He subsequently launched a campaign to purge the 
Communists everywhere (in violent ways). 

Following this setback, the Communists accepted 
Mao Zedong’s call that “political power grows out of 



41

the barrel of a gun” and decided to pursue their cause 
with resort to arms.22 Between 1927 and 1937, the 
Communists and the Nationalists (the English term 
for the KMT and its followers) waged the First KMT-
CCP Civil War (第一次国共内战).

The Japanese invasion of China, begun in 1931 and 
flaming into full-scale warfare in 1937, forced the two 
sides to put their fight on hold and join hands again 
to deal with a common enemy. But as soon as the 
Anti-Japanese War was over in 1945, the two quickly 
resumed their deadly contest and waged the Second 
KMT-CCP Civil War (第二次国共内战). In 1949, the 
Communists defeated the Nationalists. The trium-
phant Communists renamed the nation the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). The defeated KMT and Chi-
ang Kai-shek sought shelter in Taiwan and restored 
the ROC government on the island. The two sides con-
tinued their fight during the Cold War (in all forms 
short of full-scale armed invasion of each other). A 
divided China has continued to this date. 

1949-1978: False Start of Modernization and Self 
Destruction.

With a new China under their firm control, the CCP 
had a golden opportunity to modernize this war-torn 
nation and turn it into a great power. In all fairness, 
the CCP under the leadership of Mao Zedong was 
committed to this mission. At this moment, the CCP 
enjoyed overwhelming support from the Chinese peo-
ple who in the previous 20 years had been mobilized 
by Mao’s forces and inspired by his vision for a new 
China.23 With the CCP’s success in land reform, ini-
tial economic restructuring, and a defiant war against 
the United States in Korea, the 500 million Chinese24 
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were confident and eager to unleash their production 
power to turn China around.

Organski, while working on his power transition 
theory, took note of the Chinese upward movement 
and believed that China had entered the stage of tran-
sitional growth. He also noted that some in the West 
already suggested that the world make room for this 
awakened and soon-to-expand China.25 However, the 
Chinese move soon turned out to be a misguided false 
start. Once again, the Chinese leaders had taken some 
very questionable measures. In almost 3 decades, in-
stead of making China great, they brought this nation 
to ruins. 

The most questionable measure was still about 
government. Like its Qing predecessors, the CCP re-
jected the Western democratic way of government. 
Yet for blind-minded ideology as well as ill-advised 
practical reasons, it chose to replicate the Soviet dic-
tatorship in China.26 In so doing, the CCP created a 
“modern” government that ironically retained the 
fundamental flaws of past Chinese governments—it 
was a government ruled by man but not by law, with-
out checks and balances, and good on political repres-
sion. Thus although the CCP claimed to have broken 
from China’s dynastic tradition, this political system 
would soon make it a ruling party no different from 
those of the past and was also largely responsible for 
its paramount leader Mao Zedong’s abuse of power 
and much of the catastrophic destruction he brought 
to China during his reign. 

Mao might be a great revolutionary and war fight-
er; but he was no good on economic development. He 
used political rather than economic approaches to run 
the nation. In 1957, Mao launched the first of his many 
political movements in the PRC. It was the senseless 
“Anti-Rightists Movement (反右运动)” in which over 
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half a million individuals were repressed for what the 
CCP later claimed was the “wrong doing of a hand-
ful of anti-CCP conspirators.”27 Most of the so-called 
“rightists” were intellectuals who answered Mao’s call 
to “help the CCP improve its governance.” Their criti-
cism of the CCP and suggestions for the betterment of 
China apparently were too harsh for Mao. The result 
was devastating. Almost a whole generation of talent-
ed people who would otherwise have been valuable 
assets for China’s modernization was laid to waste in 
jail, reform camps, demoted positions, or simply in 
political and psychological trauma for decades. 

While the Anti-Rightist purge spun out of control 
(扩大化 in the CCP’s later admission), Mao would 
make the situation even more fanatic—he charged the 
nation to make a “Great Leap Forward (大跃进)” in 
economic development. Mao claimed that with his, 
and presumably the Chinese people’s, unmatched po-
litical will and courage, China’s development could 
catch up with that of Great Britain in 15 years and the 
United States in 20 to 30 years.28 But in 3 years (1958-
60), this misguided movement became a laughing 
stock, with people fabricating forged productivity re-
ports everywhere. China did not make any leap in its 
modernization. Its economy had instead moved back-
ward. The misconduct of these political movements 
brought 3 years of severe economic disasters to the 
people nationwide.29

In the aftermath of these disastrous political move-
ments, some levelheaded CCP leaders, Liu Shaoqi (刘
少奇) and Deng Xiaoping (邓小平) most notably, took 
measures to bring China back on track to develop its 
economy in realistic but not fanatic ways. But in a few 
years, Mao could not stand their efforts, accused them 
of leading China astray to capitalism, and launched 
the infamous “Cultural Revolution” in 1966 to remove 
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those so-called “leaders of capitalism promoters” (“走
资本主义道路的当权派”) and to “purify” the Chinese 
people. In the next 10 years, this political movement 
turned China upside down. The destruction of China 
in all aspects was utterly beyond words. 

1978-2008: Yangwu All Over Again.

Mao passed away in September 1976. He left be-
hind a China with a dysfunctional and backward 
economy and a nation with over 900 million people 
exhausted in repeated political movements and con-
stant preparation for war against the United States, 
the Soviet Union, and hostile neighbors. The prospect 
of China’s modernization was as remote as ever.

This situation was to change in 2 years. Deng Xiaop-
ing, a legendary figure who went through dramatic 
ups and downs in his political career under Mao’s 
dictatorial rule, emerged a winner in the post-Mao 
CCP leadership power struggle. He subsequently led 
the CCP leaders to put a stop to Mao’s fantasies and 
launched the economic reform in China in 1978.

Initially, few had expected Deng to make any-
thing spectacular. Yet by the late 1980s, his develop-
ment policy started to turn China around. The CCP 
followed the footsteps of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and Singapore to pursue wealth through 
a relentless export-oriented policy. Foreign invest-
ment and joint ventures flooded China. China was 
soon to become the factory of the world. By the mid 
1990s, China-made consumer products started to fill 
department stores all over the world. By its 30th an-
niversary, Chinese economic development had made 
phenomenal progress. As shown in Figures 3-1, 3-2, 
3-3, and 3-4, in three vital measures of national wealth 
and viability, gross domestic product (GDP), trade, 
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and energy consumption, China ranks second after 
the United States. China overtook Germany to become 
the second largest trading nation in 2008; it surpassed 
Japan in GDP size in 2010, not shown in the charts, 
but their trends are clear. In iron and steel production, 
China is the largest in the world. Per Figure 3-3, China 
is also the largest consumer of iron and steel, a reflec-
tion of its massive construction everywhere.30 

Figure 3-1. G7+BRICs, GDP, 1978-2009.

Figure 3-2. Top Trading Nations, 1993-2006.
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Figure 3-3. Top Iron/Steel Production Nations.

Figure 3-4. G-7 & BRIC Energy Consumption.



47

Moreover, China is also a record-holder of most 
foreign direct investment (FDI) in the last several de-
cades, the most attractive place for foreign investment 
since September 2001 (as the previous most attrac-
tive place, the United States, has been under constant 
threat of terrorist attack), and so on and so forth.31

However, behind these glittering figures, one can 
see a China still struggling with the same old prob-
lem of modernization that this section has recounted. 
Indeed, the current Chinese economic reform bears 
remarkable similarities to the Yangwu movement of 
150 years ago. First, both were openings to the outside 
world from a closed society. The Qing Dynasty had 
its self-imposed isolation for over 200 years. The PRC 
was shut out of the post-World War II international 
system for 30 years. In both situations, the Chinese 
people were tightly controlled inside this dictatorial 
kingdom with little knowledge of the outside world. 

Second, both reforms were preceded by extremely 
poor economic situations in China. Both economic 
systems had run into dead ends. Economic reform and 
development were desperate necessities. Both govern-
ments had no way out but to launch economic reform 
(不改革没有出路).

Third, and most importantly, both ran a guarded 
reform. The Yangwu reformers were clear about what 
they wanted from the West: technology and modern 
products. They did not want anything to interfere 
with the dynastic rule in China. The current Chinese 
economic reform is meant to be China’s moderniza-
tion drive. However, it is for four specific areas only: 
modernizations in agriculture, industry, science and 
technology, and national defense.32 There is no men-
tion of the “fifth modernization,” that is, socio-political 
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system modernization (although the CCP had made 
some reluctant political changes to accommodate 
economic development in the last 30 years). Sound 
familiar? It is like Yangwu all over again. Thus for all 
the years since 1860 when the Yangwu started, China’s 
modernization has been marching in place (原地踏步). 
Genuine progress is yet to come.

The current economic reform, however, is much 
more difficult than the Yangwu movement 150 years 
ago. Unlike their Yangwu predecessors, the PRC re-
formers carried a heavy ideological burden—every 
reform measure must be set to improve, but not to un-
dermine socialism and the CCP’s rule of China. This 
was almost a mission impossible, for the defining char-
acter of China’s opening and economic reform was to 
attract foreign capital, technology, and management 
skills and to turn the dysfunctional command econo-
my (the mainstay of socialism) into capitalist market 
economic operations. The CCP leaders knew it well 
from their ideological prescriptions (i.e., Marxism) 
that there is a law-like relationship between the eco-
nomic foundation (经济基础) and its corresponding 
political superstructure (上层建筑), i.e., democracy is 
associated with market economy, and communism 
is defined by command economy, respectively. How 
could the CCP carry out the economic reform but still 
preserve socialism and its legitimate rule of China? 

The answer was a tricky one. Early in the reform 
drives, the CCP passed a Party resolution to designate 
China as a “socialist state at its early stage (初级阶段社
会主义)” and promised to use whatever means to turn 
it into a prosperous socialism. This resolution may 
sound simple, but it had many implications. First, 
it made China’s economic backwardness and other 
shortcomings excusable. Second, the promise to im-
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prove the Chinese people’s standard of living gave the 
CCP legitimacy for its continued rule of China. Third, 
since socialism was supposed to be a higher stage of 
development than capitalism (according to the Marx-
ist teaching), it was all right for China to make up the 
lessons of capitalism that it was unable to take dur-
ing the war-torn years prior to 1949 and ill-advised to 
skip in the first 30 years of the PRC. Finally, the CCP 
also claimed that this early stage would be a long one 
(in the Chinese philosophical sense, that is, open end-
ed). This means that the CCP can practice capitalism 
in China under a socialist cover as long as it deems 
necessary. All of the above were covered under the 
disguise of “socialism with Chinese characteristics (中
国特色的社会主义).” 

This “breakthrough” helped the CCP get the eco-
nomic reform started. But its ideological requirement 
continued to demand that every reform measure be 
politically correct. Notwithstanding Deng Xiaoping’s 
pragmatic “Cat Theory—it does not matter whether 
the cat is white or black, it is a good cat if it catches 
mice,” Chinese reformers had to tell whether their in-
tended reform measures were for “Mr. S (Socialism)” 
or “Mr. C (Capitalism).” Indeed, to this date, China 
still has to put a label on its much-changed economy 
and greatly-developed private business—it is called a 
“socialist market economy.” 

John King Fairbank (费正清) has long ago pointed 
out that the Yangwu officials’ “halfway Westerniza-
tion,” in tools but not in values, was a fallacy. Chinese 
scholar Luo Rongqü [罗荣渠] also has a highly re-
spected and widely quoted (by Chinese analysts) ob-
servation that modernization is a worldwide historical 
process in which industrialization pushes traditional 
and agrarian societies towards modern industrial so-
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cieties, penetrating into economics, politics, culture, 
and many other areas, generating profound changes 
in these areas. China pays a heavy price for its leaders’ 
refusal to heed these valuable observations. 

THE CHINA THREAT

In addition to making its modernization drive 
cumbersome, China’s uneasy transition to moder-
nity has external consequences as well. The biggest 
problem is perhaps the perpetuation of China as an 
outsider to the U.S./West-led international system. 
Although China’s economy and many other aspects of 
the nation have been gradually integrated with those 
of the outside world, its way of government is still out 
of place with the prevailing democratic institutions in 
this international system. This outsider problem keeps 
China in the dissatisfied group of the international sys-
tem (in the shaded area of Figure 2-1), largely because 
Chinese leaders do not share their core political values 
with their counterparts in the world’s leading states. 
Thus when China started its upward development, it 
automatically became a threat to the U.S./West-led 
international system. 

The United States has been watching closely and 
with great concern about the changes in China. In-
terestingly, the United States was instrumental in 
bringing about China’s initial changes. Forty years 
ago (with President Richard Nixon’s historic visit to 
China in 1972), the United States brought China out 
of its self-imposed isolation, and in subsequent years 
helped with China’s economic development (by way 
of substantial American business investment in China 
and providing Chinese business the critical access to 
the U.S. and worldwide markets along the way). The 
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motivation behind this U.S. engagement policy was 
manifold. One, as President Nixon put it, was to “stop 
the 700 million Chinese from nurturing their hatred 
against the Americans.” (The United States and China 
were bitter enemies back then, and the United States 
did not recognize the regime in Beijing as a legitimate 
government for 30 years prior to the reconciliation in 
1979.)33 The other was to use China as a counterbal-
ance against the Soviet Union. The third, and a long-
term goal, was that over time, economic development 
in China would bring about political changes and 
eventually turn China into a democratic state. By vir-
tue of being a democracy, China would have shared 
fundamental values with the United States and a pros-
perous China would be a U.S. friend rather than an 
enemy.

This engagement policy served U.S. interests 
well until the turn of the 1990s when the Cold War 
ended. As the United States led many in the world to 
celebrate the fall of Communism and the advance of 
democracy, Chinese leaders survived the shock and 
reemerged from China’s internal political turmoil, the 
Tiananmen Square student movement, to defiantly 
reaffirm their determination to continue communist 
rule in China and resist U.S. heavy pressure for politi-
cal change. This defiant act effectively recast China’s 
relationship with the United States as an unfinished 
business of the Cold War. It also restored the ideologi-
cal divide between the two nations that had been set 
aside in the previous decade for the strategic reasons 
mentioned above.

This change was significant. It cast a dark shad-
ow over China’s subsequent rise. Complicating this 
change of perception, China and the United States in-
advertently found themselves in a show of force over 
the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995-96.
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Just as the world was experiencing great politi-
cal changes at the turn of the 1990s, Taiwan made its 
transition to democracy. The “engineer” of Taiwan’s 
democratic change, President Lee Teng-hui, was also 
pushing Taiwan toward de jure independence from 
mainland China. (Since its separation from mainland 
China in 1949 following China’s Civil War of 1946-49, 
Taiwan has maintained a de facto independence.) Lee’s 
move had alerted the mainland Chinese leaders who 
maintain that Taiwan is part of China and promise to 
keep it that way at all costs, including the use of force. 
In March 1996, Taiwan held its first-ever direct presi-
dential election and the call for Taiwan independence 
was a divisive issue in this election. In an attempt to 
deter Taiwan’s pro-independence forces, China fired 
missiles near Taiwan (landing in waters off the north-
ern and southern tips of the island). 

The United States has been involved in the China-
Taiwan dispute since its beginning in 1949 and has 
made commitments to the defense of Taiwan first 
through the Mutual Defense Treaty of 1954 (when the 
United States held the ROC government in Taiwan 
as the legitimate government for the entire country 
of China) and then the Taiwan Relations Act of 1979 
(when the United States switched diplomatic recogni-
tion of China from Taipei to Beijing). In an effort to 
prevent the Taiwan Strait crisis from escalating into 
a large-scale military confrontation, the United States 
sent two aircraft carrier battle groups to the troubled 
waters, staging the largest show of U.S. combat forces 
in the Western Pacific since the end of World War II 
and invoking for the first time two of the U.S. com-
mitments made in the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) of 
1979.34

The crisis faded away, yet the consequences contin-
ued to impact U.S.-China relations. The most serious 
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one was China’s subsequent move to build up a mili-
tary deterrence against Taiwan and accelerate China’s 
overall military modernization.35 Chinese leaders had 
no doubt that in order to keep Taiwan in the fold, they 
had to hold possible U.S. intervention in check. This 
was a huge undertaking, taking into account then U.S. 
Defense Secretary William Perry’s reminder in the 
aftermath of the crisis: “Beijing should know—and 
this (the reinforced U.S. fleet) will remind them—that, 
while they are a great military power, that the pre-
mier, the strongest military power, in the Western 
Pacific is the United States.”36 A military buildup to 
accomplish this mission thus made China all the more 
threatening. 

In the meantime, signs of a power transition be-
tween China and the United States had come to the 
surface. The most significant one was China’s eco-
nomic takeoff (review Figures 3-1, 3-2, 3-3, and 3-4 
for the takeoff trends of the Chinese economy in the 
early 1990s).37 In fairness, this economic development 
was good to the Chinese. Unfortunately, against the 
backdrop of its long-unsettled and recently-turned-
confrontational relations with the United States and 
the West, this rising China generated fear on the other 
side of the Pacific. Indeed, a “China threat” debate 
quickly emerged to dominate U.S. and Western dis-
cussion of international politics and policy consider-
ations toward China.

Over the last 15 years, much has been written 
about the China threat.38 Three books are of particu-
lar interest: The Coming Conflict with China by Richard 
Bernstein and Ross H. Munro, The Tragedy of Great 
Power Politics by John J. Mearsheimer, and The Clash of 
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order by Samuel 
P. Huntington. 
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The Coming Conflict with China was the first book 
on the China threat. It brought the first wave of China 
threat debate to a high point in 1997. Bernstein and 
Munro made the following controversial observations:

•  China’s economic development was unstop-
pable;

•  It had the potential to become the largest econ-
omy in the world;

•  Unlike the Soviet Union, which was a powerful 
military founded on a weak economy, China 
had a powerful economy creating a credible 
military force;

•  A more powerful China would be more asser-
tive on its national interests, many of which 
were still in dispute;

•  China is an unsatisfied and ambitious power 
whose goal is to dominate Asia;

•  China’s deep-seated historic sense of itself, its 
basic material and human conditions, and its 
own assessment of its national interests com-
bine to make a Chinese move toward Asian he-
gemony virtually inevitable.

•  A hegemonic China would upset Asia’s balance 
of power that the United States established and 
has maintained since the end of World War II;

•  China and the United States had opposing and 
irreconcilable goals;

•  China took the United States as its archenemy; 
the two were locked in a collision course;

•  The Taiwan issue could be a trigger to get Chi-
na and the United States to an armed conflict.41

Bernstein and Munro are two well-versed jour-
nalists with extensive experience in China and Asia. 
Their account of the China threat easily made a stir 
in the American public. “China rising” and “China 



55

threat” quickly became synonymic buzzwords in the 
U.S. media, academic, and policy circles. 

Mearsheimer’s work came just in time to support 
Bernstein and Munro’s views by providing a theoreti-
cal explanation as to why China would be expected to 
do the above-mentioned acts. The basic character of 
the international system dictates that great powers be-
have the way they do. In international politics, the first 
requirement for a state is survival. In an international 
system where states operate under anarchy (without a 
higher authority above them) and each possesses of-
fensive capability and holds unpredictable intentions, 
a state’s best bet for survival is to maximize its nation-
al power. Great powers by nature have a higher order 
of needs. Their need for survival is not merely to be 
more powerful than their neighbor next door. There 
is a natural tendency for them to strive to be the most 
powerful nation in their own regions. The quest for 
power has no end. Regional hegemons will naturally 
aim for global hegemony. No regional hegemon likes 
to see rival great powers dominate other regions, or 
to have peers. The drive for global hegemony necessi-
tates a competition among the great powers. The most 
common way for them to win is to increase their own 
power base on the one hand, and to do everything 
possible to prevent or undermine the development of 
other regional hegemons on the other.42 

Following this logic, Mearsheimer argued that an 
increasingly powerful China would try to dominate 
Asia in much the same way the United States did in 
the Western Hemisphere, and China’s next move must 
be to push the United States out of Asia. Mearsheimer 
would not blame China for having its own version of 
the Monroe Doctrine directed at the United States—
that is what hegemonic powers do to each other. In-
deed, as Bernstein and Munro put it, 
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from the Chinese point of view, the era of American 
domination in Asia, which was an undesirable acci-
dent in the first place, should be coming to an end. 
China’s leaders are [already] asking themselves: Why 
should distant, flawed, self-interested America be the 
hegemon in a part of the world where for the better 
part of two millennia China reigned supreme? As far 
as we can tell, the entire leadership in Beijing has by 
now been swept into the view represented by that 
question.43 

By the same token, the United States will do every-
thing it can to prevent China from gaining its hege-
monic position in Asia. Mearsheimer said that his the-
ory did not have any normative or ideological bias; it 
was an offensive realist’s account of the brutal nature 
of great power politics. In October 2003, Mearsheimer 
made a 12-day visit to China (his first), giving his un-
compromising talks to people at China’s prestigious 
universities, high-profile policy think tanks, and even 
the Chinese Foreign Ministry. He reassured his hosts 
everywhere: his talks were nothing personal; he had 
nothing against the Chinese people; but the fear of a 
China threat was just a natural reaction from the Unit-
ed States.44

Huntington, however, framed the China threat in 
an entirely different way. First, he rejected the univer-
sal state envisioned by the West and articulated by 
successive American leaders, and more forcefully by 
Francis Fukuyama in his “The End of History” essay.45 
Huntington argued that Western culture and civiliza-
tion were also historical phenomena; their assertions 
followed the material success and failure of the United 
States and the West, which happened to have been in 
undisputed relative decline for quite some time; as the 
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U.S./West’s primacy eroded, other power centers rose 
up; and the shift in power among civilizations was 
leading to the revival and increased cultural assertive-
ness of non-Western societies and to their increasing 
rejection of Western culture. 

Second, Huntington pointed out that China’s eco-
nomic development had given much self-confidence 
and assertiveness to the Chinese, who also “believed 
that wealth, like power, is proof of virtue, a demon-
stration of moral and cultural superiority; as it became 
more successful economically, China would not hesi-
tate to emphasize the distinctiveness of its culture and 
to trumpet the superiority of its values and way of life 
compared to those of the West and other societies.”46 

However, few, if any, Chinese acknowledged Hun-
tington’s complement. Most dismissed his remarks 
about the China threat. As Huntington saw it, culture 
and cultural identities were shaping the pattern of co-
hesion, disintegration, and conflict in the post-Cold 
War world; and “the dominant division [would be] 
between ‘the West and the rest,’ with the most intense 
conflicts occurring between Muslim and Asian soci-
eties on the one hand, and the West on the other.”47 
Of the two principal opponents, China was the more 
dangerous one, for the Muslim world did not have a 
core state to lead the fragmented Muslim nations to 
defy the West, but a unified, powerful, and assertive 
China could. 

CHINA AS A RESPONSIBLE STAKEHOLDER

The Chinese were understandably upset with the 
China threat allegations. They argued that the whole 
perception of the China threat was a racist act that had 
a long tradition with the Europeans in general (the fear 
of the “Yellow Peril,” for instance) 48 and the United 
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States in particular (the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 
and other past discriminatory acts against the Chinese 
in the United States).49 In addition, the Chinese argued 
that the China threat charges were reflections of the 
U.S./West’s selfishness—they simply did not want 
the Chinese to share with them the resources for a 
better life (read as the American/Western life style). 
That was why there were so many concerns about the 
China threats such as those in food supply (Who Will 
Feed China? 50), in energy consumption (Who will fuel 
China?), in environmental impact (Who will clean 
up China?), and many others. But emotions aside, 
most Chinese argued that the China threat percep-
tions were a result of the U.S./West Cold War think-
ing—the United States needed an enemy to sustain its 
military spending and give meaning to the “American 
Empire.”51

As the China-threat debate waged on, Chinese 
also came to see that a power transition process was 
complicating the already precarious U.S.-China rela-
tions. However, Chinese analysts argued that power 
transition was a problem based on Western experi-
ence.52 They insisted that China had been a Confucian 
society for over 2,000 years; Chinese followed Con-
fucius’s teaching to pursue harmony; they had never 
been aggressive; and they fought only in response 
to invasions.53 These counterarguments, however, 
had not been effective. After all, most of the Chinese 
counterarguments over-blew the “harmonious” as-
pects of the Chinese culture while brushing aside the 
negative and conflict sides of the Chinese society. In 
addition, throughout history, Chinese had fought no 
fewer wars than the Westerners. As a matter of fact, a 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) task group publica-
tion has showed that from 2200 BC (the beginning of 
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the Chinese civilization) to 1911 (when the dynastic 
history came to an end), China had experienced 3,766 
wars, almost one war per year.54 Moreover, in ancient 
as well as contemporary Chinese writings about past 
Chinese warfare, slaughtering of enemy soldiers in 
tens of thousands was commonplace. The contempo-
rary KMT-CCP civil wars were very brutal as well. 

In the face of the unabated China threat concerns, 
the CCP charged its Central Cadre School (中央党
校), the intellectual center of the CCP’s political and 
ideological works, to find more effective counterar-
guments. In 2003, the researchers at the Party school 
came up with the idea of “China’s peaceful rise” (later 
modified as peaceful development).55 This call took 
the key issues of great power transition into account 
and proposed China’s positions. Zheng Bijian (郑必
坚), the mastermind behind this project and a long-
time advisor to President Hu Jintao (Zheng was also 
the Vice President of the CCP Central Cadre School), 
took the international stage to promote this Chinese 
initiative. In his various high-profile speeches, Zheng 
reaffirmed China’s focus on its mission of moderniza-
tion and then declared the following: 

•  China will not repeat past great powers’ mis-
takes of colonial and imperial expansion.

•  China will not use force to plunder resources. 
Instead, China is learning to use market means 
to obtain what it needs for its development and 
consumption.56 China is fortunate to have the 
march of economic globalization going hand in 
hand with its economic takeoff. Globalization 
makes it easier for China to obtain resources 
peacefully.

•  China rejects the old way of relying on force 
to wreck the existing international system. It is 
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now willingly to become a member of the cur-
rent international system. China does not hide 
its intention to promote changes from within 
the system, but it will do so within its reach and 
in a nonconfrontational way.57

Chinese President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jia-
bao subsequently promoted this idea at high-profile 
international forums and during their official visits to 
the United States.58 Zheng Bijian even unprecedent-
edly published his thoughts in the influential Foreign 
Affairs magazine and candidly asked the United States 
to accept China’s goodwill call.59

Americans took the Chinese initiative with mixed 
assessments. Some, like Mearsheimer, rejected it flat-
ly.60 Others took this peaceful development initiative 
as an application of the Chinese strategy of tao-guang 
yang-hui (韬光养晦), a strategy Deng Xiaoping initially 
put together for the Chinese leaders to deal with the 
changes following the end of the Cold War, and sub-
sequently guided them to manage China’s rise in the 
face of heavy pressure from the United States and the 
West. The Pentagon has highlighted this Chinese strat-
egy in its annual reports to Congress on the military 
power of the PRC since 2002. It goes as follows: “ob-
serve the situation calmly, hold the positions securely, 
cope with matters cool-headedly, hide the capabilities 
and bide the time, practice solid defense, never assume 
international leadership, but strive to make measured 
moves” (“冷静观察, 稳住阵脚, 沉着应付, 韬光养晦, 善
于守拙, 绝不当头, 有所作为”). Putting China’s peace-
ful development initiative against this “28-character 
maxim,” one cannot but hold reservations on the true 
intention of the Chinese peaceful development call. 
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The George W. Bush administration, however, 
gave China a well-measured answer. Deputy Secre-
tary of State Robert B. Zoellick delivered the U.S. re-
sponse through his now-famous speech to the New 
York-based National Committee on U.S.-China Rela-
tions on September 21, 2005. Zoellick welcomed Chi-
na’s forthcoming initiative. He commended China for 
its impressive economic development, accrediting it 
to the U.S. policy of integration that started with Presi-
dent Nixon’s historic visit to China in 1972 and contin-
ued by successive U.S. Presidents (with understand-
able setbacks and modifications due to the changing 
nature of international politics and U.S.-China rela-
tions). Zoellick did not join those who regretted that 
U.S. integration policy turned China into a threaten-
ing “800-pound gorilla.” Instead, he quoted Secretary 
of State Condoleezza Rice as saying that “the United 
States welcomes a confident, peaceful, and prosperous 
China, one that appreciates that its growth and devel-
opment depends on constructive connections with the 
rest of the world.” At the same time, he urged China 
to become a responsible stakeholder in this system.

Zoellick pointed out that China’s quest for peaceful 
development had internal and external requirements. 
Internally, although the Chinese leaders’ priority was 
understandably economic development, they must 
take measures to modernize China’s political system, 
without which China could not have a sustainable 
peaceful condition for its ambitious mission. External-
ly, China must work with the United States and other 
leading nations to create and maintain an environment 
for all to develop peacefully. This cooperation would 
require that China share common interests, and more 
importantly, fundamental values with the United 
States and the other leading nations. Cooperation on a 
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coincidence of interests is a matter of convenience. But 
“[r]elationships built on shared interest and values are 
deep and lasting. We can cooperate with the emerging 
China of today, even as we work for the democratic 
China of tomorrow.”61 China’s peaceful rise would be 
possible only with its genuine internal transformation 
and external cooperation. 

The Chinese took the U.S. response with much 
caution. On the one hand, they believed that it was 
a reluctant acceptance of China’s growing power and 
international influence. On the other, the Chinese saw 
that the “responsible stakeholder” designation had 
many hidden agendas and trappings against China. 
First, it was a U.S. hegemonic design to incorporate 
China into the U.S. “orbit.” The United States would 
expect China to follow the rules set by the United 
States and the West. The latter would be the judge 
for China’s acts. Second, the range of responsibilities 
would be beyond China’s ability. Third, it was an at-
tempt to get China to share the U.S. hegemonic bur-
dens, many of which were against China’s moral prin-
ciples and national interests. Fourth, it was a different 
way to blame China for those China-threat problems 
such as rising costs for energy and other national re-
sources, environmental degradation, climate change, 
and many others, and asked China to bear more re-
sponsibility for those global problems.62

Chinese analysts nevertheless noted the positive 
side of the U.S. response—it was one that sought co-
operation rather than confrontation. However, they all 
called for the Chinese leaders to stand firm on China’s 
long-held independent foreign policy, take on respon-
sibilities according to China’s ability, moral principles, 
and national interests, even if they were in conflict 
with those of the United States and the West. China 
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would be responsible to the world, they argued, but 
not just to the United States and the West alone. They 
also pointed out that although the responsible stake-
holder designation suggested that the United States 
welcomed China into the “club of great powers,” 
China would still be treated differently; it would be 
an insider in name but an outsider in fact for a long time 
to come. China would be better served to continue its 
tao-guang yang-hui and focus on its development.63
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CHAPTER 4

THE FUTURE OF U.S.-CHINA POWER 
TRANSITION

In spite of the gulf of distrust between the two 
sides of the Pacific, China’s peaceful development ini-
tiative and the U.S. responsible stakeholder response 
have nonetheless become an unprecedented goodwill 
exchange between the two great powers in question. 
This was probably the first time in the history of interna-
tional relations that a rising power openly addressed the key 
issues in a power transition process with the dominating 
nation in this system and pledged to avoid the mistakes that 
led past great powers to use force against each other to settle 
their differences over the emerging international order.

This goodwill exchange also brought closure to a 
long and uneasy time between the two nations strug-
gling over their complicated relations and ushered the 
two onto a new stage where they would try to figure 
out how to play their new roles as responsible stake-
holders. 

In many ways, this U.S.-China power transition 
resembles a childbearing process, which, after all, is 
about the making of a new international order. By 
reasonable measures, we can set the beginning of this 
process in 1978, the year China embarked on its mod-
ernization mission.1 We can also take the China-U.S. 
goodwill exchange of 2003-05 and the 2008 Beijing 
Summer Olympics as “baby shower parties” marking 
the passage of the “first trimester” of the U.S.-China 
power transition.

Power transition does not take place overnight. 
National development takes time. Indeed, it took 
Germany 70 years to catch up with Great Britain. The 
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rise of the United States also spanned well over half 
a century following its Civil War in the 1860s. China 
has a broader base (population in particular) but less 
developed economic conditions than most past great 
powers. It is reasonable that China has to take more 
time to reach its full potential. The first 30 years of 
its development and its uneasy interaction with the 
United States fit remarkably well with the pattern of 
the first trimester of the childbearing process.2 

Since the end of the Cold War, much has changed in 
the international system. Along with the rise of China, 
we have also witnessed the emergence of other great 
powers (discussed in the earlier section of this analy-
sis). Some argued that the U.S.-led “unipolar moment” 
would not last long and predicted an eventual transi-
tion either to a multipolar world with China being one 
of the power centers3 or a change of guard with China 
at the helm.4 Others disputed China’s qualification as 
a contender to the U.S.-led international system and 
held doubts about the validity of a power transition 
between China and the United States.5 Many simply 
took the U.S.-China power transition for granted and 
discussed various aspects of the U.S.-China relation-
ship under the influence of power transition. 

This analysis contends that the development of the 
other great powers has collectively made the relative 
share of the U.S. world power smaller, but the ups and 
downs of those other great powers are arguably side-
shows of the evolving international order. China’s rise 
is by far the most conspicuous one. 

More importantly, China is the one with the poten-
tial and ambitions to become the next No. 1 nation in 
the world and has made unremitting efforts to shape 
a new international order for the future, although Chi-
nese leaders have repeatedly denied and downplayed 
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the significance of their ambitions.6 China may not 
be able to change the current world single-handedly 
as the United States did to an extraordinary degree 
to the previous one, but it will be the nation most in-
strumental in molding the next international order. 
China’s rise has global significance. Although much 
of the interaction is between China and the United 
States, their interactions transcend bilateral rivalries 
in international politics (China-Japan or China-India 
rivalries, for example).7 U.S.-China power transition is 
about the future of international relations. It was one 
of the defining characteristics of the changing interna-
tional relations in the past 30 years and will continue 
to be so in the years ahead.

Indeed, the next 30 to 40 years of international 
relations may very well be remembered also as the 
“second trimester” of the U.S.-China power transi-
tion. It is not just for a symmetric measure to predict 
another 30 years for this period. Chinese leaders are in 
fact looking to the year 2050 to turn China into a true 
great power.8 Their goal is to raise China’s per capita 
income, a better measurement of a nation’s wealth 
and standing than the sheer size of its gross domestic 
product (GDP), from the current low ranking of No. 
96 out of 192 nations in the world of 2009 to within the 
top 50 or possibly the top 20 ranking by 2050.9 Chinese 
leaders worked carefully to create a war-free environ-
ment for China’s economic reform and development 
in the past 30 years (avoiding premature confronta-
tion with the United States and mending fences with 
its neighbors, for the record). They are working hard 
to ensure that the next 30 to 40 years will be another 
window of opportunity for China to bring its modern-
ization to fruition.
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By 2050, as projected in Figure 4-1, China’s compre-
hensive national power (CNP)10 is expected to further 
narrow its gap with that of the United States. China’s 
GDP surpassed that of Japan in August 2010, making 
China the second largest economy in the world. But 
as shown in Table 4-1, the gap between China and the 
United States is still substantial. In the years ahead, 
China has a good chance to become the leader in alter-
native energy, in science and technology innovation, 
and in many other fields. In certain aspects, Chinese 
power can surpass that of the United States. Its overall 
GDP, for instance, can be bigger than the U.S. GDP. 
However, the two nations’ CNP is still not in parity.

Looking at this unstoppable China, many can-
not help but ask: What are we to expect for the U.S.-
China power transition in its second trimester and 
beyond? What are China’s intentions? What would 
China do with its growing power? Would China fol-
low Mearsheimer’s prescriptions to push the United 
States out of Asia? Would China replace the United 
States to become the next superpower of the world, 
and along the way, replace the U.S./West-based polit-

Figure 4-1. U.S.-China Power Transition.
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ical, economic, security, and cultural institutions with 
Chinese ones? On the flip side of these concerns, one 
can also ask the following questions: Can the United 
States stay on top? Can the United States and the West 
sustain the extant international order and turn China 
into a satisfied stakeholder? Finally, in a mutual sense, 
can the two sides blaze a new path for great power 
politics? 

In many ways, the answers to these questions 
hinge on what China will become and do in the next 
20 to 30 years. A better understanding of China’s 
possible choices will help Chinese and Americans to 
avoid overstepping on each other’s interest and over-
reacting to each other’s moves.
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Table 4-1. China’s Modernization Policy Objectives to 2050.

China M odernization Policy O bjecti.ve Index before 2050 
2004 '2010 2(120 2050 

Key lAdicator v~- Rank Level, ValUe Jlank Level Value, Rank Eowel v~ .... Rank Level 

lvfix'-htod'emizatibn 35 77' p ~ 72 'P 46 62 !? 78 '37 

Human Develop ment .768 57 11! .815 49 M ,866 '41 M '1.108 29 

Factu alNationslPower 3:3 ":3 s :37 3 s 45 :3 s liS 2 

Economic P'ow er 67 23 M 75 14 M 84 5 s 98 2 

Factual Influence- 21 6 s 24 5 s 29 3 s 52 2 

Fac.tuslCo rnpetitiwness 14 :34 p 1'9 30 p 26 ll M 54, 20 

l?erC-apita Co ll).pe-tltiwness 4,8 83 w 6 78 w 9 68 w 36 43 

G)qba lizatio n 22 82 L 28 72 L 42 60 p ! 36 36 

Eco_no mic Mod ernization 17 68 L 23 66 L :35 59 p 112 '37 

GrossNatiOlul lncome as %olV\iOrld 4.8 5 B 57 4 B 7 7 s B H 2 

Per. Ca. p ita Incom e. 1500 70 L 2657 6:3 p 5139 55 ll 21886 45 

Intems.t:ional lnvestm ent% ,09 49 L JS 47 p 24 44 p 1.3h S1 

Societa l Modentiza t..ion 28· 7S L 35 65 L 4S 51 p 124- :35 

Intemat:ional To)Uis.m 1.5 75 L 2..5 71 L 5 64 p 54 40 

Ecolosi!:alMod emizatiotJ 42 100 L 47 85 L 58 6 7 p 108 36 

Fon st CC!V'erat e % 21 79 p 23 72 p 2'1 '65 p '35 41 

Notes: 
•Level (of developmen t): P = Pr imary (fll~); M= Med ium ( EP~);s~strong (~00); W= Weak (~!!i);,L = Low (~~); B= ~ig (:i\:: 1!1). 
• Human Developm ent is from UN DP 2006. , · 
•The follow ing are from China Moderniza tion Strategic Stud ies: Factual N a tional P ower (2005), Societal Mod ernization(2'000), a ncl 
E'cc:>.logical Mod erniz·a tion (2007). All o th er in d icators are from the Wor ld Bank (2006). 
•Source: He Chua nqi ('fiiJ#Ja), The SecondModemiZJJtion: Lessot1S of C:irnlization Progress (~.=;~lJ:il·ltlt: A.~)cB~f1HEt-lil5~). Beljln~ 
N'a tion al Higher Ed uca tion Pub lishing H ouse, 1999.S ee also C hina'Mod erniza tionRepor ts from 2001 to 2010 for d efinitions ofthe key 
indicators, tankings, and l e:ve-ls Qf deve l<:~ pment. 
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POSSIBLE OUTCOMES FOR THE U.S.-CHINA 
POWER TRANSITION 

From past experience of power transitions and 
the current state of the U.S.-China relations, we can 
discuss three possible outcomes: a deadly contest for 
change, a peaceful change of guard, or a reluctant ac-
commodation. By many accounts, the last one will be 
the most likely scenario for the second stage of the 
U.S.-China power transition. 

Deadly Contest for Change?

Deadly contest has been the rule of power tran-
sition in the past. However, there are good reasons 
that this will not be the case for the U.S.-China power 
transition. First, China and the United States are both 
aware of the power transition and agree to take mea-
sures to manage this evolving process. The goodwill 
exchange, no matter how questionable at this point, is 
a step in the right direction. 

Second, following this goodwill exchange, the 
United States and China have established regular 
high-level communications. The George W. Bush ad-
ministration and the Chinese government initiated 
high-level strategic and economic dialogues in 2005. 
In 5 years, the two sides held six strategic and five eco-
nomic annual dialogues.11 In 2009, the Barack Obama 
administration and its Chinese counterpart combined 
the two separate meetings into one annual dialogue 
between the two governments. The First Round of 
U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue took 
place in July 2009. China sent a delegation of more 
than 150 ministerial-level officials, the largest ever, to 
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Washington. In May 2010, Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton and Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner re-
ciprocated with a 200-plus-member high-level official 
delegation, also the largest-ever U.S. official delega-
tion, to Beijing.12 

 These unprecedented high-level dialogues turned 
out to be innovative measures for the two nations to 
address a broad range of controversial issues of mutu-
al and global concerns. At the first round, for instance, 
the key agenda items were climate change, energy 
cooperation, global financial crisis, arms control, se-
curity for Chinese-held U.S. treasury bonds, Chinese 
currency exchange rate, international economic and 
financial system reform, and market access. At the 
second round meetings, the two sides discussed the 
overall, strategic, and long-term aspects of U.S.-China 
relations and reached agreements on 26 specific agen-
das such as energy, environment, science and technol-
ogy, customs, health, and law enforcement coopera-
tion.13 In addition to these high-level dialogues, China 
and the United States have also established more than 
60 other regular “Track-II” dialogues at various levels 
and areas of mutual concern in the last 30 years, espe-
cially the last decade.14 There are also numerous in-
formal dialogues and meetings between the two sides 
covering practically all areas of mutual concern. 

At this point, most of these dialogues are still at 
their “water-testing” stage. The two sides still hold 
strong suspicions against each other. Each side is 
protective of its vital interests. The dialogues are op-
portunities for the two sides to learn about the other 
side’s positions on the key issues. It will be a long time 
before the two sides can upgrade these dialogues to 
a higher level where the two can take each other as 
partners and take coordinated and cooperative action 
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on important issues of the day. Nevertheless, as Chi-
nese Premier Wen Jiabao puts, “dialogue is better than 
confrontation.”15 U.S. Secretary of State Clinton and 
Treasury Secretary Geithner echo the Chinese Premier 
with a little strategic touch on the U.S.-China relation-
ship: “Simply put, few global problems can be solved 
by the United States or China alone. And few can be 
solved without the United States and China togeth-
er.”16 These regular meetings will allow the two sides 
to “explain” their positions on controversial issues, if 
not to solve them. These deliberate efforts set the U.S.-
China power transition apart from the past ones. 

In addition to these dialogues, China and the Unit-
ed States have also established “hot lines.” In February 
2008, the two sides signed an agreement to establish 
direct phone lines between the Pentagon and Chinese 
Defense Ministry.17 In April 2008, Chinese Defense 
Minister Liang Guanglie and U.S. Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates made a 30-minute phone call.18 

Third, the U.S. embracement of China as a respon-
sible stakeholder opens the door for China to make 
changes to the existing international system from 
within, presumably through negotiation but not as a 
disgruntled revolutionary seeking destruction of this 
system from outside.19

Fourth, although China wants to change the exist-
ing international order, it does not have a sound al-
ternative design to replace it. In recent years, China 
has put forward a “harmonious world” construct as 
a Chinese vision for a new international order. Yet as 
the analysis in the following pages shows, this har-
monious world construct does not measure up to a 
workable design for a new world order. It will help 
to improve the existing international order and may 
“modify” U.S. international conduct, but its imple-
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mentation does not require a war with the United 
States or the destruction of the U.S.-led international 
system.

Finally, the power transition theory points out that 
“a wise challenger, growing in power through internal 
development, would wait to threaten the existing in-
ternational order until it was as powerful as the dom-
inant nation and its allies, for surely it would seem 
foolish to attack while weaker than the enemy.”20 A re-
cent excellent analysis of the power transition theory 
reinforces this view by showing convincingly that the 
upstart, believing its development would eventually 
turn it into the “top dog” among the great powers, 
would try to avoid premature confrontation, even as 
it approaches parity, with the hegemon.21 It is more 
logical, and empirically evident, that the dominant 
power rather than the upstart is more likely to initi-
ate a fight. This is clearly the case with China, whose 
leaders have sworn to use strategy rather than force to 
win the contest. 

In addition, as two well-established nuclear pow-
ers and extensively-connected economic growth en-
gines, a calculated war between the United States and 
China is unthinkable (even Mearsheimer has to accept 
this). Thus, with the United States expected to uphold 
its military superiority well into the mid-century, the 
possibility of China using force to change the world 
(replacing the U.S. presence everywhere) is highly 
unlikely. Deadly contest for change is not an option 
for China. The risk of war between the United States 
and China will be more likely a miscalculated or un-
wanted fight over China’s unsettled problems in the 
Western Pacific (more discussion of this aspect in the 
following pages). 
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A Change of Guard?

The peaceful change of hegemonic leadership from 
the United Kingdom (UK) to the United States in the 
20th century presents the power transition theory as 
a special case. Organski offers the following explana-
tions:

•  The U.S. economic growth did not alarm Great 
Britain;

•  The United States did not seek world leader-
ship;

•  The United States shared fundamental values 
and culture with Great Britain;

•  The United States succeeded rather than over-
throwing the British order;

•  Great Britain was losing control of the inter-
national order, it was grateful that the United 
States picked up where Great Britain let go;

•  Great Britain eventually became the “loyal lieu-
tenant” to the United States.22

Most of these circumstantial conditions are not 
available in the U.S.-China relations. Besides, there 
are several reasons China cannot take over the helm of 
the current international order. First, while China ac-
tively integrates itself into the economic, science and 
technology, education, and many other parts of the in-
ternational system, it nevertheless refuses to connect 
with the prevailing democratic systems of the world. 
Although in the future China will become inevitably 
more democratic (more discussion of China’s change 
in the following section), it will still be a “reluctant 
convert.” China does not have the “heart and soul” to 
take over the leadership from the United States. China 
will not replace the United States to become a cham-
pion of democracy and human rights.
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Second, the United States will have strong resil-
ience to stay on top. Even when China reaches its full 
potential and becomes a much more powerful nation, 
the United States will still be too big to be No. 2 to 
China.23 A U.K.-like change in the U.S.-China relation-
ship is very unlikely. The UK is much smaller than 
the United States. Its hegemonic reach was historically 
conditioned. As Organski notes, ordinarily, the UK 
would have no chance to rule the world, but as the 
first nation to become industrialized, the UK was able 
to become a global hegemon while much of the world 
was still in the underdeveloped agrarian stage. When 
the United States became the hegemonic power, the 
UK had no choice but to take a subordinate role. This 
is not the case between the United States and China.

Reluctant Accommodations?

This is a very peculiar aspect of the U.S.-China 
power transition. Other matters aside, the United 
States and China both believe that some key changes 
in the other will make the transition, and the world 
for that matter, a peaceful one. For the United States, 
the most desirable change in China is for its govern-
ment to become a democratic institution. For China, 
it is a curtailment of U.S. hegemonic conduct in inter-
national politics and the democratization of interna-
tional relations. It is quite ironic that the “champion of 
democracy (i.e., the United States)” is accused of prac-
ticing “dictatorship” in international affairs whereas 
an authoritarian China promotes democracy in the 
world.24 This irony, however, is surely the missing 
link between the United States and China, the peace-
ful evolution of which can make the U.S.-China power 
transition a different one in history. 
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The U.S. push for democratic change in China has 
a long history. In the early 1950s, John Foster Dulles, 
Secretary of State of the Dwight Eisenhower admin-
istration, initiated a policy of “peaceful evolution”  
(和平演变) to induce democratic change in the Soviet 
Union, China, and other communist nations.25 Dulles 
saw that communism as a political system was repres-
sive and could not last without forceful government 
sanctions. He anticipated that by the third or fourth 
generation, the communist leaders would lose their 
ideological zeal and gradually turn to the democratic 
way of government. Dulles suggested that the U.S. 
Government facilitate this change through political, 
economic, and cultural penetration into the commu-
nist states. A peaceful evolution, rather than the use of 
force, would eventually transform those communist 
nations. 

Dulles’s anticipation came true with the collapse 
of the Soviet camp in 1990-91 (although Mikhail Gor-
bachev was already the 5th generation leader of Soviet 
communism, counting from Vladimir Lenin [1917-24], 
Joseph Stalin [1924-53], Nikita Khrushchev [1953-64], 
to Leonid Brezhnev [1964-82], but excluding the two 
transitional figures, Yuri Andropov and Konstan-
tin Chernenko, who only held the Soviet communist 
leadership for about 2 years), but encountered strong 
resistance from Chinese leaders from Mao Zedong to 
Deng Xiaoping and the present ones (China is current-
ly under the 4th generation of communist leadership; 
the Chinese Communist Party [CCP] is making dog-
matic efforts to resist peaceful evolution in China).26 
The United States nevertheless has never given up 
the hope and effort to promote democratic change in 
China. President Nixon’s opening of China and sub-
sequent U.S. engagement policies with China have all 
been part of these efforts.27 
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In the post-Cold War era, the United States has be-
come even more convinced that an international order 
based on democracy, free commerce, and the rule of 
law is the only destiny for the world.28 Promotion of 
this international order has been the central tenet of 
U.S. national strategy accordingly.29 The United States 
is willing to shed national treasure and blood to pro-
mote democracy abroad, as in the case of Iraq. China 
unfortunately stands as the single largest roadblock 
in this U.S. mission (the Muslim world collectively is 
another). Thus on every occasion of international im-
portance, the United States challenges China to take 
on political reform and reminds China that without 
completing the long-dodged political modernization, 
China will not be able to reach its full potential, nor 
will it be able to act as a responsible stakeholder to 
promote common good in international affairs.30 

China, however, holds a different view. Chinese 
leaders argue that democracy is not the panacea for 
international problems.31 They insist that develop-
ing nations, China in particular, have authoritarian 
governments for good reasons—Huntington’s classic 
argument for authoritarian stability in developing so-
cieties still stands as a valid one.32 U.S. heavy-handed 
pressure for forceful and hasty political change only 
creates political instability in developing nations; in 
the post-Cold War world, it is the U.S. hegemonic ap-
proach that is responsible for most of the international 
conflicts and questionable armed interventions. The 
United States, as the Chinese argue, has been an “ir-
responsible stakeholder” in world affairs.33 

Opposing hegemony has been an enduring theme 
in Chinese foreign policy since the early days of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) (the United States 
has been the primary target of this policy; China also 
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opposed Soviet hegemony over the communist world 
during the latter part of the Cold War). In recent years, 
China has taken a step forward to propose change to 
the U.S.-led hegemonic order. China’s alternative is 
a “harmonious world construct,”34 an idea based on 
a combination of Confucius’ teaching, China’s long-
held Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence,35 and 
other Chinese views. On September 15, 2005, Chinese 
President Hu Jintao took the opportunity of the 60th 
anniversary of the United Nations (UN) to present this 
call to the world leaders gathering at the UN head-
quarters in New York. In his speech, Hu also rolled 
out a roadmap for the construction of this harmonious 
world: 

•  uphold multilateralism and strengthen the UN, 
the collective security mechanism, and the au-
thority of the UN Security Council to realize 
common security;

•  uphold mutually beneficial cooperation to 
achieve common prosperity, reduce the uneven 
economic development between the rich and 
the poor countries, and establish a new interna-
tional economic order that is fair for all, but not 
just for the rich Western nations (with expected 
reforms in international commercial, financial, 
trading, and natural resources-development 
systems);

•  uphold the spirit of inclusiveness to build a 
harmonious world in which different political 
and cultural entities can co-exist; and,

•  promote UN reform actively and prudently.36

Chinese leaders celebrate the promulgation of this 
harmonious world construct as a shining milestone in 
China’s foreign policy and in world affairs. Indeed, 
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they claim that as a “great and proud nation” (泱泱大
国) ascending to the center stage of international af-
fairs, China must have its vision for the world. This 
harmonious world construct presents for the first time 
China’s comprehensive views on international rela-
tions and the Chinese way on handling international 
conflict. It is China’s “ice-breaking gift” (见面礼) to the 
world. 

Moreover, Chinese leaders take the harmonious 
world call as a successful breakthrough in China’s ef-
fort to take the initiative in world politics, to define 
terms in international conduct, and to take over the 
“power and rights to speak in international affairs”  
(国际事务话语权). For so long, all of these have been 
the privileges of the United States and the West. China 
is determined to reverse the situation in which China 
is only on the defense and subject to U.S./West cen-
suring.37 This is a very important step for China in the 
power transition process. 

Finally, the harmonious world construct gives a 
new lease on life to Confucianism and communism. It 
is a milestone in China’s effort to revive the hope for 
a utopian world and make this dreamed world imple-
mentable.38

Amid this shower of praise, Chinese leaders and 
analysts take the harmonious world construct as an 
article of faith and make every effort to appreciate its 
“strategic profoundness” and “political correctness” 
and suggest ways to promote and implement this 
grand design. Indeed, in the last several years, nu-
merous Chinese government propaganda and “schol-
arly analyses” have been disseminated to introduce, 
praise, and support the harmonious world construct. 
They believe that the time has come for China to proj-
ect its views, values, and agendas to the world.39
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However, the harmonious world construct is by 
no means as promising as the Chinese have claimed. 
Chinese leaders would be better served to take a hard 
look at this policy call before getting carried away by 
that unqualified praise (在艳媚赞扬声中忽悠过去) and 
making another round of zealous promotion.

First, Chinese leaders should see that their har-
monious world construct is about improvement of 
the existing (U.S./West-led) international order, but 
not a design to replace it. President Hu’s UN speech 
cited earlier attests to this point. There is no reason for 
China to over-blow the significance of this construct.

Second, Chinese leaders should also take a hard 
look at the “classical foundation” of the harmonious 
world construct, namely, the Confucius teaching and 
his prescriptions for a harmonious society. There have 
been numerous writings in China to celebrate the 
redressing of Confucianism in China and the CCP’s 
embracement of Confucius teaching as the cultural 
underpinning of China’s harmonious society and har-
monious world construct.40 However, few have dared 
to discuss some of the widely-known problems with 
Confucianism and their negative implications for the 
harmonious world construct.41 

It is beyond the scope of this analysis to provide 
an extended discussion of Confucius’ “dream of a 
‘communism-equivalent’ harmojnious world” (大同
世界), his “love” for the hierarchical socio-economic 
and political relationship: ruler and servant, father 
and son (君臣父子), his preference for the rule of be-
nevolence (仁治) and rituals (礼治) to the rule of law 
(法治), his admiration for the high class and rulers  
(君子) and prejudice against the commoners (小人), 
his view on the unalterable class stratifications (唯上
知与下愚不移), his way to make the people follow an 
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order but not to understand it (民可使由之, 不可使知
之), and his “contribution” to China’s authoritarian 
tradition. Suffice it to say that the entire stock of Con-
fucius’s political thought is about authoritarian order 
and rulership. We also know for a fact that China’s 
whole history has been under dynastic and authori-
tarian rule, especially in the almost 2,000 years when 
Confucianism was the official political and ethical 
dogma, not to mention the totalitarian dictatorship 
under Mao Zedong. (Although Mao and his successors 
claim to have broken from China’s dynastic past and 
dismissed Confucianism, the CCP has nevertheless 
retained most of the Chinese authoritarian tradition 
in its rule of China.) Authoritarian rule by design does 
not allow political differences. It goes without saying 
that “harmony with cultural diversities and political 
differences” (和而不同) has never existed in China. On 
the contrary, throughout history, Chinese have only 
known about “political conformity with disharmony” 
(同而不和). Thus when those unqualified claims of 
harmony as the mainstay of the Chinese tradition and 
the underpinning of the harmonious world construct 
come to dominate the promotion of this questionable 
call, they are, in essence, observing the authoritarian 
rule of political conformity and flattering the Chinese 
leaders with a “new dress” that they do not have. 

Chinese leaders’ call for cultural diversity and 
political difference puts themselves in an awkward 
situation: they like to cite Karl Marx’s teaching that a 
nation’s foreign policy is an extension of its internal 
political, economic, social, and cultural constructs; yet 
since there is no harmonious society in China, how 
can they promote a harmonious world abroad as a 
Chinese foreign policy? The harmonious world call, 
under this circumstance, appears to be just another 
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cover for the Chinese leaders to protect their authori-
tarian rule in China, but not a genuine design for a 
new world order.

In addition, the harmonious world construct, a 
natural extension of China’s long-held Five Principles 
of Peaceful Coexistence, requires the practice of Con-
fucius’ “self-cultivation” as a starting point for those 
who want to put all-under-heaven in good order. As 
Confucius’s “backward logic” goes, if you want to 
bring peace and order to the world, you should start 
with putting peace and order in your country, your 
family, and most basically and fundamentally, you 
should first “purify” yourself, and make yourself 
peaceful and in good order (修身, 齐家, 治国, 平天
下). Since men are not angels nor transformable, it is 
difficult to put this highly altruistic harmonious world 
construct in operation, or put another way, to expect 
statesmen in the world to follow Confucius’ teach-
ing to practice this ideal statesmanship. This is also 
a reason why China’s Five Principles of Peaceful Co-
existence and all those “unselfish and mutually ben-
eficial expectations” have largely been just goodwill 
calls but not operable or enforceable mechanisms in 
international relations (Chinese claims to the contrary 
notwithstanding).42 

This critique may be hard for the Chinese leaders 
to swallow. But they have no need to be upset with 
lacking a sound and workable agenda for the world at 
this point. Their priority, after all, is still at home but 
not abroad. Indeed, as Deng Xiaoping puts it, making 
good on China’s modernization is the CCP’s overarch-
ing mission. Bringing 1.4 billion Chinese, close to a 
quarter of the world’s population, to a higher level of 
human endeavor is a great contribution to the world. 



94

China’s modernization is a monumental mission. 
It has made impressive progress in the last 30 years. 
However, its eventual success is still not a foregone 
conclusion. Among the big challenges in the years to 
come, China must face squarely its long-shirked polit-
ical modernization. For thousands of years, China has 
not had a political system that can promote harmony 
with diversity and difference and ensure lasting peace 
and stability in China. The CCP relied on the old rules 
to maintain stability in China in the last 30 years. It 
would be increasingly difficult to do so over the next 
30 years. 

It is fair to note that the CCP has made some po-
litical changes in the last 30 years.43 However, most 
of those changes have been reluctant (the CCP’s an-
ti-West orientation dictates that political change be 
taken only to the extent that economic reform can 
continue) and cosmetic (administrative restructuring 
but not fundamental political change).44 Now China’s 
overall development has reached the point that more 
substantive political reform is in order. There are al-
ready noted signs of Chinese people longing to have a 
more democratic way to choose their representatives 
to the People’s Congress, and eventually their local 
and national leaders, a true rule of law in China (not 
dictated by Party lines and with no exception for the 
CCP members), a more effective (i.e., independent) 
check on the government officials’ rampant corrup-
tion, and so on. 

The CCP leaders understand that China eventu-
ally needs a democratic government. They have no 
alternative but to make changes. However, the CCP 
has two requirements for political reform: it must 
preserve the CCP’s rule of China, and there should 
be no political chaos. In fairness, these are not unrea-
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sonable demands. The CCP, after all, is committed to 
China’s modernization and has a sound plan to ap-
proach it. Moreover, China’s reform and development 
cannot take place in a chaotic situation. However, the 
CCP should turn to democratic ways to keep itself in 
power. It should also use democratic means to main-
tain political stability in China. Singapore is a good 
example for China, but eventually, Japan is a better 
model. In many ways, the CCP has a good chance to 
become a long-ruling party like Japan’s Liberal Demo-
cratic Party (LDP).45

It should be noted that in recent years the CCP has 
taken positive steps to address the need for political 
reform. In 2004, the CCP for the first time passed a res-
olution to address the Party’s ruling issue. The CCP 
acknowledges that it is not easy to seize power, but it 
is more difficult to manage a country. It also acknowl-
edged that the CCP’s ruling party status was not born, 
but should be earned; it is not forever. The CCP allows 
discussion of its legitimacy problem (合法性问题) and 
accepts that it must work to keep it.46 In 2006, the CCP 
put forward a resolution to construct a harmonious 
society in China. In 2007, Hu Jintao made a sweeping 
call for democratic reform at the 17th National Party 
Convention report. In 2009, the CCP adopted a resolu-
tion to promote “intra-Party democracy” (党内民主). 
Along the way, the CCP has accepted that freedom, 
equality, justice, and harmony are universal values.47 
The CCP has also accepted the concepts such as hu-
man rights, rule of law, constitutional democracy, 
people-based approach, political civilization, trans-
parent government, service government, responsible 
government, etc.48 

The 30th anniversary of China’s economic reform 
test case, the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone (SEZ), 
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was in 2010. Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao and President 
Hu Jintao were there to drum up the celebrations. The 
two also took the occasion to call for an “ideological 
emancipation” and charged the SEZ to take the lead in 
political reform in China’s next round of change. Wen 
Jiabao put the nation on notice that without political 
reform, China would not be able to deepen economic 
reform and development; but could lose what it had 
already achieved through the economic reform and 
even short-circuit its modernization mission.49

All of these indicate that peaceful evolution is well 
underway in China. In the next 20 to 30 years, the 
CCP’s challenge is to carry out the political reform in 
an orderly way.50 There are good reasons to believe 
that this peaceful evolution will sail through in China. 
The CCP’s commitments mentioned above are crucial, 
without which democratic change in China will be im-
possible. In addition, the CCP’s more than 20 years of 
“experiment” with elections at the rural villages have 
prepared China’s “least qualified” people for democ-
racy. These are 80 percent of China’s population. No 
matter how inadequate this practice is, it is a step in 
the right direction. Finally, China’s economic devel-
opment has prepared its city residents for democracy. 
This political reform, as the CCP rightly notes, will be 
gradual, but will change China in fundamental ways. 
China’s White Paper on Building of Political Democracy 
in China has made it clear.

China’s political reform will produce a “social-
ist democracy with Chinese characteristics” (中国特
色的社会主义民主). The qualifier “Chinese charac-
teristics” suggests that China’s political system will 
not be like any other. Many Chinese analysts take it 
wrong that the United States dictates the form of de-
mocracy. Nothing can be further from the truth. The 
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United States stands for the democratic principles. It 
does not matter if other democracies are parliamen-
tary or presidential. Germany and Japan are perfect 
examples. After their defeat in World War II, both na-
tions were under U.S. occupation. The United States 
could dictate how they rebuilt their countries, but the 
United States instead left them to make the one that 
fit their national needs. The recent example of Iraq is 
another. Again, the United States did not require Iraq 
to be rebuilt like the United States.

China’s democratic change will not remove its 
conflicts of interests with the United States, but it will 
make those conflicts less contentious. While under the 
influence of ideological difference, every conflict au-
tomatically becomes a test of will. It is a life and death 
situation. With the removal of ideological difference, 
China may not become a “dear friend,” but it will not 
be a condemned enemy. Russia is an example. 

FLASHPOINTS IN THE U.S.-CHINA RELATIONS

Although China and the United States understand 
that the two are engaged in a power transition pro-
cess; the two nations need to take careful measures 
to manage this contentious relationship; as U.S. Sec-
retary of State Clinton put it loudly in her 6th visit to 
Asia since taking office, “it is not in anyone’s interest 
for the United States and China to see each other as 
adversaries, [so] we are working together to chart a 
positive, cooperative, and comprehensive relationship 
for this new century;”51 logically there is no reason for 
China to initiate a fight over this change, and China’s 
peaceful evolution will eventually help make the U.S.-
China relations more manageable. The two nations 
nonetheless have contentions over what can be called 
China’s “nation-building” issues. 
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In addition to the continuation of economic devel-
opment and political change discussed earlier, China’s 
nation-building efforts include unification with Tai-
wan, settlement of the territorial disputes in the East 
and South China Seas, its maritime ambitions, and the 
issues of Tibet and Xinjiang. The United States is in-
volved directly or indirectly in all of these issues (see 
Figure 4-2). While China is determined to complete its 
nation-building process on its way to become a great 
power, the United States is there to “watch China do 
the right thing.” 

Unfortunately, because China and the United 
States do not see eye to eye on these key issues, many 
of China’s acts will be perceived as wrong-doings and 
most of the U.S. involvement will be taken as ill-willed 
interference in China’s internal affairs. These clashes 
can turn into flashpoints, a mishandling of which can 
set them on fire and get the United States and China 

Figure 4-2. China’s Unsettled Territorial Issues.
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to overstep on each other’s interests and overreact to 
each other’s actions, forcing the two nations to a pre-
mature or unwanted confrontation. 

Taiwan: Why China Does Not Let It Go?

This is probably the most frequently-asked and 
most baffling question for Americans about the Tai-
wan issue. From the American perspective, China is 
big enough territory-wise and surely does not need 
the addition of Taiwan to become a great power. 
Moreover, Taiwan has had its de facto independence 
from China for well over half a century; there seems no 
compelling reason why it must be part of China. Since 
Taiwan has a well-developed economy and enjoys a 
higher level of per capita income than that in China, 
how much better will unification be for Taiwan? Tai-
wan is already a democracy. Why would the Taiwan 
people want to live under a repressive authoritar-
ian rule from the other side of the Taiwan Strait? For 
these reasons and more, few Americans can under-
stand why China is so obsessed with the unification of 
Taiwan. However, to many mainland Chinese, these 
questions and reasoning are insulting. The issue is not 
how Taiwan benefits from the unification, but what 
China wants from this undertaking. Chinese have no 
hesitation to tell Americans that they are ignorant of 
China’s history, China’s need for national unity, the 
complicated nature of the cross-Taiwan Strait rela-
tions, and U.S. involvement in this almost intractable 
issue. 

The Chinese take the Taiwan issue as part of Chi-
na’s contemporary history of humiliation from for-
eign powers. From the First Opium War of 1840 to the 
founding of the PRC in 1949, foreign powers launched 
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numerous attacks and intrusions on China. China was 
forced to sign a world record of 745 unequal treaties 
with 22 foreign powers52 and lost Hong Kong to the 
UK, Macau to Portugal, a large piece of territory in 
northern China to Russia (see the shaded circle to Chi-
na’s north in Figure 4-2), and Taiwan to Japan. 

China has seen changes in its territory many times 
in history. It has been a pattern that following each 
dynastic fall China suffered territorial loss or internal 
fragmentation. But this ancient nation has a remark-
able capacity to retain its unity, the persistent quest 
of which has resulted in making China the longest-
surviving and most coherent civilization in the world 
and molding the Chinese “great unity mentality”  
(大一统观念). Indeed, every new ruler of China takes 
the mission of restoring the greatness of the Middle 
Kingdom and recovering its “stolen” territories as a 
mandate from heaven. It is no exception for the con-
temporary Chinese leaders. The CCP has had this mis-
sion in its party platform since its founding in 1921. 
Since taking control of mainland China in 1949, the 
CCP has made the unification of China one of its three 
sacred historical missions (the other two are modern-
ization of China and safeguarding world peace). With 
the return of Hong Kong and Macau to PRC sovereign 
rule in 1997 and 1999 respectively, the unification of 
Taiwan with mainland China has become what many 
Chinese call the last chapter of this historical mission, 
without which, China cannot bring this history to a 
graceful close.

But Taiwan is more than a piece of territory in his-
tory. In 2001, China signed a “Treaty of Good-Neigh-
borliness and Friendly Cooperation” with Russia. 
A key part of the treaty is about settling the border 
disputes between the two nations. China and Russia 
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stated in the treaty “with satisfaction that each has no 
territorial claim on the other” and agreed to hold talks 
to finalize a few remaining border demarcations.55 
This treaty, as one noted Chinese observer pointed 
out, had in essence signed off China’s claim to about 
1.5 million square kilometers (roughly 579 thousand 
square miles, see the circled area to China’s north in 
Figure 4-2) of territory Russia took from the Qing Dy-
nasty in the 19th century under one of those so-called 
unequal treaties imposed on China by foreign pow-
ers. The size of this lost land is about 40 times that of 
Taiwan.56 

Why did China give up such a large claim for no 
tangible return from Russia yet refuse to let a tiny Tai-
wan go away? In many ways, China’s compromise in 
the Sino-Russo treaty is to buy peace from Russia for 
China’s economic development and in case China has 
to use force against Taiwan and consequently confront 
the United States, because of the U.S. commitment to 
Taiwan’s defense, Russia will not make trouble for 
China along the borders but instead, will possibly 
lend support to China. Also, China’s long-lost north-
ern territory is a scarcely-populated area with snow 
cover for much of the time in the year. There is really 
not much the Chinese feel dear about. 

However, Taiwan is an entirely different story. The 
island has a government that was once an arch enemy 
of the CCP. Before its defeat in 1949, this government 
sought the destruction of the CCP and had an on-and-
off civil war with the CCP for over 20 years. After it 
took shelter in Taiwan, this government continued the 
unfinished civil war with the CCP by waging overt 
and covert campaigns to reclaim the mainland and 
fought against the CCP for the legitimate represen-
tation of China in the international community until 
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the CCP prevailed in replacing this government in the 
UN Security Council in 1971. After the United States 
switched its diplomatic recognition of China from Tai-
pei to Beijing in 1979, mainland China received recog-
nition from many other nations. 

By the 1990s, the Taiwan government gradually 
abandoned the civil-war confrontation with the CCP. 
But Taiwan soon posed two new challenges to Beijing. 
One was its democratic transition. Taiwan has become 
a showcase that democracy can take root on a “Con-
fucius land” and challenged the CCP to do the same. 
The other was the emergence of the Taiwan indepen-
dence movement. As a “by-product” of democratic 
change, Taiwan’s pro-independence force had come 
to the surface. Many of the pro-Taiwan independence 
advocates were previously-suppressed political dissi-
dents. While sacrificing their life for decades to fight 
for Taiwan’s democracy, these “freedom fighters” also 
wanted to turn Taiwan into an independent country. 
Riding the waves of change, they founded the Demo-
cratic Progress Party (DPP) and subsequently won 
Taiwan’s 2000 and 2004 presidential elections. Under 
the leadership of openly pro-Taiwan independence 
President Chen Shui-bian, the DPP had taken many 
provocative acts to challenge Beijing for a showdown 
on the issue of independence and unification.57 The 
Taiwan issue subsequently became one about national 
secession mixed with a fight with China over politi-
cal ideology and way of life; both get on the sensitive 
nerves of the Chinese leadership and challenge the 
CCP’s mission and its legitimacy. For these political 
reasons, the Chinese leaders in Beijing see the fight for 
Taiwan as its vital interest and will not let Taiwan go. 

In addition to the political issues, Taiwan is also 
a vital strategic stronghold. One hundred years ago, 
China gave away Taiwan as a cheap bargaining piece 
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of war reparation to Japan following its humiliating 
defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War of contemporary 
times.58 According to China’s principal negotiator at 
Shimonoseki, Japan, the Plenipotentiary of His Maj-
esty the Emperor of China, Li Hung-Chang (李鸿章), 
the Qing government gave away the offshore island of 
Taiwan so that Japan would not press for more territo-
rial concessions on China’s mainland. Li, in particular, 
held that Taiwan was ungovernable and strategically 
unimportant to the Qing, for this empire still had 
much unconquered land to its west (Li was referring 
to the vast territory covering today’s inner and outer 
Mongolia, several of China’s western provinces, and 
all the way to the Tibetan and Uygur areas).59 

That was then. Yet Taiwan’s strategic significance 
took a dramatic turn at the end of World War II. Gen-
eral Douglas MacArthur was the first to characterize 
Taiwan as being a “protective shield” and a “critical 
salient” to the U.S. interests in the Western Pacific. 
The protective shield came as a result of U.S. victory 
in World War II in the Pacific. 

Our strategic frontier then shifted to embrace the en-
tire Pacific Ocean, which has become a vast moat to 
protect us as long as we hold it. We control it to the 
shores of Asia by a chain of islands, extending in an 
arc from the Aleutians to the Marianas, held by us and 
our free allies. From this island chain we can dominate 
with air power every Asiatic port from Vladivostok to 
Singapore, and prevent any hostile movement into the 
Pacific.

Yet the critical salient in the island chain came from 
the uncertain future of Taiwan. Keeping in mind the 
U.S. problem with communist China (the “Who lost 
China” debate was being waged in Washington) and 
its effort to liberate Taiwan, MacArthur warned that: 
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The geographic location of Formosa [Taiwan] is such 
that, in the hands of a power unfriendly to the U.S., it 
constitutes an enemy salient in the very center of this 
defensive perimeter. . . . Utilization of Formosa by a 
military power hostile to the U.S. may either counter-
balance or overshadow the strategic importance of the 
central and southern flank of the U.S. frontline posi-
tions. Formosa in the hands of such a hostile power 
could be compared to an unsinkable aircraft carrier 
and submarine tender, ideally located to accomplish 
offensive strategy, and at the same time checkmate 
defensive or counteroffensive operations by friendly 
forces based on Okinawa and the Philippines.60 

In any case, Taiwan has been in “U.S. hands” since 
MacArthur’s time. The strategic nightmare has ac-
tually been on China’s side. Indeed, China sees this 
“U.S.-controlled unsinkable aircraft carrier” as a con-
stant threat pointing to its “belly button” (if one takes 
a creative look at the bulging shape of China’s eastern 
seaboard—does it not look like China’s big belly?) 
Taiwan is only 90 miles from China, but it is a Pacific 
Ocean away from the United States. If Taiwan is vital 
to U.S. national security, Chinese say that they feel it 
more so to China’s national security consideration. 
Today, China wants to bring Taiwan under its control 
at all costs. In addition to the reasons discussed in the 
previous sections, Taiwan’s geo-strategic significance 
plays a big role in China’s calculation.

In addition to the historical, political, and geo-stra-
tegic significance, Taiwan is also a vibrant economy. It 
has 23 million people, many of whom are the world’s 
topnotch scientists, engineers, and business gurus. 
Many of them also have family ties on the mainland. 
To the CCP leaders, Taiwan and mainland China have 
a wide range of intertwined political, socio-economic, 
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cultural, and historical interests. No matter who is in 
charge of China, the unification of Taiwan with main-
land China is an unavoidable mission. If China were 
to become a democratic nation, unification would pre-
sumably take place in a more amicable way. Taiwan 
may even want to join the union willingly. 

In addition to the reasons discussed above, the 
Taiwan issue is intrinsically a problem between the 
United States and China. The United States has been 
involved in the Taiwan issue since the very begin-
ning. As the Taiwan issue evolves, the United States 
and China have always found themselves in a test 
of will, strength, and wits over the handling of this 
thorny problem. Moreover, the significance of the 
Taiwan issue gets more intense in the context of the 
power transition. Letting Taiwan go is tantamount to 
conceding defeat. Chinese leaders will never entertain 
this option.

The United States’ first involvement in the Taiwan 
issue took place in 1943 when President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt met with British Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill and Chinese Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek 
in Cairo, Egypt, to address the war against Japan. The 
three heads of state issued the Cairo Declaration that 
at the war’s end, Japan “be stripped of all the islands in 
the Pacific which she has seized or occupied since the 
beginning of the first World War in 1914, and that all 
the territories Japan has stolen from the Chinese, such 
as Manchuria, Formosa, and the Pescadores, shall be 
restored to the Republic of China.”61 The three allies 
reaffirmed these terms in the Potsdam Proclamation 
in 1945.62 Upon its defeat in the war, Japan complied 
with the demands and relinquished Taiwan (along 
with its other relinquishments). 
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The U.S. second take on the Taiwan issue 5 years 
later was an uneasy one. At that time, U.S. war-time 
ally and long-time friend, Chiang Kai-shek, and his 
Nationalist government had lost the Chinese Civil 
War and retreated to Taiwan. The Communist lead-
ers were contemplating an invasion of the island to 
finish this deadly quarrel. The Harry Truman admin-
istration was convinced that Chiang and his party 
were corrupt and had lost the mandate to rule China. 
Based on assessments and recommendations from the 
State and Defense departments and the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, although the United States would not like to see 
the Chinese Nationalists and Taiwan fall into Com-
munist hands, it nevertheless would take a hands-off 
approach on this issue (General MacArthur’s observa-
tion notwithstanding).63 On January 5, 1950, President 
Truman issued a statement reiterating U.S. support 
for the Cairo Declaration and made it clear that the 
United States had no desire to get involved in China’s 
internal conflict.64

Many took President Truman’s statement as mean-
ing the United States would not prevent the Com-
munists from invading Taiwan. However, before the 
mainland Chinese got ready to launch the attack, the 
Korean War broke out. President Truman believed 
that the attacks on Korea and China’s mounting pres-
sure on Taiwan were all part of the drives of Commu-
nism. Thus, while preparing for a response to the Ko-
rean situation, Truman also ordered the Seventh Fleet 
to neutralize the Taiwan Strait. The President made 
the following statement on June 27, 1950, 2 days after 
the outbreak of the Korean War: 

The attack upon Korea makes it plain beyond all doubt 
that communism has passed beyond the use of sub-
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version to conquer independent nations and will now 
use armed invasion and war. It has defied the orders 
of the Security Council of the United Nations issued 
to preserve international peace and security. In these 
circumstances the occupation of Formosa by commu-
nist forces would be a direct threat to the security of 
the Pacific area and to United States forces performing 
their lawful and necessary functions in that area.

Accordingly, I have ordered the Seventh Fleet to pre-
vent any attack on Formosa. As a corollary of this 
action I am calling on the Chinese Government on 
Formosa to cease all air and sea operations against 
the mainland. The Seventh Fleet will see that this is 
done. The determination of the future status of Formosa 
must await the restoration of security in the Pacific, a peace 
settlement with Japan, or consideration by the United Na-
tions. (italic emphasis added)65 

This U.S. military act practically closed the win-
dow of opportunity for the mainland Chinese on 
Taiwan; as President Dwight Eisenhower later put it, 
“any invasion of Formosa would have to run over the 
Seventh Fleet,”66 an operation that was completely be-
yond China’s capability at the time. Of note is that Tru-
man’s statement for the first time raised the issue that 
the future status of Taiwan was undetermined.67 A month 
later in a special report to the Congress, President Tru-
man, also for the first time, set the U.S. expectation 
that the Taiwan issue be settled through peaceful means.68 
This requirement was codified in future U.S. policies 
on the Taiwan issue. It has also become a point of con-
tention between the United States and China, which 
insists that it has the sovereign right to use force to 
bring about unification with Taiwan if necessary. 

With the Taiwan Strait “off limits,” China and the 
United States fought a bloody war in Korea instead. 
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Following the tenuous armistice in 1953, the United 
States turned around to sign a Mutual Defense Treaty 
with the Republic of China (ROC) government on Tai-
wan, turning the Seventh Fleet’s temporary patrolling 
into a long-term U.S. commitment to the defense of 
Taiwan.69 This pact effectively put Taiwan out of reach 
by the mainland Chinese for the next 20 years.

The next time the United States dealt with the Tai-
wan issue was in 1972 when President Richard Nixon 
made his historic visit to China. Nixon was there to 
change U.S.-China relations and solicit China’s co-
operation in ending the Vietnam War and counter-
balancing the Soviet threat. The Chinese leaders took 
the opportunity to address the Taiwan issue. It was a 
tough business.70 The two sides expressed their posi-
tions in the Shanghai Communiqué, which turned out 
to be a masterpiece of diplomatic communication in 
modern international relations known as the “agree-
ment to disagree,” as the following: 

•  The Chinese side reaffirmed its position: the Tai-
wan question is the crucial question obstruct-
ing the normalization of relations between Chi-
na and the United States; the Government of 
the PRC is the sole legal government of China; 
Taiwan is a province of China which has long 
been returned to the motherland; the liberation 
of Taiwan is China’s internal affair in which no 
other country has the right to interfere; and all 
U.S. forces and military installations must be 
withdrawn from Taiwan. The Chinese Govern-
ment firmly opposes any activities which aim 
at the creation of “one China, one Taiwan,” 
“one China, two governments,” “two Chinas,” 
an “independent Taiwan” or advocate that “the 
status of Taiwan remains to be determined.”
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•  The U.S. side declared: The United States ac-
knowledges that all Chinese on either side of the 
Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one China 
and that Taiwan is a part of China. The United 
States Government does not challenge that po-
sition. It reaffirms its interest in a peaceful settle-
ment of the Taiwan question by the Chinese 
themselves (italic emphasis added).71

China’s positions are straightforward. However, 
the U.S. terms are carefully worded. The United States 
“acknowledges” but does not endorse the Chinese 
claims. While the mainland Chinese intend the PRC 
to be the “unified China,” the United States holds the 
“one China” as an undefined future entity. For the 
Chinese leaders, there is only one destiny for Taiwan: 
unification with the mainland; it is a matter of “when” 
and “how.” But the United States uses the neutral term 
of “settlement,” suggesting that the final resolution of 
the Taiwan issue can be unification or separation, as 
long as it is settled in a peaceful way. This is a “polite” 
check on the Chinese intent to “liberate” Taiwan, with 
the use of force if necessary. 

In spite of the disagreements, the two sides moved 
on. Seven years later, President Jimmy Carter took a 
giant step to normalize relations with the Beijing gov-
ernment. At the same time, he also terminated U.S. of-
ficial relations with Taiwan and let the defense treaty 
expire a year later. Congress was furious with Carter’s 
moves (the President took the actions when Congress 
was in the Christmas recess)72 and quickly took coun-
termeasures to pass the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) 
of 1979 to define U.S. positions and commitments to 
the China-Taiwan affairs as follows:
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•  to declare that peace and stability in the area 
are in the political, security, and economic in-
terests of the United States, and are matters of 
international concern;

•  to make clear that the United States decision 
to establish diplomatic relations with the PRC 
rests upon the expectation that the future of Tai-
wan will be determined by peaceful means;

•  to consider any effort to determine the future 
of Taiwan by other than peaceful means, in-
cluding by boycotts or embargoes, a threat to the 
peace and security of the Western Pacific area and of 
grave concern to the United States;

•  to provide Taiwan with arms of a defensive charac-
ter; and,

•  to maintain the capacity of the United States 
to resist any resort to force or other forms of 
coercion that would jeopardize the security, or 
the social or economic system, of the people on 
Taiwan (italic emphasis added).73

Mainland Chinese hate the TRA, for it reiterates 
the U.S. view that Taiwan’s status is undetermined; 
defines what the Beijing government deems rightful 
measures, especially the use of force, as “grave con-
cern” to the United States; continues the provision of 
arms to Taiwan; and promises U.S. military interven-
tion if China were to use force to coerce Taiwan. Chi-
nese denounce the TRA, arguing that it is a U.S. law 
and should have no international standing. However, 
this law reflects the will and position of the superpow-
er. Chinese leaders understand that it will be at their 
own peril if they ignore it.

Chinese leaders nevertheless regretted their com-
promise on the arms sales item. Shortly after the nor-
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malization of relations with the United States in 1979, 
China sought to put an end to it. In 1982, China got 
the Ronald Reagan administration to issue the third 
joint U.S.-China communiqué to address the arms 
sales issue. Yet it was a noncommittal promise from 
the United States: 

The United States Government states that it does not 
seek to carry out a long-term policy of arms sales to 
Taiwan, that its arms sales to Taiwan will not exceed, 
either in qualitative or in quantitative terms, the level 
of those supplied in recent years since the establish-
ment of diplomatic relations between the United States 
and China, and that it intends to reduce gradually its 
sales of arms to Taiwan, leading over a period of time 
to a final resolution. In so stating, the United States 
acknowledges China’s consistent position regarding 
the thorough settlement of this issue.74

While negotiating with the Chinese, the Reagan 
administration privately provided six assurances to 
Taiwan that the United States 1) had not agreed to 
set a date for ending arms sales; 2) had not agreed to 
hold prior consultations with the PRC regarding arms 
sales to Taiwan; 3) would not play a mediation role 
between the PRC and ROC; 4) would not revise the 
TRA; 5) had not altered its position regarding sover-
eignty over Taiwan; and 6) would not exert pressure 
on Taiwan to enter into negotiation with the PRC.75 

For better or for worse, the Shanghai Communi-
qué of 1972, the Joint Communiqué to establish U.S.-
China diplomatic relations of 1979, the Joint Com-
muniqué on Arms Sales to Taiwan of 1982, and the 
Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) of 1979 have become the 
basic documents “governing” the relations among 
China, Taiwan, and the United States. However, these 
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documents have created no fewer problems than they 
were intended to solve. The annual arms sales process 
between Taiwan and the United States, for instance, 
has become a constant test of will among China, Tai-
wan, and the United States.76 This process also brings 
ups and downs in U.S.-China relations. In the most 
recent cases, President George W. Bush’s authoriza-
tion of sales in October 2008 and President Barrack 
H. Obama’s reauthorization in January 2010 have 
prompted the Chinese government to take strong ac-
tions such as suspending U.S.-China military-military 
exchanges and high-level official visits and threaten-
ing to punish U.S. firms that sell weapon systems to 
Taiwan. More seriously, during these last two rounds 
of confrontation, many Chinese called on the Chi-
nese government to take stronger actions against the 
United States. Some wanted the Chinese government 
to set rules for the United States to follow. Others sug-
gested that China take countermeasures to inflict real 
pain on the United States (i.e., punish U.S. firms that 
produce arms for Taiwan and force them to pay for 
their acts). Many even asked the Chinese government 
to prepare for a showdown with the United States on 
the arms sales issue, and the Taiwan issue as a whole, 
in 10 years.77

Even the documents themselves are points of con-
tention between China and the United States. China 
always holds the United States accountable to the 
three joint communiqués. However, those communi-
qués are executive agreements. They are not subject to 
congressional approval; hence have no legally binding 
effects. Every new President has to reaffirm the new 
administration’s commitment to those communiqués 
or they will become obsolete. Indeed, since Congress 
has never endorsed the terms of those communiqués, 
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the “One-China” principle, which is China’s most-
stressed item, is not a treaty-bound U.S. commitment 
at all. The Taiwan Relations Act of 1979, however, is 
a U.S. public law. No matter how strongly China op-
poses it, every U.S. President has to follow the law to 
handle U.S. relations with Taiwan, whether they like 
it or not. 

Moreover, there is plenty of ambiguity in those 
documents. Taiwan’s pro-independence forces look 
to the TRA as their source of U.S. support because of 
its strong pro-Taiwan positions and push the Taiwan 
independence agenda to the brink from time to time 
with the expectation that the United States will even-
tually back them up. 

China, however, insists that the United States 
would honor the One-China principle and reacts 
strongly to Taiwan’s pro-independence moves with 
the expectation that the United States will not inter-
vene. 

The United States for some time relied on this 
“strategic ambiguity” to maintain a delicate balance 
between the two sides across the Taiwan Strait. How-
ever, the recurrent tension in this area has forced the 
United States to rush to the rescue from time to time. 
This so-called strategic ambiguity eventually fell out 
of favor during George W. Bush’s terms in the White 
House. In 2001, in the aftermath of the U.S.-China 
military airplane collision incident, President Bush 
categorically put it that “the United States would do 
whatever it takes to help Taiwan defend itself.”78 Yet 
in 2003, the President, while having a meeting with 
the Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao at the White House, 
responded to a question from the press that he would 
not want Taiwan to make trouble.79 In other words, 
the United States made it clear that if Taiwan pro-
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voked China’s attack by pressing the independence 
agenda, it should not expect the United States to come 
to its defense; but if China lost its patience and forced 
unification upon Taiwan, the United States would in-
tervene. Strategically, President Bush had in essence 
removed all the ambiguities in the U.S. commitment. 
Operationally, the U.S. response will depend on how 
the situation goes. 

In the course of its development, the Taiwan issue 
has become a bizarre tug of war. On one end of the 
rope stands China, determined, focused, and making 
every effort to pull Taiwan into its fold. On the other 
end of the rope, there are two disoriented contestants, 
Taiwan and the United States, each having an internal 
tug of war over the China-Taiwan issue. 

Inside Taiwan, it is a three-way situation. The DPP 
tries to pull Taiwan away from China. The Kuomin-
tang (KMT) stands for eventual unification of Taiwan 
with China, not on China’s terms, but on democratic 
principles—China must become a democracy or the 
KMT will not lead Taiwan to join China. 

The 23 million Taiwan people are torn between 
these two parties. Repeated public opinion polls in Tai-
wan show that except for a small percentage of stead-
fast pro-independence and pro-unification extremes, 
most people have to agree that the current status quo 
of de facto but not de jure independence is a choice of 
the lesser evil, because they understand that outright 
promotion of formal Taiwan independence will pro-
voke a war with China, whereas a compromised uni-
fication at this time is asking for trouble. Why submit 
to an authoritarian regime in Beijing while they can 
enjoy democracy and freedom in Taiwan? 

The tug of war took a dramatic turn in 2008 when 
the KMT regained control of the Taiwan govern-
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ment. The KMT’s landslide victories in the legislative 
and presidential elections clearly indicated that the  
Taiwanese people were frustrated with the DPP in its 
handling of Taiwan’s economy and, more pointedly, 
Chen Shui-bian’s confrontational relations with main-
land China and the United States during his two terms 
in office (2000-08). Taking these elections as a man-
date for change, President-elect Ma Ying-jeou set his 
agenda for a change in the cross-Strait relations. It had 
three components: a peace agreement with the PRC, a 
revitalization of Taiwan’s economy, and an expansion 
of Taiwan’s international space. (See Figure 4-3.)

Shortly after taking office, Ma responded positive-
ly to PRC President Hu Jintao’s call for an end to hos-
tility and to sign a peace agreement. Ma proposed that 
the two sides return to the so-called “1992 consensus,” 
in which the two sides agreed on “one China,” but left 
open its definition and political content, and start the 
process of reconciliation.80 

Figure 4-3. Taiwan Public Opinion Poll, 2002-2010.

Unification or Independence? (line chart)



116

At the same time, Ma also made good on his cam-
paign promises to open direct commercial/passenger 
flights between Taiwan and mainland China, ease 
restrictions on Taiwan-China economic exchanges, 
allow Taiwan to take advantage of China’s booming 
economy, and get mainland Chinese tourists to visit 
Taiwan, a multi-billion U.S. dollar (USD) business and 
a service market for more than 40,000 jobs. This was 
Ma’s package to revitalize Taiwan’s economy. Ma un-
derstood that Taiwan as “a beacon of democracy to 
Asia and the world” (President Bush’s congratula-
tions) must regain its economic cutting edge, lost un-
der the DPP and Chen Shui-bian’s reign. An aggres-
sive expansion of Taiwan’s economic exchange with 
China was the way to go. 

The idea of a peace agreement between China and 
Taiwan first came from Kenneth Lieberthal, a noted 
China observer and one-time Senior Director for Asia 
in the Bill Clinton administration’s National Security 
Council. Lieberthal proposes that the two sides sign a 
20-to-30-year “agreed framework” so that China will 
not use force to threaten Taiwan and the latter will 
not seek formal independence and let time wash away 
the differences between the two sides.81 Ma Ying-jeou 
and Hu Jintao have exchanged good will across the 
Taiwan Strait for such an agreed framework. 

However, the tug of war will continue. Ma Ying-
jeou has made it clear that in addition to the above-
mentioned “China no use of force” and “Taiwan no 
move to formal independence,” there will be “no hasty 
unification.” Indeed, it took Taiwan well over half a 
century to become a thriving democracy. It will take 
much more time for China to reach this stage where 
a peaceful unification on democratic principles can 
take place. But these “no’s” rest on a strong U.S. back-
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ing. As China becomes more powerful and capable, 
U.S. ability to dictate the conditions on the Taiwan 
issue will decline. In addition, rapid and extensive 
economic integration is taking place between the two 
sides across the Taiwan Strait. In June 2010, the Ma 
Ying-joeu administration signed the Economic Coop-
eration Framework Agreement (ECFA) with main-
land China.82 Economic integration will get deeper 
and broader between the two sides. Even if the DPP 
were to regain control of the government in Taiwan, it 
would find it difficult to undo the economic changes. 
To avoid a “willy-nilly” unification with the mainland 
or a desperate fight for independence and drawing 
China and the United States into an unwanted fight, 
Taiwan would be better off negotiating an agreement 
to guarantee its rights and benefits while it still has the 
bargaining advantages now.

Western Pacific: Troubled Waters?

In addition to the Taiwan issue, the United States 
and China have some very unsettling business in the 
Western Pacific involving direct confrontations as well 
as indirect conflicts involving China’s maritime neigh-
bors. Both will impact the preservation or alteration of 
the international order in this region, with the United 
States standing for the former and China, driven by its 
growing national power, pushing for the latter. 

For well over 60 years, the United States has main-
tained an order of hegemonic stability in the Western 
Pacific. This situation is changing. A recent writing 
by Aaron Friedberg, a Princeton University profes-
sor and former adviser to Vice President Dick Cheney 
on national security affairs, provides a rather telling 
characterization of this changing situation. It is worth 
quoting it here at length: 
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By the early 1990s, with the vestiges of Soviet air and 
naval power rotting at their bases in the Russian Far 
East, the Pacific had become, for all intents and purposes, 
an American lake. U.S. forces were invulnerable and 
able to operate with impunity wherever and whenev-
er they chose. Using forward-deployed ships, aircraft 
and troops operating from local bases and facilities 
in Japan, South Korea, Thailand, and Singapore, as 
well as those that could be dispatched from Hawaii 
and the West Coast, the United States could defend its 
friends, threaten its enemies and move its forces freely 
throughout the Western Pacific. American air and naval 
units conducted routine deployments and reconnaissance 
missions just outside (and at times, no doubt, within) Chi-
na’s airspace and territorial waters with little fear of harass-
ment or interdiction, while U.S. satellites passed overhead, 
unseen and unmolested. (italic emphasis added)

Even beyond East Asia, the U.S. Navy was in com-
plete command of the world’s oceans. If ordered to 
do so, the Navy could interdict commercial shipping 
and stop or sink vessels bound for China, regardless of 
whether they were traveling across the Pacific or east 
across the Indian Ocean. . . . In sum, at every level of 
potential conflict, from limited engagements at sea to 
transcontinental nuclear war, the Americans held the 
upper hand.

Fast-forward to the present. America’s ability to proj-
ect power into the Western Pacific, once unchallenged, 
is now threatened by the maturation of what Pentagon 
planners refer to as China’s “anti-access/area-denial” 
strategy. . . . In a future crisis, Washington might have 
little choice but to pull them [U.S. forces] far back from 
China’s coasts, well beyond the effective range of their 
aircraft. . . .



119

This combination of [PLA] rapidly advancing offen-
sive and defensive capabilities is beginning to raise 
doubts in the region about America’s ability to defend 
its allies and project its power. What is worse, over 
the next several years there will be an increasing dan-
ger that, in an extreme crisis, China’s leaders might 
believe that they have a chance of starting a war by 
effectively knocking the United States out of the West-
ern Pacific. . . .83

Friedberg’s final remarks may be too alarming. 
But China’s ambitions give the United States little 
room for comfort. China wants to develop its mari-
time power (海权), which covers, most importantly 
but is not limited to, the security of China’s extended 
ocean fronts and territorial waters, sovereign control 
of Taiwan and its surrounding territory, “recovery” 
of the “stolen” islands in the South and East China 
Seas,84 effective management of its claimed Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ), security of the sea lines of com-
munication (SLOC), and a powerful blue-water navy 
that can project China’s power and protect China’s 
expanding interests. 

The Chinese believe that this maritime power is in-
dispensible for China to become a full-fledged global 
power.85 Currently, China has secured its extended 
ocean fronts—no foreign power is to repeat a humili-
ating invasion of China from the sea again. China has 
also developed an increasingly credible deterrence 
against Taiwan and possible U.S. military interven-
tion in an event of China-Taiwan confrontation over 
unification or separation—with the access-denial ca-
pability Friedberg has mentioned in the quote.86 On 
the distant SLOCs, China enjoys a free ride arguably 
provided by the United States. But eventually, China 
will prefer to rely on its own forces to protect its in-
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terests. At the moment, the most troubling issues for 
China in the Western Pacific are the conflicts with the 
United States over the EEZ, the territorial disputes in 
the South and East China Seas, and the lack of a credi-
ble blue-water navy to sustain China’s interests. All of 
these add complications to the contentious U.S.-China 
power transition.

U.S.-China Conflict over the EEZ. This is a direct 
confrontation between China and the United States. It 
centers on the U.S. military activities in the Chinese-
claimed EEZ. The issue stems from the two sides’ di-
ametrically-opposing views on the legal and practical 
nature of the U.S. military activities in this area. The 
opposing views and acts have gotten the two nations 
to confront each other in hostile ways in the Western 
Pacific. 

The most notable confrontation so far is the colli-
sion of a U.S. EP-3 surveillance plane with a People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) fighter jet about 70 miles off 
China’s southern coast over the South China Sea on 
April Fool’s Day 2001 (it was unfortunately not a 
joke).87 Since then, China and the United States have 
continued to clash in the South and East China Seas. 
China has reportedly “harassed” the entire U.S. ocean 
surveillance fleet at various occasions such as the 
USNS Bowditch (September 2002), Bruce C. Heezen 
(2003), Victorious (2003, 2004), Effective (2004), John 
McDonnell (2005), Mary Sears (2005), Loyal (2005), and 
Impeccable (2009).88 The latest incident in the South 
China Sea involving the USNS Impeccable generated a 
new round of outcry between the two nations. Den-
nis Blair, former Commander of the U.S. Pacific Com-
mand, called it the most serious confrontation since 
the EP-3 incident.89 In addition to the clashes over the 
surveillance ships, China has also taken issue with the 
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U.S. aircraft carrier group making military exercises in 
the Yellow Sea and its occasional transit of the Taiwan 
Strait.90 

China argues that the UN Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS) has established the 200 nautical 
miles (nm) EEZ between the territorial waters and the 
high seas as a special area different from either and 
governed by its own rules (see Appendix I, Article 55 
and Article 86). China also holds that freedom of navi-
gation and over-flight in the EEZ have certain restric-
tions, namely, the activities must be peaceful and non-
threatening to the coastal nations. China charges that 
U.S. military surveillance ships and reconnaissance 
flights in the Chinese-claimed EEZ have hostile intent 
against China and therefore do not fall in the scope of 
peaceful and innocent passage. China has repeatedly 
asked the United States to reduce this activity and 
eventually put a stop to it.91 

The United States categorically rejects China’s 
claims, arguing that China misinterprets the UNCLOS 
at best, but more pointedly stretches the interpreta-
tion intentionally to stage this confrontation with the 
United States at worst. The United States holds that 
the UNCLOS sanctions on foreign military activities 
are only for the 12-nm territorial waters, but not the 
EEZ (see the underlined phrase in the UNCLOS in 
Appendix I, Article 19). The United States also argues 
that China’s reservation to the UNCLOS on foreign 
military activities in the EEZ does not enjoy broad 
support from the other signatory parties. Indeed, of 
the 161 nations ratifying the treaty, only 14 reserve the 
right to require approval for foreign military activities 
in their claimed EEZs. China’s position therefore is an 
exception rather than the rule.92 Robert Scher, Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Asian and Pacific 
Security Affairs, puts it straightforwardly:
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Further, we reject any nation’s attempt to place limits 
on the exercise of high seas freedoms within an EEZ. 
It has been the position of the United States since 1982 
when the Convention was established, that the naviga-
tional rights and freedoms applicable within the EEZ 
are qualitatively and quantitatively the same as those 
rights and freedoms applicable on the high seas. . . .

Our military activity in this region is routine and in 
accordance with customary international law as re-
flected in the 1982 Law of the Sea Convention.93

The U.S. side also points to its experience with the 
Soviet Union during the Cold War. The two super-
powers had an agreement to avoid incidents on the 
high seas (the 1972 U.S.-Soviet Union Incidents-at-Sea 
Agreement [INCSEA]). When Soviet military vessels 
came to U.S. shores, the United States shadowed and 
watched them closely, but did not demand their de-
parture as the Chinese do now. Chinese argument that 
the United States would not tolerate Chinese military 
surveillance ships near U.S. shores does not stand. 
China has gone too far in its demands.94 

The U.S. side has also hinted to China that as its 
interests expand globally, China may need to send 
its navy to far-away areas to protect those interests; 
it would be therefore in China’s interest to keep the 
EEZ open for foreign military activity. China at this 
point does not buy this argument. In its effort to fight 
against piracy at the Gulf of Aden, China explicitly 
asked for permission from the Somalia government 
to let the Chinese naval forces operate in Somalian 
troubled waters. 

Aside from these arguments, the United States 
holds that, as Friedberg rightly puts it in the quote 
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earlier, it has been conducting this business for well 
over 60 years; no one is to tell the U.S. military to stop 
this practice. Admiral Timothy Keating, while visit-
ing Beijing as commander of the U.S. Pacific forces, 
put it on record that the United States does not need 
permission from China to sail its aircraft carrier group 
through the Taiwan Strait.95 

These opposing views and confrontations are dif-
ficult to reconcile, given: 1) the two nations have had 
troubled relations throughout the years and do not 
trust each other; and, 2) the two are engaged in the 
ongoing power transition, and the fight over the EEZ 
is a test case on the national strength of the two power 
transition contestants. The stakes are high on both 
sides. 

There is unfortunately no easy fix to this problem 
either. The UN Convention on the Law of the Sea is 
not likely to come up with a solution to these disputes 
any time soon. In the meantime, China and the United 
States have to take their arguments in their own hands 
to confront each other. 

The U.S.-China contention in this area came to a 
head in 2010. In March, North Korea allegedly sank a 
South Korean military vessel in the two Koreas’ dis-
puted waters in the Yellow Sea. In an effort to deter 
North Korea, the United States and South Korea de-
cided to conduct a joint military exercise in the Yellow 
Sea. The United States would send an aircraft carrier 
strike group to boost up the war drills. However, Chi-
na vehemently opposed this projected show of force. 
China was not happy with the way the United States 
and South Korea handled the case. Chinese analysts 
pointed out that the United States and South Korea 
made a mistake in not inviting China and Russia to 
the investigation (the ones in this investigation were 
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the United States, Britain, Australia, Sweden, and 
South Korea). China thus refused to endorse the “bi-
ased results.”96 China held that the U.S.-South Korea 
joint military exercise would have little or no effect 
on North Korea but instead would raise new tension 
in the region. More pointedly, China simply did not 
want the U.S. warships to come to the Yellow Sea. 

The Yellow Sea is about 300 miles wide, and lies be-
tween China and the two Koreas. U.S. warships could 
easily sail in the Chinese-claimed EEZ.97 In addition to 
the contention over the EEZ, China also looks at this 
issue through its historical and national security lens-
es. Chinese PLA Major General Luo Yuan (罗援) put 
it that the Yellow Sea was once an “amusement park” 
for the foreign naval powers and  many of the humili-
ating invasions of China took place there. China did 
not want to see this gathering of hostile foreign war-
ships in this area again. Moreover, Luo argued that 
the intended war games would be too close to China’s 
“center of gravity,” its capital, and would be too much 
of a threat to China’s national security. Finally, Luo 
contended that although the war games were directed 
toward North Korea, given the U.S.-China conten-
tions over the EEZ in particular and power transition 
in general, the real intent of the United States send-
ing those warships to the Yellow Sea was a check on 
China’s position on the EEZ in particular and a show 
of strength against China in general.98

The United States and South Korea eventually 
conducted the show of force in July 2010 in the Sea 
of Japan, not the Yellow Sea. Although the Pentagon 
rejected allegations that the United States caved in to 
China’s pressure and insisted that the aircraft carrier 
battle group would go to the Yellow Sea in future joint 
military exercises, most likely in the second phase of 
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the planned war games, many took this as a U.S. com-
promise.99

But the United States soon had an opportunity to 
“get even” with China. In November 2010, tension 
in this region flared up again. The two Koreas ex-
changed artillery shelling at their disputed area. Some 
of North Korea’s artillery shells landed on the South 
Korea-controlled Yeonpyeong Island, killing South 
Korean soldiers as well as civilians. President Obama 
and South Korean President Lee Myung-bak immedi-
ately ordered the two nations’ combat forces to carry 
out the second phase of the planned war games. This 
time, the aircraft carrier USS George Washington and its 
battle group steamed into the Yellow Sea. In the midst 
of an international condemnation of North Korea and 
support for the United States on this crisis, China had 
to tune down its rhetoric, although the Chinese For-
eign Ministry spokesman did voice China’s objection 
again to the U.S. warships coming to the Yellow Sea. 
China nevertheless swallowed a bitter pill. But the 
contention between China and the United States on 
U.S. military activities in the Chinese-claimed EEZ did 
not stop there. The two would come to fight again as 
the United States promised to continue these activities 
in the future.

With the absence of mutually (and internationally) 
acceptable grounds, the ultimate arbiter over the U.S. 
military activities in China’s claimed EEZ will be the 
two nations’ national power, especially their military 
power. China at this point, and for some time to come, 
does not have the capability to carry out its demands. 
It can only make repeated protests or harass U.S. op-
erations in the Chinese-claimed EEZ. However, China 
is making steady efforts to improve its fighting capa-
bilities. China’s Marine Administration now has many 
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well-equipped patrol ships and airplanes to conduct 
“law enforcement” acts in its claimed EEZ on a regular 
basis. China’s navy will come for reinforcement if they 
encounter hostile acts from opponents. It will only be 
a matter of time when China will take a more force-
ful stand on this issue. According to the Pentagon’s 
and other credible institutions’ assessments, it will 
take China probably another 10 to 15 years to reach 
that level.100 In the realm of international relations, this 
is a very short time span. Indeed, China has already 
made the call that the United States should prepare 
itself to accept this change and accommodate China’s 
demands.

U.S.-China competition or confrontation in the 
Western Pacific is a difficult issue. Unlike the two na-
tions’ encounters in other regions of the world, where 
there is a good chance that UN sanctions are in or-
der or conflict is on less important interests, the two 
could find it easier and beneficial to cooperate. With 
the Chinese PLA Navy’s (PLAN) escort mission in the 
Gulf of Aden and its cooperation with U.S. and inter-
national forces as an example, the two nations’ fight 
in the Western Pacific is direct, with vital interests at 
stake. It is difficult for the small Asian nations to in-
tervene and the issues are hard to settle peacefully. It 
is an emerging reality that will be difficult for the two 
nations to come to terms in the context of the ongoing 
power transition.

South China Sea Disputes. The South China Sea 
encompasses a portion of the South Pacific spanning 
from the southern tip of Taiwan to the Strait of Malac-
ca. The area includes numerous small islands, rocks, 
and reefs, scattered roughly around the four island 
groups as indicated in Figure 4-4. This area is known 
as the Pratas (东沙群岛) in the northeast, the Maccles-
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field Bank (中沙群岛) in the middle, the Paracel Islands  
(西沙群岛) in the west, and the Spratly Islands (南沙
群岛) in the south. Many of the “features,” however, 
are submerged under water, visible only during low 
tides. There is, therefore, no precise count of the fea-
tures in the South China Sea. 

China has a long history of fisherman using these 
waters as well as official claims to the islands. They 
were arguably the first to assign them names, used 
them as navigational references, and attempted to des-
ignate them as Chinese territories by putting them in 
the jurisdiction of southern Chinese coastal provinces 
and marking them as such on maps.101 For centuries, 
the Chinese took it for granted that their historical 
reach established their ownership over those islands 
and the waters around them. They never felt the need 

Figure 4-4. South China Sea Disputes.
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to maintain effective control or management of those 
faraway and uninhabitable islands. This was not a 
problem when the Middle Kingdom was powerful 
and its influence in its surrounding areas was strong. 
Yet when China was in dynastic decline, which has 
been a “cyclical illness” of China throughout its his-
tory, its imperial reach also retracted. It so happened 
that China’s latest dynastic decline coincided with 
the forceful arrival of the European colonial powers. 
This time, in addition to suffering from internal tur-
moil, China also “lost” practically all of its offshore 
“territories” (in quotation marks because they are in 
dispute) to foreign powers: Taiwan and its surround-
ing islands were ceded to Japan; the South China Sea 
islands all “acquired” European names (the British 
were arguably the first Europeans to set foot on the 
South China Sea islands; indeed, the Spratly and Pra-
tas islands were both renamed after British sailors);102 
the French took possession of the Paracel and Spratly 
islands in the 1930s to expand the reach of its colonial 
protectorate, Annam (the predecessor and central re-
gion of present day Vietnam); and during World War 
II, Japan took control over all of the South China Sea 
islands in its drive to create the Greater East Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere. 

At the end of World War II, Japan complied with 
the demands by the U.S.-led allies, as articulated in the 
Cairo Declaration (1943) and reaffirmed in the Pots-
dam Proclamation (1945), respectively, to relinquish 
all the territories it “had stolen” during its imperial 
expansion (see Appendix II). However, by the time 
Japan came to sign a peace treaty with its wartime 
opponents and victims to legalize the termination of 
war and its relinquishments at the peace conference 
in San Francisco, there was no undisputed recipient 
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to accept the territorial “spoils.” China was divided 
between two governments, each claiming to repre-
sent the whole. The national leaders gathering in San 
Francisco for the peace conference with Japan could 
not decide which China, the ROC on Taiwan or the 
PRC on the mainland, they should designate as the le-
gitimate recipient of Taiwan and its surrounding ter-
ritory. In fact, neither Beijing nor Taipei was invited 
to the conference. In the end, the Peace Treaty with 
Japan only reiterated Japan’s renunciation of its right 
to Taiwan and Pescadores but did not specify the re-
cipient (see Appendix IV, Article 2[b]). With respect to 
the South China Sea islands, the delegates to the peace 
conference rejected a Soviet proposal to give them to 
China103 and did not endorse a claim by Vietnam at the 
conference (see Appendix IV, Article 2[f]).104 

China denounced the design of the peace treaty 
with Japan as well as the outcome of the San Fran-
cisco peace conference.105 Chinese Foreign Minister 
Zhou En-lai issued a statement prior to the conference 
condemning the United States for its alleged role in 
“depriving China of its right to recover its lost terri-
tories” and “creating a treaty for war but not peace in 
the Western Pacific.” At the same time, China reiter-
ated its claim to Taiwan, its surrounding islands, and 
all of the South China Sea islands.106 

In retrospect, China had several opportunities to 
secure its claim and control of the South China Sea is-
lands regardless of what the United States and other 
nations did at the peace conference in San Francisco. 
In 1943 and in a world still heavily ruled by “jungle 
power” (in the way of the centuries-old power poli-
tics, that is, great powers did what they wanted but 
small nations suffered what they must, and great 
powers got to decide post-war international order), 



130

China could have demanded the “return” of the South 
China Sea islands in the Cairo Declaration. Indeed, the 
United States, the UK, and China were the only three 
“Great Allied Powers” gathering in Cairo to map out 
the post-war East Asia territorial rearrangement (Viet-
nam, Malaysia, and the Philippines were not even in-
dependent countries yet). Moreover, in 1946, the ROC 
government dispatched warships to “recover” the 
Paracel and Spratly islands.107 In a world that empha-
sized effective control rather than historical claims,108 
China could have kept its troops there to exercise 
effective control of those territories and establish 
China’s unbroken and unchallengeable possession of 
those islands. Chinese leaders are themselves to blame 
for failing to do so and neglecting the South China Sea 
Islands for decades thereafter.109 Their repeated pro-
tests against the United States and the other claimants 
and their statements about the South China Sea Is-
lands “historically belonging to China (自古以来属于
中国),” or as “China’s intrinsic and inseparable terri-
tories (中国固有和不可分割的领土),” although neces-
sary for China to uphold its claims, sounded painfully 
hollow.110 Chinese leaders wasted all their time and 
energy engaging the Chinese in “perpetual revolution 
and class struggle (继续革命与阶级斗争)” against each 
other at home, while leaving the disputed territories 
unattended offshore. 

In the meantime, Vietnam and the Philippines 
continued their efforts (in acts, not only in words) to 
secure their claims and exercise effective control over 
the South China Sea islands.111 By the early 1970s, 
word came that the South and East China Seas had 
vast deposits of fossil fuel and natural gas. The nego-
tiation of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 
was also making progress—the world would soon 
divide up the “ocean commons” and allow the ocean 
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littoral nations to claim the 200 nm EEZs and take pos-
session of their naturally extended underwater con-
tinental shelves. These new developments prompted 
the South China Sea littoral nations to “scramble for 
effective occupation” of the islands in the South China 
Sea.112 This scramble for territory continued well into 
the 1990s and left the disputes over the South China 
Sea islands as follows: 

•  The Pratas Islands: completely occupied by 
Taiwan but disputed by China;

•  The Paracel Islands: mostly occupied by China 
but disputed by Vietnam;

•  The Macclesfield Bank: disputed among China, 
Taiwan, and the Philippines;

•  The Scarborough Shoal: disputed among Chi-
na, Taiwan, and the Philippines;

•  The Spratly Islands: disputed among China, 
Vietnam, Taiwan, the Philippines, Malaysia, 
and Brunei; of the more than 30,000 features, 
about 50 are considered to be islands; they are 
occupied by the following disputants:

 — China: 6;
 — Vietnam: 29;
 — Malaysia: 5;
 — Philippines: 9;
 — Taiwan: 1;
 — Brunei, none, but has EEZ claims.113

In the face of these disputed claims, China con-
tinues to hold that it is the owner of all the islands, 
reefs, and other features in the South China Sea and 
accuses all others of “stealing and occupying China’s 
territories (侵占与窃取中国领土).” Vietnam holds the 
second largest claim. In addition to disputing China 
over the Paracel islands, Vietnam claims ownership 
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of all of the Spratly islands. Its claim puts Vietnam in 
dispute with China, Taiwan, and its Southeast Asian 
neighbors, Malaysia, Brunei, and the Philippines. 

China was upset with the other claimants’ rush to 
take possession of the South China Sea islands. It used 
force against Vietnam in 1974 to “regain” control of 
the key parts of the Paracel island group, and again in 
1988 to fight for the islands in the Spratly area. There 
have also been armed conflicts between China and the 
Philippines over their disputed features. 

In the midst of the fight for territory in the South 
China Sea, however, China launched its economic re-
form (in 1978). Its modernization mission dictated that 
China undertook measures to create an amicable in-
ternal and external environment. The most important 
of China’s external requirements was to promote a 
constructive relationship with the United States (U.S. 
investments, markets, and cooperation in practically 
all areas were instrumental for China to get started 
with its economic reform and development; Robert 
Zoellick was right to claim credit for the United States 
in his “responsible stakeholder” speech discussed ear-
lier). 

China’s second external priority was to mend fenc-
es with its neighbors. A major part of China’s problems 
with its neighbors was territorial disputes. Knowing 
that territorial disputes were difficult to settle but re-
fusing to let this stand in the way of its modernization 
mission, China proposed to its neighbors in the early 
1980s a policy of “shelving the disputes and moving 
on to promote joint development of natural resources 
at the disputed areas (搁置争议, 共同开发).”114 

China’s efforts brought it an extended period of 
relative peace and stability in its surrounding areas. 
China was able to normalize relations with all its 
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neighbors, especially the Southeast Asian nations, 
and focus on its economic development. However, 
30 years afterwards, China realized that it had paid a 
heavy price for this policy—China left its disputed ter-
ritories largely unattended for another 30 years. (The 
first 30 years was from 1949 to 1978 when the Chinese 
were condemned to repeated political movements, 
and the second 30 years from 1978 to 2008 when 
China turned its attention to economic development.) 
China’s territorial disputants, however, got 3 decades 
to reinforce their effective control of the disputed ter-
ritories. Indeed, Vietnam and Malaysia have turned 
their possessions into popular ocean vacation resorts, 
fishing outposts, ocean natural resources exploration 
stations, or military garrisons. Permanent structures 
such as airplane runways, seaports, offices, and hous-
ing are well in place.115 It would be very difficult, if 
not impossible, for China to negotiate the “return” of 
those islands.

The policy of shelving dispute-promoting joint 
development is now under heavy criticism in China. 
Many Chinese feel that China is foolish to pursue 
such a one-sided policy.116 They argue that China is 
the only one to follow this policy. The other claimants 
welcome China’s “self restraint,” but none feels obli-
gated to reciprocate in kind (much like China’s “altru-
ist” calls discussed earlier, such as the Five Principles 
of Peaceful Coexistence and the Harmonious World 
concept that expects other nations to practice altru-
ism and exercise self constraint in international affairs 
even though few, if any, would do it wholeheartedly). 

Indeed, all of the other claimants know that China’s 
policy is based on the premise that the sovereignty of 
those islands belongs to China (主权属我). China, for 
its part, has always maintained this bottom line in its 
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dealing with the other claimants.117 Deng Xiaoping, 
the architect of this policy, made it clear right at the 
beginning that “sovereignty is not negotiable” (主权是
不可以商量的).118 The other claimants are not stupid. 
They see China’s policy of shelving disputes as a mat-
ter of convenience. They believe that China will try to 
gradually coerce the disputants to agree with China’s 
position; once China becomes stronger and the time 
is right, China will certainly become more assertive 
and will settle the disputes in its favor, with the use 
of force if necessary. The disputants therefore believe 
that their best bet is to take advantage of China’s “be-
nign neglect,” “grab” as many islands as they can, and 
take their time to reinforce their effective control of 
the disputed territories. 

Many Chinese also complain that China’s call for 
joint development of natural resources in the disputed 
areas has only met with disappointment. So far, there 
are numerous drill rigs in the South China Sea, pro-
ducing sizeable tonnages of crude oil and natural gas 
annually; but it is like “a feast for all but China.” In the 
end, “China shelves disputes, only to make it possible 
for all others to work for their developments.”119

Finally, Chinese analysts note that the other South 
China Sea claimants have been taking collaborative ef-
forts to deal with China. By establishing the Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Declaration 
on the South China Sea and the Code of Conduct, the 
other disputants hold China to multilateral bargaining. 
At the same time, all of the disputants increase their 
defense spending and purchase advanced weapon 
systems to strengthen their naval and air forces.120 The 
message is clear: they are preparing to protect their 
possessions. Many Chinese therefore ask the Chinese 
government to abandon this policy and take more as-
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sertive measures to settle the disputes in China’s favor 
and before it is too late for action. 

The Chinese government is caught between the 
need to continue its modernization mission, which is 
projected to take another 30 years to turn China into a 
true great power (review China’s plan discussed ear-
lier), and the need to fight for its claimed territories, 
which cannot wait, but can cause unpredictable inter-
ruption to the modernization mission. It appears that 
the Chinese government is trying to juggle the two 
simultaneously.121 While continuing to advocate the 
shelving dispute by promoting a joint development 
policy,122 China also takes concrete measures to exert 
effective control over the disputed territories. For in-
stance, China’s State Oceanic Administration (SOA) 
has started administrative, monitoring, and law en-
forcement patrols in the South and East China Seas, 
especially around the Spratly Islands and the disputed 
areas between China and Japan (discussed later), with 
well-equipped special-function vessels. According to 
China’s SOA, in 2010 it has dispatched patrol ships 
160 times and surveillance planes in 523 flights, cov-
ering ocean waters from China’s northern sea shore, 
where the Yalu River (鸭绿江) meets the sea, to the 
Okinawa Trough on the edge of the Chinese-claimed 
underwater continental shelf (more on this in the next 
section) and the James Shoal (曾母暗沙) at the south-
ern tip of the South China Sea.123 

In China’s 12th Five-Year Plan released in March 
2011, China for the first time included a special chap-
ter on its maritime interests and development. In addi-
tion to specifying the guidelines for maritime develop-
ment, China also plans to build 16 surveillance aircraft 
and 350 patrol vessels. In the meantime, the Chinese 
Foreign Ministry created a new Department of Bound-
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ary and Maritime Affairs. The PLAN also constructed 
a new naval base on Hainan Island focusing on the 
South China Sea and has been making efforts to ex-
pand its naval power eventually to a blue-water navy. 

In addition to the above, China is also making ef-
forts to prevent the involvement of the United States in 
these disputes. Throughout the years, China has been 
very suspicious and sensitive to the U.S. position on 
the South China Sea disputes.124 The Chinese blamed 
the United States for making the sovereignty of the 
South China Sea open for dispute at the San Francisco 
peace conference in 1951. They were also upset with 
the United States freely using the South China Sea 
to wage the Vietnam War (transporting forces and 
launching air and naval attacks on Vietnam), ignor-
ing China’s claim and protests, and making Southeast 
Asia and the South China Sea one of the three “an-
ti-communism breakwaters” in the Western Pacific 
during the early years of the Cold War (through the 
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization [SEATO]; the oth-
er two are the U.S.-Japan and Korea alliances and the 
U.S.-ROC [Taiwan] defense pact).125 

The Chinese were “grateful,” however, when the 
United States took a “hands off” stand on the South 
China Sea disputes following its rapprochement with 
China in 1972. For instance, the United States turned 
a “blind eye” to China’s military operation against 
Vietnam in 1974 (China-Vietnam naval clash over the 
Paracels), 1979 (China-Vietnam Border War), and 1988 
(China-Vietnam naval clash over the Spratlys). 

But they got upset again when the United States 
took issue with China’s military clash with the Philip-
pines in 1994, warned of China’s “creeping encroach-
ment” of the South China Sea territory, and hinted 
that the U.S.-Filipino defense treaty would cover the 
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Philippines’ claimed South China Sea territories.126 
Chinese leaders have taken watchful note of the U.S. 
adjustments in its position toward the South China Sea 
disputes since the end of the Cold War. Although the 
United States has openly maintained a neutral posi-
tion,127 China nevertheless holds that the United States 
sides with the Southeast Asian claimants privately. 

More recently, the Chinese see growing U.S. do-
mestic pressure on the U.S. Government to take 
stronger stands against China on the South China Sea 
disputes. U.S. anti-China critiques strongly urged the 
Obama administration to be more assertive in South-
east Asian affairs. They also charge that China’s claim 
on the South China Sea islands is overbearing. They 
are concerned that China’s military modernization is 
upsetting the strategic balance in Southeast Asia and 
threatening U.S. navigation freedom (such as the ha-
rassment of U.S. surveillance ships and flights). They 
press the U.S. Government to modify its strategy to-
ward China in Southeast Asia and the South China 
Sea, and urged the U.S. Government to support Viet-
nam, the Philippines, and Malaysia on their claims.128 
“The United States should take sides,” as some in the 
United States have demanded.129 

Chinese note that the Obama administration ap-
pears to take those domestic pressures seriously. In 
less than 2 years since taking office, Secretary of State 
Hillary Rodham Clinton has visited this region six 
times. She has repeatedly told the Asia community 
that the United States is back (from George W. Bush’s 
“neglect”) and is here to stay.130 Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates echoes Clinton’s call by emphasizing the 
United States is a “residence power” in Asia and re-
affirms U.S. commitments to this region.131 President 
Obama has also visited Asia twice and characterized 
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himself as the “first Pacific President.”132 Through 
these high-sound-bite outreaches, the Obama ad-
ministration has put forward a strategy toward Asia: 
strengthen and reinvigorate old alliances, make new 
friends, and support multilateral institutions in this 
region.133 

Chinese watch the Obama team’s moves with 
much suspicion. They dismiss the above as pretext for 
the United States to reposition itself in the Western Pa-
cific. They argue that the United States has never left 
the Asia-Pacific, even though it has been busy fighting 
wars elsewhere; and this stormy repositioning is only 
an attempt to counterbalance China’s expanding pow-
er.134 Thus instead of welcoming the “return” of the 
United States to Asia, China was preparing for new 
tension in the two nations’ relations.135 Unfortunately, 
it did not take them long to see a downturn this way. 
Indeed, an eventful 2010 unfolded in a series of con-
frontations between the United States and China that 
touched upon almost all the sensitive issues between 
the two nations. 

The year 2010 started with President Obama’s 
authorization of $6.4 billion worth of arms sales to 
Taiwan (on January 29) and a meeting with the Dalai 
Lama at the White House (on February 17). Both, ac-
cording to the Chinese, were acts stepping on China’s 
core interests and against repeated Chinese protests. 
They set off a firestorm in Beijing. The Chinese gov-
ernment summoned the U.S. Ambassador and the 
Defense Attaché to receive China’s protest, and in-
formed them that high-level military exchanges with 
the United States were to be suspended and those U.S. 
corporations that make arms for Taiwan would be 
sanctioned. 

In the following month (March), U.S. Deputy Sec-
retary of State James Steinberg and Senior Director for 
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Asian Affairs at the National Security Council Jeffrey 
Bader visited Beijing with an attempt to “bring U.S.-
China relations back on track.” Their meeting with 
the Chinese officials, however, was an unsuccessful 
one. Chinese officials took the occasion to lecture their 
American guests on China’s core interests. But since 
the two sides did not see eye to eye on these issues, 
neither did they agree on the way to handle the issues, 
their difference remained as wide as ever. 

It was later revealed that during this meeting, 
Chinese officials for the first time included the South 
China Sea territorial dispute in the list of Chinese core 
interests.136 This Chinese move, even if it were meant 
to be a water-testing one, was very disturbing to the 
United States, for China has long held that it will use 
all instruments of national power, especially the use of 
force, to deal with issues involving its core interests. 
Raising the stakes on the South China Sea dispute is 
very dangerous; in addition, since China has such a 
broad claim on the South China Sea, not just land fea-
tures, but also waters, and given China’s position on 
foreign military activities in its claimed zones, putting 
the South China Sea as one of China’s core interests 
has far-reaching consequences. Thus, 2 months later 
in May, when Chinese officials brought this issue di-
rectly to Clinton while she was in Beijing for the Sec-
ond U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue, Sec-
retary Clinton rejected it flatly: “We don’t agree with 
that.”137 

In the meantime, tension in Northeast Asia flared 
up around the alleged North Korea sinking of a South 
Korea warship and its aftermath. China refused to en-
dorse any U.S.-led measure to condemn North Korea 
and opposed vehemently a planned U.S.-South Korea 
joint military exercise in the Yellow Sea. Specifically, 
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China opposed the United States sending the George 
Washington aircraft carrier strike group to the troubled 
waters. Chinese argued that the true intent of this 
planned U.S. show of force was not to deter North 
Korea, for that “outlawed” nation has never been de-
terred anyway, but to tell the Chinese that they should 
not try to push the U.S. forces out of the EEZ. 

The push and shove between the two nations came 
to a head in July in Hanoi, Vietnam, at the ASEAN 
Regional Forum. Secretary Clinton came prepared to 
give China an official response on the South China Sea 
issues. She declared the following:

•  The United States has a national interest in the 
freedom of navigation, open access to Asia’s 
maritime commons, and respect for interna-
tional law in the South China Sea.

•  The United States supports a collaborative dip-
lomatic process by all claimants for resolving 
the various territorial disputes without coer-
cion. We oppose the use or threat of force by 
any claimant.

•  While the United States does not take sides on 
the competing territorial disputes over land 
features in the South China Sea, we believe 
claimants should pursue their territorial claims 
and accompanying rights to maritime space 
in accordance with the UN Convention on the 
Law of the Sea. Consistent with customary in-
ternational law, legitimate claims to maritime 
space in the South China Sea should be derived 
solely from legitimate claims to land features.138

The Chinese charged that, taken out of context, 
the above sounded righteous; but delivered at the 
ASEAN Regional Forum, every foreign minister in the 
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audience (there were 27 of them at the forum)139 knew 
what Clinton was after, and every point made in her 
speech was an attack on China. 

Clinton’s first point is a forceful statement. If it 
stands, this statement can become a doctrine in U.S. 
foreign policy on a par with other U.S. foreign poli-
cy doctrines, most notably the Monroe Doctrine that 
put the European powers on notice and defined U.S. 
interests in the Western Hemisphere, and the Carter 
Doctrine that warned the Soviets not to tamper with 
the Persian Gulf and made the security of the region a 
vital interest of the United States.140 This “Hillary Clin-
ton Doctrine” is put forward against another great 
power, China, and defines the U.S. position on the key 
issues at stake.

Clinton’s second point goes against China’s long-
held position of settling disputes with the other claim-
ants in bilateral ways. The United States is concerned 
that China may have too great an advantage over the 
other disputants one-on-one. In addition, by opposing 
the use or threat of force in settling the South China 
Sea disputes, Clinton was in essence telling the Chi-
nese that they should not make the South China Sea 
disputes a core interest of China. 

Clinton’s third point goes against another Chinese 
long-held position of settling the disputes “in accor-
dance with the special historical, political, economi-
cal, geographical, and other related circumstances.” 
To the Chinese, UNCLOS is a necessary reference, 
but they do not want to subjugate the disputes to the 
ruling of the UNCLOS, for it will be disadvantageous 
to China’s claims, which are largely historical but not 
records of effective control. 

Clinton’s final point takes issue with an ambiguous 
Chinese claim on the South China Sea. It is the area 
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delimitated by the 9 dashed border lines. China has 
had these dashed lines around the South China Sea on 
its maps since 1947, when the first map was published 
by Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government shortly 
before its fall and retreat to Taiwan. However, neither 
the Nationalist government nor the PRC government 
has ever clarified whether those dashed lines are tem-
porary markers of China’s territorial boundary that 
cover both the water as well as the land features in the 
South China Sea and would be eventually formalized 
as permanent Chinese border lines. By taking an of-
ficial stand on this issue, Clinton is dismissing those 
Chinese markers. The United States is now a disputant in 
the South China Sea disputes. 

The Chinese were furious. They had asked Clinton 
not to bring this issue to the ASEAN Regional Forum 
prior to the meeting. They were angry that the U.S. 
Secretary of State not only ignored their pleadings, but 
also took such a forceful stand at the forum. Chinese 
Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi immediately responded 
with “a very strong and emotional statement essen-
tially suggesting that this was a pre-planned mobiliza-
tion on this issue. . . . He was distinctly not happy.”141 
China rejected the U.S. attempt to “internationalize 
and complicate” the South China Sea disputes and 
vowed not to cave in to the U.S. pressure. In an unmis-
takable show of its resolve, China had the PLA carry 
out a large-scale live-fire military exercise in the South 
China Sea, reportedly involving all of China’s naval 
fleets (the Northern, Eastern, and South China Sea 
fleets), right after this confrontational exchange.142 The 
PLA naval exercise was also an apparent countermea-
sure against the up-coming first-ever U.S.-Vietnam 
military exercises in the South China Sea. The U.S.-
Vietnam military exercises were to commemorate the 
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15th anniversary of the U.S.-Vietnam rapprochement. 
But put in the context of this recent tension between 
China and the United States, China clearly interpreted 
at it as part of the Obama strategy to make new friends 
and a U.S. effort to form a U.S.-Vietnam “united front” 
against China. The timely arrival of the George Wash-
ington carrier strike group (immediately following its 
joint exercises with South Korea in Northeast Asia) 
gave the Chinese solid evidence to support their views.

The Chinese see that the United States is abandon-
ing its half-hearted neutral stand and moving toward 
an active involvement approach.143 To the Chinese, 
this is like a nightmare come true—the last thing they 
want to have is a confrontation with the United States 
over the South China Sea disputes. Unfortunately, 
they see it becoming a reality. By any account, these 
open and subtle exchanges constitute a defining mo-
ment in the U.S.-China power transition. South China 
Sea disputes have also become a complicated part of 
this contentious process between China and the Unit-
ed States. The Chinese believe that this development 
is inevitable and beyond China’s control (中美在南海
的博弈迟早都会发生, 这种局面也不会以中国的意志为
转移).

East China Sea Disputes. China has tough challenges 
in the East China Sea. It has territorial disputes with a 
great power, Japan. Moreover, China also has to deal 
with the United States as a result of the U.S. treaty ob-
ligation to defend Japan if China and Japan were to 
use force against each other to settle the disputes. 

China and Japan have two closely related disputes 
in the East China Sea. One is about the delimitation 
of the two nations’ maritime boundary; the other, the 
sovereign right over a group of islands known as the 
Diaoyu Dao (钓鱼岛) in Chinese and Senkaku gunto  
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(尖阁群岛) in Japanese in the disputed area of the two 
nations’ overlapping ocean claims. It is very difficult, 
if not impossible, to see the settlement of one without 
the other. 

China and Japan are maritime neighbors on the 
two sides of the East China Sea, with China’s eastern 
seaboard from Fujian Province to Shanghai on the 
west and Japan’s Ryukyu island chain on the east. 
The distance between the two sides is about 360 nm 
at its widest stretch in the north and about 200 nm at 
the narrowest points in the south. For centuries, there 
was no maritime boundary between China and Japan. 
However, with the birth of UNCLOS, the two nations, 
which are parties to the treaty, found the need and re-
quirement to establish proper dividing lines in their 
shared waters and the seabed underneath. 

The UNCLOS offers two key provisions for the 
redistribution of the world’s ocean commons. First, 
it encourages ocean littoral nations to claim 200-nm 
EEZs off their territorial waters. Second, it also allows 
ocean littoral nations with naturally extended under-
water continental shelves to expand the jurisdiction 
of their continental shelves to a maximum of 350 nm 
from their seashores. 

These “revolutionary” provisions, however, were 
bound to create overlapping claims and bring neigh-
boring littoral nations to confront each other. During 
the long and exhaustive negotiations for the Law of 
the Sea, nations were divided on how to handle in-
evitable conflicts resulting from overlapping claims. 
Some advocated a one-fits-all “median line” to settle 
overlapping claims. Others insisted on an “equitable 
principle” for claimants to negotiate solutions to their 
disputes. The two sides could not reach an agree-
ment at the conclusion of the UNCLOS in 1982. They 



145

compromised by recommending claimants follow the 
rules of the International Court of Justice to settle their 
disputes; and whatever method they use, they should 
have a formal agreement on the delimitations (see Ap-
pendix I, Article 83 [1]). 

The UNCLOS came into effect in November 1994. 
Two years later, Japan promulgated its Law on the Ex-
clusive Economic Zone and the Continental Shelf, which 
claimed a 200-nm EEZ all around Japan and assert-
ed the use of median lines to delimitate overlapping 
claims with its ocean neighbors on the opposite sides.
China adopted its Law on the EEZ and Continental Shelf 
in 1998 and claimed 200 nm EEZs along China’s coast 
lines and its offshore islands as well.144 China and 
Japan’s claims in the East China Sea unsurprisingly 
overlapped. China was upset that Japan had taken the 
initiative to assert a median line as the delimitation in 
the two nations’ expected overlapping claims. China’s 
main objection was that it saw a natural prolongation 
of China’s underwater continental shelf from its east-
ern seaboard stretching all the way to the Okinawa 
Trough; and therefore China was entitled to extend its 
jurisdiction over the continental shelf as such and use 
the western edge of the Okinawa Trough as a natural 
delimitation line between the two nations’ claims (see 
the two nations conflicting delimitation lines in Fig-
ure 4-5; there is no precise measure of China’s claim, 
but it is close to the 350 nm limit at its widest stretch). 
From China’s claim, there was no ground for Japan’s 
asserted median line. Moreover, China took Japan’s 
assertion as a unilateral act, deemed it invalid without 
an agreement between the two nations and therefore 
dismissed it altogether. Although China and Japan 
subsequently held negotiations, their differences were 
oceans apart and no agreement was reached. 
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This dispute has evidently affected the two nations 
in their efforts to explore natural resources in the dis-
puted area (China’s drilling for natural gas and fossil 
oil near the alleged median line and Japan’s protest is 
a case in point) and the overall China-Japan relations 
from time to time (when tension flairs up in the dis-
puted area).145 Complicating the dispute on the mari-
time delimitation was the two nations’ fight over the 
sovereign ownership of the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands 
in the disputed area. Those islands consist of five tiny 
uninhabited islands and three barren rocks that are 
barely visible on the ocean surface. They lie at the edge 
of the East China Sea continental shelf and the south-
ern tip of the Okinawa Trough (see the circled area 
in Figure 4-5). The islands by themselves have little 
material value. However, they bear high-stakes politi-
cal and economic consequences for China and Japan.

Figure 4-5. China-Japan Disputes in East China Sea.
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Indeed, the current fight over these islands came 
initially out of the two nations’ reaction to the specu-
lation that the East China Sea had large fossil depos-
its146 and the expectation that the possession of those 
islands lends strength to a claim to a sizeable portion 
of the undersea natural resources (according to one 
study, the area is about 20,000 square nm147). In fact, 
Japan’s median line delimitation was based on its as-
sertion that those islands belonged to Japan; and the 
islands were entitled to have EEZ and continental 
shelf as well. If China were to “recover” the Diaoyu/
Senkaku Islands and had its way on the extended con-
tinental shelf, China would have that valuable asset 
instead (see Figure 4-5 again). This is a fight neither 
side can afford to give up.

But the political reasons for the two nations’ fight 
over those islands are equally significant. China and 
Japan are battling over those islands for their unset-
tled past, as well as for their unfolding future—both 
want to be great maritime powers; and the fight over 
their maritime boundary and the possession of those 
islands thus is a test case on their ambitions. More-
over, it is not only a fight for China, but also a fight 
with the United States over its alleged role in creat-
ing this dispute between China and Japan, its com-
mitment to support Japan if China and Japan were to 
use force against each other over those islands, and a 
test of strength between China and the United States 
in their power transition process. The stakes are high. 
The dispute is intractable. The following is a list of the 
opposing arguments.148 

•  China holds that Chinese were the first to dis-
cover those islands and used them as a naviga-
tion reference for centuries; Chinese fishermen 
came to the area around the islands regularly; 
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and dynastic China’s envoys made stops at 
those islands on their way to China’s vassel 
state, the Ryukyu island kingdom, until Japan 
conquered the latter in 1879. China claims that 
those islands are “intrinsically integral and  
inseparable territories of China since antiqui-
ty” (中国自古以来固有和不可分割的领土) and 
“China’s sovereign ownership of those islands 
[is] indisputable” (中国拥有无可争议的主权).

•  Japan does not dispute China’s historical 
claims, but argues that China has never exer-
cised effective control of those islands, and the 
“physical connection” of those islands to China 
is questionable and not intrinsic. Japan, for the 
record, took over and had official control of 
those islands from 1895 to 1945 and since 1972.

•  China claims that the Diaoyu/Senkaku Is-
lands are part of China’s extended continental 
shelf and Taiwan’s surrounding islands; Japan 
“stole” Taiwan and its surrounding islands, 
including the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, from 
China through the Treaty of Shimonoseki of 
1895 (马关条约); all of those islands therefore 
were covered in the Cairo Declaration and the 
Potsdam Proclamation and should be returned 
to China.

•  Japan argues that it acquired the Diaoyu/Sen-
kaku Islands through a Cabinet Decision prior 
to the Treaty of Shimonoseki as a terra nullius, 
land that is not claimed by any person or state; 
they were not mentioned in the Cairo Declara-
tion and Potsdam Proclamation; and therefore 
are not required to be returned to China.

•  China condemns the United States for its inclu-
sion of those islands in the trusteeship in 1951151 



149

and the handover of those islands to Japan in 
1972. China charges that the U.S. policy was 
an ill-willed act toward China and a brute ill-
treatment of China’s territorial integrity.

•  The United States makes no apology for China’s 
accusations. But the United States has always 
held that it takes no position in the territo-
rial dispute and insists that the trusteeship and 
handover have no bearing on the sovereignty 
of those islands. Moreover, the United States 
has also made it clear that the dispute should 
be resolved peacefully and, if Japan were to be 
attacked as a result of this dispute, the United 
States would honor its mutual defense treaty 
obligation to come to Japan’s defense. This po-
sition cannot be more unequivocal and forceful 
from the recent remarks by Secretary of State 
Clinton:

Well, first let me say clearly again the Senkakus 
fall within the scope of Article 5 of the 1960 
U.S.-Japan Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and 
Security. This is part of the larger commitment 
that the United States has made to Japan’s se-
curity. We consider the Japanese-U.S. alliance 
one of the most important alliance partner-
ships we have anywhere in the world and we 
are committed to our obligations to protect the 
Japanese people.152

•  China holds that the Okinawa Trough marks 
the end of “China’s underwater continental 
shelf,” and the depth of the Okinawa Trough 
meets the UNCLOS requirement to be taken as 
a break in its extension.153

•  Japan argues that the Okinawa Trough is only 
an accidental dent, and the Ryukyu island chain 
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is the true edge of the East China Sea continen-
tal shelf. Japan and China therefore share this 
continental shelf, and the two nations should 
delimitate their maritime boundary at the me-
dian line (with Japan continuing its possession 
of the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands).

•  China holds that it has followed a policy of 
“shelving disputes while promoting joint de-
velopment” with good faith, and accuses Japan 
of taking advantage of China’s self constraint 
and altering the status of the disputes.154

•  Japanese officials, most recently Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Seiji Maehara, call the Chinese 
policy a “one-sided stand” (一厢情愿) and insist 
that “there is no territorial dispute” between Ja-
pan and China.155

The list can go on and on, but these “he said, she 
said” contentions will never settle the dispute; they 
are only making it increasingly irreconcilable. Indeed, 
China feels that in the past 100 years it has lost wars 
and territories to Japan; to this date, it has not “recov-
ered the lost territories,” namely Taiwan and the is-
lands in the South and East China Seas, and not even 
received a formal apology from Japan. There is ample 
evidence in China that this dispute with Japan, and 
the United States as well, is already a heavy-loaded 
nationalistic and emotional issue; and there is no room 
for China to back down in this dispute. 

Moreover, the Chinese profess to have learned their 
lessons on the disputed island territories the hard way 
and vow to take corrective measures to assert China’s 
interests. In the words of Sun Shuxian, the Executive 
Deputy Commander of China’s National Marine Sur-
veillance Fleet (中国海监总队常务副总队长孙书贤), in 
international law, there are two customary practices 
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for ruling on maritime disputes: one is to see if you 
have effective control and management of the disput-
ed territory; and the other is the preference of effective 
control over historical claims. For instance, we have 
been arguing that these islands have been ours since 
antiquity; these words are hollow; what really counts 
is your actual control and effective management. Chi-
na’s marine surveillance and law enforcement patrol 
must make its presence in the disputed area and es-
tablish records of effective control.”156 

Sun’s remarks are China’s battle cry. China’s ac-
tions are already underway. The Chinese SOA made 
the debut of its control and administration mission 
on the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in December 2008. 
The Chinese celebrated this first successful operation. 
Two Chinese marine surveillance and law enforce-
ment vessels caught the Japanese defense force off 
guard. They broke into the Japanese-guarded 12 nm 
zone around the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands and stayed 
there for about 8 hours.157 A Chinese Foreign Minis-
try spokesman dismissed Japan’s protest, saying that 
“China does not see its normal surveillance and law 
enforcement activities in its maritime territory ‘pro-
vocative;’ and China will decide when to send these 
vessels to the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands again on its 
own terms.”158 Since then, China’s marine surveillance 
ships have made many more “visits” to the Diaoyu/
Senkaku Islands. The SOA has stated that it would 
turn these “visits” into regular official duties (常态化
定期巡航) for the Marine Surveillance Fleet.159 

The Chinese have noted that at this point that its 
marine surveillance and law enforcement fleet is still 
much smaller than that of Japan. The Chinese gov-
ernment has specified in its recently released 12th 
Five-Year Plan that it would turn this force into a for-
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midable one in the coming years. Funds have been 
earmarked to build 30 to 50 big size and highly ca-
pable vessels. The first one, “Yuzheng 310” (中国渔政 
310), a 2,580-tonnage vessel with a platform for two 
Z-9A helicopters and advanced satellite communica-
tion systems, made its maiden voyage on November 
16, 2010. Its destination was the Diaoyu/Senkaku Is-
lands.160 

China’s efforts are changing the situation around 
the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. Clashes between China 
and Japan over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands and re-
ports about China’s determination to develop its ma-
rine surveillance and law enforcement forces and to 
assert and protect China’s maritime interests hit Chi-
nese media headlines at an alarming rate. Although 
most of the reports are only about China’s efforts to 
gain control of the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, one can-
not but wonder if those efforts do not imply the even-
tual eviction of Japan’s forces out of the disputed area. 
Since there is no reason to expect that Japan will sit 
idle while China is making its advances, a showdown 
between China and Japan, with the danger of armed 
conflict, is only a matter of time; and this time is com-
ing fast. And the United States, as promised by Secre-
tary of State Clinton, will have to rush to the rescue.

What about Tibet and Xinjiang?

These are China’s explosive issues. Unlike the 
small and uninhabitable islands in the South and East 
China Seas, Tibet and Xinjiang make up about one-
third of China’s landmass and have a population of 
about 3 million in Tibet and 22 million in Xinjiang.161 
These two regions are also different from Taiwan in a 
significant way in that while the people in Taiwan are 
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Han Chinese, the ones in Tibet and Xinjiang, excluding 
the Han Chinese residents, are not. The ethnic groups 
of Kazakh, Kirghiz, Russian, Tajik, Uyghur, and Uz-
bek, to name the major ones, in Xinjiang are of mixed 
Caucasian descent. Their problems with the Chinese 
are intertwined with many issues such as territorial 
disputes, religious intolerance, cultural clashes, hu-
man and political injustice, economic inequality, and 
so forth. In many ways, their fight with the Chinese is 
no less complicated than the problems in Afghanistan, 
the Balkans, or the Middle East. 

Tibet and Xinjiang have been under China’s effec-
tive control for well over 60 years; yet they are still as 
unsettled as ever. The relations between the people of 
these two regions and the Han Chinese are anything 
but harmonious. Prejudice in racial, cultural, social, 
political, and economic terms between the majority 
Han Chinese and the Tibetans and the various minori-
ties in Xinjiang still run deep. These two regions also 
rank among the lowest in economic development, 
education standards, and in most vital indicators in 
China. As a consequence of these problems, clashes 
between these “different races” (异族) and the Han 
Chinese take place from time to time. The drive for 
separation or independence is also a recurrent theme. 
Every time there is social-political clash in these two 
regions, it naturally comes to riots and intensifies the 
animosity between people in these two regions and 
the Han majority. The riots of 2008 and 2009 in Tibet 
and Xinjiang, respectively, are cases in point. These 
conflicts are also connected to the separation/inde-
pendence movements waged by the “brethren” of 
Tibetans and Xinjiang ethnic groups abroad. On top 
of these, there is the involvement of foreign nations, 
most notably the United States. All of these factors 
make these problems complicated and explosive. 
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For a long time, the Chinese government took 
heavy-handed measures to deal with these problems. 
In 2000, however, the CCP added a new piece. It 
launched a “Great Western Development Project” (西
部大开发项目) for Tibet and Xinjiang and the several 
underdeveloped provinces around these two regions. 

The main components of this project included de-
velopment of infrastructure162 (transport, hydropower 
plants, energy, and telecommunications), enticement 
of foreign investment,163 increased efforts on ecologi-
cal protection (such as reforestation164), promotion of 
education,165 and encouragement of talent flow into 
the western provinces. 

The idea behind this project is consistent with the 
CCP’s economic development drive in the past 30 
years. That is, economic development is the answer to 
most of the social-political problems. Chinese leaders 
believe that with an improved standard of living, peo-
ple will have less need for social-political unrest; for 
the people in Tibet and Xinjiang, economic develop-
ment will turn their attention away from the fight for 
separation or independence and reduce their incen-
tive to join their poor brethren outside Chinese bor-
ders. As Zhang Chunxian (张春贤), the CCP chief of 
Xinjiang, recently put it, economic development is the 
“master key” (总钥匙) to Xinjiang’s problems.166 The 
central CCP leadership has also made new efforts to 
drum up support for the development of the Western 
regions in the same light.167 With the Great Western 
Development Project laying the initial groundwork in 
the last 10 years and the new blessing from the central 
CCP leadership, Zhang vowed to accelerate this de-
velopment program and narrow the gap between the 
western region and the more developed eastern parts 
of China in the next 20 to 30 years.
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Development takes time. Between now and then, 
Chinese leaders must find ways to get the people in 
these two regions engaged in the development efforts. 
At the same time, the Chinese government has to deal 
with the external forces that are persistently pressing 
for the separation/independence of the two regions 
from China. The Chinese leaders are particularly 
concerned with the U.S. factor in these two explosive 
problems. They hold that the United States has many 
reasons to play these two issues as leverage against 
China; it has the capacity to influence the course of 
the separation/independence movements; it has been 
actively involved in the affairs of these two regions; 
and will continue to be so in the future.

Tibet, China, and the United States. The history be-
tween Tibet and China can be divided into three broad 
periods. The first goes from mythical or legendary 
times to the beginning of the 7th century when Tibet 
emerged as a unified kingdom in the Himalaya Moun-
tain region. The second period goes from the 630s AD 
when Tibet under its founding ruler, Songtsen Gampo 
(松赞干布), and Tang China fought their first of many 
wars, through the Mongol-ruled Yuan Dynasty (1271-
1368), the Chinese restored Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), 
the Manchu-ruled Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), the Chi-
nese ROC (1911-49), to 1950, when Tibet became a for-
mal part of the PRC, to the present. 

There is much controversy involved in the presen-
tation of this long history. Chinese and Tibetans-in-
exile hold opposing views. Whereas China routinely 
produces its interpretation of this history to legitimize 
its rule of Tibet, the Tibetans-in-exile make every ef-
fort to dispute China’s claims and provide their own 
versions of this history to justify their struggle for Ti-
bet independence. Between these two opposing forces 
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stand some Western scholars who try to offer balanced 
analyses. Nevertheless, all should bear in mind that 
there is no agreement on this controversial matter.

China’s position is repeatedly stated in a number 
of government White Papers on Tibet and Tibet-relat-
ed issues. Its key claims are as follows:168

•  Tibet has been an inseparable part of China 
since antiquity (西藏自古以来就是中国不可分
割的一部分).

•  In 641, the founder of unified Tibet, Songtsen 
Gampo (松赞干布), negotiated a marriage with 
Chinese Prince Wen Cheng (文成公主) and a 
niece of the Chinese Tang Emperor. Tibet and 
China subsequently became relatives. (Note: by 
virtue of this marriage, Songtsen Gampo and 
the Chinese emperor Tang Taizong [唐太宗] 
had an “uncle-niece relationship” [甥舅关系]. 
In accordance with Confucius’ teaching, it im-
plied a hierarchical junior-senior relationship 
between the two nations.)

•  In 823, Tibet and China signed the Tang (China)-
Tubo (Tibet) Peace Treaty (唐蕃长庆会盟). The 
two therefore were united as one.

•  In 1271, the Mongols established the Yuan Dy-
nasty and unified a war-torn China. Tibet was 
also part of the Mongol conquest and subse-
quently became an administrative region di-
rectly under the administration of the central 
government of Yuan.

•  Every Chinese government since then—the 
Ming, Qing, and ROC—has followed the Yuan 
practice of exercising sovereign and adminis-
trative control over Tibet.

•  In 1727, the Qing assigned the first high com-
missioner to be stationed in Tibet.
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•  During the Qing Dynasty, the central govern-
ment held the power to confirm the reincarna-
tion of all the deceased high Buddhas of Tibet, 
including the Dalai Lama and Bainqen Erdeni. 
The central government also sent high commis-
sioners to supervise the installation ceremony 
of the new Dalai Lama and Bainqen Erdeni 
over the centuries.

•  The ROC government continued the relation-
ship with Tibet established by the previous dy-
nasties. Upon the death of the 13th Dalai Lama 
in 1933, the ROC government followed the tra-
dition to supervise the search for the reincar-
nate successor. In 1939, the ROC government 
approved the selection of Lhamo Toinzhub (the 
Dalai Lama’s original name), and in 1940 Presi-
dent Chiang Kai-shek issued an official decree 
conferring the title of the 14th Dalai Lama on 
Lhamo Toinzhub. The ROC high commissioner 
and other Chinese officials also supervised the 
installation ceremony.

•  The PRC liberated Tibet in 1950 as it did many 
other Chinese provinces. The PRC government 
also followed its predecessors in handling the 
change and affirmation of the Dalai Lama and 
Bainqen Erdeni.

The Tibetans-in-exile dispute every Chinese ac-
count of the Tibet-China relationship. Their positions 
can be found mostly at Tibet.net, the official website 
of the Central Tibetan Administration (CTA, English 
version), xizang-zhiye.org (西藏之页, CTA’s Chinese 
version), dalailama.com (the Dalai Lama’s site), and 
other Tibetan publications. Their key positions are as 
follows:
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•  Tibetans and Chinese each have their own ac-
counts of the origins of their civilizations. The 
two peoples have no connection in their ances-
try. The few presumable Tibetans that ancient 
Chinese knew about were the Qiangs (羌族). 
However, the Chinese always characterized the 
Qiangs as aliens or nomadic barbarians. Chi-
nese anthropologists and historians also admit 
that there is no conclusive evidence to show if 
the Qiangs are the mainstay of the Tibetans.169 
Ancient Chinese never made it to the Tibetan 
plateau. As such, Tibet was never an insepa-
rable part of China in antiquity.

•  The marriage of Songtsen Gampo and Chinese 
Prince Wen Cheng brought a period of relative 
peace between Tibet and Tang China. Yet it did 
not make the union or subordination of Tibet 
to China. Songtsen Gampo unfortunately died 
young in 650. Her successors soon resumed 
warfare with the Chinese. In the next nearly 200 
years, Tibet and China continued their fights 
and failed attempts to make peace. It was in 823 
when the two sides reached a firm agreement 
for peace and signed a landmark peace treaty 
to settle their animosity and disputes.

•  The Tang-Tubo Peace Treaty of 823 AD is not a 
treaty of union between Tibet and China, con-
trary to the Chinese claim; but a treaty to end 
war, settle borders, and make peace between 
the two nations. The following are from the 
inscriptions on the only surviving stone monu-
ment erected in 823 (according to historical 
records, the two sides made three stone monu-
ments; this surviving one is at the front of the 
Jokhang Monastery in Tibet; the second one 
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was erected at the Tibet-China border; and the 
third one was at China’s capital Changan (长
安), today’s Xian (西安); the latter two vanished 
long ago):

. . . 今蕃汉二国所守见管本界, 以东悉为大唐国
疆, 已西尽是大蕃境土, 彼此不为寇敌, 不举兵
革, 不相侵谋. 封境或有猜阻捉生, 问事讫, 给以
衣粮放归. 今社稷叶同如一, 为此大和 (an unof-
ficial translation: . . . Today, Tubo [Tibet] and 
Han [Tang China] each has secured its border 
at this demarcation, to its east is the Great 
Tang’s territory; and to the west, the territory 
of the Great Tubo; each pledges not to be en-
emy of the other, not to wage war against each 
other. In case of border closing and intrusion, 
each side should properly question the intrud-
ers, and then release them with clothes and 
food provided. Today both nations are equals; 
this treaty is for a great harmony between the 
two).170

  
Of note is that China has never mentioned the 

above in any of its White Papers about Tibet.
•  The Tibetans-in-exile accept that since the 

Mongol-ruled Yuan, Tibet had been subject to 
interference from China. However, Tibet was 
able to retain its independence and maintain its 
own government.171 Moreover, more than half 
of the time during the 678 years between the 
founding of the Yuan Dynasty in 1271 and the 
fall of the ROC in 1949, Tibet was dealing with 
the Mongols and the Manchus; the Chinese 
were a conquered people [亡国奴], they did not 
have much to do with the relations between the 
Mongol and Manchu-ruled “China” and Tibet.
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The above-presented assertions, Chinese included, 
did not really matter when China made Tibet a formal 
part of the PRC in 1950. Indeed, in those days when 
powerful nations did what they wanted and small 
nations suffered what they must, few condemned 
China for its incorporation of Tibet. However, these 
arguments would not have been necessary had Chi-
na turned Tibet into a happy member of the Chinese 
union. In fact, for at least the first 30 years of the PRC, 
China’s administration of Tibet was a great failure.172 

The most devastating blow to the Chinese rule of 
Tibet was no doubt the defection of the Dalai Lama 
and his followers to India in 1959. Today, the Dalai 
Lama is the longest-exiled prominent political and re-
ligious figure in the world. He also has a large number 
of followers. Presently, there are about 145,000 Tibet-
ans living outside of Tibet, about 101,000 of which in 
Dharamshala, where the Tibetan Government-in-Exile 
resides, 16,000 in Nepal, 2,000 in Bhutan, and 26,000 in 
various other parts of the world.173 There are also vari-
ous Tibetan-in-exile organizations in the United States 
and Europe pursuing the cause of Tibet independence. 

Although in the last 2 decades China has taken 
measures to improve the standard of living in Tibet, 
Chinese leaders nonetheless have many limitations in 
dealing with the Dalai Lama and the Tibetans-in-exile. 
The Tibet question remains an unsettling block in Chi-
na’s nation-building business. It is also a thorny prob-
lem between the United States and China because of 
the U.S. involvement in this issue, which has become 
even more complicated as a contentious component of 
the ongoing U.S.-China power transition. 

A comprehensive analysis of this issue goes be-
yond the scope of this analysis. The following high-
lights the milestones and the latest conflicting stands 
on all sides about this complicated issue.
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•  In October 1950, the newly-founded PRC or-
dered the PLA to move into Tibet, putting it 
under China’s effective control ever since.175

•  In March 1959, the Dalai Lama defected from 
Tibet. He and his followers established a Ti-
betan Government-in-Exile in Dharamshala, 
India, and pursued “a policy of seeking inde-
pendence for Tibet.”176

•  In the early 1970s, the Dalai Lama saw that 
outright independence for Tibet was difficult. 
He thus started discussions with his followers 
about finding a middle-way approach to settle 
the Tibet issue with China.177

•  In the late 1970s, Chinese leaders abandoned 
Mao’s “perpetual revolution” and turned to 
China’s economic reform. As part of their effort 
to create an amicable environment for develop-
ment, Chinese leaders reached out to the Dalai 
Lama for possible reconciliation. Deng Xiaop-
ing reportedly learned that the Dalai Lama’s 
elder brother, Gyalo Thondup, was living in 
Hong Kong. He thus extended an invitation for 
Thondup to visit Beijing. Thondup at that time 
was a member of the Tibetan Government-in-
Exile. With consent from the Dalai Lama, Thon-
dup went to Beijing as the Dalai Lama’s person-
al representative and met with Deng Xiaoping 
in 1979. That was the first official contact in 20 
years between the Chinese government and the 
Dalai Lama since his defection. Thondup re-
portedly got the Chinese government to open 
up Tibet for family reunions and a promise 
from Deng that “except for Tibet independence, 
everything else is open to negotiation.”178

•  In 1987, the Dalai Lama put forward a Five-
Point Peace Plan for Tibet. The points are: 1) 
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transformation of the whole of Tibet into a zone 
of peace; 2) abandonment of China’s popula-
tion transfer policy, which threatens the very 
existence of the Tibetans as a people; 3) respect 
for the Tibetan people’s fundamental human 
rights and democratic freedoms; 4) restoration 
and protection of Tibet’s natural environment 
and the abandonment of China’s use of Tibet for 
the production of nuclear weapons and dump-
ing of nuclear waste; and 5) commencement 
of earnest negotiations on the future status of 
Tibet and of relations between the Tibetan and 
Chinese people.179

•  In 1988, the Dalai Lama delivered the Stras-
bourg Proposal to specify his thoughts on the 
implementation of the Five-Point Peace Plan.180

•  The Five-Point Peace Plan and Strasburg Pro-
posal make up the core of the Dalai Lama’s 
middle-way approach. Its starting position is 
that the Dalai Lama does not seek Tibet’s sepa-
ration/independence from China. In return, 
the Dalai Lama asks for the establishment of a 
greater Tibet with a high degree of autonomy 
and the freedom to self rule. Finally, the Dalai 
Lama preaches peaceful means to reach agree-
ment with the Chinese government through 
dialogue and negotiation.

•  In 2002, the Chinese government and the Dalai 
Lama’s representatives held their first round of 
talks in Beijing. By January 2010, the two sides 
have met nine times.181

•  Through the talks, Chinese leaders “arro-
gantly reject the Dalai Lama’s Middle-Way 
Approach.”182 China’s position is imperiously 
stated by Zhu Weiqun (朱维群), the Executive 
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Deputy Director of the CCP’s Central United 
Front Work Department (中共中央统战部常务
副部长) and key figure in charge of the talks 
with the Dalai Lama’s representatives.

 —  Chinese leaders deny the existence of a “Ti-
bet Question,” claiming that Tibet has al-
ways been China’s territory and there is no 
room for its separation. They therefore in-
sist that the Dalai Lama accept this position 
and “correct his mistake in pursuing Tibet 
independence and continuing to advocate 
the position that Tibet was an independent 
country prior to the Chinese occupation as 
stated in his Five-Point Peace Plan and other 
documents.”183

 —  Chinese leaders denounce the Tibetan Gov-
ernment-in-Exile, asserting that no other na-
tion in the world recognizes its legitimacy. 
China therefore refuses to hold talks with 
this organization.

 —  Chinese leaders accept, however, that there 
is a “Dalai Lama Question”; it is about his 
return to China or the continuation of “his 
self-imposed exile” abroad. Chinese dia-
logue with the Dalai Lama therefore is al-
ways about the terms for his return and with 
his personal or private representatives, but 
not representatives of the Tibetan Govern-
ment-in-Exile.

 —  Chinese leaders reject the Dalai Lama’s plan 
for the future of Tibet. First, they charge that 
the Dalai Lama is asking for too much terri-
tory beyond the current confines of the Tibet 
Autonomous Region to build his “Greater 
Tibet Peace Zone.” Second, they repudiate 
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the Dalai Lama’s request for the Chinese to 
stop population transfer into Tibet and even-
tually return the “Chinese settlers” back to 
China. Third, they categorically dismiss the 
Dalai Lama’s call for the PLA to withdraw 
from the Tibet region. Fourth, they snub the 
Dalai Lama’s idea of making Tibet a “buf-
fer zone” between China and India. Finally, 
they reject the Dalai Lama’s design of a 
greater Tibet as a highly autonomous and 
self-governing entity in China.184

•  The United States is supportive of the Dalai La-
ma’s initiatives. It holds the following positions 
on the Tibet issue: 

 —   The United States “recognizes the Tibet 
Autonomous Region (TAR) and Tibetan au-
tonomous prefectures and counties in other 
provinces as part of the PRC;” 

 —  It urges “China to respect the unique reli-
gious, linguistic, and cultural heritage of its 
Tibetan people;” 

 —  The United States maintains “contact with 
representatives of a wide variety of political 
and nonpolitical groups including Tibetans 
in the United States, China, and around the 
world;” 

 —  U.S. Government officials have met and will 
continue to meet with the Dalai Lama in his 
capacity as an important religious leader 
and Nobel laureate; and 

 —  The United States encourages Chinese lead-
ers to hold talks with the Dalai Lama to re-
solve the Tibet issue peacefully. In addition 
to the above, the U.S. Tibetan Policy Act of 
2002 also authorized the establishment of 
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a statutory position of Special Coordinator 
for Tibetan Issues in the State Department 
(the individual who heads this office is also 
an Assistant or Undersecretary of State); 
required a number of annual reporting re-
quirements on Sino-Tibetan negotiations 
both by the State Department and by the 
congressionally established Congressional-
Executive Commission on China (CECC); 
mandated the provision of Tibetan language 
training to interested foreign service officers 
in the U.S. Government; required U.S. Gov-
ernment officials to raise issues of religious 
freedom and political prisoners; and urged 
the State Department to seek establishment 
of a U.S. Consulate in Lhasa.185

•  The Chinese point to the above as the United 
States having a two-faced policy on the Tibet is-
sue. On the one hand, the President claims that 
the United States does not challenge China’s 
sovereignty over Tibet. On the other, Congress 
makes every effort to undermine the President’s 
statement. The Chinese understand that this is 
a typical play of the U.S. divided government. 
They nevertheless see that the President’s state-
ment has no legally-binding power; U.S. Con-
gress has never endorsed it; it is, after all, con-
gressional acts and resolutions that exert more 
influence in the U.S. policy toward Tibet.

•  Chinese hold that the United States has always 
wanted Tibet to become an independent coun-
try. In recent years, Chinese analysts scanned 
through many declassified U.S. foreign policy 
documents (the U.S. Government publication 
of the Foreign Relations of the United States, for 
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instance) and came up with documented evi-
dence to support their views. They found that 
the United States was actively involved in 
helping Tibet to establish independent nation-
hood in the late 1940s and early 1950s. They 
also found that the United States continued 
to encourage Tibetans to pursue the course of 
independence throughout the 1950s, provided 
Tibetans with weapons and trained Tibetan 
fighters, and eventually helped the Dalai Lama 
to flee from China in 1959.186

•  The Chinese analyses are further supported by 
American writers revealing U.S. involvement 
in the Tibetan affairs.187

•  In addition, Chinese analysts have also docu-
mented U.S. congressional efforts to support 
the Tibet independence movement.188

•  The Chinese all hold that since the end of the 
Cold War, and especially since China showed 
signs of its rising, U.S. policy on Tibet has be-
come part of the U.S. efforts to slow down or 
even derail China’s development. The Chinese 
argue that the United States does not really care 
about human rights and economic wellbeing in 
Tibet; U.S. policy on Tibet has to serve overall 
U.S. interest regarding China; U.S. concerns 
about political, religious, and ethnic rights in 
Tibet are only smokescreens for the United 
States to leverage influence over changes in 
China.189

In all fairness, one can see that the Dalai Lama is 
reconciliatory. Indeed, in a note presented to the Chi-
nese government by the Dalai Lama’s dialogue rep-
resentatives in their latest round of talks in February 
2010, the Dalai Lama has gone so far as to reaffirm un-
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equivocally that he does not seek separation or inde-
pendence of Tibet from China; he respects the Chinese 
constitution; he does not challenge the leadership of 
the CCP, the PRC central government, and its socialist 
system.190 

Chinese officials, however, are unreasonable. 
They have shown their “historical limitations” (历史
局限性) in their peremptory dealings with the Dalai 
Lama. Chinese officials see that the Dalai Lama’s pro-
posed highly-autonomous Tibet is nothing more than 
a state in a federalist system like that of the United 
States. They accuse the Dalai Lama of attempting to 
undermine the Chinese political system. The Chinese 
leaders are unfortunately still stuck in the mindset of 
China’s outdated tradition of “central dictatorship”  
(中央集权). They dogmatically refuse to accept that as 
China’s economic and political changes continue, the 
CCP and Chinese government will have to become 
more democratic and decentralized eventually; and a 
key change will be that China’s provinces and cities 
will have governors and mayors chosen by the people 
from below but not appointed by the central gov-
ernment from above. When that change takes place, 
China’s provinces and cities will become more au-
tonomous, although they may not be as independent 
as U.S. states and cities. The Dalai Lama’s proposal 
is right on target. But the tragedy is that he is ahead 
of the Chinese leaders in embracing democracy, and 
his proposal for a highly-autonomous Tibet comes at 
a wrong time and at a wrong place. In China, unfor-
tunately, it is still a crime just to advocate these ideas.

Chinese officials are also unreasonable in the way 
that they do not even seem to care that the Dalai Lama 
could pass away eventually and his leaving could 
create a whole host of new issues that would further 



168

complicate the Tibet problem and loosen up the Tibet-
ans-in-exile to pursue their course with resort to vio-
lent means. Zhu Weiqun said that China would not be 
afraid to meet force with force if the Tibetans were to 
turn violent. As Zhu put it, “we have fought before; 
you should remember your defeats in the past; and 
there is no chance for you in the future.”191 This future, 
according to Wang Lixiong (王力雄), a noted Chinese 
dissident writer and self-made Tibetan observer, for 
the Tibetans as well as the Chinese, is doomed.192

Xinjiang, China, and the United States. In many 
ways, Xinjiang is more complicated and explosive 
than Tibet. Unlike the homogenous Tibet, Xinjiang 
has many different ethnic groups longing for differ-
ent futures. While the Tibetans have the Dalai Lama 
as a religious leader preaching for nonviolent ways to 
pursue their goals, the ethnic groups in Xinjiang are 
fragmented and have no commonly-accepted lead-
ers. Worse, many in Xinjiang are influenced by their 
radical and extremist Muslim brethren in the troubled 
areas of Central Asia and the Middle East, and look to 
their experience for answers to the Xinjiang problem.

What is the Xinjiang problem? It is about the fate 
of a piece of land in the very center of Asia known in 
Chinese as the “Western and New Territory” (西域新
疆) or in Uyghur separatist terms, “East Turkistan.”193 
The issue is whether it should stay as an “intrinsic and 
inseparable part of China,” or become an independent 
homeland for the Uyghur people, or to be partitioned 
along ethnic lines to accommodate the interests of the 
East Turkic ethnic groups and the Han Chinese. 

The Xinjiang problem has a long history. The Chi-
nese claim of this land, for instance, goes back to dy-
nastic China’s Western Han era of 200 BC. Over the 
ages, there have been changes of possession among 
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the Chinese, Mongols, and the Turkic ethnic groups. 
This land has also witnessed great power interference 
from time to time, most notably by Russia and Great 
Britain. After a long fight against the Turkic ethnic 
groups and Russia since the 1750s, China’s last dy-
nasty, the Qing, secured control of the entire region 
and named it the Xinjiang Province of China in 1884. 
However, the Qing Dynasty fell in 1911. Xinjiang once 
again fell prey to internal turmoil and external inter-
ference. There were repeated attempts to create East 
Turkistan as well. In 1949, the CCP-led PLA “liber-
ated” Xinjiang, and it has been under the tight control 
of the PRC ever since.194 

However, the CCP did not put the Xinjiang prob-
lem to rest for good. The East Turkistan separation 
movement did not go away, either. The reasons are 
twofold. First and foremost, China failed to develop 
a sound political and economic system that could ac-
commodate the complicated relations in Xinjiang. 
Contrary to the CCP’s propaganda, Xinjiang has 
never become a melting pot for the Han Chinese and 
various Turkic ethnic groups in any measure. Second, 
the external environment surrounding Xinjiang pro-
vides “fertile grounds” for the separatist movement to 
grow. Indeed, Xinjiang’s unsettling and conflict-laden 
neighbors, namely Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the 
Turkic republics of the Soviet Union, gave Xinjiang 
more than enough reasons to be unsettled as well.

A turning point came at the end of the Cold War. 
The collapse of the Soviet Union gave independence 
to a number of former Soviet republics in central Asia 
bordering Xinjiang. They are Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. These are 
the countries defined primarily by the kind of people 
who bear the name of these new nations (the suffix 
“stan” simply means the land).
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The Uyghurs, who are the second largest subdivi-
sion of the so-called East Turkic people (the Kazakhs 
are the largest; Kazakhstan is also the largest of all the 
new “East Turkic stans”) and arguably the most ac-
tive of all, are stuck in Xinjiang, China. They are the 
majority ethnic group in Xinjiang. The official title of 
this Chinese province bears the name of the Uyghurs 
as the “Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.” Nev-
ertheless, they are the only ones of the East Turkic 
people without an independent homeland.195 

The sense of deprivation is understandable. Chi-
na’s unsettled relations with the Uyghurs were not 
making things any easier for the latter. Against this 
backdrop, Uyghur separatist movements naturally 
resurfaced. The East Turkistan Islamic Movement 
(ETIM) and East Turkistan Liberation Organization 
(ETLO) came in the early 1990s. Both organizations 
used violent means to pursue their causes. They also 
made contact with Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda 
network and the Taliban of Afghanistan. 

The terrorist attacks on the United States on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, brought the superpower to fight 
against al Qaeda and the Taliban right across the bor-
der of Xinjiang. Some of the Uyghur fighters were cap-
tured, exposing the ETIM and ETLO connections to 
these terrorist groups. The United States, China, the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCC), and the 
UN subsequently put these two organizations on their 
terrorist organization lists.196 Although these interna-
tional pressures did not put an end to the Uyghur sep-
aration organizations, they did force them to reduce 
their activities.

By the mid-2000s, the pro-Uyghur independence 
activists gathered in Munich, Germany. They formed 
the World Uyghur Congress (WUC) (世界维吾尔代表
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大会 or 世维会). It is an international organization of 
exiled Uyghur groups said to represent the collective 
interests of the Uyghur people both inside and out-
side of Xinjiang. It was founded in mid-April 2004 in 
Munich, Germany, as a collection of various exiled 
Uyghur groups including the Uyghur American Asso-
ciation (UAA) and East Turkestan National Congress 
(ETNC). Rebiya Kadeer is the current president, elect-
ed in 2006. There is no known link between the WUC 
and the ETIM. The WUC aim is to promote the right 
of the Uyghur people to use peaceful, nonviolent, and 
democratic means to determine the political future 
of East Turkestan. The organization is funded in part 
by the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), 
which gives the WUC $215,000 annually for “human 
rights research and advocacy projects.” The NED is a 
U.S. nonprofit organization founded in 1983 to pro-
mote democracy by providing cash grants funded 
primarily through an annual allocation from the U.S. 
Congress. President Kadeer met former U.S. President 
George W. Bush in June 2007.

The Uyghur American Association (UAA) is a 
Washington DC-based advocacy organization. It was 
established in 1998 by a group of Uyghur scholars to 
raise American public awareness of the Uyghur peo-
ple in East Turkestan and other parts of the world. The 
UAA receives $249,000 annually from the NED for the 
human rights research and advocacy projects.197

The WUC got a boost in 2005 with the release of 
Rebiya Kadeer and her arrival in the United States. 
Kadeer is a very dynamic and charismatic leader. She 
soon took over the leadership of WUC. Under her 
leadership, the WUC distanced itself from the militant 
groups. It will take a long-term approach to pursue 
their goals. They are relocating their action center to 
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Washington and they will lobby the U.S. Government 
to put pressure on China. 

The Chinese are very concerned with the “U.S. fac-
tor” in the Xinjiang problem. They note that since the 
end of the Cold War, the United States has become 
the principal foreign power to interfere with the Xin-
jiang problem. They all hold that, much like the Tibet 
issue, the United States uses the Xinjiang problem to 
put pressure on China. Chinese analysts also see that 
the U.S. strategic design against China in this area has 
not been affected by the War on Terrorism. They be-
lieve that the United States has an interest in keeping 
China’s troubled areas unsettled and unstable so that 
the United States will have more strategic flexibility 
against China. 

The Chinese are especially concerned with the U.S. 
Congress and some powerful nongovernmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) in their support for the Uyghur 
separatist organizations. They have noted that Con-
gress uses resolutions, although nonbinding, to put 
pressure on China. Congress also uses resolutions to 
force the President’s hand. Chinese analysts note that 
although other great powers such as Great Britain, 
Germany, Russia, Japan, Turkey, and the Soviet Union 
supported Uyghur movements in the past, since the 
end of the Cold War, the United States has become 
the principal foreign power to support the Uyghurs. 
Chinese analysts have documented Uyghur activists’ 
meetings with President Bill Clinton and Vice Presi-
dent Al Gore and U.S. Government and NGO support 
to the WUC. They provide funds and moral support 
and put pressure on the Chinese government.198 
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U.S.-CHINA POWER TRANSITION: AT ODDS, 
BUT NOT AT WAR

In the years ahead, the conflicts discussed in the 
previous sections and the ongoing power transition 
will continue to push China and the United States 
over the brink to confront each other from time to time 
or to pull the two together for cooperation when the 
two nations’ common interests dictate. 

China’s Options.

By many accounts, China does not want to have 
war, hopefully not for the next 30 years. This is so, 
not because the Chinese are inherently peace-loving 
as Chinese analysts have long claimed,201 but because 
China’s modernization mission demands a war-free 
environment. There is a theoretical reason for this op-
tion as well. Indeed, in a power transition process, if 
the upstart sees that its comprehensive national pow-
er will surpass that of the extant hegemonic power by 
virtue of its expected development, it will be foolish 
for the rising power to initiate a premature fight with 
the latter.202

The Chinese apparently have taken both their 
practical need and the logical prescription by the pow-
er transition theory into account. Indeed, there have 
been repeated calls in China for the Chinese leaders to 
continue their tao-guang yang-hui (韬光养晦) strategy 
for the next 30 years and more.203 Chinese government 
is well advised to go along. However, the Chinese also 
understand that conflict with the United States is inev-
itable, and their response is unavoidable. To deal with 
this difficult relationship, they have a formula called 
“at odds, but not at war” (斗而不破). This strategy is 
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more proactive than the tao-guang yang-hui, which is 
primarily about avoiding confrontation. Thus in ad-
dition to developing its capabilities through the mod-
ernization mission, China will engage with the United 
States, confront the United States if necessary, but stop 
short of going to war. It is a strategy loaded with Sun 
Tzu’s teaching, the most familiar of which is about 
subjugating the enemy without fighting. 

U.S. Options.

The “law of physics” informs us that the United 
States and China should not go to war against each 
other. However, as discussed in this analysis, the two 
nations have plenty of reasons to do otherwise. Per-
haps the most fundamental conflict is over the way of 
government between the two nations. For well over 60 
years, the United States has been at odds with China 
over its government and its conduct in domestic as 
well as international affairs. The conflict is in essence 
part of the Cold War the United States fought with the 
Soviet Union. The Soviet communists are long gone. 
Yet the Chinese Communist Party has preserved its 
authoritarian rule and relied on that rule to bring 
about China’s rise in the last 30 years. The economic 
success has given the CCP’s rule a new lease on life. 
The Chinese leaders are determined to continue their 
authoritarian government in China for the next 30 
years or longer. 

The United States, however, insists that China’s 
authoritarian regime, no matter how useful it is for 
China’s development, is a transitional fix. The United 
States will not only continue to take issue with China 
over its repressive government, but will also engage 
with China in attempts to manage its rise, shape the 
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way China develops, and guard against China in case 
it turns bad. With respect to China’s unsettled exter-
nal problems, the United States will continue to be at 
odds with China’s authoritarian government over the 
nature of its claimed interests and the way this gov-
ernment handles disputes. In short, the ideological 
divide between China and the United States ensures 
that the two governments do not take each other with 
trust and do not see eye to eye on each other’s vital 
interests.204 Underpinning the U.S. sense of ideological 
superiority over China is the superpower’s influential 
and globally-positioned material power. This power 
allows the United States to apply a heavy-handed ap-
proach to international affairs. The U.S. dealings with 
China are no exception. 

The rise of China is now putting the U.S. capability 
in question. Chinese PLA Senior Colonel Liu Mingfu  
(刘明福) argues that ideological conflict is only a 
smokescreen, and the real problem of the United 
States with China is its hard power development. Liu 
asserts that even if China were to become a democracy 
tomorrow, the United States would still have prob-
lems with China, because the United States, in Presi-
dent Obama’s words, does not accept second place (if 
this sounds familiar, it is because Liu is talking like the 
American “offensive realist” John Mearsheimer).205

In recent decades, there have been unabated as-
sertions about the decline of U.S. power. Some also 
believe that the decade-long war on terrorism has cost 
the United States tremendously, and the recent finan-
cial crisis has dealt the United States another heavy 
blow. However, many hold that the United States 
will be able to rebound and continue to maintain its 
leading power for a long time to come.206 By many 
accounts, these optimistic views have it right. Most 
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Chinese analysts also agree with this assessment,207 
although they also understand that the United States 
will be able to continue to find fault with China and 
use its heavy-handed approach toward China in the 
years to come. 

Do’s and Don’ts on the Core Interests.

The Chinese have no illusions about U.S. staying 
power. They are no strangers to U.S. heavy-handed 
approaches, either. Their most important concern is 
that the United States can be unappreciative of Chi-
na’s core interests, challenge China at will, and force 
China off balance from its strategy of at-odds-but-not-
at-war from time to time. The hot-tempered confron-
tations between China and the United States in 2010 
are timely reminders of this contentious nature of the 
two nations’ relations:

•  In January 2010, President Obama notified 
Congress of his authorization to sell more than 
$6 billion worth of weapon systems to Taiwan.

•  In February 2010, President Obama met with 
the Dalai Lama at the White House.

•  These two acts were considered to be the Unit-
ed States stepping on China’s core interests and 
set off a firestorm in China. China subsequently 
suspended high-level military and security ex-
changes with the United States.

•  In March 2010, a South Korean warship was 
sunk in the disputed waters between the two 
Koreas. China refused to join the United States 
in condemning North Korea. Months later, 
China also refused to endorse the U.S.-led in-
vestigation results.
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•  In March 2010, the U.S. State Department re-
leased its annual report on world human rights 
conduct, sharply criticizing China’s human 
rights record. In response, China’s State Coun-
cil issued a report denouncing U.S. gun poli-
cies, widespread homelessness, and racial dis-
crimination.

•  In June 2010, China opposed the U.S. plan to 
send its aircraft carrier strike group to the Yel-
low Sea to conduct a military exercise. As an 
ostensible show of resolve, the PLA conducted 
a live ammunition exercise in the troubled area.

•  In July 2010, the Chinese government raised the 
intensity of its opposition to U.S. warships or 
warplanes entering the Yellow Sea to conduct 
military exercises. At the same time, the PLA 
held another military exercise “Warfare 2010” 
in the Yellow Sea. The United States and South 
Korea eventually held their joint military exer-
cise in the Sea of Japan.

•  In July 2010, in Hanoi, Vietnam, U.S. Secretary 
of State Clinton and Chinese Foreign Minister 
Yang Jiechi carried out by far the most hot-
tempered spat between the United States and 
China on the South China Sea issues.

•  In August 2010, U.S. aircraft carrier USS George 
Washington made its first visit to Vietnam. It 
was there to celebrate the 15th anniversary of 
U.S.-Vietnam relations. U.S. destroyer USS John 
S. McCain participated in the first U.S.-Vietnam 
joint naval exercise. The Chinese took these 
U.S. moves as attempts to turn Vietnam into a 
counterbalance against China. In an unmistak-
able response, the three PLA navy fleets held 
joint exercises in the South China Sea.
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•  In September 2010, the China-Japan trawler in-
cident broke out around the Diaoyu/Senkaku 
Islands in the East China Sea.

•  In October 2010, U.S. Secretary of State Clinton 
stated that the U.S.-Japan defense treaty covers 
the disputed islands. The United States would 
come to Japan’s defense were China to use force 
to settle the dispute.

•  In November 2010, the two Koreas exchanged 
artillery fire on and around the South Korea-
controlled Yeonpyeong Island in the Yellow 
Sea. The USS George Washington aircraft carrier 
strike group and South Korean forces held joint 
military exercises off the North Korea shores in 
the Yellow Sea shortly afterwards.

•  In December 2010, President Obama phoned 
Chinese President Hu Jintao to warn that 
China’s muted response to the Korean Penin-
sula tension was emboldening North Korean 
provocations and asked China to stop practic-
ing “willful blindness” to the rogue regime’s 
transgressions.

•  In January 2011, U.S. Secretary of Defense Gates 
made an icebreaking visit to Beijing. The PLA, 
however, made a clumsy test flight of its long-
speculated stealth fighter jet J-20. It was an act 
unmistakably intended to send a defiant mes-
sage to the United States.

While the above events were taking place, “Chi-
nese foreign policy hawks” made their timely debut. 
These are some high-powered and well-connected 
individuals with military and foreign policy back-
grounds. They follow the examples of their Ameri-
can hawkish counterparts to make provocative calls. 
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Specifically, they pressed the Chinese government to 
take stronger action against the United States. They 
wanted the Chinese government to set rules for the 
United States to follow, get the United States to pay for 
its bad behavior, and to feel the pain of punishment. 
Some even asked the Chinese government to prepare 
a showdown with the United States on the arms sales 
to Taiwan issue in the foreseeable future, at the most, 
in 10 years.208

Adding fuel to fire, the Chinese government re-
leased a high-profile speech by China’s State Coun-
cilor and its current foreign policy helmsman, Dai 
Bingguo (戴秉国), in which he spelled out for the first 
time China’s core interests in three broad areas:

•  The fundamentals of the Chinese political sys-
tem and political stability, namely the Commu-
nist Party leadership, socialist system, and the 
socialist development with Chinese character-
istics;

•  China’s sovereignty security, territorial integ-
rity, and national unity; and,

•  Basic requirements for China’s sustainable eco-
nomic development.209

Compared with the enduring core interests of the 
United States, which are national security, economic 
prosperity, and the preservation of liberty,210 China’s 
core interests are short-term-based. The first item is in 
essence about the CCP’s regime survival. The second 
item lacks clarity. Does it include the disputed terri-
tories? Put in a different way, Dai’s statement is like 
a note to the United States: do not mess with China’s 
government, its territorial disputes, and China’s re-
sources supply. One can clearly hear a defiant tone in 
Dai’s statement. The conflicts of interest and the down-
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turns in the U.S.-China relations are disturbing. Henry 
Kissinger, perhaps the only surviving architect of the 
U.S.-China relations we know of today, was undoubt-
edly concerned. “Avoiding a U.S.-China Cold War” 
was his disquieting call.211  These concerns eventually 
required highest-level attention and forced the two 
governments to turn Chinese President Hu Jintao’s 
long-delayed goodwill visit to the United States into a 
“presidential conflict management workshop” in Jan-
uary 2011. However, this presidential meeting clearly 
had not made much progress. Although the two presi-
dents listed 20-plus important areas where the United 
States and China could cooperate, they nevertheless 
could not reach agreement on the two nations’ core 
national interests. The opposing stands are clearly 
evident in the joint statement following the meeting. 
The two differing statements below cannot be any 
more disagreeable. They remind us of the terms in the 
Shanghai Communiqué of 1972 in which the United 
States and China awkwardly agreed to disagree. 

The United States stressed that the promotion of hu-
man rights and democracy is an important part of its 
foreign policy. China stressed that there should be no 
interference in any country’s internal affairs.212

China has long held that the United States uses 
promotion of democracy as a pretext to advance its in-
terests. In this Obama-Hu “workshop,” China appar-
ently took the U.S. insistence on its policy to promote 
human rights and democracy in China as another U.S. 
disregard of China’s core interest (an attack on Dai 
Bingguo’s first point about China’s political system) 
and therefore fought back. Kissinger was quick to 
point out that “if the United States bases its approach 
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on China on democratic change, deadlock is inevita-
ble.”213 His remarks hit the nail right on its head.

China, however, still managed to score a few 
points in this “presidential bargaining.” The follow-
ing statement has long been China’s standard line for 
protecting its authoritarian government and economic 
development under authoritarian rule. It is now part 
of China’s core interests. 

The United States and China underscored that each 
country and its people have the right to choose their 
own path, and all countries should respect each oth-
er’s choice of a development model. 

Americans can be confused: when did the Chinese 
people have the right to choose their own path? Nev-
ertheless, the United States went along with China on 
this statement. 

The Chinese development model mentioned above 
happens to have much appeal to the developing na-
tions. It also poses a challenge to the U.S.-advocated 
approach (much of this challenge has been discussed 
in the literature about the “Washington Consensus” 
and the “Beijing Consensus”).214 One has to wonder 
how much arm-twisting had taken place in this “pres-
idential workshop” to put this line in the joint state-
ment. Furthermore, China also got the United States 
to make the following statement: “The two sides re-
affirmed mutual respect for national sovereignty and 
territorial integrity.” 

This line is absolutely China’s concern, because the 
United States has long passed the days when it had 
to worry about national sovereignty and territorial in-
tegrity. But given that the United States and China do 
not see eye to eye on China’s territorial disputes, the 
above line, while allowing China to remind the United 
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States of China’s loosely-defined core interests, are 
only empty words.

The conflict on the core interests continued to trou-
ble China and the United States. The two nations had 
to address this issue again in the 3rd U.S.-China Stra-
tegic & Economic Dialogue in May 2011. This time, 
Chinese State Councilor Dai Bingguo had something 
positive to report: 

The United States reaffirmed (again) the following 
positions: the United States 1) welcomes a strong and 
successful China to play a bigger role in international 
affairs; 2) respects China’s core interests; 3) has no in-
tention to contain China; and 4) no intention to stir up 
trouble inside China. In return, China reaffirmed its 
adherence to the peaceful development approach and 
its promise not to challenge the United States.215

 
In less than 10 years after their first goodwill ex-

change (China’s peaceful development initiative and 
the U.S. responsible stakeholder call discussed earli-
er), China and the United States came to reassure each 
other again on the essential issues in the two nations’ 
relations and the power transition process. 

As the power transition unfolds, there will be new 
conflicts. China and the United States need to reas-
sure each other time and again. In the meantime, the 
two sides need to have a better understanding of what 
they should or should not do regarding each other’s 
core interests so as to avoid unnecessary conflicts.

On the East and Southeast Asia Regional Order. U.S. 
core interests are preservation of U.S.-led regional 
security, economic prosperity, and pursuance of de-
mocracy (for U.S. domestic affairs, it is the “Blessings 
of Liberty“ as stated in the U.S. Constitution). The 
rise of China has caused the United States to wonder: 
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Will China follow the example of U.S. President James 
Monroe (the 5th President from 1817 to 1825) and as-
sert a sphere of influence in East and Southeast Asia? 
Will the rise of China come at the expense of U.S. core 
interests in this region? 

These questions are understandable, but the con-
cerns are not necessary for at least three main rea-
sons. First, the Chinese know that it is not practical. 
Dai Bingguo ridiculed the idea of a Chinese version 
of Monroe Doctrine in his remarks mentioned earlier. 
Indeed, in the next 30 years, China still needs to care-
fully handle relations with its Asian neighbors so that 
China can continue its modernization mission, rather 
than trying to become a “boss” in this region. 

Second, the nations in Asia will not accept a Chi-
nese Monroe Doctrine either. Unlike the weak nations 
in Central and South America of President Monroe’s 
time, many of China’s Asian neighbors are formidable 
powers. Japan, in particular, is not quite ready to yield 
its leading position in Asia to China yet. Of note is 
that almost all of the East and Southeast Asian nations 
want the United States to stay engaged in this region. 
It is a widely-shared view that the nations in Asia-Pa-
cific want the United States to maintain security and 
order in this region and serve as a countermeasure 
against China.216 

Finally, the U.S. alliance and coalition network in 
the Western Pacific is solid. It is stable and powerful 
enough to maintain the U.S.-led regional order in the 
years to come. China is understandably uncomfortable 
with this U.S.-led “encirclement;” but it has no reason 
to be paranoid. The U.S. effort is part of its “hedging” 
strategy to guard against a China that might turn ag-
gressive, but not a strategy to contain or attack China. 

China can use its economic power to attract the 
Asian nations. But China should bear in mind that it 
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does not have an alternative regional order to offer. 
The ASEAN-China Free Trade Area may be China’s 
platform to make its impact. But this impact, if there 
is any, will be decades away. More importantly, as 
noted Chinese analysts admit, “except for Pakistan, 
China has no reliable ally in Asia. China is strategi-
cally the most isolated rising power in contemporary 
world history.” The key problem, as Chinese ana-
lysts rightly point out, is China’s refusal to connect 
with the prevailing international political institutions  
(政治制度不与国际接轨). This problem clearly sets 
China apart from the other Asian nations that have 
made or are making their transition to democracy.217 
Indeed, China has money nowadays, but it does not 
have political appeal. Its harmonious world concept 
may sound good, but it is not implementable (review 
the discussion of China’s harmonious world construct 
earlier in this analysis). When it comes to human as-
pirations, people still turn to the United States. The 
recent upheavals in the Middle East are perhaps the 
best testimony.

For the above reasons, the United States does not 
need to be nervous about China’s “potentials” to 
change the regional order in the Western Pacific Rim. 
China should guard against the temptation to make 
unqualified and certainly premature changes in the 
Asia-Pacific region. 

On the Taiwan Issue. It is fair to say that the United 
States and China would have been at odds with each 
other whether they had the Taiwan issue or not. It is 
also fair to say that U.S.-China conflict over many oth-
er issues normally does not contain the threat of war. 
However, because of the Taiwan issue, the United 
States and China have to prepare to see each other in 
arms. One can also make an argument that if the U.S.-
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China power transition were to end in war, it would 
be most likely triggered by a fight over the fate of Tai-
wan. 

There is no question that the Taiwan issue is com-
plicated. However, there is also room for mutual 
understanding, a little of which can take the United 
States and China a long way toward preventing un-
wanted fights. The recent U.S. decisions to sell arms to 
Taiwan and China’s hot-tempered reactions are cases 
in point.

In all fairness, China overreacted. First, those two 
U.S. decisions to sell weapons to Taiwan (President 
Bush in October 2008 and President Obama in Janu-
ary 2010) were in essence rehashing of the same pack-
age of weapon systems offered to Taiwan in 2001. 
Taiwan’s legislature did not appropriate funds to 
purchase those weapon systems in the last years. Yet 
Taiwan’s executive office kept asking for the sale time 
and again. The United States was simply answering 
the calls.

Second, the United States did not sell those weap-
on systems to support Taiwan independence. Rather, 
the weapons were intended to help enhance Taiwan’s 
defense. In fact, for the last 30 years, the United States 
has followed closely the provision in the TRA to pro-
vide Taiwan with weapons of a defensive nature. Al-
though Chinese can dispute that the 150 F-16 fighter 
jets President George H. W. Bush sold to Taiwan can 
be offensive weapons as well, they have to admit that 
Taiwan has never been able to use them as such.

Third, China did not seem to understand the com-
plicated nature of the U.S. arms sales to Taiwan and 
clumsily interpreted them only as the U.S. intent to 
use them as leverage against China. Although U.S. 
arms sales to Taiwan do have such intent at times, this 
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business is also a reflection of the U.S. gun culture, 
helping the weak side to self defense, economic sup-
port for the defense industry, and many others. It is 
also a business, as Secretary of Defense Gates put it, 
which has been going on for over 30 years; and the 
executive office is not in a position to terminate it.

Fourth, Gate’s remarks brought out a point that the 
Chinese still do not seem to understand about how the 
U.S. Government functions. The provision of weapons 
to Taiwan is codified in the TRA. It is a legal require-
ment for the President. As long as Taiwan requests 
arms, the President will follow the law to entertain its 
needs. Moreover, the President is also required by the 
U.S. Arms Export Control Act to notify the Congress 
of the decision to sell arms to Taiwan (or to any other 
nation). No matter how low key the President elects 
to make the notification, the authorization becomes a 
public record in the Federal Registry and the media 
are there to bring it to the public’s attention. China 
should take these factors into account before prepar-
ing its unconditioned and outrageous reaction to the 
next U.S. move on this issue.

Finally, if China wants to get the United States to 
stop selling arms to Taiwan, it can do one of the fol-
lowing two things: to get Taiwan to give up its need 
for arms or to get the U.S. Congress to repeal the arms 
provision in the TRA, or to abolish the TRA altogeth-
er. Chinese should see that the 1982 U.S.-China Joint 
Communiqué, which suggested that the United States 
would reduce the arms sales and eventually put an 
end to them (see the full quote in the previous section 
about Taiwan), is an empty-worded U.S. presidential 
statement with China. It is not endorsed by the Con-
gress, hence has no legally-binding power. The execu-
tive office does not have the power to put an end to 
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the arms sales business. For all the years since then, 
China has tried to hold the President accountable to 
the 1982 agreement. Unfortunately, as the saying goes, 
China has been barking up the wrong tree. In practical 
terms, China should find it easier to persuade Taiwan 
to give up its needs than to get the U.S. Congress to 
amend or abolish the TRA. 

China may dismiss all of the above and prepare to 
take stronger actions if the United States were to autho-
rize another sale of arms to Taiwan. However, China 
should learn the lessons from their last two unproduc-
tive reactions. The suspension of military exchanges 
hurt both sides and had to be resumed eventually. A 
more measured approach should be considered. 

On the South China Sea Disputes. The hot-tempered 
exchange between Secretary of State Clinton and Chi-
nese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi is a good example 
of the United States and China overreacting to each 
other’s moves. A high degree of distrust between the 
two sides regarding each other’s intentions and ap-
proaches toward the South China Sea problems cer-
tainly made the situation worse. 

Aside from the above, the Chinese strongly hold 
that if Secretary Clinton did not disregard China’s pri-
vate request for her not to bring the difference between 
China and the United States over the South China Sea 
issues to the floor of the ASEAN Regional Forum and 
make China lose face in front of so many foreign min-
isters of the Asia Pacific region, China would not have 
had to react so strongly.218 It appears that being a little 
culturally sensitive and considerate when dealing 
with China can be more productive.

On the China-Japan Dispute in the East China Sea. 
China has set itself on a path of no-return on the dis-
pute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. It is a matter 
of when and how China settles the issue with Japan.219 
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Japan is equally firm on this dispute. After all, Japan 
has had effective control of those islands for almost 
40 years now. (If China and Japan were to submit this 
dispute to the international court, Japan would have 
an advantage simply because of its effective control 
of the disputed territory.) In October 2010, Secretary 
of State Clinton made clear that the U.S.-Japan mutual 
defense treaty is applicable to those islands. If China 
were to use force to settle the issue, the United States 
would come to Japan’s defense. China is certainly not 
happy with this U.S. intervention. Yet it has to take 
this into account. For the United States, since it has 
insisted that this dispute be settled in a peaceful way, 
the United States should stand firm on this position 
and prevent a war between China and Japan so that 
the United States does not have to fight either.

On the Tibet and Xinjiang Issues. China’s concern 
with the U.S. factor in the problems of these two re-
gions is understandable. However, China should pay 
more attention to its own policies and conduct in these 
two regions, for unlike the disputed territories in the 
Western Pacific, namely Taiwan and the islands in the 
East and South China Seas, China has effective control 
over Tibet and Xinjiang. If China does it right, it can 
keep the Tibetans and Uyghurs happy in the Chinese 
union. There is little the United States would do to 
undermine China’s efforts. After all, the United States 
has time and again stated that it does not challenge 
China’s sovereignty over these two regions. Its con-
cern is mostly about human rights violations. 

It is good that China has the Developing the West-
ern Region program going. It is fair to expect eco-
nomic development to improve the overall situation 
in Tibet and Xinjiang. However, as the noted Chinese 
dissident observer of Tibet and Xinjiang affairs Wang 
Lixiong (王力雄) points out, economic development is 
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no substitute for the efforts to win the hearts and souls 
of the people in those two regions. Political reform is 
eventually in order.220 In this respect, China should 
welcome U.S. assistance rather than rejecting it. 

The United States needs to take two things into ac-
count. One is to hold a fine line between concern for 
human rights violations and support for separatists 
movements. The other is to take an unassuming ap-
proach to work with the Chinese government on the 
human rights issues. The Australian experience with 
the Chinese government can be useful.221 

On China’s Military Power. Of all the expanding ele-
ments of China’s comprehensive national power, none 
is more of concern to the United States than China’s 
military power. Will China’s military power catch up 
with that of the United States? What should China and 
the United States do in a peer competition, if not colli-
sion, of these two mighty military machines?

The answer to the first question is straightforward. 
China has the capacity for its military to become a 
peer competitor to the U.S. military. All China needs 
are motivation, smart policies, resources, and time to 
bring about its military’s potentials. The United States 
inadvertently provided China with the motivations 
in the 1990s. One was a wakeup call to the Chinese 
with the U.S.-led revolution in military affairs (RMA), 
which gave rise to an innovative fighting power that 
was put on a full play during the Gulf War I of 1991 
against Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait and the 
Kosovo air campaign of 1999. Chinese leaders were 
shocked to see how much the U.S. military power had 
advanced. They had long regretted that China missed 
several RMA’s in the past (e.g., the transitions from 
“cold-weapon warfare” with the use of mainly knives 
to “hot-weapon warfare” with the application of fire-
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power and guns and to “mechanized warfare” with 
the employment of tanks, battleships, and airplanes), 
and determined that China must take measures to 
catch up with this RMA in the information age.222 

The other catalyst for change was the Taiwan Strait 
crisis of 1995-96, during which the United States made 
a strong show of force in the Western Pacific, perhaps 
the largest since World War II. Chinese leaders sud-
denly found themselves confronting the Taiwan inde-
pendence movement (prior to that time, the Taiwan 
issue was mostly an unfinished war between the CCP 
and KMT and Taiwan independence was not in ques-
tion), but its ability to deter Taiwan’s push for inde-
pendence and likely U.S. military intervention abhor-
rently inadequate. To protect its claimed core interests, 
China must upgrade its military power immediately. 

Finally, the U.S.-China power transition also sur-
faced in time to remind the Chinese leaders that they 
needed a strong military to support and protect Chi-
na’s rise to power. Although Chinese leaders spoke 
out loud their proposition for China’s peaceful rise, 
they had every reason to observe the old saying that, 
if you want peace, prepare for war. 

These challenging situations required China’s 
policy adjustment. Back in the early days of China’s 
economic reform, Deng Xiaoping put China’s military 
modernization on the back burner. He was on record 
as instructing China’s military leaders that military 
modernization had to wait until China quadrupled 
the size of its economy, hopefully by the end of the 
20th century.223 However, the new circumstances dic-
tated that China set its military modernization in mo-
tion ahead of schedule. “To build a prosperous nation 
with a strong military” (富国强军) was China’s answer 
to the challenges.224
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With an adjustment in its national strategy, Chi-
na followed a two-pronged approach to improve its 
military power. On the one hand, China purchased 
advanced battleships and fighter jets from Russia as 
quick fixes for dealing with the Taiwan issue. On the 
other hand, China made an all-out effort to embrace 
the RMA and transform its military machine. 

To China’s fortune, its growing economy provided 
timely resources for these huge undertakings. Indeed, 
as Ross and Monroe put it, China’s powerful economy 
was fueling a credible military force. (See the quotes 
from Ross and Monroe in the earlier section.) From 
the mid-1990s to the present, China has topped the 
world in spending the most amount to purchase ad-
vanced conventional weapon systems abroad (mostly 
from Russia, see the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute Yearbooks of Armaments, Disar-
mament, and International Security for the records). 
At the same time, China also evidently increased its 
military spending to cover the other expenses of its 
military transformation. However, this extraordinary 
increase in defense spending did not seem to bother 
the Chinese leaders—they, after all, had plenty in 
their treasury. Indeed, as China’s economy expected 
to have decades to grow before reaching its full ca-
pacity, China can bear this burden; and China’s mili-
tary modernization will have bountiful funding for 
its development. In this sense, China is more like the 
United States when it was on its way to becoming a 
great military power than the Soviet Union on its way 
to bankruptcy.

The result of China’s efforts is clearly identifiable. 
The Pentagon has documented the developments in 
the growth of Chinese military power through its an-
nual report to the Congress since 2000. The following 
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has been a consistent assessment and concern over the 
years:

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is pursuing 
comprehensive transformation from a mass army de-
signed for protracted wars of attrition on its territory 
to one capable of fighting and winning short-duration, 
high-intensity conflicts along its periphery against 
high-tech adversaries—an approach that China refers 
to as preparing for “local wars under conditions of in-
formatization.” The pace and scope of China’s military 
transformation have increased in recent years, fueled 
by acquisition of advanced foreign weapons, contin-
ued high rates of investment in its domestic defense 
and science and technology industries, and far-reach-
ing organizational and doctrinal reforms of the armed 
forces. China’s ability to sustain military power at a 
distance remains limited, but its armed forces continue 
to develop and field disruptive military technologies, 
including those for anti-access/area-denial, as well as 
for nuclear, space, and cyber warfare, that are chang-
ing regional military balances and that have implica-
tions beyond the Asia-Pacific region.225

As of 2011, China is second to the United States in 
many areas of military power such as defense spend-
ing; aerial-based weapons, ballistic, and cruise mis-
sile programs; naval combatant, submarine, and am-
phibious warfare ships; and land-based capabilities. 
In 2007, China became the third nation (in addition 
to the United States and Soviet Union/Russia) to test 
its anti-satellite capability. Earlier in 2011, China also 
test-flew its advanced stealthy fighter jet, the J-20 (an 
ostensible matchup to the U.S. F-22), and then in mid-
2011 speculation spread that China would soon test-
sail its first aircraft carrier (the Soviet-built Varyag).226 
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In addition to these quantitative changes, China 
has also brought about qualitative transformation 
through the implementation of the RMA to its military 
organization, command and staff, doctrine, education, 
logistics, medical support, defense industries, and 
many other areas. In recent years, the Chinese mili-
tary has also put its new capabilities and improved 
war machines to test in frequent military exercises in-
side China as well as with foreign militaries abroad. A 
more capable military force is unquestionably emerg-
ing in China.227 Riding the tides of its transformation 
and development, China’s military is now eager to 
carry out its new mission in the new century, which 
in good part will be in contact and conflict with the 
United States.228

This leads us to find answers to the question of 
how the Chinese and U.S. militaries get along in this 
ongoing power transition between the two nations. As 
discussed earlier, neither side wants a war with the 
other. Yet the United States and China have plenty of 
conflict that can drive the two into unwanted confron-
tations. It is imperative that the two sides find ways 
to minimize the dangers. The United States and Chi-
na presumably can take many different measures to 
avoid unintended confrontations, but the most basic 
one is arguably to establish an effective, reliable, and 
stable contact between the two militaries. It is quite 
a problem that more than 30 years after establishing 
normal relations, the two nations still have not found 
the way to do the same for the most sensitive compo-
nent of their national power, the military. 

The reasons, incongruously, are simple. The two 
sides have incompatible views about the problems in 
their military relations and in the words of Chinese 
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Senior Colonel Zhao Xiaozuo (赵小卓), “culturally un-
matched approaches” to promote their goals.229 

On the U.S. side, the United States took the rise of 
China as a disruptive process and believed that Chi-
nese military power would be a key instrument for 
these disruptions. The United States thus conceived 
a wide range of objectives to minimize the dangers 
of the Chinese military. Secretary of Defense William 
Perry put the U.S. interests succinctly in a speech back 
in the mid-1990s. His words still ring true today.

Engagement opens lines of communication with the 
People’s Liberation Army—the PLA. A major player 
in Chinese politics, the PLA wields significant influ-
ence on such issues as Taiwan, the South China Sea, 
and proliferation. And if we are to achieve progress on 
these issues, we must engage PLA leaders directly. . . . 
[B]y engaging the PLA directly, we can help promote 
more openness in the Chinese national security ap-
paratus, including its military institutions. Promoting 
openness or transparency about Chinese strategic in-
tentions, procurement, budgeting, and operating pro-
cedures will not only help promote confidence among 
China’s neighbors, it will also lessen the chance of 
misunderstandings or incidents when our forces oper-
ate in the areas where Chinese military forces are also 
deployed.230

The United States has pursued these goals in the 
last 2 decades. Yet its efforts so far have met with frus-
tration. In the meantime, U.S.-China military-to-mil-
itary relations have gone through six “rollercoaster” 
ups and downs:

•  U.S. suspension of military-to-military con-
tacts following the Tiananmen Square tragedy 
in 1989, including sanctions on arms sales and 
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other items to China that still remain effective 
to this day.231

•  China’s suspension of military-to-military con-
tacts in protest against the United States allow-
ing Taiwan’s President Lee Teng-hui to make 
a private visit to his Alma Mater, Cornell Uni-
versity, in 1995 and the U.S. intervention in the 
Taiwan Strait crisis of 1996.

•  China’s suspension of military-to-military con-
tacts following the U.S. accidental bombing of 
the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, 
in 1999.

•  U.S. suspension of military-to-military contacts 
following the EP-3 incident over the South Chi-
na Sea in 2001.

•  China’s suspension of military-to-military con-
tacts following President Bush’s authorization 
of arms sales to Taiwan in 2008.

•  China’s suspension of military-to-military con-
tacts following President Obama’s decision to 
sell arms to Taiwan and meeting with the Dalai 
Lama at the White House in 2010.

Frustrated with these ups and downs, many in 
the United States question the value of military-to-
military contacts with China. They cannot tolerate 
the Chinese military’s role in China’s domestic affairs 
(e.g., the Tiananmen crackdown); the PLA’s provoca-
tions (e.g., the EP-3 incident); and the Chinese govern-
ment using the suspension of military-to-military re-
lations as leverage against the United States (e.g., the 
last two rounds of suspension). Some also complain 
that the military-to-military contacts benefit China 
more than the United States, for the United States is 
generously open but China is tightly concealed. Op-
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ponents to U.S.-China military-to-military contacts 
suggest that the United States should limit these ex-
changes to high-level strategic dialogues, and keep 
the PLA out of touch with the U.S. military at the op-
erational level. The United States would be better off 
keeping its military superiority over China and focus 
on measures that will ensure the safety of U.S. mili-
tary in the Western Pacific, even if meant to stand firm 
on China’s military challenges.232 

The Chinese, however, have an entirely different 
take on U.S.-China military relations. They hold the 
following views:233 

•  The most fundamental problem in the U.S.-
China military-to-military relationship is the 
lack of trust between the two nations. Without 
this trust, this relationship is not sustainable.

•  China blames the United States for its contin-
ued perception of China as an enemy. With its 
antagonistic view, the United States takes every 
development in China as a threat. Particularly, 
the United States never respects China’s right-
ful need to modernize its military power.

•  The Chinese maintain that they have a consis-
tent and pragmatic view of its relationship with 
the United States: it is neither a friend nor an en-
emy (非友非敌). China accepts that it will never 
become an allied friend to the United States, but 
it can try to avoid becoming a deadly enemy. 
China holds its relationship with the United 
States as the most important one among its key 
foreign relations (重中之重) and will do every-
thing possible to preserve this relationship. The 
Chinese argue that the United States has an am-
bivalent attitude toward China; and U.S. policy 
toward China has vacillated between engage-
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ment and containment, with ample evidence of 
the United States leaning toward the latter.234

•  The Chinese hold that the United States does 
not appreciate China’s position on its core in-
terests and keeps stepping on these interests. 
During Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Admiral Mike Mullen’s recent visit to Beijing, 
Chinese leaders repeatedly reminded him 
that China’s sovereign interests are untouch-
able, whereas all other issues can be discussed 
through military-to-military exchanges.235

•  China also holds that the United States has a 
hidden agenda in its military-to-military ex-
changes with China. It is the U.S. mission to 
shape the direction of the PLA’s development 
so that it can integrate China’s armed forces 
into the U.S.-led international security order. 
China adamantly opposes the U.S. attempt to 
“liberalize” China’s armed forces and does not 
want the United States to turn the PLA into a 
junior partner of the U.S. military.236

•  The Chinese argue that the United States de-
mand for China’s national security transpar-
ency is unfair. As a weaker state to the United 
States, they argue, China is entitled to have 
some secrecy.

In early 2011, after almost a year of suspension 
of high-level military-to-military exchanges and an 
eventful year of intense conflict, the two sides guard-
edly resumed military-to-military contacts. However, 
with what the Chinese PLA Major General Luo Yuan 
(罗援) characterizes as the “main obstacles” remain-
ing unchanged, i.e., the distrust mentioned above, the 
institutionalized arms sales to Taiwan, continued U.S. 
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military activities in Chinese claimed EEZs, and the 
restrictions set by the U.S. Congress on U.S.-China 
military-to-military exchanges,237 it is only a matter of 
time before another breakdown brings these guarded 
exchanges to a halt. Indeed, 3 days after Admiral Mul-
len left China, President Obama received the Dalai 
Lama again at the White House (on July 16, 2011). 
China unsurprisingly launched a strong protest. Al-
though China did not suspend the hardly-resumed 
military-to-military exchanges this time as a response, 
one can be sure that China took note of this new “U.S. 
blatant interference in China’s core interest” (in the 
Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesman’s terms). China 
would most likely add this “record” to the pending 
presidential decision on a multibillion-dollar deal to 
upgrade Taiwan’s F-16 fighter planes as reasons for 
the next stormy setback in the two nations’ military-
to-military relations.238 

As it stands, the ups and downs will continue to 
be the defining character of the U.S.-China military-to-
military relations. The lack of mutual trust sets limits 
on the contacts between the two militaries. The con-
flicts between the two nations over the issues discussed 
in this analysis are like time bombs waiting to trigger 
breakdowns of these tenuous relations from time to 
time. However, the two nations’ extensive common 
interests in many other areas dictate that the two na-
tions cooperate. As some Chinese analysts point out, 
as long as the overall relations (大局) between the two 
nations hold, the United States and China can only 
be at odds but not at war over the conflicts. U.S.-China 
military-to-military relations will suffer the ups and 
downs, but they will eventually continue.

In the short term, this may be the agony the two 
militaries have to put up with. However, in the long 
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run, this kind of relationship is not conducive to the 
two nations’ need to manage the power transition pro-
cess. It is therefore in the interest of the United States 
and China to develop an effective, reliable, and sus-
tainable relationship for the two nations’ militaries. 

Presently, the two militaries have a few high-level 
contacts such as exchange of visits by senior civilian 
and military officials, defense telephone link (DTL) 
between the Pentagon and the Chinese Defense Min-
istry, military representatives in the U.S.-China Stra-
tegic and Economic Dialogue, the Defense Policy 
Coordination Talks (DPCT), U.S.-China Defense Con-
sultative Talks (DCT), the Military Maritime Consul-
tative Agreement (MMCA), and others. At the mid-
level contacts, there are occasional naval ports of call 
and exchange of short-term visits by the officers of the 
two militaries.

These contacts, however, are rather superficial. De-
cades of experience in these “business-like” contacts 
between the two militaries have informed us that the 
two sides hardly develop any true understanding or 
long-term relationships; and there is little progress in 
promoting trust between the two sides through these 
contacts. At times of conflict between the two nations, 
these superficial contacts cannot be employed to help 
ease tensions—the defense hotline never got through 
and there were no communication between the two 
militaries other than speculations or angry exchanges 
of blows at each other’s defense headquarters press 
conferences. 

Is there any other option except for the two militar-
ies to go beyond the extant superficial contacts? There 
is indeed one that has never been tried. This approach 
is to exchange resident students (military officers) in 
the two nations’ military schools at all levels. 
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The United States has decades of experience with 
international officers/students in U.S. military schools. 
There are plenty of positive aspects to this program. 
U.S. officers develop long-term relations with their 
international counterparts that can go a long way to 
help strengthen U.S. military relations with those for-
eign nations. They benefit from the international stu-
dents’ perspectives in their day-to-day contacts. The 
international fellows in turn receive valuable profes-
sional military education in the United States that is 
mostly not available in their own countries. Moreover, 
the international students also learn about democrat-
ic values and principles. Many of them bring their 
learning home and use it to improve their countries’ 
political and military conduct. All in all, having the 
international students in the U.S. military schools has 
been a valuable investment. It also pays valuable divi-
dendz at crucial times. As a former U.S. Army War 
College Commandant Major General (retired) Robert 
Scales remarks, the professional conduct exercised 
by the Egyptian military during Egypt’s recent po-
litical change was a great example of foreign militar-
ies learning from their U.S. counterparts in handling 
civil-military relations. Many of the senior Egyptian 
military officers in charge have been to U.S. military 
schools.239

Chinese military schools have international officers 
as well. According to China’s National Defense White 
Papers, China receives foreign military students/of-
ficers from more than 130 countries in the world. 
The PLA also sends hundreds of its bright officers to 
military schools in other countries, some of which are 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) members 
and U.S. close allies such as the UK, Japan, and South 
Korea. It is time Chinese military schools accept resi-
dent students from the U.S. military. 
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U.S.-China power transition is a long process. The 
conflicts between the two nations over their core inter-
ests are not easy to settle. These conflicts will continue 
to affect the two nations’ military relations. However, 
the two militaries must not wait until the political cli-
mate is perfect to develop their relations. Developing 
a long-term and collegial relationship between the 
two militaries will be beneficial to both countries. Ex-
changing residence students/officers at each other’s 
military schools is the way to go. 

Final Thoughts.

The United States and China have been at odds 
ever since the founding of the PRC in 1949. The out-
standing conflicts discussed in this analysis have also 
existed for a long time. However, the rise of China and 
the power transition have seriously complicated these 
conflicts. China, for instance, holds that it must settle 
those disputed core interests, most notably Taiwan, 
before it can become a true great power. U.S. inter-
ference therefore is perceived by China as attempts to 
obstruct China’s rise.

To the United States, China’s rise and its external 
impact are very worrisome. Among many other fac-
tors, the fact that this rising China is in the hands of an 
authoritarian government, whose leaders do not share 
with their American counterparts on the fundamental 
values underpinning the U.S.-led international order, 
is very troublesome to the United States. The United 
States has many reasons to be concerned with China’s 
rise coming at the expense of the U.S. core interests.

It is fortunate that the United States and China 
both understand that there is a power transition going 
on between the two nations that complicates their ca-
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pricious relations. Both understand the inherent dan-
ger of this power transition and agree to take careful 
measures to manage this process. 

The bottom line is that neither the United States 
nor China wants war, yet there are conditions under 
which the two sides can be pushed over the edge to 
fight even if they do not want to. The Taiwan issue, 
as the Chinese rightly put it, is the most difficult one 
in U.S.-China relations. The Chinese insist that China 
cannot become a true great power without completing 
its mission of national unity; and the most outstand-
ing piece is Taiwan. The Chinese certainly hold that 
U.S. involvement in the Taiwan issue in general, and 
the arms sales in particular, are the main obstacles in 
China’s mission. In many ways, one can argue that the 
settlement of the Taiwan issue is also the time when 
the United States and China can come to terms with 
the power transition business. If the U.S.-China power 
transition “catches fire,” the trigger will most likely be 
the Taiwan issue.

As the power transition unfolds, there will be new 
problems. Of note is that by the second half of the next 
30 years, there will be new dynamic in the two nations’ 
relations, driven primarily by the changing power bal-
ance between the two. The United States should take 
Organski’s observation below seriously.

It might be expected that a wise challenger, growing 
in power through internal development, would wait 
to threaten the existing international order until it was 
as powerful as the dominant nation and its allies, for 
surely it would seem foolish to attack while weaker 
than the enemy. If this expectation were correct, the 
risk of war would be greatest when the two opposing 
camps were almost exactly equal in power, and if war 
broke out before this point, it would take the form of 
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a preventive war launched by the dominant nation to 
destroy a competitor before it became strong enough 
to upset the existing international order.240

For China, the following remarks by another noted 
observer of great power politics, Barry Buzan, are of 
particular importance. 

There are three main elements that define the tensions 
in play. First, that China has depended on the U.S.-
led international order to provide the stability that it 
needs for its development. Second, that China wants 
to avoid being drawn into conflict with the United 
States as earlier non-democratic rising powers have 
been. And third, that China resents, and up to a point 
opposes, U.S. hegemony and the unipolar power 
structure. The danger is that as China rises it will be-
come less dependent on the United States, and more 
opposed to its leadership, and that the United States 
will feel more threatened by its increasing power and 
revisionism.241
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APPENDIX 1

SELECTED ARTICLES FROM THE
UNITED NATIONS (UN) CONVENTION ON THE 

LAW OF THE SEA (UNCLOS)
 SIGNED IN 1982, CAME INTO EFFECT IN 19941

Article 19: Meaning of Innocent Passage.

Passage is innocent so long as it is not prejudicial to 
the peace, good order or security of the coastal State. 
Such passage shall take place in conformity with this 
Convention and with other rules of international law.

Passage of a foreign ship shall be considered to be 
prejudicial to the peace, good order or security of the 
coastal State if in the territorial sea (underline added) 
it engages in any of the following activities:

•  any threat or use of force against the sovereign-
ty, territorial integrity or political independence 
of the coastal State, or in any other manner in 
violation of the principles of international law 
embodied in the Charter of the United Nations;

•  any exercise or practice with weapons of any 
kind;

•  any act aimed at collecting information to the 
prejudice of the defence or security of the coast-
al State;

•  any act of propaganda aimed at affecting the 
defence or security of the coastal State;

•  the launching, landing, or taking on board of 
any aircraft;

•  the launching, landing, or taking on board of 
any military device;

•  the loading or unloading of any commodity, 
currency, or person contrary to the customs, 
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fiscal, immigration or sanitary laws and regula-
tions of the coastal State;

•  any act of willful and serious pollution contrary 
to this Convention;

• any fishing activities;
• the carrying out of research or survey activities;
•  any act aimed at interfering with any systems 

of communication or any other facilities or in-
stallations of the coastal State;

•  any other activity not having a direct bearing 
on passage.

PART V: EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE

Article 55: Specific Legal Regime of the Exclusive 
Economic Zone.

The exclusive economic zone is an area beyond 
and adjacent to the territorial sea, subject to the spe-
cific legal regime established in this Part, under which 
the rights and jurisdiction of the coastal State and the 
rights and freedoms of other States are governed by 
the relevant provisions of this Convention.

Article 56: Rights, Jurisdiction and Duties of the 
Coastal State in the Exclusive Economic Zone.

In the exclusive economic zone, the coastal State 
has:

•  sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring 
and exploiting, conserving and managing the 
natural resources, whether living or non-living, 
of the waters superjacent to the seabed and of 
the seabed and its subsoil, and with regard to 
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other activities for the economic exploitation 
and exploration of the zone, such as the pro-
duction of energy from the water, currents and 
winds;

•  jurisdiction as provided for in the relevant pro-
visions of this Convention with regard to:

 —  the establishment and use of artificial is-
lands, installations and structures;

 — marine scientific research;
 —  the protection and preservation of the ma-

rine environment;
 —  other rights and duties provided for in this 

Convention. In exercising its rights and per-
forming its duties under this Convention 
in the exclusive economic zone, the coastal 
State shall have due regard to the rights and 
duties of other States and shall act in a man-
ner compatible with the provisions of this 
Convention. The rights set out in this article 
with respect to the seabed and subsoil shall 
be exercised in accordance with Part VI.

Article 57: Breadth of the Exclusive Economic Zone.

The exclusive economic zone shall not extend be-
yond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which 
the breadth of the territorial sea is measured.

Article 58: Rights and Duties of Other States in the 
Exclusive Economic Zone.

In the exclusive economic zone, all States, whether 
coastal or land-locked, enjoy, subject to the relevant 
provisions of this Convention, the freedoms referred 
to in article 87 of navigation and over flight and of the 
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laying of submarine cables and pipelines, and other 
internationally lawful uses of the sea related to these 
freedoms, such as those associated with the operation 
of ships, aircraft and submarine cables and pipelines, 
and compatible with the other provisions of this Con-
vention.

Articles 88 to 115 and other pertinent rules of inter-
national law apply to the exclusive economic zone in 
so far as they are not incompatible with this Part.

In exercising their rights and performing their du-
ties under this Convention in the exclusive economic 
zone, States shall have due regard to the rights and 
duties of the coastal State and shall comply with the 
laws and regulations adopted by the coastal State in 
accordance with the provisions of this Convention 
and other rules of international law in so far as they 
are not incompatible with this Part.

PART VI: CONTINENTAL SHELF

Article 76: Definition of the Continental Shelf.

The continental shelf of a coastal State comprises 
the seabed and subsoil of the submarine areas that ex-
tend beyond its territorial sea throughout the natural 
prolongation of its land territory to the outer edge of 
the continental margin, or to a distance of 200 nautical 
miles from the baselines from which the breadth of 
the territorial sea is measured where the outer edge 
of the continental margin does not extend up to that 
distance.

The continental shelf of a coastal State shall not ex-
tend beyond the limits provided for in paragraphs 4 
to 6.
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The continental margin comprises the submerged 
prolongation of the land mass of the coastal State, 
and consists of the seabed and subsoil of the shelf, the 
slope and the rise. It does not include the deep ocean 
floor with its oceanic ridges or the subsoil thereof.

(a)  For the purposes of this Convention, the coastal 
State shall establish the outer edge of the con-
tinental margin wherever the margin extends 
beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines 
from which the breadth of the territorial sea is 
measured, by either:
•    a line delineated in accordance with para-

graph 7 by reference to the outermost fixed 
points at each of which the thickness of 
sedimentary rocks is at least 1 per cent of the 
shortest distance from such point to the foot 
of the continental slope; or

•    a line delineated in accordance with para-
graph 7 by reference to fixed points not more 
than 60 nautical miles from the foot of the 
continental slope. 

(b)  In the absence of evidence to the contrary, the 
foot of the continental slope shall be deter-
mined as the point of maximum change in the 
gradient at its base.

The fixed points comprising the line of the outer 
limits of the continental shelf on the seabed, drawn in 
accordance with paragraph 4 (a)(i) and (ii), either shall 
not exceed 350 nautical miles from the baselines from 
which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured 
or shall not exceed 100 nautical miles from the 2,500 
meter isobath, which is a line connecting the depth of 
2,500 meters.
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Notwithstanding the provisions of paragraph 5, 
on submarine ridges, the outer limit of the continen-
tal shelf shall not exceed 350 nautical miles from the 
baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea 
is measured. This paragraph does not apply to sub-
marine elevations that are natural components of the 
continental margin, such as its plateaux, rises, caps, 
banks, and spurs.

The coastal State shall delineate the outer limits of 
its continental shelf, where that shelf extends beyond 
200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the 
breadth of the territorial sea is measured, by straight 
lines not exceeding 60 nautical miles in length, con-
necting fixed points, defined by coordinates of lati-
tude and longitude.

Information on the limits of the continental shelf 
beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from 
which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured 
shall be submitted by the coastal State to the Com-
mission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf set up 
under Annex II on the basis of equitable geographical 
representation. The Commission shall make recom-
mendations to coastal States on matters related to the 
establishment of the outer limits of their continental 
shelf. The limits of the shelf established by a coastal 
State on the basis of these recommendations shall be 
final and binding.

The coastal State shall deposit with the Secretary-
General of the United Nations charts and relevant 
information, including geodetic data, permanently 
describing the outer limits of its continental shelf. The 
Secretary-General shall give due publicity thereto. 

The provisions of this article are without prejudice 
to the question of delimitation of the continental shelf 
between States with opposite or adjacent coasts.
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Article 77: Rights of the Coastal State over the  
Continental Shelf.

The coastal State exercises over the continental 
shelf sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring it 
and exploiting its natural resources. 

The rights referred to in paragraph 1 are exclusive 
in the sense that if the coastal State does not explore 
the continental shelf or exploit its natural resources, 
no one may undertake these activities without the ex-
press consent of the coastal State. 

The rights of the coastal State over the continental 
shelf do not depend on occupation, effective or no-
tional, or on any express proclamation. 

The natural resources referred to in this Part con-
sist of the mineral and other non-living resources of 
the seabed and subsoil together with living organisms 
belonging to sedentary species, that is to say, organ-
isms which, at the harvestable stage, either are im-
mobile on or under the seabed or are unable to move 
except in constant physical contact with the seabed or 
the subsoil.

Article 78: Legal Status of the Superjacent Waters 
and Air Space and the Rights and Freedoms of 
Other States.

The rights of the coastal State over the continental 
shelf do not affect the legal status of the superjacent 
waters or of the air space above those waters. 

The exercise of the rights of the coastal State over 
the continental shelf must not infringe or result in any 
unjustifiable interference with navigation and other 
rights and freedoms of other States as provided for in 
this Convention.
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Article 79: Submarine Cables and Pipelines on the 
Continental Shelf.

All States are entitled to lay submarine cables and 
pipelines on the continental shelf, in accordance with 
the provisions of this article. 

Subject to its right to take reasonable measures for 
the exploration of the continental shelf, the exploita-
tion of its natural resources and the prevention, reduc-
tion and control of pollution from pipelines, the coast-
al State may not impede the laying or maintenance of 
such cables or pipelines. 

The delineation of the course for the laying of such 
pipelines on the continental shelf is subject to the con-
sent of the coastal State. 

Nothing in this Part affects the right of the coastal 
State to establish conditions for cables or pipelines 
entering its territory or territorial sea, or its jurisdic-
tion over cables and pipelines constructed or used in 
connection with the exploration of its continental shelf 
or exploitation of its resources or the operations of ar-
tificial islands, installations and structures under its 
jurisdiction. 

When laying submarine cables or pipelines, States 
shall have due regard to cables or pipelines already in 
position. In particular, possibilities of repairing exist-
ing cables or pipelines shall not be prejudiced.

Article 80: Artificial Islands, Installations and Struc-
tures on the Continental Shelf.

Article 60 applies mutatis mutandis to artificial is-
lands, installations, and structures on the continental 
shelf.
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Article 81: Drilling on the Continental Shelf.

The coastal State shall have the exclusive right 
to authorize and regulate drilling on the continental 
shelf for all purposes.

Article 82: Payments and Contributions with Re-
spect to the Exploitation of the Continental Shelf 
Beyond 200 Nautical Miles.

The coastal State shall make payments or contri-
butions in kind in respect of the exploitation of the 
non-living resources of the continental shelf beyond 
200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the 
breadth of the territorial sea is measured.

The payments and contributions shall be made an-
nually with respect to all production at a site after the 
first five years of production at that site. For the sixth 
year, the rate of payment or contribution shall be 1 
percent of the value or volume of production at the 
site. The rate shall increase by 1 per cent for each sub-
sequent year until the twelfth year and shall remain 
at 7 percent thereafter. Production does not include 
resources used in connection with exploitation. 

A developing State which is a net importer of a 
mineral resource produced from its continental shelf 
is exempt from making such payments or contribu-
tions in respect of that mineral resource. 

The payments or contributions shall be made 
through the Authority, which shall distribute them to 
States Parties to this Convention, on the basis of equi-
table sharing criteria, taking into account the interests 
and needs of developing States, particularly the least 
developed and the land-locked among them.
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Article 83: Delimitation of the Continental Shelf 
Between States with Opposite or Adjacent Coasts.

The delimitation of the continental shelf between 
States with opposite or adjacent coasts shall be effect-
ed by agreement on the basis of international law, as 
referred to in Article 38 of the Statute of the Interna-
tional Court of Justice, in order to achieve an equitable 
solution. 

If no agreement can be reached within a reason-
able period of time, the States concerned shall resort 
to the procedures provided for in Part XV. 

Pending agreement as provided for in paragraph 
1, the States concerned, in a spirit of understanding 
and cooperation, shall make every effort to enter into 
provisional arrangements of a practical nature and, 
during this transitional period, not to jeopardize or 
hamper the reaching of the final agreement. Such ar-
rangements shall be without prejudice to the final de-
limitation.

Where there is an agreement in force between the 
States concerned, questions relating to the delimita-
tion of the continental shelf shall be determined in ac-
cordance with the provisions of that agreement. 

PART VII: HIGH SEAS

SECTION 1. GENERAL PROVISIONS

Article 86: Application of the Provisions of this 
Part.

The provisions of this Part apply to all parts of the 
sea that are not included in the exclusive economic 
zone, in the territorial sea or in the internal waters of a 
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State, or in the archipelagic waters of an archipelagic 
State. This article does not entail any abridgement of 
the freedoms enjoyed by all States in the exclusive 
economic zone in accordance with article 58.

Article 87: Freedom of the High Seas.

The high seas are open to all States, whether coastal 
or land-locked. Freedom of the high seas is exercised 
under the conditions laid down by this Convention 
and by other rules of international law. It comprises, 
inter alia, both for coastal and land-locked States:

• freedom of navigation;
• freedom of over flight;
•  freedom to lay submarine cables and pipelines, 

subject to Part VI;
•  freedom to construct artificial islands and other 

installations permitted under international law, 
subject to Part VI;

•  freedom of fishing, subject to the conditions 
laid down in section 2;

•  freedom of scientific research, subject to Parts 
VI and XIII.

These freedoms shall be exercised by all States with 
due regard for the interests of other States in their ex-
ercise of the freedom of the high seas, and also with 
due regard for the rights under this Convention with 
respect to activities in the Area.

Article 88: Reservation of the High Seas for Peace-
ful Purposes.

The high seas shall be reserved for peaceful pur-
poses.
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Article 89: Invalidity of Claims of Sovereignty Over 
the High Seas.

No State may validly purport to subject any part of 
the high seas to its sovereignty.

Article 90: Right of Navigation.

Every State, whether coastal or land-locked, has 
the right to sail ships flying its flag on the high seas.

Article 301: Peaceful Uses of the Seas.

In exercising their rights and performing their du-
ties under this Convention, States Parties shall refrain 
from any threat or use of force against the territorial 
integrity or political independence of any State, or 
in any other manner inconsistent with the principles 
of international law embodied in the Charter of the 
United Nations.

ENDNOTE - APPENDIX 1

1. The United Nations, Oceans and Law of the Sea, Division 
for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea. Available at http://www.
un.org/Depts/los/index.htm.
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APPENDIX 2

CAIRO DECLARATION1

Conference of President Roosevelt, Generalissimo 
Chiang Kai-shek, and Prime Minister Churchill in 
North Africa. President Roosevelt, Generalissimo Chi-
ang Kai-shek and Prime Minister Churchill, together 
with their respective military and diplomatic advis-
ers, have completed a conference in North Africa.

The following general statement was issued:

The several military missions have agreed upon future 
military operations against Japan. The Three Great Al-
lies expressed their resolve to bring unrelenting pres-
sure against their brutal enemies by sea, land, and air. 
This pressure is already rising.

The Three Great Allies are fighting this war to restrain 
and punish the aggression of Japan. They covet no gain 
for themselves and have no thought of territorial ex-
pansion. It is their purpose that Japan shall be stripped 
of all the islands in the Pacific which she has seized or 
occupied since the beginning of the First World War in 
1914, and that all the territories Japan has stolen from 
the Chinese, such as Manchuria, Formosa, and the 
Pescadores, shall be restored to the Republic of China. 
Japan will also be expelled from all other territories 
which she has taken by violence and greed. The afore-
said three great powers, mindful of the enslavement of 
the people of Korea, are determined that in due course 
Korea shall become free and independent.

With these objects in view that three Allies, in har-
mony with those of the United Nations at war with 
Japan, will continue to persevere in the serious and 
prolonged operations necessary to procure the uncon-
ditional surrender of Japan.



ENDNOTE - APPENDIX 2

1. Released to the press by the White House on December 1, 
1943. Source: The Department of State Bulletin, Vol. IX, No. 232, 
Washington DC, December 4, 1943.

258



259

APPENDIX 3

POTSDAM PROCLAMATION1

Defining Terms for Japanese Surrender 

We—the President of the United States, the Presi-
dent of the National Government of the Republic of 
China, and the Prime Minister of Great Britain, repre-
senting the hundreds of millions of our countrymen, 
have conferred and agree that Japan shall be given an 
opportunity to end this war.

The prodigious land, sea, and air forces of the 
United States, the British Empire and of China, many 
times reinforced by their armies and air fleets from the 
west, are poised to strike the final blows upon Japan. 
This military power is sustained and inspired by the 
determination of all the Allied Nations to prosecute 
the war against Japan until she ceases to resist.

The result of the futile and senseless German resis-
tance to the might of the aroused free peoples of the 
world stands forth in awful clarity as an example to 
the people of Japan. The might that now converges on 
Japan is immeasurably greater than that which, when 
applied to the resisting Nazis, necessarily laid waste 
to the lands, the industry and the method of life of 
the whole German people. The full application of our 
military power, backed by our resolve, will mean the 
inevitable and complete destruction of the Japanese 
armed forces and just as inevitably the utter devasta-
tion of the Japanese homeland.

The time has come for Japan to decide whether 
she will continue to be controlled by those self-willed 
militaristic advisers whose unintelligent calculations 
have brought the Empire of Japan to the threshold of 
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annihilation, or whether she will follow the path of 
reason.

Following are our terms. We will not deviate from 
them. There are no alternatives. We shall brook no de-
lay.

There must be eliminated for all time the author-
ity and influence of those who have deceived and 
misled the people of Japan into embarking on world 
conquest, for we insist that a new order of peace, secu-
rity and justice will be impossible until irresponsible 
militarism is driven from the world. 

Until such a new order is established and until 
there is convincing proof that Japan’s war-making 
power is destroyed, points in Japanese territory to be 
designated by the Allies shall be occupied to secure 
the achievement of the basic objectives we are here 
setting forth. 

The terms of the Cairo Declaration shall be carried 
out and Japanese sovereignty shall be limited to the 
islands of Honshu, Hokkaido, Kyushu, Shikoku and 
such minor islands as we determine. 

The Japanese military forces, after being com-
pletely disarmed, shall be permitted to return to their 
homes with the opportunity to lead peaceful and pro-
ductive lines.

We do not intend that the Japanese shall be en-
slaved as a race or destroyed as a nation, but stern jus-
tice shall be meted out to all war criminals, including 
those who have visited cruelties upon our prisoners. 
The Japanese Government shall remove all obstacles 
to the revival and strengthening of democratic tenden-
cies among the Japanese people. Freedom of speech, 
of religion, and of thought, as well as respect for the 
fundamental human rights shall be established.
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Japan shall be permitted to maintain such indus-
tries as will sustain her economy and permit the exac-
tion of just reparations in kind, but not those which 
would enable her to re-arm for war. To this end, ac-
cess to, as distinguished from control of, raw materials 
shall be permitted. Eventual Japanese participation in 
world trade relations shall be permitted.

The occupying forces of the Allies shall be with-
drawn from Japan as soon as these objectives have 
been accomplished and these has been established 
in accordance with the freely expressed will of the 
Japanese people a peacefully inclined and responsible 
government.

We call upon the government of Japan to proclaim 
now the unconditional surrender of all Japanese armed 
forces, and to provide proper an adequate assurance 
of their good faith in such action. The alternative for 
Japan is prompt and utter destruction.

ENDNOTE - APPENDIX 3

1. This proclamation, issued on July 26, 1945, by the heads of 
the governments of the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
China, was signed by the President of the United States and the 
Prime Minister of the United Kingdom at Potsdam and concurred 
with by the President of the National Government of China, who 
communicated with President Truman by dispatch. Source: The 
Department of State Bulletin, Vol. XIII, No. 318, Washington DC, 
July 29, 1945.
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APPENDIX 4

TREATY OF PEACE WITH JAPAN1

CHAPTER II, TERRITORY

Article 2:

•  Japan, recognizing the independence of Korea, 
renounces all right, title and claim to Korea, in-
cluding the islands of Quelpart, Port Hamilton, 
and Dagelet.

•  Japan renounces all right, title and claim to For-
mosa and the Pescadores.

•  Japan renounces all right, title and claim to the 
Kurile Islands, and to that portion of Sakhalin 
and the islands adjacent to it over which Japan 
acquired sovereignty as a consequence of the 
Treaty of Portsmouth of September 5, 1905.

•  Japan renounces all right, title and claim in con-
nection with the League of Nations Mandate 
System, and the accepts the action of the Unit-
ed Nations Security Council of 2 April 1947, 
extending the trusteeship system to the Pacific 
Islands formerly under mandate to Japan.

•  Japan renounces all claims to any right or title 
to or interest in connection with any part of the 
Antarctic area, whether deriving from the ac-
tivities of Japanese national or otherwise. 

•  Japan renounces all right, title and claim to the 
Spratly Islands and to the Paracel Islands.
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Article 3:

Japan will concur in any proposal of the United 
States to the United Nations to place under its trustee-
ship system, with the United States as the sole admin-
istering authority, Nansei Shoto south of 29 deg. North 
latitude (including the Ryukyu Islands and the Daito 
Islands), Nanpo Shoto south of Sofu Gan (including 
the Bonin Islands, Rosario Island and the Volcano Is-
lands) and Parece Vela and Marcus Island. Pending 
the making of such a proposal and affirmative action 
thereon, the United States will have the right to exer-
cise all and any powers of administration, legislation 
and jurisdiction over the territory and inhabitants of 
these islands, including their territorial waters. 

ENDNOTE - APPENDIX 4

1. Neither the Republic of China in Taiwan nor the People’s 
Republic of China in mainland China were invited because of the 
Chinese Civil War and the controversy over which government 
was the legitimate representative of China. Fifty-one nations at-
tended the conference, but 48 nations signed the treaty at San 
Francisco on September 8, 1951, the Soviet Union, Czechoslova-
kia, and Poland refused to do so. Source: United Nations Treaty 
Series 1952 (reg. no. 1832), Vol. 136, pp. 45-164.
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APPENDIX 5

TREATY OF PEACE
BETWEEN THE REPUBLIC OF CHINA 

AND JAPAN, SIGNED AT TAIPEI, 28 APRIL 1952.1

Article 2.

It is recognized that under Article 2 of the Treaty of 
Peace which Japan signed at the city of San Francisco 
on 8 September 1951 (hereinafter referred to as the San 
Francisco Treaty), Japan has renounced all right, title, 
and claim to Taiwan (Formosa) and Penghu (the Pes-
cadores) as well as the Spratly Islands and the Paracel 
Islands.

ENDNOTE - APPENDIX 5

1. United Nations Treaty Series 1952 (reg. no. 1858), Vol. 138, 
pp. 38-44.
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