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It was a game and we lost, because we didn’t do several simple things: we didn’t create our own class of capitalists, we didn’t give the capitalist predators on our side a chance to develop and devour the capitalist predators on theirs.


—­Gleb Pavlovsky, longtime confidant of Vladimir Putin, 
on why the Soviet Union lost the Cold War
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INTRODUCTION


A virus is the smallest unit of life. Or it would be if scientists agreed that viruses are actually alive. Viruses are more like rogue strands of genetic code. They can’t make their own proteins, they lack a cellular structure, and they can’t reproduce without hijacking and then destroying a host cell’s metabolic infrastructure.


There are more viruses on earth than there are stars in the universe. At a particular moment in late 2019, one of these viruses—­measuring around one hundred nanometers in diameter and crowned with a halo of spikes—­infected its first human being. At the time, no one noticed.


This tiny, unmarked moment sparked a chain reaction that would give the world its first taste of the People’s Republic of China as a true superpower. The most populous country in the history of humanity would make its conclusive global debut through the auspices of the tiniest unit of existence known to man.


____________________


At first, Wei Guixian thought she was coming down with a cold. Her symptoms began on December 10 and were mild at first. The Wuhan seafood seller first sought treatment at a local clinic, returning each day for an IV drip of antibiotics, she later told the Wall Street Journal. But, within days, her condition worsened, and she struggled to breathe. Her daughter got her an appointment with a specialist, and by December 18, she was in a hospital, fighting for air. She soon lapsed into unconsciousness. Her daughter worried she would die.


Wei wasn’t patient zero, a term referring to the first person to be infected with a new disease. But hers was among the earliest suspected cases of the novel coronavirus. We would soon learn of others. On December 16, a sixty-­five-­year-­old man was admitted to Wuhan Central Hospital with an infection in both lungs. Doctors treated him with antibiotics and anti-­flu medication, but his condition didn’t improve. He, like Wei, had worked at the Hua’nan Seafood Market. By the next week, according to a study released the following month by the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention, about three dozen people were showing similar symptoms. Doctors began to see connections among patients with the mysterious new illness.


Toward the end of December, health officials in Wuhan learned that the new illness was caused by a coronavirus, much like the pathogen responsible for SARS. Doctors and scientists sought to understand the new virus and spread the word, but they were repeatedly stymied by local government and security officials—­a delay that would ultimately have immense consequences.


On December 30, Ai Fen, a top doctor at Wuhan Central Hospital, read a lab report that included the words “SARS coronavirus.” Alarmed, she posted information about the illness on WeChat. But after she was reprimanded by superiors at the hospital, Ai started to keep her views to herself. Weeks later, as the death toll from Covid-19 in China mounted, she expressed regret for not speaking out more forcefully. “If I had known what was to happen, I would not have cared about the reprimand,” she said in an interview with a Chinese magazine. “I would have fucking talked about it with whomever, wherever I could.” The interview was eventually removed from the web.


Ai wasn’t the only person to face consequences for speaking out. On December 30, eight doctors were called in for questioning after sharing scientific information about the virus on WeChat. On January 1, Chinese state media outlets reported that police in Wuhan had arrested eight people for “spreading fake news online” about the proliferation of “viral pneumonia” in Wuhan.


The following day, the World Health Organization’s China office was alerted about this unknown illness that had infected twenty-­seven patients with viral pneumonia in the city of Wuhan. Chinese scientists mapped the virus’s full genome by January 5 and posted it on a public website less than a week later. Officials in Hong Kong and Taiwan—­still mindful of the risks associated with the SARS scare of two decades earlier—­began to screen passengers arriving from Wuhan.


But a simultaneous cover-­up was already well under way. On January 1, an official at the Hubei Provincial Health Commission ordered laboratories to stop testing and destroy samples. Chinese president Xi Jinping began directly managing China’s Covid-19 outbreak on January 7; this fact was kept from the public for several more weeks. The World Health Organization announced on January 14 that Chinese officials had found “no clear evidence” of human-­to-­human transmission of the virus. 


While Chinese Communist Party officials held an important meeting from January 11 to 17 in Wuhan, the city’s health commission asserted that there were no known cases—­announcing fresh ones only minutes after midnight on the eighteenth. The Spring Festival holiday loomed just days ahead, a weeklong holiday in which hundreds of millions of people travel back to their hometowns across the country. It was the worst possible timing for a new viral outbreak to occur, but life carried on as normal. Local officials in Wuhan permitted forty thousand families to gather for a celebratory banquet on January 18, driving a further spike in cases.


“Everything was down to not collecting cases, not letting the public know,” Dali Yang, a prominent scholar of China’s governance system at the University of Chicago, told the Washington Post. “They were still pushing ahead, wanting to keep up appearances.”


But soon, the virus ceased to be solely a Chinese concern. On January 13, a patient in Thailand tested positive for the virus, becoming the first known person outside China to have contracted Covid-19. Two days later, a person infected with the virus traveled to the United States, thus spreading the disease there.


China’s central government decided it could no longer keep Wuhan’s virus under wraps. On January 19, Beijing dispatched epidemiologists to the provincial capital. On January 20, Zhong Nanshan, a leading pulmonologist assigned to coordinate the virus response, reversed WHO’s earlier declaration by stating that human-­to-­human transmission was indeed occurring. On January 23, Chinese authorities announced lockdowns in Wuhan and three other cities, and by the following day, more than 36 million people were ordered to remain largely in place—­unprecedented restrictions that would be implemented repeatedly for the rest of the pandemic throughout the country.


But it was too late. More than five million residents had already fled the city out of fear of the mysterious new disease—­many of them likely carrying it back to their hometowns for the upcoming holiday. The damage had already been done. “I think we have passed the golden period of control and prevention,” Guan Yi, an expert on viruses at Hong Kong University, said on January 24.


In a study published in March 2020, researchers at the University of Southampton found that if Chinese authorities had acted three weeks earlier than they did, Covid cases could have been reduced by 95 percent and the virus’s geographic spread limited. The Chinese government cover-­up had lasted, as fate would have it, precisely three weeks.


____________________


In retrospect, we can all remember where we were and what we were doing at the end of January 2020, when the die foretelling the end of the world as we knew it had already been cast. We were, most of us, oblivious.


I was in Switzerland. The World Economic Forum at Davos that year kicked off on January 21, and I was among the small contingent of reporters Axios had sent to cover the annual gathering of the global elite.


Davos is always a monstrosity, known by the factual cliché as a conference where rich people fly in on their private jets to discuss climate change over expensive wine and hors d’oeuvres. The small Alpine ski resort town, temporarily overrun with summit attendees, was plastered with mindless slogans like “Liquid democracy has arrived” and “The view from the top should be more than the bottom line.” We had rented an actual Swiss chalet, and my bedroom had furs on the floors, a bathroom with black pebbles and artistically placed granite stepping-­stones for flooring, and—­I kid you not—­a custom-­built sauna. I bumped elbows with Facebook’s chief operating officer, Sheryl Sandberg, at the coat check and snapped photos from a distance of Prince William descending an elegant flight of stairs.


But, looking back, I see the 2020 forum as an almost-­intentional exercise in the grotesque. On January 21—the same day the United States announced its first case of Covid-19—Davos attendees piled into crowded rooms to hear World Health Organization director general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, soon to become a controversial household name, to speak not about pandemics but about mental health stigma. On January 22—the day CNN started featuring live coronavirus updates—­Richard Hatchett of the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations mentioned the novel coronavirus in passing on a panel called “The Next Super Bug,” only to then warn of “social reactions that are probably going to be disproportionate to the current threat.” Another panel hailed the successes of Gavi, a major global vaccine alliance. China’s senior vice premier, Han Zheng, gave a speech defending globalization and vowing that China would work closely with multilateral institutions, saying, “Openness is a trademark of today’s China.” Of course, he did not mention the new virus already ravaging Wuhan. On Friday, January 24, the forum’s final day, the Chinese government implemented the strictest lockdown in history, freezing 36 million people in place.


At Davos, the conference rooms and the lobbies beyond were cramped, humid, and stifling as we all breathed the same recirculated air. The wine flowed freely. No one wore masks. We boarded planes, trains, and buses, inhaling and exhaling all the way back to the dozens of countries from whence we had come.


The 2020 summit now reminds me, rather horribly, of Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Masque of the Red Death,” in which a prince sequesters himself and a thousand of his peers inside a castle to drink, dance, and make merry while contagion rages outside the walls. Eventually, the pestilence comes for the guests as well.


Davos would be canceled the next year, and the next.


____________________


No individual represented the tragedy and transgression of China’s early pandemic response better than Dr. Li Wenliang, a young ophthalmologist in Wuhan. In December, he had noticed several patients exhibiting SARS-­like symptoms. He decided he needed to warn colleagues, and on December 31, he posted about the illness in a WeChat group.


Not only did local authorities avoid acting on these early reports of a mysterious new illness, but they punished the doctors who were reporting it. Li thus became one of the eight doctors who were called to the local police bureau, where officials berated them. He was made to sign a letter accusing him of “making false comments” that “severely disturbed the social order.”


“The police believed this virus was not confirmed to be SARS. They believed I was spreading rumors,” Li later said in an interview. “They asked me to acknowledge that I was at fault. I felt I was being wronged, but I had to accept it. Obviously I had been acting out of good will.”


Li began coughing on January 10 and soon contracted a fever. He was hospitalized just days later, and on January 30, he was diagnosed with the disease later to be known as Covid-19. From his hospital bed, he posted information about his case and of the other patients he had seen. He continued to give media interviews and posted a now-­famous selfie as he lay in a hospital bed with an oxygen mask strapped to his nose and mouth.


Facing intense domestic and international criticism for its early cover-­up, the Chinese government knew that it had to act fast. So, in late January, officials decided to bring daily life to a screeching halt. In Wuhan, authorities completely closed off transportation into and out of the city, even for emergencies. The school holiday for the Spring Festival was extended indefinitely. All shops in the city, except for those selling food and medicine, were shut. Only one member of each household was permitted outside every other day; in some places, residents were required to have any food and supplies delivered. Security guards at apartment complexes took the temperature of anyone entering, while officials went door-­to-­door to enforce compliance with quarantine rules.


Citizen journalists in Wuhan, such as Zhang Zhao and Wuhan native Fang Fang, who kept an online diary, chronicled daily life under the unprecedented lockdowns. Soon, all other major cities in Hubei Province were locked down as well, extending the mass quarantine to a historically unprecedented 60 million people. The entire country was transfixed. Soon cities in other provinces around China began to implement varying degrees of restrictions on travel, schools, and businesses.


But Li’s condition worsened. On February 7, 2020, the young doctor died. He was thirty-­three years old.


At the news of Li’s death, China’s heavily censored social media platform Weibo exploded with anger. To Chinese people, Li felt like a martyr. He had embodied the courage, heroism, and selflessness the Chinese government lacked in what felt all too much like SARS 2.0.


The grief and rage were irrepressible. With hundreds of millions already under some form of lockdown, people took to the virtual streets to lodge their protest. The hashtag #LiWenliangDies was viewed more than 670 million times. Despite the Chinese government’s expert social media censorship, #IWantFreedomOfSpeech almost instantly became the most-­viewed hashtag on Weibo. Some people quoted Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn: “We know they are lying, they also know they are lying, they know we know they are lying, we also know they know we know they are lying, yet they continue to lie.” When censors managed to remove the viral hashtag after a few hours, a second hashtag, #WeWantFreedomOfSpeech, rocketed to the top of the list. It had been years since I’d seen this kind of national outpouring surpass the ability of Weibo censors to repress it. It was as if the entire country had taken to the internet all at once to register their anger.


The death of Dr. Li Wenliang marked one of the Chinese Communist Party’s most vulnerable moments in years, perhaps even decades. It was a moment of profound crisis for the party. Its governing philosophy of social stability and top-­down control had backfired spectacularly. Local officials, striving perhaps to keep their own personal governance records clean and to avoid dealing with any troublesome social disturbances, had silenced medical personnel and prevented an effective response in the crucial first several weeks. Hospitals were full, and people who couldn’t get beds were dying in their homes and even in the streets.


Internationally, the crisis was dragging the CCP’s reputation through the mud. Within a few weeks of Dr. Li’s death, outbreaks in South Korea and Iran transfixed the world. On March 11, the World Health Organization declared a pandemic. Case counts soared in Europe and the United States. Economies around the world ground to a halt. Deaths began to rise.


“The delay of China to act is probably responsible for this world event,” Howard Markel, a professor at the school of public health at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, told Nature magazine in March 2020. Some commentators speculated that it might be the party’s “Chernobyl moment,” revealing its inner weakness and foretelling its downfall.


It was first and foremost a crisis of public health, but to the party, so much more was at stake: its domestic legitimacy, its global reputation, the governance model it was offering to the world as an alternative to liberal democracy. With the party’s egregious failure to stop the virus, all this was poised to crumble.


____________________


The party’s response to this moment is where this book really begins. A less confident and less effective regime might have spiraled further into disaster. But the Chinese Communist Party doubled down. Domestically, it determined to wage a total “people’s war” on Covid-19, implementing measures seen nowhere else in the world to bring the case count down to zero and keep it there. Globally, the party reached for a toolkit of influence and coercion it had honed over the past three decades to change the global narrative—­by force if necessary—­about where the pandemic had started and China’s role in it.


In the first goal, the Chinese government was wildly successful. The measures it had pioneered in Wuhan (mass lockdown, strict contact tracing, mass testing) were repeated around the rest of China. Chinese construction companies were ordered to build massive new centralized quarantine facilities. The government developed smartphone apps to monitor citizens’ health and assist with contact tracing, a testament to the power of China’s surveillance state. Neighborhood party committees proved to be a fast and effective conduit for communicating and implementing quarantine rules and other vital health measures to all residents. When new cases were detected, authorities would immediately seal off apartment buildings, neighborhoods, or whole cities until testing and quarantine ensured that the virus was gone. At their peak, the extreme lockdowns saw some 760 million Chinese people confined to their homes or neighborhoods.


The measures worked. Though official reporting of the country’s true number of Covid-19 cases was somewhat questionable, it’s clear that by the end of February 2020, cases had dropped dramatically. A delegation from the World Health Organization that toured China in February expressed astonishment at the virus’s virtual disappearance from the country. “China has rolled out perhaps the most ambitious, agile, and aggressive disease containment effort in history,” the WHO report read. Government actions set the stage for the effective response, but the report also gave credit to the dedication and sacrifice made by Chinese people themselves. “Achieving China’s exceptional coverage with and adherence to these containment measures has only been possible due to the deep commitment of the Chinese people to collective action in the face of this common threat,” the report stated.


Winning the public health war wasn’t enough, though. The party also wanted to stamp out the memory of its initial failures, both domestically and around the world. Zhang Zhao and other citizen journalists who had documented the early weeks of the Wuhan outbreak were arrested. After Dr. Li’s death, China’s army of censors went into overdrive, scrubbing social media comments, deleting articles chronicling the Wuhan outbreak, and paying internet users to post pro-­party content. Media outlets were directed to tell positive stories about the struggles of Chinese people to fight the virus. The effort involved an extraordinary mobilization of the systems and bureaucracies China had established over the previous decade as Xi Jinping waged his war for information control.


What stood out as even more extraordinary, however, was the party’s attempts to rewrite the global narrative—­attempts that soon began to unfold in real time through economic coercion, overt propaganda, and disinformation. It all began with the CCP’s ability to mobilize the country’s economy for geopolitical influence abroad.


As China’s star rose, Beijing determined that it faced a short window of strategic opportunity to pull ahead of a distracted West—­putting it on a collision course with a dysfunctional but belligerent United States and showing the world, definitively, the kind of superpower China was set to become.


____________________


By late March 2020, the party was back on its feet, projecting an image of confidence and success that at first felt forced but soon gained momentum as the country’s Covid-19 case count plummeted, lockdowns were lifted, and the economy came roaring back—­just as the United States and much of Europe descended into a sort of pandemic hell, with botched government responses, hundreds of thousands of bodies piling up, and growing domestic turmoil.


The United States, meanwhile, had never looked so dysfunctional. By the end of March, it would have the highest case count in the world and, by mid-­April, it was reporting more than 2,200 deaths daily, with more than 2,700 deaths on April 15 alone.


The rest of the world looked on in horror throughout 2020 as the U.S. president refused to wear a face mask and ridiculed people who did, made bizarre and misleading claims about Covid-19 treatments, withdrew the United States from the World Health Organization, and repeatedly disparaged his own top adviser leading the U.S. pandemic response, Dr. Anthony Fauci of the National Institutes of Health, calling him a “disaster” and an idiot.


“We used to look to the U.S. for democratic governance inspiration,” said Eduardo Bohórquez, the director of Transparency International Mexico, summing up the perspective from abroad. “Sadly, this is not the case anymore.”


The United States’ absence left an opening for China to exploit. The 2008 financial crisis was a “decisive moment emboldening Beijing and altering global perceptions of relative power between U.S. and China,” Ely Ratner, a former deputy national security advisor under Vice President Joe Biden who would later be tapped to lead a new China task force at the Pentagon after Biden became president, wrote on Twitter at the time. “I worry now we’re at risk of another decisive moment for the U.S.-­China competition as the Trump administration badly mishandles coronavirus.”


Back in Beijing, it was clear by late spring that the immediate danger to the regime had passed. In late May, the party more or less declared victory over the domestic epidemic, and its efforts received international praise as well, including from unlikely sources such as the American rapper Cardi B, who said with admiration that “when they quarantined people, they were spraying shit in the streets,” a reference to disinfectant.


It was a success the Communist Party didn’t hesitate to tout. “Daring to fight and daring to win is the Chinese Communist Party’s distinct political character, and our distinct political advantage,” President Xi Jinping exulted in March 2020. Even if the reports of minuscule case numbers strained credulity, it was clear that China’s decision to impose rigid controls during the initial weeks of the crisis had paid off, particularly in saving lives. By year’s end, more than three hundred thousand Americans and a roughly equal number of Europeans had lost their lives. China, by contrast, had reported fewer than five thousand fatalities in spite of its much larger population. Although this number is likely somewhat too low, casualty counts in the hundreds of thousands would have been impossible to hide. It’s clear that many fewer people in China died of Covid in 2020 than in many other countries.


The rage and fear so many Chinese people felt in February and March began to turn to pride. Inspired by the country’s genuine successes in getting the domestic outbreak under control and by the mile-­high wall of propaganda and censorship presenting China’s efforts as superior to those of the rest of the world, many Chinese people began to feel a strong sense of superiority in their nation’s response to Covid-19 and pity for the residents of Western nations whose government failures had led to so many deaths. One poster on Weibo, China’s Twitter, lamented foreigners’ being “unable to copy the homework that China has already done for them.”


When top CCP leaders met in Beijing in October 2020 for the Fifth Plenum, the country’s most important planning meeting that sets policy for the next five years, they declared that the world was undergoing a “profound adjustment in the international balance of power.” Though Xi had previously spoken of trends working in China’s favor, this appeared to be the first time a top-­level party document had declared that a “profound adjustment” was under way.


China was the only major economy in the world to expand in 2020. Amid the unprecedented lockdowns, travel bans, and business closings, the global economy contracted 4.3 percent, with the U.S. economy shrinking by 3.6 percent and the EU economy by 7.4 percent. But China’s economy grew—­and not just by a hair, but by a relatively robust 2.3 percent. There is perhaps no better modern example of a nation’s leaders snatching victory from the jaws of defeat.


A widely shared WeChat post captured this sentiment well: “The Western media said that the coronavirus would be China’s Chernobyl, and at that time it really felt that way. But in the end, it was not China’s Chernobyl, but the West’s.”


____________________


Against this backdrop, it’s small wonder Xi seems to have determined that China’s time had come. With the West flailing, he saw a window of opportunity to go on the offensive. The Chinese Communist Party used the conditions of the pandemic to push its national interests, often in a manner incompatible with open democratic values. Its long-­term ambitions and strategies, sometimes veiled or hard to read in the past, now became explicit.


Beijing took bold, even brazen measures to block scientific inquiry into the origins of the pandemic. In May 2020, China slapped tariffs on a swath of Australian goods after the Australian prime minister called for an independent inquiry into the origins of the novel coronavirus. This wasn’t the first time that the party had used economic tools to pursue illiberal geopolitical interests. But it was the first time it had deployed its economic toolkit on an issue directly related to the health and well-­being of quite literally every person in the world. It marked the global debut of the cornerstone of the Chinese Communist Party’s power in the twenty-­first century—­what, in this book, I refer to as authoritarian economic statecraft.


China’s authoritarian economic statecraft comes in the form of a clearly communicated set of rewards and punishments based on gatekeeping access to China’s huge markets, capital, and investments—­access that companies and countries around the world increasingly see as vital to their prosperity. In short, China is shaping global markets to incentivize adherence to its most fundamental geopolitical objectives. It’s a system that the CCP is continuing to hone, codify, and, in some cases, enshrine into law whose extraterritorial reach grows along with the reach of China’s economy. Beijing uses this leverage not just to stifle global dissent but also to shape the behavior of companies and governments, legitimize its political model as a superior alternative to liberal democracy, support its expanding military and defense objectives, weaken U.S. alliances, expand its surveillance state, and gain sway over international institutions.


Observers have termed China’s growing ability to shape behavior that occurs beyond its borders as “influence,” “interference,” and “sharp power,” among other terms. These terms are useful in describing the visible effects of Beijing’s actions, but they don’t identify the primary foundation of this type of power: China’s economy. A more precise frame through which to understand the pressure China puts on foreign organizations and governments to avoid certain behavior is that of economic statecraft, a concept that American political scientist William Norris defines broadly as “state manipulation of international economic activities for strategic purposes.”


Over the past two decades, CCP leaders have tested and honed remarkably innovative forms of economic statecraft and are using these methods not simply to pursue neutral national interests but also to achieve illiberal political goals. It’s the international extension of what some scholars now call China’s “party-­state capitalism,” referring to the leading role that the party now takes in directing vital sectors of the economy at key political moments.


China’s leaders used their gatekeeping control over the economy and their rapidly expanding security state to bolster Beijing’s influence in other ways during the pandemic. The Chinese government took advantage of the skyrocketing number of Zoom users during the pandemic—­and the company’s dependence on China, where its research and development team was located—­to spy on global users and even to shut down U.S.-­based meetings that Beijing determined to be against its national interests, without the company’s knowledge.


Chinese authorities directed the country’s enormous manufacturing base to mass-­produce personal protective equipment, which Chinese authorities then sold to other countries struggling with outbreaks, an important global contribution that Beijing also used for maximal propaganda value. Government leaders all over the world woke up to discover that their countries did not have the manufacturing capacity to produce face masks and were thus largely dependent on China. This sudden collective realization brought to center stage the previously fringe debate over industrial policy and the national security risks of supply chain dependence on China. Later on in the pandemic, the Chinese government sometimes used its vaccines as leverage, at times handing over vaccines to other countries when certain political conditions were met and withholding them when they weren’t.


Beijing also took advantage of the West’s total preoccupation with Covid-19 to impose authoritarianism in Hong Kong, breaking a treaty China had signed with Britain in 1984 and attempting to weaponize Hong Kong’s status as a global financial hub in an attempt to repress dissent anywhere in the world, a worrying trend toward extraterritoriality.


The CCP flexed other channels of influence during the pandemic as well. Chinese state–­backed online disinformation operations conducted on foreign social media platforms, which first drew attention during the 2019 pro-­democracy protests in Hong Kong, really took off during the pandemic, as the Chinese government sought to deflect blame for the spread of the virus onto the United States, or Italy, or cold chain storage, or supposed U.S. biolabs in Ukraine—­anyone or anything at all besides itself.


It’s not all bad news, of course. The Chinese government’s extremely effective Covid-19 response, after its initial failures, unquestionably saved the lives of millions of Chinese people by preventing Covid from sweeping the population until most were vaccinated. Chinese-­made vaccines, a product of the dedication of Chinese scientists and of the government’s massive investments in science and technology, also saved millions of lives in developing countries that weren’t able to buy up doses of Western-­made vaccines.


But in the end, the party’s lack of political restraint brought things full circle, hobbling its soft power and reversing its stunning mid-­pandemic triumph to make China once again the object of global pity. Xi Jinping insisted on maintaining a strict zero-­Covid policy far longer than other countries like Taiwan and Australia did, even as the lockdowns became more and more extreme to stop the spread of the highly transmissible Omicron Covid variant. At the same time, Xi also refused to green-­light the import of Western-­made mRNA vaccines, even after China’s domestic vaccines proved less effective at combating infection. This left 1.4 billion people less protected against a deadly virus—­a decision almost certainly made out of the party’s perceived need to preserve face by not relying on Western-­made vaccines. Pandemic restrictions battered the economy, separated families, disrupted educations, and prevented people from accessing lifesaving medical care. Some people, trapped for too long in buildings chained shut from the outside, reportedly jumped from windows or even starved.


By wedding the reputation of China’s government model, and even his own political legitimacy, to the zero-­Covid policy, Xi Jinping boxed himself in. It became politically impossible to scrap the harsh policy until the Chinese people themselves had had enough, and rose up in the largest nationwide protests since Tiananmen to demand an end to lockdowns, quarantines, and even the reign of Xi himself.


By the end of the pandemic, Beijing had shown itself clearly to the world, in both the height of its power and the depth of its weakness.


____________________


The rise of an authoritarian style of state capitalism seems to have caught many Americans off guard. But it shouldn’t have. It is not difficult to understand that money, like any form of power, is morally neutral; it pro­jects the values of those who have it. Similarly, a market economy, without a regulatory framework in place to guide it in one direction or another, is also morally neutral; it projects the values of those who command its resources.


Milton Friedman didn’t envision a world in which an authoritarian foreign government could hold sway over a U.S. company’s profits and, thus, its decisions. He honed many of his ideas in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when China’s gross domestic product was a mere $92 billion, compared with the United States’ $1 trillion. While the Soviet Union during that era enjoyed considerable economic heft, its economy and that of its satellite states were largely separate from that of the United States, due to a sweeping economic embargo between the Eastern and Western blocs that lasted until the end of the Cold War. What antidote might Friedman have recommended for a situation in which U.S. companies took action in support of a Communist Party’s social and political goals in order to maximize profits for their shareholders?


The rise of neoliberalism in the West over the past four decades has equated democracy—­a political system focused on protecting fundamental human rights—­with privatization, deregulation, and minimal government intervention in markets.


President Bill Clinton’s speech in March 2000 upon China’s accession to the World Trade Organization made this clear. China hadn’t become any more democratic since Clinton delinked human rights and trade back in 1994, but that didn’t seem to discourage his faith in the power of open markets to bring liberal change. “By joining the WTO, China is not simply agreeing to import more of our products; it is agreeing to import one of democracy’s most cherished values: economic freedom,” Clinton said. “The more China liberalizes its economy, the more fully it will liberate the potential of the people . . . And when individuals have the power not just to dream, but to realize their dreams, they will demand a greater say.”


But when global wealth became concentrated in the hands of an expansive Communist Party, the fallacy of equating open markets with political freedom became painfully clear. The U.S.-­led global embrace of a too-­lightly regulated capitalism allowed the party to develop and deploy its toolkit of economic coercion.


While Beijing’s ambition to shape the world in its own image arose from the party’s logic, the United States is deeply complicit in creating the conditions that have allowed China’s authoritarian economic statecraft to flourish. In the United States, a systematic dismantling of the state, years of deregulation, free trade without democratic guardrails, and less corporate accountability, combined with a political culture that eschews government involvement in business decision making, means there are fewer tools available to counterbalance the pressure the Chinese Communist Party is placing on U.S. organizations. And it means more opportunity for that pressure to shape not just the decisions of individual businesses but also our political system, and even the individual freedoms of speech and assembly that we so cherish. It’s an economic system that has granted vastly disproportionate power to the wealthy, whose interests have little to do with protecting human rights.


Our collective belief in a diminished role of government in the economy has also blunted our national imagination, shutting off entire lines of inquiry as to how to respond to the weaponization of China’s economy, with a self-­imposed inner dialogue replaying the constant refrain That’s not something the government can do. As a result, we have floundered in our attempts even to envision, much less carry out, adequate responses. “Today, people often speak in the language of markets, not the language of politics or morality. We talk more about consumers or taxpayers than about citizens,” Ganesh Sitaraman, a legal scholar at Vanderbilt University and a longtime adviser to Senator Elizabeth Warren, observed in his 2019 book The Great Democracy.


China’s economic statecraft thrives in this environment and, indeed, has been crafted to take advantage of these conditions. If China’s markets are the largest in the world, and if China has both weaponized access to those markets and successfully conveyed its rules to all who would profit from that access, then China is simply playing by the rules established by neoliberalism. If we speak in the language of markets, to channel Sitaraman, then China hasn’t just learned that language. It has learned to speak it louder than anyone else.


Both Democrats and Republicans have contributed to this state of affairs. Since Reagan, Republicans have promoted the idea that government should have as little involvement in the economy as possible and have systematically dismantled mechanisms of corporate accountability. Democrats, too, were ineluctably drawn in, with Bill Clinton declaring in 1996 that the “era of big government is over.” American society has largely come to believe that there is simply nothing the government can or should do about a phenomenon like China’s authoritarian economic statecraft. If U.S. companies self-­censor to please China, the thinking goes, only consumers—­not governments—­can respond, with hashtags, personal decisions to avoid purchasing affected products or services, or organizing a coordinated boycott. And if a U.S. company chooses to defy Beijing and suffers market losses as a result, the thinking remains the same—­only consumers can respond, by choosing to reward that company with personal purchases or social media campaigns.


This is a losing strategy. If the United States and other major economies continue to pursue the same policies, both domestically and abroad, that they have for the past fifty years, China’s authoritarian state capitalism could push the world toward an era of “embedded illiberalism”—­an international trade system dominated by enforced political loyalties and international institutions severed from their liberal democratic roots, beholden to China’s support and to de facto economic sanctions levied without rule of law, transparency, or a means of appeal.


But three trends have now emerged that suggest that the era of morality-­free trade in the international sphere and the blind veneration of corporate profits in the domestic sphere may not continue indefinitely.


The first trend resulted from the economic and political shock of the novel coronavirus pandemic. Americans experienced firsthand the real-­world consequences of a hollowed-­out government’s inability to provide basic health protections readily adopted elsewhere in the world, and every single U.S. household also personally experienced what it was like to be completely dependent on China for a scarce but absolute necessity: face masks. The concept of industrial policy—­long a near-­taboo term more recently come to be seen as the domain of far-­right Trumpian nationalists—­suddenly took on mainstream urgency as people in countries around the world faced a shortage of personal protective equipment, manufactured largely in China.


The Trump administration began to overturn decades-­long assumptions about what kinds of actions the U.S. government could take, repurposing existing mechanisms such as the Commerce Department’s federal Entity List for the first time to blacklist companies for human rights violations. As the Biden administration continued these policies and even built on them after Biden took office, some progressives who had viewed the previous administration’s China-­related actions as yet another rogue Trumpian endeavor began to change their minds. As a senior Biden administration official said in early February 2021, “We looked at what the Trump administration did over the last four years and found merit in the basic proposition of an intense strategic competition with China.”


The second trend is China’s own overreach. Like sanctions, China’s economic statecraft worked best when it was deployed only occasionally. Used too often, and it gives companies and governments sufficient motivation to diversify their supply chains to less politically risky markets—­as the United States, Europe, and other nations are now beginning to do. Growing awareness of the political demands of China’s party-­state capitalism has also fostered suspicion among foreign government officials toward any economic dependence on China at all. The party’s failure to guide the country safely out of the pandemic also made Beijing’s audacity look more like hubris than wisdom.


The third trend, meanwhile, is the growing movement to take on U.S. tech monopolies and, more broadly, the growing belief since the Great Recession that the economy as currently structured is siphoning more and more resources into the hands of those who already wield great economic and political power, hollowing out the promises of democracy and leaving more and more Americans struggling to get by. Overall, American society seems to have stopped believing that an economic structure without democratic guardrails, either domestically or internationally, is worth perpetuating.


This offers a glimmer of hope that U.S. society and liberal democratic societies elsewhere might be able to formulate a set of responses to China’s authoritarian economic statecraft that neither carve the world into mutually exclusive economic blocs nor scapegoat people of Chinese heritage, but that, instead, embrace the solution: the belief that markets and economic structures need democratic intervention, both domestically and internationally.


Building a democratic economic statecraft is the most effective response to the challenge of China’s authoritarian economic statecraft. It is neoliberalism’s resistance to democratic intervention in economies that continues to stymie robust action to counter Beijing. The actions of the Chinese Communist Party are only one side of the coin. For the United States to challenge China’s capitalism-­powered authoritarianism, Americans will have to come to terms with the chameleon that is capitalism—­and, in doing so, come to terms with ourselves.


____________________


There are now numerous books on the threat posed by a rising China led by the Communist Party. But that literature is largely theoretical, examining how Beijing is covertly moving chess pieces to position itself for a future triumph. This book shows how those chess pieces, put into place years or even decades ago, were actually deployed during a major global crisis to serve the CCP’s narrow interests and in ways that affected just about every person in the world.


Throughout this book, I aim to bring a perspective that steers clear of partisanship and simplistic China bashing. Many, though certainly not all, right-­wing politicians in the United States have relied on careful research by respected analysts to sound the alarm about the Chinese Communist Party’s activities and goals. They had to face down the pro-­business interests within their own party to do so, and that took courage. But conservative leaders have also used inflated threat language and dismissed the legitimate concerns of Chinese Americans that some U.S. policies and rhetoric could victimize their communities. The deadly danger of such rhetoric became tragically clear as anti-­Asian violence in the United States spiked during the Covid-19 pandemic, including the March 2021 mass shooting in Atlanta in which a white man killed six women of Asian heritage.


Conservatives also tend to cast the U.S.–­China rivalry too strongly in black-­and-­white terms, in which the United States can do no wrong and China can do no right. That is a distortion. The Chinese government has accomplished many positive things; that’s a simple fact. And the United States has made many grave mistakes, both domestically and on the world stage. Any effective, predictive foreign policy paradigm must take both these realities into account.


But I also aim to avoid the simplistic America bashing and “what­aboutism” that sometimes masquerades as nuance among progressives. During the Trump administration, and persisting to a lesser extent into the Biden era, there was a persistent belief in left-­of-­center circles that the Chinese Communist Party couldn’t really be trying to supplant the United States or overturn the liberal rules-­based world order; that nothing Beijing did could possibly be as bad as Western imperialism; and that concerns over China’s covert political influence in democracies around the world were simply racism by another name. These beliefs do not hold up to fact-­based scrutiny.


U.S. progressives are often motivated by a desire to avoid repeating the previous excesses of U.S. foreign policy and to make the United States look at itself in the mirror before going on the offensive against perceived foes. Both these characteristics are admirable. But when taken too far, such an obsession with self-­criticism can result in dangerous policy paralysis, or even absolving autocratic regimes of their crimes. The Chinese Communist Party also preys on confusion and racism to discredit fact-­based arguments, complicating U.S. domestic narratives further. But there is a true north by which to orient oneself: At the end of the day, Beijing has agency and is responsible for its own behavior. No U.S. action has forced the CCP to make the choices it has made.


____________________


The pandemic gave the world a clear look at how the People’s Republic of China acts in a moment of global crisis. From this, we can draw five conclusions about China’s behavior as a superpower. First and most important, the Chinese government is willing to expand, at least implicitly, its conception of “core interests” to include major global issues that affect people far beyond China’s borders. This means that the party is willing to draw on its full arsenal of leverage, influence, charm, deception, and coercion to achieve narrow geopolitical goals that intersect with and may be detrimental to the national security and interests of many other nations, and to liberal democratic values at large. This point is the subject of much of this book’s inquiry.


Second, this extension of power comes with reputational costs that the party so far seems to have underestimated. In 2020, negative views of China and its leaders reached historic levels. Sixty-­one percent of respondents in fourteen advanced economies, including Australia, Canada, Japan, and Spain, a Pew survey published in October 2020 found, said that China had done a poor job at handling the coronavirus. Only the United States fared worse, with 84 percent of respondents saying the U.S. government mishandled the pandemic. This sense of disapproval also extended directly to the person of Xi Jinping. The same survey found that 78 percent of survey respondents across the same fourteen countries had little or no confidence in Xi to act correctly in world affairs, a dramatic rise in negative sentiment from previous years. The fact that China also saw a rise in xenophobia against foreigners living in the country didn’t help. Negative views of China have only continued to intensify. In a survey published in September 2022, the Pew Research Center found that unfavorable sentiment toward China under Xi Jinping had risen “precipitously” in advanced economies around the world.


Third, the Chinese Communist Party has created a model of domestic governance that can effectively achieve meaningful goals, sometimes in ways that outperform the United States’ own ailing political system. In order to fully understand both China and the direction the world may be heading, Western political leaders must preserve space within domestic debates for this fact to be discussed openly without accusing one another of being Communist sympathizers on the one hand or Cold War–mongers on the other.


Fourth, the United States and Europe cannot meet the public health needs of the entire globe. China’s recent advances in medicine, science, and technology and the country’s resulting ability to swiftly manufacture and export vaccines in large quantities saved many lives. But these invaluable contributions were undermined by the Chinese Communist Party’s worst impulses—­to withhold information and deny facts about the relative ineffectiveness of Chinese-­made vaccines and, occasionally, to use the vaccines as a form of geopolitical leverage, not just as passive and well-earned soft power. Xi Jinping’s zealotry in enforcing the zero-­Covid policy long past the period of its public health necessity also underscores how political logic can easily trump science in a dictatorship, with little recourse if the strongman cannot be convinced to change course.


Finally, all these conclusions offer lessons for future cooperation on major global issues such as climate change. If our species is to survive the catastrophic effects of global warming, the world needs all of China’s best qualities—­its emerging leadership in science and technology, its unparalleled ability to mobilize its population to overcome a crisis, and its ability to swiftly mass-­manufacture essential supplies. But the Chinese Communist Party’s worst impulses—­hiding failures, rebuffing inquiry, punishing loyal critics, and putting politics before science—­could also be our undoing. Only the Chinese people themselves can determine if the better angels of their government’s nature will shine through.
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THE RISE OF CHINA’S AUTHORITARIAN ECONOMIC STATECRAFT


Chester Osborn doesn’t exactly fit the profile of a prosperous winemaker. He has a long mop of unruly curls, a penchant for wearing outrageously multicolored shirts, and a boyish playfulness that belies his sixty-­one years; he once dressed for a photo shoot as a very convincing Willie Wonka.


But winemaking is in Osborn’s blood. He is the chief winemaker at d’Arenberg, a storied winemaker in McLaren Vale, one of Australia’s premier wine regions. The company was founded by his great-­grandfather Joseph Osborn in 1912 and has been run by four generations of the Osborn family. Osborn’s mother carried him around the winery at age two, and he knew from a young age that he would continue the family business. In 1984, he became its chief winemaker.


Known in the Australian wine world for his ebullient personality, Osborn tends to project a preternatural confidence about his professional endeavors. In 2016, as he was building a five-­story restaurant in the shape of a giant Rubik’s Cube on the d’Arenberg estate, he told The Drinks Business that it would become “the best restaurant in Australia.” The restaurant, opened in 2017 and known simply as “the Cube,” has certainly achieved national prominence, if not exactly universal admiration, and has even hosted a multimillion-­dollar Salvador Dalí art exhibition.


Osborn felt a similar optimism about d’Arenberg’s prospects in China. “China was our biggest market. We got up to about thirty importers, growing fast, with more wanting to come on board,” he said in a phone interview.


His confidence seemed well placed. Imported wine had first started to become popular in China in the late 1990s, as newly affluent urban Chinese saw it as a more sophisticated choice than the traditional baijiu, made from fermented sorghum. That’s when d’Arenberg first started selling in China, occupying the premium end of the market. By 2019, China’s wine market had become the fifth largest in the world, even though just 3 percent of the population consumed wine—­meaning the already huge market had enormous growth potential.


Australia’s wine exports to China had exploded following the signing of a free trade agreement between the two countries in 2015, which kicked off a gradual elimination of wine tariffs on both sides. According to data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, wine exports increased from approximately 70 million liters that year to more than 160 million liters in 2018. By 2020, the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences reported that the China market comprised 40 percent of the total value of Australian wine exports that year, easily surpassing the U.S. market, which comprised just 16 percent.


The possibilities offered by China’s huge wine market seemed limitless for d’Arenberg. In 2020, according to Osborn, the company made 11 percent of its sales, 20 percent of its revenue, and 30 percent of its profit in China. “There are a lot of thirsty people there,” Osborn said.


But in November 2020, Australia’s wine exports to China collapsed almost overnight, shaking even Osborn’s effusive confidence. It wasn’t because Chinese winemakers had started outcompeting foreign brands or because a change in people’s disposable incomes meant fewer people were buying wine that year. It wasn’t the pandemic-­related lockdowns or supply chain backlogs that did it, either. It wasn’t even a genuine trade dispute.


Rather, hundreds of Australian wine exporters like Osborn suddenly found themselves gazing into a revenue abyss because the Chinese government was trying to prevent independent scientific inquiry into the origins of the coronavirus pandemic—­and Australia’s wine industry was caught in the middle.


____________________


In mid-­February 2020, after the initial government cover-­up in the earliest stages of the pandemic, the Chinese government permitted a team of WHO scientists to enter China. The earliest moments were still obscure. Typically, in the case of a zoonotic spillover event—­meaning a virus that jumped from animal to human—­epidemiologists search for “patient zero” because that person can provide invaluable information about the virus and, crucially, how to prevent the next outbreak. The world had yet to learn how the virus that causes Covid-19 had infected humans.


“If we don’t know the source then we’re equally vulnerable in future to a similar outbreak, and understanding that source is a very important next step in the strategy,” Michael Ryan, an Irish epidemiologist serving as the World Health Organization’s emergencies director, said that month.


But, at every turn, the team was blocked from doing independent research. In the following months, the Chinese government continued to stymie researchers, hoard samples, and refuse to share complete data with the global scientific community.


By April 2020, the pandemic had already spread to dozens of countries, with 2.5 million infections and 177,500 deaths. It was then that Australian prime minister Scott Morrison decided to put his foot down. On April 23, he publicly called for an investigation into the origins of the coronavirus and recommended that WHO be given “weapons inspector” powers so that, in the case of future pandemics, it could enter countries forcibly without having to wait for an invitation. “We will need an independent inquiry that looks at what has occurred here,” he said at a press conference in Canberra. “We’d like the world to be safer when it comes to viruses . . . I would hope that any other nation, be it China or anyone else, would share that objective.” Australia sits on the World Health Organization’s executive board, and Morrison vowed to push for the investigation at the organization’s assembly meeting the next month.


It shouldn’t have been a controversial suggestion, but his announcement went off like a bomb in Beijing. “The so-­called independent inquiry proposed by Australia is in reality political manipulation,” Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Geng Shuang retorted the very same day. “We advise Australia to give up its ideological prejudices.”


Chen Jingye, China’s ambassador to Australia, implied a few days later that a boycott of Australian goods might be forthcoming. “Maybe the ordinary people will say ‘Why should we drink Australian wine? Eat Australian beef?’ ” he said in an interview published in the Australian Financial Review on April 26. Australian foreign minister Marisa Payne immediately denounced the statement as “economic coercion.”


Two weeks later, that coercion materialized: China banned meat from Australia’s four largest slaughterhouses. Then it placed 80 percent tariffs on Australian barley, effectively banning that import. Soon, more import barriers followed, targeting sugar, lobster, coal, copper ore, and cotton, with wine listed as another possible target. In November, China’s Ministry of Commerce announced preliminary anti-­dumping tariffs ranging from 107 percent to 212 percent on Australian wine. The tariffs were later confirmed by Chinese authorities in a final decision in March 2021.


These moves were widely understood to be retribution for Australia’s calls for an independent inquiry. China justified the tariffs by saying that Australian exporters were dumping products at below-­market prices and that the Australian government was subsidizing them. But there’s no evidence for this. In any case, Ambassador Chen had already telegraphed the real reason for the actions. They were in essence a form of authoritarian sanction, aimed not at upholding multilateral interests or the integrity of international institutions but, rather, intended to shut down scientific inquiry and legitimate criticism related to global public health.


On November 3, three days before the wine tariffs were announced, Beijing made that connection even clearer. The Chinese foreign ministry listed Morrison’s call for an independent international inquiry into the pandemic origins as one of China’s “Fourteen Grievances” against Australia, alongside Canberra’s criticism of China’s repression in Xinjiang and the ban on Huawei and ZTE from Australia’s 5G networks.


The tariffs decimated Australia’s wine exports to China, its biggest market. By December 2020, Australia exported just $9 million worth of wine to China, down from around $240 million year-­on-­year. By the end of 2020, China’s tariffs were estimated to have cost Australia $19 billion. And that was just the start. The value of wine exports to China remained at nearly zero throughout 2021.


Beijing responded to Morrison’s push for a coronavirus inquiry with such economic force because that push had collided with the Chinese Communist Party’s new core interest: to ensure that the party could not be blamed for the pandemic and to deter other countries from making that claim. China’s leaders had seemingly decided that the best way to counteract blame was to attempt to control the global narrative about the virus’s origins and to establish political control over the public health processes used to uncover basic scientific facts.


____________________


For more than two decades, as China’s economy has become increasingly intertwined with the international system, the Chinese Communist Party has studied how to leverage its rapidly expanding domestic market for geopolitical gain. In what could be viewed as a kind of de facto sanction, Chinese authorities at first started blocking market access to companies and organizations that promoted speech the party viewed as harmful to its core interests. One early visible result of China’s economic statecraft, thus, was pervasive censorship and self-­censorship among those who desired access to China’s markets—­leading some Western analysts to overlook or dismiss the trend as one merely affecting speech rather than other, more tangible forms of behavior. But as Beijing’s power and confidence have grown along with its economic and financial heft, China’s leaders have increasingly used market access and denial to shape state behavior, security outcomes, legal regimes, multilateral institutions, and performative allegiances on the global stage.


This strategy wouldn’t work for almost any other country. Deploying sanctions on a global scale to enforce a wide-­reaching set of norms requires an economy large enough that companies and governments around the world determine they have little choice but to pay the price of entry. Only the United States and now China currently gatekeep enough of the world’s riches to weaponize their economies in this way. But it’s a power that runs the risk, at least in theory, of becoming weaker if used too much. If the price of entry becomes too exorbitant for too long for too many parties, those parties may eventually band together to create alternatives.


To be sure, critics of Western sanctions abound. Some view Western sanctions as a violation of national sovereignty and have pointed especially to how the United States approached the “war on terror” by drawing on its international financial and economic dominance to enforce its domestic laws abroad, extending its extraterritorial reach. A total sanctions regime, such as that targeted at Iran, can harm innocent civilians without resulting in the desired change in government behavior. The U.S. government has sometimes even been guilty of the very same behavior for which it has sanctioned others—­the U.S. military invasion of Iraq without the United Nations’ approval comes to mind.


It may seem counterintuitive to claim, then, that U.S. economic statecraft has been characterized by a degree of political restraint. Nonetheless, this is the case. Generally speaking, the United States has used sanctions extensively but only for a limited number of reasons: to combat abuses of the international financial system such as terrorism funding, money laundering, and corruption; to combat weapons proliferation; to punish those who commit violent regime change or aggression against other countries that is illegal under international law; and to punish those who perpetrate gross human rights violations.


U.S. sanctions, in theory and largely in practice, are intended to uphold the integrity of the international financial system and certain multilateral red lines, not the raw “realpolitik” national interests of the United States. Generally speaking, the United States does not levy sanctions on foreign people or groups for criticizing U.S. policies in nonviolent ways, for organizing anti-­U.S. protests, or even for diplomatic efforts to reduce U.S. influence abroad. There have been exceptions, such as during the U.S. war on terror, when the definition of what comprised harboring terrorist sympathies became at times fuzzy and overly expansive. This is also not to say that the United States has never sought to push back against nonviolent anti-­Americanism abroad; the CIA’s history of political interventions proves otherwise. Rather, the point made here is that the United States has largely avoided direct economic coercion for basic acts of nonviolent political speech or organizing abroad.


The U.S. Treasury Department, in other words, does not freeze the assets of foreign citizens because of a tweet comparing the U.S. president to a cartoon character. The U.S. Commerce Department does not put a foreign pharmaceutical company on the federal Entity List because company executives comply with European sanctions prohibiting the export of drugs used for lethal injection in U.S. state executions, which in Europe is considered a human rights violation. The U.S. State Department does not systematically deny visas to foreign academics due to the ideological content of their research. The Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States does not make a habit of blocking foreign investment deals by companies whose executive leadership has criticized systemic racism in U.S. society. All these are examples of political restraint.


Under Trump, some of these norms did experience a degree of erosion. In September 2020, the U.S. Treasury Department levied sanctions against International Criminal Court chief prosecutor Fatou Bensouda and head of jurisdiction Phakiso Mochochoko, who were leading an investigation into potential war crimes committed by U.S. troops in Afghanistan. The two were added to Treasury’s “Specially Designated Nationals” list, which means that any of their assets in the United States or subject to U.S. law would be frozen. (In April 2021, the Biden administration ended these sanctions, calling them “inappropriate and ineffective” and reaffirming U.S. support for rule of law and accountability for mass atrocities.) But, largely, the exception proves the rule—­this kind of sanction is rare.


In contrast, China’s authoritarian economic statecraft is overtly and intentionally “politics first.” It is the opposite of political restraint. The primary purpose of its growing state control over both domestic and international economic activity is not to achieve purely economic goals but, rather, to promote the political bottom lines of the Chinese Communist Party, as narrowly defined by the party’s self-­interest rather than by a set of universal principles it believes will make the world a more decent place.


But China does not enjoy dominance of the international financial system, and the renminbi (RMB) is not the world’s reserve currency, as is the dollar. Instead, what China has is its markets, its companies, and its capital. The party is using China’s markets to create what is, in essence, its own heavily political sanctions regime.


Beijing views the dominance of the U.S. dollar, as well as the international banking system, as a key source of U.S. power and hegemony. But leaders in Beijing know that China won’t be able to overtake the U.S. dollar anytime soon. And, indeed, they don’t necessarily want to. For the RMB to become one of the world’s great reserve currencies, they would have to relinquish their control of it, and they don’t want to.


Without massive influence over the international banking system or control of the world’s most important currency, China can’t use the international financial system to enforce its own laws abroad, as the United States has done to fight terrorism and, especially under Trump, to enforce its sanctions on Iran. So China’s leaders have instead used gatekeeping power over the country’s economy to accomplish a similar end.


Beijing typically reserves the sharpest tools of its economic statecraft for what it defines as its “core interests,” a once-­static list that included the basic legitimacy of the Communist Party and the three taboo Ts: Taiwan, Tibet, and the Tiananmen Square Massacre. But in recent years, the concept of core interests expanded to include any issue of territorial sovereignty, including Hong Kong, Xinjiang, at times the South China Sea, and now, at least informally, the narrative surrounding the origins of the novel coronavirus pandemic—­the first time the party has appeared to treat as a core interest an issue with direct implications for everyone in the world. Though there are many examples in human history of rulers using economic coercion to force their political will on others, such a project has never been attempted in such a systematic and global way and to explicitly subvert existing liberal democratic counter-­norms.


The party’s turn toward economic statecraft as a global strategy did not occur in a vacuum. It was carefully calibrated to take advantage of the vulnerabilities resulting from the U.S.-­led global advent of neoliberal policies—­and, more broadly, to make use of China’s full membership in an ever-­developing global order not originally intended to accommodate a powerful illiberal peer. A system in which the “primary regulator of social interests is the marketplace,” as Sitaraman has described neoliberalism, has few defenses when the marketplace itself has become a mechanism for direct political influence by an authoritarian superpower.


____________________


When did China first grasp how effectively it could flex its economic power against the West? As early as the late 1990s, even before China’s entry into the World Trade Organization dramatically amplified its global economic engagement, the party had already used the promise of its market to tame Hollywood, one of America’s preeminent instruments of soft power projection.


The last time major Hollywood studios made movies that presented a vulnerable group as the victim of Chinese government aggression was in 1997, with two films about Tibet. With the first, Seven Years in Tibet, starring Brad Pitt, the Chinese government responded by imposing a five-­year ban on Columbia TriStar, the production company that made the film. The second film, Disney’s Kundun, directed by Martin Scorsese and portraying the life of the Dalai Lama, resulted in a ban on Disney films until CEO Michael Eisner traveled to Beijing to apologize for the film, telling party officials that it had been a “stupid mistake.” There have been no further motion pictures from major studios featuring Tibet or its exiled spiritual leader. These responses from Chinese authorities broadcast a clear message that cast a chill over the U.S. movie industry.


The allure of the Chinese box office has only grown since. The number of Chinese cinemagoers grew rapidly in the 2010s and was projected to soon surpass the U.S. market. That moment arrived in October 2020, as American movie theaters were shuttered due to Covid-19 restrictions while China’s effective coronavirus response saw Chinese cinemas packed with moviegoers.


Beijing has wielded this power skillfully, rejecting all films that don’t portray China as the party wishes. The result has been silence from Hollywood on the realities of Chinese Communist Party rule and, increasingly, a requirement that China’s government, military, and territorial claims be featured in a proactively positive way.


“For 10 years, you haven’t seen any bad Chinese guys” in films from major U.S. studios, Schuyler Moore, a partner at Los Angeles–­based law firm Greenberg Glusker, which focuses on the entertainment industry, observed. “If I saw a script with an anti-­Chinese theme, I would advise my client that that film would never be released in China.”


In an eerily prescient precursor to the events of 2020, the makers of the 2013 zombie flick World War Z changed the location of the origin of the zombie epidemic from China, as portrayed in the original book, to North Korea. The book’s author, Max Brooks, who had long been interested in infection and disease, had written the book in part as a warning about the dangers of China’s Communist Party; in the novel, the CCP covers up the early zombie outbreak, enabling it to spread globally. “When I was thinking up an origin story for my fictional pandemic, it wasn’t enough to choose a country with a massive population or a rapidly modernizing transportation network,” Brooks wrote in February 2020, after the Covid-19 pandemic had begun. “I needed an authoritarian regime with strong control over the press. Smothering public awareness would give my plague time to spread, first among the local population, then into other nations. By the time the rest of the world figured out what was going on, it would be too late.”


“Sound familiar?” Brooks added.


This isn’t all bad news. Hollywood’s frequent portrayals of Russians, Muslims, and others as antagonists have resulted in harmful stereotypes and contributed to pervasive Islamophobia. “From my perspective, the fact that we don’t have Chinese villains in Hollywood films is a good thing,” noted Aynne Kokas, assistant professor of media studies at the University of Virginia and author of the book Hollywood Made in China. “It’s deeply dehumanizing when certain groups become the target of villainy.” The Soviet Union, modern-­day Russia, and Middle Eastern nations have lacked the ability to prevent U.S. film studios from associating their citizens with evil. In that sense, China’s economic statecraft, when exercised in this manner, provides a tangible example of how government power can be wielded to protect its citizens.


Hollywood is a particularly prominent case study of how the party has used denial of market access to control the speech of private corporations in democratic countries, but there are many others. In the past twenty years, company after company has succumbed as Beijing has dangled in front of them the glittering riches of a market size of 1.4 billion. Google, LinkedIn, Apple, Marriott, Mercedes-­Benz, Zara, United Airlines, and the National Basketball Association—­all have acceded to censorship demands or apologized with great contrition after the release of a tweet or a survey or a map that didn’t fully align with the Chinese Communist Party’s priorities, swearing to avoid such “mistakes” in the future.


China’s messaging on this has been so clear and so consistent, and the punishments so harsh—­the NBA is estimated to have lost two hundred million dollars in revenue after Houston Rockets manager Daryl Morey tweeted in support of the 2019 Hong Kong protests—­and the financial rewards of access to the Chinese market so great that acquiescence to Beijing’s red lines is now automatic for many corporations with business interests there. The NBA is no longer banned in China as of March 2022.


But it’s a misunderstanding to view the taming of Hollywood and other corporate speech as simply extraterritorial censorship. A more predictive framework is to see censorship and self-­censorship as an early manifestation of China’s growing ability to use market access to change behavior of many kinds—­a process that is gradually coalescing to form a comprehensive and codified foundation of China’s international power.


For more than a decade, Beijing has used tariffs, de facto bans, and other economic measures to punish foreign governments for political actions that displeased China’s leaders. After the Norwegian Nobel Committee awarded Liu Xiaobo the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010, salmon exports to China, an important market for a key Norwegian industry, fell dramatically as fish shipments rotted at Chinese ports for weeks, denied entry due to sudden and unexplained bureaucratic red tape. Chinese authorities never formally acknowledged this block, but Norwegian salmon exports did not return to pre–­Nobel Prize levels until the two countries resumed diplomatic ties in 2016, when Norway stated that it “attaches high importance to China’s core interests and major concerns” and “will not support actions that undermine them.” An article in the Global Times published at the time wrote explicitly about the Chinese government’s behavior, even referring to the block on salmon exports as “sanctions,” writing, “The sanctions on Norway that lasted for six years have demonstrated China’s firm determination against any external intervention into China’s internal affairs.”


The Chinese government has used economic measures to punish governments for defending their territorial claims against incursions by Chinese-­flagged vessels in the South China Sea. In 2012, China blocked banana imports from the Philippines and limited Chinese tourism there amid a standoff between Chinese fishing vessels and the Philippine Navy over the contested Scarborough Shoal, a resource-­rich reef located within the Philippines’ exclusive economic zone, where international law gives the Philippines the right to exploit maritime resources. China claims the Scarborough Shoal and most of the expansive South China Sea in which it is located. Chinese authorities said the bananas had an insect infestation, though the customs authorities in Japan and South Korea reported no such issue with banana shipments from the Philippines.


The lesson that Philippine government officials learned from this experience was to avoid becoming overly reliant on economic ties with China. “We need to intensify our efforts to diversify our trade with other countries,” Arsenio Balisacan, the country’s economic planning secretary, told reporters at the time. “Whether or not this event with China occurred, we should have been diversifying our exports.”


Beijing used a panoply of similar measures to punish numerous sectors of the South Korean economy for the country’s deployment of THAAD (Terminal High-­Altitude Area Defense), a U.S. missile defense system first announced in 2016. Both the United States and South Korea said the advanced missile system was intended to deter North Korea, but its technical capabilities could be used against China as well—­a fact that led Beijing to vehemently oppose the system’s deployment. For much of 2017, Chinese authorities shuttered most of South Korean retail conglomerate Lotte Mart’s 112 retail stores in China due to what they claimed were fire safety concerns after a U.S. missile defense system was installed on what had been Lotte-­owned land. Retaliations against Lotte weren’t the only economic measure Beijing implicitly used to punish South Korea for installing the missile defense system. K-­pop bands were denied entry to China to perform at their own concerts, streaming platforms blocked the popular music, and Chinese tourist companies froze group travel to South Korea.


The South Korean government provided some tax relief for companies that sustained financial losses due to economic pressure from Chinese authorities and state-­fanned boycotts, but no other assistance, leaving companies to deal with the Chinese market largely alone. This failure suggests that, in the future, South Korean firms may assess an even higher level of political risk for engaging in any action that might be perceived to challenge China’s core interests—­and possibly lobby their government to avoid taking future actions that could engender a similar response from Beijing.


The CCP has also pushed international corporations to continue buying and selling products made through Uyghur forced labor, an attempt to bestow international legitimacy to the Chinese government’s colonial and genocidal aims in Xinjiang and to erode the power of existing human rights laws and conventions. But after H&M, Nike, and other companies began to issue public statements disavowing the use of Xinjiang 
cotton—­an industry especially tainted by coerced labor—­China’s heavily censored internet erupted in outrage. H&M products disappeared from e-­commerce platforms, and H&M stores were removed from navigation apps. Chinese celebrities cut ties with H&M; one stated that “the country’s interests are above all.” In the following months, H&M’s sales in China dropped 23 percent from the previous year. The boycotts of Nike, Boss, H&M, and other international clothing retailers in 2021 further demonstrate that Beijing increasingly demands actions, not just speech, that are in line with its core interests.


China’s coercive policies even extend to the skies. The Chinese government has threatened to physically close off its airspace to airlines if they don’t comply with certain demands. In August 2019, the Civil Aviation Administration of China, the country’s airlines regulator, warned Hong Kong–­based carrier Cathay Pacific that any employees who “support or take part in illegal protests, violent actions, or overly radical behaviour” would not be permitted to enter China’s airspace—­resulting in a spate of terminations. By October 1, 2019, according to one tally, at least twenty-­six Cathay Pacific employees were fired for support of the protests.


Taiwan, as one of the party’s longtime core interests, remains a top target of China’s evolving economic statecraft. Beijing has sought to use economic tools to stave off international political engagement with Taiwan, including visits by politicians to the self-­governing democracy. Klavir Petrof, a Czech piano company founded in 1864, found itself facing de facto Chinese sanctions for this reason. In a diplomatic letter dated January 10, 2020, China threatened retaliation against Czech companies if a senior Czech politician carried out his stated plans to travel to Taiwan. After a second Czech official visited Taiwan in August, China made good on that threat. A Chinese company suspended a $23.8 million order of the Czech-­made pianos, which was reported in the Global Times as a “natural business response” to the “provocation of the Czech senate speaker’s visit to China’s Taiwan in August.” This was potentially devastating for the company, which relies heavily on the Chinese market; in 2020, Klavir Petrof sold around five thousand pianos in China, producing revenue that comprised 38 percent of its annual profit. A Czech billionaire intervened and bought the pianos himself.


China is also using its economic heft to construct a sphere of influence through its Belt and Road Initiative, in which it offers infrastructure loans and investment to numerous countries in tacit exchange for their support of Beijing’s geopolitical objectives. A good example of this is how, in a set of opposing letters sent to the UN Human Rights Council regarding China’s imposition of a draconian national security law on Hong Kong, forty-­three of the fifty-­three countries that had expressed support for Beijing were included in the Belt and Road Initiative, while the twenty-­seven countries that had criticized China’s repression in Hong Kong were almost without exception not involved. This initiative is global, complex, and sweeping, though less innovative than the party’s weaponization of market access; trading aid for influence or local resource rights is hardly new.


These examples of China’s economic statecraft all share one key feature: They were deployed to defend what the CCP sees as its core interests, which traditionally included issues of national or territorial sovereignty—­anything relating to Tibet, Taiwan, the South China Sea, or Xinjiang, for
example—­or very nearby issues of obvious military security, such as the deployment of THAAD systems in South Korea.


For years, people whose work intersects with China’s core interests have observed this phenomenon and sounded the alarm. In 2016, Mongolia hosted the Dalai Lama but publicly distanced itself from the Tibetan spiritual leader shortly thereafter when China closed a key border crossing and halted loan negotiations with its capital, Ulan Bator. Tibet historian Robert J. Barnett called the incident “part of a near-­global collapse in diplomatic capacity to handle certain kinds of pressure from China”—­a warning that predated by several years Washington’s recognition of this type of pressure.


But warnings about China’s growing ability to translate economic power into political and diplomatic heft went largely unheeded by the international community because it was believed that the party’s core interests, while obnoxiously defended, would remain narrowly defined. It was certainly unfortunate for the small number of Tibetans, or Uyghurs, or Taiwanese, or Hong Kongers, or Chinese pro-­democracy activists in the world, the thinking went, but it simply wasn’t an issue of global concern.


Western ethnocentrism may have played a part in our collective blindness as well. To many people in Washington, London, Brussels, and elsewhere, it simply felt impossible to believe that any non-­Western government could actually succeed at imposing its geopolitical interests through such means, and thus, there was little cause for concern. Who would have believed, twenty years ago, that Hollywood could no longer make movies that China’s party censors nixed? Or that Hugo Boss, facing a nationalist backlash in China, would hastily reassure its Chinese customers that it would absolutely continue using Xinjiang cotton despite European laws against forced labor in supply chains?
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