
It feels like just yesterday when The New York Times’s Beijing Bureau Chief, Jane Perlez, right before President Xi 
Jinping finally took over power, predicted that China was going to become more assertive in its handing of internatio-
nal affairs, if not more aggressive.1 Since then, things have been moving at lighting speed with that predication long 
accepted as a given reality. Still, few would have ever thought that eight years later, journalists in her bureau together 
with those working for The Wall Street Journal and The Washington Post would be expelled as collateral damage of the 
increasing animosity between the US and China.

China’s own diplomats have long hailed the US-China 
relationship as the most important bilateral relationship 
on earth. Yet, these three American news agencies have 
long been blocked in China and their reports censored, 
together with virtually all major international news agen-
cies. Even under these difficult circumstances, the signif-
icance of their work is without question, especially when 
the US-China bilateral relationship is spiraling down-
ward. One of The New York Times’s Beijing senior staff, 
Chris Buckley (or better known by his Chinese name 储
百亮), is a Chinese university graduate who majored in 
the history of the Chinese Communist Party and lived 
in China for more than two decades. Having witnessed 
numerous major events in the past years and having got-
ten to know many Chinese from all walks of life, Buck-
ley, according to a veteran Chinese journalist, 2 is more 
Chinese than the Chinese. “His departure might mark 
an end of an era, where foreigners can live in China just 
as normal,” he tweeted. One might as well add, it also 
marked an end of an era where the world can think it is 
possible to live with China, “just as normal.”  Or can we?

In the West, people already have some sort of an idea 
about the Chinese State’s motives, but most might still 
lack the requisite knowledge about China to understand 

what it really is trying to achieve on the world stage. 
Academics, think tanks and practitioners turn to existing 
or past experience as a way of reference. The question 
often being posed is: is China indeed trying to become a 
world power struggling with the West and seeking world 
domination like the former Soviet Union? Or are its mo-
tives similar to those of present-day Russia, which is 
seeking a more multipolar order without Western inter-
vention? 

There is no short answer to this overly simplified or 
possibly superficial question. To start, we cannot as-
sume that there is an organized policy of the State from 
“above” that China is determined to achieve. However, 
for the sake of argument and in the author’s opinion, Chi-
na is indeed gradually turning from the multipolar “Rus-
sian” style into a more assertive “Soviet Union” style. 
The State might not necessarily start with seeking world 
domination as its ultimate goal. The regime’s fundamen-
tal objective is still very inward-looking, i.e. its own sur-
vival and the stability of the country, but may well move 
in the direction of “The Big Brother.” Recently, this trend 
is becoming conspicuously obvious and might have been 
accelerated by the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. 

4   Atlantisch perspectief

ANALYSIS

China’s road to power: 
what does it really want? Michael Liu

A Chinese perspective on a rising China 



CHINA’S ASPIRATION FOR THE WORLD?
When President Xi finally took over power in 2012, Chi-
na was very different from the China his predecessors 
had led. After Chairman Deng Xiaoping miraculously 
reformed and opened up the country in 1979 with his 
motto “to be rich is the most glorified,” China rapidly 
industrialized and modernized itself, achieving an annual 
GDP growth rate of no less than 8% for decades. Even 
though the growth of China’s GDP has slowed in recent 
years, it is widely believed that China will soon overtake 
the US to become the world’s largest economic entity, as 
early as this coming decade. What matters most to the 
rest of the world is that after joining the World Trade Or-
ganization in 2001, China quickly turned itself into “The 
World’s Factory” and is now marching into a knowledge 
economy. 

With more and more Chinese travelling, living and in-
vesting in the rest of the world, the roaring economic 
figures and skyscrapers, metro lines popping up in all 

major Chinese cities compared to the petty crimes in 
the streets of Europe, the shockingly rampant poverty 
and gun violence in the US, and the seemingly unstoppa-
ble terrorist attacks all over the West, many Chinese are 
asking themselves “what will come next when we are the 
ones better off?” This is where President Xi’s “Road to 
Rejuvenation” (fuxing zhi lu, 兴之路) or “Chinese dream” 
(Zhongguo meng, 中国梦) narrative conveniently kicks 
in. It spins modern China’s history as a morality tale, 
with China rising from the humiliations of the 19th cen-
tury to a restoration in the 21st century of the greatness 
that the country enjoyed, centuries before.

Still, much ambiguity remains in China’s vision for glob-
al order in this rejuvenation process. Because China 
shows little interest in the “liberal international order” 
that has become the West’s foundation since the Sec-
ond World War or the EU’s vision of a supranational en-
tity overseeing national sovereignty, there has been no 
shortage of interest in predicting what a world would be 
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Journalists working for The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, and the New York Times would be expelled from China as collateral damage of the increasing animosity 
between the US and China. Pictured here is the headquarters of the New York Times in New York City (photo: Osugi/Shutterstock.com)



like when China is “leading” the world.2 Even officially, 
China is committed to a world order that is based on 
the UN Charter where the Security Council and its veto 
power is placed in the center. However, China is sparing 
no effort to water down the parts of UN Charter-based 
order that it does not want to see functioning at full po-
tential. So what does it actually mean when China says 
it is ready to “take an active part in leading the reform of 
the global governance system”?
Historically, China led its part of the world through 
the “tributary system.” The key of this system is two-
fold: while other smaller political actors within the trib-
utary system were largely autonomous and in almost 
all cases, virtually independent, they would kowtow to 
the emperor as a form of tribute, and acknowledge his 
superiority.3 After all, China in Chinese language means 
“middle kingdom” – in other words, the kingdom in the 
middle of a world where its outer circles are inhabited 
by the barbaric and less civilized peoples, according to 
the Confucian standard, and where the emperor is in the 
middle of the kingdom to rule the whole world. This is 
reflected in the archaeological philosophy of the Forbid-
den City and of ancient Beijing city. So, could “socialism 
in Chinese character” be the new standard in the new 
tributary system in lieu of the Confucian standard?

The aim to restore the tributary system is simply im-
possible to achieve. Countries around modern-day Chi-
na, like Mongolia, Korea, Vietnam, and the Central Asia 
countries, are independent and sovereign. Their interac-
tions with other regional geopolitical powers like Russia 
and the US are sometimes even stronger than those 
with China. More importantly, at least on paper, China 
also has to rule out this possibility by rigidly claiming the 
Westphalian concept of nation state and its absolute 
sovereignty. While much of the West considers this idea 
as already outdated, China has taken the negation of 
sovereignty as a Western ploy primarily targeting third-
world countries in order to constrain their autonomy and 
has developed in its place the ”Five Principles of Peace-
ful Coexistence.”4 If one looks more closely, it is essen-
tially repeating the concepts of sovereignty and non-in-
terference five times. 

One thing in common between the old tributary system 
and the new “Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence” 
is that their basic political theories are both very much 
inward-looking, i.e. to ensure the stability of the regime, 
be it the emperor’s absolute rule or the idea of “social-
ism in Chinese character.” For instance, one of the first 
things President Xi did when he came into power was 
to ask every member of the Communist Party to learn 
from the lessons of Soviet Union’s demise. On a rather 
rare occasion, he was caught commenting spontaneous-

ly that “there are a few foreigners, with full bellies, who 
have nothing better to do than try to point fingers at 
our country. China does not export revolution, hunger, 
poverty, nor does China cause you any headaches. Just 
what else do you want?” From this statement, it seems 
he was looking forward to the State being left alone in 
its own corner. 

THE “REJUVENATION” GOES GLOBAL 
Yet, old habits die hard. Here again, history not only 
informs us but controls us. Under President Xi, China 
quickly identified the current period as a time of “stra-
tegic opportunity,” one it was not necessarily prepared 
for nor expected to last. Seizing this perceived opportu-
nity, particularly in light of America’s abdication of global 
leadership under President Donald Trump, Beijing has 
become more vocal about its dissatisfaction with the ex-
isting international order and has assertively developed 
its own global governance aspirations and visions.5 

Beijing has built military bases in the South China Sea in 
contravention of international law, launched the enor-
mous Belt and Road Initiative together with the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank and Silk Road Fund to 
spread its economic and political influence on its own 
terms, watered down the dynamics of international hu-
man rights bodies and assertively and resolutely refused 
the West’s intervention in its shocking handling of situ-
ations like Hong Kong and Xinjiang or its hostage-taking 
of foreign nationals. At least in one case, Beijing even 
abducted a citizen of a Western country from abroad and 
sentenced him to jail following deeply questionable pro-
cedures.6 

The future might be less promising for the rest of world 
that wants to keep strategically engaged with China on 
global affairs through its “rejuvenation” process. The 
country has virtually no free media, little room for civil 
society or different voices, the State apparatus literal-
ly controls every aspect of the social fabric, and Chi-
na’s economic strength will likely continue to grow for 
decades. China has really left a very small margin for 
outsiders to act as meaningful stakeholders, in particu-
lar on global affairs with which it tends to disagree. Its 
approach to international norms might gradually turn 
from “use when convenient” to a more normative devel-
opment one, a further blow to those embracing a liberal 
international order.7  

To avoid panic and to come back to sensible discourse, 
one must first resolve why an inward-looking state is now 
growing increasingly militant. Despite Hannah Arendt’s 
proposal that any totalitarian’s ultimate goal is world 
domination, in China’s case, her rather philosophic as-
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sertion can be at least translated into two concrete rea-
sons why Beijing is anxiously asserting its dominance in 
global affairs:

• First, it has to assert superiority (or, put simply, that 
“we are better”) as the way to establish the legiti-
macy of the regime’s continuous ruling, a non-dem-
ocratic form of governance based on an alternative 
political theory. 

• Second, it is constantly paranoid about the conspir-
acy threat to its rule, a mixture of prolonged Cold 
War and nationalist mentality, partially supported by 
some fragmented pieces of reality. 

These points are evident in China’s response to COV-
ID-19. 

PANDEMIC AS THE ACCELERATOR 
When COVID-19 cases started to explode in China, there 
was massive dissatisfaction within China. Some outside 
critics called COVID-19 a “Chernobyl moment” for Bei-
jing. Quickly realizing this, the authorities did an extraor-

dinary job to reach near total submission of its people. 
With an unprecedented level of censorship, it is difficult 
to establish the reality within China. According to first-
hand information and a personal survey in Wuhan from 
Murong Xuecun, a liberal-minded author censored by the 
State, virtually all of the ordinary residents he talked to 
genuinely believe the Communist Party did a great job in 
handling the outbreak, despite all of them knowing about 
the initial cover-up by the authorities. It is difficult to im-
agine otherwise. After all, anything that goes against the 
State’s narrative shall be silenced, as it has been and 
will always be.  

What is more alarming is that residents in Wuhan also 
frenziedly claim that it was the Americans who inten-
tionally brought in the virus through the Military World 
Games. No one would ever be able to ascertain whether 
this absurd conspiracy theory was intentionally crafted 
by State authorities or not. However, this situation re-
inforces the State’s narrative that the West, led by the 
US, is aiming to contain China as the West would not 
want a Chinese nation restored its former historic sta-

The State might not necessarily start with seeking world domination as its ultimate goal. The regime’s fundamental objective is still very inward-looking, i.e. its own survival 
and the stability of the country. Pictured here is the Central Committee of the Communist Party at a session in the Great Hall of the People (photo: Mirko Kuzmanovic/Shut-
tertock.com) 
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tus. The pandemic also underscores the narrative that 
the regime is there to fight back against the West, to 
protect the Chinese State and its people, and, of course, 
it deserves a handsome harvest in return. 

The above-noted sequence of events is worrying. China’s 
nationalist mentality should sound alarmingly familiar 
to Europeans. On this very continent, there was also a 
country with a rich heritage and after deep humiliation, 
a charismatic man smashed all opposition within its bor-
ders, became beloved by its citizens, believed the rest 
of the world was against its rising, and almost reduced 
the whole continent to ruins.8 The defeat of that country 
laid the foundation of Europe’s and much of the rest of 
the world’s order today, something which China happens 
to be unsatisfied with. 

Fortunately, it is reassuring that peace is now a principle 
in our world, while war is an exception. While claiming 
to be pacifist in nature, Beijing knows well that a major 
confrontation is probably going to cost it even more than 
it would its opponents. However, there are still alarm-
ing signs that Beijing is testing the boundaries, and the 
sirens ring louder than before the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. China’s Twitter-empowered diplomats were caught 
spreading massive disinformation, and ambassadors in 
France and Germany were summoned. In the words of 
Europe’s foreign minister, there are, “attempts to dis-
credit the EU as such and some instances where Euro-
peans have been stigmatized as if all were carriers of 
the virus.” Europe looks as if it will be even more divided 
on China, with countries in the east and the south with 
weaker economies falling for its double-edged charm. 

While the COVID-19 situation continues to evolve, the 
pandemic will likely be a tipping point of many kinds, 
mostly in China’s favor and to the detriment of the West 
(in particular the US). Compared to a rising China, Eu-
rope seems to have been preoccupied with major chal-
lenges internally and at its shores – i.e. Hungary’s re-
gressive illiberal democracy, migrants waiting to cross 
the sea from Turkey and North Africa, terrorist threats 
by jihadists at home or returning, and a climate-change 
crisis. 

More worrisome is the fact that ordinary Europeans 
might not see why they should be bothered. After all, Eu-
rope enjoyed the longest prosperous time in its history 
after the Second World War, with the once almighty Sovi-
et Union right next to its border. Plus, be it a (proxy) con-
flict or a Cold War of any kind, the geopolitical struggle 
will most likely be predominantly across Pacific, between 
the US and China, and allies in Asia/Pacific will be the 
ones to suffer most. European countries still see China 

in trade and partner terms. The European Commission 
rather belatedly labelled China a “systemic rival promot-
ing alternative models of governance” less than a year 
before the pandemic outbreak.9

In this rapidly evolving moment in time, staying vigilant 
to Beijing’s moves and intentions is more crucial than 
ever before. Smart and determined action is also des-
perately needed, together with resources devoted to this 
end. After all, casualties claimed by the pandemic are no 
less than that of a world war. The profound changes in a 
post-pandemic world will also be no less than that of a 
world war either. Europe cannot be a meaningful player, 
using its full potential, if it is blindfolded, as it was when 
it was first hit by the pandemic, despite a series of early 
warning signs. 
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