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    Preface

    When I arrived in Bangkok in 1998, to work first at a local newspaper and later for international publications, I had not thought much about China’s influence in Thailand—or in the world. In fact, I was shocked by how Americanized Bangkok seemed, and worried that I would find the city not enough of an exotic experience: as it had been for five decades, the United States was the primary foreign influence on culture, business, and politics in Bangkok. Parts of the Thai capital, with their flashy malls and hip cafés, seemed little different from Chelsea in New York or Dupont Circle in Washington. Bangkok billboards advertised endless rows of fast food chains, like Swen-sen’s, that had vanished from most of the United States and been revived in Thailand.

    Overall, America’s popular image was strong—in Thailand and nearly everywhere else I traveled in Asia. If I told a Thai taxi driver I hailed from the United States, he’d praise Bill Clinton, beloved in Bangkok for both his success with women and his foreign policies. American politicians and diplomats received a level of treatment and access in Bangkok offered no one else, except perhaps Japanese prime ministers. Wealthy Thai friends constantly asked how to get their children into American universities, and societies of Thai alumni of the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies met monthly at a Thai-Chinese diner near my house. Thai friends knew more about American rap and Seinfeld episodes than I did, and American films and music dominated Bangkok malls.

    But while I was living in Bangkok, America’s image began to suffer, and I noticed China entering the picture. For decades, China had enjoyed a limited relationship with Thailand—and almost no relationship with much of the world. But after Thailand’s economy melted down in the late 1990s, triggering the Asian financial crisis, the United States initially did not help bail Thailand out, causing intense resentment among average Thais and Thai leaders, and forcing people to look to other powers. By 1999, when I told cab drivers I came from America, they would complain that the United States had ignored the Thais or would refuse even to speak with me. Thai protesters had started smashing up 7-Elevens and other signs of American business; after September 11 and the beginning of the war in Iraq, America’s public image in Thailand would bottom out. Polls in other parts of Asia would suggest that the United States had become more unpopular than crazed North Korea, that Osama bin Laden was more popular than George W. Bush.

    By early 20011 had started noticing busloads of Chinese tourists pulling up to Bangkok hotels and delegations of hundreds of Chinese businesspeople decamping in town to sign deals. China’s diplomats suddenly were everywhere, fluent in Thai, opening new consulates and centers for Chinese studies across the country. Many of my Thai friends now wanted to learn Chinese, language teachers were opening Chinese schools throughout the Bangkok business district, and it seemed like every prominent Thai businessperson wanted to appear on television with Chinese officials. China was becoming Thailand’s most important trading partner.

    Yet when I asked Thai officials how China had so quickly become popular in Thailand, how China was building its relations to Thailand, few seemed to know anything concrete about China’s strategy or goals. I could find almost no statistics, reporting, or academic papers about what appeared to be China’s new charm offensive, or about how average Thais perceived their giant neighbor.

    Over the following years, I watched as China repeated its successes in Thailand in first its near neighbors in Asia and then in countries far from China’s borders, like Zambia and Argentina. Emerging from a shell of defensive diplomacy dating back decades, China suddenly was engaging with the world, wooing friends with a subtle, softer approach, and using its popularity to make gains, even as America’s popularity around the world was plummeting. In Africa, newly popular China was winning oil and gas deals; in Latin America, China was signing strategic partnerships; in the Philippines, Chinese films were making inroads against American movies.

    Three years ago, I started quizzing policy makers in Washington about China’s new global influence, its soft power. I got mostly blank stares in return. Some asked me to brief them about the topic, and I realized that many policy makers had missed China’s growing soft power. Used to dealing with the stiff, unsophisticated Chinese diplomats and officials of the past, few had anticipated this more nuanced and effective Chinese diplomacy. No one had any idea about the size of China’s aid programs, or how China trained its diplomats, or how people in other countries responded to Chinese cultural exports—or whether China could use soft power to achieve any concrete goals.

    Even the conservative American policy makers most skeptical of China, I found, had spent little time examining soft power. At a major 2005 conference held in Singapore, Donald Rumsfeld warned that China’s military modernization threatened countries across Asia, and questioned why China needed to upgrade its military if not to dominate the region. Yet though Beijing is rapidly modernizing its armed forces, China’s army and nascent navy cannot yet match the mighty American armed forces: the People’s Liberation Army still relies too heavily on conscripts, wastes time studying useless political doctrine, and spends less than $80 billion per year on its military, in contrast to America’s more than $400 billion annual budget. Still, I found few American defense officials who had considered how China’s softer forms of influence might change countries’ views of China—and thus might reshape US-Chinese competition.

    Too often, I found, official Washington, whether focused on China’s military or stuck remembering China’s old blunt, gray diplomacy, simply had disregarded the gravity of China’s growing soft power, or America’s soft power deficit. During a luncheon I attended in Washington three years ago for the American ambassador to Thailand, attendees sat through questions about US software manufacturing in Bangkok, piracy protection for American firms, and other business issues. Finally, one person asked about recent unrest in southern Thailand, where America closed its consulate years ago—and where a resurgence of sectarian violence had made the area a hotbed of extremism. The ambassador mentioned that the United States was still trying to exert influence in the south and had opened a small “American corner” in southern Thailand, where Thais could come learn about the United States. “What happened to the US consulate in Songkhla?” a southern Thai city, asked someone else in the audience. The ambassador paused. “It’s the Chinese consulate now,” he said.

    This book represents an effort to fill that gap in knowledge about China’s soft power and increasingly sophisticated diplomacy, which will transform international relations. I have spent the past two years in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, trying on the ground to figure out exactly how China wields its soft power today—and why it matters, for the United States and other nations, that China is amassing this influence.

    The stakes are high. No one has experience with today’s China as a global player, or a model for how Beijing will perform on the international stage. In a short period of time, China appears to have created a systematic, coherent soft power strategy, and a set of soft power tools to implement that strategy. Through those tools—particularly its public diplomacy and its growing aid and trade—it has developed significant influence, though it is still in a honeymoon period in which many nations have not recognized the downsides of Beijing’s new power.

    As China has become a global presence, it has taken steps to wield its soft influence responsibly, joining multilateral institutions, supporting peacekeeping, powering economic growth in Latin America and Africa, and fighting drug and human trafficking. China even has begun to mediate other nations’ conflicts and apply pressure on dangerous countries, a step from the recent past, when China avoided any involvement in other states’ domestic politics.

    Yet as China has become more powerful it has begun exporting its own domestic problems. Chinese companies’ poor labor and environmental records and opaque business practices now are arriving in Zambia and Peru along with Chinese investment. China’s lack of political openness and its state-centered model of development are strengthening unstable authoritarian regimes from Sudan to Burma to Uzbekistan. Its aid policies are undermining efforts to support better governance for nations from Angola to Cambodia.

    Perhaps most important, China’s soft power could have a significant impact on American interests. When China discovers that its own interests—in obtaining resources, or in building ties to certain countries—do not overlap with America’s, it now has the tools to win friends to its side. And as the United States remains unpopular in many parts of the world, China finds willing partners. In the worst-case scenario, China eventually will use soft power to push countries to choose between closer ties to Washington and closer ties to Beijing.
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I

    Courting the World

    In October 2003 President George W. Bush arrived in Australia for his first visit Down Under, part of a presidential tour of the Pacific. Bush, who enjoyed a warm relationship with Australian Prime Minister John Howard and planned to scarf down some Australian-style barbecue, seemed excited to be there. For many American presidents, after all, Australia had served as friendly territory; for more than five decades, Australia had counted itself among the United States’ closest friends, and Canberra and Washington had signed a formal treaty alliance. Australian grunts fought and died alongside American troops in the jungles of World War II’s Pacific theater. During the Cold War, Washington viewed Australia as one of the outposts of freedom in a region threatened by communism, and in Korea and Vietnam, Australian soldiers once again fought alongside American troops. In the Iraq War, Australian troops were serving with the US military, and Howard repeatedly had refused any opportunities to remove the Australian forces from Iraq.

    Bush would find the country familiar. In previous decades, as Australia had abandoned some of its traditional ties to Britain, it had developed closer cultural links to the United States. Australian entertainers like Nicole Kidman and Heath Ledger increasingly migrated to the United States for work, while American film, music, and books came to dominate Australian theaters, radio stations, and reading lists. Students from elite American universities chose Australia as a study-abroad destination, in part because Australia seemed so familiar.

    When Bush landed in Australia, though, his enthusiasm must have quickly melted. Even before Bush arrived, thousands of demonstrators planned to greet him with protests in Sydney, Canberra, and other Australian cities against the White House’s supposedly unilateral foreign policies, including its decision to invade Iraq. When Bush touched down, the demonstrations began, including marches on the American embassy, where protesters scuffled with police, and mock trials of the American president for his supposed human rights abuses. Some of the protesters crossed over from anger toward the American president to broader anti-Americanism, condemning US culture and values, and even average Americans as arrogant and disdainful of the world.1

    Protected by an enormous security cocoon, Bush planned to address the Australian Parliament. But Bush could barely get rolling on his speech—in which he planned to tell the story of how American and Australian World War II troops together saved Australia from Japanese invasion—before Australian senators began heckling him. Two senators from Australia’s Green Party yelled at Bush, screaming that America should follow international law and stop human rights abuses like those at the US prison compound at Guantánamo Bay. “Respect Australia. . . . If you respect the world’s laws, the world will respect you,” one senator shouted, forcing Bush to halt his speech and gamely quip, “I love free speech” as police pushed the senator-hecklers out of the chamber. Bush completed his speech and left the chamber—where protesters greeted him with a chorus of boos.2

    Only days later, Australia offered Chinese president Hu Jintao a vastly different welcome, as the Chinese head of state became the first Asian leader to address Australia’s Parliament. While Bush had visited Canberra for less than a day, Hu toured Australia like a hero. Though China’s human rights abuses, like its religious repression and arbitrary trials, dwarf America’s supposed crimes, like Guantánamo detentions, fewer Australians than expected protested against Hu. Even Australian Tibet campaigners, normally angry about China’s treatment of Tibetans, went out of their way to be polite to Hu. One Tibet group purchased a full-page advertisement in a leading Australian newspaper telling Hu, “We welcome you to Australia and wish you a successful and pleasant visit.”3

    Few members of Parliament disturbed Hu as he unleashed a windy paean to the future of Australian-Chinese ties. Australia’s business community feted the Chinese president at one lavish meal after another, where Australian politicians like Foreign Minister Alexander Downer lauded China, telling audiences, “China’s rise is creating new opportunities.… China’s industrial rise is clearly a major boon for the region.”4 Downer continued with his fulsome praise, saying, “Australian businesses need to understand . . . the very great goodwill there is in China towards Australia.” Before Hu left, the two nations signed a framework for a future free trade deal.

    Australia’s responses to the Bush and Hu visits reflected shifts in Australian public opinion. Only twenty years ago, Australia viewed China as coldly as it greeted American warmly. Australia itself had only begun to allow in waves of Asian immigrants, after trying to maintain its European character under the White Australia policy of immigration. Though China in the mid-1980s was opening its economy, many Australian opinion leaders and average citizens still viewed Cold War–era Beijing as a communist threat, a nation that had sponsored leftist movements in nations around Australia. Australian politicians won domestic support by claiming that Australia should ignore Asia, and Australia traded little with China, still an extremely poor country.

    Precisely because Australia has been such a close US ally and so suspicious of China, the Hu visit and the results of a poll taken in early 2005 by the Lowy Institute, a respected Australian research organization, shocked Washington. In the Lowy survey, barely more than half the Australians polled had positive feelings about the United States, though 84 percent viewed Japan positively and 86 percent viewed the United Kingdom positively. Worse, 57 percent of Australians thought that America’s foreign policies were a potential threat—equivalent to the percentage of Australians worried about the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. This despite the fact that in 2002 a massive bomb in Bali, Indonesia, allegedly planted by radical Islamists killed more than two hundred people, most of them Australians.5 In the same Lowy Institute poll, nearly 70 percent of Australians viewed China positively. Lest anyone think that was an aberration, another study showed that more than 50 percent of Australians supported a proposed free trade agreement with China, while only 34 percent supported such a pact with the United States.

    The transformation of China’s image in Australia, from pariah as recently as the 1980s to close friend today, seemed remarkable. Yet the transformation is hardly unique. Since the middle of the 1990s, China has started to become an international power, a nation with global foreign policy ambitions. In fact, China may become the first nation since the fall of the Soviet Union that could seriously challenge the United States for control of the international system.

    As Beijing has looked outside its borders, it has altered its image across much of the globe, from threat to opportunity, from danger to benefactor. This transformation has allowed China to suggest to the world that it can be a great power. The sea change has been most dramatic among developing countries, the group of nations with lower standards of living than the United States, Europe, Canada, Japan, and other major industrial powers, though it is noticeable even in some developed nations like South Korea and Australia. But it is in the developing nations where China, itself a developing country, has made major inroads in transforming its image.

    This transformation is due to a range of factors, including some beyond Beijing’s control. But it is due largely to China’s growing soft power, which has emerged as the most potent weapon in Beijing’s foreign policy arsenal. More than a decade ago, the Harvard academic Joseph Nye invented a concept he called soft power—a concept that then entered foreign policy discourse. As Nye explained, “soft power rests on the ability to shape the preferences of others.… It is leading by example and attracting others to do what you want.” “If I can get you to do what I want, then I do not have to use carrots or sticks to make you do it,” Nye wrote.6 This attractiveness could be called a nation’s “brand,” and it can be conveyed through various means, including a country’s popular and elite culture, its public diplomacy (government-funded programs intended to influence public opinion abroad), its businesses’ actions abroad, international perception of its government’s policies, and the gravitational pull of a nation’s economic strength, among other factors.

    When Nye coined the term soft power, he excluded elements like investment and trade and formal diplomacy and aid—elements he considered more concrete carrots and sticks. “Soft power is not merely the same as influence,” Nye wrote. “After all, influence can also rest on the hard power of threats or payments.” Nye focused purely on the attractiveness of a nation’s brand, of its values and ideals and norms.7

    But soft power has changed. In the context of China, both the Chinese government and many nations influenced by China enunciate a broader idea of soft power than did Nye. For the Chinese, soft power means anything outside of the military and security realm, including not only popular culture and public diplomacy but also more coercive economic and diplomatic levers like aid and investment and participation in multilateral organizations—Nye’s carrots and sticks. Indeed, Beijing offers the charm of a lion, not of a mouse: it can threaten other nations with these sticks if they do not help China achieve its goals, but it can offer sizable carrots if they do.

    Soft power can be “high,” directed at elites in a country, or “low,” aimed at the general public. It can stem from governments and nongovernmental actors—businesspeople and Peace Corps volunteers and pop music stars, as well as politicians and leaders. Nongovernmental actors do not necessarily operate in concert with the state, and no state can be said to have a completely coherent foreign policy. In addition, it can sometimes be difficult to separate elements of soft power and elements of hard, military or security power. In China’s case, as we will see, Beijing sometimes uses its soft power to assist in harder goals.

    Still, a government’s broad strategies can boost its soft power, and it is possible that an authoritarian government may be better able to direct coordinated strategies than a democratic one. Think about how American policies were perceived abroad and how they made Washington popular across the world after the Second World War, smoothing the way for American soft actors to wield unrivaled influence. In the 1940s, the United States rebuilt Europe through the Marshall Plan while simultaneously creating a web of international institutions, like the United Nations, to help create a global order that could solve conflicts without resorting to world war. These policies proved highly popular in Europe, and the popularity of the United States helped American companies, from Coca-Cola to McDonald’s, colonize the Continent.

    Or look at the reverse—American soft power assisted in the promotion of US policies during the Cold War, when America’s popular appeal made it easier for leaders in democratic Western Europe to follow Washington’s lead. In 1953 the US government created the United States Information Agency to oversee American public diplomacy, and USIA oversaw a radio broadcasting effort, Voice of America, which helped sway foreign opinion, building support for American policies. During the early years of the Cold War, the US government, along with private foundations and American universities, also created programs for Soviet writers, scientists, artists, and other elites to visit the United States.8 Many of these visitors, awed by America’s cultural freedom, returned to the USSR and became advocates of reform and liberalism efforts promoted by the United States, efforts that eventually helped bring down the Soviet Union.

    American soft power helped win the Cold War in other Eastern Bloc states. As Nye writes, the Czech film director Milos Forman says that when Czechoslovakia’s communist government allowed screenings of the US film Twelve Angry Men, which portrays a negative view of the American judiciary, Czech intellectuals thought, “If that country can make this kind of thing. . . that country must have a pride and must have an inner strength, and must be strong enough and must be free.”9 Enthralled by the film, and convinced of America’s moral strength, many Czechs went on to tacitly support America’s Eastern Bloc policies during the Cold War and then become a leading US ally after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

    China now can wield this kind of soft power, and may use it to remake the world. China’s policies could make it easier for Chinese actors, from language schools to business-people to Chinese pop stars, to have an impact on the ground. And China’s new benign image, in places from Australia to Argentina, will help Beijing execute its foreign policy more successfully.

    Since the mid-1990s, the response to Beijing’s soft power has been overwhelming. In Thailand, formally a US ally, former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra announced that China is one of the two “most important countries for Thailand’s diplomacy,” and Thailand is negotiating a partnership with China that could approximate its long alliance with the United States. Local opinion polls show that more than 70 percent of Thais now consider China Thailand’s closest friend.10

    Across Southeast Asia, in fact, elites and populaces in most nations see China as a constructive actor—and, potentially, as the preeminent regional power. Most scholars define Southeast Asia, a region of some 600 million people, as Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei, Singapore, the Philippines, Indonesia, and the new nation of East Timor. These countries were not part of British India, which today comprises modern South Asia. Nor, with the exception of parts of Vietnam, were they part of imperial China, as Mongolia and parts of modern-day Korea were at times.11

    Still, many Southeast Asian nations share common borders with China, and nearly all have enjoyed long histories of trade and diplomatic interaction with China. During the height of imperial China, the Chinese court sent fifty vessels per year to trade with Southeast Asia. In some Southeast Asian states, like modern-day Singapore, this interaction and Chinese migration left an ethnic Chinese majority. In other Southeast Asian states like Malaysia and the Philippines and Indonesia, where the majority of people come from an ethnic Malay background, the Chinese migrants still constitute a sizable minority of the population.

    But the response to China’s soft power extends beyond Southeast Asia. Outside of the United States and Japan, far fewer world leaders than ten years ago question China’s rise. Polls show that people in Africa and Latin America now have more positive feelings toward China than toward the United States, while ten thousand African professionals will head to China each year for postgraduate training. A 2005 British Broadcasting Corporation poll of average people in twenty-two nations across several continents found nearly all believed that China plays a more positive role in the world than does the United States.12

    China also has been able to use soft power to get what it wants. Nations from Venezuela to Uzbekistan have proven increasingly willing to work with China, whether that means Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez vowing to reorient his massive oil industry toward Beijing and away from America, or Uzbek leader Islam Karimov tossing US forces out of bases in his country. Countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America have increasingly cut off even their informal ties to Taiwan, which Beijing claims is a province of China.

    This rise coincides with a sharp decline in America’s soft power: in a recent poll of twenty-one nations commissioned by the British Broadcasting Corporation, only one-third of people polled wanted American values to spread in their nation, a sign of the world’s disdain for the United States. This decline began in the Clinton 1990s and has spiraled further downward in the Bush 2000s, as cuts in American public diplomacy, scandals in American corporations, new restrictions on entering the United States, misguided trade policies, a retreat from multilateral institutions, and human rights abuses in Iraq, Guantánamo Bay, and other places have combined to undermine the allure of America’s ideas, values, and models. As Andrew Moravcsik, a scholar specializing in European-US relations, admits, “Not only do others not share America’s self-regard, they no longer aspire to emulate the country’s social and economic achievements.”13 In other words, while once it seemed like everyone dreamed of being an American, from Eastern European anticommunists to students in Burma to liberals in China itself, today that dream may be dying.

    It is in Southeast Asia where one can most easily notice Beijing’s new soft power. Beijing first concentrated its charm on the region, before broadening its efforts to Africa and Latin America and the Middle East. Such a strategy makes sense. China’s nearest neighborhood, Southeast Asia boasts nearly twenty million ethnic Chinese and has long historical, economic, and cultural ties to China. For a China still flexing its strength as an international power, Southeast Asia presents an opportunity. Perhaps, as a young United States once did in the Western Hemisphere, China could make the region its own—a Chinese Monroe Doctrine for Southeast Asia would make Beijing the major influence over regional affairs and reduce US alliances in the region.14

    Because Southeast Asia is the first region where China has unleashed its soft power, it also offers a vital window into how China will act as its influence grows. In some respects, China’s new assertiveness is only natural. Between AD 500 and 1500 China often was the most powerful state in the world; at the beginning of the seventeenth century, China had a bigger population than all of Europe. Today Beijing is in many respects regaining the central position in foreign affairs it enjoyed for centuries, and inevitably great powers, whether China or America or the Soviet Union, exert soft power.

    In this book I will trace how China has built its global soft power, analyze how China uses that power, and consider how nations are responding to Beijing. I will focus primarily on China’s wooing of developing nations in Southeast Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Central Asia, but will occasionally address how China woos other key nations in Asia, like Australia, South Korea, or Russia. I will not, however, directly analyze the US-Chinese relationship, or China’s relationship with wealthy nations in Europe or the Middle East. I will first analyze why China has engaged with the world, how changes within China itself led to a more proactive Chinese foreign policy, and what China hopes to gain from this engagement. Then I will examine how China actually achieves its goals, observing China’s soft power strategies and tools of influence. Finally, having observed how China sets goals, creates strategies, and utilizes its soft power, I will measure the extent of Beijing’s success—and failure—in order to learn what it may mean for the globe.

  


  
    
II

    Changes on the Home Front

    Back in 1949 Beijing also believed it might wield power in the world, but not soft power. Triumphing over both the Japanese invaders and Chiang Kai-shek’s seemingly superior Nationalist forces, Mao Tse-tung’s communists thought themselves invincible when they established the People’s Republic of China on October 1,1949. After all, the communists had ended the “century of humiliation” for China that started with the Opium Wars in the 1840s and 1860s, when Britain and other European powers had crushed China’s military and begun a process of national disintegration that precipitated the end of the Chinese empire.

    Mao decided not only to create a revolutionary society at home but also to foment armed revolution around the world, helping nations rid themselves of colonial masters and capitalist systems. “We must give active support to the national independence and liberation movements in countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America,” the Chairman announced.1 China took part in the Bandung Conference, a meeting of newly independent African and Asian nations in 1955, and promoted itself as a leader of the developing world, a strategy Beijing is reasserting today.

    Mao quickly put his ideas into practice. He pushed through one of the most radical revolutions in history, trying to create a totally communitarian economy and remake a whole society. The government took control of agriculture, creating collectives out of small plots and large landholdings; it banned supposedly feudal traditions, including religious ceremonies; it restricted travel within China; it created Party cells to monitor minute details of people’s lives.

    With the Great Leap Forward, a late 1950s plan to industrialize the country, Mao tried to make agrarian, rural China a manufacturing power in just one generation. He encouraged average citizens to produce steel in backyard factories, embarked on massive capital construction projects, and increased the mass mobilization of peasant groups, supposedly to improve grain production and increase harvests, but also to boost the Communist Party’s control over the populace.2

    When the Great Leap Forward failed, resulting in massive famine and damaging Mao’s image, the Chairman responded with the Cultural Revolution, unleashing Red Guards against his enemies. This campaign resulted in chaos, with Red Guards destroying any traditional pillars of society left in China, from monasteries to schoolhouses to artists’ studios.

    Across the world, meanwhile, China tried to support what Mao called “righteous struggles”—like-minded communist revolutions that wound up alienating some leaders in developing nations, who feared being targeted by these leftist insurgents. In Burma, China bankrolled a communist insurgency, offering arms and military instructors to the Burmese fighters. In Cambodia, China cultivated the Khmer Rouge, which envisioned an even more radical remaking of their society than Mao had considered. In Latin America, China supported revolutionary movements; in African states, China trained antigovernment guerillas; in the Middle East, Beijing funded communist insurgents in Yemen and Oman.3

    These insurgencies created disdain for China and for ethnic Chinese abroad, and developing nations fought back against groups supported by Mao. Thailand and Burma, for example, battled guerrillas who had taken to the jungles of northern Indochina. By the middle of the 1970s, most of these communist insurgencies had either fizzled or, as in Cambodia, succeeded in toppling former regimes. But China’s support for revolutionary movements had poisoned relations with a generation of policy makers in the developing world. In response, many leaders from Asia and Africa and Latin America cut off relations with China, established alliances with the United States, created regional organizations that excluded China, like the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, and tightly monitored and circumscribed the lives of their own ethnic Chinese minorities. In Indonesia, the government essentially banned ethnic Chinese from politics, outlawed Chinese literature, and questioned many ethnic Chinese’s devotion to Indonesia. Even in Vietnam, a fellow communist nation, China’s backing of the Cambodian Khmer Rouge, which eventually went to war with Vietnam, alienated Hanoi from Beijing, leading to a brief border war between the two in 1979.4

    Apart from trying to export revolution, China’s other tools of influence remained weak. Mao’s economic mismanagement kept China impoverished; as an example of economic success, China seemed a model few countries would want to follow. Mao himself knew little about real-world economics, and he refused to listen to confidants who counseled restraint, like Deng Xiaoping, a pragmatist who wanted to launch economic reforms. (For his ideas, Deng was purged as a “capitalist roader” during the Cultural Revolution, sent to a tractor factory in rural Jiangxi Province to perform manual labor.) The public face Beijing presented to the world was blunt and gray, just monotone statements from official spokesmen who understood nothing about the modern media. Older officials, who’d grown up in the Maoist period—when any deviation from Party principles could still land you in jail—still dominated the diplomatic corps, and could barely communicate China’s message, except to selected socialist audiences. “They had these diplomats who were so stiff they’d just read statements to you,” says one Western diplomat. “If you questioned anything, they would just repeat what they read, like a robot.”5

    After Mao’s death, Deng returned to power. A savvy political infighter, Deng carefully cultivated top members of the Communist Party, then used his backers within the regime to outmaneuver the Chairman’s appointed heir, Hua Guofeng. By the early 1980s, Hua conceded that he had lost the support of the Party, and Deng essentially took control of China, appointing his reform-minded protégés to top positions. And since Deng’s restoration, twenty-five years of unparalleled economic growth has changed China enormously. The drastic changes in China itself have set the stage for China to exert soft power around the world. Within China, the country has witnessed growing economic dynamism, a surge in nationalism, a new Chinese middle class knowledgeable about the globe, and a vastly more sophisticated leadership that recognizes the need for public diplomacy to protect its domestic and international interests. Combined, all these factors have created pressure for China’s new international engagement, as more sophisticated and proud Chinese citizens desire a state that plays a large role on the world stage.

    Deng Xiaoping could claim much of the credit for China’s changes. A leader within the Communist Party of China since the 1920s, the pragmatic Deng had seen the excesses and chaos of the Chairman’s policies firsthand. After Mao’s death, Deng understood how Maoism had alienated China’s neighbors, created instability on China’s borders, and impoverished China itself. China would need decades to recover, and would require a peaceful external environment and massive inflows of foreign investment and technology to become strong. Deng counseled his proud countrymen, heirs to a Chinese kingdom that once called itself the center of the world, to bide their time. China should “keep a low profile and never take the lead” on global issues, Deng warned—Beijing wasn’t strong enough to expose itself to a world leadership role.6

    At home Deng launched the Chinese economy on pragmatic reforms. At the landmark Communist Party plenum in 1978, Chinese leaders decided to stop focusing on “revolutionary” class warfare, the major task of Mao’s governments, and instead to try to modernize the economy. Deng opened China to foreign joint ventures, tasked the government to court foreign investment, and created special economic zones like Shenzhen, in southern China, designed to lure foreign firms by offering them massive tax concessions. Deng allowed farmers to again grow crops for profits, and ultimately pushed China toward dismantling its massive state enterprises. Most important, he changed the mindset in China, exhorting his countrymen that “to get rich is glorious,” thereby telling individuals that entrepreneurship, discouraged for decades, was once again acceptable, even laudable.7

    As the China scholar David Lampton shows in his landmark edited study of post-Mao policy making, in foreign affairs China under Deng played defense, reacting when threatened but generally avoiding most global issues. Deng ended China’s ties to communist insurgencies abroad, which had drained China’s treasury, and established closer relations with developing countries like Malaysia that had been targets of left-wing insurgencies. (Malaysia and China had established formal diplomatic relations in 1974.) He strengthened China’s growing ties to the United States, now its most important source of technology. He praised America’s power and acted the role of a humble student even toward small nations, ordering Chinese leaders to “learn from Singapore” about how to build a modern economy, and sending provincial and national officials to universities in that tiny city-state. He shunned multilateral organizations and treaties, and Chinese diplomats at the United Nations seemed almost invisible, barely commenting on important issues.8

    Deng’s pragmatism resonated with a society recovering from Mao. The chaos of the Cultural Revolution, when hundreds of thousands of people were purged to the countryside or killed, and teachers and other intellectuals were terrorized by waves of ideological Red Guards, had shocked the Chinese population.9 Average Chinese had seen power and ideology wielded by the state bring nothing but misery to average people; now they remained weary from decades of this internal turmoil.

    Meanwhile, many Chinese intellectuals greatly admired the United States, which had formed an alliance with Beijing during the latter half of the Cold War, as China and the Soviet Union split. To these Chinese intellectuals, no country could possibly challenge the United States’ influence. A poll taken by the research organization Horizon Group in 1995 asked Chinese citizens their views of the “most prominent countries in the world”; one-third ranked the United States most prominent, with only 13 percent choosing China. Earlier, in the liberal 1980s, many Chinese academics and students idolized the US political system and tuned to Voice of America for their news. One study found that in the 1980s some 70 percent of Chinese university students trusted Voice of America but 75 percent distrusted the Chinese media—numbers that would shift in the 1990s.10

    In fact, throughout the 1980s China’s economic opening seemed to signal the creation of a cosmopolitan, inquisitive intellectual class committed to China’s eventual democratization. Inside the government, officials created a task force comprising primarily liberal intellectuals and designed to examine and push for political reforms. Even senior Party leaders appeared committed to opening up China’s political system. Zhao Ziyang, one of Deng’s top lieutenants, advocated for elections in China. As Zhao reportedly told acquaintances, “Give people more freedom. . . . The people’s demand for democracy is a trend. We must meet their demand to the fullest extent.”11

    Zhao was not yet in charge, though. The man in charge, Deng Xiaoping, though he advocated economic reform, did not share Zhao’s liberal political sentiments. Deng was known for bluntness, and he made his feelings clear—China could pursue gradual economic reform without having to rapidly open the political system. “We cannot abandon our dictatorship. We must not accommodate the sentiments of democratization,” Deng told officials.12

    In the climax of that decade, on June 4, 1989, this pro-American bias appeared again, broadcast to the world. Days of protests against the Beijing regime had culminated in demonstrations attended by hundreds of thousands of Chinese in Tiananmen Square, the central plaza in Beijing located in front of the Forbidden City, where generations of Chinese emperors had ruled over China’s empire. In 1989 young protesters from the Central Academy of Fine Arts carved a “Goddess of Democracy”—a giant statue resembling the Statue of Liberty—to symbolize their desire for democracy in China. The protesters stayed until troops and tanks, on the orders of Deng Xiaoping himself, cleared the historic square by firing automatic weapons into the crowd, killing perhaps two thousand people.13

    Following June 4 those warm feelings toward America cooled. After the crackdown in Tiananmen, the Chinese regime purged Zhao Ziyang from power and placed him under house arrest for the rest of his life. It tossed other liberals within the Party into jail. After the crackdown in Tiananmen, memories of the event were buried under an avalanche of nationalism and growing pragmatism by the Chinese population, which essentially seemed to accept their authoritarian government, at least for the time being. Beijing tightened its controls over society, alternatively cowing and co-opting elites to keep them in line, and forcing dissidents into exile. And after the crackdown in Tiananmen, the appeal of the United States to average Chinese faded. In 2003 the Horizon Group polled randomly chosen Chinese citizens again. This time, nearly 40 percent picked China as “the most prominent country in the world.” The United States placed a distant second.14

    In the years after Tiananmen, both the Chinese public and the Chinese leadership gained vital confidence—confidence that China had a right to become a global power. More than two decades of post-1979 breakneck economic growth, during which China’s trade with other nations grew some eight times faster than overall world trade, allowed China to build trade surpluses with the world of more than $100 billion annually. China amassed the largest currency reserves on earth and lifted 200 million people out of poverty, one of the greatest economic accomplishments in history. China became Asia’s largest recipient of foreign direct investment, receiving more than $60 billion in investment in 2005. By 2025 China should become the world’s second-largest economy; measured by purchasing power parity, it already is.15

    China’s growth has defied regional shocks like the Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s, internal financial problems like Chinese banks’ morass of nonperforming loans, and endless predictions by experts (including myself) of an imminent downturn in the Chinese economy. In places like vibrant Wenzhou, a city in eastern China’s Zhejiang Province packed with companies that specialize in cigarette lighters, the Chinese private sector has created highly skilled and efficient firms, a far cry from China’s state-owned industrial giants.16

    The impact of this growth can be seen even in the most remote parts of the country. On a hundred-degree day in August of 2002, vendors and buyers crowded into the open-air plaza in front of Idh Kah Mosque, a central structure in Kashgar, the westernmost city in China, closer to Afghanistan than to Beijing. Kashgar sits near the border with Muslim Central Asia, and it is populated by many Uighurs, a Muslim, Turkic ethnic minority in China. In a Kashgar side alley, an old man with a thick beard and a white Muslim skullcap sat in front of a shop, banging an insistent, Arab-sounding rhythm on a hand drum. Next to him, a younger man with thin stubble kept up a keening wail, like a snake charmer, on a tiny flute and mouth pipes. In front of the mosque, olive-skinned men wearing large cotton mitts pulled naan bread out of a stone oven; kebab sellers molded fresh lamb onto small skewers. Merchants greeted each other with “salaam alaikum,” and then crowded in close—prodding and cajoling potential customers.17

    Only two years later, Kashgar looked far different. As China’s economy boomed, the Chinese government in the late 1990s developed a plan it called “Develop the West” or “Western Development.” Under this plan, the central government would build new infrastructure in the western part of the country and provide financial incentives, like tax exemptions, to encourage entrepreneurs and investors to migrate to that poorer region. Between 2002 and 2004 Develop the West had landed in Kashgar. The Chinese government had cleared the central plaza of merchants, replacing them with new luxury condo-type buildings, metastasizing construction sites, and a modern stone plaza. Smooth new highways now connected Kashgar with the rest of the country, traversing the long, ocher deserts and deep purple-and-red canyons of Xinjiang. The highways, and the financial incentives, had attracted new businesspeople to the city, though Develop the West had not addressed the overall wealth gap between western and eastern China. Thousands of these businesspeople had decamped on Kashgar, where they bunked, three or four to a room, in shabby long-term hotels.18

    Even the carpet merchants sensed they had to take advantage of rapid change. Walking around Kashgar one day in 2004, I stumbled into an indoor market. Behind individual counters, merchants competed for customers, grabbing people as they walked by and hollering out deals. The old vendors huddled around a few counters, comparing prices, their arms around each other’s shoulders. As my eyes focused, I realized where I was. It was the cell phone market, where the carpet sellers haggled over mobile phones as aggressively as they’d once touted thread counts.

    Economic growth transformed Chinese society. It transformed even remote backwater cities like Kashgar and allowed urban Chinese to amass the kind of luxuries they’d once only heard about. It built up the Chinese academic system, and it stoked a growing demand for energy to fuel the Chinese economy, so much so that China, self-sufficient in oil as recently as 1997, may have to increase its energy consumption 150 percent by 2020 to maintain its rate of growth. (Current Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao recently admitted that shortages of oil and gas have limited China’s development.) Economic growth pushed urban Chinese to learn about the world, through the influx of Chinese Internet news portals. On the Web, they could watch foreign businesses flocking to China like modern-day vassals, making any concessions necessary to enter the Chinese market—even, like Google, tailoring the content of their sites to please Beijing.19 They could learn about Chinese who’d studied and worked in America choosing to come back to China to work, since the country now offered greater economic opportunity.

    This powerful growth, technological change, and academic progress, incessantly highlighted in the state-dominated Chinese media, fostered a new sense of confidence in China, particularly among young people who had come of age after the chaos and disorder of the 1989 Tiananmen crisis. In recent years, several academics have studied this rebirth of confidence. As Peter Hays Gries, an expert on domestic Chinese politics, chronicles in a recent study of Chinese nationalism, the idea that China had become a rising power swept through the domestic and foreign media, partly replacing images of China as a weak state preyed upon before 1949 by foreign powers and then decimated by Mao’s changes.20 And like the United States in the nineteenth century, as a rising power China began to reconsider the world system it had accepted when it was weaker.

    Young Chinese also began to travel abroad, with the number of outbound tourists rising from 4.5 million in 1995 to more than 30 million in 2005. As they traveled, urban Chinese may have lost some of their awe for America and Europe—one recent group of editors compiling a Chinese-language collection of people’s views toward the world noted that other nations were no longer mysterious to average Chinese. The travelers saw that the United States was far from perfect, that it, too, suffered from poverty and crime and grime that might weaken the American social fabric. They realized that their own big cities, like Shanghai, now could match any world capital for nightlife and culture and technology and economic dynamism. In one recent poll only 40 percent of Chinese had a favorable impression of the US.21

    Recognizing that communism held little appeal in a nation urging its citizens to get rich as quickly as possible, the post-Tiananmen leadership, eventually headed by President Jiang Zemin, needed to offer a substitute ideology to keep the population united. What they came up with, as the China expert Jasper Becker describes, was a kind of updated nationalism. This drew upon China’s history of patriotism—nationalism had played a role in the early-twentienth-century revolutions that eventually brought Chiang Kai-shek to power.

    But the new nationalism did not only look back. It played on anger about foreign powers’ domination of China in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but it also emphasized China’s growing strength and its past grievances. Beijing built enormous new projects, like the Chinese space program, designed to rally public opinion around the state. It launched mass rallies and rewrote school textbooks to emphasize that China was gaining strength again; at the same time, the textbooks reminded average Chinese of how foreign powers had preyed upon China. Beijing’s leaders began stressing that China must become stronger, to face down external enemies, even as some top officials worried that the nationalism could backfire, leading to protests against the government. As Becker notes, “Jiang and his successors see their country in the midst of a Darwinian struggle between nations.… Jiang has warned the party faithful, ‘Competition in overall national strength is becoming increasingly fierce.’”22

    Newspapers like the state-controlled Beijing People’s Daily and best-selling books touting China’s strength and questioning the “cultural colonialism” of Western products in China only reinforced the nationalist mindset. The People’s Daily sparked nationalism in a sophisticated manner, sometimes featuring Chinese successes abroad and running supposedly neutral commentaries, taken from Middle Eastern papers and other anti-US news sources, on America’s “failing” foreign policies around the world. At the same time, the Beijing regime successfully co-opted forces that foreign scholars had predicted would pry open Chinese society—building firewalls, for example, to control the Internet even as some 150 million Chinese logged onto the Web.23

    By the end of the 1990s some young Chinese urbanites no longer resembled the idealistic, liberal men and women who had hopped trains from across China to get to Tiananmen Square in 1989. Most were too young to remember the Cultural Revolution, and so were less distrustful than their elders of the state’s wielding of power and ideology. Unlike their elders, who’d come to Tiananmen in 1989 furious that they were earning meager salaries in academia and business even as Party officials seemed to be rolling in cash, these younger elites were more comfortable, and often had shunned political science or history at university in favor of business and computer technology.

    The Party had reached out to these urbanites, essentially buying them off. As Minxin Pei of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace writes in a new study of China’s political system, “The Party showers the urban intelligentsia, professionals, and private entrepreneurs with economic perks, professional honors, and political access.… Nationwide, 145,000 designated experts, or about 8 percent of senior professionals, received ‘special government stipends,’ or monthly salary supplements in 2004.”24 What’s more, Pei notes, tens of thousands of former college professors have been recruited into the Chinese Communist Party, where leaders have promoted them to senior, and well-paying, government positions. Party committees in Chinese universities offered house allowances, stipends, and other benefits to promising young students who agreed to become Party members.

    In essence, young intellectuals, who throughout China’s history had led reform efforts, had made a pragmatic deal with their government. The state would deliver growth, and they would focus on making money. In one study of Chinese students, 83 percent ranked the following value statement as most important: “A modern person should be able to make money.” In a May 2005 poll of average Chinese citizens taken by the Pew Global Attitudes Project, more than 70 percent of Chinese said they were satisfied with current conditions in their nation. By comparison, even in normally patriotic America, fewer than 40 percent of people said they were satisfied with national conditions. As one scholar writes, Chinese intellectuals’ “writings today in academic journals and high-brow magazines are imbued with a sense of satisfaction. There are exceptions, of course, but most intellectuals tend to accept and approve of the status quo.”25

    In the 1990s several prominent intellectuals even revolted against the ethos of China’s liberal late 1980s, calling for a stronger role for the Chinese state; many other liberal intellectuals had fled the country, leaving them incapable of influencing China’s youth. Young Chinese now wrote nationalistic books and dominated the chat rooms of China’s most popular Web bulletin boards, like the Strong Nation forum, where they competed to attack the government from the right, as soft on the United States. In the 1980s the Chinese intelligentsia was opposed to the Chinese Communist Party’s rule, notes Ying Ma, a specialist on Chinese domestic attitudes. Now, Ma says, though many Chinese have become “Americanized” by working for multinational companies, traveling abroad, and accessing American culture through the Internet, “Chinese increasingly view America today as a bully who … attempts to thwart the rise of their country’s international influence.”26

    This rising nationalism might not have peaked, except for two disastrous events. In 1999, relying on an outdated CIA map, NATO forces accidentally bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. (The United States apologized for the mistake and paid restitution.) The bombing killed three Chinese and injured at least fifteen others. To Chinese convinced that their nation was rising, skeptical of American motives, and stoked by the Chinese media suggesting that the bombing was deliberate, this was a sign. The more nationalist in the population called for military retaliation against America, and thousands of young Chinese led boycotts of American products and besieged the US mission in Beijing, trapping the US ambassador in the compound for four days, and battering the embassy with rocks and bottles.27

    The Belgrade bombing was followed by the EP-3 incident in early 2001, when a Chinese F-8 fighter collided with a US Navy reconnaissance plane finishing a routine mission off the coast of China. The Chinese plane had been tailing the American craft, and some American officials suggested that the Chinese pilot had flown recklessly close to his US counterpart. In any event, the collision killed the Chinese pilot, and the Chinese government briefly seized and imprisoned the crew from the American plane on the island of Hainan. Beijing demanded that the United States apologize for the collision, but America refused to do so.28 Eventually, Washington and Beijing agreed on a compromise letter of regret that admitted no guilt, but most Chinese I have met remained convinced that the Americans were responsible for the Chinese pilot’s death.

    The EP-3 incident further soured young Chinese on the United States, no longer the shining model of 1989 but rather a competitor and potential enemy. Only a tough police response, probably mandated by Beijing, kept young Chinese from demonstrating against the US embassy, as they had done in 1999. In one recent major poll of Chinese, twice as many people in their twenties had a negative view of the United States as had a positive view.29

    Even Chinese who had previously paid little attention to foreign affairs suddenly became interested. The Belgrade bombing and the EP-3 incident sparked their interest in foreign policy, and made them rethink whether the United States and China could indeed be “strategic partners,” as President Clinton once had promised. Constant criticism of China by US human rights advocates and other pressure groups only stiffened Chinese views; as Ma notes, no one, whether Americans or Chinese, likes to have his country criticized by outsiders. And so the Belgrade bombing and the EP-3 incident fostered the most significant domestic discussion of China’s global role in years. Across China’s eastern cities, business-people, academics, students, and other intellectuals began to consider whether China should abandon playing defense with the rest of the world—a debate captured by growing coverage in the Chinese press suggesting that China should develop a more aggressive foreign policy.

    The September 11 attacks further exposed China’s nationalist sentiment. “When the planes crashed into the World Trade Center, I really felt very delighted,” one Chinese student told Chinese pollsters. “They expected that more places in the United States would be bombed,” said another Chinese student, talking about how he and his friends gathered in a dorm room after September 11 to celebrate as Americans leaped from the burning towers to their death. “The more severely the United States was bombed, the more excited they would be.” Though shocking, these feelings were widespread. In a broader study of post–September 11 opinion, researchers found that “most Chinese college students . . . were immediately excited because the United States, an abhorrent, overbearing, and arbitrary country in their minds, suffered an unprecedented heavy strike.”30

    Older Chinese liberals, who remembered how a strong central government fomented the Cultural Revolution, could hardly understand their nationalist progeny. “Today, my students don’t care about political science,” complained one politics professor at Fudan University in Shanghai, a man who had been a young academic during Tiananmen. “They want to take business, or computer science, or something else that will get them a good job.… They think [the Chinese leadership] is too weak, and should be harder on the US.” He paused, looking befuddled. “I don’t know how to talk to them.”31

    Just as the Chinese public started to consider a more proactive foreign policy, China’s leadership, too, was becoming more confident and more knowledgeable about the world.

    Until the mid-1990s, the generation that had grown up around Mao—including Deng Xiaoping himself—still dominated China’s inner circle. But this generation passed away in the 1980s, or was forcibly retired to make way for younger officials.

    This provided an opportunity for Chinese and foreign scholars of the Beijing regime to assess their replacements. H. Lyman Miller and Liu Xiaohong produced one of the most comprehensive assessments. As they found, of the twenty-four officials who became full or alternate members of the Politburo at the Fifteenth National Congress in September 1997, only six had served in the Party leadership before 1992, and most were at least ten years younger than the men they’d replaced. Many of these new leaders hailed from China’s urbane eastern provinces, which had benefited the most from economic reforms and which were most open to external influence. In contrast to older leaders, they had completed undergraduate and even graduate studies. They had studied outside China, often in Western nations. But these leaders also had seen Western nations shun China after the Tiananmen crackdown. As Chinese officials told me, they recognized that Beijing could not rely on the United States but must develop its relations with its neighbors, with Africa, and with Latin America; it was Argentina’s president, Carlos Menem, who became the first leader from the Western Hemisphere to visit China after the Tiananmen crackdown.32 What’s more, Chinese leaders recognized that, with the end of the Cold War, Russia no longer threatened China, freeing Beijing to use some of the resources it had spent protecting its northern border on other efforts, like increasing pressure on Taiwan and building up its forces across the Taiwan Strait.

    From their time in the West, these younger men and women also had seen how think tanks, career diplomats, academics, and public opinion helped American officials process world events and make policy. They began to follow more closely Chinese public opinion, as the number of voices trying to make an impact on Chinese policy making was expanding rapidly. Compared with the past, when scholars and officials had kept any criticism of foreign policy silent, a growing number of prominent Chinese intellectuals began to publicly air policy debates, such as an argument in the 1990s by left-leaning scholars that the breakup of Chinese state-controlled enterprises would damage China’s national security. As a result, leaders like former Premier Zhu Rongji increasingly read academic papers, watched television shows like Focus that reported on Chinese opinion, and even used the Internet to gauge public sentiment.33

    These leaders increasingly supported a network of Chinese think tanks like the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing, the China Reform Forum, and the Central Party School. At these think tanks, Chinese scholars would learn from Western think tanks and then be called upon to provide sophisticated analysis to the government, upgrading China’s strategic thinking. As the scholars Evan S. Medeiros and M. Taylor Fravel note, the Chinese foreign ministry even created an internal agency focused on long-range thinking, like the State Department’s Bureau of Policy Planning.34

    The impact of China’s economic growth trickled down to midlevel officials as well. Two decades of development has sharply raised the education level of China’s leaders. As the former Time foreign editor Joshua Cooper Ramo notes in an essay called The Beijing Consensus, “There has been a head-snapping rise in the education level of China’s regional leaders.… In 1982 only 20 percent of China’s provincial leaders had attended college. In 2002, this number was 98 percent.… Among younger leaders, those ‘fourth generation’ leaders under 54, two-thirds hold Masters or PhD degrees.”35

    As a result, today even midlevel Chinese leaders have become vastly more knowledgeable about the outside world and enjoy far better access to current events. Former State Department Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Susan Shirk remembers that in 1993 it was “easier to persuade the North Koreans to come [to an informal diplomatic meeting] than it was the Chinese,” since the Chinese were so isolated and distrustful. Ten years later, one former US diplomat marveled at the Chinese diplomats’ knowledge, telling me, “Chinese officials now can describe to me in detail the splits within the American neoconservative movement.”36

    With a more sophisticated knowledge of the world, these leaders recognized that China must become a greater international player. China had pressing great-power needs—needs for oil, allies, markets, and security, among others. Yet the United States had built alliances around the world that could constrain China one day if Washington chose to contain Beijing the way it had tried to contain Moscow and if nations agreed to join in that effort. America’s relationships in Asia also could prevent China from eventually regaining control of Taiwan. In a study of articles from Chinese-language journals on international relations, which often reflect government thinking, the China scholar Biwu Zhang found that many pieces focused on how America had wooed friends and now was “capable of establishing regional defense headquarters in various corners of the world.” To break through this American containment, and to potentially increase pressure on Taiwan, Beijing would have to rely on developing nations, which were more willing to overlook China’s human rights abuses. As Zhang Xizhen, a professor of international relations at Beijing University, said, “Threatened and actual economic sanctions and international political isolation [after Tiananmen] jeopardized our opening up and reform process. [We had] to strengthen relations with our neighbors and break out of the Western blockade.”37

    The Chinese leaders also increasingly understood that as China continued to grow and opened its borders, it could not avoid the world’s problems, like HIV and drugs seeping from Southeast Asia into southwest China. Fighting HIV, said Jiang’s successor, Hu Jintao, would be “a major issue that has a bearing on the nation’s quality and destiny,” and would require global cooperation.38

    Chinese officials could not help noticing another important change. Foreign leaders were beginning to marvel at China’s economic miracle—as one Afghan vice president recently put it, “China has made significant [economic] achievements . . . so we Afghans are looking forward to learn[ing]”—and Beijing began to realize that China has an image it can sell to the world. At the same time, America’s international image was slipping. In Chinese publications, Wang Jisi, one of China’s elite intellectuals, noted that America’s weakness was its soft power, not its hard power. And after the Iraq War began in 2003, the scholar Biwu Zhang found, Chinese authors agreed that America had suffered “a serious setback in terms of soft power.”39

    Wang was right. After the end of the Cold War, America had retreated from the world, consumed with its own economic boom, with the Internet, and with American culture wars. Significant pluralities of Americans opposed US interventions abroad and called for Washington to cut foreign aid, and the White House listened. Washington slashed aid and public diplomacy, long a linchpin of American popularity, and merged the United States Information Agency, the main public diplomacy outfit, into the State Department. The Clinton administration neglected many of the multilateral institutions that America had built after the Second World War, creating perceptions of the United States as a unilateral actor, while the White House also refused to intervene in important crises in the developing world, from the genocide in Rwanda to the financial meltdown in Thailand. By the end of the 1990s the appeal of American-style economics, political systems, and even popular culture had begun to wane.

    America’s unpopularity provided an opportunity. When Thailand devalued its currency in 1997, after speculators had attacked the currency because they believed that Thailand’s strong growth hid major economic weaknesses, the devaluation spiraled into a full-blown financial crisis. As the Thai economy cratered, Bangkok lurched into a panic. Investors pulled out of the stock market, and depositors lined up at banks, causing a run on cash at many branches. When I visited one branch, employees had locked themselves inside to avoid being gang-rushed by Thais desperate to withdraw money. Construction halted on flashy condominiums launched in Bangkok’s go-go early 1990s, leaving cranes scattered everywhere like a life-sized Erector Set. Nearly every day it seemed as if another Thai financial company declared bankruptcy and the government released another report on unemployment. Bangkok airport remained crowded: foreign companies flocked to town to buy Thai assets on the cheap before jetting off to resorts for a round of cheap golf. Bangkok newspapers kept busy too, reporting stories of former tycoons brought low. One real estate magnate, Sirivat Voravetvuthikun, had amassed enormous debts. Sirivat lost at least $10 million in assets, and he could no longer pay his creditors. Desperate, he started selling sandwiches on Bangkok’s steamy streets to survive.40
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