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Introduction

China is not a superpower; nor will it ever seek to be one. If one day China should change its color and turn into a superpower . . . the people of the world should expose it, oppose it and work together with the Chinese people to overthrow it.

—Deng Xiaoping, speech at United Nations General Assembly, 1974

In November 2015, “China was trumpeting its arrival as one of the world’s great economic powers as the International Monetary Fund elevated the [Chinese] renminbi to the ranks of leading currencies, alongside the dollar, euro, yen and British pound.” Many Chinese elites celebrated the elevated status of the renminbi as another milestone of China’s rise to great power status. Yet a few days later, during the Paris Climate Change Conference, China insisted on its developing country status as Chinese officials noted that “hundreds of millions of people in China are still very poor.”1 Fast-forward to 2017. As protectionist sentiment rises in many parts of the world, Chinese President Xi Jinping actively defends economic globalization on international forums.2 Largely abandoning Deng Xiaoping’s low-profile approach in global affairs, Xi Jinping has implemented a much more ambitious foreign policy, proposing new international institutions and hosting high-profile summit meetings. Some Chinese diplomats have started to talk about China’s leadership in global governance more explicitly. In January 2017, senior Chinese diplomat Zhang Jun commented that “China [would] assume world leadership if needed.”3 A month later, however, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi cautioned against an inflated expectation of China’s global role: “China has no intention to lead anyone, nor does it intend to replace anyone. . . . As the largest developing country, China is moving to work tirelessly for upholding the legitimate rise and interest of the developing countries.”4 During his speech at the Summit Meeting for the Belt Road Initiative in May 2017, Xi Jinping expressed China’s intention to contribute more to global development, but Xi also reassured his international audience, “In pursuing the Belt and Road Initiative, China has no intention to form a small group detrimental to stability.”5 In a speech later that year at the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, Xi Jinping laid out an ambitious blueprint for China’s national rejuvenation, describing China as a “great power” (daguo) or a “strong power” (qiangguo) twenty-six times.6 But Xi also emphasized that “China’s international status as the world’s largest developing country has not changed.” Xi envisions China becoming a “global leader” in innovation, composite national strength, and international influence in the coming decades. He also declared, however, “No matter what stage of development it reaches, China will never seek hegemony or engage in expansion.”7

These declarations are part of a long series of contradictory signals that China has transmitted to the world regarding its preferred status. On the one hand, China continues to struggle for more recognition as a rising great power; on the other hand, China emphasizes its developing country status, sometimes complaining about other nations’ over-recognition of its rise in the international system. The existing research invariably assumes that China wants to have more status, and the duality of China’s status struggle has received little attention.8

Rising powers are expected to be eager to advance their status and prestige. In the late 1990s, the British strategist Gerald Segal said, “At best, China is a second-rank, middle power that has mastered the diplomatic art of theater: it has us willingly suspending our disbelief in its strength.”9 In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, China carefully crafted its image as a strong nation through high-profile projects such as the Beijing Olympic Games, the Shanghai Expo, and the Belt Road Initiative. With the lofty aspiration of a Chinese Dream, President Xi Jinping aims to rejuvenate the Chinese nation. Additionally, in the South China and East China Seas, China has strengthened its maritime claims. According to Admiral Harry Harris, the commander of US Pacific Command, “China is seeking regional hegemony in East Asia.”10 According to Liu Mingfu, a professor at China’s National Defense University, China and the United States will pursue an Olympic-style competition for global leadership.11 Michael Pillsbury, a former Pentagon official, claims that China has a “secret strategy” to replace the United States as the leading world power.12 When asked if Chinese leaders are serious about displacing the United States as the number-one power, Lee Kuan Yew, the founding father of Singapore and one of the most insightful observers of China, replied, “Of course. . . . How could they not aspire to be number one in Asia, and in time the world?”13 From these perspectives, it appears that the status competition between China and the United States is inevitable.

China’s “diplomatic art of theater” includes another side, however: Beijing sometimes tries to avoid taking a high-profile role. In 2014, the International Comparison Program of the World Bank estimated that China’s economy, on the basis of purchasing power parity (PPP), was likely to surpass that of the United States in size in 2014.14 Instead of celebrating its coronation as the world’s number-one economy, China’s National Bureau of Statistics said that the result was not from official statistics.15 The Chinese media, far from trumpeting the news of China’s expected elevation to the world’s largest economy, downplayed or ignored the announcement altogether.16 In multilateral forums such as the UN General Assembly, Chinese leaders continue to emphasize China’s status as a developing country. While the international audience increasingly views China as an emerging superpower that should take a leadership role, many Chinese elites and the public still hold that China is a developing country and that China should not be eager to take a leadership role in global affairs.17 According to Cui Tiankai, the Chinese ambassador to the United States, “We have been elevated [in the eyes of others] against our will. We have no intention to compete for global leadership.”18 This problem of status over-recognition is not unique to China. The foreign policy expert Manjari Chatterjee Miller says India has a similar problem. While many international observers fret about the pace of India’s rise, the foreign policy elite within India shy away from any talk of the country’s rising status. According to a senior Indian official, “There is a hysterical sense, encouraged by the West, about India’s rise.”19

China sends contradictory signals about its status and role in the twenty-first century. An assertive China demands greater accommodation of what it considers its core interests in Taiwan, Tibet, and the South China Sea, and leaders of a shirking China urge international audiences to see, not an up-and-coming superpower, but a still relatively poor developing country. How a country projects an image of its preferred status is important, and miscommunication of these signals can have serious consequences. The nature and content of the international order in coming decades will partially depend on what roles the emerging powers, especially China, decide to play.20 Is China a challenger or a supporter of the existing global order? Is China a “free rider” as described by President Barack Obama?21 A key element for a peaceful transition of power is the transparency of intentions that allows the established power to accept the greater role played by the rising power. Signaling by China and recognition of China’s status are therefore crucial. China’s status signaling shapes how China deals with many international issues. For instance, should China primarily position itself as a developing country or a responsible great power in the climate change negotiations? China’s complex roles in the international arena led to some inconsistencies that plagued its position during the Copenhagen climate negotiations.22 Historically, rising powers and established powers have had conflictual relationships, partially driven by competition over status. In international politics, status competition between rising and established powers is often thought to be a zero-sum game. China’s signaling could influence perceptions of China among its audiences, and those perceptions will influence how other countries respond to China’s changing position. For instance, if China were seeking to grow within the existing order, the Sino-American relationship may not be a zero-sum game, and the United States could largely be willing to accommodate China’s rise.23 If China were seeking to replace the United States as a new superpower, however, a Sino-American conflict might be inevitable.24 In particular, if international status is viewed as positional good, it is a scarce resource that cannot be shared by all nations.25 In recent years, China’s more assertive posturing has partially contributed to rethinking by the United States of its strategy toward China.26

Rebranding of a Conflicted China

Beijing’s intentional downplaying of its status, when viewed through the lens of existing international relations theories, appears puzzling; however, the debates in China about its status and role in the world partially explain the puzzle. In the early 1990s, Deng Xiaoping set a guiding principle for China’s diplomacy, emphasizing that China should “hide its capabilities and bide its time,” a low-profile approach known as the tao guang yang hui strategy in China.27 More recently, the Chinese foreign policy community has been debating what China should signal to both domestic and international audiences.28 Systematic analysis is needed to deepen our understanding of China’s international positioning. Some Chinese scholars conceptualize China’s zaidingwei (repositioning) as an issue of diplomatic transformation (waijiaozhuanxing).29 They debate whether China should play a more active role on the world stage.30 Questions related to these debates include: Is China an emerging superpower or a developing country? Should China continue maintaining a low-profile approach in global affairs? How should China manage its status and responsibilities on the global stage? How should China deal with the US-led global order?31

According to Wang Jisi and Cai Tuo, two of the most influential international relations thinkers in China, the heated debates over China’s dingwei (positioning) or zaidingwei within China’s foreign policy community are unique because the broader literature of international politics contains no systemic studies of repositioning.32 While Wang’s and Cai’s assessments of the Chinese scholarly literature may be accurate, I argue that repositioning can be analyzed from a more theoretical perspective. The challenge of how a great power adapts to its new status is not unique to China. According to a comparative study of several “shaper nations,” such as Germany, India, China, and Brazil, their national strategy is often distorted by domestic politics, national identity, and economic concerns, making it difficult to develop a coherent strategy to advance their power and status on the global stage.33 Japan has been struggling for status and prestige, measuring its standing against other major powers.34 Russia’s long-term relationship with the West has been shaped by its perceptions of honor: when Russia perceives its honor is recognized, it cooperates with the West; without such recognition Russia pursues independent policies defensively or assertively.35 In international history, rising and declining powers often have difficulty in objectively evaluating their shifting power and how to accordingly adjust policy. Not only does the inherent uncertainty and complexity in the international system constrain the objective assessment of power and status at a national level.36 Domestic politics also complicates the process of strategic adjustments, leading to pathologies such as underexpansion, overexpansion, or underbalance.37 In the late nineteenth century, domestic political fragmentation inhibited the ability of a declining Britain to assess its relative power position accurately.38 Under what conditions will a rising power pursue an overexpansion policy? When and why will a rising power pursue a shirking policy?39 Furthermore, viewed in a broader context, “the logic of positionality” is an important yet largely ignored topic in the international relations literature.40

This book conceptualizes China’s repositioning as a rebranding strategy. Here “rebranding” refers to the efforts of building a new image. Like a rapidly growing company trying to redefine its goal and brand, China aims to project a new image and to establish a new position. In business, rebranding is creation of a name or symbol, or a combination, for an established brand with the intention of developing a differentiated position within the marketplace. These changes are typically meant to reposition the brand, sometimes in an attempt to distance itself from negative connotations of the previous branding.41 Rebranding has been applied in politics and international relations.42 The concept is especially popular in the literature related to national image, soft power, and public diplomacy.43 I use “rebranding” in this book as a metaphor for China’s diplomatic repositioning, and in this sense it is different from rebranding in business and public diplomacy. As I demonstrate in this book, China’s repositioning on the global stage leads to a more fundamental question concerning China’s definition of identity and interests as well as the design and implementation of its grand strategy. While the Chinese government started the process of rebranding China in the twenty-first century, the debates are far from settled.

Thinking of China’s repositioning as a rebranding strategy requires some explanation. In the scholarly literature, China is often viewed as a prestige maximizer with a strong sense of status insecurity, or status anxiety.44 Traditionally, the status concern of rising powers is the gap between their desired high status and others’ recognition of their status. They have psychological and political motivations to close the gap.45 According to power transition theory, the onset of war between a dominant and a rising power grows more likely as the gap in relative strength between them narrows and as the latter’s grievances with the existing order move beyond any hope of peaceful resolution.46 This status discrepancy is widely recognized as a core issue of power transition in international politics. Another problem of status politics, status over-recognition, however, is understudied.

China’s grand strategy has no coherent blueprint, and there are competing visions for its emerging roles on the world stage.47 This is not to argue that Beijing has no grand strategy but rather that Beijing’s grand strategy includes contradictory elements.48 China has had a diverse domestic discourse about its international role in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Officials and scholars in China’s foreign policy circles actively debate the opportunities and responsibilities of being a great power. Thus, China remains a deeply conflicted rising power with a series of competing international identities.49 While Xi at the 19th Party Congress set out a clear development goal for China, that goal has some contradictory or ambiguous elements on China’s international role.50 Domestically, many new actors are now part of a complex foreign-policy-making process.51 Beijing’s signals have been increasingly contradictory. China was clearly a status maximizer in the 1990s, but its rapid rise occurred more quickly than anticipated, and it is unprepared for its new international profile. Because China sits in multiple positions in world politics, China has to manage its conflicted roles. For instance, China has the interests of both a developing country and a developed one, and China is both a weak country and a strong one. With multiple identities, China finds it increasingly difficult to define its interests in a coherent way.52

China has been sending mixed signals about its status in international society. While mixed signals are difficult to avoid in all but the most tightly controlled regimes, they seem especially common in China. Mixed signals pose some challenges for China in projecting a desired image, but they also provide Chinese leaders flexibility as they explore the complicated and challenging paths ahead.

China’s mixed signals make it a veritable optical illusion, both a rising superpower and a weak developing country. Unique in current international politics, the rising powers of China and India, owing to the unprecedented sizes of their populations, possess historically unparalleled flexibility in the type of status they can choose to signal. China and India have large economies but are still poor in gross domestic product per capita. No great powers in history have had leading positions in world politics while still in an early stage of economic development as developing countries. China’s two-faced self-presentation to the world, both as a rich rising power and as a poor developing country should be further examined. While China is clearly seeking a higher status through conspicuous infrastructure projects and major international events, China also occasionally signals a low status. Existing literature can predict status-maximizing behaviors, but research on status-minimizing behaviors of a rising power is neglected. China as a status maximizer is not surprising because power transition theory posits that a rapidly rising great power will maximize its prestige. In reality, however, China is not always signaling a higher status. We see a wide range of signaling behaviors. For instance, China refused to assume a larger role during the global financial crisis in 2008 although very eager to provide assistance to Asian neighbors during the Asian financial crisis in 1997. The Group of Eight, widely regarded as an elite power club, might have considered inviting China to join the group, which would have consolidated China’s great power status, but the consensus within China’s foreign policy circle is that membership would contradict China’s own professed identity as a developing country and that it should not join.53 Creating a Group of Two (the United States and China) would certainly escalate China’s international status, but the Chinese are ambivalent. Some Chinese elites and public like the idea because it would increase China’s international status, but Chinese leaders have publicly rejected it.54

China’s Contested Status Signaling

Status politics is complicated in international relations. As the international relations theorist William C. Wohlforth points out, “The process of signaling and recognizing status claims is at least as subject to uncertainty and complex strategic incentives as are the security politics with which scholars of international politics are familiar.”55 If China is fundamentally oriented toward gaining higher status within the existing international order,56 it may be easier for the United States to accommodate China. If China’s long-term goal, however, is not to seek higher status within the existing order but to reorganize the fundamental principles of the international order, it will be extremely difficult to engage such a China. In Destined for War, the Harvard scholar Graham Allison argues that China and the United States might be heading toward a war neither wants. The reason is “Thucydides’s trap,” the deadly pattern of structural stress that results when a rising power challenges a ruling power.57 Instead of competing for global leadership, China might avoid taking unwanted responsibilities by focusing on internal development, which would pose a different type of challenge for the international community. The American strategist Joseph Nye calls this the “Kindleberger trap,” wherein a new global power’s failure to provide international public goods can cause international disaster and chaos.58

Signaling occurs when the holder of information takes observable action to make that information available to those who do not have it in order to shape a desired image. The difference between signaling and nonsignaling behaviors is whether the primary aim is to project a particular image.59 If we conceptualize signaling broadly, it can take many forms in social life and international politics. This broad definition of signaling is related to the image- or impression-management approach of sociology, social psychology, and public relations literature.60 In sociology and social psychology, impression management is a goal-directed process in which individuals attempt to control the impressions others form of them.61 This book defines “image management” as an information-transmission process in which people and governments attempt to shape the perceptions of their images in social and strategic interactions. At the individual level, image management is a central aspect of interpersonal relations. As people attempt to control images in social interactions, they define the nature of their personal interaction and their roles in society. In international relations, image management is a central aspect of diplomacy and political propaganda. Through image management, a government defines its roles and the nature of its interactions with the domestic populace and the international society.

The book concerns the motivations and strategies of signaling—namely, why and how an emerging power sends different signals.62 Status signals are defined as rituals and behaviors people use to demonstrate their preferred social standing in the community.63 In international politics, status signaling is a special type of signaling that aims to demonstrate the kind of standing a state wants to have in international society. Status signaling can be applied to explain international phenomena such as China’s space project, India’s nuclear testing, and US rebalancing in Asia. Throughout the history of international politics, there have been many types of status signals, such as hegemonic wars, military buildups, establishment of new international organizations, hosting of the Olympic Games, and the race to the moon.

Status signaling is discussed in psychology, sociology, behavioral economics, and biology, whose findings can be applied to international politics. On an individual level, a nouveau riche has several strategies to use to signal her enhanced social status. She could use conspicuous luxury consumption to symbolize her wealth in some status games;64 however, if her target audience is former college roommates who live in other parts of the world, conspicuous giving to a charitable donation recorded in her alumni magazine would be a better choice.65 In international politics, a rapidly rising power can transform its wealth into status in a similar way. Just like individuals who purchase luxury goods to symbolize their wealth and status, a rising power can use material goods (e.g., building or buying a weapon) to symbolize its preferred status in the international hierarchy. A rising power could also choose to signal a higher status through the provision of public goods in international affairs.66

Drawing on original Chinese sources and theories in social psychology and international relations, I provide a theoretically informed analysis of China’s global repositioning in the twenty-first century. My intent is to move forward the scholarship on Asian studies and international relations theories in several respects.

This book provides analysis complementary to yet different from other books on China. It differs from Yong Deng’s insightful analysis of China’s status struggle: Deng’s book focuses on China’s status seeking, while this book focuses on China’s status signaling.67 Deng’s study of China’s status seeking conveys an assumption that China is unsatisfied with its status, whereas my study of China’s status signaling does not come with such an assumption. Deng’s book analyzes China’s foreign policy from 1989 to 2008, whereas this book covers China’s foreign policy after 2008. This book also links the study of China to broader research agendas on status signaling in international relations.68 Thomas J. Christensen’s book The China Challenge provides a fascinating analysis of China but with an eye more on how the United States shapes China’s choices, whereas this book examines China’s internal debates and calculations.69 Using original Chinese sources, William A. Callahan analyzes how Chinese people understand China as a rising great power with a humiliated past.70 Using historical materials, Shogo Suzuki analyzes the sophisticated process in which China and Japan were socialized into the West-dominated international society.71 Suzuki also analyzes how China takes the Western powers as the standard for emulation as it struggles for great power status.72 Zheng Wang provides a detailed analysis of how the past has shaped contemporary Chinese nationalism through education and propaganda.73 My book is different from these studies, which concern China’s struggle for great power status. I instead focus on the duality of China’s struggle as both a great power and a developing country. China’s status of a developing country is largely ignored in these studies and others. In particular, even though Callahan and Wang highlighted a duality of China’s national identity, the duality in their analysis is different from that discussed here. In Callahan’s and Wang’s analyses, China’s duality refers to a desire to restore China’s great power status as well as a need to remember the bitter historical past. Their analysis is insightful, because China’s past will continue shadowing China’s interaction with the outside world. I focus here on a different kind of duality, however: China’s contradictory incentives to project an image of a strong great power as well as that of a poor developing country.

As many Chinese elites contend, China must manage its role and image on the world stage. Instead of China’s struggle being for more recognition as a great power, my argument is that China is facing a more complicated challenge of international image projection. China’s challenge is to manage its conflicting roles and images in ways that advance its national interests while not engendering dangerous misperceptions and expectations among its neighbors and the rest of the global community.

This book discusses China’s repositioning problem through a theoretical lens of status signaling in international politics. In particular, this book offers a new type of signaling model that helps explain foreign policy behaviors of rising powers. Conventional signaling models in international relations often deal with signaling processes in a context similar to the Cuban missile crisis, focusing on resolve, credibility, and benign intention.74 These signaling models attend to short-term events and do not address the long-term issue of an emerging power’s status and role on the world stage. “Status signaling” refers to a mechanism of information transmission that aims to change or maintain a certain type of status belief among relevant political actors. Status signals can be transmitted through both behaviors and speeches. Throughout history, military victory has largely been regarded as the major mechanism for signaling status. In contemporary international relations, additional mechanisms of status signaling include conspicuous consumption, conspicuous giving, and strategic spinning.

By explaining the variations of China’s signaling behaviors, the book challenges the conventional wisdom about China’s status struggle. Contrary to offensive realism theory and power transition theory,75 my argument is that China is not always a status maximizer and eager to replace the United States as the new global leader.76 Instead, China tends to play different status games—sometimes emphasizing its status as an emerging great power and other times highlighting its status as a fragile developing country. China’s downplaying of its higher status and its shirking behavior pose different types of challenges for the international community. China’s struggle for higher status is a familiar problem in great power politics and theories of status conflicts.77 Because the Chinese believe that the global financial crisis has led to an American decline, they are more likely to treat American compromise as signs of weakness rather than conciliation.78 From an American perspective, the United States will not easily accommodate China’s assertive demands.79 China’s shirking leads to another problem in international politics.80 The United States needs a confident China as a partner in solving global problems, from nuclear nonproliferation to climate change, but China sometimes shirks a greater role on the world stage.81

I argue that status signaling is a multilevel game, with the state’s leadership pivoting between domestic and several international audiences (e.g., Western, regional, and global South). It is a game played between states and a state’s leadership and its populace. Accordingly, Chinese leaders face pressure from domestic and international audiences to project different images. China’s status signaling is contested domestically as the Chinese debate China’s status and the trade-offs between status and other goals. The book identifies some patterns of China’s contested status signaling behaviors.82 China has a tendency to use low-status signals for instrumental purposes, and its high-status signals are often for symbolic purposes as well as domestic mobilization. When seeking privileges in international institutions, China emphasizes its emerging power status; when shirking responsibilities and seeking solidarity, China emphasizes its developing country status. When targeting the domestic audience, China presents its rapidly rising status; when targeting an international audience, China often presents a reassuring message of its developing country status.

To elucidate status signaling, the book takes insights from both constructivist and rationalist approaches and expands the research agenda of status politics. This book is different from most constructivist or psychological approaches to the topic in several respects. I use “status signaling” instead of “status seeking” to conceptualize the behavioral patterns of an emerging power. In most constructivist or psychological studies, status-seeking behaviors convey an implicit assumption that the status seeker is unsatisfied with her status, while status signaling behaviors do not come with such an assumption. Most scholars assume that rising powers are unsatisfied with their status, and this status dissatisfaction or status immobility is widely regarded as a major root of international conflict.83 This book identifies another, less studied aspect of status politics: status over-recognition, or status discrepancy reversed.84 The international recognition of a rising power’s status might be too high for its preference, possibly leading to conflicts and problems, especially regarding expectations of the rising power’s roles and responsibilities. Most constructivist or psychological approaches concern the symbolic and ideational motivations of status struggle, but I emphasize the interactions of symbolic and instrumental incentives in shaping a rising power’s status struggle.85 Finally, while existing studies focus on status conflict, this book identifies the conditions in which status signaling can also generate opportunities for cooperation and peaceful change in international politics.

By bringing domestic politics back in, the book provides a more nuanced understanding of status concerns in world politics. Existing studies on great power status tend to overlook the important role of domestic politics.86 Some realists argue that China has strong military power, privileged membership in major international organizations, and the largest or the second-largest economy.87 Why should China still struggle for more status?88 While most observers assume that China has a desperate desire for international status, my argument starts with the premise that China’s international status is relationally and institutionally secure. I suggest that skepticism toward the conventional take on China’s status struggle yields a more intriguing question: Given that China’s international status is relatively secure, why do Chinese leaders seem so determined to project China’s strong image as an emerging power? I argue that China’s continual struggle for international status is primarily driven by domestic political calculations. Meanwhile, at the international level, China is concerned about over-recognition of its status for instrumental reasons.

Methods, Cases, and Sources

Contemporary China provides a useful set of cases for exploring the plausibility of status-signaling arguments. For each case, I examine the specific mechanism and conflicted roles of China’s status signaling. I also investigate ideational sources of China’s conflicted roles through content analysis of government documents and interviews of officials and foreign policy analysts. The evidence collected here is about a single country.89 China’s interaction with the world is treated as a theory-generating case instead of just a test of the validity of existing theory. The goal is to link observations of Chinese foreign policy to a larger research agenda in international relations.90 My approach is different from some existing studies. For instance, Yong Deng’s analysis of China’s status-seeking behavior is penetrating and insightful, but it is an explanation of China, not theory building in international relations.91

Admittedly, a book on a single country has a limited external validity. However, the analytical framework of status signaling could be applied to other countries. Elsewhere I have examined the argument of status signaling in India’s foreign policy. India is striving for great power status while trying hard to maintain the image of a developing country.92 Brazil, too, as a dominant player in South America, has always been afraid of being viewed as a hegemon.
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