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ASSERTIVE NATIONALISM IN 
CHINESE FOREIGN POLICY 

Allen S. Whiting 

Being patriots, we do not tolerate any encroachment on China's 
national dignity or interests.... In the thirty-three years since the 
founding of our People's Republic, we have shown the world by 
deeds that China never attaches itself to any big power or group of 
powers, and never yields to pressure from any big power.... Having 
suffered aggression and oppression for over a century, the Chinese 
people weill never again allow themselves to be humiliated as they ivere 
before, nor will they subject other nations to such humiliation. (em- 
phasis added)-Hu Yaobang to the Twelfth Congress of the Chi- 
nese Communist Party, September 1, 19821 

Independence and self-reliance have always been and will forever be 
our basic stand. We Chinese people value our friendship and coop- 
eration with other countries and peoples. We value even more our 
hard-won independence and sovereign rights. Noftreign country can 
expect China to be its vassal or expect it to swallow any bitter fruit 
detrimental to its ownl interests. (emphasis added)-Deng Xiaoping to 
the Twelfth Congress of the CCP, September 1, 19822 

Nineteen eighty-two was an important year for the Peo- 
ple's Republic of China (PRC) in domestic politics, as confirmed by the 
Twelfth Party Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Changes in 
personnel and policies that had been in process or anticipated since the 
previous congress were, without major exception, ratified at this meeting 
Nineteen eighty-two also marked an important year in Chinese foreign poli- 
cy. Sino-Soviet people-to-people relations improved, followed by "consulta- 
tions" at the deputy foreign minister level, the first such exchange since the 
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Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.4 Meanwhile, Sino-American rela- 
tions worsened as differences over U.S. arms sales to Taiwan threatened to 
reduce diplomatic representation in the two capitals.5 Prolonged negotia- 
tions culminated in the joint communique of August 17, 1982, but diver- 
gent interpretations in Beijing and Washington immediately thereafter trig- 
gered renewed acrimony. 

Specific domestic and foreign policies aside, a major change of attitude in 
the framing of foreign policy, at least as articulated publicly, emerged at the 
Twelfth Party Congress. Encapsulated in the above quotations from CCP 
Secretary General Hu Yaobang and Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping, this atti- 
tude may best be characterized as assertive nationalism. Its rhetorical refer- 
ents include a reminder of China's pre-1949 "century of shame and humilia- 
tion," a revision of post-1949 history that substitutes "independence and 
self-reliance" for the first decade of the highly dependent alliance with 
Moscow ("China never attaches itself to any big power"), and an emotion- 
laden pledge never "to be humiliated as before" or "to swallow any bitter 
fruit detrimental to its own interests." Finally, the subject is "the Chinese 
people" as well as "China." 

The real world referents for implementation of this attitude included 
Japan, in reaction to Tokyo's planned revision of textbooks concerning 
Japanese aggression and expansionism; the United States, mainly with refer- 
ence to Taiwan but subsequently also the defection of Hu Na; and Great 
Britain, in connection with Prime Minister Thatcher's visit and later remarks 
on the future of Hong Kong. Examination of selected statements on these 
issues provides a basis for assessing the degree to which this assertive nation- 
alism, particularly as transmitted in the domestic media, may serve to cue 
bureaucratic behavior in foreign relations and more generally to indoctrinate 
Chinese public opinion with suspicion of, if not actual resentment toward, 
foreign governments. 

Several qualifications to this study must be acknowledged at the outset. 
First, it is difficult to isolate a general characteristic from specific policy 
issues. Each situation contains its own action-reaction syndrome, often 
evolving over years of interaction. Second, not all rhetoric is centrally con- 
trolled or authorized. Individual authors and isolated statements cannot 
always be attributed to leadership direction. Third, the constraints of time 
and available documentation limit the span of material under examination. 
Only a rigorous quantitative content analysis of a dozen or so key journals 
and newspapers could adequately test the hypothesis featured herein. 
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To cope with these problems, a relatively simple but minimally adequate 
approach has been adopted. Main attention is given to domestic media 
output where the primary audience is Chinese, not foreign. Where a particu- 
lar item, such as a high-level interview with foreign correspondents is cited, 
the justification lies in its own probable inclusion in the widely circulated, 
although officially restricted, Reference News (Cankao Xiaoxi). By concentrat- 
ing on domestic output, it is possible to reduce the role of international 
bargaining or signaling in commentary on a foreign relationship. In some 
cases, such as theJapanese textbook revision concerningJapan's invasion of 
China, the matter could have been handled wholly in diplomatic channels 
had the regime not chosen to inform, much less arouse, its own populace. 

In addition, emotional referents, such as "the Chinese people," "humilia- 
tion," and "feelings," transcend the more impersonal terms of "China" and 
"protests." Highly suggestive in this regard was a change in phraseology 
attached to the exchange of diplomatic recognition. First manifest with the 
establishment of relations with Angola on January 14, 1983, the new lan- 
guage reappeared in the exchange of recognition with the Ivory Coast on 
March 1, 1983. Whereas previously the PRC was "the sole legal government 
of China," it now was acknowledged to be "the sole legal government of the 
entire Chinese people.'6 When queried about the change, an official ex- 
plained it with reference to Hong Kong and Taiwan.7 The implications both 
at home and abroad, however, could be more far-reaching, in particular with 
regard to the Overseas Chinese. 

Finally, only authoritative articles, editorials, and statements are cited for 
specific quotation, while the general content of Renmin Ribao is surveyed 
with respect to theJapanese textbook controversy. Although not every quo- 
tation may have been reviewed at a higher level, the status of such person- 
ages as Wang Bingnan, President of the Chinese People's Association for 
Friendship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC), justifies identifying them with 
official policy. 

Conceptually, it may be argued that insistence on an 'independent for- 
eign policy," so ritualistically reiterated by Chinese spokesmen and media, is 
sufficient explanation and justification for whatever rhetoric or position is 
taken with regard to such major powers as the Soviet UnionJapan, and the 
United States. To some extent this is obviously true. However, an assertive 
nationalism goes beyond this to introduce an emotional and hostile tone to 
relationships which are posited as historically and fundamentally antagonis- 
tic, the implications of which we can consider after reviewing the evidence. 
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Assertive Nationalism cum Independent 
Foreign Policy 

Wang Bingnan addressed "China's Independent Foreign Policy" over Bei- 
jing Radio in an all-embracing review of foreign relations since the 1840s, 
with special attention to major recent and prospective developments. After 
citing the affirmation of an independent foreign policy in the new PRC 
Constitution and Hu's Twelfth Congress address, Wang noted, "The history 
of China's foreign relations in the one hundred years before liberation was a 
history of suffering, of humiliation and aggression." Through "unequal trea- 
ties . . . China ceded territory, paid indemnities and gave many political and 
economic privileges to capitalist countries" who "also fattened themselves 
on the Chinese working people's sweat and toil." 

After a standard summary of the 19th and early 20th century "struggles," 
Wang declared, "Since the birth of New China we have achieved national 
liberation and independence and freed ourselves from past humiliation. The 
Chinese nation has stood up on an equal basis with other nations in the 
world. It is no longer a nation insulted by others." Following an initial 
reference to Mao Zedong, Wang stated, "China's affairs must be managed 
and handled by [the] Chinese people and we must not tolerate any foreign 
interference.... International aid is an important factor but we must not 
have any notion of relying on others." Rephrasing this as "two primary 
distinguishing features" of PRC foreign policy, Wang cited as "first ... we 
are not afraid of any foreign pressure and interference and under no circum- 
stance will we attach ourselves to the foreign policy of any other country. In 
other words, we do not dance to any other country's tune.... Second ... our 
foreign policy follows a long-term strategy and is definitely not swayed by 
any international expediency or by anybody's instigation or provocation." 

Wang chose Sino-U.S. relations to demonstrate these two points, stating: 

As everyone knows, not long after the birth of New China, U.S. imperialism 
started a war of aggression against Korea and pushed the war to the banks of the 
Yalu River in an attempt to strangle New China in its cradle. Nevertheless, China 
was not intimidated by the aggressors' arrogance. It resolutely dispatched its sons 
and daughters-the Chinese People's Volunteers-to fight alongside the Korean 
people and defeated the insufferably arrogant U.S. imperialism. (emphasis add- 
ed)8 

This attribution of motive to President Truman's decision in the fall of 1950, 
however it may have been perceived in Beijing at the time, flies in the face of 
history as amply available in documents and analysis.9 It echoes themes 
prominent in children's cartoon booklets on the Korean War published 
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down to 1975, especially in Shanghai, but absent since the death of Mao and 
the fall of the "Gang of Four."1" Coming on the eve of Secretary of State 
George Shultz's visit to China, this analysis did little to promote friendship 
with the United States, in spite of Wang's official position as head of the 
CPAFFC. 

Wang then recalled the U.S. "blockade and embargo on New China" but 
noted that "we have restored and built our country from the ruins through 
self-reliance and hard struggle in spite of the blockade and pressure." His 
omission of credit to the USSR for its assistance in this effort during the 
1949-59 decade was made more striking by his taking Sino-Soviet relations 
as the next example of China's foreign policy. However, in a backhanded 
elliptical reference, Wang implicitly conceded the Soviet role when he stat- 
ed, "In an attempt to force China to dance to its tune, the Soviet Union 
during the Khrushchev period tore up contracts, withdrew their experts, 
discontinued aid to China and caused serious difficulties to China's econom- 
ic construction." He concluded this section by quoting Deng Xiaoping's 
pithy rejection of "bitter fruit" at the Twelfth Party Congress. 

JAPAN. PAST AGGRESSION, FUTURE 
MILITARISM? 

In his address to the Twelfth Party Congress, Hu Yaobang alluded obliquely 
to the summer storm which had erupted over the revelation in theJapanese 
press that Tokyo's Ministry of Education had tentatively approved a soften- 
ing of the language in textbooks referring toJapan's invasion of China and 
its aggression in the Pacific. Hu's presentation recalled the "one hundred 
years of modern history" when 'Japanese militarists unleashed one war of 
aggression after another on China, inflicting colossal calamities on the Chi- 
nese people." After noting that relations had improved over the previous 
decade, he then charged that "now some forces inJapan are whitewashing 
the past Japanese aggression against China and other East Asian countries 
and are carrying out activities for the revival of Japanese militarism. These 

dangerous developments cannot but put the people of China, Japan, and 
other countries sharply on the alert."" (emphasis added) 

Hu's remarks, like those of Wang, came shortly before another foreign 
visit, that of Prime Minister Suzuki. Moreover, they followed a two-week 
press campaign in early August when every issue of Renmin Ribao contained 
at least one article recalling Japan's invasion of China, with many issues 
devoting nearly a half page to the topic.'2 Gruesome photographs of be- 
headings and corpses, drawings of body piles, and harsh cartoons accompa- 
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nied several of the articles.'. Personal reminiscences of "the Nan jing massa- 
cre" and the war focused attention on the textbook controversy in vivid 
manner. 

To be sure, the media campaign included contemporary expressions of 
anti-militarist sentiment from various Japanese circles stressing, as did Hu, 
the "united front" of the two peoples against a revival of the past. However, 
the ominous implications of the controversy were communicated in uncom- 
promising fashion by Vice Foreign Minister Wu Xueqian on September 8 in 
response toJapanese proposals made two days earlier: 

Although there are still some ambiguous, unsatisfactory points about the con- 
crete measures proposed by theJapanese side to correct the mistakes, it is a step 
forward compared with the explanations previously made. 

The Chinese Government has consistently maintained that whether the history of 
Japanese militarist aggression against China is recognized is a major question of 
principle in the relations between the two countries. TheJapanese side tampered 
with this historical fact in the course of censoring the textbooks. The Chinese 
Government and people are justified in expressing their firm opposition. 

We will judge whether theJapanese side conscientiously corrects the mistakes in 
the textbooks by its concrete actions and their effects. We reserve our right to 
comment on this matter. We hope the Japanese Government will continue its 
efforts, respect historical facts, and keep its word in the interests of the continued 
development of Sino-Japanese relations.'4 

Unlike Wang Bingnan's allegation that aggressive intent toward China 
motivated U.S. policy in the Korean War, nothing in the official statements 
or media campaign recalling Japan's past behavior distorted history. If any- 
thing, the words and pictures vastly understated the actual death and de- 
struction suffered thereby. Nevertheless, like Wang's account, the emotional 
content of this approach together with the linkage of past aggression to an 
alleged militaristic revival in Japan at present was deliberately designed to 
heighten negative images in Chinese domestic audiences. With the majority 
of that audience too young to have experienced such history first-hand, the 
potential internalization of such images could have a lasting impact. 

U.S. AND TAIWAN. HISTORY REPEATS? 
The most thoroughly researched and carefully written account of postwar 
U.S.-China policy ever printed in Renmin Ribao appeared July 13, 1982, 
coincident with the final negotiations on American arms sales to Taiwan 
which culminated in the joint communique of August 17, 1982. Entitled 
"U.S. Policy Toward Taiwan, 1948-50," the essay drew exclusively on State 
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Department documents and the best of American historiography. The au- 
thor's opening paragraph linked the past to the present in a suggestive 
manner: 

China and the U.S. have established diplomatic relations. However, the U.S. 
attitude toward Taiwan remains a hidden rock on the navigation route of Sino- 
U.S. relations which presents the ship with the danger of running aground at any 
time. Given these circumstances, a review of U.S. policymakers' considerations 
over the question of Taiwan during the period between the end of 1948 and the 
first half of 1950 when the Chinese revolution was advancing victoriously may be 
of greater significance than just to provide lovers of history with some interesting 
materials. 

The author's "Brief Retrospect" began by alleging that "after the conclu- 
sion of its first unequal treaty with China, the Treaty of Wanghia (Wangxia), 
the United States began to covet Taiwan because the island had rich coal 
mines and its location on the route between California and Xiamen could 
serve as an ideal transfer station and supply depot for U.S. merchant ships." 
Nearly a century later, "the Roosevelt administration intended to establish 
military bases in Taiwan after World War II." Following the war, "While it 
[the U.S.] hoped that China would remain a superficially independent big 
nation with relative political and economic stability, it did not wish to see 
China truly independent and strong enough to free itself from dependence 
on the United States" and aimed to "make Taiwan serve U.S. strategic and 
economic interests." 

With establishment of the PRC, Washington decided to wait until the 
dust settles" on recognition but "its attitude toward Taiwan was quite anoth- 
er thing. It was from that time on that the United States sought to divide 
Taiwan from China's mainland." It "concocted the notion that the status of 
Taiwan had not been decided, using this as an excuse to justify its perfidious 
actions ... deemed itself free to go ahead with its attempts to carve up 
China's territory." 

Inter alia the author's historical account implicitly suggested an analogy 
to recent and present politics within the so-called strategic triangle: "Even in 
the mid-twentieth century they [the United States] did not regard China as a 
sovereign state but as a chip in its contention with the Soviet Union for 
spheres of influence. They regarded China's territory as their property which 
they had the right to dispose of at will in disregard of the Chinese people's 
will." By the 1970s, "gone were the days when the U.S. could dominate the 
world, while New China had survived the U.S. blockade and encirclement 
and gone from strength to strength. Under such circumstances, some realis- 
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tic U.S. statesmen recognized the necessity to change their policy toward 

China.""5 

But this did not resolve the Taiwan issue. Instead, 'some U.S. politicians 
raised a hue and cry in the Congress which reminded one of the 'Who lost 

China?' debate of thirty years ago. As a result the 'Taiwan Relations Act' 

came into being." At this point, the author's express or implied acceptance 
of pluralistic domestic and bureaucratic politics as explaining much, if not 

all, of U.S. policy totally disappeared in favor of a more Marxist and more 
malevolent analysis: 

Frankly speaking, the fact that there still remains a "Taiwan problem" in the 
relations between China and the United States is the consequence of imperialistic 
expansionist policy on the part of the United States. To China, it is the aftermath 
of the century-old history of being subject to foreign aggression and partition. It 
is inconceivable that the Chinese people, who have paid such high prices for the 
ending of national humiliation, would tolerate for long the continuation of such 
a state. But it is conceivable what a difficult situation the United States will find 
itself in if it clings to its policy which was already discredited in its heyday.'6 
(italics in original) 

The unusually widespread dissemination of this scholarly essay, originally 
published in a professional journal, via Renmin Ribao, Xinhua, and two issues 
of Beijilng Review, together with its appearance just as the long controversy 
over U.S. arms sales to Taiwan was approaching a compromise agreement, 
presents it as a basic definition of how the Chinese people are meant to 
perceive and understand U.S. policy toward Taiwan and the PRC. While the 

essay does not foreclose the possibility of a change in Washington's ap- 
proach to Beijing, it raises little hope of that eventuality. 

The contrast in this regard with the rhetoric of early 1979 is best illustrat- 
ed by Deng Xiaoping's exchange with Walter Cronkite on national televi- 
sion during Deng's visit to the U.S. In response to Cronkite's query as to 
"just what the principal dangers are to this continued euphoric honeymoon 
period between our two countries," Deng replied, "I see no danger. The 

honeymoon will continue."1I7 While Deng doubtless foresaw trouble over 
Taiwan, he probably did not want to strike a discordant note during his 
triumphant tour. More important, he may have counted on a friendly Carter 
administration to manage the issue in a satisfactory manner. During the 
intensive and extensive Congressional debate over the Taiwan Relations Act, 
Beijing did not openly attack the pro-Taiwan deliberations nor did it reveal 
its final official protest over the Act's passage.18 Its only public response 
came on March 30, 1979, after the Act had passed the Congress but had not 
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yet been signed into law. Beijing Review carried the PRC protest of March 
16 warning that the bills then under consideration "constitute, in essence, an 
attempt to maintain to a certain extent the U.S.-Chiang joint defense treaty,' 
continue to interfere in China's internal affairs, and give official status to 
future U.S.-Taiwan relations." This was termed "unacceptable to the Chinese 
Government. If the bills are passed as they are worded now, and are signed 
into law, great harm will be done to the new relationship that has just been 
established between China and the United States." 19 

Not until the inauguration of President Reagan did Beijing Review carry a 
detailed critique of the Taiwan Relations Act, concluding that it "has be- 
come an obstacle to the development of relations between China and the 
United States. If implementation of the act . . . is continued by the incoming 
U.S. administration, it will be going counter to the aspirations not only of 
the Chinese people but of the American people as well."20 Hu, speaking 
within weeks of the August 1982 agreement in his address to the Twelfth 
CCP Congress, declared, "A cloud has all along hung over the relations 
between the two countries . . . the Taiwan Relations Act ... contravenes the 
principles embodied in the joint communique on the establishment of diplo- 
matic relations and it [the U.S.] has continued to sell arms to Taiwan, 
treating Taiwan as an independent political entity.""2 Whereas the initial 
commentary probably was provoked by candidate Reagan's campaign 
pledges of August 1980 to honor the Act and indeed go beyond it by 
treating Taiwan "officially," Hu's allusion to "a cloud all along" and his 
attack on arms sales to Taiwan already agreed to in the August communique 
seems more appropriately explained in the context of assertive nationalism, 
symbolically characterized by Deng's reference to "bitter fruit." 

HU NA: INJURY AND INSULT? 
On February 7, 1983, Renmin Ribao prefaced the Xinhua commentary on 
Secretary Shultz's visit to Beijing with a boldface abstract stating, "China 
attaches importance to Sino-U.S. relations. The issue now is the establish- 
ment of mutual trust." In addition to citing "the chief obstacle of the Taiwan 
question" with reference to the August 17, 1982, communique and the 
Taiwan Relations Act, "the discriminatory and restrictive policies followed 
by the United States in economic and cultural relations with China are [also] 
detrimental to the development of Sino-U.S. relations."" 

"Discrimination" and "restriction" in "economic relations" referred to 
long-standing problems arising from legislative limitations and bureaucratic 
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blockages on dual-use technology sales, and the more recent dispute over 
textile quotas for Chinese exports to the U.S. Linking these problems to the 
question of "mutual trust" implied that amputations of bad faith might 
follow were the U.S. to fail in meeting Chinese expectations and demands. 
An earlier commentary on the textile talks had claimed, The United States 
has mistakenly thought that China has need of it; and instead of holding 
equal consultations in the talks, it has arrogantly attempted to impose its will 
on others, only demanding that China make big concessions without mak- 
ing any substantive concessions itself. The Chinese side absolutely cannot 
tolerate this arbitrary attitude."2 

The notion of China being perceived as in an inferior, dependent position 
by Washington's "mistaken thought" and "arbitrary attitude" emerged more 
sharply in reaction to American newspaper opinion following the Shultz 
visit. He Jiang, a regular columnist whose "international jottings" appear in 
Renmin Ribao, twice attacked a Wall StreetJournal editorial which had com- 
pared Taiwan's strategic importance with the mainland by saying that "20 
million birds in the hand are better than one billion birds in the bush."2' He 
linked this with a Los Angeles Times depiction of China as "a silent dog in the 
night" so far as U.S. global security interests were concerned. Alleging that 
"the moment U.S. Secretary of State George Shultz concluded his visit to 
China, a new trend appeared in U.S. media," He declared: 

Perhaps these newspapers think that comparing China and the Chinese people, 
with whom the United States allegedly hopes to maintain friendly relations, to 
"birds" and "dogs" . . . accords with the cultural, moral, traditional and strategic 
interests of the United States and is their own business. But these statements have 
at least revealed the deep-seated hostility of certain Americans toward China and 
the Chinese people. In the eyes of these people there is nothing more important in 
this world than U.S. national interests and other countries should subordinate 
their own interests to them. Since China and the Chinese people have actually 
refused to acknowledge this imperial "law," they can only be associated with 
"birds" and "dogs."25 

For several years, the journalistic duel between the Eall StreetJournal and 
Renmin Ribao has enlivened the pages of both periodicals, although it may 
not have enlightened their readership on the basic course of Sino-American 
relations. In this instance, Hejiang's elevation of American editorial license, 
however ineptly implemented, to the level of national insult knowingly 
inflamed a sensitive nerve in the Chinese body politic wherein the personal- 
ized allusion to animals, particularly dogs, is a traditional expression of 
opprobrium. 
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Moreover, the editorialist was equated with U.S. official policy. Thus, 
He's initial reaction claimed that 

circumstances forced the U.S. to establish diplomatic relations with China. But it 
will never let go of Taiwan, which it holds, because one bird in the hand is far 
better than a hundred birds in the bush. Perhaps one day these hundred birds in 
the bush may also fall into American hands! Such nineteenth century idiots can 
only utter colonialist nonsense.... This article of the Wall StreetJournal repre- 
sents the thinking and practices of certain forces in the United States with regard 
to China. Does this not give food for thought to all Chinese on the mainland and 
Taiwan island ?26 

Against this background, the American granting of political asylum to Hu 
Na, a prominent tennis player, triggered a strong official and media reaction 
in China in which assertive nationalism played a prominent part. On April 6, 
1983, the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs note delivered to Ambassador 
Arthur Hummel charged that this "grave political incident" was "long pre- 
meditated and deliberately created by the United States.... The United 
States Government has connived at the enticement and coercion of Hu Na 
by a handful of Americans working in collusion with some elements of 
Taiwan."27 After revealing that the issue had been taken up with Hummel on 
August 17, 1982, upon issuance of the joint communique concerning arms 
sales to Taiwan, the note warned, The United States Government has kept 
doing things that infringe on China's sovereignty, interfere in its internal 
affairs, and hurt the feelings of the Chinese people.... China will never, for 
the sake of its relations with the United States, abandon its principled stand 
of safeguarding its state sovereignty and national dignity." 

Renmin Ribao expanded on these nationalistic themes, arguing: 

Since the United States has taken this action, should the Chinese people swallow 
the insult and not react at all? . . . the Chinese people have continuously fought 
for several centuries and paid heavy sacrifices for the country's independence and 
territorial integrity. We cannot, nor will we, set relations with the United States 
above preserving our national dignity and state sovereignty.... They have made a 
whole series of moves that hurt the Chinese people's dignity, feelings, and inter- 
ests ... in selling arms to Taiwan, the Huguang railways debtor bonds, and the 
issue of expelling Taiwan from the Asian Development Bank. The Hu Na case is 
just another instance.28 

Peng Di, Xinhua's Washington correspondent, claimed it was "not only a 
case of political abduction, but also one of political conspiracy" which was 
"from beginning to end a calculated, behind-the-scenes plot weaved [sic] by 
certain Americans" because otherwise it could not "have earned the all-out 
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support of the United States Government including its top leadership."29 As 
a final thrust, Peng asked, "Why did they choose the form of 'political 
protection' which constitutes an insult to China?" His answer was blunt: 
"The United States Government intended to bring shame on China through 

the Hu Na incident." 

Peng's reference to "its top leadership" was amplified in Renmin Ribao, 

which cited a Republican Party official as the source of an alleged statement 

by President Reagan, "I would rather adopt her myself than send her 
back."30 The writer thereupon asserted, 

The repeated U.S. statements about so-called human rights and humanitarianism 
amounted to this then-the President of a great country actually wanted to take 
a Chinese girl away from her own parents and volunteer his services as her foster 
father. 

President Reagan said this earlier during the year: "We would be stupid if we do 
not work to maintain good relations with the People's Republic of China." If 
only the policymakers of the U.S. Government were not so stupid. 

China's leading youth journal declared, "Proceeding from the stand of safe- 

guarding state sovereignty and national dignity, the youth of China resolute- 
ly condemns this abominable act of the United States Government in dam- 

aging the relations between the two countries."31 The full media treatment 
included television and press coverage of interviews with Hu Na's parents, 

brother, and trainer providing both pointed and poignant emotional content 
to the issue. 

HONG KONG.' A CLASSIC CASE 
Given the framework within which foreign policy was defined and articulat- 
ed in 1982-83, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher could not have 

chosen a worse time to hold a press conference in Hong Kong for reaffirm- 

ing the Opium War treaties and Britain's "moral responsibility and duty" to 
the people of Hong Kong. Prior to her remarks, the Chinese press had 
treated the issue in a low-key manner. Even after her press conference, the 

Xinhua commentator acknowledged that "responsibility for the acts of ag- 
gression committed by the Great British Empire one century ago did not 
and does not in the least rest with the British people." However, he reacted 
in characteristic fashion to this classic case of nineteenth-century imperial- 
ism: 

In her speech ... Mrs. Thatcher stressed time and time again that the three 
treaties involving the Hong Kong area ... were not "invalid" and "Britain keeps 
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her treaties." This statement is absolutely unacceptable to the Chinese people.... 
These treaties, which were forced upon the Chinese people, provide an ironclad 
proof of British imperialism's plunder of Chinese territory.... Even when they 
were still a powerless state, the Chinese people waged a protracted, unremitting, 
and heroic struggle against imperialist humiliation.... Now that the Chinese 
people have stood up, it is only natural that they find these unequal treaties, 
which were imposed on China by Britain in the old days, unacceptable.32 

Perhaps because of the financial sensitivity of Hong Kong's realty and 
stock markets to anxiety aroused by various statements, rumored or real, by 
Chinese officials concerning Hong Kong's future, no media campaign ex- 

panded on the issue at the time. However, the nationalistic note was struck 
in such items as did appear in subsequent months, characterized by one 

historical essay that stated: 

These three treaties ... are the criminal records of Britain's brutal invasion of 
China and they are also evidence of the oppression and humiliation the Chinese 
people suffered in the past.... Now the time has passed forever when imperial- 
ism can ride roughshod and do as it pleases. The Chinese people have stood up. 
To be infatuated with the past, to attempt vainly to hold onto this land, to 
quibble over the unequal treaties by distorting international law or to practice 
blackmail by citing Hong Kong as China's major source of foreign currency all 
these will serve nothing.33 

Taken in isolation, the Hong Kong imbroglio would merit little attention 

as a standard instance of an action-reaction syndrome. The issue had arisen 

at various times in the past, whether through Khrushchev's gibes at Beijing's 

passivity or in U.N. discussions of colonialism, each time evoking a similar 
Chinese assertion that the treaties are invalid as well as unequal. Our brief 
consideration of the situation in the present context, however, focuses not 
on Beijing's posture per se but rather on its reiterative aspects consonant 

with themes emergent in theJapanese textbook controversy, statements by 

Hu and Deng at the Twelfth Party Congress, and in various issues associated 

with Sino-American relations. 

Assertive Nationalism: Causes and 
Implications 

It is often difficult to state generalized concepts in explicit and operational 
terms so that they can be tested empirically. Frequently they become cliches 
or "buzz words" to be taken at face value and applied selectively to prove a 

point without concern for their lack of universal validity. With China, for 

instance, xenophobia is commonly cited as characteristic of official and 

public attitudes dramatically manifest in the behavior of the Boxers and the 
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Red Guards.34 Whatever use this term may have for understanding how the 
Middle Kingdom perceived the outside world at some time in the past, it has 
no relevance for the present regime in our analysis. Whether one peruses the 
pages of PRC periodicals or witnesses the ubiquitous assertion, "We have 
friends all over the world!" attached to multiethnic billboard portrayals of 
smiling faces (often replacing former Mao slogans promoting world revolu- 
tion), there is no question of Beijing's involvement with and commitment to 
a positive interaction throughout the world. 

In this regard we have noted the explicit references to "struggles of the 
Japanese people against Japanese militarism" and exoneration of "the British 
people"as not responsible for "the acts of aggression" committed during the 
previous century. The dispatch of more than 10,000 Chinese to study abroad 
together with the pervasive presence of foreign technicians, advisors, teach- 
ers, and students in China, most of whom are warmly received, testifies to 
the inapplicability of xenophobia as an attitude either engendered by the 
media or encouraged at local levels. 

Neither is there any imputation of belligerence or aggression attached to 
our concept of assertive nationalism. The Red Guard rallies of August 1967 
which massed up to 10,000 chanting youths in Guangzhou swearing to 
"liberate our kinsmen in Hong Kong from British fascist rule" did not 
reappear in response to Prime Minister Thatcher's somewhat provocative 
remarks. Nor did the domestic media campaign against Tokyo's proposed 
textbook revisions trigger any known instance of maltreatment of Japanese 
businessmen, much less continue long enough to add a discordant note to 
the visit of Prime Minister Suzuki. 

Last but not least, assertive nationalism does not introduce or foreshadow 
a dangerous irrationality in foreign policy. Insofar as the costs or risks of 
actions can be reasonably well calculated in advance, the regime chooses its 
tactics accordingly. Thus the decision to stop new contracts for the importa- 
tion of soybeans, cotton, and chemical fibers from the United States in 
retaliation for Washington's unilateral imposition of textile quotas was more 
symbolic than substantive, given the low level of trade in these items during 
1982.35 American soybean sales to China fell by nearly half from 1981 to 
1982 with a similar drop in cotton, both declines resulting from dramatic 
increases in domestic Chinese production. Polyester purchases from the U.S. 
virtually ceased in 1982 compared with nearly $500 million in 1981, as 
China's textile industry found itself overstocked with chemical fibers.36 

The selection of these items for a public demonstration of assertive na- 
tionalism may have been conceived in part as an interim measure in view of 
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the fact that negotiations over the U.S. textile quota would resume in the 
near future. In addition, however, they implicitly reassured American oil 
firms, more than thirty of whom had submitted major bids for exploration 
and exploitation of China's offshore oil, that the basic economic relationship 
would remain undisturbed. Meanwhile, Chen Muhua, State Councillor and 
concurrently Minister of Foreign Economic Relations and Trade, an- 
nounced that 1983 imports from all sources would total $23.9 billion, up 
from $17 billion in 1982 and $10 billion in 1980.37 

Similarly, the PRC sanctions imposed in response to the granting of 
political asylum to Hu Na sounded more sweeping than they proved to be in 
fact. On April 7, 1983, the All-China Sports Federation announced that it 
would halt sports exchanges with the United States for the remainder of the 
year, specifying ten events in all.38 However, American officials associated 
with five of the events cited had not anticipated any Chinese participation 
beforehand because the PRC had not signaled acceptance or had already 
canceled, or the meets were not known to be actually scheduled.39 By this 
means, Beijing satisfied the need of assertive nationalism without, however, 
jeopardizing its likely participation in the 1984 Olympics to be held in Los 
Angeles. 

At the same time the PRC Ministry of Culture halted all activities remain- 
ing in the "Implementing Accord for Cultural Exchange in 1982 and 1983" 
concluded between the two governments, specifying nine categories among 
which were performing arts, art, film, publishing, and journalism.40 Unlike 
trade and sports, cultural exchange, carries little substantive benefit and 
provides little prestige except for a relatively small audience. Moreover, most 
such activity lies outside the officially negotiated exchange, with no an- 
nounced cuts imposed by Beijing in the impressive and busy schedule han- 
dled through the private National Committee on U.S.-China Relations.41 

China clearly values good relations withJapan and the United States for 
obvious economic and strategic reasons. Each of the situations examined 
herein arose in reaction to foreign actions; none were initiated by the PRC. 
In each case Beijing's behavior was tempered by a prudent calculation of the 
overall benefits in the relationship compared with the specific injury or insult 
perceived in that particular instance. 

PRC rhetoric, however, did not always accord with reality, especially as 
communicated to domestic audiences. Japanese defense spending remains 
tightly constrained by the budgetary ceiling of one percent of GNP.42 The 
250,000-man Self-Defense Force is barely capable of a coordinated defense 
against attack on the main islands and poses no potential threat to other 
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countries in the region.43 Raising the danger of revived Japanese militarism 
allegedly manifest in a textbook revision, with graphic reference to "the 
Nanjing massacre," stretches credulity to the limit if not beyond. 

Similarly, explanation of the Hu Na case as "long premeditated and 
deliberately created by the United States" because "the U.S. Government 
intended to bring shame on China," flies in the face of all the information 
readily available on the inner bureaucratic battles of the executive branch as 
well as the varying Congressional and other domestic interests involved. The 
lumping together of all the matters at issue between China and the United 
States-Taiwan, technology transfer, trade, and a tennis player-and defin- 
ing their satisfactory resolution as evidence of good faith or alternatively as 
an affront to the national dignity of the Chinese people simplifies to the 
extreme the dynamics of American decision making and the relative impor- 
tance of each problem in the overall relationship, especially as seen from 
Washington. 

Therefore, while it is possible to attribute the cause of each posture struck 
in Chinese statements to the particular provocation addressed therein, this is 
only part of the explanation. Additional or alternative hypotheses must also 
be considered, both domestic and foreign factors possibly being relevant. 

Domestic Factors 

1. Factional differences over the political and economic reforms instituted 
by the Deng-Zhao-Hu triumvirate coincide with differences over China's 
foreign policy orientation, prompting concessions on the latter in order to 
protect a coalition of support for the former. 

2. A somewhat slower paced economic growth with an accordingly re- 
duced dependence on foreign imports for modernization as compared with 
the programs envisaged in 1978 permits a more assertive and independent 
posture previously muted in deference toJapan and the United States. 

3. Nationalistic assertiveness strengthens ideological unity and legitimacy 
of the new leadership after the dilution and reduction of Marxism-Lenin- 
ism-Mao Zedong Thought as the primary appeal to loyalty and national 
cohesion. 

Foreign Factors 

4. A coincidence of perceived insults by the United States,Japan, and Great 
Britain evoked assertive responses without any deliberate change in policy. 
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5. A more assertive posture is tactically designed to increase the pressure on 
targeted governments for concessions, whether economic or political. 

6. A change of attitude results from a reassessment of the superpower 
power balance relationship, the threat potential for China, and varying super- 
power willingness to meet Chinese interests and needs. 

These clusters of factors as well as their individual hypotheses are not 
mutually exclusive. Domestic politics occur in a foreign policy environment 
with important feedback and interaction between the two sets of variables. 
For example, there could be a link between hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 4 in 
which Deng's vulnerability for concluding the deal on Taiwan and full 
diplomatic recognition in 1978, in the face of the subsequent Carter admin- 
istration Taiwan Relations Act and Reagan rhetoric, prompted a more asser- 
tive tone in order to advance more immediate policy and personnel changes 
during and after the Twelfth Party Congress. In this regard a uniquely explic- 
it attack on "Leftist Ideological Influence" in the People's Liberation Army 
suggested the need to heighten China's nationalistic posture while moving 
against military circles resistant to Deng's sweeping reforms.44 Alternatively, 
a combination of hypotheses 2 and 6 could also contribute to the change in 
tone discussed herein. 

Only time will tell whether tactical and short-range factors account for 
this phenomenon as opposed to a more fundamental cause such as that 
adumbrated in hypothesis 3, perhaps encouraged by hypothesis 6. The logic 
of assertive nationalism' serving to strengthen national unity, facilitated by 
the absence of a compelling external dependence in the absence of a per- 
ceived external threat, does not prove that this is the major causal explana- 
tion. Intuitively, however, it has the greatest plausibility, at least for the 
author. 

Causation aside, the implications for Chinese expectations and percep- 
tions of foreign relations warrant brief examination, speculative as this must 
be. To be sure, the recall of past suffering, both traditionally and in contem- 
porary society, can serve various nationalistic purposes, some of which need 
not have ongoing relevance for the outside world. First, it can establish a 
common denominator of bitter experience which binds the group, providing 
"roots" of identity. Second, it can serve as a reminder of how advanced is the 
present regime or social system over its less happy predecessors. Neither of 
these two motivating factors concern present or future experience or expec- 
tation. A third purpose, however, can be to caution against the possibility 
that history may repeat itself and thereby to raise one's guard against poten- 
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tial adversaries. Thus, an affirmative nationalism centers exclusively on "us" 
in positive terms; an assertive nationalism adds "them" with negative conno- 
tations. 

While isolated anecdotes cannot prove a point, they may serve to illus- 
trate one. In 1975 the author queried a young Chinese escort as to why 
children's booklets on the Korean War continued to portray Americans in 
so savage a manner when presumably both countries were trying to replace 
past confrontation with present cooperation and perhaps future friendship. 
He responded, "We must learn from history," but refused to spell out what 
precisely was to be learned. In a separate conversation, however, he detailed 
how drunken American soldiers in trucks and jeeps had wantonly run over 
Chinese children in the streets of Shanghai after World War II, never stop- 
ping or suffering any punishment. He acknowledged that he had never seen 
such behavior but believed accounts he had heard. Accurate or not, the 
image of Americans was sharply etched in his mind, reinforced by the more 
lurid depictions in some of the media. In addition, the Japanese villain, at 
least until recently, was standard fare in film and theater. 

Aside from engendering attitudes of suspicion, distrust, and perhaps ha- 
tred toward other governments, assertive nationalism denies the realities of 
interdependence and the benefits, as well as the costs, which accrue to all 
sides in such relationships. Interdependence may not be a preferred way of 
existing in the modern world but it is necessary, especially to achieve the 
goals of economic growth espoused in Beijing. Yet these goals may come 
into jeopardy if assertive nationalism evokes a vigorous counter from the 
country or group so targeted, thereby reinforcing the initial attitude through 
self-fulfilling prophecy. The child's self-assuring chant that "sticks and 
stones may break my bones but names will never hurt me" is true at the 
literal level, but psychologically it may still fail to smooth injured feelings 
and to prevent a sharp rejoinder. Governments are, in the last analysis, 
collections of individuals with human beings at their head. Politicians may 
be notoriously thick-skinned, but they too have their limits of patience and 
self-control. 

It is impossible to avoid prolonged disputes and irreconcilable differences 
in international relations. Moreover, bargaining and negotiations seldom 
match identically powerful adversaries. Unequal strength and inequitable 
results are inevitable. Fortunately, the stakes are seldom vital to the survival 
of one side or the other and the issue at hand often pales into insignificance 
compared with the interests both sides have in common. Certainly this latter 
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aspect would appear to characterize China's problems withJapan, the United 
States, and Great Britain. 

Logically, therefore, disputes arising between Beijing and other capitals 
over such matters as trade, textbook revision, and isolated instances of 
individual defections, should evoke hard bargaining and frank diplomatic 
exchanges, but not escalate to bitter public acrimony and accusations of bad 
faith or humiliating, unfair practices. If they do so escalate, the risk arises of 
provoking a negative or even angry response that will inject further emotion- 
al nationalism into the relationship, thereby jeopardizing its more fundamen- 
tal positive aspects. This calls for prudence and self-control on both sides. 

Two final observations may be in order. First, to the extent that assertive 
nationalism is a recurring and somewhat long-lasting phenomenon in Chi- 
nese statements about analyses of foreign relations, it should be anticipated 
accordingly and not be reacted to with alarm. The "century of shame and 
humiliation" is deeply imprinted on Chinese memory. Its reiteration will be 
forthcoming as a reminder of things past and a warning against a possible 
recurrence whenever a Chinese leadership feels pressed by foreign powers or 
wishes to unite the populace against an external threat, whether real or so 
defined. Of course the image should not be thoughtlessly aroused by other 
leaderships by words or actions that needlessly provoke this reaction. But 
neither can the assertive posture be totally avoided, given the inherent nature 
of international relations and a Chinese predisposition to react in this fashion. 

Second, the public reiteration of China's past suffering at the hands of 
foreign powers can constrain how the vast bureaucracy and relevant portions 
of Chinese society interact with other countries. Cues for authorized or 
advisable behavior are universally provided by the media, particularly in 
communist societies. China is no exception in this regard. Thus the individ- 
ual's calculus of professional and personal security can be directly affected 
by public rhetoric in addition to the possible impact it may have on individ- 
ual attitudes and internalized images. These consequences do not necessarily 
follow from the articulation of assertive nationalism but they are a sufficient- 
ly likely prospect to warrant attention by all concerned with how the world's 
largest society relates to the world. 
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