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１．はじめに 

 

 

Will China become supporter of the existing 

international order or will it become its challenger? This 

issue has been discussed as an academic point in 

question for quite a long time. In recent years China has 

been causing conflict with neighbouring countries by 

bolstering its territorial claims. Conversely, however, as 

can be seen by establishment of the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB), China has centered the 

creation of international systems on its own country, 

and what China is aiming to achieve is an important 

point of consideration from a political point of view. 

In this memo, I will draw attention to the China’s 

perspective on international order, how this has 

transformed in recent years, what are the important 

variables to forecast the future of this understanding, 

and what implication this may bring to the international 

order in East Asia, based on the opinions of the political 

leaders and researchers of China. 

 

 

 

So far many analysis and forecast of future trends 

have been made with regards to the shift in the future 

power balance. In contrast, studies on the intentions of 

China have not made much progress. What is China’s 

perspective on international order, and what kind of 

future images do they have? 

First, three features that are common to some extent 

from a diachronic perspective can be found in the 

international order from China’s perspective. They are 

(i) the international order reflects the relative balance of 

power, (ii) the existing international order reflects the 

interest of the hegemons and is partially inconsistent 

and unfair, and (iii) the aspiration for an international 

order that will contribute to the defense and 

maintenance of the sovereignty and political systems. 

The first feature is that the international order reflects 

the relative balance of power of the state. Traditionally, 

China’s diplomatic theory tends to emphasize the 

structure of the international system, and the 

discussions on the international order also kick off with 

the issue of power balance. International rules and 

systems reflect the interest for the hegemons, and the 

hegemons try to restrict other countries utilizing such 

rules and systems. The present order was established 

under the hegemony of the United States. Such a 

perspective indicates that order changes in accordance 

with the shift of power balance. 

Secondly, China has typically thought that there are 

irrational and unfair aspects to the existing international 

order, and this needs to be corrected or a reform needs 

to take place. This is closely linked to the recognition 

that the building of the existing international order has 

been led by hegemons. Being that the international 

order reflects the interest of the hegemons, the interest 

of the subordinate countries such as developing nations 

will not be considered. Moreover, since as a communist 

nation, which is a different ideology to the United 
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States, China will be exposed to considerable pressure 

within the U.S.-led order. Also the United States may 

attempt to restrain China using various rules and 

standards, while China tries to rise as a developing 

country through continuous economic development. 

The rise of China occurred during the current 

international order. This idea is also accepted by the 

Chinese advocates. The current international order is 

based on the supremacy of the United States, and is 

designed so the United States can obtain benefit. At the 

same time since there is openness to some degree other 

countries can also obtain benefit to a certain degree. 

Nevertheless it is also acknowledged in China that 

accepting the whole of the current international order 

will involve danger. China has yet to accept the existing 

international order entirely. 

Thirdly, China attaches great importance on the 

maintenance of national sovereignty and political 

systems, and therefore would favor an international 

order to contribute to that. China has been consistently 

basing the ground principle of international order on the 

Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. Article 2 of the 

United Nations Charter and the Five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence specify equality of the sovereign 

nations, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, 

and peaceful coexistence of different political systems, 

and this is vital for China, whose supreme mission is 

preserving the political power of the Communist Party. 

Since the end of the Cold War era, the United States, the 

world’s only super power has been attempting to spread 

democratization, human rights and free economy as a 

common value worldwide, advocating the “new world 

order”. Under such circumstances it has become 

extremely important to be particular about the principles 

such as national sovereignty, non-interference in each 

other's internal affairs, and peaceful coexistence of 

different political systems. Even today, for example 

during a speech made by Xi Jinping at the 

“Commemoration of the 60th Anniversary of the Five 

Principles of Peaceful Coexistence” emphasis was put 

on the points that “the Five Principles of Peaceful 

Coexistence embodies the values of sovereignty, justice, 

democracy and constitutional government as a liberal 

principle of international law” and that “the Five 

Principles of Peaceful Coexistence has already become 

a basic rule for international relations and a basic 

principle for international law”. 

China has not necessarily been receptive of the whole 

of the liberal order. In particular China has been 

continuously wary of democracy and the emphasis of 

human rights that may attempt to overturn the domestic 

system, and has been calling for the correction of the 

unfairness and irrationality of the current international 

order. Therefore it is erroneous to think that China has 

completely accepted the international order but has 

started to aim at overthrowing the present situation after 

experiencing the power shift. 

Nevertheless, in actuality, there have hardly been any 

instances where China expressed its dissatisfaction 

through some actions, and it has not had the influence to 

make alterations to the international order. Therefore 

these arguments have been limited to a passive 

resistance of logic. Moreover, it is an unquestionable 

fact that China has gained the benefit of economic 

growth through the existing international order and this 

aspect has been acknowledged by many Chinese 

researchers. 

 

 

 

(1) Perception of the United States 

With the so-called power-shift, characterized by the 

rise of China that has become prominent in the 2000s, 

and the relative decline of the United States triggered by 

the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008, how has the 

perception of China changed? Here we will first look at 

China’s perception of the United States, and then 

subsequently analyse China’s current approach as 

regards international order.  

2. Changes beyond 2008 
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China’s current policy towards the United States is 

based on a mixture of confidence and distrust. Firstly, 

China recognizes that with the changes in the power 

balance, although it has not overtaken the United States 

overall, it has become powerful enough so that the 

United States cannot easily take compulsory actions 

against it, and that it has become powerful enough to 

make the United States accept its interest specifically 

regarding regional issues. 

It is unquestionable that China has gained more 

confidence under these circumstances. At the 

conference of the diplomatic representatives during the 

Hu Jintao administration in 2009, the conventional 

policy of “[hide capacities and bide time 

(taoguangyanghui)] and [being able to accomplish 

something (yousuozuowei)]”, changed to “[harshly hide 

capacities and bide time] and [actively accomplish 

something]”, which indicated the country’s intention to 

implement an aggressive foreign policy. Moreover, the 

Xi Jinping Administration laid out its perception that 

although the trend towards the multipolarization and 

globalization of the world is evident, and there is a 

long-term prospect of the dispute regarding 

international order, the overall orientation towards the 

democratization of the international system remains 

unchanged, and emphasized that China would actively 

pursue its own “major power diplomacy”. 

The domestic confidence in the Chinese society has 

also risen. According to the public opinion poll of each 

country by the Pew Research Centre, in response to the 

question “whether China will overtake the United States 

and become a super power”, 20% of the Chinese 

answered “don’t think so” and 59% replied that “will do 

so”, indicating that the general consensus in China was 

that the general public has confidence in China’s future. 

However the government and specialists are more 

cautious when it comes to whether China will overtake 

the Unites States. According to the survey conducted by 

CSIS targeting the specialists of each country in 

response to the question “which country will be 

exerting greater influence in the next 10 years”, 26% of 

the specialists answered China, and 71% answered the 

United States. In the column as regards the future 

prediction of international relations in East Asia, more 

than 50% of the specialists replied that “the leadership 

of the United States will continue”. 

It is possible to consider China is hopeful that the 

United States will eventually be forced to compromise 

with China, due to China’s boost in power and the 

increase in the strategic importance of the country. 

Although there is heightened awareness against having 

to shoulder responsibility and burdens when the 

forming of a G-2 between China and the United States 

was proposed by the US pundits, there were great 

expectations that the United States will recognize the 

strategic importance of China and start demonstrating a 

certain consideration towards the interest of China. The 

main point of “the new type of major-country relations 

between China and the U.S.” that appeared in 2012, was 

that if China and U.S. abandoned their zero sum 

mentality, and gave consideration to mutual benefits, 

then it would be possible to avoid the war and rivalry 

that has been historically repeated between the 

emerging powers and the hegemonic powers. In the 

abovementioned survey by the CSIS, with regard to the 

future prediction of international relations in East Asia, 

around 20% of the Chinese specialists replied that “a 

US-China condominium” is favorable, and 15% which 

was a higher percentage compared to other countries 

responded that “US-China condominium” is likely to 

become a reality. 

What this entails is that even if China takes a firmer 

stance against the neighbouring countries in the region, 

the United States may not necessarily intervene. China 

is trying to bolster its territorial claim by gradually 

using non-military measures which is difficult for the 
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United States to react to. It appears that China perceives 

that the strengthening of such claims is it’s undoubted 

right, and pursuit of a legitimate interest. 

Secondly, China conversely has a strong distrust 

against the motives of the United States. This has 

translated into its perspective that (i) the United States 

tries to restrain China through constraints using the 

encirclement and systems of its alliance network, (ii) 

the United States is ultimately trying to overthrow the 

Chinese Communist Party, and (iii) the United States is 

trying to restrain China by using international rules and 

systems. 

This type of perspective by China is its reaction to 

United States' strategic "rebalancing" to the Asia-Pacific 

region. The United States announced its official policy 

of rebalancing during a time when the importance of 

Asia in terms of economy and security is increasing and 

conflicts raging due to China taking drastic foreign 

policy measures against neighbouring countries. The 

United States has gradually heightened its awareness 

against China’s coercive diplomacy towards the 

regional countries. Particularly after the establishment 

of the East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone 

(ADIZ) at the end of 2013 and the deployment of an oil 

rig in a section of the South China Sea, the United 

States has denied the legitimacy of the “Nine-Dash 

line” claimed by China and has also tried to strengthen 

ties with the allied nations. Many are convinced in 

China that the fundamental intention of the rebalancing 

is the containment of China. 

China also is of the opinion that the United States is 

through the permeation of a free democracy ideology, 

attempting to overthrow the Chinese Communist Party 

without using force. Ever since the Arab Spring in 2011, 

such concern has been growing in China, and many 

have voiced their opinion doubting the participation of 

the United States during the Umbrella Revolution in 

Hong Kong in 2014. 

Moreover, in contrast to the argument by the United 

States, Japan and Australia that order based on rules 

should be observed, although China recognizes the 

importance of the order based on rules, it is possible to 

regard that China opposes the United States and Japan 

using this to place a limitation on China’s actions. Xi 

Jinping has mentioned that he opposes the act to 

“Destroy the justified interest and peace and stability by 

distorting the international law and under the 

constitutional government.” Furthermore Wang Yi has 

indicated that “Various forms of a new ‘intervention 

principle’ such as hegemonism and heavy-handed 

politics directly challenged the fundamental principle of 

international law such as sovereignty, territory 

perfection and the non-intervention in the domestic 

affairs of another nation. A certain country is pragmatic 

or double standard and uses the international law when 

suitable and where unsuitable, ignores them.” 

 

(2) Approach towards international order 

Against the background of such confidence and 

distrust, China’s attitude towards international order is 

gradually changing. That is, if one summarise the 

perception of China, it appears that with the rise of 

China the current international order should also reflect 

to some extent China’s interest, however on the other 

hand the United States is trying to restrain China using 

the alliance network, and furthermore restrict China 

using the existing order. 

From the end of the Hu Jintao administration to the 

Xi Jinping administration era, China began to aim not 

only for the participation in international order, but also 

for its modification so as to expand its own influence so 

as to serve the country’s own interest. Although the 

correction of “an unfair and irrational international 

order” has been long argued in China, in the past there 

had not been cases where China took practical actions 

and obtained meaningful results. However the Hu Jintao 

administration perceived that it was now possible for 

China to achieve this and what's more that it was 
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necessary. 

Hu Jintao has expressed the necessity to promote 

“opposition to hegemonism and public order through 

the power of the state, and aim for the democratization 

of international relations” while the multi-polarization 

of the world and globalization continues, and Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi has stated that “the 

reformation of the international system and 

improvement of global governance is the opinion of all 

the countries.” Moreover on March 10, 2013, State 

Councilor Yang Jiechi stated that, “the international 

system of the 21st century needs to expand the 

representativeness, improve the fairness and enhance 

the effectiveness. China is a participant, constructor and 

contributor to the international system, and we shall 

participate in international office work, and play a role 

to enable the fair and reasonable development of the 

international system” as the multipolarization of the 

world continues.  

On the other hand, discussions are heating up as 

regards the necessity for China to become not only the 

participant to systems and rules but also the constructor 

and creator in order to ease the pressure and the 

restriction of the United States that used the alliance and 

the order. According to one advocate, although China 

has experienced growth under the US-led international 

regulation and world order, it is currently experiencing 

restrictions due to regulations and order. In order to 

escape from this situation, China has to extend beyond 

the traditional self definition as a regional power and 

not only become a participant in the world order, but 

also become a constructor of an open world order. 

Specifically emphasis is given to the creation of 

surrounding environment through active diplomacy to 

the surrounding regions. In recent times, importance has 

been placed on the relationship with neighbouring 

countries, particularly with countries that are low in 

strategic importance for the United States, or countries 

among the allies of the United States that do not have 

territorial disputes with China and have forged close 

economic relations, and frameworks such as AIIB and 

the Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Building 

Measures in Asia (CICA) are being activated. The so-

called diplomacy to the surrounding regions is viewed 

as “being beneficial in preventing the Chinese blockade 

from obstructing the long-tern development of China, 

and will create an external environment that is 

beneficial for the long-term development of China and 

also have an influence on China that is suitable for its 

true strength” 

Conversely, China argues that it is not a force 

that overthrows the present situation, but a 

defender. In recent years the term “maintenance 

of post-war international order” is being used. 

The reasoning of this argument is that the 

origin of the post-war international order is the 

result of the World War II and the United 

Nations, and any act that challenges this cannot 

be permitted. This argument is used when 

criticizing Japan’s claim on the Senkaku Islands, 

to use as a publicity that it is Japan and not 

China that is challenging the international order. 

Regardless of China’s own perspective, China 

can be described as a revisionist power, in terms 

of its dissatisfaction about the current state and 

the desire to reform. However, China is not 

seeking a rapid change on the current situation 

through the use of force and not ruling out war, 

but rather uses various means and gradually 

changes the current situation through trial and 

error. Judging from this tendency, it can be said 

that the so-called integration approach, which 

involves China gradually accepting the web of 

regulations and rules, and becomes a 

“responsible interested party” of the existing 

international order through internalization, has 
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not panned out as expected. 

 

 

What will happen to the international order of 

China and East Asia from here onwards? We 

would like to point out three important variables 

in order to predict this. They are, power balance, 

order planning and the reactions of other 

countries. 

 

(1) Power balance 

The power balance of China, United States 

and the regional countries are important factors 

that form the basis. If the changes in the power 

balance accelerate even more than the current 

speed, as a result, shift of power balance will 

rapidly occur, a so called power war could break 

out during the process, and a Chinese–led 

international order may emerge. 

Nonetheless even the possibility of China 

becoming the world leader in terms of financial 

power, indicated by numerical values such as 

gross domestic product, it is not easy for China 

to surpass the United Sates comprehensively, in 

terms of technology, military power and soft 

power. Military power is not something that you 

can measure just with defense budgets. 

Moreover, China faces various issues such as the 

insufficiency with the constitutional government, 

lack of technical innovation, disparity between 

the rich and poor, aging population and ethnic 

issues, and it is unlikely that the country can 

continue to develop based on the current status. 

Furthermore, the United States has shown that 

it has more toughness than was predicted at the 

time of the Lehman Shock. Coupled with the 

strength in innovation as can be seen in the 

shale revolution, and since it does not have 

future issues concerning population decrease, it 

is unlikely that the United States will follow the 

path of decline in one straight line. As regards 

the military aspect, the country is continuously 

maintaining an overwhelming status in terms of 

technical power, national defense budget and 

practical ability, and it is unlikely that this 

dominance will collapse in a short period of time.  

Therefore, although a power shift will steadily 

progress in the near future, this is expected to 

be of a much slower process compared to the 

past. Even from a middle-term perspective, it is 

difficult to consider China rapidly becoming the 

single power country.   

 

(2) Order planning 

Another important factor is what kind of order 

planning China will conceive. If it comes up with 

an ideal that clash with the liberal international 

order as provided by the united States, the 

competition involving order will become even 

more fierce. 

At present China is extremely vague on this 

point, and cannot be described as having shown 

a concrete answer. It has repeatedly stated as 

aforementioned, that China’s initiative is not a 

challenge to the existing international order. 

Moreover, the content advocated by China does 

not go beyond the scope of the adherence of 

sovereign equality based on the Five Principles 

of Peaceful Coexistence. Chinese advocates have 

also recognized this point, and it has been 

pointed out that “China lacks a concrete sense of 

order and is paying most of its attention on the 

short term gain for its own country and the 

specific issues associated with that”. 

Most likely there are internal disputes as 

regards what the ultimate goal is and what level 

of resistance it will show the United States. Also 

some argue that traditionally China does not set 

3. Variables 
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a clear goal as regards strategy, and is more 

inclined to establish a general direction and 

then carry out corrections in accordance with 

the situation at that time. 

 

(3) The reactions of other countries 

Furthermore since China does not have a 

clear order planning, and is very strongly prone 

to opportunism, the reaction of the United 

States and the regional countries is of great 

importance. By strengthening the allied network 

and enhancing the existing systems and rules, it 

may be possible to prevent China from trying to 

change the current status from a standpoint of 

opportunism, and therefore dissuade China from 

having excessive ambitions. Conversely if the 

United States decreased its involvement in the 

region, or the regional countries were disjointed 

in their correspondence, then China’s 

opportunity may increase and it could actively 

try to pursue the establishment of an order 

centered on itself. 

 

 

With the increase in its own power China has 

grown to expect stronger influence and profit. As 

far as the current international order is 

concerned, China may of the thinking that it is 

an unfair order established when China was 

still weak, and that the country has the right to 

pursue its rectification in line with the shift in 

the power balance. Moreover, stemming from 

the recognition that it may be surrounded by the 

United States, China has as a “constructor” of 

the order begun establishing an international 

system centered on itself, in order to avoid such 

a pressure. This is leading to competition 

surrounding order occurring in East Asia.  

What is the future perspective? The power 

shift has entered a slow process and since the 

restraint on China by the international system 

is seen as not that strong, the competition 

surrounding order is expected to be one of long-

term. Depending on the situation, the US-led 

systems and China-led systems may compete 

with one another and at times become 

complementary to one another. 

As the competition surrounding order becomes 

something that is long-term, there will be a need 

for strategies by Japan and the United States to 

counter this. In particular, in addition to the 

enhancement of the alliance network, there will 

be a need for Japan, the United States and 

Australia to reinforce the order that is based on 

the rules that have been deemed as important 

up to now.  To this end, the establishment of a 

system that can maintain and enhance 

functional principles that bring predictability 

and stability to international politics, that is, 

rule of law, free access to international public 

goods, freedom of navigation (aviation) and 

peaceful settlement of disputes, will be of 

importance. 

 

  (Completed on April 30, 2015)

 

 

 

 

4. A long-term rivalry concerning order? 



NIDS Commentary No.43 
 

8 

 

 
 

Field of Study: Chinese politics, Chinese 

security, Chinese modern history 

Asia and Africa Division,  

Regional Studies Department 

Research Fellow 

Shinji Yamaguchi 

Please note that the views in this column do not represent the official 

opinion of NIDS. Please contact us at the following regarding any 

questions, comments or requests you may have.  

Planning and Coordination Office, The National Institute for Defense 

Studies  

Telephone (direct): 03-3713-5912  

Telephone (general): 03-5721-7005 (ext. 6584, 6522) 

Fax: 03-3713-6149  

E-mail: nidsnews@inds.go.jp Website: http://www.nids.go.jp


