
Xi Jinping emerged as
the top leader of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 2012. He took center
stage on the heels of a perception that, since hosting the Olympics in 2008,
China had become more assertive in its foreign policy.1 In short order, Xi estab-
lished a reputation as a leader who was even more willing than his immediate
predecessor, Hu Jintao, to undertake bold action at home and abroad. This
combination of a China that was increasingly assertive not only in its “near
abroad,” but around the world and a leader who was less reticent about acting
on a vision for his country’s expanding international role begs the question:
Has Xi Jinping decisively broken with China’s broadly cooperative approach
to foreign policy that had been in place for most of the quarter century since
the Cold War ended?

I address this question by examining China’s grand strategy in the Xi
Jinping era and suggest that Xi’s approach, though distinctive, is not a funda-
mental departure from the grand strategy of his predecessors in the post–Cold
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War years—a strategy that aims to realize what since 2012 has been labeled the
“Chinese dream” of “national rejuvenation.”2 Since 1992, however, China’s
leaders have adopted three different approaches to pursue this goal, reºecting
changes in the country’s economic and military capabilities, the international
context that Beijing faces, and the response to its foreign policy. In 1992, China
adopted a stealthy and passive approach to rejuvenation identiªed with Deng
Xiaoping’s admonition for China to “hide its capabilities and bide its time.”3 In
1996, China shifted to a more proactive approach, identiªed with the logic of
“peaceful rise,” as it sought to reassure others that a stronger and wealthier
China would not pose a threat to them.4 In 2012, after a half decade of strategic
incoherence, during which China’s foreign policy behavior belied Beijing’s in-
sistence that the leadership was still adhering to the peaceful rise approach, Xi
recast China’s grand strategy of rejuvenation. His approach combines three el-
ements. First, he has carried forward the earlier effort to reassure other states
about the benign intentions of a rising China. Second, he has moved China
from rhetoric to action in promoting reform of an international order that has
facilitated China’s rise. This effort aims to revitalize that order and ensure that
it better reºects the changing distribution of wealth and power among states in
the twenty-ªrst century. Third, in contrast with his predecessors, Xi has
been less difªdent and more consistent in displaying a determination to reso-
lutely resist challenges to what the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) deªnes
as the country’s core interests.

The article proceeds in four sections. The ªrst section clariªes my use of the
term “grand strategy” and then sketches the evolution of China’s grand strat-
egy, especially the strategies of rejuvenation embraced since the early 1990s.
The second examines the central features of Xi’s strategy in greater depth and
presents evidence of each in China’s foreign policy since 2012. In so doing, I ar-
gue that Xi’s approach, though not a fundamental departure from the ap-
proaches of his predecessors, is a distinctive version of the grand strategy of
rejuvenation that has been in place since 1992. The third critically evaluates the
reaction by other countries to the implementation of Xi’s grand strategy com-
bining reassurance, reform, and resistance. The conclusion considers the impli-
cations of Xi’s approach for China’s rise.
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The Evolution of China’s Grand Strategy

Scholars disagree about how best to deªne “grand strategy.”5 I use the term to
refer to the combination of political-diplomatic, economic, and military means
that a state embraces to ensure its vital interests and pursue its goals—at mini-
mum, its survival—in a potentially dangerous world. Grand strategy is, then,
distinguished in part by its broad scope as an overarching vision about a re-
gime’s top priorities and how they can be met by drawing on the various
policy instruments at its disposal. A “strategy,” however, is not simply a collec-
tion of preferred policies; it is instead a vision informed by the recognition that
the state’s policies must be implemented in an international context of inter-
dependent choice, a setting where each state must anticipate the likely re-
sponses of others whose reactions can thwart or facilitate its efforts.6 Given
the challenge of reconciling means and ends while also anticipating the reac-
tions of others, one might expect that “grand strategy” must refer to a carefully
crafted, detailed government plan. In some cases, it is true that one can iden-
tify clear statements that set forth the key elements of a country’s grand strat-
egy. The U.S. government, for example, drafted an initial formalization of its
Cold War grand strategy of containment in the document NSC (National
Security Council)-68. China’s approach to its grand strategy during the Cold
War was also well deªned, mainly through the statements and writings of
Mao Zedong. Often, however, a state’s grand strategy is not explicitly out-
lined. Sometimes it is only possible to identify a state’s grand strategy as it be-
comes evident over time that leaders’ foreign policy statements and choices
reºect a distinct vision guiding them as they decide on the appropriateness of
military, economic, or diplomatic initiatives.7

Scholars studying grand strategy also disagree about the inºuences that
shape its origins and evolution—especially the relative importance of domes-
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tic politics (competing interest groups and intellectual entrepreneurs) and in-
ternational circumstances (relative power, the availability of useful allies,
and the importance of each in an anarchic international system that encour-
ages self-regarding behavior).8 My discussion of China’s grand strategy
places the main emphasis on the signiªcance of international inºuences. Al-
though these seem to have been of greatest importance for most of the history
of the PRC, it is difªcult to be sure about the role of domestic inºuences in
shaping foreign policy because the extreme opacity of China’s elite politics de-
prives analysts of essential evidence about deliberations. Conªdence in claims
about the role that individuals, coalitions, interests, or factions play in shaping
China’s foreign policy is undermined by the dearth of credible original docu-
ments comparable to the collections of declassiªed materials available for
other countries. As such, cases where domestic interests have trumped inter-
national constraints are hard to identify. (Mao’s insistence on pursuing an
ideologically pure foreign policy for a few years during the 1960s, despite the
risks it entailed for China’s security, provides a signiªcant, if rare, example.)
But while the role of speciªc individuals and groups in shaping China’s for-
eign policy remains speculative, the importance of two broad domestic inºu-
ences relevant to China’s grand strategy seems clear.

First, despite their differences, CCP leaders have long shared an ideological
commitment to fulªlling the nationalist dream of rebuilding a prosperous and
powerful China, a dream that had spawned revolutionary movements in early
twentieth-century China and that became the basis for the party’s victory in
1949.9 In foreign policy, the priority of nationalism over communist ideology
has been revealed when the two have conºicted. On such occasions, ideational
preferences have been subordinated to the necessity of ensuring China’s inde-
pendence and development (e.g., Mao’s strategic pivot to the United States in
1969 and Deng’s economic engagement with the capitalist world in 1978). Sec-
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ond, China’s leaders since 1949 have also shared a strong institutional self-
interest in preserving the CCP’s leading role in an authoritarian polity that
they deem necessary for realizing the nationalist goal to build a prosperous
and powerful China. Agreement on this imperative has been repeatedly dem-
onstrated by the CCP elite closing ranks when domestic crises have jeopar-
dized the party’s grip on power.10 Consequently, China’s grand strategies from
Mao to the present have all aimed to ensure not just the physical security of the
country’s population and territory, but also the regime’s political security, safe-
guarding the one-party state headed by the CCP, a task that remains the re-
gime’s topmost vital, or “core,” interest.11

These two overarching domestic considerations have usually reinforced,
rather than conºicted with, the most important international inºuences on
China’s grand strategy—changes in China’s capabilities relative to other states
and other states’ reactions to China’s international behavior. These inºuences
shaped not only Beijing’s Cold War strategy, which focused on the task of
regime survival in the face of daunting foreign military threats, but also
its shift to a post–Cold War strategy that has focused on realizing the more
ambitious goal of national rejuvenation, as well as the modiªcations of this
grand strategy.

As depicted in table 1, I argue that since 1949 China has had just two grand
strategies (one focused primarily on coping with existential threats to the re-
gime’s survival, the other focused primarily on regaining China’s standing as
an advanced country and great power), but that it has embraced several differ-
ent approaches to each. In making this argument, I draw a distinction between
a change of grand strategy and a change in approach while a single grand
strategy endures. This framing echoes that used by John Lewis Gaddis in his
classic, Strategies of Containment.12 Gaddis described the ways in which each
administration from Harry Truman through Jimmy Carter differed, often in
important ways, in its interpretation and practice of containment, even as it re-

International Security 45:1 168

10. The emphasis on internal party unity over policy preferences was evident during the crises
provoked by the Hundred Flowers Movement (June 1957), the Great Leap Forward (August 1959),
the Cultural Revolution (September 1969), and the Tiananmen Square demonstrations (June 1989).
11. See State Council Information Ofªce of the People’s Republic of China, China’s National
Defense in the New Era (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2019), pp. 6–7; Caitlin Campbell
et al., “China’s ‘Core Interests’ and the East China Sea” (Washington, D.C.: U.S.-China Eco-
nomic and Security Review Commission, May 2013), p. 3, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/
ªles/Research/China’s%20Core%20Interests%20and%20the%20East%20China%20Sea.pdf; and Mi-
chael D. Swaine, “China’s Assertive Behavior, Part One: On ‘Core Interests,’” China Leadership
Monitor, No. 34 (Winter 2011), pp. 1–25. See also Information Ofªce of the State Council, “China’s
Peaceful Development” (Beijing: People’s Republic of China, September 2011), http://english
.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2014/09/09/content_281474986284646.htm.
12. John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National
Security Policy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982).



mained the conceptual lodestone of U.S. grand strategy.13 The end of the Cold
War transformed the international system, rendered the enduring U.S. grand
strategy of containment irrelevant, and required a new approach that was
more than just another variation on the old theme.14 The end of the Cold War
had similarly dramatic implications for China.
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Table 1. China’s Grand Strategies, 1949–Present

Grand Strategies of Survival (1949–89)a

Enduring Purpose—Cope with Existential Threats to the Regime

Three Approaches
How Each Approach Serves the Strategy of
Survival

Sino-Soviet alliance (Mao Zedong) gain military backing/economic assistance

Sino-U.S. alignment (Mao) gain military backing

Sino-U.S. alignment (Deng Xiaoping) gain military backing/economic cooperation

Grand Strategies of Rejuvenation (1992–present)b

Enduring Purpose—Regain Standing as an Advanced Country, Great Power

Three Approaches
How Each Approach Serves the Strategy of
Rejuvenation

hide and bide (Deng Xiaoping) build wealth and power for China’s rise
(lay low and join existing order)

peaceful rise (Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintaoc) reduce concerns about China’s rise
(reassure and adapt to existing order)

Chinese dream (Xi Jinping) shape world for China’s rise
(reassure, reform existing order, and resist)

a During the early to mid-1960s, Mao thought that foreign military threats no longer de-
manded top priority. He instead pursued a foreign policy that promoted his revolutionary
socialist vision. When the danger of departing from China’s grand strategy of survival was
exposed by a sharply increased Soviet military threat in 1969, however, he subordinated
preference to necessity and reverted to a strategy of survival.

bFrom 1989 to 1992, the Chinese Communist Party focused on reasserting its grip on politi-
cal power at home after suppressing popular protests in June 1989 and as it was alarmed
by the collapse of communist regimes elsewhere.

c During Hu Jintao’s second ªve-year term, China’s policies undercut rather than served the
peaceful rise grand strategy.



china’s grand strategies of survival, 1949–89

To underscore the fundamental change in China’s grand strategy that took
place after the Cold War, it is useful to note the much different grand strategy
on which the ruling CCP relied for most of its ªrst four decades. Facing serious
external military threats—ªrst from the United States and later from the Soviet
Union—China embraced a grand strategy that prioritized existential, or sur-
vival, concerns. Because it was relatively poor and weak compared with these
adversaries, the overriding need to ensure regime survival constrained Beijing
to seek support from others. And since the threat China faced was from a su-
perpower adversary, only a superpower partner could provide an effective
counter. In succession, China adopted three variations of its Cold War grand
strategy of survival. The ªrst entailed allying with the Soviet Union. The other
two entailed alignment with the United States. Under Mao, alignment was
limited to narrowly circumscribed strategic cooperation against the Soviet mil-
itary threat. Under Deng Xiaoping, the alignment added broader engagement
with the United States and the rest of the capitalist world to address the con-
cern that economic stagnation that had resulted from self-isolation under Mao,
and not just the Soviet military, posed a threat to the regime’s viability.

With Sino-Soviet rapprochement in the spring of 1989 bringing the Cold War
in Asia to an end, Beijing was no longer constrained to prioritize foreign mili-
tary threats. The opportunity for a new grand strategy had arrived, but the
end of the Cold War also coincided with a major domestic political challenge
to the CCP that became its principal concern for nearly three years. In June
1989, the party confronted massive demonstrations demanding liberalizing
political change. China’s leaders responded with a brutal military crackdown
and a period during which they focused on reasserting their grip on power.
Not until 1992, when the regime returned to fully participating in international
affairs, could it seize the opportunity of a transformed global landscape to shift
its grand strategic priority from coping with foreign military threats to pursu-
ing the long-standing goal of Chinese nationalists since the late nineteenth
century: restoring the country to its rightful place as one of the world’s most
advanced countries and a respected great power on the world stage.15 Since
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then, as noted above, Beijing has adopted three approaches to accomplish this
task of rejuvenation.

Before discussing these strategies of rejuvenation, however, it is necessary to
clarify the claim that China’s concerns about dire foreign military threats were
no longer the top priority for its grand strategy. It would be incorrect to say
that Beijing no longer worried about the potentially serious military challenge
others, especially the sole surviving superpower, the United States, could pose
after 1990. Beijing’s relations with Washington had sharply deteriorated in
the wake of the 1989 crackdown, and China remained much weaker than the
United States. Moreover, if the United States mounted a threat against China,
the demise of the Soviet Union meant that Beijing no longer had the option of
turning to another superpower as a counterweight. But by the 1990s, leaning
on a powerful ally was no longer China’s only realistic choice. China’s im-
proved, if still lagging, military capabilities were ªnally providing it with
self-reliant options it did not have during the Cold War.

First, and most obviously, China could rely on asymmetric nuclear deter-
rence. By the 1990s, Beijing commanded a small, partially vulnerable nuclear
arsenal sufªcient to create the fear that an attack on China might trigger horri-
fying retaliatory punishment.16 This deterrent served as the ultimate security
guarantee, but only against the most extreme and least likely foreign military
challenges the regime faced. To discourage a range of more plausible chal-
lenges to China’s vital interests in East Asia, Beijing relied on a second
asymmetric strategy—conventional deterrence. In the 1990s, China was de-
ploying more advanced air, naval, and missile forces that confronted even
much stronger adversaries with the prospect of suffering signiªcant losses of
personnel and equipment if they chose to engage China in combat.17 More-
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over, the dissuasive effect of such conventional deterrence was augmented by
the shadow of nuclear weapons, whose use could result from unanticipated
escalation during military conºict with China.18

china’s grand strategies of rejuvenation, 1992–present

Having a military that could deter serious threats to vital interests provided a
new way to address the survival concerns that had shaped China’s Cold War
grand strategy. Yet, a regime that was turning its attention to the goal of
national rejuvenation needed an approach that would enable China not just
to survive, but to thrive under CCP leadership as it transformed the PRC
from one of the world’s most impressive developing countries into a ªrst-rank
great power.

deng’s strategy of hiding and biding, 1992–95. China’s initial grand strat-
egy after the Cold War was summed up in Deng Xiaoping’s call for maintain-
ing caution, restraint, and a low proªle. The essence of this approach was
captured in four characters—taoguang yanghui.19 Usually translated as “hide
your capabilities and bide your time,” its logic was rooted in the belief that
maintaining a low proªle would lead others to accommodate, rather than op-
pose, a rising China’s integration with the international economic order, which
was essential if the regime was to increase the country’s wealth and, eventu-
ally, its power. Why would other states be so accommodating? To Beijing, the
answer was obvious: everyone understood that China was too far behind eco-
nomically and militarily for it to pose much of a challenge, let alone a threat, to
any major power’s interests. Beijing’s view was understandable. In 1992,
China’s gross domestic product was still only the world’s tenth largest—a dis-
tant tenth, a mere 6.6 percent the size of the United States’ GDP.20 And despite
the progress in modernization after Mao’s death, China’s military was far from
a modern, combat-ready force.21 Under such circumstances, it was reasonable
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to expect that other countries would focus on the absolute gains they could de-
rive from trade with and investment in China, rather than on fanciful concerns
that relative gains accruing to China might catalyze its rise to the position of an
economic and military competitor.

Yet, within just a few years, as its economic growth accelerated, China began
ºexing its military muscles, sparking worries among its neighbors and, more
importantly, in the United States. In 1994, Beijing began to assert its interests
in ways that seemed inconsistent with the grand strategy outlined by Deng
(a pattern that would resurface after 2008), triggering an international reaction
that prompted China’s leaders to change their approach to rejuvenation. On
both occasions (the mid-1990s and the late 2000s), the CCP perceived a chal-
lenge to core interests that demanded a response, believing that failing to act
would jeopardize its nationalist credentials. And on both occasions, while
Beijing deªned its actions as defensive, others saw them as offensive and a
worrisome sign of aggressive intentions—reºecting the sort of reinforcing mu-
tual concerns often depicted in the literature about security dilemmas.22

By 1994, after several years during which the other major claimants in the
Spratly Islands (especially the Philippines and Vietnam) had been occupying
features and exploiting resources in ways that might strengthen their posi-
tions, China sensed that the others were gaining an advantage. Beijing decided
to occupy and then, in 1995, to fortify Mischief Reef to forestall further erosion
of its position—a step that particularly alarmed the Philippines, a U.S. ally.23

More signiªcantly, by 1995, China also perceived a growing challenge to its
claim that Taiwan is a part of China. Beijing saw U.S. ties to the island (in-
cluding arms sales) deepening, and it was concerned that the leading candi-
date for president in the March 1996 elections, Lee Teng-hui, was rebufªng
renewed overtures for resuming cross-strait negotiations about Taiwan’s
status. Beijing’s concerns about Lee were further heightened when President
Bill Clinton’s administration reneged on assurances that it had given to China
and issued a visa that permitted Lee to visit his alma mater, Cornell University,
where, in May 1995, he delivered a provocative speech about Taiwan’s interna-
tional role. The CCP had made China’s sovereignty over Taiwan a salient do-
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mestic political issue ever since 1950, when the United States militarily
intervened to protect the Kuomintang, which had retreated to the island. For
decades (and in contrast to its once relatively obscure claims in the South
China Sea), the CCP had loudly proclaimed that reuniªcation was a core inter-
est; the CCP could not forsake this objective without jeopardizing its national-
ist bona ªdes. Despite its rather limited military capabilities to transform the
status quo, and to head off a further weakening of its position, Beijing decided
to signal that it was prepared to run serious risks of conºict if a drift toward
Taiwan independence unfolded. Beginning in July 1995, China conducted a se-
ries of military exercises that included dramatic missile launches in the Taiwan
Strait designed to send the message to voters in the island’s 1996 presidential
elections (and to the United States) that Beijing would not tolerate moves chal-
lenging its claim to Taiwan.24 However much Beijing thought that its actions
were justiªable to defend the status quo, that is not how they were interpreted
in the region and, more importantly, in the United States, where they were
deemed aggressive.25

The steps that Beijing felt compelled to take during 1995–96 in response to
the developing dangers it saw in the South China Sea and the Taiwan Strait
provoked apprehension abroad about the risks that a more assertive China’s
increasing capabilities could pose. The ensuing reaction created a major prob-
lem for Beijing. The United States and its allies reoriented Cold War alliances
from their old mission (countering Soviet power) to one tacitly preparing for
the potential threat from a rising China.26 If this shift presaged a sharp deterio-
ration in the relatively benign environment in which China’s leaders had
planned to focus on modernization, it might require them to return to a grand
strategy that prioritized coping with immediate security threats rather than
investing in the protracted effort to build China into one of the world’s lead-
ing economic and military powers. In short, by 1996, the basis for Deng’s low-
proªle approach to the strategy of rejuvenation was collapsing, as others
were already anticipating future increases in China’s relative capabilities
and acting on their awakened worries about the implications of a stronger
China for their interests in the region.

the jiang-hu strategy: peaceful rise, 1996–2008. Taking stock of China’s
troubling situation, the CCP leadership began to fashion policies that reºected
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a new approach to the grand strategy of rejuvenation. The approach embraced
by Deng’s successor as preeminent leader, Jiang Zemin, was more proactive
and visible. It was rooted in the recognition that although China might not yet
be very wealthy or very strong, the tensions that emerged after 1994 had dem-
onstrated that China was both wealthy enough and strong enough to alarm
others. Consequently, Beijing needed to adopt policies and take actions that
would counter claims of a “China threat” and instead nurture conªdence that
a more capable China would remain a responsible and cooperative interna-
tional actor. It did so by embracing an approach to rejuvenation eventually
labeled “peaceful rise” or “peaceful development.”27 Beijing’s new policies
aimed to demonstrate the beneªts available to other states if they embraced,
rather than attempted to block, China’s rise: shared gains from trade and in-
vestment for economic partners and the stabilizing role Beijing could play dur-
ing international economic crises; the contribution China could make in
addressing prominent international concerns about nuclear proliferation, ter-
rorism, the environment, and public health; and deepening multilateral coop-
eration between China and its East Asian neighbors.28 The result of this turn in
the grand strategy of rejuvenation was that CCP leaders would show that they
were adapting to, rather than challenging, the existing international order.
Doing so aimed to foster a peaceful, decades-long “period of strategic oppor-
tunity” during which China could rise without stoking the fears that had trig-
gered resistance and pushback of the sort it encountered in the mid-1990s.29

The new approach worked. Through more active participation in multilat-
eral organizations and high-level diplomacy to establish bilateral partnerships
with major powers around the world, China dampened nascent fears about its
rise. But then, oddly, Beijing seemed to deviate from its new blueprint for the
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strategy of rejuvenation. After 2008, observers discerned a change in China’s
behavior in East Asia that was inconsistent with its emphasis since the mid-
1990s on fostering cooperation. Most notably, China again began more actively
to challenge neighbors with which it had maritime territorial disputes in the
East China and South China Seas.

What explains China’s ostensible departure from its emphasis on reassuring
others about its peaceful rise? Some observers have speculated that leaders in
Beijing saw an international balance of power shifting in China’s favor more
rapidly than expected, tempting it to seize an early opportunity to advance its
interests. China’s economic growth had dramatically accelerated after the
country more fully integrated with the global economy during the ªrst decade
of the twenty-ªrst century. At the same time, its increasing investments in mili-
tary modernization were yielding signiªcantly improved capabilities. Mean-
while, the United States was economically and militarily overburdened by its
protracted wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and, after 2007, was struggling with
the effects of the Great Recession.30

Beijing rejected the idea that it was newly assertive and insisted that it still
adhered to the strategy of peaceful rise.31 China’s protests notwithstanding, as
in the mid-1990s, neighboring countries and the United States considered its
actions disturbingly aggressive. In contrast with the mid-1990s, however, by
the end of the ªrst decade of the twenty-ªrst century, China’s greater economic
and military clout empowered Beijing to take more dramatic action in defense
of its claims, and its more forceful measures provoked even greater alarm.
Australia, Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, and Vietnam all cast a warier
eye on China. Each responded by seeking to bolster ties with the United States.
The Barack Obama administration was receptive and, through its announced
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“strategic rebalance” or “pivot,” began to emphasize the importance of the
Asia-Paciªc for U.S. interests and reiterated the United States’ determination
to preserve the leading economic and security role the country had long
played in the region.32 The concern about a threat from a powerful China was
based on thinking not about a future possibility, but about a current reality.
Consequently, actions that China saw as defensive measures to uphold long-
standing vital interests triggered an even sharper reaction from its neighbors
and the United States, driving a more acute security dilemma than the incipi-
ent one that had plagued regional relations between 1994 and 1996. The vigor-
ous response to China’s actions again prompted leaders in Beijing to rethink
and modify their grand strategy of rejuvenation.

As in the mid-1990s, during the last years under Jiang’s successor, Hu Jintao,
the CCP faced the danger that key regional actors, which were vital partners
for ongoing economic development, would unite with the world’s sole super-
power in a coalition to counter what they saw as the emerging threat from a
rising China.33 To be sure, the ever improving nuclear and conventional deter-
rents on which a richer and more powerful China could lean to ensure its secu-
rity against foreign military threats limited the severity of the danger Beijing
faced. But if that was the good news for the leaders who would come to power
with Xi Jinping in 2012, the bad news was that rejuvenation, not just regime
survival, was the benchmark of strategic success that the CCP had set for itself
since the early 1990s. To more effectively pursue that goal, Xi would refocus
the regime on this central task and put his own stamp on China’s post–Cold
War grand strategy.

xi jinping’s strategy: reassure, reform, and resist (2013–). Xi’s approach
to the grand strategy of rejuvenation rested on the following assessment.
China was already strong enough that other countries were going to pay close
attention to its actions. Consequently, it could not go back to Deng’s low-
proªle approach of “hiding capabilities and biding time.”34 Nor could China
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simply adhere to the Jiang-Hu peaceful-rise approach. Events from 2009 to
2012 had made it much more difªcult, if not impossible, to convince others
that China’s intentions would remain benign as the country grew wealthier
and more powerful.

Xi instead signaled a different, even more activist approach to rejuvenation,
one in which a more capable China faces up to the challenges of coping with a
less forgiving security environment.35 Xi’s approach does not completely for-
sake the effort to reassure potential rivals and adversaries that was the center-
piece of China’s foreign policy from 1996 to 2008, but it anticipates that others
will be skeptical and that cooperation will sometimes prove unworkable.
When reassurance fails and cooperation is not possible, his approach calls for
drawing on China’s increasing wealth and power to ensure the country’s inter-
ests.36 The approach also envisions China not simply adapting to, but instead
more actively shaping, the world in which it is rising.

Xi’s modiªcation of the strategy of rejuvenation is deªned by its distinctive
combination of three efforts, each with roots in the approaches undertaken by
his post-Deng predecessors. First, China continues to reassure other countries.
When possible, it seeks both to nurture their conªdence that, even as China’s
economic and military power continues to grow, it will not pose a threat, and
to convince them that China’s rise presents an opportunity for mutual beneªt.
In this respect, Xi’s strategy attempts to salvage the key feature of China’s ap-
proach from 1996 to 2008.37

Second, a richer and more powerful China presses for reform of the interna-
tional system. It seeks to modify that system so that it better reºects the current
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realities and challenges of a world quite different from the one that prevailed
when its institutions were established under the leadership of a preponderant
United States in the second half of the twentieth century. As it promotes re-
forms, Beijing emphasizes that it does not seek to overthrow the existing
global order, but instead to make changes necessary to preserve a system from
which it and others have beneªted and hope to continue beneªting. Although
this reformist impulse predates Xi, it had largely been a rhetorical ºourish in
discussions about global governance. Under Xi, it has become a central feature
of China’s foreign policy.38

Third, China relies on its growing power to more resolutely resist chal-
lenges to core interests as the CCP has deªned them. Resisting threats to inter-
ests that the CCP has repeatedly portrayed as vital reºects, in part, the usual
determination of every government to defend a country’s security against for-
eign threats. But in this case, it also reºects a distinctive concern—the need to
demonstrate to a more demanding Chinese public and relevant party elites
that the current CCP leaders are up to the task of tapping China’s now greater
capabilities to ensure that the country is treated as a respected power in the in-
ternational system. Although this consideration also played a role in China’s
foreign policy during the Jiang and especially the Hu administrations, Xi has
acted on its imperatives more openly, consistently, and with a vigor absent un-
der his predecessors.39

Xi’s Grand Strategy of Rejuvenation

This section examines China’s signiªcant foreign policy initiatives that
have reºected each of the three elements of Xi’s approach to the strategy
of rejuvenation.
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reassurance: legacy of peaceful rise

Once he assumed the top posts as leader of the party, military, and state in
2012–13, Xi refashioned China’s foreign policy. He began with a diplomatic
barrage designed to mitigate the negative reaction that China’s international
behavior had been provoking, especially in East Asia and the United States,
during Hu’s last years in ofªce.40

First, Xi tried to allay the growing concern in the United States that a rising
China would challenge it as the world’s dominant power, driving the kind of
intense struggle that had plagued power transitions in the past.41 To this end,
at a quickly arranged informal summit meeting in June 2013, Xi sought to per-
suade President Obama and his advisers that the two countries should forge a
“new type great power relationship” of mutual respect and reassurance that
would enable them to avoid falling into the “Thucydides trap.”42

Second, at an October 2013 meeting in Indonesia and at a work conference in
Beijing, Xi delivered major speeches on “peripheral diplomacy,” which called
for an improvement in China’s handling of its relations with regional neigh-
bors to dispel their misgivings about China’s rise.43 He followed this in
November 2014 with an address to an important Central Conference on Work
Relating to Foreign Affairs that struck a similarly reassuring and conciliatory
tone.44 In December 2014, Vice-Premier Wang Yang carried forward this theme
when he delivered remarks in Chicago that sought to reassure the interna-
tional community, in general, and the United States, in particular, that China
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had no intention of challenging American leadership or threatening the inter-
national economic institutions that U.S. leadership had fostered since the mid-
dle of the twentieth century.45

Third, also in October 2013, Xi launched the initiative to found the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). Jin Liqun, China’s point man in this
project who became the bank’s ªrst president, was careful to emphasize that
the AIIB would not challenge but rather supplement and cooperate with ex-
isting multilateral development institutions such as the Asian Development
Bank.46 Presenting China’s effort as an answer to the decade-old call from the
United States for Beijing to become a “responsible stakeholder,” Jin’s reassur-
ances proved persuasive to many, though not the United States. Over the next
two years, the AIIB recruited a wide array of countries, including close U.S. al-
lies, that decided to sign on as founding members despite Washington’s advice
they not join.

Fourth, under Xi’s leadership Beijing embraced a position on climate change
that bolstered the perception of China as a responsible actor willing to cooper-
ate with others on addressing this challenge for global governance. The effort
culminated in the September 2016 meetings of the Group of Twenty in
Hangzhou, where Presidents Xi and Obama announced that they had resolved
their  remaining  differences  and  that  both  countries  would  enter  the  Paris
agreement on climate change. The meeting capped a shift in China’s stance ev-
ident since at least 2015. Beijing’s more forthcoming posture, though also moti-
vated by growing domestic discontent with the country’s toxic air quality,
was crucial for international efforts to secure the agreement of other large pol-
luters (especially India) that worried that tightened environmental regulations
would adversely affect economic development.47 Notably, China’s reassuring
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cooperation under Xi contrasted with its widely criticized obstructionism at
the Copenhagen climate change meetings in 2009, which had been viewed as a
manifestation of Beijing’s narrowly self-interested assertiveness during Hu’s
ªnal years in ofªce.48

Yet, Xi’s various efforts to restore China’s reputation as a responsible actor
did not eliminate international concerns, especially those of its neighbors and
the United States, that had been festering since 2009. Those who believed that
their conªdence in China’s reassuring posture from 1996 to 2008 had been ex-
posed as naïve were more skeptical the second time around. The limited pay-
off for China was reºected most clearly in the U.S. reaction. American
skepticism led the Obama administration to eschew Xi’s 2013 proposal to
deªne bilateral ties as a “new type great power relationship” and to shun the
AIIB.49 Even the reputational payoff from China’s cooperation on climate
change had its limits, as skeptics awaited results while noting that China was
not yet signiªcantly reducing the country’s heavy reliance on coal.

reform: reshaping the international order

In contrast with China’s emphasis through 2008 on simply joining and adapt-
ing to the existing international order, under Xi, Beijing has pushed for its re-
form. This effort was part of an explicit move away from Deng’s admonition to
keep a low proªle that had only been tacitly abandoned under Jiang and Hu.
And unlike his predecessors’ modest efforts to increase China’s voice within
existing international institutions (such as voting shares in the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund to reºect China’s increased economic heft),
Xi sought a leading role for China in reshaping them.50

The reformist emphasis that Xi added to the grand strategy of rejuvenation
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became a regular theme in his speeches before domestic and international au-
diences.51 In Beijing, chairing a work conference on national security, Xi under-
scored the meaning and signiªcance of his reform agenda. Unlike the period of
hiding and biding during which China had merely sought to adapt to the ex-
isting international order, he indicated that the time had come for China not
only to participate more in international affairs and play a constructive role in
the international system from which it had beneªted, but also to guide its evo-
lution: “Reforming and improving the current international system do not
mean completely replacing it, but rather advancing it in a direction that is
more just and reasonable.”52 Xi’s message was that China is neither a passive
status quo power satisªed simply to join the current international order, nor a
disruptive revisionist power out to destroy or overthrow it. It is instead a re-
formist power seeking changes to improve a global order he believes is worth
saving—an order that will continue to facilitate China’s rejuvenation.53

Xi’s advocacy for reform of the global order achieved its greatest interna-
tional visibility with his January 17, 2017, speech at the World Economic
Forum in Davos, Switzerland, when he became the ªrst of China’s leaders to
attend this well-publicized annual gathering. The speech emphasized China’s
support for the fundamentals of an open economic order and asserted that
Beijing was prepared to meet the challenges of contributing to the shared pros-
perity that order made possible. Xi also noted, however, that globalization had
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resulted in problems (mainly the uneven distribution of beneªts within and
across countries) that reforms needed to address if support for economic open-
ness was to be preserved.54

The impact of Xi’s speech was magniªed by events preceding it. The election
of Donald Trump as president in the United States, along with a rising tide of
nationalist political movements in Europe, had exacerbated doubts about the
durability of Western support for international economic cooperation, raised
the specter of a drift away from multilateral trade agreements, and deepened
fears about the risk of a global shift to protectionist trade and investment poli-
cies.55 Given the troubles apparently besetting the rules-based order the West
had founded, a Chinese leader with a revisionist agenda might have seized the
opportunity to sound the death knell of the old order and offered his own al-
ternative vision to replace it. Instead, consistent with a grand strategy that
adopted a reformist rather than revisionist agenda, Xi reiterated China’s sup-
port for strengthening the existing order by addressing its shortcomings.56

The timing of Xi’s speech proved fortuitous; its language was warmly re-
ceived by those nervous about the fate of the open international economic
order. That said, some observers pointed out the many ways China’s own poli-
cies fell short (e.g., discriminatory treatment of foreign ªrms in the domestic
market, weak protection for intellectual property rights, and technology trans-
fers required as the price of doing business).57 Others noted Beijing’s steadfast
refusal to embrace what most Western advocates of openness saw as essential
elements of the liberal international order that went beyond rules governing
free trade and investment opportunities—especially protection of citizens’ po-
litical and legal rights.58

Xi’s selective embrace of the international order was telling. Unlike its ele-
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ments that served the grand strategy of rejuvenation by facilitating China’s
economic development, its liberal political principles represented potential
threats to the regime’s grip on power at home, a core interest whose im-
portance was reºected in a second part of Xi’s agenda for reform of the inter-
national order. Under Xi, China has pushed for changes in the amorphous and
evolving rules governing cyberspace, where de facto acceptance of a remark-
ably unfettered open order had prevailed but where a raft of abuses by private,
ofªcial, and criminal actors were raising concerns. Along with other authori-
tarian regimes, China has promoted a guiding principle of “internet sover-
eignty,” which emphasizes the right of each state to establish its own rules
governing content, data storage, and the ºows of information that are permit-
ted to cross borders.59

A third, and arguably the substantively most signiªcant, part of Xi’s effort to
promote reform of the international order, was the Belt and Road Initiative (the
BRI), ªrst previewed in a speech delivered on September 7, 2013.60 Unlike
the AIIB, whose governance patterned itself on existing approaches to multi-
lateral development ªnance, the BRI was a unilateral Chinese undertaking
backed by a state-owned investment vehicle, the China Silk Road Fund, and
loans from the China Development Bank and the Export-Import Bank of
China. Also unlike the AIIB, which emphasized its intention to follow the best
practices established by the existing international agencies it emulated, the BRI
did not pledge to abide by the strict rules on conditionality for assistance that
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multilateral development banks had adopted in the late twentieth century—
safeguards against corruption, respect for labor rights, and consideration
of environmental consequences in recipient countries.61 Instead, to address
the infrastructure needed in large parts of the developing world inade-
quately served by existing international institutions, China’s BRI would
emphasize narrow economic purposes—building communication and trans-
portation networks that would knit together economic activity across a geo-
graphic region extending from Southeast Asia through Central Asia to Africa
and Europe.62

Beijing presented the initiative as a program to beneªt countries and regions
that had been left behind by globalization, and whose prospects for develop-
ment assistance under current arrangements seemed bleak. Consistent with a
reform agenda, Beijing also emphasized that the BRI, though a Chinese initia-
tive, was intended not to challenge the existing order but to improve it, and
that it welcomed cooperation with other countries and institutions already
part of that order (including the AIIB, the BRICS New Development Bank,
the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the Assistance Fund for
South-South Cooperation).63

Skeptics have argued that the BRI is less strategically signiªcant or innova-
tive than suggested by the attention Xi and the CCP have lavished on it. They
note that (1) the BRI may be nothing more than an outlet for Chinese compa-
nies faced with problems of excess capacity because of declining domestic de-
mand for large-scale infrastructure projects; (2) many BRI investments are not
new projects, but instead an expansion of China’s already bigger international
economic footprint that emerged after Jiang’s call at the turn of the century for
China’s businesses to “go out”; (3) before Xi succeeded Hu, there were already
suggestions that China should “march westward” (the main geographic direc-
tion of the BRI) to evade friction with the United States and its allies in mari-
time East Asia;64 and (4) many BRI projects were initiated by enterprising local
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ofªcials and businesses pursuing their self-interest rather than serving a larger
national purpose.65 The validity of each of these points notwithstanding, as
with other aspects of Xi’s approach to the strategy of rejuvenation, the BRI is
distinguished by the attempt to draw together and, if possible, harness ongo-
ing and new projects in the service of a clear agenda—in this case, China’s ef-
forts to promote needed reforms of the global economic order in ways that
also serve the grand strategy of rejuvenation by facilitating economic growth
at home.

resistance: defending core intersts

Xi’s strategy of rejuvenation is also distinguished by its determination to more
resolutely resist challenges to what Beijing deªnes as its core interests. All
Chinese leaders have defended the PRC’s vital interests when challenged (es-
pecially on the sensitive matter of Taiwan’s future). Xi, however, has not only
been less difªdent in staking out China’s positions on core interests; he has
also devoted more attention and resources to ensuring that China has the
capabilities to defend them.

First, under Xi China has accelerated the pace at which it has been mod-
ernizing its military forces. In part, China’s renewed focus on this task is
a response to circumstances of its own making—the alarmed reaction to
China’s increased assertiveness after 2008. The United States’ 2011 rebalance
to the Asia-Paciªc and closer coordination with its partners and allies raised
the benchmark for the adequacy of China’s military modernization program.
Xi has shown his determination to address this challenge in at least ªve ways:
(1) investing in more modern equipment for all branches of the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) along with improvements in training; (2) reorganizing
China’s seven geographically deªned military regions into ªve theater com-
mands deªned by likely contingencies in East Asia; (3) increasing the promi-
nence of the navy in the military leadership, consistent with a focus on
preparing for defense of China’s disputed maritime claims and its growing
commercial presence around the world;66 (4) elevating the status of the
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PLA’s Second Artillery to that of a separate military service—the PLA Rocket
Forces—reºecting the importance attached to the deterrent, defensive, and of-
fensive missions assigned to China’s larger and more diverse missile forces;67

and (5) creating a new military branch at the theater-command level, the PLA
Strategic Support Force—to better prepare for military missions in domains
that reºect innovative technologies, especially the military applications of elec-
tronics, space, and cyber capabilities.68

These daunting plans for military modernization will take years to fully
carry out, but the strategic direction and the goal are clear. Moreover, in con-
trast with the restrained rhetoric of his predecessors, Xi has openly declared
that the transformation of China’s military necessary to ensure the country’s
interests will be “basically completed” by 2035, and that a rejuvenated
China will become a “world-class” military power by the middle of the
twenty-ªrst century.69

Second, and related, under Xi China has further hardened, rather than soft-
ened, its approach to asserting sovereignty claims and maritime rights. This
has included the declaration of an Air Defense Identiªcation Zone in the East
China Sea and the undertaking of more regularized patrols challenging
Japanese sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands.70 Most dramatically, however,
under Xi China has accelerated efforts to assert and protect its contested sover-
eignty claims to land features and their associated maritime rights in the South
China Sea.71 Both before and after Xi’s September 2016 visit to Washington,
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during which he publicly stated that China would not militarize the islands,
China pushed ahead with massive operations to dredge, build on, and fortify
artiªcial islands atop reefs and low-tide elevations that it controlled in the
Spratlys.72 Beijing rejected criticisms that its actions posed a threat to freedom
of navigation and instead insisted that they were defensive measures to resist
challenges to sovereignty claims that the CCP routinely told the Chinese
people were an indisputable inheritance from their ancestors.73

Consistent with this posture of resolute resistance in defense of core inter-
ests, Beijing also refused to participate in the International Tribunal proceed-
ings under the United Nations Convention for the Law of the Sea to adjudicate
its South China Sea dispute with the Philippines. The ruling announced in July
2016 was as adverse for China as it could have been. The panel decided that
most of China’s assertion of maritime rights in the South China Sea, including
those based on its territorial claims, were unsustainable under the Law of
the Sea convention, to which China is a party.74 Notably, however, when the
Philippines’ newly elected president, Rodrigo Duterte, backed away from
challenging China and indicated that he wanted to improve ties with Beijing
rather than press Manila’s legal victory, Xi seized the opening to pivot from re-
sistance to reassurance, cultivate closer economic relations between the two
countries, and step up languishing efforts to negotiate a binding Code of
Conduct in the South China Sea with China’s ASEAN neighbors.75
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A third manifestation of Xi’s toughened response when Beijing saw a chal-
lenge to its core interests was China’s reaction to the agreement between South
Korea and the United States to deploy the Terminal High Altitude Area
Defense (THAAD) system in South Korea.76 Beijing rejected Seoul’s and
Washington’s explanation that THAAD was only a response to the threat from
North Korea’s improving ballistic missiles and nuclear weapons. Instead,
Beijing focused on what it claimed was the ability of THAAD’s radar to pro-
vide the United States with intelligence, targeting, and tracking information
about China’s own nuclear and missile capabilities. Most analysts thought that
Beijing’s concerns were exaggerated, inaccurate, or contrived. Beijing, how-
ever, insisted that the system would increase the vulnerability of China’s rela-
tively small nuclear arsenal to preemptive attack by the United States.77

China’s ability to dissuade its most formidable adversary by threatening to
inºict unacceptable nuclear retaliatory punishment serves as the ultimate
guarantee of China’s national security. Beijing responded to this perceived
challenge by pressing Seoul to reverse its decision to host the system. In what
amounted to the tacit imposition of economic sanctions, South Korea’s mas-
sive business operations in and exports to China were squeezed. Although
China failed to reverse the THAAD decision, it had delivered a strong message
about its resolve, perhaps with an eye to shaping the choices of policymakers
in Seoul and elsewhere the next time Beijing indicates that the wrong choice
would endanger its core interests.78
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the vulnerability of China’s nuclear arsenal to U.S. counterforce strikes, see Charles L. Glaser and
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egy toward China,” International Security, Vol. 41, No. 1 (Summer 2016), pp. 49–98, doi.org/10
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ary 15, 2017, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2017-02-15/good-thaad-and-
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Finally, Xi’s emphasis on resolute resistance has been apparent in China’s
hardening stance on the Taiwan issue. Although technically not viewed by
Beijing as part of its foreign policy, cross-strait relations have been a grand
strategic concern for the CCP ever since 1949, both because they affect rela-
tions with the United States and because the party has identiªed restoring sov-
ereignty over Taiwan as an essential part of the effort to recover territory that
China lost during the “century of humiliation.”

Cross-strait relations sharply deteriorated when Tsai Ing-wen won the is-
land’s 2016 presidential election. Beijing has long seen candidates from the
Democratic Progressive Party, such as Tsai, as favoring political independence
for Taiwan. Prior to 2016, cross-strait ties had become more relaxed under her
Kuomintang predecessor, Ma Ying-jeou, who had deepened economic engage-
ment with the mainland. But after Tsai’s victory, China quickly indicated that
ties would be strained unless she endorsed the CCP’s version of a consensus
on the one-China principle allegedly reached in 1992 between representatives
from the mainland and Taiwan. Tsai’s statements failed to satisfy Beijing’s de-
mand for an explicit endorsement, and Beijing saw this as a challenge to a core
interest. As in the South Korean case, China tapped its substantial economic
leverage to punish Taiwan (especially its tourist sector).79 It also resumed dip-
lomatic efforts to get the few countries still recognizing the Republic of China
government on Taiwan to switch recognition to the PRC. And when Trump
was elected president later in 2016 and suggested that his administration
might reconsider the United States’ own long-standing one-China policy,
China ramped up warnings about its readiness to use all available means to
resist any actions that might reduce the prospects for Taiwan’s eventual
uniªcation with the PRC.80 Beijing was reminding both Taipei and Washington
that it was determined, and more able than ever, to resolutely resist any chal-
lenge to one of the brightest red lines that deªne China’s core interests—a
determination that strengthened when Tsai was reelected in January 2020.81
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The International Reaction to Xi’s Strategy

The prospects for Xi Jinping’s approach to China’s grand strategy of rejuve-
nation will depend not only on skillfully integrating its three key elements—
reassurance, reform, and resistance—but also on the response that the
approach elicits from other states and the way China copes with those re-
sponses. As ever, strategy is the realm of interdependent choice. The chal-
lenges for Xi’s strategy look daunting, and after just a few years, there is
already reason to question its viability as an approach to realize the goal of re-
juvenation.82 Some of the difªculties that it is encountering are a result of the
way in which China under Xi has articulated and implemented the strategy’s
distinctive new elements—promoting reform of the international order
and resolutely resisting challenges to what the CCP deªnes as the country’s
core interests.

words matter: raising expectations, prompting concerns

The rhetoric that accompanied Xi’s trumpeting of “the Chinese dream” and
“rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” in 2012 at ªrst seemed like little more
than inspirational language to mobilize the party and people.83 But in its repe-
tition and in its elaboration, the rhetoric grew increasingly ambitious in its
stated aims and grandiose in its style. This trend culminated in Xi’s speeches at
the 19th CCP Congress, in October 2017, and the 13th National People’s
Congress, in March 2018. Xi set forth benchmarks to gauge the success or fail-
ure of the regime’s strategy, clarifying the CCP’s commitment to fundamen-
tally modernize the country by 2035 and to fulªll the dream of rejuvenation
by 2050 with a Chinese economy and military that would rank among the
world’s leaders.84

Such rhetoric has increased the challenges facing Xi and his strategy in two
ways. First, it has raised domestic political expectations (among the party elite
and the Chinese people) about the results that the regime must deliver and has
done so in a very public way. Xi and the CCP now own a deªnition of, and a
timetable for, rejuvenation from which it will be difªcult to back away. Even
before Xi, Beijing faced a domestic audience with heightened expectations
about a rising China’s bright future as a truly modern country and revitalized
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great power. These expectations have been further stoked by Xi’s rhetorical
ºourishes. Xi has raised the bar for evaluating his accomplishments and for
evaluating the performance of a regime that banks on continuing to enjoy do-
mestic support based on its record of success and accomplishment in the post-
Mao era.85

Second, Xi’s openly declared benchmarks for rejuvenation also aggravated
foreign concerns about a rising China that had been festering in the years
immediately before Xi took charge—in particular, the concern that China in-
tended to challenge U.S. leadership in the Asia-Paciªc and beyond. Addi-
tionally, because a richer and more powerful China loomed larger on the
international landscape, Xi’s rhetoric garnered more attention than ever.
His proclaimed goals in 2017 came on the heels of his “Made in China 2025”
initiative, announced in May 2015, which pledged massive government invest-
ment to transform the country into a global leader in high-technology sectors,
further alarming those already worried about the implications of Beijing’s in-
dustrial policy with which others were ªnding it difªcult to compete.86 Xi’s
subsequent depiction of his broader strategic vision for rejuvenation by mid-
century married these economic and technological issues with persistent secu-
rity concerns about China’s rise.

The effect on Washington was most important. Xi’s bold rhetoric accelerated
a shift that began during President Obama’s second term away from the erst-
while bipartisan U.S. consensus favoring constructive engagement with China
to what was rapidly becoming the newly dominant view that China was
mounting a fundamental challenge to U.S. interests in Asia and perhaps to the
United States’ global leadership.87 Although Xi’s speeches did not assert such
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blatantly revisionist aspirations, his depiction of a rising China’s determina-
tion to catch up with the United States fed into a narrative about international
ambitions greater than those previously ascribed to Beijing.88

U.S. concerns gained greater currency with the election of Trump as presi-
dent. He brought to the White House a team that ºatly rejected the traditional
approach for dealing with China and instead forged policies that explicitly
aimed to prevent China from narrowing the still substantial gap with the
United States in economic wealth, technological prowess, and military
power.89 U.S. economic policy under President Trump evolved from a limited
focus on concerns about trade deªcits and China’s compliance with rules and
norms advanced in multilateral institutions, to an expanded focus on con-
cerns that included the security implications of technological competition and
vulnerable supply chains.90 The Trump administration also drafted a new
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National Security Strategy and a new National Defense Strategy that explicitly
identiªed China (listed along with but before Russia) as a revisionist state pos-
ing a threat to U.S. prosperity and security. Both documents included un-
precedented language that omitted the more mixed assessments of bilateral
relations that had been typical for previous administrations.91

The negative reaction in the United States to Xi’s vision for China’s rejuve-
nation was not just a result of his rhetorical style. Substance also mattered, and
China’s actions compounded the challenges facing Xi’s strategy.

actions matter, too: deepening skepticism and suspicion

Under Xi’s leadership, continued attempts to reassure other states that a rising
China would emerge as a constructive and responsible great power were gen-
erally well received. Nevertheless, his more determined efforts to promote re-
form of the international order, and especially his defense of China’s actions to
resist challenges to core interests, have been met with skepticism or proven
counterproductive. The former has failed to convincingly drive home the in-
tended message—that China seeks only to steer a reformist middle course be-
tween accepting the status quo and mounting a revisionist challenge. The
latter has failed to convince others that China seeks only to defend vital inter-
ests rather than aggressively press for an advantage as its capabilities grow.

Despite the reformist intentions Xi proclaimed at Davos in January 2017, the
centerpiece of China’s contribution to that effort, the Belt and Road Initiative,
has come under increasing ªre since its inception. Critics have argued that its
implementation demonstrates that the BRI is a narrowly self-interested pro-
gram to beneªt China economically and to increase China’s political leverage
over recipients of its investments. Most notably, when the Sri Lankan govern-
ment was unable to meet its loan obligations to Chinese investors developing
the port of Hambantota, it cut a deal to give them a controlling share in the
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port operations for ninety-nine years. Media coverage breezily (and inaccu-
rately) portrayed this deal as giving the port itself to China and perhaps open-
ing the door to its use as a base for the Chinese navy.92 Hambantota became
the poster child for what was labeled “debt-trap diplomacy,” a term coined by
Indian analyst Brahma Chellaney in 2017 and then reinforced in 2018 in U.S.
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s speech about China’s infrastructure invest-
ments in Africa.93 U.S. ofªcials have since repeated this characterization as a
warning to others that BRI projects were an attempt by China to entice them to
take on debts for unrealistic projects and then to use their indebtedness to ex-
tract concessions that could compromise their sovereignty. Where China’s vast
array of BRI investments ran into trouble, these were depicted as examples
ªtting a pattern that revealed the hidden risks facing those who chose to incur
the debt that accompanied the projects.

Analysts who examined the evidence more systematically, however, did not
ªnd support for the broad charge that China was engaged in a strategy of
debt-trap diplomacy.94 Why then the alarmist reaction to Xi’s Belt and Road
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Initiative? A major reason is that the terms of China’s BRI deals have been dis-
tinctively opaque. As a result, those who suspected the worst could reasonably
argue that the absence of evidence (of debt traps) is not evidence of their ab-
sence. Suspicion, regardless of its empirical warrant, was hard to dispel as long
as the details of Beijing’s agreements remained so opaque; transparency in it-
self would not have prevented China from continuing to give top priority to
the economic need for its BRI investments while setting aside the conditional-
ity requirements that countries in the Organization of Economic Cooperation
and Development have embraced since the late 1990s.95 Consequently, opacity
made it difªcult, if not impossible, for Beijing to convincingly counter the
charge that the BRI aims to serve the geopolitical ambitions of a revisionist
power rather than being part of China’s effort to reform the international eco-
nomic order so that countries and regions that have been left behind could
beneªt from globalization.

Perhaps recognizing the need to more effectively parry sweeping foreign
criticism of the BRI, beginning in 2018 China responded by publicly acknowl-
edging problems and shortcomings in the way it had been implemented and
pledged to take steps to improve its performance.96 It remains to be seen if
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Beijing’s new rhetoric will now guide BRI policy and whether improvement in
its implementation will dispel the alarm it triggered among those who see it as
evidence that China is a revisionist state challenging the global order rather
than an advocate for its reform. Beijing’s response to the covid-19 pandemic
has now added to the challenges China already faced in adjusting its BRI, and,
more broadly, it has raised new concerns about the scope of China’s ambitions
for changing the international order.97

Xi’s determination that China would tap its growing capabilities to more
resolutely resist challenges to what the CCP deªnes as core interests would,
even with the most prudent management, be in tension with efforts to reassure
others that a rising China will remain a responsible actor and that it seeks to
reform rather than upend the existing international order. Highly publicized
displays of modernizing military power, some personally supervised by Xi,
may stir national pride at home; abroad, they have been viewed with alarm.98

Additionally, actions taken to push back more forcefully against perceived
challenges to China’s core interests may seem reasonable at home; abroad,
they have been viewed as at best unreasonable overreactions and at worst evi-
dence of China’s aggressive intentions. Thus, Beijing’s economic sanctions on
South Korea in response to the hypothetical risks that the THAAD system’s ra-
dar might pose for China damaged its standing among the Korean public.
Beijing’s construction of artiªcial islands in the South China Sea and prepara-
tions for military deployments on them, together with coercive gray-zone na-
val tactics challenging other claimants’ economic activities, have cast doubt on
China’s professed intention to pursue a regional diplomatic agreement to co-
operatively manage the conduct of rival claimants. Moreover, China’s inter-
cepts of U.S. military forces asserting freedom of navigation and overºight in
the South China Sea have been widely criticized as either unjustiªed (because
of the weakness of China’s position under international law) or as dangerous
(because they have entailed exercises in needless brinkmanship). Although
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Beijing sees its actions as simply the sorts of legitimate responses a sovereign
state is entitled to take in defense of its vital interests, these actions have conse-
quences. Among the consequences has been the growing perception that the
more resolute approach that Xi’s China is taking to defend its core interests in-
fringes on the legitimate interests of others and goes beyond what one would
expect from a country without revisionist ambitions.99

Conclusion

The style and implementation of Xi Jinping’s distinctive approach to the grand
strategy of rejuvenation has aggravated international concerns about China’s
rise that ªrst emerged in the mid-1990s, and that resurfaced during the last
years under Hu Jintao. Since then, a growing array of issues—from the afore-
mentioned debt-trap diplomacy, to China’s growing military footprint in mari-
time East Asia, to charges of Chinese inºuence and interference in other
countries’ domestic politics, society, and academic life—have been ªt within
an overarching narrative about a comprehensive China challenge that justiªes
a comprehensive response.100 This reaction has not been limited to the United
States. It has also been evident in Australia, Canada, and the European Union,
leading them to reevaluate their China policies.101
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Given the reaction, Xi’s approach to China’s grand strategy does not appear
to have restored the favorable international circumstances for the country’s re-
juvenation that prevailed during most of the ªrst two post–Cold War decades,
when China had initially emphasized keeping a low proªle and then taken
steps to reassure those worried about its rise. On the contrary, Xi’s approach,
especially his emphasis on reforming the existing international order and un-
abashedly tapping China’s greater economic and military clout in support of
self-deªned core interests, has fostered a more challenging setting for achiev-
ing the country’s rejuvenation.

As a result, China now faces higher hurdles to continuing its deep economic
engagement with the most advanced countries in the global economy. Rather
than successfully rallying support for reforms that would sustain the open
international economic order that has been essential to the country’s modern-
ization, Xi’s foreign policy has encouraged key economic partners to recon-
sider their engagement with China. Perhaps most important, it has led the
United States to move toward what has been labeled “decoupling” as eco-
nomic frictions are compounded by growing U.S. security concerns about
China’s involvement in critical infrastructure.102 The covid-19 pandemic could
accelerate the process of decoupling, as it has further deepened U.S. concerns
about its dependence on supply chains in which China plays a key role. De-
coupling may portend a world of at least partially separate economic blocs. If
so, China could be excluded from the most advanced sectors in many of the
most advanced countries.103 Under this scenario, China would be constrained
to adopt a more self-reliant approach for building a technologically advanced
economy and have to adjust to new patterns of international trade and invest-
ment by deepening its engagement with a more limited and less afºuent array
of states. Because modern military power increasingly requires exploiting
leading-edge technologies, such an outcome would risk putting China at a
competitive disadvantage that adversely affects its national security.
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China could probably adjust to such a challenge. It has already built a strong
foundation for growth and can rely on an authoritarian political system that
makes it possible to direct massive resources to research and development.104

Investment in indigenous innovation may eventually enable the regime to
overcome the new hurdles it could face, including the prospect of much more
limited access for China’s students and scholars at leading research institu-
tions in the United States and perhaps Europe, which are paying greater at-
tention to the implications of unrestricted access for their economic and
military security. This more difªcult and uncertain path, however, suggests
that Xi’s version of China’s grand strategy of rejuvenation is making it harder,
not easier, to realize its self-proclaimed goal. Yet, Xi and his colleagues give no
indication that they are planning to make major changes in their approach
and devise a more promising strategic blueprint for rejuvenation.105 Xi may be
too closely and publicly identiªed with the current approach to make such
changes. If so, the end to constitutionally mandated term limits for presi-
dent enacted in March 2018 may mean that China will continue to struggle
with the new challenges Xi’s strategy of rejuvenation has been creating for
years to come.
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