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The RAND Corporation and Marine Corps University2
Before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission
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M

any observers and analysts perceive that the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has
become more assertive and more confrontational in recent years. Certainly, this is the
view of prominent political leaders and analysts in the United States and elsewhere.3
Is this perception accurate? Has Beijing under PRC President Xi Jinping adopted a more forceful
and more aggressive foreign policy toward Washington and other capitals? What is driving Xi
and the PRC’s fifth-generation of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leaders?
In this testimony, I contend that while the PRC has been noticeably assertive and
confrontational across the board in 2020, what the world has been witnessing is both continuity
and change in Chinese foreign policy. Indeed, today there is considerable continuity with the
behavior of past decades, but this is amplified because the PRC is now far more powerful and
Beijing is responding forcefully to multiple, near-simultaneous challenges. Yet, there is also
significant change: In recent decades, CCP leaders have become even more ambitious in terms of
the expansive scope of regime goals and activities beyond the borders of the PRC. I suggest that
Chinese foreign policy is not at an inflection point in 2020; rather, significant elements of change
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blend with considerable continuity with themes from the past. That said, there does appear to
have been a qualitative change in U.S.-China relations and a corresponding sea change in PRC
perceptions of the United States (and vice versa).4
In this testimony, I first define the regime’s grand strategic goals, highlight continuities in
PRC foreign policy, and discern new conditions that influence China’s behavior. Next, I pinpoint
the distinguishing features of the ruling regime and the defining characteristics of the regime’s
current generation of leaders. Then I identify the key domestic context for evaluating the success
of PRC foreign policy and, finally, consider how domestic pressures affect Beijing’s foreign
policy.

A Foreign Policy to Advance Grand Strategic Goals
The overarching end state of Beijing’s grand strategy is to achieve national rejuvenation and,
in so doing, realize the “China Dream.”5 Realizing this dream, according to the formal resolution
issued by the 3rd Plenum of the 18th CCP Central Committee, means “construct[ing] a wealthy,
strong, democratic, civilized and harmonious socialist modernized country.” Although these
goals remain unrealized, they continue to be espoused as aspirational CCP objectives. Speaking
at the 19th Party Congress in October 2017, Xi outlined a “two-stage development plan.” The
first stage extends to 2035, by which date China will have become a global leader in innovation,
will possess greater “soft power,” and will have established “rule of law” domestically. The
second stage continues to 2050, by which date China will have become “prosperous, strong,
democratic, culturally advanced, harmonious and beautiful.” The revised CCP Constitution
includes these goals and enshrines Xi’s ideological leitmotif: “socialism with Chinese
characteristics for a new era.” What the phrase actually means is ambiguous, but its significance
should not be underestimated: This mantra provides a fig leaf of ideological legitimacy to
contemporary CCP policies and enables Xi to assert that he has made an important contribution
to communist dogma.
Success in foreign policy is determined by making progress toward China’s grand strategy
goals. These are all long-term objectives, so their ultimate success or failure will not be
discernible for many years. The PRC’s grand strategic priorities are to
•
•
•
•

maintain political control and ensure social stability
promote continued economic development
advance science and technology
strengthen and modernize national defense.6
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In fact, these four priorities have been articulated since at least the 1970s. Three of them—
economic development, science and technology, and national defense—were trumpeted by Deng
Xiaoping at the outset of the reform era and dubbed the Four Modernizations. The fourth—
maintaining political control and ensuring social stability—focuses on internal security, which is
a foundational prerequisite for successfully pursuing the other three. As Deng noted in 1980,
“without [domestic] stability and unity we [China] have nothing.”7 In other words, internal
security is the regime’s top priority.

A History of Hawkishness and Provocations
Since the very founding of the PRC, Chinese leaders have spouted hawkish rhetoric and
engaged in militant provocations at and beyond China’s frontiers. While confrontational verbiage
was more common when Mao Zedong—who dominated PRC domestic politics and foreign
policy between 1949 and 1976—was alive, these pugnacious pronouncements have remained a
part of Beijing’s playbook in the post-Mao era.8 Furthermore, vigorous actions by the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) in furtherance of the PRC’s foreign policy goals began in late 1950, with
the large-scale intervention of the so-called Chinese People’s Volunteer Army to support the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. This military muscularity persisted through the Maoist
era and continued into the post-Mao period, albeit mostly conducted on a much smaller scale.
Nevertheless, armed confrontations and bloody clashes have periodically occurred along
China’s borders with a variety of states. Perhaps the most enduring flashpoint—if we exclude the
Taiwan Strait—has been the PRC’s disputed border with India, commencing with a border war
in 1962 through to a lethal melee in mid-2020 in the Galwan Valley.9 Tensions have not been
constant across the decades, but the dispute remains unresolved, with periodic clashes erupting
over the years.
Hostilities have also simmered and bubbled up at times from 1979 until 1991 between China
and Vietnam along their common land frontier.10 As with China’s Himalayan boundary with
India, the precise boundary between China and Vietnam was never properly demarcated. This
issue, along with several others, contributed to a pervasive climate of hostility between Beijing
and Hanoi. Sino-Vietnamese hostilities endure because, while the continental boundary was
eventually resolved, maritime territorial disputes in the South China Sea have become quite
7
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contentious. Aside from the demarcation of the China-Vietnam boundary in the Gulf of Tonkin,
the two countries’ overlapping claims in the South China Sea remain in dispute.11 Since the mid1970s, PRC military and paramilitary forces have harassed, seized, and even sunk vessels from
Vietnam (and those from other claimant states) and have occupied islands, reefs, and atolls
around the semi-enclosed sea. These latter actions have entailed not just establishing a presence
on uninhabited isles but also, at times, battling uniformed Vietnamese personnel and expelling
them from their emplacements.12
Under Xi, who became CCP General Secretary in 2012 and PRC President in 2013, the
regime has projected a more assertive and more muscular posture in and around Asia, especially
in the maritime regions where China has long-standing territorial claims.13 In the East China Sea,
Beijing has ramped up its air and naval patrols in disputed waters, including in the vicinity of the
contested Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands.14 And in November 2013, China took the dramatic step of
unilaterally declaring the establishment of an Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) covering a
sizeable swath of the East China Sea, which overlapped with existing South Korean and
Japanese ADIZs, including airspace over the Senkaku Islands. In the South China Sea,
meanwhile, China on Xi’s watch has launched an unprecedented effort to build large artificial
islands on existing reefs and rocks in disputed waters also claimed by countries such as the
Philippines and Vietnam. The extensive effort, which includes considerable coordination
between civilian, military, and paramilitary government offices and ministries, entails the
construction of fortifications, airfields, and port facilities. While these developments seem
ominous and intimidating to other claimants, the new construction has questionable strategic
value from the U.S. perspective and is extremely vulnerable in wartime.
Since 2013, China’s ability to enforce and advance these claims has been improved by the
creation of a single supersized coast guard established by combining four of China’s five
maritime enforcement agencies. The outcome is that China possesses the world’s largest coast
guard in terms of total tonnage (190,000 tons) and the greatest number of vessels of any Asian
coast guard.15 Moreover, some of these ships are refurbished naval frigates, and many of these
vessels are larger than many of the ships in the navies of China’s neighbors. China’s coast guard
has engaged in frequent aggressive actions, including ramming, against the ships of other
countries, most notably in the South China Sea. In March 2018, a further bureaucratic reshuffling
11
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was announced: China’s coast guard would be placed under the control of the People’s Armed
Police (PAP), which, in turn, was placed under the direct command of the Central Military
Commission (CMC). Essentially, this reshuffling centralizes bureaucratic responsibility for
maritime security as it further militarizes maritime security.

A More Potent and More Pressured PRC in 2020
China has grown much stronger economically and militarily; consequently, other states
perceive it as more threatening when Beijing acts assertively or provocatively. Moreover,
President Xi is highly motivated to ensure that the 100th anniversary of the founding of the CCP
(to be celebrated in July 2021) goes off without a hitch. Just as important for Xi and other leaders
is that the 20th CCP Congress, scheduled to be held in fall 2022, runs like clockwork, without
any disruptions or distractions: in other words, a well-choreographed recoronation for Xi and a
coming-out party for a fresh slate of newly promoted senior CCP leaders.16
Xi almost certainly feels pressure to make sure that the run-up to these events is trouble-free
and that there are accomplishments to celebrate. From Beijing’s perspective, this means
signaling unambiguously to other actors—both foreign and domestic—that the CCP will not
tolerate any attempts to undermine the festivities. Foremost among those candidates to be put on
notice are three actors with reputations in Beijing as spoilers: Taipei, Pyongyang, and
Washington.17
Hence, in recent years, the PRC has been more overtly ambitious and bolder in pursuing its
grand strategy, with greater attention to the global context, but Beijing’s primary goals remain
focused on the domestic arena, China’s periphery, and the Asia-Pacific.18 In short, the regime’s
grand strategic priorities continue to be largely regional.19 It is within the Asia-Pacific that
Beijing looks to establish spheres of influence and create what amount to “no-go” areas, where
16
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the military forces of other great powers—notably, U.S. armed forces—are unable to deploy or
employ without exposing themselves to grave risk. China does not seek to invade or outright
occupy areas of the Asia-Pacific (with the notable exceptions of Taiwan and formations in the
South and East China Seas) but rather to establish a Sinocentric regional order leveraging both
its burgeoning hard power and its growing soft power.
While Xi Jinping has received credit as the chief instigator and primary originator of a more
robust and more assertive China, the truth is that this trend began under his predecessor.20 Under
Hu Jintao, China engaged in waves of assertiveness: For example, Beijing employed harsh
rhetoric and strong arm tactics in 2009 and 2010 in Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia against
the United States and a variety of China’s neighbors.21 Although Hu Jintao, who assumed the
office of CCP General Secretary in late 2002, the office of PRC President in March 2003, and
the Chairmanship of the CMC in 2004, did not project a dynamic image or forceful persona, he
presided over a gradual but impressive growth in Chinese power and influence on the world
stage. Since assuming power in 2012, Xi has continued and accelerated this development well
beyond where Hu left off. Moreover, it was Xi who promoted the China Dream slogan and
backed it up with a blizzard of ambitious initiatives early in his first five-year term.
CCP leaders are convinced that China must be tough and that they cannot afford to show
weakness. That said, the CCP believes its greatest vulnerability is domestic security: the threat
from within posed by the risk of political infighting, turmoil, or democratization.22 The CCP
strives to remain perpetually vigilant and responds harshly to any signs of internal dissent,
whether among ethnic and religious minorities or among the Han Chinese majority.23 The United
States is perceived by the CCP as being far more hostile and more threatening in recent years.
The PRC’s latest defense white paper, issued in mid-2019, asserts that Washington has
“provoked and intensified competition among major countries, significantly increasing its
defense expenditure, pushing for additional capacity in nuclear, outer space, cyber and missile
defense, and undermined global strategic stability.”24
Beijing has long held an image of the United States as intent on containing China and
undermining CCP rule, but this image of hostility has increased by a sizable order of magnitude
under the Trump administration. This Chinese assessment is based on Beijing’s analysis of key
Trump administration documents, major speeches and public remarks by prominent U.S.
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officials, and a set of administration actions vis-à-vis China.25 In 2020, U.S. words and deeds on
two particular issues have seized Beijing’s attention: bilateral trade and the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19). On the former issue, President Donald Trump has strongly condemned China
for long-standing unfair trading practices, and his administration launched a trade war. While
outwardly feigning confidence, CCP leaders have been deeply worried and have sought to
mitigate the damage to China’s economy by placating Washington with a “phase one” trade
deal.26 On the latter issue, COVID-19 flared up in early 2020 as a contentious issue in U.S.China relations (and has since become a significant issue in China’s relations with a host of other
states). U.S. officials blamed Beijing for mishandling the pandemic and for being neither truthful
nor transparent with other countries, thereby abetting the global spread of COVID-19. Moreover,
U.S. leaders have repeatedly referred to the pandemic as the “Wuhan Virus” or “China Virus.”27
Throughout 2020, China has been pushing back hard on multiple fronts to prepare the way
for smooth sailing in 2021 and 2022.

More-Ambitious Alarmists
China’s current wave of assertiveness is driven by a combination of ambition plus alarm.28
Standard analyses of China’s political system matter-of-factly opine that the highest priority of
Xi and his fellow Politburo members is “regime survival.”29 But this terminology can be
misleading: survival implies that Chinese leaders believe that they are in dire straits and are
living in daily fear of imminent regime collapse or overthrow. Quite to the contrary, Chinese
leaders are confident enough to believe that the CCP’s hold on power is relatively secure for the
near term and likely to endure through the medium term (out to 2030).30 However, because there
are no absolute guarantees in politics and statecraft, constant vigilance is required. Consequently,
the regime employs a highly sophisticated, robust, and costly coercive apparatus to protect its
hold on political power.

25
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Nevertheless, Chinese leaders are preoccupied with maintaining domestic stability and tend
to be ultrasensitive to the prospect of chaos. Notably, ordinary Chinese share this alarmism with
regime elites. Party, military, and state elites, because of their confidence in the near-term hold
on power, plan well ahead (in five-year and ten-year increments), and they anticipate that the
regime will be around to celebrate the centenaries of the founding of the CCP in 2021, the PLA
in 2027, and the PRC in 2049. Consequently, far from being desperate or limited in their goals,
these leaders exude supreme confidence and articulate extremely ambitious agendas, despite
regular bouts of alarmism.
Yet this deep-seated regime insecurity has a subtle but discernible impact on Chinese
statecraft: It injects a wariness and suspicion that pervades Beijing’s interactions with other
capitals and a residual reluctance to commit major resources to projects beyond China’s borders.
However, this insecurity has not stopped large state-owned enterprises from expanding their
involvement in building infrastructure around the world under the umbrella of the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). A central reason for this apparent newfound boldness is Beijing’s calculation
that the overall risk to the Chinese economy of dispatching these “state-backed companies” to
work overseas is far less than the risks of social instability and financial turmoil at home if these
corporations are left to idle in China.31 At the same time, PRC diplomats are motivated to spout
confrontational verbiage so they are seen to be standing up to their country’s foreign critics—
something that wins them the approval of both Xi and the Chinese people.32 Domestically,
regime insecurity produces initiatives to concentrate power, undermine perceived adversaries,
and cater to key constituencies (such as the PLA) and other elements of the coercive apparatus.
Fundamentally, regime leaders are consumed with maintaining stability at home, which prompts
streams of material rewards and jingoism combined with calculated intimidation that is
reinforced by cold coercion. The ultimate irony of the regime presiding over the “people’s
republic” is that its greatest fear is that one day it will have to confront the wrath of the Chinese
people directly. Thus, worrying about internal challenges is “what keeps Chinese leaders awake
at night.”33
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Fifth-Generation Smart-Power Nationalists
Xi and his fellow fifth-generation leaders recognize that although economic heft and military
muscle are important for the ruling regime to maintain a firm grip on power in the 21st century,
they cannot afford to ignore the promotion of lofty principles and inspirational ideals.34 Hence, I
dub this age cohort smart-power nationalists. Particularly during the post-Mao era (i.e., since
1977), the CCP emphasized political pragmatism and material incentives, focusing on building
China’s hard power (starting with the economy) and then turning to national defense. By the
early 2000s, the regime had begun to pay greater attention to the potency of attraction.
In the lineup of the 25-seat 19th Politburo, announced in November 2017, engineers and
scientists (six) were greatly outnumbered by CCP leaders who had studied social sciences and
humanities (16). Of the 16, eight had studied politics, international relations, political economy,
or philosophy; four had majored in Chinese language and literature; two had studied economics;
one had studied law; and another had studied history. In comparison, only four Politburo
members had studied engineering, one had studied pharmacology, and another had studied
agriculture. Moreover, the 19th Politburo contains a smattering of worldly members: individuals
with significant international exposure, including foreign degrees or some coursework at
overseas institutions of higher education. At least one member (Yang Jiechi) speaks fluent
English, and another (Wang Huning) speaks fluent French.
Given the nature of their training and work, engineers may be accustomed to thinking about
the concrete measures of hard power and may be less concerned with softer and more abstract
dimensions of national power. The current CCP Politburo has the smallest proportion of
engineering majors as members in three decades—only 16 percent—whereas previous politburos
were dominated by engineers, who made up at least 62 percent and up to 90 percent of the group
in years past. This change is reflected in the greater focus on soft power among China’s leaders.
For fifth-generation leaders, the importance of soft power is two-sided: On the one hand, soft
power strengthens the legitimacy of the regime by playing up nationalist goals, patriotic
achievements, and Chinese values; on the other hand, it is also useful for counteracting
dangerous Western ideas, such as democracy, human rights, and freedom of religion. Fortifying
the former is considered essential to successfully combating the latter. A more ominous
extension of this focus is the expanded use of influence operations or political warfare beyond
China’s borders.
The most obvious domestic manifestation of this greater attention to soft power is Xi’s
articulation of the China Dream (see next section). The intent is to capture the imagination of the
Chinese people by offering a vision of a prosperous and promising future for the country. Unlike
the American Dream, which is more about individual opportunity to attain greater material
wealth through determination and hard work, the Chinese version is about collective
achievement and national glory. In other words, the China Dream is about the concrete
achievement of “national rejuvenation” under the wise and farsighted direction of CCP leaders.
Indeed, the China Dream is intended to inspire the Chinese people.

34
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The most prominent foreign policy manifestation of Beijing’s greater attention to soft power
and the focus of China’s fifth-generation exercise of smart power is the BRI.35 The initiative is
not just about fueling further economic growth within China—important in itself—but also about
countering a “China threat” narrative, presenting China as a positive force in the world that
promotes international development and builds global prosperity. Officially launched by Xi in
2013 in two high-profile speeches—one delivered in Central Asia and a second delivered in
Southeast Asia—the BRI is designed to integrate more than 65 nations into China’s economy
through lending for infrastructure projects as well as investments totaling an estimated $200
billion to date.36 BRI has been characterized as a Chinese Marshall Plan. Ostensibly a new
program, it is best viewed as a rebranding of ongoing efforts to expand existing overseas
infrastructure projects and to construct new ones. BRI is designed to export the output of excess
production capacity in China—particularly by building infrastructure (including digital)—and to
export excess labor while fostering export markets for Chinese goods. With these efforts, the
BRI strengthens economic linkages between China and these countries, promoting closer
geopolitical relations.37
In association with the BRI, China has advanced in setting up alternative institutions that
allow it to exercise influence abroad. One example is the recently created and Chinese-led Asia
Investment Infrastructure Bank (AIIB). Established in 2015, the AIIB has 70 member countries,
including many U.S. allies and partners and five of the G7 leading economies, excluding Japan
and the United States. These projects have the potential to anchor regional economies to the
Chinese market. The BRI could be a method for participating nations to collectively export as
much as $2 trillion in goods over the next five years. The fate of the BRI will largely depend on
the success of delivering infrastructure projects across Africa, Central Asia, and the Middle East
and the extent to which China will allow market access to imports from BRI investment
recipients.
Ideology, if defined as a worldview or way of interpreting global affairs and China’s
international relations, remains a significant factor in PRC foreign policy. While there are few, if
any, remaining true believers in Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, the legacy of this
dogma remains pervasive.38 Particularly relevant is an enduring belief in the primacy of
economics and a hard realpolitik outlook that perceives a world of state and parastatal actors
ruthlessly battling to monopolize international markets and control scarce raw materials and
energy resources.39 The tenets of this ideology produce a 21st century CCP elite who believe that
35
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it is vital for the PRC to engage in zero-sum struggles with other states and foreign-controlled
multinational corporations fighting for a fixed number of markets and dwindling natural
resources around the globe.40 This is the only way to ensure continued economic dynamism.
Hence, when Xi recently insisted that Marxist ideology required the continued centrality of
“public ownership” in China’s domestic economy, he was serious.41

Criteria of Success
Yet it is relatively straightforward to gauge progress on long-term CCP priorities on a yearto-year basis. The criteria of success are basic, albeit not so simple to sustain routinely. The CCP
achieves a passing grade if (1) it retains power and suppresses dissent and disorder, (2) the
economy keeps growing, (3) China periodically makes some high-profile achievements in
science and scores well in at least some measures of technological advancement, and (4)
continues to build powerful and modern armed forces.
The CCP can monitor trends across the board, as can the Chinese people. Of course, a
significant part of this reporting and monitoring is an ongoing exercise in managing popular
perceptions and expectations by the regime. Indeed, the critical element is how the people of
China—both the CCP rank and file and the ordinary citizens—process and perceive this
information and reporting. It tends to boil down to how the people assess two items: (1) whether
families are prospering and whether their economic outlooks seem bright and (2) whether China
is afforded respect by other countries. Although parts of these criteria are objective, there is also
a subjective dimension that involves spin control by the regime. On the first item, for example,
individuals can quite easily assess whether they are better off in socioeconomic terms than they
were a year or five years earlier and whether the career prospects for their offspring are good or
not. Yet the regime can and often does inflate statistics to support a rosier picture of the economy
than is warranted. On the second item, for example, individuals can monitor whether senior
leaders are routinely engaging in summitry with the leaders of other consequential states and are
active in prominent international arenas.42 Despite controlled media pumping out official
messages, Chinese citizens are skillful at parsing official media pronouncements—both what is
explicitly stated and what is left unsaid. Nevertheless, the official narrative is important when the
overarching theme tends to be that China is winning or at least gaining: whether it be in terms of
a rising gross domestic product or becoming only the second country on the planet to land an
astronaut on the moon (planned for the 2030s).43 At a minimum, the messaging should persuade
40
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the people that, under CCP rule, China is at or nearing the forefront of the latest technological
breakthroughs and vigorously pushing back against unfair foreign pressures or malicious attacks.
“China has become a global leader,” Xi told the 19th Party Congress in October 2017.44
Beijing’s public messaging is always that someone else is to blame or mistaken if another
country is criticizing China. A convenient target for the blame game is the United States. Thus,
the international backlash against China in 2020 is attributed to a campaign orchestrated by
Washington in coordination with other anti-China forces headquartered in other capitals, such as
Tokyo.45

Impact of Domestic Pressures
Domestic pressures influence PRC foreign policy in at least two ways—one “soft” and one
“hard.”46 The soft-power impact refers to the efforts that Beijing must devote to messaging and
propagandizing to counter what it perceives as the real threat of foreign ideas about democracy
and human rights. Here, the United States tends to be the top concern because Washington is
viewed as the prime instigator and messaging agent of Western-style democracy and freedoms.
Beijing’s discovery in recent decades of the concept of soft power comes from a place of fear
and unease. The CCP sees itself as under grave threat, and its efforts at promoting soft power are
best considered necessary defensive measures. Beijing’s promotion of Chinese or Asian values is
an effort to counter the sinister idea of democracy and human rights as universal concepts, which
are labeled “Western values.” The rehabilitation of Confucius and the promotion of
Confucianism in the PRC of the 21st century underscore the seriousness of this initiative, with
the foreign policy component being the establishment around the world of Confucius Institutes
and Confucius Classrooms. Meanwhile, China’s influence operations against the United States
and other countries are also manifestations of both the great importance ascribed to Beijing
seizing the initiative in the realm of soft power and the degree of vulnerability felt in Beijing.
Regarding the latter, it is worth noting that the CCP believes it is merely doing to the United
States what it assumes Washington is overtly and covertly doing within China. It is no
coincidence that the country with the largest number of Confucius Institutes is the United
States.47
The hard-power impact refers to the drain on resources and the diversion of funding away
from efforts to defend China against external threats. Beijing prioritizes internal security and
allocates large amounts of manpower, technological capabilities, and overall level of effort
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toward sustaining a vast coercive apparatus and surveillance system within China. This functions
as a “domestic drag” on external power projection efforts and overseas operations by China’s
armed forces.48 Extensive resources are devoted to monitoring PRC citizens, especially
dissidents and certain groups deemed to be subversive. This structure is called the stability
maintenance system and employs substantial manpower, including neighborhood committees,
regular law enforcement personnel (the Public Security Bureau), a national paramilitary
formation (the PAP), and a plainclothes investigative and counterintelligence force (the Ministry
of State Security) that combines the types of roles performed by the U.S. Federal Bureau of
Investigation and the Central Intelligence Agency.49 This system can be reinforced, if necessary,
by mobilizing millions of People’s Militia, with the ultimate backstop of the CCP’s hold on
power being uniformed units of the PLA. Indeed, regular military formations are concentrated in
eastern coastal regions of China near major population centers and can be called out as a last
resort to suppress unrest or rebellion.50

Conclusion
In sum, China’s hawkish and assertive foreign policy has experienced both continuity and
change. Beijing appears to be more aggressive and more confrontational because its hard- and
soft-power capabilities are far greater and more potent than they were in the past. Moreover,
China’s muscularity is on display in 2020 on multiple fronts near simultaneously. Furthermore,
CCP leaders have become increasingly ambitious in recent decades regarding the scope of
regime goals beyond China’s borders. Nevertheless, all this activity masks a Beijing that still
sees itself as weak—albeit growing progressively stronger—with major vulnerabilities. A
fundamental weakness continues to be in the realm of soft power, where the CCP feels
particularly vulnerable to concepts of democracy and human rights. For Beijing, these ideas are
insidious and subversive, whether targeted at Hong Kong, Xinjiang, Tibet, or the Han heartland
of China. The main source and transmitter-in-chief of this highly infectious ideological
contagion is the Trump administration, under which the United States is believed to have fully
revealed its true colors as the PRC’s most implacable adversary. The key criterion for measuring
success in Beijing’s execution of foreign policy is whether China is advancing its grand strategic
goals. The two consuming strategic priorities are perpetuating CCP rule and continuing
economic growth.
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