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THE "CHINA THREAT" ISSUE 
Major Arguments 

Denny Roy 

The future of China is perhaps the most pressing ques- 
tion in what is becoming the world's most important region. The possibility 
of a "China threat," therefore, has become a hotly debated topic. This article 
has two main objectives. First, it surveys the major arguments on both sides 
of the "China threat" issue, making an effort to achieve a balanced represen- 
tation. How one responds to these arguments obviously depends in large 
measure upon one's political orientation, that is, "pro-China" or "anti-China." 
Less obvious, but perhaps equally important, is the question of theoretical 
orientation. The article's second purpose is to show that a useful theoretical 
distinction can be made between two classes of argument: arguments in 
which the intentions of strategists and policy makers matter and those in 
which they do not. In addition to these main objectives, this article makes 
some general policy recommendations for powers contemplating how to best 
respond to China's growing strength. 

Simply stated, the "China threat" argument maintains that an increasingly 
powerful China is likely to destabilize regional security in the near future. 
This idea became highly topical as China's economy posted exceptional 
growth in the early 1990s. As many analysts noted, a developed economy 
could potentially turn China's huge population from a weakness into a 
strength, and give China the basis for world-class military and technological 
capability. In short, it could make China a superpower. The alarmist edge of 
much of this commentary was based (sometimes explicitly, sometimes not) 
on antipathy toward the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) regime that has 
deep roots but it was re-ignited in 1989 by the Tiananmen massacre, which 
dramatically ended the Sino-Western honeymoon of the 1980s during which 
Deng Xiaoping was held in high esteem because of his economic liberaliza- 
tion program. 

Denny Roy is Research Fellow in the Strategic and Defence Studies 
Centre, Australian National University. 
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As the "China threat" argument took shape, the Chinese government and 
its apologists, including a fair number of Western scholars, formulated 
counter-arguments. The "China threat issue," as I use the term here, includes 
both sets of arguments. The intensity of the debate has perhaps reached its 
apogee with the publication of American journalist Charles Krauthammer's 
essay and the Chinese reply. Krauthammer characterized China as a "bully" 
that "tries relentlessly to expand its reach," and proposed a two-pronged strat- 
egy. First, the United States should strive to "contain" China by cultivating 
security agreements with former U.S. (and Chinese) enemies, Vietnam and 
Russia, and by maintaining a strong alliance with Japan, even if this means 
overlooking a few inequities in the U.S.-Japan trade relationship. At the 
same time, America should work to undermine the Communist Party regime 
and promote political liberalization by supporting Chinese dissidents, pub- 
licly criticizing China's human rights abuses, and opposing Beijing's efforts 
to accumulate international prestige.' Krauthammer's extreme prescription 
met an equally extreme response two weeks later in the Chinese Liaowang 
weekly. Calling Krauthammer a "Cold War knight," Liaowang denounced 
his "ravings" as "arrogant," "preposterous," and "an idiot's gibberish."2 

Arguments for Viewing 
China as a Threat 

Military buildup. Chinese defense spending has risen significantly in recent 
years (a 21% increase was budgeted for 1995), prompting many analysts to 
ask why military funding is increasing when external threats to the PRC's 
security are at an all-time low. Furthermore, China's military modernization 
has included acquisition of weapons systems that boost the People's Libera- 
tion Army's (PLA) capability to project power beyond China's shores-Rus- 
sian Su-27s, Russian Kilo class submarines, inflight refueling technology, 
and a continuing interest in buying or building one or more aircraft carriers. 
Since transparency is not the PLA's strong suit and since China's armed 
forces get much of their funding from unofficial sources (e.g., arms sales, 
production and marketing of civilian goods), some of the estimates of Chi- 
nese arms spending run high. A Rand study, for example, used the purchas- 
ing power-parity approach to arrive at the stunning figure of $140 billion for 
China's 1994 defense expenditures. 

Many observers infer from all this that China intends to build itself into a 
military superpower by early next century, presumably to enforce a regional 
hegemony. Masashi Nishihara of Japan's National Institute for Defense 

1. Charles Krauthammer, "Why We Must Contain China," Time, July 31, 1995, p. 72. 
2. Liaowang, August 14, 1995, BBC, Summary of World Broadcasts (hereafter SWB), FE/ 

2382, August 15, 1995, p. Gi1. 
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Studies speaks for many when he accuses China of "increasing its military 
power and trying to establish a militarily dominant position in Asia by taking 
advantage of the current situation when the United States and Russia have cut 
back their armed forces and defense budgets."3 Even Singapore, which be- 
came outspokenly pro-China after its normalization of relations with Beijing, 
expresses concern. "In Asia, China's rising power and arms buildup has 
stirred anxiety," Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong said recently. "It is impor- 
tant to bring into the open this underlying sense of discomfort, even insecu- 
rity, about the political and military ambitions of China."4 

Observations that China's armed forces will not attain serious power-pro- 
jection capability in the near future5 do not necessarily assuage these fears. 
The point is not what China can deploy now, but in a decade or two, with a 
much advanced economic and technological base. In a recent Pentagon war 
game that envisioned a Sino-U.S. naval war in the year 2010, the Chinese 
side reportedly routed the American forces. This result stemmed from as- 
sumptions that Chinese defense spending and technological progress will 
continue to grow, eventually enabling the PLA to "leapfrog" U.S. military 
capabilities.6 

CCP values. It is often claimed that norms such as political liberalization, 
democratization, increased human rights, the free flow of information, multi- 
lateralism, the peaceful resolution of disputes, respect for international law, 
and responsible global citizenship are on the increase while authoritarianism, 
state sovereignty, nationalism, unilateralism, indifference to world public 
opinion, and the use of force to settle disputes or change the political status 
quo are on the wane. If so, China often appears to be swimming against the 
tide. Beijing has long generated bad feeling among many outside nations 
with its poor human rights record, its resistance to multilateral discussion of 
expansive Chinese claims in the South China Sea, and its persistent threats to 
use force against Taiwan. Some of China's recent behavior-the Mischief 
Reef incident in the South China Sea, the missile tests off the coast of Tai- 
wan, and continued sales of nuclear-capable missile technology to Pakistan- 
have hardened these views. 

3. Masashi Nishihara, "Japan Has Cause to Worry About Chinese Ambition," International 
Herald Tribune, July 12, 1994, p. 3. 

4. Quoted in Michael Richardson, "A Resurgent China Sets Off Alarms Over 'Containment'," 
International Herald Tribune, July 7, 1995, p. 1. 

5. Karl W. Eikenberry, "Does China Threaten Asia-Pacific Regional Stability?" Parameters, 
25:1 (Spring 1995), p. 28; Robert S. Ross, "An Enemy of Convenience," Trends, no. 51, Novem- 
ber 26-27, 1994, p. 1; Kenneth W. Allen, Glenn Krumel and Jonathan D. Pollack, China's Air 
Force Enters the 21st Century (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 1995), p. 179. 

6. Barbara Opall, "China Sinks U.S. in Simulated War," Defense News, January 30-February 
5, 1995, p. 1. 
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Australian scholar Ann Kent notes a "gap in values between Chinese and 
Australians." What she says about Australia applies to the industrialized de- 
mocracies in general: "Australia leads the world in pushing for trade liberal- 
isation, while Chinese trade practice is riddled with protection and deception. 
Australia is in the forefront of arms control efforts, while China is the only 
major power in the world expanding its military and the least inclined to 
multilateralism in security policy." In a similar vein, Gerald Segal asserts: 
"Today's China has the least commitment to the status quo of any important 
power. It wishes to occupy Taiwan and take territory from most of its neigh- 
bors in East Asia. It wishes to join the World Trade Organization but without 
being bound by the dispute settlement mechanism or other rules that bind all 
other members. It wishes to have access to our markets but not to provide 
access to its own. It wishes to sell dangerous weapons around the world and 
dangerous technology to the likes of Iran." A Far Eastern Economic Review 
editorial complains: "Too often China's actions appear founded on the as- 
sumption that its neighbors are, if not enemies, at least obstacles. . . . In 
short, China needs to learn what it means to be a good neighbor." And Larry 
M. Wortzel writes that Beijing "seems locked in pre-cold war, almost turn-of- 
the-century modes of quasi-imperial competition for regional hegemony."7 
In sum, many critics accuse the Chinese government of hostility toward the 
modem values that are thought to promote peace and prosperity. A powerful 
China with the same anachronistic agenda could only undermine the pillars of 
regional stability. 

Great powers behave like great powers. From a simple geopolitical per- 
spective, qualitative changes in Chinese foreign policy should be expected if 
China grows from a medium-sized power to a superpower. Paul Dibb argues 
that the mere emergence of an economically much stronger China will upset 
the current equilibrium of power in Asia and spark realignments by China's 
neighbors.8 At its present rate of economic growth, China's productive capa- 
bilities and total wealth will soon outstrip those of the other Asia-Pacific 
powers, and increased relative capabilities make it feasible for a rising great 
power to exert more control over its surroundings. As a weaker power, 
China's dependence on the favor of its neighbors has been comparatively 

7. Ann Kent, "China: On the Rise or on the March?" Canberra Times, July 29, 1995, p. 17; 
Gerald Segal, "We Can Shape China as a Congenial Superpower," Los Angeles Times, August 7, 
1995, p. B5; "China Complex," Far Eastern Economic Review (FEER), July 20, 1995, p. 5; 
Larry M. Wortzel, "China Pursues Traditional Great-Power Status," Orbis, 38:2 (Spring 1994), 
p. 157. 

8. Paul Dibb, "The Cold War May Be Over but Friction Remains in Asia," The Australian, 
June 6, 1995, p. 17. See also Dibb, "Towards a New Balance of Power in Asia," Adelphi Paper 
no. 295, International Institute of Strategic Studies (London), 1995. 
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high; as a great power, China will behave boldly, more inclined to force its 
will upon others than to consult with them. 

If China fulfills its expected potential, it will soon be a power in the class 
of 19th century Britain, the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, Pacific War Japan, 
and 20th century America. Each of those countries used its superior power to 
establish some form of hegemony to protect and promote its interests. There 
is no convincing reason to think China as a great power will depart from this 
pattern. If the opportunity arises to establish a dominant role in the region, 
China can be expected to seize it. This would not necessarily involve the 
physical conquest and occupation of neighboring countries but would mean 
the use of various types of coercion to maintain an environment favorable to 
China's interests, and not necessarily to anyone else's. 

Argument Against Viewing 
China as a Threat 

Constraints against assertive behavior. The anti-threat position begins with 
the argument that China might not be able to develop into a "threat" even if it 
wanted to. Externally, the Chinese are bound by interdependence with their 
markets and suppliers. Having tried it both ways, the CCP is now convinced 
that strong links with the outside world will best facilitate the all-consuming 
goal of economic development. This requires that China have a peaceful 
relationship with its neighbors, as serious misbehavior would destroy the 
political environment and opportunities necessary for economic development. 
General Secretary Jiang Zemin, among other CCP officials, has insisted that 
an aggressive or hegemonic China is out of the question because "China 
needs a long-lasting peaceful international environment for its develop- 
ment."9 

Serious internal problems will occupy China's attention for the foreseeable 
future, making foreign adventurism unfeasible. One such problem is rising 
crime. Greg Austin writes that with Deng's economic reforms, public order 
inside China has deteriorated to such an extent that the "PLA will be obliged 
to focus its attention and resources on internal, not external, security." An- 
other kind of crisis with possible foreign policy repercussions is pollution. 
James L. Richardson says China's massive environmental degradation is 
likely to preclude aggressive external policies in one of two ways: one, stop- 
ping and reversing the current array of damaging practices would consume 
vast resources, undercutting funding for an expansion of power beyond 

9. Jiang Zemin speech in Malaysia, "China's Policy Toward East Asia," November 11, 1994, 
text in Heping (Peace), no. 36-37 (March 1995), p. 4. 
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China's borders, or two, ignoring the problem will eventually jeopardize 
China's economic base.10 

Benign track record. Pre-modern China was what modern theorists might 
term a regional hegemon. If a society's historical and cultural patterns influ- 
ence its present and future policy-making, the foreign relations of imperial 
China might tell us something about what to expect when modern China re- 
turns to the status of a top-rank power. But Chen Jian argues that unlike their 
Western counterparts, Chinese rulers were historically non-imperialistic, de- 
clining to conquer surrounding "barbarian" countries even when they had the 
means to do so. The only real instances of territorial expansion, he argues, 
occurred when non-Chinese Mongols occupied the throne. Explaining why 
he did not consider China a threat, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir 
Mohamed said: "If you look at the history of China they have never invaded 
neighboring countries."11 

Yan Xuetong asserts that traditional Chinese morality guarantees a strong 
China will be a benign China. "China's traditional culture regards it as a 
shame to grab economic interests by force," he says. Chinese gongfu, which 
"has a great influence upon China's military and political circles," includes a 
code of honor teaching that martial arts should be used "for improving health 
and self-defence, not for bullying and humiliating the weak." Traditional 
morality teaches that like gongfu, war must have a just purpose. Conse- 
quently, when today's Chinese leaders "make a decision on whether to use 
force, they are to a great extent restrained by . . . the norm of righteous- 
ness."12 

Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen has also relied on Chinese tradition 
for evidence of Beijing's pacific intentions, using the Confucian adage, "do 
not do unto others that you do not like others to do unto you" to strengthen 
his claim that "China will never threaten or invade others countries."13 Yan 
suggests a strong China will be reminiscent of the 15th century journeys of 
Ming Dynasty official Zheng He, who traveled throughout the region and 
beyond, taking with him a powerful force that could have easily subjugated 

10. Greg Austin, "The Strategic Implications of China's Public Order Crisis," Survival, 37:2 
(Summer 1995), p. 7; James L. Richardson, "Asia-Pacific Security: What Are the Real Dan- 
gers?" in Coral Bell, ed., Nation, Region and Context: Studies in Peace and War in Honour of 
Professor T. B. Millar (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Australian National 
University, 1995). 

11. Chen Jian, "Will China's Development Threaten Asia-Pacific Security?" Security Dia- 
logue, 24:2 (June 1993), p. 194; Greg Sheridan, "Mahathir Backflip on Our Asian Role," The 
Australian, May 15, 1995, p. 1. 

12. Yan Xuetong, "China's Post-Cold War Security Strategy," Contemporary International 
Relations, 5:5 (May 1995), pp. 6-7. 

13. "Give China 'Time and Space'," FEER, May 25, 1995, p. 30. 
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the peoples he met. Instead, Zheng "tried his best to disseminate China's 
civilization to the local inhabitants and presented them with appliances, 
seeds, books, utensils, silk, etc." 

Military spending not excessive. While many outsiders are disturbed by 
China's recent military improvements, anti-threat commentaries are quick to 
note several mitigating points. CCP leaders gave military modernization a 
relatively low priority prior to the 1990s, asking the PLA to be patient. As a 
result, the bulk of China's current weapons stockpile is outdated. Now that 
the Chinese economy is taking off, and with the lessons of the Gulf War still 
fresh, Beijing is moving to shore up a neglected area. Moreover, in purchas- 
ing modern weapons systems, the Chinese are merely following the pattern 
set by their neighbors throughout the region. 

The anti-threat school can manipulate statistics as deftly as the China- 
threat school. China's official defense expenditures are still modest relative 
to those of the United States or even Japan, and many anti-threat analysts also 
like to calculate military spending per capita, taking advantage of the diluting 
effect of China's huge population when making comparisons. Some Chinese 
scholars assert that if inflation and the depreciation of the renminbi against 
the dollar are factored in, official Chinese defense spending shows a decline 
from 1991 to 1995.14 Overall, China's alleged military "buildup" can be just 
as plausibly interpreted as a routine, moderate, and long-overdue moderniza- 
tion. 

Anti-China prejudice. As part of their counterattack, critics have questioned 
not only the arguments but also the motives of the "threat-mongers," who are 
often alleged to carry mean-spirited prejudices or an ignoble hidden agenda. 
An obvious possible charge against Westerners who criticize China is racism. 
More generally, there is the fear of the Other. Gary Klintworth writes: "In 
our mind's eye, we have that Napoleonic image of China as an awakening 
Chinese dragon.... It is non-European, non-democratic and avowedly, the 
last communist stronghold left in the world." Another possible source of 
anti-China bias is institutional or professional self-interest. Austin asserts 
that exaggerated claims about China's intentions and military buildup are part 
of "an effort to prop up continued levels of defence spending in the face of 
severe budgetary pressures." Many Chinese scholars make the same point. 
Shen Qurong, for example, writes that people who see China as a threat "are 
looking far and wide for an enemy on purpose, for their old enemy has disap- 

14. Yan, "China's Post-Cold War Strategy," p. 10. 
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peared with the end of the Cold War and the disintegration of the former 
Soviet Union. It seems that these people cannot go without an enemy."15 

Finally, and perhaps most frequently, is the charge that many Westerners, 
particularly Americans, are loathe to see China grow from the semicolonized 
"sick man of Asia" into a powerful political and economic rival. The United 
States, according to this view, wants to keep Asia under its domination, and 
this calls for a weak China. Rallying support among China's neighbors for 
an anti-China alliance is another tactic-along with human rights criticism, 
"peaceful evolution," and the campaign to prevent Beijing from winning the 
right to host the 2000 Olympic Games-to "pin down the development of 
China." Mocking discussion of a "China threat" in the U.S. news media, a 
commentary by the official Xinhua news agency said, "it seems that only the 
United States has the right of development, while China does not. China has 
to remain permanently poor and backward and bow to the subjugation and 
exploitation of big Western powers."16 

Security benefits outweigh dangers. Gary Klintworth critiques the "China 
threat" position by arguing that an economically developed China offers the 
region definite security benefits, while the potential dangers of a strong China 
are unlikely. An economic or political collapse in China could upset regional 
stability by sending out large numbers of Chinese refugees or by tempting 
other powers to invade China. A strong, unified China on the other hand, 
would preclude these dangers, while providing a potential counterweight to 
Japan or Russia. A unilateral Chinese drive for hegemony is not a strong 
possibility because a richer China is more likely to democratize, with moder- 
ating effects on Chinese foreign policy, and to become more economically 
interdependent with its neighbors. Given the two scenarios, a developed, 
powerful China would serve regional security better than a weak China.17 

Responses to a Growing China 
The China threat issue has also generated debate on how the rest of the Asia- 
Pacific region should respond to China's expected emergence as a great 
power. Three general positions are discernible: appeasement, enmeshment, 
and Krauthammer's favored strategy of containment. 

15. Gary Klintworth, "Greater China and Regional Security," Australian Journal of Interna- 
tional Affairs, 48:2 (November 1994), p. 223; Greg Austin, "A New Cold War in Asia?" ANU 
Reporter (Canberra), June 14, 1995, p. 4; Shen Qurong, "Security Environment in Northeast 
Asia: Its Characteristics and Sensitivities," Contemporary International Relations, 2:12 (Decem- 
ber 1992), p. 18. 

16. The quotation is in Li Wenzheng, "Writing to Economist, Chinese Ambassador to Britain 
Refuted the Argument of 'China's Threat'," People's Daily, August 19, 1995, p. A3; Xinhua 
quoted in International Herald Tribune, August 24, 1995, p. 4. 

17. Klintworth, "Greater China," pp. 211-12, 219. 
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The appeasement position, prevalent in much of Southeast Asia, holds that 
China's development cannot be hindered or even significantly influenced by 
outside countries. China's emergence as a superpower should therefore be 
accepted, and the best way the region can prepare for this eventuality is to 
avoid making China angry. Singapore's Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew 
warned Western countries against curtailing their investment in China, saying 
this would make the country "a xenophobic, chauvinistic force, bitter and 
hostile to the West because it tried to slow down or abort its development."1 
Like the enmeshment approach, appeasement advocates Chinese integration 
into international political, economic, and security organizations. Unlike en- 
meshment, however, the appeasement position is pessimistic about the ability 
of outsiders to shape China, and places its faith in Chinese self-restraint 
rather than outside pressure to ensure good international behavior by Beijing. 
"Ultimately, economic progress can produce the desired changes in China 
better than threats and sanctions," says Singaporean Prime Minister Goh 
Chok Tong. "Rising affluence, not government decree, will bid up wages in 
China and improve the working conditions of its labor force. A country that 
has a stake in global trade and economic growth will have an interest in 
upholding international laws and standards. Over time, a successful China, 
with its wealth of scientists and inventors, is likely to become a fervent sup- 
porter of intellectual property rights."19 

The enmeshment strategy seeks, in Gerald Segal's words, to "tie China 
down." Also known by the more vague term "engagement," which is pre- 
ferred by the U.S. government, enmeshment employs economic incentives 
and disincentives to extract desirable behavior. Tougher than appeasement, 
enmeshment involves hard bargaining and low-level coercion. Segal's pre- 
scription includes steps such as requiring China to open its economy further 
as a condition for entry into the World Trade Organization; demanding re- 
striction of Chinese arms and nuclear technology transfers as the price of 
access to developed nations' technology; linking economic aid to Chinese 
progress in human rights; and providing assistance in meeting specific goals 
in which the Chinese and the outside world have a common interest, such as 
reducing piracy and environmental damage. Unlike appeasement, enmesh- 
ment presumes outside powers can significantly mold China into a shape the 
outside world desires.20 In that sense, it represents the continuation of a cen- 
tury-old (and largely unsuccessful) American project to produce the ideal 

18. Han Fook Kwang, "Asia Will Focus on Defence If US Withdraws," Straits Times, May 
16, 1993, p. 1. 

19. Quoted in FEER, "Give China 'Time and Space'," p. 30. 
20. This sentiment appears frequently in U.S. government statements. For example, Joseph S. 

Nye, assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs: "Pacific power and presence 
is still in a formative stage and outcomes can still be influenced-this is why we choose to 
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China: prosperous, democratic, and responsible (i.e., pro-U.S.) in its interna- 
tional behavior. 

The enmeshment school believes it is premature to treat China as an en- 
emy; whether a strong China will be a constructive partner or a trouble-maker 
is still uncertain. Advocates of containment, however, expect the worst and 
see no point in delaying the countermeasures while China continues to grow 
stronger. It is better, in their view, to get started with Cold War Two imme- 
diately. The containment view argues that China's trading partners are strate- 
gically short-sighted, helping to create what may well develop into a 
superpower that could ultimately threaten their interests.21 Fears about 
angering or isolating China are misguided; China will behave badly in any 
case, and if granted any latitude, the Chinese will only take advantage of it to 
better position themselves for more assertive moves in the future. Instead of 
worrying about offending China, the rest of the world should make the Chi- 
nese fear to rock the boat. The heart of the containment strategy, as 
Krauthammer's article made clear, is the recruitment of allies to join a coali- 
tion to balance Chinese power. Many have speculated that an assertive China 
will rejuvenate the troubled U.S.-Japan relationship. An anti-Chinese con- 
tainment strategy would also provide a new rationale for the maintenance of 
U.S. forces in East Asia. 

Analyzing the Arguments: 
The Question of Intentions 

Many China-watchers would agree with the assertion that "China's intentions 
are perhaps even more important than its capabilities."22 This view, how- 
ever, should not be accepted uncritically. Whether or not the intentions of 
great powers (or budding great powers) matter, is, indeed, a key theoretical 
issue. The arguments advanced for or against the China threat can be divided 
into two categories: "soft" arguments, which concern the intentions of the 
Chinese and of their adversaries, and "hard" arguments, which downplay the 
significance of intentions, dealing instead with capabilities or anticipated but 
unintended consequences. 

In the case of soft arguments, the problem would be solved if one of the 
parties immediately involved changed its attitude. Human volition is pivotal. 
The arguments about what kind of foreign policy the Chinese leadership in- 

engage China" (my emphasis). Quoted in Michael Richardson, "A Resurgent China Sets Off 
Alarms Over 'Containment'," International Herald Tribune, July 7, 1995, p. 1. 

21. Denny Roy, "Consequences of China's Economic Growth for Asia-Pacific Security," Se- 
curity Dialogue, 24:2 (June 1993), pp. 189-90. Roy later moderated his position somewhat, as 
in "Hegemon on the Horizon?" International Security, 19:1 (Summer 1994), pp. 166-67. 

22. Frank Ching, "China's Military Spurs Concern," Far Eastern Economic Review, May 11, 
1995, p. 40. 
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tends to pursue with its new military and economic capability are soft; the 
presence or absence of a Chinese threat turns on whether the regime's inten- 
tions are benign or malign. The arguments on both sides about the motiva- 
tions underlying Chinese military spending and modernization also fall into 
this category. So do the debates about the character of Chinese foreign pol- 
icy-"peaceful" and "never seeking hegemony" versus force-prone, irreden- 
tist, domineering, and indifferent toward international norms. The Chinese 
counterattack against Western criticism is a soft argument as well, because it 
alleges that a basic obstacle to good Sino-Western relations is illegitimate 
hostility toward China. 

With the hard arguments, by contrast, outcomes are not expected to be 
affected by variations in human attitudes but are logically extrapolated from 
(allegedly) objective circumstances. The argument that an economically 
powerful, united China will inevitably become more unilaterally assertive is a 
hard argument because it presumes structural political forces will determine 
the general direction of policy-making. The insistence of current CCP lead- 
ers that the future China, even a strong China, will never try to dominate the 
region means little or nothing; even if these statements are sincere, over- 
whelming forces will sweep such sentiments away. 

The hard category also includes two no-threat arguments. The first is that 
China is constrained from being assertive because of its internal problems 
and because it is held hostage by its paramount interest in economic develop- 
ment. The second is that, on balance, a developed China improves regional 
security by precluding more likely dangers such as refugee outflows and in- 
vasions by neighboring states exploiting internal Chinese disorder. Both of 
these arguments presume that human volition in general, and the intentions of 
policy-makers in particular, are neutral and constant; they merely ride the 
flow of external events. 

The intentions question taps into a larger theoretical issue dividing foreign 
policy analysts. Some assume that foreign policy is primarily driven by na- 
tional leaders' assessment of system-level considerations, and that any state's 
primary foreign policy objective is to maintain or enhance power relative to 
other states, particularly the state's most threatening potential adversaries. 
Other analysts believe that unit-level considerations23 such as domestic poli- 
tics, history, culture, and ideology determine foreign policy. The latter ap- 
proach is dominant among Sinologists. Some analysts have tried to combine 
both approaches, crafting explanatory models that sacrifice parsimony for so- 
phistication.24 The issue remains controversial, in large measure because so 

23. For a discussion on system-level versus unit-level factors, see Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory 
of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), especially chs. 4 and 5. 

24. An example is Bruce Cumings, "The Political Economy of China's Turn Outward," in 
Samuel S. Kim, ed., China and the World (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1989), esp. p. 206. 
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much of the PRC's foreign policy appears to be overdetermined-it makes 
sense from both unit-level and system-level perspectives. Regaining control 
of Taiwan, for example, would increase the Beijing regime's territory, popu- 
lation, and wealth while at the same time removing a significant military 
rival, but it would also enhance the domestic legitimacy of the CCP faction 
that accomplished it. Thus, either perspective could plausibly explain Bei- 
jing's strong reaction to Lee Teng-hui's 1995 U.S. visit. 

From a systems-level perspective, the "soft" arguments are largely irrele- 
vant. All countries have basically the same intentions: to maintain or, if 
possible, increase their security and prosperity. Their foreign policies aim to 
pursue these objectives based on opportunities and dangers in the interna- 
tional environment. Variations in foreign policies among countries are based 
not on differing intentions but on differing relative capabilities. All states 
wish to control their environment but this is feasible only for the strong. 
Increased economic and military capabilities broaden the range of options 
and lower the costs of using force. Therefore, in the competition among con- 
flicting national interests, strong countries are inevitably tempted to force 
their will upon their weaker neighbors. Furthermore, since strong countries 
are potentially dangerous to each other, their interrelations are generally tense 
unless they are allies against another, more threatening power. From this 
standpoint, it is to be taken for granted that China will use its new economic, 
technological, and military strength to dominate its region insofar as possible, 
and that the United States will seek to thwart the growth of this new rival. 
Any two other states in the positions of China and the U.S. would behave 
similarly because it is the international system that drives foreign policy, not 
a particular state's culture, ideology, or historical baggage. 

If intentions don't matter, poor Sino-U.S. relations would seem likely as 
long as the U.S. remains a great power, as long as China is perceived as a 
rising great power, and no threatening third party emerges to drive them to- 
gether in a security alliance. American strategists are correct to label China a 
"threat" in the sense of a likely aspirant to regional dominance, and Chinese 
strategists correctly fear U.S.-sponsored containment. For China's neighbors 
and potential adversaries, the worst is to be expected. The only question for 
them, assuming China continues to grow rapidly and to hold together politi- 
cally, is how to prepare to meet China's bid for hegemony. 

On the other hand, even assuming that the basic goals of national govern- 
ments are security and wealth, it is possible to envisage foreign policy orien- 
tations in particular states as ranging from aggressive to conciliatory. If so, 
the "soft" arguments become vitally important. Under some circumstances, a 
state may judge that an assertive foreign policy will bring the greatest secur- 
ity and/or prosperity. In such a case, the state's behavior will grow more 
assertive as its relative capabilities increase. In other cases, however, a state 
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may determine that its interests are best served by a non-threatening posture 
(e.g., postwar Japan). The key issue, then, is whether the government of a 
strong state believes a domineering, coercive approach will fulfill its goals 
better than cooperation and compromise. This may be called "intention" but 
it is really a matter of perception. Factors unique to particular societies, such 
as worldview and historical experience, may strongly influence this percep- 
tion. In some instances, the state's foreign policy might not be comprehensi- 
ble without accounting for these unit-level factors. 

Conclusion: Responding to 
the Possible "Threat" 

Understanding the theoretical significance of intentions exposes some of the 
underpinnings of the arguments involved in the China threat issue, and may 
help students of China and of international affairs determine for themselves 
that some of these arguments are more substantial than others. The distinc- 
tion between "soft" and "hard" arguments also carries important ramifica- 
tions for policy. 

The implication of the soft or intention-intensive arguments is that a range 
of possibilities remains open for future Chinese foreign policy. The post- 
Deng succession crisis may indeed, as many observers have speculated, ex- 
plain much of China's recent provocative behavior. Official Chinese state- 
ments about the regime's acceptance of interdependence and lack of interest 
in establishing a post-Cold War hegemony might be considered overtures to 
be built upon instead of propaganda. If intentions are malleable, the goal 
should be to create and maintain peaceful, cooperative intentions. Apparent 
CCP belligerence might stem from a fundamental sense of insecurity rather 
than from a desire for maximum dominance. If so, concessions aimed at 
making China feel more secure might reciprocally spawn a more accommo- 
dating attitude in Beijing. Scaring China, on the other hand, would be 
counterproductive. 

Taking the soft arguments seriously leads one to exclude the two extreme 
strategies for responding to a growing China. It is possible that Beijing's 
long-term strategic intentions are relatively benign. Containment is therefore 
unattractive because it forfeits the possibility of a constructive relationship, 
moving directly to a worst-case scenario that might otherwise be avoided. 
Appeasement should also be rejected; there is no need to give the game away 
while Beijing's intentions remain uncertain. A mild form of enmeshment, 
with emphasis on rewards rather than punishments, would seem the most, and 
really the only satisfactory option. The objective would be to convince Bei- 
jing that conciliation pays and heavy-handed unilateralism does not-to 
bring China into the much-theorized "zone of peace" now occupied by North 
America, Western Europe, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand. 
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Based on the hard arguments, which presume that policy-makers follow 

geopolitical imperatives, the Chinese will likely behave more assertively as 
they grow stronger and will probably conclude that they have more to gain 
from domination than from cooperation. If such a trend develops unchecked, 
it will eventually make the mitigating hard arguments (that a strong China 
represents more security benefits than dangers and that China's military is not 
presently capable of serious power projection) obsolete. 

From this standpoint, the range of appropriate policy options is limited to 
outright containment at one end and a hard-nosed form of engagement at the 
other. The latter is preferable because it would allow political tensions to be 
kept at a relatively low level for the time being, while at the same time laying 
the groundwork for building an anti-China security coalition if this proves to 
be necessary. A gatekeeping approach would be ideal: general support for 
Chinese development, with rewards for desirable types of Chinese behavior 
through increased international assistance and recognition, but with criticism 
and punishment for undesirable behavior (e.g., Japan's reduction of economic 
aid after the Chinese missile tests in the East China Sea). A concurrent cam- 
paign of peaceful evolution (i.e., subversion) would also be consistent with 
this approach. 

Although this article has avoided taking a clear position on either side of 
the China threat issue, it does yield a clear conclusion on the question of 
responses to a growing China by the other Asia-Pacific powers: of the three 
possible strategies described above, Segal's enmeshment strategy is prefera- 
ble to containment or appeasement. Within the general framework of en- 
meshment, there remains significant leeway; negotiations with Beijing might 
be generous or demanding. It is significant that both hard and soft arguments 
lead to similar policy recommendations. The enmeshment strategy is a sensi- 
ble compromise in the face of uncertainty. It neither trusts unduly in a rising 
major power's self-restraint, nor increases tensions hastily and unnecessarily; 
nor does it preclude tougher action in the future. Rather, it offers the chance 
to "discipline" Chinese behavior through a structure of incentives and disin- 
centives that is a natural outgrowth of the international economic and polit- 
ical ties the Chinese now welcome. The desired message should be that the 
world welcomes and will assist China's development as long as China re- 
mains peaceful and cooperative, but bullying or defiance of international 
norms will result in decreased growth opportunities and the emergence of an 
anti-China alliance. 
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