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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


When the hardcover edition of Bully of Asia first came out, I referred to Chinese Communist Party leader Xi Jinping’s “China Dream” of world domination as a “threat.” That threat is now a reality. China is currently engaged in total war with the United States of America across all domains.


Up until recently, many Americans—including many of our leading generals—failed to understand this. They are accustomed to conceptualizing warfare as armed conflict using tanks, ships, planes, or even nukes. Such wars still occur, of course, although they are generally limited to poor countries and failed states. But the new strategic reality is that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), following the ancient advice of Sun-tzu, hopes to defeat us not by going kinetic but by using other, subtler means: economic warfare, cyberwarfare, information warfare, and, it is now clear, biological warfare.


Because we failed to understand this until recently, we committed what is perhaps the greatest strategic blunder of any leading power in world history: we enabled the economic and military rise of the power that wants to destroy us. The CCP’s effort to undermine our economy by intellectual property predation and unfair trade practices has been underway for decades, but until the Trump administration we did little or nothing to stop it. As I explain in these pages, this has led to the closure of tens of thousands of American factories, the loss of millions of well-paying factory jobs, and the theft of many trillions of dollars of U.S. intellectual property. The economic war that the CCP is waging against the United States has been wildly successful from Beijing’s point of view, launching China into the front rank of world powers.


INFORMATION WARFARE


The information warfare front against the United States was opened by party leader Xi Jinping when he took office in late 2012. Xi, channeling Mao, said that propaganda was the first and most important of the three “magic weapons” that the CCP would use to defeat U.S. primacy, the second being “united front tactics” and the last being the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). Like all Communist leaders, Mao understood that the most important strategic domain is the minds of men. And so he set out to seize the “high ground” of ideology—boosting domestic morale while dispiriting the enemy, bolstering the legitimacy of his own institutions while undermining the enemy’s, and attracting allies from within the very heart of the opposition.


And to bend the world to China’s will, Xi Jinping in 2014 ordered the CCP to redouble its efforts to “increase China’s soft power and give a good Chinese narrative.” A massive propaganda effort ensued: the Chinese government news agency Xinhua now has 170 foreign bureaus; China Radio International (CRI) controls 30-plus radio stations in 14 countries; and the CCP has created or has plans to create more than 100 global think tanks.


Information warfare, which involves mastery over and exploitation of the news, is raging all around us, on social media, in the pages of our major newspapers, and on the evening news broadcasts. China is literally spending tens of billions in influence operations around the world to enhance its own image and sully that of the United States.


And the CCP’s information warfare against America has made significant inroads. An Oxford study shows English-language outlets controlled by China “have a substantial online audience . . . comparable to the BBC.” CCP propaganda is even said to be gaining some traction with its current promotion of “conspiracy theories” that the coronavirus was an American “bioweapon.”1


The United States needs to make a major effort not only to counter the CCP disinformation, but to aggressively attack the weaknesses of the Communist system. The Chinese Communists themselves, it turns out, have conveniently identified a number of specific areas where they believe they are vulnerable to attack. An April 2013 Central Committee directive warned party members that there were seven political “perils” they must “resolutely guard against.” These “perils” are 1) constitutional democracy, 2) human rights, 3) civil society, 4) the free market, 5) freedom of the press, and 6) the history and 7) criticism of the ideology of the CCP.2


On the principle that the CCP’s worst fears should be our policy, we must relentlessly attack these points of vulnerability at every opportunity. The U.S. Agency for Global Media (USAGM), which runs our foreign broadcast services, should actively support U.S. public diplomacy and serve as a voice of freedom to peoples who lack a free media. The central effort in this regard will fall to the Chinese-language services of the Voice of America and Radio Free Asia, with the support of the Department of State. All language services should receive systematic counterintelligence protection services to prevent penetration and sabotage by CCP agents.


Our counter-messaging must be continuous and robust if it is to break through the Great Firewall of China and push back on CCP narratives. Mere entertainment that does nothing to advance the mission of the USAGM should be replaced with programs that provide objective and comprehensive reporting and exemplify America’s commitment to truth, freedom, and human rights.


This effort to breach the Great Firewall will require the strengthening of every broadcast medium to which the USAGM currently has access—shortwave and medium-wave radio, television, and internet—as well as the development of new technologies to reach foreign audiences, including digital radio and satellite radio.


Reaching the Chinese people with accurate information about the deficiencies of CCP rule and the superiority of free market democracy won’t be easy. The CCP is obviously alert to the threat posed by an accurate recounting of its bloody history and self-serving ideology. Its leaders understand that the Soviet Union imploded because no one, not even Communist Party members, subscribed any longer to the ideals of Communism or believed in the legitimacy of its institutions. Determined to avoid this fate and ensure that no unapproved messages reach the Chinese people, they have recently ordered satellite dishes to be taken down from homes and offices.


The CCP understands that the day that the Chinese people have access to an honest history of the past seventy years of Communist rule and a clear understanding of the superiority of free market democracy is the day that they will demand to be free. The United States must do all it can to hasten that day.


THE CHINA VIRUS WAS A BIOWARFARE ATTACK ON THE UNITED STATES


The CCP carried out a stealth biological weapons attack on the American homeland in late 2019 and early 2020, which has now killed hundreds of thousands of Americans and sickened tens of millions more. Although not an example of kinetic warfare in the traditional sense, it represents a dangerous escalation of the war for dominance that China is waging against the United States.


Unfortunately, the Biden-Harris administration has gone to great lengths to obscure the origins of COVID-19, releasing a report that claims the coronavirus emerged either from human contact with an infected animal or from a laboratory accident.3 But a careful review of the evidence shows that it wasn’t an innocent bat or a lab “accident” that produced the deadly pandemic, but highly classified gain-of-function research carried out under the direction of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. The only thing that remains a mystery is how the virus made its way out of the lab. I was among the first to question China’s original cover story—that someone had gotten a bad bowl of bat soup in something called a wet market in Wuhan. In my February 22, 2020, New York Post article headlined, “Don’t Buy China’s Story: The Coronavirus May Have Leaked from a Lab,” I marshalled several plausible pieces of evidence, all of which pointed to the lab:





         •    China had only one Level 4 lab that could “handle deadly coronaviruses,” and that lab just happened to be located in Wuhan at the very “epicenter of the epidemic.”


         •    Underlining China’s shoddy lab-safety record, Xi Jinping himself had warned about “lab safety” as a national security priority in the early days of the crisis.


         •    Following Xi’s guidance, “the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology released a new directive titled: ‘Instructions on strengthening biosecurity management in microbiology labs that handle advanced viruses like the novel coronavirus.’ ”


         •    As soon as the outbreak began, China’s military was put in charge, with the PLA’s top biowar expert, General Chen Wei, dispatched to Wuhan to deal with it.


Even at the time, there was other evidence available which likewise pointed to the lab—and to the involvement of the People’s Liberation Army:





         •    The authorities ordered all of the early samples of the coronavirus collected by private and university labs in China—vital for tracing the origin and early spread of the disease—to be destroyed.


         •    China’s civilian Center for Disease Control was completely shut out of the picture in favor of the PLA, suggesting that a classified military program was involved.


         •    Military academies and installations in and around Wuhan were closed around January 1, well before the Chinese public was notified that there was a problem.


         •    China lied about human-to-human transmission, leaving the United States and other countries unprepared for the rapid spread of the virus and ensuring that more lives would be lost.


The evidence was circumstantial, to be sure, but I was fairly certain by that point that I could have convinced a jury of China’s culpability. Even so, while I waited for more facts to surface I was careful to call the “lab origin” just a possibility.4


Facebook, however, didn’t wait. It moved quickly to suppress my column as “False Information” and refused to unblock it until April 17.5 The mainstream media piled on, slamming the New York Post for publishing the writings of a “conspiracy theorist.” Others who raised questions about the pandemic’s origins were heavily censored as well—if not “canceled” entirely.6 Social media moved almost in lockstep . . . to protect China.


China locked down the Wuhan lab, and the U.S. virology establishment closed ranks, with both denying that gain-of-function research—or a PLA bioweapons research program—had anything to do with the pandemic. It has taken over a year, but the attempted cover-ups on both sides of the Pacific have gradually unraveled.


During that time, China burned through a half-dozen increasingly implausible cover stories. After the collapse of the Wuhan wet market fable, China tried to pin the blame on a wild succession of animals—bats and pangolins and raccoon-dogs, oh my!—for harboring the virus. We seem now to be back to bats; we’re being told that many years ago, in a cave far away from the Wuhan lab, miners fell ill from being peed upon, pooped upon, and even bitten by those same nasty, virus-harboring creatures.


But the wildest tale by far bandied about by the Chinese authorities is that SARS-CoV-2 was a U.S. bioweapon, created in the U.S. Army’s research labs in Fort Detrick, Maryland. As to how the “American virus”—as the Chinese unabashedly call it—got to China, they have an answer for that too: it was secretly released on the unsuspecting Chinese population of Wuhan by the American soldier-athletes who participated in the October 2019 Military World Games in that city.7


Who makes up such bat-sh*t crazy stories about secret bioweapons and superspreading soldiers? The same people, it seems, whose fever dream for decades has been to do exactly the same thing. There are numerous scientific publications that prove Chinese labs were engaged in dangerous gain-of-function research, along with new evidence that these techniques were being used in an active bioweapons program that included the Wuhan lab.


As China defector Dr. Yan Limeng has revealed, the PLA itself isolated the original bat coronavirus that served as the backbone for SARS-CoV-2. Additional genetic material was then spliced into that virus to make it more infectious and deadly to humans.


This is not speculation. Those doing the splicing left “signatures” behind in the genome itself. To boost a virus’s lethality, for example, those doing gain-of-function research customarily insert a snippet of RNA that codes for two arginine amino acids. This snippet—called double CGG—has never been found in any other coronaviruses, but it is present in SARS-CoV-2. Besides this damning evidence, there are other indications of tampering as well.8


The dwindling ranks of lab-leak deniers continue to insist that the vast laboratory of nature is capable of infinite surprises. Of course, that’s true. And it’s also true, in theory, that if you have enough monkeys typing the four DNA bases A, C, G, and T on enough computer keyboards they will eventually produce a complete and accurate copy of the human genome, which is 6.4 billion such bases long. But what are the odds?


And what are the odds that the virus passed naturally from animals to humans? When Dr. David Asher, who headed the Trump administration’s State Department investigation in the matter, put that very question to a biostatistician, he was told that the odds were roughly . . . 1 in 13 billion. Given that vanishingly small probability, Asher remarked, “To say this came out of a zoonotic situation is sort of ridiculous.”9


What we do know, as former deputy national security adviser Matthew Pottinger pointed out in a February 2021 interview, is that the Chinese People’s Liberation Army had been “doing secret classified animal experiments in that same laboratory,” the Wuhan Institute of Virology, as early as 2017.10 While the Wuhan lab poses as a “civilian institution,” Pottinger said, U.S. intelligence has determined that the lab has collaborated with China’s military on publications and secret bioweapons projects.11


That’s David Asher’s opinion as well. “The Wuhan Institute of Virology is not the National Institute of Health,” he says. “It was operating a secret, classified program. In my view, and I’m just one person, my view is it was a biological-weapons program.”12


A Chinese book that recently fell into the hands of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) further confirms that Chinese military scientists have been focused on what they call the “new era of genetic weapons” since at least 2015. They begin by asserting that World War III will be fought with biological weapons and go on to describe how viruses can be collected from nature and “artificially manipulated into an emerging human disease virus, then weaponised and unleashed.”


In fact, the scientists even singled out coronaviruses as a class of viruses that can be readily weaponized, and they suggest that the ideal candidate for a bioweapon would be something like the coronavirus that causes severe acute respiratory syndrome, or SARS.13 It is worth noting that the virus that causes COVID-19 is a type of SARS virus, which is why the World Health Organization insists that we call it SARS-CoV-2. As in, the second SARS virus.


Peter Jennings, the executive director of ASPI, said the new document “clearly shows that Chinese scientists were thinking about military application for different strains of the coronavirus and thinking about how it could be deployed. It begins to firm up the possibility that what we have here is the accidental release of a pathogen for military use.” The document, he went on to say, is the closest thing to a “smoking gun as we’ve got.”14


Is it really that surprising that the same murderous regime that has already engaged in forced abortion and sterilization, forced organ harvesting, and genocide would also be developing deadly bioweapons to release upon the United States and the world? China had both the intention and the capability to take a harmless bat virus, turn it into a deadly pathogen, and then release it upon the world. And the evidence suggests that it did just that.


More than half of all Americans—including 59 percent of Republicans and 52 percent of Democrats—now believe the virus was made in a lab and released either accidentally or intentionally.15 Indeed, there has been a massive hardening of public opinion against the Communist giant across the board, with 89 percent of adults now seeing China as hostile or dangerous.16 By launching the biowarfare equivalent of 9/11, China has proven that it is both.


The goal of the CCP is, of course, to bring America to its knees without ever firing a shot. And in recent years it has advanced inexorably towards that goal. China’s unrestricted warfare against the United States has undermined our economy, weakened our morale, destroyed our social cohesion, and killed hundreds of thousands of Americans.


We must completely decouple our economy from China’s, win the war in cyberspace, and once again demonstrate the superiority of free markets and free peoples over tyranny. And, in concert with our allies, we must demand reparations from China for the bioweapon it unleashed upon the world, lift its sovereign immunity, and confiscate its assets in the United States and other countries. And we must do this all the while deterring an invasion of Taiwan and constraining the CCP’s territorial ambitions elsewhere.


In short, our policy towards China should be the same as President Ronald Reagan’s towards the Soviet Union: “We win, they lose.”


The dragon must be brought to heel.









INTRODUCTION


THE GRAND UNIFICATION: CHINA’S ZERO-SUM VIEW OF THE WORLD





“What made war inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear in Sparta this provoked.”


—THUCYDIDES, History of the Peloponnesian War1





“The Grand Unification of All Under Heaven is the paramount law and a general rule from antiquity to the present.”


—DONG ZHONGSHU, Han dynasty Scholar (179–104 B.C.)2


In 431 B.C., fearful of a rising Athenian empire, Sparta assembled its army of about four thousand hoplites and marched on Athens. Its leaders were determined to subjugate the rival city-state and disperse its growing empire. The Peloponnesian War that followed dragged on for almost three decades. It ended only after the Athenian fleet—the city-state’s lifeline to its empire of islands—was destroyed in 404 B.C.


The war was the longest and costliest in Greek history, yet in victory the Spartans were not vindictive but magnanimous. While they stripped Athens of its defensive walls, its overseas possessions, and what remained of its fleet, they rejected calls by Corinth and Thebes that the city itself be leveled and its population enslaved. Instead, they accepted the Athenians as allies. Even when the city overthrew its newly appointed Spartan governors a year later and restored democratic rule, Sparta did not intervene.


Sparta had gone to war with the goal of “liberating the Greeks” and it had achieved its aim. Despite its fearsome, warlike reputation, ancient Sparta had established a just peace. It had weakened (but not destroyed) a dangerous rival, freed other city-states from Athenian rule, and established the mildest of hegemonies. To its credit, it did not establish a Spartan despotism.


Five thousand miles to the East, a similar struggle for dominance—sparked by similar fears—had long been underway. But it ended not in freedom but in tyranny. Even during the early stages of China’s Spring and Autumn period (772–481 B.C.) the local Chinese dukes and marquis, despots all, had little enough in common with Spartan oligarchs or Athenian democrats. Indeed, the Greek wars, limited in time and space and—one must add—cruelty, seem almost quaint in comparison to the bloodletting that was already taking place in north and central China, where vast hordes of soldiers and chariots clashed on a continent-sized landscape.


Perhaps the growing inhumanity shown by the Chinese dukes and their generals was inevitable, given the three centuries of constant warfare that they and their peoples had already endured. In any event, by the beginning of the Warring States period (475–221 B.C.), a half century before the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, all the civilized conventions that had once governed warfare in the Orient had been stripped away, leaving only deceitful stratagems and the bare, bloody conflicts that followed when these failed. And when they succeeded, the butchery was oftentimes even worse.


In the two and a half centuries that followed, the surviving rulers became ever more adept at regimenting and mobilizing the societies that they governed. As we will see in chapter two, the end result was the virtual abolition of civil society, as the state commandeered every available societal and economic resource for total war.


THE “GRAND UNIFICATION” OF “ALL UNDER HEAVEN”


The ruler who emerged victorious from this centuries-long carnage was the one who had best perfected his totalitarian control of society in the name of the state. If Sparta had gone to war to “liberate the Greeks” by freeing their city-states from Athenian domination, the goal of the first emperor of the Qin dynasty, Qin Shihuangdi, was the opposite: he wanted to enslave the Chinese by subjugating their independent kingdoms to his own rule. Utterly ruthless in his pursuit of power, he was known for slaughtering surrendering armies—as well as Confucian scholars—to the last man.


As the greatest tyrants have ever done, Qin Shihuangdi found it useful to declare his divinity. Thus he could insist that craven submission was the only proper response to his godhead. He invented his own title, which signifies that he was the founding (shi) emperor (huang) and god (di) of the Qin Empire. Upon unifying China in 221 B.C., not only did he demand absolute obedience as huangdi, or god-emperor, he ensured that he got it by establishing the closest thing to a totalitarian regime the world had yet seen. In chapter two we will take a detailed look at the Qin political order, which, significantly, as the late Chairman Mao Zedong himself affirmed, has endured down through the ages to the present day. The ghost of Qin Shihuangdi continues to lurk behind every Chinese ruler today.


Great Han chauvinists tend to overlook Qin Shihuangdi’s crimes against humanity. After all, they say, he accomplished the “Grand Unification” of China, ending the fearful “chaos and disorder” of the Warring States period and ushering in “peace under Heaven.” That it was the “peace” of a police state matters less to them than that it put an end to centuries of conflict by incorporating “All Under Heaven” (tianxia) into a single tightly controlled polity.


The phrase the “Grand Unification” (datong)—or, as it is sometimes translated, the “Great Uniformity”—comes originally from the Book of Rites (Liji), where Confucius writes, “When the Great Way prevails, the world will belong to all. They chose people of talent and ability whose words were sincere, and they cultivated harmony. Thus people did not only love their own parents, not only nurture their own children. . . . In this selfish schemes did not arise. Robbers, thieves, rebels, and traitors had no place, and thus outer doors were not closed. This is called the Great Uniformity.”3


But it is not the lofty Confucian ideal of a society that is public spirited, crime free, and even vaguely democratic that China rulers have pursued down the centuries. Like Confucianism itself, as we will learn later, the Great Uniformity that the Sage described has been twisted into something nearly resembling its opposite.4


But even in its original iteration by Confucius, the Great Uniformity is not a call for free men to liberate themselves from tyranny, but rather a celebration of national unity (no rebels or traitors), of social conformity (no robbers and thieves), and implicitly of the state itself, which is viewed as the iron scaffolding that locks everyone firmly in place. The Great Uniformity, in other words, is a literal uniformity of thought and action that does not arise from below but is instead imposed from above. Societal conformity is seen as essential for maintaining political unity. From the very beginning of China’s existence as a unified state, dissent has always been strictly limited.


The Qin state of Qin Shihuangdi crushed all of China’s other kingdoms before it was replaced by the Han dynasty, which then continued to expand, imposing the Qin political order wherever it went. Dynasties rose and fell in the centuries that followed, and China often splintered. But the brutal and incessant wars that followed these break-ups ensured that the societal ideal remained the “Grand Unification.” Sparta may have been content to let other city-states in the Greek union rule themselves according to their own lights, but no Chinese ruler would willingly allow any part of the Chinese polity to remain outside of his grasp.


The latest iteration of the ancient Qin political culture—the People’s Republic of China (PRC)—similarly longs to bring All Under Heaven (tianxia) under its sway. That is why it is so intransigent on Taiwan. And that is why it continues to make territorial demands in the South China Sea, in the East China Sea, on the Tibetan Plateau, and elsewhere. Only through continuous expansion can the ideal of the “Great Uniformity” ultimately be realized.


China is ambitious to extend its “benevolent rule” even farther. Other translations of datong favored by Chinese scholars, such as the “Great Tranquility,” and the “Great Harmony,” better convey the more chauvinistic connotations of the phrase. They suggest a future world that lies happily quiescent under a dominant Chinese order.


Modern Chinese thinkers such as Hu Angang not only embrace the idea of a future Pax Sinica; they argue that it will bring peace, harmony and brotherhood to all peoples. In fact, Hu has declared that China will soon establish just such a “World of Great Harmony” (shijie datong, or tianxia datong). He claims that the World of Great Harmony is not only “China’s dream” but is also the “world’s dream.”5


Francis Fukuyama may have declared the end of history following the collapse of the Soviet Union, but the Chinese leadership elite beg to differ. The true end of history, they say, will only arrive when China ushers in the World of Great Harmony, when all the world lies supine under the benevolent direction of the Chinese party-state.


AMERICA, CHINA, AND THE THUCYDIDES TRAP


Thucydides’ sobering reflection on the causes of the Peloponnesian War has recently gotten a lot of attention—at least among students of international relations—because of Graham Allison. The Harvard University scholar coined the phrase “Thucydides Trap” to suggest that the most likely outcome of an encounter between a rising power and an existing power is armed conflict. “In 12 of 16 cases [we examined] over the past 500 years,” Allison writes, “the result was war.”6


So is the Greek tragedy that locked Sparta and Athens in combat in the third century B.C. about to repeat itself between America and China in the twenty-first century? Or, as Peter Navarro has put the question, “Will a rapidly rising China play the upstart Athens to America’s wary Sparta as both plunge headlong into the infamous ‘Thucydides Trap’?”7


The two countries certainly have radically different views of how the world of the future should look.


America fully intends to maintain the commanding position in the global order that it created for itself following World War II and maintained following the collapse of the Soviet Union. From the first Bush administration’s 1992 “Defense Guidance” through the 2002 “National Security Strategy” of the second Bush administration, it has been the continuing policy of the United States to maintain its global preeminence and check rising powers. Perpetuating that preeminence remains the goal today under the “America First” policy of the Trump administration.


China, on the other hand, sees America as a power in terminal decline, exhausted from decades of imperial overstretch and war. It looks forward to building its World of Great Harmony on the ashes of the existing world order. By the middle of this century, when the PRC finishes running its hundred-year marathon—to borrow Michael Pillsbury’s phrase—it imagines that it will be the dominant power on the planet. And it has made no secret of the fact that it is prepared to fight wars to achieve this end.


There is no room in either country’s conception of the future global order for the other—at least as a peer competitor.


That the story of Athens and Sparta has, mutatis mutandis, been repeated again and again down through time is hardly surprising. “Offensive realists”—among whom I count myself—see the world as an anarchic system in which force is the ultimate arbiter. As the leading proponent of offensive realism, John Mearsheimer, has pointed out, in this world of insecurity—a world in which states can never be certain what the intentions of other states are—the only rational course of action for a great power is to attempt to achieve security through hegemony.


Other Western students of international relations, however, especially those of an “idealist” bent, reject the notion that conflict between great powers is somehow inevitable. They prefer to believe that open conflict between states can always be avoided through a proper combination of concessions, compromises, and confidence-building measures. They believe that cleverly designed international institutions and norms, craftily worded treaties and trading relationships and, above all, a willingness to negotiate until the cows come home, can prevent the deadly Thucydides Trap from ever being sprung.


In the case of the United States and China in particular, the idealists are convinced that the growing tensions can be defused, or at least contained, by keeping the focus on what we supposedly have in common. Thus they speak of our shared interest in combating “climate change” or of containing the threat from North Korea, or of our massive (if one-sided) trading relationship and mutual investments. If only America does not allow itself to fall prey to irrational fears over China’s rise, they say, conflict can be permanently avoided. Far better to allow China to carve out its own sphere of influence as Asia’s regional hegemon than attempt to contain it through a growing network of alliances. Any attempt to check China’s designs will only increase tension between our two countries and potentially lead to events spiraling out of control. Armed clashes must be avoided at all costs, even if this means that the United States must preemptively stand down.


Although idealists tend to dominate academic discourse at Western universities, they are exceedingly thin on the ground in China. The overwhelming majority of Chinese strategists are, like Mearsheimer and myself, offensive realists. As such, they are convinced that “the world is condemned to perpetual great power competition.”8 And, as Great Han chauvinists all, they are determined to maximize China’s power and influence in order to win that competition.


It is critically important to realize not only that Chinese strategists are offensive realists, but also that they have been offensive realists for a very, very long time.


Several hundred years before Thucydides put pen to parchment, battles were raging on the North China plain. As we will see in chapter two, during the centuries of the Eastern Zhou dynasty (770–221 B.C.) nascent China was in the throes of almost constant warfare. While the Peloponnesian War lasted a mere quarter century, China’s states warred for more than half a millennium. Indeed, the entire period from the Spring and Autumn Annals through the Warring States period might accurately be called China’s “Five Hundred Years’ War.” This war not only lasted far longer than any contemporaneous Western conflict, it also drew in a far greater number of state actors, who deployed far larger armies over a far larger map than any conflict the world had yet seen.


In the course of these centuries of incessant conflict, the various Chinese rulers and their advisors tried every imaginable arrangement to keep the peace. They held peace conferences, signed treaties, and negotiated defensive alliances. They held disarmament conferences and agreed to limit their military strength. They tried to maintain the status quo by maintaining a balance of power among their number. They even organized a kind of proto–League of Nations, under the terms of which the Zhou king, or the local rulers themselves, appointed one of their number as “hegemon” (ba)—roughly equivalent to “defender of the realm” in those days, rather than an all-dominant power, as today9—to keep the peace among the many states.


Some of these maneuvers purchased a few years, even a few decades, of peace, but they all eventually failed. Those states that sought security by treaties, alliances, and champions were eventually absorbed. Those states that relied upon their own might, judiciously building up their strength and opportunistically expanding through conquest, were rewarded over time with increasing territory, population, and power.


All this is to say that Chinese strategists do not need to be convinced that they are living in an anarchic international system, since for centuries China had the most anarchic system the world has ever seen within its very borders.10 Nor do they need to be convinced that the security of the PRC can only be secured by relentlessly increasing state power vis-à-vis its competitors. Although this does not necessarily mean aggressive territorial expansion, it certainly did in China’s past. And this is why China today, as it seeks to become Asia’s regional hegemon, is vigorously asserting ambitious territorial claims in all directions of the compass.


Chinese intentions are evident everywhere you look, hiding in plain sight. China’s humiliation at the hands of Western barbarians breeds a desire for revenge, (as we shall see in chapter one), which is all the more vigorously pursued because China’s long centuries of regional hegemony suggest to its leaders that they are owed deference (chapter two). The founding of the PRC was driven by a desire to once again bestride Asia (chapter three), while Deng Xiaoping’s “second revolution” was launched precisely because Maoism failed to restore national greatness (chapter four). Under Jiang Zemin the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), in accepting the new rich into its ranks, came to resemble a “national socialist” party (chapter five). Xi Jinping’s “China dream” is a world under Chinese hegemony (chapter six), while his propaganda apparatus relentlessly stokes national narcissism to create a sense of cultural, economic, and even territorial entitlement among the population (chapter seven). The Chinese are taught that only America still stands in the way of the achievement of the “China dream” (chapter eight), a claim that the Chinese party-state uses to justify “unrestricted warfare” against the reigning hegemon, the United States. China is determined to bring this conflict to a successful conclusion and usher in the World of Great Harmony (chapter nine). In the final chapter I will discuss ways that America can meet the challenge posed by China’s rise (chapter ten).


The roots of China’s current behavior are buried deep in its five-thousand-year history. The leaders of the world’s only surviving civilizational empire quite naturally view the present through the looking glass of the past—and see themselves reflected in the imperial bureaucracies of a dozen dynasties past. But the modern Chinese party-state, in order to maintain social cohesion, is also deliberately stoking the fires of national narcissism and super-patriotism using any and all means at its disposal, including glorifying China’s long history. While we in the West seem determined to forget our own unique history—even denigrating the most successful civilization the world has ever seen in the name of multiculturalism—China is busy not only remembering but celebrating and embellishing its own.


With China, more than any other country, what’s past is necessarily prologue. So it is there, in the formative years of Chinese civilization, that we begin our efforts to understand China’s relentless drive for dominance.
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A DISEASE OF THE HEART





“The Japanese are like a disease of the skin, but the Communists are like a disease of the heart.”


—CHIANG KAI-SHEK1





“There is only one challenge that today represents a clear and existential threat to America’s national interests. . . . The rise of the People’s Republic of China.”


—HARRY J. KAZIANIS2





“China had a very high opinion of its own achievements and had nothing but disdain for other countries. This became a habit and was considered quite natural.”


—SUN YAT-SEN3


The political leader with the most experience fighting the Chinese Communist Party—first successfully and later much less so—was Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek. After the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, Chiang was under enormous pressure to declare war on the Empire of the Rising Sun. He refused, arguing that before the Japanese could be driven out of China, the Communist rebellion must first be put down. “First internal pacification, then external resistance,” he insisted. Even when the Japanese launched a major offensive in Shanghai in 1932, he threw his best divisions into the fray but in the end refused to be drawn into an all-out conflict.


“The Japanese are like a disease of the skin,” Chiang later explained to his restless army commanders, “but the Communists are like a disease of the heart.” By this he meant that the Japanese, with their powerful navy, could seize China’s coastal cities almost at will, but they simply did not have the manpower or resources to take and hold the vast and heavily populated interior of China over time. He knew they would eventually be forced by time or circumstances to leave, although he could not have known that China’s liberation would not be accomplished until 1945, only after the blood of nearly a half million Americans, and many times that number of Chinese, had been spilled.


The Communists, on the other hand, already controlled vast stretches of the Chinese heartland. And Chiang was familiar enough with their fanaticism to know that, unless their red armies were completely annihilated, they would continue their struggle until they were victorious. It was to be a battle to the death—“you die, I live,” as the Chinese say—for the very heart of China. In the end the “disease of the heart” that Chiang had warned about did indeed prove fatal to his own Nationalist government, and with its retreat to the island of Taiwan died the dream of a free and democratic China.


Chiang Kai-shek’s remarkable metaphor can be used to illustrate the severity of the threats that America faces today. There are, as it turns out, a range of dangers that qualify as diseases of the skin. The radical Islamists clearly fall into this category. They will indeed fight to the death, but with their failing caliphates and their limited appeal even within the Muslim world itself, it is they who will die. Terror attacks—however much fear they may sporadically generate among the population—are a sign of weakness, not of strength. (Any tactic that results in the death of your most committed followers is ultimately self-defeating.) At the end of the day such attacks, however deadly they prove to innocent bystanders, pose no real danger to the world order America and the West have built.


Iran and North Korea are greater threats. A nuclear-armed Iran would threaten the Sunni Arab nations and jeopardize the very existence of Israel. In fact, the mullahs openly speak of using nuclear weapons to usher in the reign of the Twelfth Imam. As far as North Korea’s nukes and missiles are concerned, these already constitute a serious threat to our allies in East Asia. That Kim Jong Un is additionally seeking, with help from across his country’s border with China, to acquire the ability to strike at the American homeland should give us all pause. But it would be a mistake to write off the Madman of Pyongyang as criminally insane, since he may be banking on his new weapons systems to intimidate the United States and its allies into trying to buy him off again, a ploy that his father successfully used against both the Clinton and Bush II administrations.4 Neither country, however, constitutes an existential threat to the continued existence of the Republic. Both are clearly diseases of the skin, both are able to inflict serious injury on their near neighbors, to be sure, but not to the world as currently constituted.


The question of whether Russia is a disease of the skin or of the heart is considerably more controversial. Obviously, if Putin were to launch his nuclear-tipped missiles against the West they would cause tremendous devastation. Yet the death of tens of millions of Westerners would not mean the end of Western civilization any more than the Holocaust, with its six million victims, meant the end of Jewish civilization. Civilizations are far more difficult to destroy than cities. They exist in the minds of men, in their values and beliefs, in their cultures and institutions. Moreover, Putin knows that Russia would be a smoldering ruin less than an hour after he ordered such an attack. Presumably he is no less afraid of mutually assured destruction than his Soviet predecessors were.


Only an alternative ideology could pose a real danger to the United States and to the civilization of which it is the principal defender. In “scientific” Marxism, the Soviets had just such an ideology—the appeal of communism far transcended their own country’s borders—and they vigorously promoted it for decades. While they were not successful in remaking the world in their own image, they were able to spread their errors to many countries around the globe.


Today’s Russia has little to offer in this regard. The autocratic rule practiced by Putin is neither a system of belief nor a civilizational advance. Rather, it is a retreat into Russia’s Tsarist past.5 Today’s Russia conceives of itself, as it has throughout much of its history, not as an alternative to Western civilization, but as its easternmost outpost.6 The Russian government may be no friend to free speech and democratic rule but, supported by the Russian Orthodox Church, it fervently promotes the family and traditional values, opposes mass immigration, and mocks multiculturalism.7 For this, of course, it is roundly reviled by the secular Left.


While the Soviets dreamed of a world under communism, the current occupants of the Kremlin have far more limited objectives. They have neither the means nor the will to pose a serious threat to the existing world order, much less to undertake to build a new one. Rather, they merely want the country they lead to once again be respected as a great power, as it was in centuries past. More worrisomely, they want to gather scattered Russian minorities—stranded in the various Soviet Republics by the dissolution of the USSR—back into the bosom of Mother Russia. The continual expansion of NATO eastward is greatly resented, since it is seen as encroaching upon Russia’s traditional sphere of influence. The 2004 incorporation of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into the Western alliance was a particular blow to Russian pride, since these countries were once Soviet Republics and each has a sizable Russian minority.


The Russians woke up on December 26, 1991, to find half their country gone. Putin’s goal is to piece back together as much of the Russian Empire as possible, beginning with Russian-speaking territories adjacent to his current borders. The seizure of Crimea and the proxy war in eastern Ukraine are pure irredentism, not a prelude to an invasion of Eastern Europe. This is not to say that the covert war that Russia is conducting in the eastern Ukraine is justifiable. Clearly it is not. Russia should be made to pay a heavy price for violating the territorial integrity of that country to ensure that it does not continue its aggressive, destabilizing behavior. At the same time, we should not lose sight of the larger strategic picture, in which Russia is, at best, a second-tier player.


Outside of its “near abroad” Russia’s foreign policy seems to be simply reductionist: whenever and wherever Putin can thumb his nose at the United States and NATO—by holding joint naval exercises with China in the South China Sea and the Baltic, for example—he will do so. At the same time, Russia has its own worries about China’s rise, a country with which it shares a forty-two-hundred-kilometer-long border, and that now competes for influence in the former Soviet Republics of Central Asia. Russia does not want to end up as “China’s Canada,” and even less as the junior partner in a reconstituted Sino-Russian bloc.


There is no reason to believe Tsar Vladimir Putin dreams that his own power will one day eclipse America’s, much less that he harbors the secret ambition to remake the world in Russia’s image. Under Putin, Soviet expansionism has given way to a much more parochial project that we might call, for want of a better term, making Russia great again. I grant that even this limited goal constitutes an existential threat to some of the newly independent states of Eastern Europe, whose security we have now guaranteed by treaty. But it is clearly not fatal to the United States itself, nor particularly threatening to the world order that America has created.


Loud and insistent voices continue to demand that we declare eternal enmity towards Moscow. They tell us that the clumsy Russian bear is our most dangerous adversary, and that it must be beaten down and brought to heel. There are many problems with this overblown analysis, not least of which is that Russia’s economy is less than one-tenth the size of our own. Moreover, whatever else Russia is, she remains a part of Western civilization, within whose ambit she lives, thinks, and has her spiritual roots. It is not unlikely that democratic rule may one day be restored in Russia, which means that she has the potential to be our friend. But even while she remains under the dictatorial rule of the thuggish Vladimir Putin, we can surely find an amicable resolution to our differences. And this we must do. The present fixation with Russia, which does not pose a deadly threat to America and the West, unnecessarily distracts us from the one country that does.


In all the world there is only one threat to the United States that must be classified as a disease of the heart. This is a country





         •    That long ago invented totalitarianism—the total subjugation of the individual to the state—and that still practices a modified form of this all-embracing political tyranny today


         •    That produced its own high civilization, which it imagines surpasses anything the West, or the rest of the world, has to offer


         •    That is persuaded that, by reason of this superior culture, it is owed universal deference


         •    Whose leaders govern an ethnic-based empire and tout the racial superiority of their race over all others


         •    That concludes from its long centuries of regional hegemony that it has a natural right to once again bestride the region


         •    Whose humiliation, real or imagined, at the hands of the West has been used to foster a deep desire for revenge in everyone from the top leaders on down to ordinary workers


         •    That narcissistically “dreams” of a world under its hegemony


         •    That teaches its children to hate the reigning hegemon for standing in the way of achieving this “dream”


         •    That dismisses the current world order as unjust, and thus thinks itself not only justified, but actually clever and sophisticated, for deceiving its way to dominance by, for example, signing agreements it has no intention of honoring


         •   That not only has the potential to visit nuclear annihilation on the United States, but also actually publishes maps showing the exact extent of the destruction it could rain down on our country—complete with projected casualties


         •    That believes, above all, that its manifest destiny is to usher in a new world order, which it calls the World of Great Harmony


         •    That even imagines, in its hubris, that this new world order will be greeted with joy by the peoples of the world


THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA


The PRC is under the control of the same Chinese Communist Party that proved to be Chiang Kai-shek’s undoing. But in the decades since driving Chiang from the Mainland it has metastasized from a rag-tag army of rebels to the largest—and arguably the most disciplined—political organization on the planet, with some eighty-nine million members. High-ranking Party members comprise the backbone of the Chinese party-state, and through it control the second largest economy and one of the most powerful military forces the world has ever seen. Core Leader Xi Jinping envisions a Sinocentric world, with China’s borders expanding outward, near neighbors reduced to de facto vassals, and countries further afield humbly serving as markets for Chinese products and sources of raw materials. Most of all, it seems, he fantasizes about a day when the current hegemon, the United States of America, will be reduced to impotence.


The role of the hegemon is firmly embedded in China’s national dreamwork, intrinsic to its national identity, and profoundly implicated in its sense of national destiny. China’s long imperial history as the dominant power of East and Southeast Asia has left no doubt in the minds of the Chinese elite that they are the cultural and intellectual superiors of every other people on the planet. They see their country’s century-long humiliation at the hands of the West as a temporary aberration and take chauvinistic pride in the conviction that China’s Long March back to hegemony is well underway.


The concept of hegemony was, fittingly enough, introduced into modern diplomatic discourse by the Chinese themselves. During Henry Kissinger’s secret visit to Beijing in 1971, the Chinese translator’s use of this unfamiliar English word sent Kissinger fumbling for his dictionary. There he found definitions of “hegemony” as “a single pole or axis of power,” and as “leadership or predominant influence exercised by one state over others.”


None of these definitions fully captures the rich and sometimes sinister nuances of the concept of the ba in Chinese.


The ba is a political order invented by ancient Chinese strategists twenty-eight hundred years ago that is based exclusively on naked power. Under the ba, as it evolved over the next six centuries, total control of a state’s population and resources was to be concentrated in the hands of the state’s hegemon, or bawang (literally “hegemon-king”), who would employ this power to establish his hegemony, or baquan (literally “hegemon-power”), over all the states in the known world.


What Chinese strategists of old may be said to have invented, then, is an early form of totalitarianism. Not only did the ba predate the Western variety of totalitarian rule by almost three thousand years, it was self-consciously designed to be an instrument of international aggrandizement. Bureaucratic totalitarianism is often thought to be an invention of the twentieth century, an evil alchemy of nineteenth-century Marxist ideology and twentieth-century Leninist bureaucracy capable of transmuting precious freedoms into base slavery. But the inventor of the iron cage of totalitarianism was not Vladimir Ilyich Lenin—though it is of course his specter that loomed over the peoples of Central and Eastern Europe for so many decades—but the founding emperor of the Qin dynasty, Qin Shihuangdi, and his “Legalist” Machiavelli, Li Si. The goal of the ba was to achieve a kind of super-superpower status vis-à-vis neighboring states. In the words of China’s ancient strategic genius, Sunzi (sometimes spelled Sun Tzu) in his classic The Art of War, “The power of the hegemon is so immense that when his troops invade a large nation, the people of that country scatter.”


The twentieth century, which saw two totalitarian states in succession attempt global conquest, has left us all too familiar with the word totalitarianism. Still somewhat exotic is hegemony, which the Chinese introduced to the world, first in theory, and of late in practice. This is the notion that the premier goal of foreign policy should be to establish absolute dominance over one’s region and, by slow extension, the world. China’s pursuit of hegemony predisposes it to predetermine the outcome of territorial and other disputes by threats, intimidation, blackmail and, if necessary, out-and-out force. Contrast this with the default behavior of democracies, which is to seek peaceful, neighborly relations, and which, in the event that disputes do arise, naturally seek to resolve them by negotiation and treaty.8


In the South China Sea both we and the Chinese are acting out our national characters: The United States is consulting with its allies, calling for China to stand down, supporting the decision of the International Court of Arbitration,9 and suggesting that all parties come to the bargaining table and resolve their competing claims peacefully. China, on the other hand, is behaving like an aggrieved hegemon. Ignoring almost universal condemnation of one of the largest land grabs in history, it is attempting to “overawe its enemies” (Sunzi again). By issuing a barrage of threats and by engaging in a preemptive military buildup, including an island-building campaign, it clearly hopes it will simply cow its smaller adversaries into submission.


Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the Chinese untiringly accused the Soviet Union of having hegemonic ambitions, that is, of seeking to dominate the entire world. Following the Soviet collapse, they turned their wrath on the United States, ominously and endlessly charging that America was “seeking hegemony.” In fact, all this name-calling was merely a political form of Freudian projection, for China’s elite clearly covets the title of hegemon for itself.


In the old—and enduring—Chinese view of the world, chaos and disorder can only be avoided by organizing vassal and tributary states around a single dominant axis of power. And if there is to be a hegemon, Chinese history and culture combine to say, then it should be China. In their obsession with hegemony the Chinese people have their own doctrine of manifest destiny.


For more than two thousand years, the Chinese considered themselves the geographical and geopolitical center of the world.10 From their earliest incarnation as an empire, they spoke of China as Zhong Guo, “The Middle Kingdom,” or, even more revealingly, as Tian Xia, “Everything under Heaven.” They believed their emperor to be the only legitimate political authority and regarded themselves as the highest expression of civilized humanity. This Sinocentric—even narcissistic—worldview survived even foreign invasion and occupation by Xiongnu, Mongols, Jurchens, and Manchus; the Chinese were invariably able to co-opt and assimilate their poorly organized and culturally inferior conquerors within a generation or two.


And far from being a self-serving myth or shallow chauvinism, China’s idea of national greatness is firmly rooted in reality. For most of its long history, the Chinese empire was indeed a collection of superlatives. It had the greatest land area, the largest population, the most productive economy, the most powerful army, and the most advanced technology of any power on earth. It took particular pride in having the highest culture as well, and often justified its expansion on the grounds of a mission civilisatrice. In the end, China’s sway over East Asia was limited only by its own ambitions, not by the counterforce of hostile and competing powers. Chinese explorers did not venture far afield, and when they did they returned and invariably testified that the world beyond China’s borders was so technologically and culturally inferior as to be almost beneath notice.11 Admiral Zheng He’s naval expeditions to India and beyond in the early 1500s, for example, convinced the Ming court that the outside world had nothing to offer the Kingdom at the Center of the Earth.


Power of all kinds—economic, military, and cultural—was concentrated in the hands of the emperor, and radiated out from His Radiant Highness, as the occupant of the Dragon Throne was styled. As the distance from the capital increased, the reflected light of His Radiant Highness necessarily diminished, and the locals, whatever their manners and diction, were considered increasingly uncouth. Chinese from the outer provinces were assumed to be inferior in every way to the culturally superior cosmopolitans of the capital. As for the various barbarian tribes who populated the border regions, they were regarded as little better than wild beasts, to which they were often compared.


Under aggressive emperors, the Middle Kingdom quickly grew to the geographical limit—in the days when communications were limited to the speed of a galloping horse—of what could be governed from a single center. With the possible exception of the Roman Empire at its height, the realms of the major Chinese dynasties dwarfed all contemporaneous empires in other parts of the world in population and geographic extent.


By the mid–Qing dynasty (1644–1911), China held sway over a vast territory stretching from today’s Russian Far East, westward across southern Siberia to Lake Balkhash and into contemporary Kazakhstan, then southeastward along the Himalayas to the Indian Ocean, and eastward across Laos and northern Vietnam. Vassal and tributary states, which further extended the reach of the imperial court, included Korea, Tibet, Nepal, Burma, Thailand, and parts of Indochina.


Imperial China behaved as a suzerain toward these subordinate states, exacting tribute, imposing unequal conditions, and demanding fealty from their rulers. Those who refused to kowtow to Beijing were regarded as hostile and dealt with accordingly. The Celestial Empire had neighbors only in a geographic sense. Even today, as Ross Munro has observed, China still seems to classify her “neighbors” into one of two categories: tributary states that acknowledge her hegemony, or potential enemies.12 Present-day Beijing does not desire equality in external affairs, but deference, for it governs not a nation-state—although that is its modern-day pose—but an all-encompassing civilization. It is, as Lucian Pye has remarked, “a civilization pretending to be a nation.”13


That is not the only pretense that the Chinese have engaged in during their long history. While insisting on the theoretical superiority of their empire over the surrounding “barbarian” kingdoms, various emperors were more than willing to compromise when hostile armies appeared on their borders. Over the centuries, major concessions were made to settle disputes with Tibet and the Turkic Khanate in the west and to placate the restless Khitan and Jurchen states in the north. Most of these concessions go unnoted in the official histories, however, since they contradict the myth of Chinese superiority.14


Deluded by their own myths, the Chinese on several occasions severely underestimated the strength of an enemy or provoked one into attacking. This happened, for example, with the Koreans in the seventh century, and again at the turn of the fifteenth century with the Muslim conqueror Tamerlane. According to the official records of the Ming dynasty, Tamerlane had sent a letter of submission, along with a tribute of two hundred horses, to the Chinese court. The Ming Emperor Hongwu evidently believed this fabricated account, for in 1395 he dispatched a “return embassy” to thank Tamerlane for his submission.15 But it turned out that Tamerlane, one of history’s most brutal butchers, had done no such thing. On the contrary, he was furious to find out that Emperor Hongwu considered him a vassal. He locked up the Chinese ambassador and vowed to avenge the insult with a military attack. He did not get around to making good on his vow until 1405, when he set out from Samarkand for Beijing at the head of a two-hundred-thousand-strong army. Fortunately for the Ming dynasty, he died en route.


An even more striking case of self-delusion had occurred a century earlier. Following the Mongol conquest of China, the Chinese historians responsible for compiling the official history of the preceding dynasty took seventy years, or most of the Yuan dynasty (A.D. 1271–1368), to complete their work. It was as if these Confucian scholars could not bring themselves to record how mighty China, with its superior civilization and people, could possibly have been conquered by a roving band of horse lords.16 When the Chinese reclaimed their empire and established the Ming dynasty, court historians engaged in a conspiracy of silence about the dynasty that had preceded it. The whole Mongol conquest and century of rule went down the memory hole, since there was no way to reconcile that shameful history with their glorious self-image. As Christopher Ford notes, “What could not be explained within the conceptual framework of Sinic supremacy had to be simply ignored or denied.”17


The Chinese mandarinate, selected on the basis of competitive examinations which tested their knowledge of the Confucian classics, embodied this sense of cultural superiority. If its members condescended to their own people, they regarded foreigners—those outside the magic circle of Chinese civilization—as scarcely human. There was no more polarizing distinction in the Chinese worldview than that between the Sinified (Chinese or hua) and the un-Sinified (Barbarians or yi). As we have seen, the un-Sinified—those barbarians who had not (yet) adopted Chinese habits of speech, dress, custom, and thought—were often likened to animals.


The Shanhai Jing (“Classic of Mountains and Seas”), written at the time of Christ but still quoted as late as the Qing dynasty, describes a western people with human faces but the bodies of snakes, and a southern people as having human bodies and faces, but birdlike wings and beaks.18 The Ming Emperor Jiaqing was equally unflattering of non-Chinese peoples on the southern border: “The yi and di, like birds and beasts, are without human morality.”19 The barbarians to the north fared no better in the view of Emperor Taizhong’s seventh century advisors: “The Hsiung-nu [Xiongnu or Huns] with their human faces and animal hearts are not of our kind. . . . [T]heir nature is such that they have no sense of gratitude or righteousness.”20 The Japanese, only partly Sinified, were called “dwarf barbarians” (woren). Westerners, when they came, were portrayed in similarly demeaning terms. At first, like most other “barbarians,” they were compared to animals. Later, as their military and technological prowess became evident, they were promoted to the status of demons.


When I was first in China, in 1979, villagers would sometimes utter the malediction gwailo (Cantonese for “devil man”) as I approached. When this was reported to the local Communist Party Secretary, he excused their utterances, ironically enough, on the grounds that “their cultural level is quite low.” But such views had actually originated among Chinese whose “cultural level” was quite high—the mandarinate and even the emperors themselves—who of course set the tone for the entire civilization.


Unstated racism remains pervasive among the Chinese elite today. Its members are generally “cultured” enough to avoid comparing people from other races or cultures to animals or beasts in mixed company—that is to say, when foreigners are present—but their true attitude comes through clearly in private conversations and some literary works. During the Tibetan unrest of 2008 the head of the Chinese Communist Party in Tibet called the Dalai Lama a “wolf with a human face and the heart of a beast.” Another example comes from the popular 1997 The Spirit of the Fourth Generation, whose authors refer to the Japanese as “economic animals”, the “eastern heroes” of the “Western materialism” that is inferior to “Eastern harmony.”21


“Racism is particularly difficult to reform,” explains Chinese historian Yang Lien-sheng in reference to his own culture, “if the habit was formed in . . . the early historical period of a society.”22


RELATIONS WITH THE BARBARIANS


The first Westerners to reach China by sea were the Portuguese, who by 1557 had established a permanent settlement at Macao. The Spaniards, the Dutch, and the British followed, drawn by the prospect of trade with this huge and prosperous empire. But the Imperial Chinese government, first under the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), then under the Qing, permitted only limited commercial relations with these seafaring traders. Canton, the capital of Guangdong province, was designated as China’s sole entrepôt for the western trade, and even there trading was limited to a clearly defined season.


These inconvenient, even degrading arrangements were repeatedly protested by the Western nations, whose emissaries vainly called for free trade and diplomatic representation in Beijing. But they received short shrift. The volume of Chinese trade with the West was insignificant to the vast Chinese empire, while direct government-to-government relations were simply out of the question. The early Qing emperors and their courts were affronted by the notion that they should deal with the “barbarians from the Western Oceans” on a basis of equality. Instead, as an emblem of their disdain, they gave a mere provincial official, the viceroy of Guangdong and Guangxi, responsibility for political and commercial relations with these pushy Westerners. The first emissary of Great Britain to China, Lord MaCartney, arrived in that country in 1792 with no illusions. A Russian friend familiar with Chinese ways had informed him that, for the Chinese, Chinese superiority in all things was axiomatic. The Chinese were civilized and everyone else was a barbarian.23


As long as the Qing Empire stayed strong, there matters remained. But by the end of the eighteenth century, the dynasty was clearly in decline, and over the succeeding decades the government became increasingly inefficient, weak, and corrupt. The power of the Western world, on the other hand, was on the rise, fueled by industrialization and scientific advances. The one-time reality of Chinese superiority had become a myth, a self-deluding fiction that led the Qing court to critically underestimate growing British, and Western, strength.


That fiction was perpetuated by sycophantic officials and court “histories” that included fanciful tales of imaginary tribute. One such tale—similar to the one that had enraged Tamerlane centuries before—asserted that King George III had presented tribute to the Jiaqing emperor in 1804, thus making Great Britain a tributary state of the Qing Empire. The event was pure invention, made plausible in the eyes of the emperor and his officials only by their unshakeable conviction of Chinese superiority . . . and barbarian inferiority.24


It was not until thirty-five years later, when the “humble tributaries” from Great Britain astonished the Qing court by sending most of the imperial Chinese fleet to the bottom of the ocean, that Confucian officialdom began to realize the magnitude of its error. The First Opium War (1839–1842), as it is generally known, was humiliating enough, but it was soon followed by a Second Opium War (1856–1860), which shook the empire to its core. The so-called “unequal treaties” that followed reduced China to a semi-colony of the Western powers. Western troops garrisoned China’s “treaty ports”—essentially, European colonies—and Western gunboats roamed its rivers. Only the Open Door Policy of the United States, which opposed the creation of exclusive economic zones by the other great powers, saved China from total dismemberment—another historical fact that has been written out of contemporary Chinese history textbooks.


Other humiliations followed. In 1895 Japan defeated China, wresting away control of Korea and gaining control of the Liaoning Peninsula. Meiji-era Japan, busily borrowing from the West, was on the ascent. China, resisting Western ideas and innovations, was failing. Li Hongzhang, a major figure at the Qing court and the leader of the “self-strengthening” movement, was sent to the Japanese seaport of Shimonoseki to negotiate a peace treaty. Count Ito, representing the victorious Japanese government, criticized China as arrogant, deceitful, and uncooperative towards the “family of nations.” “Why does not China observe the rules of all other nations?” Ito pressed Li. The question is as timely today as it was in the late nineteenth century.
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Li Hongzhang could well have replied that it would cost him his position—if not his head—to propose that the Kingdom at the Center of the Earth be downgraded to a mere “nation” and his Radiant Holiness, the Emperor, be reduced to a mere king. Instead he simply observed that it was “a very difficult matter in our country for the Servant [that is, Li] to propose a change to the Sovereign [that is, the Emperor].”


“The Imperial Wisdom,” Ito said in response, must surely “recognize the necessity for such a reform.”


“Every change will certainly take time,” riposted Li.


Li Hongzhang, for his part, attempted to play the race card: “It is quite time the Yellow race should prepare against the White.”


But Ito deflected the suggestion of race-based anti-Western alliance. “I think it would be wise,” he responded, “to make your young men well acquainted with things European.”


China proved unwilling to take advice from a people they had long regarded as inferiors and privately still called “dwarf barbarians.” “Japanese success at a time of mounting internal difficulties in China,” wrote S. C. M. Paine, “instead of being seen as a way out of China’s turmoil, became another ‘loss of face’ for the Chinese.”25


Non-Chinese have difficulty appreciating the depth of China’s grievances against the West and Japan resulting from these experiences. It was not merely that Western gunboats had twice defeated China in the Opium Wars; China had been defeated before, although never perhaps by organized drug runners. Nor was the bitterness caused simply by the dethronement of Confucian high culture by the West—not only in neighboring states like Japan, Korea, and Vietnam but within China itself—although this comes closer to the heart of the matter.


The underlying problem was this: China had dominated (in every sense—culturally, economically, militarily) its known world almost since the beginning of its recorded history. More than what is today called a superpower, it had been the hegemon for century after century, dynasty after dynasty, for over two thousand years. Then, within the span of a few decades, it was cast down from this pinnacle of greatness by the Western powers and Japan and brought low, divided into spheres of influence, and partially carved up into colonies.26


The greatest defeat suffered by China was not the loss of sovereignty in treaty ports like Shanghai, however, or even the loss of huge swaths of territory to Russia and Japan. China’s borders had expanded and contracted before. But the ideological underpinnings of the country—the deeply inbred notion that the Middle Kingdom was inherently superior to its conquerors—had always held. Now that certainty was shattered by the arrival of the West in force. Now, though, the Western countries were not only technologically more advanced and thus in possession of superior arms, they were clearly ahead of China in terms of their economic development, their institutions of governance, and even their very ethics. For the first time in their long history the Chinese had encountered a civilization which was arguably superior to their own on multiple levels.


To that crushing blow was added another: the stunning revelation that the world was a far larger place, and China a far smaller one, than the Chinese mandarinate had long believed. The maps brought by the Western traders literally turned the cloistered world of the Chinese elite upside down. They made clear at a glance that not only did China and its vassals not comprise Tianxia, or “All under Heaven,” they did not even comprise the tenth of it. The Western maps revealed the existence of oceans, island chains, and even a new world that had been previously unknown to Chinese mapmakers. Most disorienting of all, these new maps revealed that the empire which styled itself “the Center of the Earth” was not centrally located at all. Instead, it was offset far to the east, relegated to the same peripheral status to which it had itself always consigned barbarians and tributary states. It was a Galileo-like moment for the Chinese, as they realized that their empire was not the fixed and immovable center of human affairs after all, but only a mere satellite of an even more powerful constellation of powers.


All of this cut the very heart out of the Chinese national dreamscape. The Confucian moral order was based on a deeply held belief that the Chinese polity was universal. The god-like Chinese emperor was a father to all men, Chinese and barbarian alike. The Chinese empire he ruled was “the head of a family of nations, presiding with patriarchal wisdom over the junior members around her.”27 Even if all lands and all peoples did not yet acknowledge Chinese hegemony, the mandarinate confidently believed that someday they would. Indeed, they must. This was, after all, the Middle Kingdom’s manifest destiny.


As the world expanded, China shrank, and it became ever more difficult to maintain a Sinocentric worldview. Confucian civilization all too obviously failed to encompass the new, larger world that China now found itself at the mercy of. And the prospect of one day Sinifying such powerful peoples or absorbing such large swaths of territory seemed remote indeed. Mighty China had been demoted to a relatively minor player in the global scheme of things, and the emperor reduced to a mere regional satrap. Even the very name of their once-great empire, the Kingdom at the Center of the Earth, seemed now to be an ethnocentric affectation, if not a kind of self-mockery.


Still, the imperial court went to great lengths to maintain the pretense of Chinese superiority, even as the evidence mounted that, in reality, China was markedly inferior in key respects. The constant diplomatic wrangling between the European powers and the Qing court was a kind of Kabuki theater masking the underlying ideological contest between Sinic universalism and Western-style national sovereignty. The Europeans, aggressively led by Britain, demanded that they be accepted as equals. But this was something that the Qing dynasty could not concede without betraying the Confucian moral order that had for so long informed and animated it.


It was only in 1860, after the Qing forces had suffered another disastrous defeat in the Second Opium War, and with the entire lower Yangtze region in the hands of the Taiping rebels, that the imperial court bowed to European demands. The British, the French, and the Russians were all granted permission to establish permanent embassies in the capital of Beijing. The emperor could no longer hold himself aloof from the rest of the world, but had to grant audiences to the foreign ambassadors, in effect admitting that they represented empires equal to his own. Now even the pretense—never mind the reality—of Chinese suzerainty over “all under heaven” had been torn away.


And so it went for the next ninety years, as the empire gave way to warlordism, and entire provinces fell under foreign control. Tibet and Western Turkestan went their own way, while Korea and Manchuria were colonized by Japan, which later invaded and occupied China’s eastern provinces. Never before in Chinese history had that country’s claimed preeminence—central to the self-image of the Chinese—been so at variance with the reality on the ground. Never before had so many Chinese been so humiliated at the hands of so many foreign powers. Even minor European powers such as Portugal and Holland—a fraction of the size and population of even a single one of China’s many provinces—were able to wrest concessions from the helpless giant.


When Mao Zedong announced the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, it was with the words “China has stood up.” No longer would a prostrate China be bullied by the West. So strong was Mao’s sense of grievance that, despite his desperate need for Soviet economic assistance, he rejected Khrushchev’s bid for Soviet naval bases in China. When the Soviet leader petulantly objected that America’s allies allowed the U.S. Navy basing privileges, Mao still refused to budge. Foreign naval vessels would never be stationed in Chinese waters again, he declared. That degrading experience belonged to China’s treaty port past.


Both the history of China’s imperial—and revolutionary—glory and the painful details of her long night of national humiliation are taught in China’s public schools and, more important, in her military academies. The result is an excruciating sensitivity to slights, real and imagined. When Secretary of State Warren Christopher visited China in 1994, Chinese officials were personally offended that he had brought his dog. Why? Because it brought back memories of a sign that had purportedly hung at the entrance to a park in Shanghai’s foreign concession a century ago which read, “No dogs or Chinese allowed.”


China’s fall from greatness is still a subliminal matter of shame for all living Chinese. This “loss of face” cannot be assuaged merely by allowing China to take its place among “the family of nations.” The rectification of China’s historical grievances requires not merely diplomatic equality—Beijing enjoys this already—but de facto geostrategic dominance. The lowering of the Union Jack in Hong Kong in 1997 was a start, redeeming China’s painful humiliation at the hands of the British in the Opium Wars. But only one thing will completely lift the burden of shame: for the Celestial Empire to resume its rightful place as the natural center of the world.


USING AMERICAN POWER TO DEFEAT AMERICAN HEGEMONY


It was not only on the issue of naval bases that the Chinese Communist Party elites resisted their overbearing Soviet “older brothers.” Despite their ideological kinship with the Soviet Union, they feared that they would be permanently dominated within this sibling relationship. The alliance was to all outward appearances as close as “elder brother–younger brother,” in the Chinese phrase, but China was increasingly resentful of Russian claims of superiority for the Soviet model. With the Sino-Soviet split, the old images of Russia as “the Hungry Land”—Eguo in Chinese—were revived, and the traditional contempt of the Chinese for the barbarians of the north was once again openly expressed.


China’s challenge to Soviet hegemony led it to seek an alliance of convenience with the United States, an ideological foe that it viewed—and continues to view—as a power in decline. This pseudo-alliance, never formalized, lasted from the early seventies to the late eighties, when it suddenly received three deadly blows. The first and most serious was the sudden implosion of the Soviet Union, which robbed the pseudo-allies of a common foe and knocked the principal strategic prop out from under the U.S.-China relationship. The second was the Tiananmen Square demonstrations for democracy, which highlighted for China’s leaders the dangers of exposing Chinese youth to the appeal of American democratic ideals and ended in a deadly debacle. The third was America’s virtually bloodless victory in the 1991 Gulf War, which underlined the unmatched global reach of the U.S. military, as well as its technological superiority over other countries.


Just as China would not accept—indeed, was moved by its own sense of greatness to challenge—Soviet hegemony, so it has refused to accept the United States as the world’s leading power. Since the early nineties, China has become ever less coy about its intentions. The state-controlled press has grown increasingly strident in denouncing the United States, calling America everything from a “dangerous enemy” and a “superpower bully,” to a “hegemon on par with Nazi Germany.”28 More to the point, America is now the enemy of choice in war games conducted by the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). In the spring of 2000, after threatening to use force against Taiwan to “unify” it with the mainland, the official newspaper of the PLA also warned that it was ready to use its long-range missiles against the United States if the United States came to the island’s aid.


The one thing for which China continued to value America’s role in Asia until the early nineties was as a regional stabilizer. America’s postwar military presence in Japan was not unwelcome, for in the Chinese view it served to keep Japan militarily weak. For decades Beijing feared that a U.S. withdrawal would precipitate Japan’s rearmament and eventual re-emergence as a major military power. Since the mid-nineties, however, with the Japanese economy in a deep recession and its own power on the mainland of Asia growing rapidly, China has become increasingly confident of its ability to dominate the region and has ratcheted up its criticism of the U.S. presence accordingly.


The Chinese so relentlessly accuse the United States of “seeking hegemony,” and phrase their accusations in such condemnatory terms, that many analysts have concluded that the word “hegemony” is strictly pejorative in Chinese usage. Nothing could be further from the truth. In the view of Chinese strategists, the existence of a hegemon is in fact a natural, even a desirable state of affairs. Following the Spring and Autumn period (772–481 B.C.), when the institution of hegemon first developed, it gradually produced stability, order, and equilibrium in the Middle Kingdom, as neighboring states were gradually absorbed into a single entity. It is the division of the strategic landscape into states large and small that is undesirable, for it leads to instability and chaos. The lesson China draws from its long history is that periods of division are times of disorder and chaos, whereas periods of unity are times of stability and order. In other words, the world needs a hegemon.


That China has an extraordinary fear of chaos and penchant for unity is widely understood. What is less well appreciated is that China projects its own five-thousand-year history onto the wider contemporary world. To put it another way, for Chinese strategists, balance-of-power politics is inherently unbalanced. And racial pride, an overweening conviction of cultural superiority, and a long history of regional dominance all tell the Chinese that the role of hegemon properly belongs to China and its rulers.


Thus the current debate on American China policy—over whether we should “engage” China or attempt, in conjunction with our allies in the region, to “contain” it—misses the essential point. From the Chinese perspective, the United States is already “containing” China by its very presence in Asia, by maintaining a hundred thousand troops in the region, by our network of bases, by our alliances with Japan and the Republic of Korea, by our commitments to the Philippines and Taiwan, by our growing closeness to Vietnam and Malaysia. The much vaunted U.S. “pivot to Asia”—which to date has been more rhetoric than reality—only confirms to the Chinese their fear of envelopment.


That the United States did not seek its preeminent position, but in many respects had its international role thrust upon it following World War II and reinforced by its sudden victory in the Cold War, makes the situation that much more intolerable for the senior leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, which is so anxious to restore China’s lost glory. That Providence smiles upon America may be an old story for Americans, but it is one that is difficult for Chinese to appreciate. So is the American ideal of leadership. For example, the resistance of General Washington to those who would make him king renders his character opaque to most Chinese. Surely, they conclude, he must have been plotting for the office all along. After all, for thousands of years those eager to ascend to the Dragon Throne have followed the wisdom of the ancient strategist Sunzi: “When seeking power, make it appear that you are not doing so.”


Read between the lines of Chinese criticism of America’s leading role in the world, and you find the envy and enmity that come from balked ambition. The People’s Daily, the official organ of the Chinese Communist Party, says that “The U.S. strategic aim is to seek hegemony in the whole world and it cannot tolerate the appearance of any big power on the European and Asian continents that will constitute a threat to its leading position.”29 Can anyone doubt that the “big power” that has “appeared” on the “Asian continent” referred to here is China itself, moving to overtake America’s “leading position”?


The belief in the inevitability of Chinese hegemony, held at a deeper level than mere strategy, motivates China to oppose and undermine the current Pax Americana. Zbigniew Brzezinski, who as national security advisor to President Carter played a key role in the 1979 establishment of U.S.-PRC diplomatic relations, believes that “The task of Chinese policy—in keeping with Sunzi’s ancient strategic wisdom—is to use American power to peacefully defeat American hegemony.”30


Sunzi also said that all strategy is based on deception, and the Chinese are customarily oblique in defining their ultimate aims. One exception is the series of white papers entitled China’s National Defense that the Chinese government produced in response to American urgings toward greater strategic “transparency.” Those who expressed pleasure over the promulgation of these documents, happy that the Chinese government was finally complying with our request to be more candid about its ambitions, should read them carefully. Both China’s opposition to U.S. dominance and the global scope of its own ambitions come through loud and clear.


In the opening paragraph of the 1998 white paper, China stakes its claim to the next millennium: “Mankind is about to enter the 21st century of its history. It is the aspiration of the Chinese government and people to lead a peaceful, stable and prosperous world into the new century.”31


In a subsequent section of the white paper entitled “The International Security Situation,” the Chinese government goes on to list “factors of instability both globally and regionally” that it regards as threats to its future:





         1.  “Hegemonism and power politics remain the main source of threats to world peace and stability;


         2.  “Cold War mentality and its influence still have a certain currency, and the enlargement of military blocs and the strengthening of military alliances have added factors of instability to international security;


         3.  “some countries, relying on their military advantages, pose military threat to other countries, even resorting to armed intervention;


         4.  “the old, unfair, and irrational international economic order still damages the interests of developing countries;


         5.  “local conflicts caused by ethnic, religious, territorial, natural resources and other factors arise now and then, and questions left over by history among countries remain unsolved;


         6.  “terrorism, arms proliferation, smuggling and trafficking in narcotics, environmental pollution, waves of refugees, and other transnational issues also pose new threats to international security.”32


Though couched cryptically, the first “factor of instability” is a stinging criticism of the Pax Americana. Translated into plain English, it means that the present U.S. political, economic, and military preeminence (“hegemony”), combined with Washington’s willingness to exercise it (“power politics”), is a threat to China’s national security (“world peace and stability”).33


The second factor is a veiled reference to the enlargement of NATO and the strengthening of U.S.-Japan defense ties, both of which have alarmed China. In April 1997, China joined Russia in denouncing as (what else?) “hegemonism” the expansion of NATO to include Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, which it called “impermissible.” NATO has continued to expand in the years since, with Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia joining in 2004 and Albania and Croatia in 2009.34 China has not been pleased with this development, which it claims has “worsened the division in Europe” and caused “the current Ukraine crisis.” China’s real concern, however, is that “some people want to replay this strategy in Asia,” that is, by creating an Asian-Pacific counterpart to NATO.


China objected even more vociferously to the redefinition, in early 1996, of the scope of U.S.-Japanese military cooperation from the narrower “Far East” to a wider “Asia-Pacific.” The juxtaposition of these two concerns suggests that China sees the strengthened U.S.-Japan Security Treaty not only as an immediate threat but also, as Brzezinski has suggested, as “a point of departure for an American-dominated Asian system of security aimed at containing China (in which Japan would be a vital linchpin much as Germany was in NATO during the Cold War).”35 The agreement was widely perceived in Beijing as implicitly bringing Taiwan under the protective umbrella of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, so the white paper goes on to assail the incorporation, “directly or indirectly,” of “the Taiwan Straits into the security and cooperation sphere of any country or any military alliance as an infringement upon and interference in China’s sovereignty.”36


The “military threats” and “armed intervention” referred to in the third factor mean the 1996 missile crisis in the Taiwan Strait, when Washington warned Beijing of “grave consequences” if it continued to bracket the island with missiles and dispatched two carrier groups to guard Taiwan.


The fourth factor reflects continued Chinese unhappiness with the U.S.-dominated economic order and its institutions, such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization, the last of which China was long unable to join because of its restrictive trading practices. Stigmatizing the existing economic order as “old, unfair, and irrational” at a time when many Asian economies were in free fall, resentful of the tight-money policies of the IMF, and fearful of defaulting on World Bank loans helped to raise China’s stature in the region. Such criticisms may be part of an on-again, off-again effort to position China as the advocate of the Third World, and the beginning of an effort to establish a renminbi bloc.


The bottom line of this white paper is quite clear. From China’s point of view, all of its major security concerns arise from the present American dominance on the world stage. Believing that a continuation of the U.S.-dominated international order is not in its national interest, Beijing makes clear that its concerns are not just regional but global, and implies that its goal, in the words of Deng Xiaoping, “is to build up a new international political and economic order.”
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