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The role of the United States as a
global and Pacific power: a view
from China

Wang Jisi

Abstract Based on recent Chinese source materials, this article presents
Chinese views of the role of the United States as a global and Pacific power
in historical, economic, security, and political dimensions. The image of the
United States in China is in general a very negative one. It is portrayed as
a declining power with ambitions to dominate the Asia-Pacific region and
the whole world. Beijing's attitude toward Washington has its origins in
Chinese domestic goals and needs. Despite the negative sentiments, however,
the Chinese leadership has a realistic understanding of the United States in
international affairs and wants to improve relations with it.

Chinese perceptions of the role of the United State as a Pacific and global
power can be divided into four related aspects: (1) the historical legacy
that shapes America's image in the eyes of China's political elite; (2) the
United States as an economic power; (3) the security role of the United
States; and (4) the political influence that the United States is exerting in
global and regional affairs.

To reflect Chinese perceptions more truthfully, this paper draws its
points basically from recent Chinese source materials that are publicly
available but are largely circulated domestically in contrast with those
Chinese publications that are more 'official' and may have been edited to
cater for international readers.1

However, four cautionary notes should be struck to avoid misunder-
standing or oversimplification. First, although the points cited in this
paper are less restricted, they do not actually deviate from the general
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'official line', or they are made in those areas of interest where there is
no clearcut official line to deviate from. Second, despite the fact that
foreign affairs remain probably the most sensitive area of Chinese politics,
there have been in recent years many ramifications of opinion among
Chinese political analysts and observers, and they are reflected in the
Chinese press. Yet the insufficiency of analytical tools makes it rather arbi-
trary to regard certain lines of thinking as representing the 'mainstream'
or the 'majority view'. Third, Chinese perceptions of the United States
are not static. They change over time in accordance with the rapid changes
in global politics, China's domestic situation, and the growth of its national
power. Fourth, perceptions are intertwined with interests at national,
regional, and bureaucratic levels. Although the Chinese perceptions
discussed below do make an impact on policymaking, they are balanced
by practical interests and pragmatic considerations when translated into
the actual policies toward the United States and other countries.

The historical legacy

In the People's Republic of China (PRC), textbook interpretations
describe the history of the United States as a world power in negative
terms. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the United States as a
leading imperialist country joined major European powers, Russia, and
Japan in a worldwide contest for hegemony. It soon began to play a signif-
icant role in Asia by pronouncing the 'Open Door' doctrine in 1899 and
1900, which was designed to dominate China alone by squeezing out the
other imperialist powers.

Political observers and educators in the PRC have never accepted the
American textbook cliche that the United States has been inspired by its
revolutionary tradition to support anti-colonial and democratic revolu-
tions elsewhere. In their depiction, the United States colonized the
Philippines and quelled the revolts there on the turn of the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth centuries. It attempted to suppress
the Chinese revolution, first led by the Nationalists and then by the
Communists, in the first half of this century. It helped the Nationalists
fight the Communists in a civil war between 1946 and 1949 that ended
with the founding of the PRC.

The American engagements in the Korean War and the Vietnam War
are regarded by the Chinese as part of the strategy of containment to
isolate and strangle New China and other Asian socialist countries. US
interventions in the other parts of Asia, in the Middle East, Africa, and
Latin America during the cold war era are also seen as being unjust,
violating other countries' sovereignty, and creating disturbances in those
areas. The traditional and ideological line of thought in China asserts that
since the end of the Second World War the United States has always been
the major source of regional and global instability and international
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tensions.2 Although there are some variations and moderation of this line,
no one of political weight in China would actually portray the United
States as playing a generally constructive role in maintaining world peace.

There were two episodes in modern history when the United States was
seen by China as playing a somewhat positive role in international poli-
tics. One was the Second World War, and the other was between the early
1970s and the late 1980s when the United States served as a counter-
weight to the Soviet Union's expansion. In both cases, a foreign power
geographically closer to China threatened the nation's very existence, and
the Americans sought cooperation with the Chinese only when US secu-
rity was menaced by their common rival. In Chinese interpretations, it
was the Soviet Union, not the US-British alliance, that was the mainstay
in fighting German fascism, and the Chinese Communists played a major
role in defeating Japan in the Pacific War. When the United States
and China entered into a quasi-alignment against Soviet expansionism,
Washington continued to seek hegemony by taking aggressive actions such
as invading Grenada in 1983.

In the bilateral relationship, US hostility toward the PRC is manifested
in an incessant effort since 1949 to separate Taiwan from other parts
of China. A more sinister American plan has been to sabotage the
Communist regime by encouraging political dissension and promoting
Western-type democracy within China. This plan is referred to as the
'strategy of peaceful evolution'.

Regardless of the ups and downs in US-Chinese relations, and despite
Chinese domestic changes toward opening up and reform, the inherited
interpretations of history as discussed above have decisively influenced
generations of Chinese leaders. It could be argued that as China's official
ideology has shifted gradually from emphasizing Marxism-Leninism to
cultivating patriotism, Chinese perceptions of America are being adjusted
to reflect popular Chinese nationalistic desires and sentiments. However,
the fundamental assumptions in viewing the role of the United States in
world affairs, probably agreed upon by the vast majority of the Chinese
political elite, will remain for many years to come. These assumptions
include as least the following:

- the United States wants to maximize its national power and dominate
the world;

- it is easier to deal with the United States and seek its cooperation
when its power is on decline;

- Americans believe in 'the law of the jungle', seeing no other nations
as equal partners and attempting to prevent them from rising up;

- compared with other advanced capitalist countries, the United States
has a much stronger concept of racial and cultural superiority, and
tends to use ideological and cultural tools, in addition to economic and
military strengths, to expand its influence.
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The United States as a global power
There has been a heated debate in the past few years among China's polit-
ical analysts concerning the relative power of the United States in world
politics. The majority view is that America is a declining power over the
long term.3 According to this view, the world is moving into 'multipolar-
ization'. Other powers or power centres, including Europe, Japan, China,
Russia, and some developing countries, are rising as independent 'poles'
to challenge American power and ambition. The world will be a safer and
better place when political authority and economic wealth are more evenly
distributed among several power centres, especially now the developing
countries are catching up with Western countries.

The observation of a declining American power and influence is based
first of all on the judgment that the US economy is less competitive than
it was decades ago, and its share in the world economy is shrinking. Some
Chinese economists use various indicators to argue that despite the
recovery of the US economy in recent years, the long-term trend of
America's economic decline is irreversible.4 It is argued that the growth
rate of Japan will eventually exceed that of the United States. As to the
reasons for the inevitable decline of the US economy, they point to
the high spending and low saving rates, the formidable budget deficit and
trade deficit, and some other structural malfunctions in the American
economy.5

The end of the cold war has given rise to an American focus on domestic
economic tasks. At the same time, in the process of economic globaliza-
tion the US economy increasingly has to depend on overseas markets.
Chinese analysts therefore anticipate more intense economic competition
and trade frictions between the United States and other countries, which
have already been translated into political disputes. In order to strengthen
their position in the economic competition, the United States, Japan, and
Europe are each trying hard to establish their own spheres of influence
and exclude or contain others. The economic regionalization tends to
intensify great power struggles.6 In particular, the Americans and the
Japanese are vying for leadership within APEC.

Chinese analyses of America's international behaviour emphasize the
enlarging gap between America's ambition to establish world hegemony
and its diminished capabilities. Washington fails to provide effective
leadership in the Western alliance in the post-cold war era. Without a
commonly perceived enemy country or threat, Washington finds it increas-
ingly difficult to 'control' its allies. Meanwhile, the general consensus
among Chinese analysts is that the Western alliance will not disintegrate
in the foreseeable future, and that US relations with Europe and Japan
are complicated by a mixture of competition, friction, and cooperation.

However, the perceived general trend is that the United States will have
more, rather than less, discord with the major power centres in the world.
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It is often reported in the Chinese press that the major European powers
and the United States are 'contending for leadership' in Europe. Actively
seeking an equal partnership with the United States and attempting to
get rid of its influences, Europe has had less reliance on the United States
in security and economic affairs.

To validate this view, Chinese observers refer to the intensifying trade
frictions between the European Union and America, the European (espe-
cially the French) calls for preserving the uniqueness of European cultures
from America's cultural infiltration, and the European willingness to
strengthen ties with Asia. Moreover, it is pointed out that the Americans
are essentially opposed to the buildup of an independent European
defence system that the major EU countries are proposing.7 Since the
Clinton administration announced its 'special relationship' with Germany,
its intention of establishing an American-German 'joint leadership' has
aroused serious debate and resistance in Europe.8 It is in America's interest
to 'try its best to take advantage of or create contradictions among
European powers and to maintain and exaggerate external threats so that
Europe would consider the role of the United States as indispensable'.9

Western Europe's enthusiasm about Asia and its interest in entering into
the rivalry in Asia are stimulated by its competition with the United
States.10

With regard to US-Russian relations, it is expected that the increasing
Russian disenchantment with the West and the resurgence of Russian
nationalism will lead to strong Russian opposition to Washington's design
to expand NATO into Eastern Europe. In Chinese eyes, the plans for the
expansion of NATO reflect American ambitions to dominate European
security affairs, and Moscow's resistance is justified and should be encour-
aged. 'It can be anticipated that if the US-led NATO is determined to
"march into the east", this move will certainly magnify the disagreements
between the US and Russia and between Russia and the relevant Eastern
European countries and thus create new confrontation. Taking a long view,
this can only intensify the disturbances already existing in Europe and
weaken the European security'.11

In addition, there will be more US-Russian differences in their respec-
tive policies toward Bosnia, the Middle East, Korea, arms sales, and
nuclear proliferation.12 Russia's plans for strengthening relations with
other states in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) has met
with US penetration into this area, and their competition is becoming
acuter. Conceding that Russia's foreign policy is still tilting toward the
West, a leading Chinese analyst contends nonetheless that Russia and
America have intensified their contention, and that Russia will never be
integrated into the Western system.13

Chinese observers hold rather sophisticated views of America's role and
position in the developing world. On the one hand, they stress the tendency



6 Wang Jisi

that developing countries have had a larger say in world affairs since the
end of the cold war, and their strategic positions as a whole have been
enhanced.14 The Chinese press has reported numerous events, such as
American sanctions against Cuba, in which American attempts are
thwarted by the combined objection of the developing countries and even
of some Western allies. On many international fora, the Western stan-
dards of human rights are challenged. On the other hand, there are also
Chinese comments that the United States is still exerting immense influ-
ence on the developing world. Its role in the Middle East is not to be
replaced by any other powers. Its relations with Latin American countries
have actually improved in the last few years.15

While Chinese reports on world affairs are still full of discussions of 'the
fall of the United States', and the world moving into 'multipolarization',
there have also been recent observations that the political role of the
United States in global affairs has not declined in measurable terms.16 Some
commentators hold that, in contrast with the economic performances of
Europe and Japan, the US economy has enjoyed an obvious edge in the
information revolution. The Americans have been assertive in intervening
in regional tensions and conflicts as well as in setting rules for international
trade. As the United States will most likely remain the sole superpower in
at least the next one or two decades, the global political structure today
should be characterized as 'one superpower, several great powers'.17

Chinese analysts have expressed divergent views regarding which power
or power centre will pose the greatest challenge to American hegemonic
potentials. The European Union, Japan, China, Russia, and the developing
countries as a whole are the most frequently mentioned candidates. The
American strategic planners are also seen as undecided about which power
will become America's major antagonist in future.18

Several Chinese scholarly discussions provide the perspective that the
greatest challenge to America's desire to assume a leadership role in
the world comes from within its own society.19 They assert that the only
'arch enemy' of the United States is itself. 'The lack of focus and coher-
ence in America's foreign policy forebodes a diminishing role for it to
play in world affairs. More fundamentally, chronic domestic problems
such as ethnic tensions, social decay, immorality, distrust of government,
and crimes are eroding the edifice of American society within and
damaging its image without. Rhetoric aside, is this nation able to assume
the role of world leadership and arbitrator, even if the other peoples were
willing to accept it, which they are most unlikely to do?'20

The United States as an economic power in Asia

Chinese observers have mixed feelings about America's economic role
in Asia. A general trend is observed that America's economic gravity is
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gradually moving to its Pacific coast, that America's trade with Asian-
Pacific countries has far surpassed that with Europe, and that the American
business community has shown an increasing interest in investing in Asia.21

With this observation, China's economic planners expect more extensive
economic interaction with the United States, which will be conducive to
China's economic development.

A positive economic role that the United States can be expected to
play is implied in the repeated Chinese official statement that the Chinese
and American economies are mutually complementary. Despite the polit-
ical strains in Sino-American relations, their bilateral trade and American
investment in China have been steadily soaring. The United States is
China's third most important economic partner next only to Hong Kong
and Japan. China has benefited more from America than from any other
single partner in terms of technological transfer, educational exchanges,
and cultural cooperation.

Apart from actual and possible American contributions to China's
economic development, some Chinese have remarked that the recent
improvement in the American economy is in favour of the economic
growth in the Asian Pacific region. As one article published in 1994 noted,
'the United States has become the "locomotive" for the economic recovery
of the West. Whereas NAFTA poses an enormous challenge to the other
trade partners of the US, it also provides new opportunities to various
countries. The gravity of America's economic strategy has begun to move
to the Asia-Pacific region. This will bring into full play the interdepen-
dent and mutually beneficial relations between American and Asian-
Pacific countries. The Clinton administration advocates a closer linkage
between its domestic economic revitalization and the expansion of trade
and economic relations with Asia.'22

Compared with the few positive notes about America's economic role
in the region, there are many more harsh Chinese comments about
American economic policies and practices in the region. Most of these
comments are not based on meticulous economic analysis. They basically
reflect Chinese political considerations and sentiments that an Asian
economic order under the sway of the United States would definitely, be
detrimental to Chinese interests.

There are at least three expressed concerns about US economic expan-
sion in the Asian Pacific region. The first concern is based on the assump-
tion that the United States has a well-designed regional economic strategy
aimed at turning the whole region into its domain. Since the APEC summit
meeting in Seattle in 1993, there have been many Chinese discussions
about the concept of the 'New Pacific Community' proposed by the Clinton
administration. This concept is seen as reflecting Washington's new
regional strategy that tries to build a linkage between NAFTA and APEC
or to expand NAFTA to Asia. According to the Chinese understanding
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of the proposed American blueprint of an 'Asia Pacific Free Trade Area
(APFTA)', the United States intends first to restrain Japan's economic
expansion in the region by increasing American trade, investment, and
technological cooperation with other East Asian countries. After estab-
lishing an America-centred and America-guided APFTA, the next
American aim will be to contend with a unified European community.23

Beyond the economic motivations in the American strategy, the
Americans have suggested an extension of the role of APEC to include
dealing with regional security issues, a proposal that China and some other
APEC members have rejected. It is also feared that in an effort to estab-
lish a Pacific community or free trade area the Americans will use their
leverage to impose their value system and Western-style democracy on
China and other regional countries.24

The second Chinese concern is connected with the trade regimes and
other principles the Americans propose and insist on in bilateral and multi-
lateral trade negotiations. The Chinese press often reports US-Japanese
trade frictions in a manner sympathetic to the Japanese. American nego-
tiators are seen as unreasonably arrogant and easily resorting to sanctions.
Citing the US-Japanese talks on cellular telephones as an example, an
article vehemently criticizes the American principle of 'market access',
which is 'imposed by Americans to infringe other countries' sovereign
rights at will'.25

American calls for speeding up the pace and enlarging the scope of the
liberalization of trade and investment in the region lead to a third Chinese
concern. The long-term effect of regional liberalization may be favourable
to China's economy, but the Chinese are not yet ready to accept the
American proposals in APEC on liberalization, which are posing great
challenges to China's current foreign trade policies, industrial structure,
and price system. In addition, to act promptly according to American
requests would cause further uneven development in China and in the
whole Asian Pacific region.26

In China's assessment, US economic plans and policies in the region are
faced with immense obstacles and challenges. In many respects, Japan
has advantages over the United States. Trade, technology interflow and
investment among East Asian countries are increasing measurably and thus
reducing their reliance on American connections. East Asia has already
become a centre of economic growth, and its people are wary of, and have
different opinions from, the American plans for regional integration.27

In these circumstances, a few Asian countries, including China, welcome
Malaysia's proposal for the formulation of the East Asia Economic Caucus
(EAEC) that excludes the United States, and are ready to join it. 'The
key element preventing EAEC from being established is America's oppo-
sition, and Japan's attitude is circumspect due to American pressure.'28

With closer ties within East Asia, it will be difficult for the United States
to achieve its economic goals in the Asian Pacific region.29
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The security role of the United States in the Asian Pacific
region

In defining the strategic role of the United States in the region, Chinese
analysts tend to debate among themselves about whether the 'strategic
focus' of the United Stated has moved from Europe to Asia Pacific. The
general consensus today seems to be that Europe remains the most vital
region for America's national security, but that the Asian Pacific region
has already assumed more importance in America's global strategy and
may replace Europe as its 'strategic focus' in the future. With the 'rise of
East Asia', American strategic planners will take an increasingly strong
interest in this region.30

There is little doubt in Chinese foreign policymaking circles that the
United States will continue to maintain its military presence in the Asian
Pacific region indefinitely. Some Chinese analysts noted in 1993 that
American strategic planners after the cold war 'will find it difficult to
discover a cohesive force for sustaining U.S. control of the region. Without
the backing of military forces, it would be impossible for the United States
to protect its interests in Asia-Pacific, and its trade with Asia, which takes
over 50 percent of its total foreign trade, could be destroyed.'31 Another
analyst noted that 'from the U.S. point of view, it is absolutely necessary
to keep its military presence, especially its advantages in the sea.'32

The Chinese perceive the following reasons for the continued US secu-
rity concerns in the region: (1) domestic tensions in certain countries such
as Cambodia; (2) the territorial disputes in the South China Sea; (3) a
possible Japanese buildup that might harm America's strategic interests;
(4) the rise of China as a 'strategic problem' in American eyes; (5) the
possible rivalry between Japan and China or between some other regional
powers; (6) the beginning of an arms race in Asia; (7) nuclear prolifera-
tion; (8) the possible revival of Russia; (9) the tensions on the Korean
peninsula; and (10) the Taiwan issue.33 The role the United States wants'
to play has changed from coordinating efforts in containing the Soviet
Union to becoming a 'regional balancer' to maintain stability.34

Compatible with the aforementioned Chinese consensus about the US
global role, the conventional Chinese assessment of the US position in
Asia Pacific is that, given the growth of the power and influence of China,
Japan, ASEAN, and other Asian countries, US power and influence are
diminishing. However, a recent report forecasting the situation in Asian
Pacific security at the beginning of the twenty-first century anticipates an
even larger US influence on regional political, economic, and military
affairs than at present. The report contends that apart from the strong
US economic power and military presence in the region, an important
reason for the enlargement of US influence is that some 'Asian-Pacific
countries are concerned about the revival of militarism'. To be more
specific, 'under the influence of the notion of the so-called "China threat",
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these countries, especially ASEAN, hope to see the United States play
the role as a "power balancer'".35

Just like the aforementioned Chinese observations of America's
economic designs in the region, Chinese strategic analysts also take the
American concept of New Pacific Community very seriously. As one report
points out:

In fact, New Pacific Community is an important part of the 'butterfly
structure' that the United States is trying to construct in order to
dominate the new world order. The head of this butterfly is NAFTA,
with the United States as its brain. The body is the free trade area
that was proposed at the summit meeting of the Americas held in
Miami in December 1994. The trans-Pacific 'New Pacific community'
and the trans-Atlantic alliance between the United States and
Europe are the butterfly's left and right wings. Now the trans-Atlantic
right wing has taken shape, while the trans-Pacific left wing has not.
It can be predicted, therefore, that the future key task of U.S. diplo-
macy will be focused on the left wing, trying very hard to materi-
alize the conception of 'New Pacific Community'.36

Furthermore, another Chinese article describes the 'New Pacific
Community as an America-led multilateral security mechanism which is
composed of four parts: (1) the six military and security treaties between
the US and other regional countries as the Community's cornerstones;
(2) the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) as the Community's partner; (3)
the members of the Northeast Asian regional security mechanism, which
is proposed by Washington and supposedly will include Japan, China,
South Korea and Russia, as the Community's dialogue partners; and
(4) the countries participating in the South Asian security consultation,
i.e., the US, India, Pakistan, Russia, and China, as the Community's
coordinating countries. Washington will implement its plans according to
the above mechanisms that are to be realized step by step, and finally
institutionalize the Community.37

As to the regional powers' attitude toward the United States in security
affairs, Chinese strategic analyses seem to be as objective as they can. For
example, two military analysts argue that in the post-cold war era East
Asian countries in general harbour ambivalent feelings about the role of
the United States in the region. On the one hand, these countries are not
pleased with the Americans' patronizing and domineering attitude and
policies, especially those regarding human rights. On the other hand, they
still hope to see a continued American presence in East Asia as a polit-
ical and military balancing factor, and as a useful economic partner in the
East Asia area rather than as a protectionist opponent. Such relatively
refined discussions provide a contrast with some journalistic, propagan-
dists reports that often appear in China's media.
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As a stated principle, the Chinese official line has always opposed the
American military presence in Asia, even during those years when there
was a strategic understanding between the two governments against the
Soviet expansion in the region. However, the nuances of this formal stand
are very much contingent on the fluctuations in Sino-American political
relations and the changes in China's strategic environment. The last
one or two years have witnessed increasing Chinese suspicions of the US
security role in East Asia. These suspicions are reinforced by American
clamours about a 'China threat', the upgrading of US-Taiwan relations,
and the recent American efforts to strengthen US-Japanese security ties.

Many Chinese view the perceptions of a rising 'China threat' in some
Asian nations as being deliberately inflamed and exaggerated by the
United States in its endeavour to contain China's influence. They also
note that there has been a subtle but noticeable shift in the American
stand - in China's disfavour toward the territorial disputes in the South
China Sea. Hanoi has considerably improved its relations with Washington
and tried to strengthen its bargaining position in the South China Sea
disputes. On the Korean issue, Washington seems to rely less on China's
assistance in contacting Pyongyang.

In particular, the recent developments over the Taiwan issue have
aroused considerable resentment and apprehension in Beijing. The White
House decided in May 1995 to allow the Taiwanese leader, Lee Teng-hui,
to visit the United States. In the few months thereafter, the official rela-
tionship between Beijing and Washington reached its lowest ebb since
diplomatic relations were established in 1979. In March 1996, the Pentagon
dispatched two aircraft carriers to the sea area close to Taiwan as a
response to the Chinese military exercises in the Taiwan Strait. A wide-
spread Chinese feeling is that the U.S. leadership still regards Taiwan as
its 'unsinkable aircraft carrier', a metaphor that was used in the early
1950s when Washington maintained a large military base on Taiwan to
deter the PRC.

To reach reunification with Taiwan has been one central political
commitment of Beijing ever since the founding of the People's Republic.
It has been asserted that Beijing would have to resort to military means
to fulfill this commitment should Taiwan declare independence. In Beijing's
eyes, independence-oriented political forces in Taiwan have stepped up
their activities both on the island and internationally. They are held by
the American leadership as a political card in its strategic game to weaken
and divide China. The most formidable obstacle to China's reunification
is, in Chinese views, the American support to Taipei. With Lee Tung-hui's
reelection as Taiwan's 'president' in March 1996, the Taiwanese leader-
ship may turn out to be even more intransigent over the reunification
issue as it is seeking American protection and military supplies. Under
these circumstance, it is unthinkable that Beijing would welcome a larger
security role for the United States in the region.
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Sino-American interaction over such issues as military transparency,
nuclear tests, nonproliferation, and arms sales are making a strong impact
on China's attitude toward any multilateral security dialogue or mecha-
nism involving the United States. The resumption of military-to-military
contact between the two sides is a positive sign. But this development
could be offset and disrupted by renewed tensions across the Taiwan Strait
that would again entangle the United States.

Another debatable issue concerning America's security role is the
US-Japanese strategic alliance. The joint US-Japanese declaration in April
1996 on regional security has triggered an unusually coarse reaction from
Chinese commentators, although the formal official comments were some-
what measured. The joint declaration is referred to by a Chinese corre-
spondent in Tokyo as 'a dangerous signal that indicates Japan's integration
into America's global military strategy and gradually strengthened coor-
dination with military actions of the American forces in the Asia-Pacific
region'.39 According to some Chinese analysts, the US-Japanese security
alliance was a creation of the cold war to counter the Soviet Union. With
the end of the cold war and particularly with a peaceful environment in
East Asia there is no longer a valid reason to maintain^such an alliance.
The real motivations of the new efforts to vitalize US-Japanese military
cooperation are therefore very questionable.40

The newly enhanced US-Japanese military coordination has unam-
biguously reinforced Chinese anxiety about these two powers' joint efforts
to counterweight Chinese power. Despite the fact that both the formal
declaration and the follow-on official American and Japanese clarifica-
tions are equivocal about their threat perceptions, Chinese analysts have
hardly concealed their suspicions that the US-Japanese security alliance
is now mainly directed at China.41 In addition, they have noticed that the
Americans also need Seoul's understanding and cooperation to contain
North Korea.42

While some of the Chinese criticisms of the US-Japanese alliance stress
the possible revival of Japanese military expansion, the major Chinese
target is still the United States, which is seen as having initiated the expan-
sion of the scope of US-Japanese security cooperation. One commentator
links the new US-Japanese initiatives with the recent tensions across the
Taiwan Strait. 'The theme of a "China threat" has become the major
excuse for the politicians in Washington to advocate the fortifying of
US-Japan military alliance and expanding the US military presence in
Asia.'43

In general, the recent events in Asian security affairs and US-Chinese
relations do not bode well for the reduction in China's fears about the
role of the United States. However, the continued Chinese willingness to
remain involved in various security dialogues and confidence-building
measures provide opportunities for preventing China and the United
States from a head-on confrontation.
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The political role of the United States in Asia

It is strongly believed in China that the ultimate goal of US foreign policy
is the elimination of communism from the face of the earth and the domi-
nation of the whole world. Beijing's indignation about American accusa-
tions on China's human rights record since 1989, exacerbated by other
political difficulties between the two governments, ensures that the PRC
leadership views America's political role in Asia as anything but construc-
tive. If there are perceived common grounds and interests between
Washington and Beijing in economic and security arenas, the gap between
their world views and ideologies appears more unbridgeable.

Chinese leaders now openly attack the United States for maintaining a
policy designed to westernize China and split China up. Furthermore, there
are increasing signs that the Americans are moving to adopt a policy of
containing and weakening China because they have been apparently disap-
pointed by their failure to change China's political course. Supporting
China's political dissidents, encouraging the Dalai Lama, enhancing
Taiwan's international stature, and leading other Western countries against
China in international human rights fora are but a few examples to prove
US hostility toward the Chinese nation.

Faced with the Americans' vigorous attempts to impose their political
will on Asia, other East Asian nations are seen as individually as well as
collectively resisting American pressures. They dislike the American notion
of human rights and will say 'no' to the Americans more vehemently and
frequently. However, policymakers in the Clinton administration insist on
the wrong notion that America's political and economic model are still
attractive to Asia. "They have underestimated the significant impact made
by the rise of East Asia on geopolitics and geoeconomics.'44

Furthermore, American demands that Asian countries should follow the
US model are practically resulting in an intense cultural conflict between
the United States and East Asia. There have been some pragmatic
adjustments in Clinton's Asia policy, such as the de-linking of China's
Most-Favored-Nation status from human rights, in order to alleviate polit-
ical tensions with Asia. It is contended, however, that the fundamental
attitude, approaches, and aims in Washington's management of Asian rela-
tions remain unchanged. The Americans will continue to judge Asian
behaviour by their own cultural values, exert pressure on Asian states
using their own human rights standards, and demand that Asian
states emulate the American model of development.45 With the exception
of a few specialists, the Chinese generally see US human rights advoca-
tion and demands in Asia as instruments for enlarging American inter-
ests in the region.

Samuel Huntington's theory of the 'clash of civilizations' has stimulated
sentimental responses from numerous Chinese commentators, including
some political and academic leaders.46 Huntington's civilizational demar-
cation between 'the West and the rest' coincides with the influential
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Chinese intellectual and political tenet that the world is divided into 'the
East and the West' and that there is a fundamental contradiction between
'Western culture and Eastern (or Oriental) culture'. According to many
Chinese intellectuals, since the United States represents the core values of
Western civilization and Chinese culture represents Eastern civilization,
Huntington's theory is but a natural expression of America's concern about
the rise of China or of East Asia as a whole. In this discourse, there appears
to be more consciousness in Chinese political circles and intelligentsia
about the differences between 'Westerners (them)' and 'Asians (us)' in
terms of culture and value systems.

Those Asian leaders and public figures who say 'no' to Americans, most
notably Malaysians and Singaporeans, always receive plenty of favourable
media coverage in China. Their views present a great contrast to Western
criticisms of China's political system. Many Chinese truly believe that
the Asian path of development or the Asian political model provides an
alternative to Western-style capitalism and democracy. This 'Asian
consciousness' is accompanied by the rise of Chinese nationalism and the
so-called 'neo-authoritarianism' that is gaining popularity among younger
Chinese intellectuals disillusioned with Western ideas and attitudes toward
China.47

China's response: in lieu of conclusion

In the eyes of the People's Republic of China, the image of the United
States as a world power and regional player is in general a negative one.
Looking at Chinese publications and media coverage over the last two
years, there seem to be more political imperatives and nationalist emotions
than strategic and economic calculations in shaping this increasingly nega-
tive image. Yet taking a longer view, one may find that China has had a
remarkably stable approach to America's role in global and regional affairs
since the early 1980s, despite the massive changes in both the world system
and the regional constellations in Asia. Beijing's attitude toward the
United States has been consistent because it has its origins in China's
domestic goals and needs rather than in the international system itself.

The most salient political imperative in today's China is political stability
at home. One typical Chinese accusation against the United States is of
its habitual 'interference in other countries' domestic affairs', a code phrase
to epitomize Chinese apprehensions about Western influences on China's
political development. To the PRC leadership, while concrete trade and
arms control issues with the United States are negotiable, American
demands for rapid political liberalization in China are not. As long as the
nature and fundamental structure of Chinese politics remain unscratched,
the Chinese leadership will continue to view the spread of American influ-
ence as posing a challenge to China's political stability and indeed the
stability of the whole world.
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Thus the People's Republic will not only fend off American pressures
on China itself but also sympathize with those foreign regimes that are
under similar American pressures for domestic change toward 'democra-
tization', such as the governments of Cuba, Vietnam, and Myanmar. At
international fora on issues related to human rights, China's attitude is,
predictably, to side with other developing countries against violation of
sovereign rights. With regard to international security issues, China's stand
is also predictable in view of its perceptions of American strategic designs.
China has strong reservations about international interventions or sanc-
tions that it regards as infringements on sovereignty, especially if those
actions are initiated or orchestrated by the United States.

In China's relations with other great powers, China has obviously
encouraged them to keep more distance from the United States in world
affairs. For example, the Chinese foreign minister, Qian Qichen, told the
visiting French foreign minister in Beijing in February 1996, 'China does
not agree with the view that after the Cold War a new world order should
be established under the leadership of one power. . . . China appreciates
the independent foreign policy France always advocates. In this respect,
there are common grounds between China and France.'48

Nonetheless, despite the negative image of the United States in China,
the PRC leadership has a realistic understanding of the importance of the
United States in world and regional affairs and doubtlessly desires to
improve its relations with it. As rapid economic modernization provides
an indispensable guarantee for domestic stability, China will continue to
induce the inflow of capital and technology into the country, to promote
exports abroad, and to minimize external entanglements that would
endanger China's economic development. All these goals can be achieved
only when there is a reasonably stable and manageable relationship with
the United States.
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