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What type of revisionist 
is China (and why does 
it matter)?

Michael Clarke

Abstract
This paper seeks to explain what China is dissatisfied with and why, and 
what this means for the United States and allies such as Australia. To do 
so the paper proceeds in three parts. Part one examines the predominant 
approaches to the concept of revisionism in the international relations 
literature and presents a case for ‘disaggregated revisionism’ that identifies 
four distinct types of revisionist behaviour. Part two then measures the 
evolution of China’s foreign policy since the establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) against this typology of revisionist behaviour. Here, 
the paper argues that Chinese behaviour affirms the notion that revisionism 
is neither an “all or nothing” proposition nor is it static. Rather, the evolution 
of Chinese foreign policy demonstrates that it has traversed in succession, 
the revolutionary, reformist and positional revisionist categories. The paper 
concludes that China’s simultaneous pursuit of ‘reformist’ and ‘positionalist’ 
revisionism under Xi Jinping’s leadership – and American reactions to it - has 
encouraged Australia to move toward an overt balancing strategy against 
China, a choice that it has hitherto sought to avoid.
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Introduction
Longstanding debates in international relations and China studies about 
whether China is a ‘revisionist’ or ‘status quo’ power in international politics 
have, once again, become prominent.1 The reasons for this are unsurprising. 
Ongoing controversies regarding the origins of the novel COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) influence operations around the world, 
territorial disputes in the South China Sea and along the Sino–Indian border, 
and China’s detention of over one million Turkic Muslim minorities in Xinjiang 
in ‘re-education’ camps have convinced many to doubt Beijing’s intentions.2 
The United States (US) administrations of the former president Donald Trump 
(2017 to 2020) and current President Joseph R Biden have been clear they 
believe China is the major challenger to the existing international order. The 
Biden administration’s Interim National Security Strategic Guidance, states that 
China ‘is the only competitor potentially capable of combining its economic, 
diplomatic, military, and technological power to mount a sustained challenge to 
a stable and open international system’.3

Such rhetoric is symptomatic of deploying a common but incomplete 
understanding of ‘revisionism’, which implies the assertion that the US, in contrast 
to China, is, in fact, a status quo power. However, leaving aside the problematic 
nature of this particular claim,4 it is nonetheless the case that the Trump and 
Biden administrations have assumed China is (in the language of revisionism) 
‘dissatisfied’ and willing to bear the costs to change the international order, while 

1 For a small sample of this debate, see Alastair I Johnston, ‘Is China a status quo power?’, International 
Security, Spring 2003, 27(4): 5–56, https://doi.org/10.1162/016228803321951081; Jeffrey W Legro, 
‘What China will want: the future intentions of a rising power’, Perspectives on Politics, September 2007, 
5(3): 515–534, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592707071526; David C Kang, China rising: peace, power, 
and order in East Asia, Columbia University Press, New York, 2007; Ren Xiao, ‘A reform-minded status quo 
power? China, the G20, and reform of the international financial system’, Third World Quarterly, December 
2015, 36(11): 2023–2043, https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2015.1078232; Brantly Womack, ‘China and 
the future status quo’, Chinese Journal of International Politics, Summer 2015, 8(2): 115–137,  
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/pov001

2 See, for example, Shadi Hamid, ‘China is avoiding blame by trolling the world’, The Atlantic, 19 March 2020, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/china-trolling-world-and-avoiding-blame/608332/; 
Michael Clarke, Jennifer S Hunt and Matthew Sussex, ‘Shaping the post-liberal order from within: Chinese 
influence and interference in Australia and the United States’, Orbis, 2020, 64(2): 207–229,  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orbis.2020.02.005; Adrian Zenz, ‘“Thoroughly reforming them towards a healthy 
heart attitude”: China’s political re-education campaign in Xinjiang’, Central Asian Survey, 2019, 38(1):  
102–128, https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2018.1507997

3 Joseph R Biden, Interim national security strategic guidance, The White House, Washington, March 2021, 
p 8, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/03/interim-national-security-
strategic-guidance/

4 For an interpretation of post-Cold War American grand strategy as revisionist, see, Jennifer Lind, ‘Asia’s 
other revisionist power: why US grand strategy unnerves China’, Foreign Affairs, March/April 2017,  
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2017-02-13/asias-other-revisionist-power

https://doi.org/10.1162/016228803321951081
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592707071526
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2015.1078232
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/pov001
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/china-trolling-world-and-avoiding-blame/608332/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orbis.2020.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2018.1507997
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/03/interim-national-security-strategic-guidance/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/03/interim-national-security-strategic-guidance/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2017-02-13/asias-other-revisionist-power
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the US is ‘satisfied’ and prepared to bear the costs to defend it.5 However, 
revisionism as a strategy in international politics and China’s revisionism, in 
particular, is not such an ‘all or nothing’ proposition. Rather, China has exhibited 
different revisionist behaviours at different times. A more accurate understanding 
of the factors that have driven Beijing’s transition between different types of 
revisionist behaviour provides greater insights into what drives such behaviour.

This paper seeks to explain what China is dissatisfied with and why, and what 
it may choose to do to redress such dissatisfaction in the immediate future. 
Thus, this paper proceeds in three parts. Part one examines the predominant 
approaches to the concept of revisionism in the international relations 
literature and presents a case for adopting Cooley, Nexon and Ward’s notion 
of ‘disaggregated revisionism’ that identifies four distinct types of revisionist 
behaviour.6 Part two measures the evolution of China’s foreign policy since the 
establishment of the PRC against this typology of revisionist behaviour. It is 
argued that Chinese behaviour affirms the notion that revisionism is neither an 
‘all or nothing’ proposition nor static. Rather, the evolution of Chinese foreign 
policy demonstrates that it has traversed, in succession, the revolutionary, 
reformist and positionalist revisionist categories. Of particular note in this 
context is a consistent pursuit of positionalist revisionism under Deng Xiaoping, 
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao (i.e., roughly 1978 to 2012). More recently, under 
Xi Jinping’s leadership (2013 to present), China has manifested both reformist 
and positionalist revisionist tendencies, opening pathways towards revolutionary 
revisionism. This paper concludes by discussing the major implications of China’s 
simultaneous pursuit of reformist and positionalist revisionism for the US and its 
allies in the Asia–Pacific, such as Australia.

Revisionism in international relations: the case for 
disaggregated revisionism
He, Feng, Chan and Hu noted that there are three common uses of revisionism.7 
The first establishes a simple binary in international politics whereby states 
labelled as ‘revisionist’ are dissatisfied and destructive of the international 
order. Thus, they are counterpoised to status quo states, which are framed as 
satisfied and constructive. This simple binary usage of revisionism is arguably 

5 Randall L Schweller, ‘Bandwagoning for profit: bringing the revisionist state back in’, International Security, 
Summer 1994, 19(1): 72–107, https://doi.org/10.2307/2539149

6 Alexander Cooley, Daniel Nexon and Steven Ward, ‘Revising order or challenging the balance of military 
power? An alternative typology of revisionist and status-quo states’, Review of International Studies, October 
2019, 45(4): 689–708, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210519000019

7 Kai He, Huiyun Feng, Steve Chan and Weixing Hu, ‘Rethinking revisionism in world politics’, Chinese Journal 
of International Politics, Summer 2021, 14(2): 159–186, p 163, https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/poab004

https://doi.org/10.2307/2539149
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210519000019
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/poab004
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the most commonly deployed in contemporary media and political commentary 
on Chinese foreign policy. However, it is problematic for a variety of reasons. 
For instance, such an understanding of revisionism explains nothing about what 
the revisionist state is dissatisfied with or the thorny question of the international 
order itself. This understanding of revisionism also occludes critical analyses of 
the role of status quo states. Indeed, the use of the simple descriptor ‘status 
quo’ elides the basic fact that it refers to the distribution of power that existed ‘at 
a particular point in history’ and assumes that states so defined (i.e., as status 
quo) will always remain satisfied.8

This binary and static understanding of the revisionist–status quo binary has 
become a staple of much media and political commentary on contemporary 
geopolitics. However, it is ahistorical and unsophisticated in its understanding 
of the possibility for different states to exhibit different types of revisionist 
behaviour over time. Although the US is considered a status quo power by 
most contemporary commentators, it demonstrably acted in revisionist ways 
during its rise to great power status during the nineteenth century9 and has had 
a clear record of using its pre-eminent power during the post-Cold War period 
to ‘revise’ the ‘rules of the game’ of international politics to suit its interests  
and prerogatives.10

The second type of revisionism assumes a normative or moral dimension to 
the revisionist–status quo binary. Turner and Nymalm demonstrated that the 
status quo designation in the international relations literature from the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries represents an ‘ordering narrative’ of ‘morality and 
progress’ in which revisionism is primarily framed as a ‘disruptive’ force primarily 
emanating from non-Western states ‘amidst a fundamentally moral Western 
order that represents civilizational progress’.11 However, such ordering narratives 
ignore ‘serious consideration[s] of how the global manufacturing of “order” by 
European colonial powers and, later, the US, in the Americas, Africa, Asia’ and 
elsewhere actually ‘constituted radical and widespread revisionism’.12

8 Hans J Morgenthau, Politics among nations: the struggle for power and peace, (4th ed), Knopf, New York, 
1967, p 37.

9 See, for example, Kori Schake, Safe passage: the transition from British to American hegemony, Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, 2017. 

10 For post-Cold War American ‘revisionism’, see, Ian Hurd, ‘Breaking and making norms: American 
revisionism and crises of legitimacy’, International Politics, February 2007, 44(2): 194–213,  
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.ip.8800184; Ryder McKeown, ‘Norm regress: US revisionism and  
the slow death of the torture norm’, International Relations, March 2009, 23(1): 5–25,  
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0047117808100607; Carlos L Yordán, ‘America’s quest for global hegemony: 
offensive realism, the Bush doctrine, and the 2003 Iraq War’, Theoria: A Journal of Social and Political 
Theory, August 2006, 53(2): 125–157, https://ssrn.com/abstract=1285185

11 Oliver Turner and Nicola Nymalm, ‘Morality and progress: IR narratives on international revisionism and the 
status quo’, Cambridge Review of International Affairs, June 2019, 32(4): 407–428, p 409,  
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2019.1623173

12 Turner et al., ‘Morality and progress’.

https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.ip.8800184
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0047117808100607
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1285185
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2019.1623173
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There have been multiple examples of the deployment of such ordering 
narratives regarding China. In the 1990s, as it emerged from the fallout of the 
1989 Tiananmen Square massacre and Western-imposed sanctions, there 
were numerous assertions in the policy and scholarly realms that Beijing was 
‘swimming against the tides of history’ by re-establishing the CCP’s dominance 
over Chinese society and reaffirming its model of ‘socialism with Chinese 
characteristics’.13 Indeed, for then US president, George H W Bush, the events 
in Tiananmen Square were evidence that only one path would deliver prosperity 
and human dignity to the Chinese people: ‘free markets, free speech, free 
elections’.14 However, the durability of Marxism–Leninism and China’s continued 
economic growth and development trajectory indicated the potential for future 
revisionist behaviour. For example, Segal noted in 1996 that ‘China still feels that 
it has legitimate claims to territory and to increased status in East Asia and the 
wider world’ and as China’s economic power increased, its ability to satisfy such 
claims would correspondingly increase. Such a scenario would make China a 
‘powerful’ and ‘unstable non-status quo power’.15

Variations of this particular theme – that the CCP’s continued rule combined 
with economic growth and China’s claims to territory and status was a recipe 
for revisionism – continued throughout the 1990s and into the 2000s.16 In recent 
times, a particularly extreme version was sketched by Kiron Skinner, the director 
of policy planning at the US Department of State under the Trump administration 
in April 2019.17 Skinner described strategic competition with China as an order 
of difficulty not previously confronted by the US. This was because China (in 
contrast to the Soviet Union) was economically successful and ‘a really different 
civilization’.18 Thus, Skinner claimed – omitting the confrontation with Japanese 
militarism during the Second World War – that this would be ‘the first time that 
we will have a great power competitor that is not Caucasian’.19 She noted that 

13 See Mark Blecher, China against the tides: restructuring through revolution, radicalism and reform, (2nd ed), 
Bloomsbury Publishing, London, 2003.

14 See George H W Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A world transformed: the collapse of the Soviet Empire. The 
unification of Germany, Tiananmen Square, The Gulf War, Knopf, New York, 1998, pp 87–89.

15 Gerald Segal, ‘East Asia and the “constrainment” of China’, International Security, Spring 1996, 20(4):  
107–135, p 108, p 111, https://doi.org/10.2307/2539044

16 See, for example, Thomas J Christensen, ‘Posing problems without catching up: China’s rise  
and challenges for US security policy’, International Security, April 2001, 25(4): 5–40,  
https://doi.org/10.1162/01622880151091880; Aaron L Friedberg, ‘The future of US–China relations:  
is conflict inevitable?’, International Security, October 2005, 30(2): 7–45,  
https://doi.org/10.1162/016228805775124589

17 Joel Gehrke, ‘State Department preparing for clash of civilizations with China’, Washington Examiner, 
30 April 2019 12.00 am, https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/policy/defense-national-security/state-
department-preparing-for-clash-of-civilizations-with-china

18 Gehrke, ‘State Department’.

19 Gehrke, ‘State Department’.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2539044
https://doi.org/10.1162/01622880151091880
https://doi.org/10.1162/016228805775124589
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/policy/defense-national-security/state-department-preparing-for-clash-of-civilizations-with-china
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/policy/defense-national-security/state-department-preparing-for-clash-of-civilizations-with-china
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the Cold War was really ‘a fight within the Western family’ because the Soviet 
Union’s ideology (Marxism–Leninism) was ultimately grounded in classical 
Western philosophical thought.20 Thus, Skinner’s identification of China as a 
civilisational challenge rather than an ideological one was revealing; although the 
CCP is an avowedly Marxist–Leninist party, its non-Western nature apparently 
lay at the root of its disruptive potential.

The third usage of the revisionist label assumes that desire equates to conduct; 
because a state or its leaders have a stated desire for particular outcomes 
that suit their preferences and values, this automatically translates into action. 
However, we can confidently say that while most states in the international system 
would like to operate in an order that aligns more closely with their own specific 
preferences and values, such desires are not translated into actual behaviour in 
most cases.21 This observation leads to the question: how can we determine 
what factors encourage a state to act on its desires? Intent without capability 
is exactly that (i.e. an unconsummated desire). Intent with capability offers the 
potential to translate desires into actual behaviour. However, the problematic 
nature of accurately determining intent presents dilemmas because a ‘state 
with revisionist desires or intentions may hide its agenda until presented with 
an opportunity to act’ and other states may ‘misperceive its intention, whether 
making the error of mistaking a status quo power for a revisionist one or vice 
versa’, while ‘seeking to determine another state’s intentions by interpreting 
its behaviour … risks the danger of self-fulfilling prophecy’ if that interpretation 
is inaccurate.22 Nevertheless, the bases of revisionism arguably lie in ‘both 
capabilities and desire (or motivation) to effect change’.23

Another important question relates to the target of the revisionist state’s desires 
and behaviours. That is, what does it seek to change? Is the revisionist seeking 
to change the interstate distribution of power or the institutions and norms of 
the existing international order? Of course, these are not mutually exclusive, as 
demonstrated by the rise of the US as a great power, in which its accretion of 
material and military power from the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries 
translated into the increasing capability to reshape the institutional and normative 
architecture of the international order in ways conducive to its interests and 
values.24 However, this also does not explain when exactly intent/desire overlap 
sufficiently with the capability to effect change.

20 Gehrke, ‘State Department’.

21 He et al., ‘Rethinking revisionism in world politics’, p 164.

22 He et al., ‘Rethinking revisionism in world politics’, p 164.

23 He et al., ‘Rethinking revisionism in world politics’, p 164.

24 See, for example, Schake, Safe passage, pp 205–210
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This highlights the importance of Kai et al.’s definition of revisionism as comprising 
‘a state’s perceived intention and its actual observed behaviour’ to affect the 
distribution of power and the institutional and normative architecture of the extant 
order.25 In the example of the US above, it could be argued that this moment of 
overlap between perceived intent and actual behaviour occurred in at least two 
instances during the twentieth century: Woodrow Wilson’s decision in 1917 to 
intervene on the allied side during the First World War and, during the Second 
World War, bookended by Franklin D Roosevelt’s 29 December 1940 ‘Arsenal of 
Democracy’ speech and August 1941 ‘Atlantic Charter’ and the Bretton Woods 
Conference of July 1944.26 This brief example highlights that ‘the intensity of 
states’ desires to change or maintain the status quo have varied according to 
their assessments of the benefits and costs of particular courses of action at 
particular points in time.27

Hence, there are problematic aspects to the revisionist–status quo dichotomy 
regarding the ascription of roles (satisfied or dissatisfied), normative implications 
of such roles (revisionists as disruptive agents), assessment of intent and 
identifying when and under what circumstances intent and capabilities translate 
into action. One method scholars have applied to mediate such problems is 
constructing typologies of revisionist and status quo behaviours. For example, 
Morgenthau, the father of classical realism, famously asserted that all politics 
– domestic and international – tended to produce three types of political 
phenomena: actors that ‘seek either to keep power, to increase power, or to 
demonstrate power’.28 For Morgenthau, these types of actors exhibit ‘three 
typical’ foreign policy behaviours: a state focused on keeping power tends to 
pursue policies that maintain the distribution of power in its favour, affirming the 
status quo; a state that seeks to acquire more power and alter the distribution 
of power in ways favourable to it ‘pursues a policy of imperialism’; and a state 
that seeks to demonstrate its power, to either maintain or increase it, pursues a 
policy of prestige.29

While this typology is a useful starting point, it does not provide insights into 
the when, why and how of revisionism. More recently, Cooley et al. proposed a 
typology of disaggregated revisionism that directly addresses these questions 
by distinguishing ‘between two distinct dimensions along which states can seek 

25 [Emphasis added] He et al., ‘Rethinking revisionism in world politics’, p 164.

26 See Michael Clarke, American grand strategy and national security: the dilemmas of primacy and decline 
from the founders to Trump, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, Switzerland, 2021, pp 131–142 and pp 187–210, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-30175-0 

27 He et al., ‘Rethinking revisionism in world politics’, pp 165–166.

28 Morgenthau, Politics among nations, p 36.

29 Morgenthau, Politics among nations, p 37–38.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-30175-0


Michael Clarke

Australian Journal of Defence and Strategic Studies  |  Vol. 3 No. 2154

change: the international order and the distribution of military capabilities’.30 Their 
approach allows us to think more clearly about the relationship between sources 
of dissatisfaction and how it affects revisionist strategies. Four ‘ideal typical 
orientations’ based on this two-dimensional power–order framework emerge: 
(1) status quo powers satisfied with the international order and distribution of 
power; (2) reformist powers satisfied with the current distribution of power but 
who seek to change other elements of the international order; (3) positionalist 
powers satisfied with the international order but who aim to shift the distribution 
of power; and (4) revolutionary powers who aim to overturn both the international 
order and distribution of power.31

This typology allows greater specification regarding what ‘causes rising powers 
to mount different kinds of revisionist challenges’ and ‘why some states shift 
from what are often limited attempts to improve their positions in the world 
towards more radical challenges to the broader order’.32 For example, a reformist 
revisionist will pursue ‘counter-order’ strategies, while a positional revisionist 
will pursue ‘counter-hegemonic’ strategies (i.e., seek to shift the distribution of 
power). However, as noted above in the example of the US’ rise to great power 
status, such behaviours are not static. Rather, a state that is focused on building 
its capabilities may reach a point where attempts ‘to further shift the balance 
of capabilities in order to more effectively challenge the order [will] shift from 
a reformist to a revolutionary orientation’.33 Disaggregating revisionism in this 
manner allows us to observe revisionist behaviour as less an ‘all or nothing’ 
strategy than a continuum along which states may move, presenting several 
possible pathways to or from revolutionary revisionism (i.e., behaviour that seeks 
to enhance a state’s capabilities and reshape order).

Contemporary debates about Russian and Chinese revisionism highlight the need 
to distinguish between types of revisionist behaviour. Concerning Russia, some 
observers argue that Moscow’s aggressive behaviour, such as its annexation 
of Crimea, is driven by a desire for status. Here, its disruptive behaviour is a 
response to the constraints imposed on Russia by the US-led order because 
Moscow has decided it must alter the balance of power to achieve status.34 
Alternatively, Russian actions have also been considered security-seeking 

30 Cooley et al., ‘Revising order’, p 690. They note that they use ‘distribution of military capabilities’ 
interchangeably with the ‘balance of power’.

31 Cooley et al., ‘Revising order’, p 695.

32 Cooley et al., ‘Revising order’, p 693.

33 Cooley et al., ‘Revising order’, p 697.

34 See, for example, Deborah W Larson and Alexei Shevchenko, ‘Status seekers: Chinese and Russian 
responses to US primacy’, International Security, April 2010, 34(4): 63–95,  
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2010.34.4.63

https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2010.34.4.63
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behaviour prompted by the twin challenges of NATO’s expansion and the latent 
threat to the domestic order of Putin’s regime from the eastward expansion of 
the ‘liberal order’ associated with NATO.35 Thus, each explanation highlights 
different types of revisionist behaviour, with the former reflecting a positionalist–
revolutionary pathway and the latter a reformist–revolutionary pathway. This 
is significant in terms of policy prescription. If, for instance, it is judged that 
Russia is moving along the positionalist–revolutionary pathway (i.e., generated 
by status-seeking), the US (and its allies) could ameliorate Russian behaviour 
by recognising ‘the rising state’s more positive identity and status’ through 
accepting/acknowledging its contributions to the international order.36

Chinese revisionism, 1949 to 2021: from revolutionary to 
positionalist revisionist and back again?
While there are similarities in scholarly and policy debates about the bases and 
implications of Chinese revisionism with those focused on Russia, the Chinese 
case arguably suggests a qualitatively different pattern. China over the past two 
decades may reflect a pattern in which a rising power – confident that the balance 
of power is shifting in its favour – has ‘less reason to behave in revolutionary 
ways, in relative terms, than weaker or declining states’ and, thus, faces ‘less 
pressure towards the positionalist dimension of revisionism’. The upshot is that 
such a state may ‘have incentives to bide their time before pursuing serious 
challenges to the other elements of order’.37 Such a scenario regarding China 
would theoretically suggest that there could be ‘opportunities for adjustment 
and bargaining’ between China and the US.38 However, is China traversing such 
a path? This is the central question that this paper will now address.

Mao: revolutionary revisionist

During much of the Maoist era (1949 to 1976), China met the criteria for the 
revolutionary revisionist ideal type because it sought to overturn the existing 
international order and the distribution of power. From 1949 to the mid to late 
1950s, this was manifested most immediately in Beijing’s ‘leaning to one side’ 
(i.e., overt alignment with Moscow) in the emergent US–Soviet Union Cold War. 
In hindsight, ‘leaning to one side’ was inevitable because Mao considered that 

35 For a discussion of security-seeking behaviour in general, see, Jeffrey W Taliaferro, ‘Security seeking  
under anarchy: defensive realism revisited’, International Security, January 2001, 25(3): 128–161,  
https://doi.org/10.1162/016228800560543. For the Russian example, see, Andrey A Sushentsov and 
William C Wohlforth, ‘The tragedy of US–Russian relations: NATO centrality and the revisionists’ spiral’, 
International Politics, March 2020, 57(3): 427–450, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41311-020-00229-5

36 Larson et al., ‘Status seekers’, p 67.

37 Cooley et al., ‘Revising order’, p 698.

38 Cooley et al., ‘Revising order’, p 698.
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solidarity with Moscow contributed to the core domestic and foreign policy goals 
of the PRC.39 Domestically, an alliance with the Soviet Union would contribute to 
the ‘momentum of China’s internal revolutionary process’ towards surmounting 
the ‘three big mountains’ of ‘imperialism, feudalism and bureaucratic capitalism’ 
and constructing socialism ‘on the basis of a planned, state-owned economy 
and a Leninist political system’.40 Meanwhile, in the realm of foreign policy, an 
alliance with the Soviet Union provided material assistance to rebuild China’s 
economy and military hardware and ‘ideological legitimacy’ by integrating the 
PRC into ‘a community with the elect’ (i.e., the ‘vanguard’ of world revolution 
in Moscow) and ‘a sense of historical vindication’ for the CCP’s decades-long 
struggle for power.41 Thus, ‘leaning to one side’ promised to enhance the PRC’s 
‘international influence, stature and security’ and assist the CCP to ‘propel the 
rest of humanity towards a socialist world’.42

An outgrowth of this latter dynamic was a diplomatic narrative through which 
Mao and the CCP sought to carve out a leading role for themselves in the 
‘world revolution’ based on the CCP’s unique revolutionary experiences. This 
was driven by the CCP’s foundational belief that the ‘interests of the Chinese 
revolution were fundamentally compatible with those of the world revolution’ and 
that ‘the interests of the Chinese revolution were subordinate to and, therefore, 
should serve the interests of the world revolution’.43 In the short term, this 
entailed Beijing’s acceptance of the Soviet Union’s leadership of the socialist 
world and its active support for the revolutionary efforts of others. However, in 
the long term, Mao and the CCP drew on the specific lessons of the Chinese 
revolution to assert their claim to be the vanguard of the revolutionary forces of 
the world to replace the revisionism that Mao perceived in the post-Stalin Soviet 
Union. Here, the CCP highlighted the greater applicability of the Maoist model 
of a peasant-based revolution for the ‘toiling masses’ of the decolonising and 
developing worlds. From the Maoist perspective, the relative absence of urban 
proletariats in such societies was an advantage for a class-based revolution 
because the peasantry tended to be ‘the most oppressed and, therefore, the 

39 See Chen Jian, Mao’s China and the Cold War, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 2001.

40 John W Garver, ‘The opportunity costs of Mao’s foreign policy choices’, China Journal, January 2003, 49: 
128–135, https://doi.org/10.2307/3182198 

41 Lowell Dittmer, ‘China’s search for its place in the world’, in Brantly Womack (ed), Contemporary Chinese 
politics in historical perspective, Cambridge University Press, New York, 1991, p 210.

42 Garver, ‘The opportunity costs’, p 128.

43 Chen Jian, ‘Bridging revolution and decolonization: the “Bandung discourse” in China’s early Cold War 
experience’, Chinese Historical Review, 2008, 15(2): 207–241, p 209,  
https://doi.org/10.1179/tcr.2008.15.2.207
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most revolutionary group in society’.44 Thus, the role of the Marxist–Leninist 
vanguard party in this context was to mobilise and harness the energies and 
resentments of the peasantry towards the twin objectives of national liberation 
from imperialism and socialist revolution.45

This perspective underpinned one of the major foreign policy concepts of the 
high Maoist era during the 1960s: the intermediate zone theory, which was 
based on Mao’s ruminations about the shape of the coming post-Second World 
War world during a speech to the 7th National Congress of the CCP in April 
1945.46 In its initial formulation, Mao simply asserted that after the war, the 
struggle ‘between the forces for democracy and the forces against democracy, 
and between national liberation and national oppression will prevail in most parts 
of the world’. He subsequently argued that while the defining characteristic of 
world politics appeared to be the emerging Cold War between the US and the 
Soviet Union, these two powers were actually separated by ‘a vast zone which 
includes many capitalist, colonial and semi-colonial countries in Europe, Asia 
and Africa’ and that the US would have to ‘subjugate’ the countries in this zone 
before it could attack the Soviet Union.47

For Mao, the Cold War’s outcome would be ‘decided by the struggles between 
the peoples of the intermediate zone and the reactionary US ruling class, rather 
than between capitalist America and the socialist Soviet Union’.48 Significantly, 
this betrayed a certain ethnocentrism because Mao and the CCP perceived 
China as occupying a central position in the intermediate zone and, therefore, 
‘the development of the Chinese revolution would play a central role in defining 
the path or even determining the result of the global Cold War’.49 Thus, in this 
schema, China was conceived of as providing a successful model of national 

44 Chen, ‘Bridging revolution’, p 210. This ‘heresy in action’ regarding Leninist revolutionary strategy (as 
Schwartz characterised it) proved to be Mao’s signature ‘innovation’ to the canon of ‘Marxism–Leninism’, 
see Benjamin I Schwartz, Chinese communism and the rise of Mao, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 
1951, pp 188–204.

45 This, not incidentally, had been the strategy pursued by Mao during the struggle for power and underpinned 
much of the CCP’s early mass campaigns once the PRC was established to eradicate a range of the 
regime’s perceived enemies from ‘remanent nationalist forces’ to expropriation of ‘landlords’ and ‘bourgeois 
elements’. For a detailed discussion of the mass campaigns of the early ‘post-liberation’ years, see Frank 
Dikötter, The tragedy of liberation: a history of the Chinese revolution, 1945–1957, Bloomsbury Press, 
London, 2013, pp 84–102.

46 Mao’s initial formulation of April 1945 was made in Mao Zedong, ‘On Coalition Government’; it was further 
elaborated in ‘Talk with Anna Louis Strong (August 1946)’, in Selected Works of Mao Zedong, (vol IV), 
Foreign Languages Press, Peking, 1969; Lu Dingyi, ‘Explanations of several basic problems concerning the 
post-war international situation’, Renmin Ribao [People’s Daily], 4–5 January 1947. Lu was the then head of 
the party’s Propaganda Department.

47 See ‘Talk with Anna Louis Strong’; Lu, ‘Explanations’.

48 Chen, ‘Bridging revolution’, p 213.

49 Chen, ‘Bridging revolution’, p 214.
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liberation and revolution that other states in the developing world might emulate 
and possessed a unique leadership role for encouraging such states’ resistance 
to imperialism.

Thus, China’s foreign policy, in part, amounted to a form of ‘national identity 
implementation’, whereby Beijing’s official foreign policy discourse for much 
of the Maoist era reflected its self-identification as a core constituent part and 
leader of the ‘revolutionary masses’ of the intermediate zone of Asia, Africa and 
Latin America.50 A ‘common sense of deprivation and exploitation at the hands 
of the rich and powerful’ united the ‘new China’ and such disparate peoples.51 
In concrete terms, as Lovell meticulously documented, this solidarity informed 
the PRC’s concerted efforts throughout the 1950s, 1960s and into the 1970s 
to provide material support and foreign aid to national liberation and/or Marxist 
movements and non-aligned movement states throughout the intermediate zone 
and actively proselytise the Maoist model of revolution.52 Products of Beijing’s 
activities included enormous foreign aid budgets characterised by ‘credits, 
loans, and outright gifts’ to a range of states, particularly in Africa;53 the provision 
of weapons and Chinese advisers/instructors to national liberation movements 
in Africa, Asia and the Middle East;54 and the establishment of a training and 
indoctrination school in Beijing for members of ‘fraternal’ communist parties.55 
These activities were not designed to achieve ‘the expansion of China’s political 
and military control of foreign territory or resources’ but rather ‘the spread of 
their influence to other “hearts and minds” around the world’ because ‘only 
when China’s superior moral position in the world had been recognized by other 
peoples would the consolidation of his [sic] continuous revolution’s momentum 
at home be assured’.56

50 Peter Van Ness, ‘China as a third world state: foreign policy and official national identity’, in Lowell Dittmer 
and Samuel S Kim (eds), China’s quest for national identity, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 1993, p 200, 
https://doi.org/10.7591/9781501723773-010 

51 Samuel S Kim, ‘China and the third world: in search of a peace and development line’, in Samuel S Kim (ed), 
China and the world: new directions in Chinese foreign relations, Westview Press, Boulder, 1989, p 148.

52 See Julia Lovell, Maoism: a global history, Bodley Head, London, 2019.

53 Lovell, Maoism, pp 185–222.

54 For China’s efforts in the Middle East, see Mohammed Turki Alsudairi, ‘Arab encounters with Maoist China: 
transnational journeys, diasporic lives and intellectual discourses’, Third World Quarterly, 2021, 42(3): 503–
524, https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2020.1837616

55 For the CCP’s cultivation of ‘foreign friends’ see Anne-Marie Brady, ‘Red and expert: China’s “foreign friends” 
in the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution 1966–1969’, China Information, July 1996, 11(2–3): 110–137, 
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0920203X9601100208

56 Chen, Mao’s China, p 15.
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Deng, Jiang and Hu: positionalist revisionists

Following Mao’s death in 1976 and the re-emergence of Deng, China swapped 
revolutionary revisionism for reformist and positionalist forms of revisionism. 
Under Deng, China – in a reformist fashion – temporarily accepted the bipolar 
reality of the late Cold War to ensure the security, economic development and 
recognition of China’s status as a major and legitimate actor in international 
affairs. Although this was driven by the logic of Deng’s ‘reform and opening’ 
program domestically (i.e., China required a stable and peaceful international 
order in which to focus on economic development), it was also reinforced by 
perceptions about the global balance of power. In this context, Deng, much as 
Mao before him, maintained that the Soviet Union remained the pre-eminent 
threat to China because of the residual effects of the Sino–Soviet Union split 
and more immediate developments, such as Moscow’s 1979 invasion of 
Afghanistan and alliance with Vietnam.57 In contrast, China’s relations with the 
US were improving with the normalisation of relations finalised in January 1979 
and capped by Deng’s visit to the US.

China’s rapprochement with Washington was driven by its fear of Moscow, 
which was underlined by Deng’s subsequent comments to President George 
H W Bush in February 1989. After he enumerated the grave historical wrongs 
done to China by Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union and the threat still then 
posed by Moscow’s current strategic encirclement of China, the leader asked 
rhetorically, ‘How can China not feel that the greatest threat comes from the 
Soviet Union?’ For Deng, opening to the US in 1971 to 1972 was a ‘strategic 
decision’ based on ‘a consideration of China’s own interest’; it ‘was not a 
question of playing cards, and it was not a question of expediency’.58 China’s 
relations with the Third World also improved as Beijing jettisoned pretensions to 
lead such states to a revolution in favour of ‘claiming only fellowship with that 
group’ and expressing a desire for ‘anti-hegemonism’ that could be interpreted 
as desiring subordination to neither the US nor the Soviet Union.59 Finally, 
China’s relationship with the institutional and financial architecture of the post-
1945 international system underwent major reorientation, with Beijing becoming 
an avid joiner to ‘facilitate access to credit, capital and technology markets’.60

57 David Shambaugh, China’s leaders: from Mao to now, Polity, London, 2021, pp 120–121.

58 Memorandum of conversation: President Bush’s meeting with Chairman Deng Xiaoping of the People’s 
Republic of China, Great Hall of the People, Beijing, 26 February 1989, 11.00 am–12.00 noon, published 
online via George H Bush Presidential Library & Museum,  
https://bush41library.tamu.edu/archives/memcons-telcons

59 See Herbert S Yee, ‘China: de-Maoization and foreign policy’, World Today, 1981, 37(3): 93–101; Joseph 
Y S Cheng, ‘China’s foreign policy in the 1980s: from anti-hegemony to modernization diplomacy’, China 
Report, May 1985, 21(3): 197–222, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F000944558502100301

60 Dittmer, ‘China’s search’, pp 240–241.
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This trend towards a more pragmatic Chinese foreign policy was accelerated 
by the major domestic and international developments at the end of the 1980s. 
Domestically, the June 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre made Beijing the target 
of international opprobrium and Western-led economic sanctions. During the 
immediate aftermath of the massacre, Beijing found itself diplomatically isolated 
to an extent it had not been since the early years of the PRC. Internationally, 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 (and the subsequent Persian Gulf crisis) and 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 had enormous effects on China’s 
foreign policy. In the short term, China recognised the former as an opportunity 
to reverse its isolation by supporting a US-led multilateral response. However, 
China’s perceptions of the long-term implications of these twin developments 
were not as sanguine as the US military superiority displayed against Iraq and 
the collapse of the Soviet Union augured a post-Cold War world characterised 
by American predominance.

Beijing needed to resolve a significant immediate dilemma regarding the Persian 
Gulf crisis: would it jettison its ideological and rhetorical commitment to the Third 
World to rehabilitate its standing as a major power after the Tiananmen Square 
massacre? Beijing’s foreign policy line during the Iran–Iraq War (1980 to 1988) 
had been one of neutrality based on the logic of the intermediate zone theory 
(i.e., that conflict among the Third World states only benefited the hegemony of 
the superpowers). Thus, acquiescing to US-led military action against Iraq by 
not exercising its veto power in the United Nations (UN) Security Council risked 
undermining decades of diplomatic rhetoric in the Middle East. Beijing’s solution 
was to pursue two tracks.

First, it simultaneously designated Iraq as an opportunistic ‘little hegemonist’ that 
had taken advantage of the waning of the bipolar international order to pursue 
territorial aggrandisement and the US as a ‘big hegemonist’ reasserting itself 
as ‘the predominant superpower’.61 Second, Beijing voted in favour of the first 
11 UN resolutions that condemned the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait but abstained 
from the 12th (UN Resolution 678) on 29 November 1990, which set a deadline 
for Iraqi withdrawal and authorised UN members to adopt necessary measures 
(including force) to restore peace.62 This approach was guided by Beijing’s 
concern to protect its self-cultivated image in the Middle East (and throughout 
the Third World) and a desire to ensure that the UN would not be used in the 

61 Yitzhak Shichor, ‘China and the Gulf crisis: escape from predicaments’, Problems of Communism, 
November 1991, 40(6): 80–90, p 82.

62 Hwei-ling Huo, ‘Patterns of behavior in China’s foreign policy: the Gulf crisis and beyond’, Asian Survey, 
1992, 32(3): 263–276.
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emerging ‘new world order’ ‘as a tool to interfere in regional affairs around the 
world or in other countries’ domestic affairs by the use of force’.63

From Beijing’s perspective, such world order anxieties were justified because 
the Soviet Union collapsed and the US military displayed its harnessing of the 
revolution in military affairs (RMA) against Iraq in 1991.64 For Deng, the former 
demonstrated the necessity of simultaneously maintaining firm one-party rule 
and economic ‘reform and opening’, while the latter underlined the technological 
gap between the People’s Liberation Army and the US military.65 Strategically, 
the First Gulf War demonstrated that the nature of warfare had shifted from 
‘the application of masses of manpower and equipment’ to high-technology 
local wars involving ‘the large-scale use of information technology, advanced 
materials, aerospace systems, and other advanced technologies in weapons 
systems’.66 Significantly, such combinations required ‘not only traditional land, 
sea, and air forces, but also missile forces, special operations forces, and 
psychological warfare units’, highlighting the role of advanced technological 
capabilities.67 In this context, the regime’s survival was now the pre-eminent 
concern of the CCP and had an immediate effect on China’s foreign policy.

China required a stable international environment to achieve Deng’s goal of 
coupling the one-party rule with continued reform and opening. Although China 
had hoped that multi-polarisation would come to characterise international 
politics (before the Soviet Union collapsed and the First Gulf War), the emergence 
of US unipolarity and its RMA required a pragmatic foreign policy focused on 
developing multiple regional and global linkages to accelerate economic growth, 
resolve longstanding disputes with neighbours and combat the perceived ill 
effects of continued US predominance.68

63 Hwei-ling, ‘Patterns of behavior’, p 271.

64 For the effects of RMA on the First Gulf War, see, for example, Stephen Biddle, ‘Victory misunderstood: 
what the Gulf War tells us about the future of conflict’, International Security, October 1996, 21(2): 139–179, 
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.21.2.139. For an analysis of RMA’s effects on Chinese military thinking, see 
John Arquilla and Solomon M Karmel, ‘Welcome to the revolution … in Chinese military affairs’, Defense 
Analysis, 1997, 13(3): 255–269, https://doi.org/10.1080/07430179708405736

65 For an example of Chinese military views, see Wang Pufeng, Information warfare and the revolution in 
military affairs [Xinxi zhanzheng yu junshi geming], Military Sciences Publishing House, Beijing, 1995.

66 Dean Cheng, ‘Chinese lessons from the Gulf wars’, in Andrew Scobell, David Lai and Roy Kamphausen 
(eds), Chinese lessons from other peoples’ wars, Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College, 
Carlisle, 2011, pp 158–159; Arthur S Ding, ‘China’s growing military capability in search of a strategy’, 
International Spectator, June 2009, 44(2): 97–100, https://doi.org/10.1080/03932720902909233. For a 
contemporaneous Chinese military view, see Wu Jianchu, ‘Joint operations – the basic form of combat 
on high-tech terms’, China Military Science, 1995, 4, Foreign Broadcast Information Service – China, April 
1996.

67 Cheng, ‘Chinese lessons’, p 159.

68 Bates Gill, Rising star: China’s new security diplomacy, (2nd ed), Brookings Institution Press, Washington, 
2010, pp 22–25.
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Deng’s successors, Jiang and Hu, in turn, pursued forms of positionalist 
revisionism whereby China broadly benefited from the ‘hierarchy of prestige’ 
and ‘rights and rules’ of the existing order – for example, accession to the 
World Trade Organization in 2001 – but aimed to leverage this to shift the 
distribution of power. The strategy and discourse of ‘peaceful rise/development’ 
that emphasised, on the one hand, that China would continue to pursue 
development through further integration with economic globalisation to ‘catch 
up with medium-level developed countries’ and, on the other, preferences for 
cooperation, multilateralism and regionalism within the practice and discourse 
of its foreign policy were symptomatic of this approach.69 This was designed ‘to 
maintain the conditions conducive to China’s continued growth’ while reducing 
‘the likelihood others would unite to oppose China’.70

Simultaneously, Beijing also sought to channel its growing economic power into 
military modernisation during this era, framed as necessary to catch up with 
the RMA that underpinned US military predominance and protect its expanding 
regional security interests.71 The US’ continued military predominance was 
underlined by its intervention in Kosovo in 1999, which some Chinese observers 
characterised as the quintessential non-contact, high-technology local war, 
whereby the US leveraged its enormous technological superiority to subdue 
Slobodan Milošević’s Federal Republic of Yugoslavia without recourse to the 
deployment of ground forces.72 More broadly, Kosovo was perceived as 
demonstrating that the US would ‘contain, besiege, and even launch pre-
emptive military strikes against any country which dares to defy the US world 
hegemony or which has constituted a latent challenge’ to the US.73

Some Western observers suggested that 9/11 could serve as a ‘circuit breaker’ 
for Sino–US ties, whereby Beijing and Washington could find common ground 

69 For the full enunciation of ‘peaceful rise’ by the concept’s pre-eminent spokesman, see Zheng Bijian, China’s 
peaceful rise: speeches of Zheng Bijian, 1997–2005, Brookings Institution Press, Washington, 2005. For 
a critical assessment, see Bonnie S Glaser and Evan S Medeiros, ‘The changing ecology of foreign policy-
making in China: the ascension and demise of the theory of “peaceful rise” ’, China Quarterly, June 2007, 
190: 291–310, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741007001208

70 Avery Goldstein, ‘The diplomatic face of China’s grand strategy: a rising power’s emerging choice’, China 
Quarterly, December 2001, 168: 835–864, p 837, https://doi.org/10.1017/S000944390100050X

71 See Andrea Ghiselli, Protecting China’s interests overseas: securitization and foreign policy, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 2021, pp 50–52.

72 See June Teufel Dreyer, ‘People’s Liberation Army lessons from foreign conflicts: the air war in Kosovo’, in 
Andrew Scobell, David Lai and Roy Kamphausen (eds), Chinese lessons from other peoples’ wars, Strategic 
Studies Institute, US Army War College, Carlisle, 2011, pp 33–40. Beyond issues of military strategy and 
capability, US intervention in Kosovo was also considered problematic because it was feared it created a 
precedent that could be followed in the future vis-à-vis core Chinese interests regarding Taiwan, Tibet and 
Xinjiang.

73 Wang Jincun, ‘New changes in international situations viewed from NATO’s aggressive war against 
Yugoslavia’, Qian Xian, 5 July 1999.
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for limited security cooperation in combating international terrorism.74 This 
assessment was given some weight by several early post-9/11 developments, 
such as China’s support for the US invasion of Afghanistan and acquiescence 
to establishing a significant US military presence in Central Asia. Simultaneously, 
however, the dominant view of Chinese observers was that Washington’s 
insertion into Central Asia/Afghanistan would accentuate the constraints 
imposed on China by the US global primacy. Thus, Washington would simply 
seek ‘to take the advantage of anti-terrorism’ to dominate Central and Southern 
Asia and ‘promote its plan of pushing for a unipolar world’.75 The subsequent 
US-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003 also did little to dispel this interpretation.76

However, a more optimistic scenario was also expressed by some Chinese 
observers during the immediate aftermath of 9/11. For example, in 2002, He 
Dalong suggested that US intervention in Afghanistan and its ‘global War on 
Terrorism’ would ensure ‘the tip of the US spear is not all pointed at China’, 
providing China with ‘a rare opportunity for us to concentrate on economic 
construction and create beneficial international and neighboring environments’.77 
This assessment that the unilateralism of the Bush administration provided 
China with a strategic opportunity played a significant role in shaping China’s 
evolving foreign policy throughout the remainder of the 2000s. It informed 
China’s diplomacy under President Hu, where there was much emphasis on the 
assertion that China’s core goal was to ensure its ‘peaceful rise/development’ 
rather than challenge US hegemony. Zheng Bijian, one of the architects of the 
‘peaceful rise’ approach, articulated that the essence of the concept was that 
China would independently build ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics, while 
participating in rather than detaching from economic globalization’.78

Concern among China’s leadership that the term ‘rise’ was unnecessarily 
provocative ultimately resulted in the term being abandoned. Its replacement 
by the more anodyne term ‘peaceful development’ in 2006 did not alter the 
essence of the strategy. Indeed, in 2007, Premier Wen Jiabao asserted that 

74 See, for example, David M Lampton, ‘Small mercies: China and America after 9/11’, The National Interest, 
1 December 2001, https://nationalinterest.org/article/small-mercies-china-and-america-after-911-396; 
Aaron L Friedberg, ‘11 September and the future of Sino-American relations’, Survival, 2002, 44(1): 33–50, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396330212331343222

75 Rosalie Chen, ‘China perceives America: perspectives of international relations experts’, Journal of 
Contemporary China, 2003, 12(35): 285–297, p 295, https://doi.org/10.1080/1067056022000054623

76 Peter H Gries, ‘China eyes the hegemon’, Orbis, July 2005, 47(4): 617–627,  
https://www.fpri.org/article/2005/07/china-eyes-hegemon/

77 He Dalong, ‘9.11 hou guoji xingshi d zhongda bianhua’ [‘Major changes in international situations after 
9/11’], Shishi ziliao shouce [Handbook on Current Affairs], October 2002, 4: 12–15.

78 See Zheng Bijian, ‘A new path for China’s peaceful rise and the future of Asia’, in China’s peaceful rise: the 
speeches of Zheng Bijian, Brookings Institution Press, Washington, 2005, pp 13–17. Zheng was a former 
vice-president of the Central Party School of the CCP.
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a posture of peaceful development would send ‘a clear message to the world 
that China will achieve its development mainly through its own efforts’ and 
mitigate ‘misgivings in the international community that China is bound to 
engage in external plundering and expansion when it reaches a certain stage 
of development’.79 This rationale was also evident in President Hu’s subsequent 
‘harmonious world’ rhetoric in which harmony signified ‘the importance of 
the coexistence of diversified civilizations’ and ‘consultation among all of the 
countries involved, rather than unilateralism driven by hegemonic ambitions’.80 
Therefore, under Jiang and Hu’s leadership, China displayed a quintessentially 
positionalist form of revisionism focused on utilising its continued enmeshment 
in the existing global institutional and economic order to enhance its capacity to 
challenge the balance of power.

Xi: reformist and positionalist revisionist

When Xi emerged as the new general secretary of the CCP and president of the 
PRC in 2012 to 2013, Beijing – while more proactive and assertive than in the 
immediate past – appeared to be still hewing closely to a strategy that sought ‘to 
maintain the conditions conducive to China’s continued growth’ while reducing 
‘the likelihood others would unite to oppose China’.81 Xi’s era demonstrated, 
among other things, that while the CCP has (since Deng’s reform and opening) 
discarded much of the Marxist content of its Marxist–Leninist ideology, it has 
steadfastly retained the Leninist state – the ‘political half of the Lenin–Stalin model 
imported circa 1950’.82 Greer argued that a consequence of this is the CCP’s 
continued belief that only a disciplined vanguard party can deliver modernisation 
and the ‘China Dream’ of national rejuvenation.83 While circumstances have 
dictated ‘temporary cooperation with the self-interested capitalists’, the CCP 
believes ‘that they lead an ideological-political system distinct from and in 
opposition to those of the capitalist world’ and these ‘two worlds cannot be 
permanently reconciled’.84 Such a calculus has been the key continuity linking 
China’s post-Mao rulers. However, the uneasy balance between the retention 

79 Wen Jiabao, ‘Our historical tasks at the primary stage of socialism and several issues concerning China’s 
foreign policy’, Beijing Review, 12 March 2007,  
http://www.bjreview.com.cn/document/txt/2007-03/12/content_58927_3.htm 

80 Suisheng Zhao, ‘Chinese foreign policy under Hu Jintao: the struggle between low-profile policy and 
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of the Leninist state and its harnessing of capitalist economics has presented 
the CCP with a dilemma: ‘it cannot disengage from the global economic and 
technological processes that generate development’ but is keenly aware that 
‘global engagement opens China to the contagion of liberal ideas’.85

From the very beginning of his tenure as the general secretary of the CCP, Xi 
has consistently acted to address this quandary in a way that may set China on 
a path towards revolutionary revisionism once more. In a speech to the Central 
Party School on 5 January 2013, Xi asserted that ‘hostile forces at home and 
abroad … often write essays on the history of the Chinese revolution or of New 
China, doing all in their power to smear and vilify that era’ to ‘confuse the hearts 
of the people’ and ‘incite them into overthrowing both the [CCP’s] leadership and 
the socialist system of our country’.86 Thus, the CCP’s control of the ideological 
‘battlefield’ was of paramount importance because ‘the ideological road we 
choose to follow … will determine victory or defeat of our Party’s work, the very 
fate of the Party itself’.87

Domestically, this renewed focus on the ideological domain has been most 
overtly manifest in the CCP’s drive to harmonise Chinese society to its vision of a 
domestic order defined by a population of responsible and high-quality citizens 
through both technologically enabled surveillance, such as the social credit 
system, and revitalisation of traditional mass line mobilisation.88 However, for the 
CCP to be successful, it must also attain the China Dream. The China Dream, 
as Callahan argued, integrates a geopolitical narrative focused on the acquisition 
of the material attributes of power (for example, economic, technological and 
military power) and a moral narrative centred on rejuvenating the Chinese nation 
that will redress the injustices of the ‘century of humiliation’ suffered at the hands 
of foreign imperialism.89

Herein lies the roots of China’s pursuit of both reformist and positionalist revisionism 
under Xi. While acquiring material power has long been considered the means 

85 Garver, China’s quest, p 781.
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by which China could preserve ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ in a 
system dominated by the US, Xi’s simultaneous emphasis on the moral narrative 
of rejuvenation most fundamentally challenges the current international order by 
asserting the ‘moral superiority of Chinese civilization’ and ‘the China Model as a 
globally important idea’.90 This resonates with the era of high Maoism during the 
1960s whereby the CCP sought to make itself – and by extension, the PRC – 
the moral leader of the socialist world in the face of Soviet Union revisionism and 
the custodian of the revolutionary aspirations of the developing world. For Mao, 
the security of the CCP and the Chinese revolution were inextricably linked to 
the progress of the revolutionary situation abroad and led China’s foreign policy 
to promote an internationalised class war through its promotion of the Maoist 
model of revolution.91 One of the ironies of this was that Mao’s oft-celebrated 
‘Sinification of Marxism’ – by definition a parochial adaptation of a foreign 
ideology – was stridently proselytised as having universal applicability in the 
developing world.

Xi’s Chinese foreign policy discourse retains some vestiges of this desire to make 
China’s model of governance and development globally important. However, all 
traces of Mao’s internationalised class war have been jettisoned, favouring an 
overtly nationalist and parochial objective: the ‘great national rejuvenation’ of 
China. What remains of the Maoist era in Xi’s discourse is the centrality of the CCP 
itself as the embodiment of the will of the Chinese people and the motivational 
force of China’s rejuvenation. Indeed, Xi has often stated that establishing China 
as a powerful and influential if not ordering global power relies on maintaining 
the CCP’s monopoly on political power. As he asserted in his opening speech to 
the National People’s Congress in March 2018, the ‘leadership of the CCP is the 
defining feature of socialism with Chinese characteristics’ and the ‘fundamental 
guarantee of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’.92 The ultimate 
objective, as Xi stated in his January 2013 speech to the Central Party School, 
is to increase China’s ‘comprehensive national power, improve the lives of our 
people, build a socialism that is superior to capitalism, and lay the foundation for 
a future where we will win the initiative and have the dominant position’.93

Thus, it is unsurprising that Chinese behaviour under Xi has exhibited reformist and 
positionalist revisionism. Concerning the former, Beijing has undertaken several 
initiatives to develop parallel institutions to those of the established order, such as 
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the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). While China portrayed the AIIB 
as a complement to existing multilateral financing institutions (for example, Asian 
Development Bank), Stephen and Skidmore found that it ‘promotes China’s 
integration into global social networks’, ‘strengthens state-led development 
pathways’ and is ‘associated with China’s norm of “non-interference” ’, thus, 
presenting an embryonic alternative to current institutional frameworks of the 
liberal economic order.94 The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) also exhibits clear 
reformist tendencies through Beijing’s emphasis on the contribution of this 
initiative to the existing international order. For instance, the BRI has been touted 
to global and regional business audiences in ‘Davos-speak’ as a mechanism for 
enhancing economic interconnectivity via infrastructure investments and new 
multilateral financing institutions (for example, AIIB).95

Meanwhile, the global media and academia are urged to understand the BRI 
as a form of geocultural power, wherein Beijing is facilitating the rediscovery of 
shared histories of cultural and economic connectivity along the Silk Road of 
yore in positive, so-called win-win scenarios.96 Therefore, in this reading, the 
BRI is not a geopolitical masterplan for Chinese hegemony but a contribution 
to renovating the economic and institutional architecture of the existing order. 
Meanwhile, China’s positionalist revisionism – that is, its efforts to alter the 
balance of power (especially military) – under Xi has been evident through its 
rapid military development,97 including expanding Chinese missile and nuclear 
forces,98 blue water naval capabilities99 and efforts to militarise its claims in the 
South China Sea.100
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China’s revisionism, Sino–US strategic competition and 
implications for Australia
This paper has demonstrated how China’s revisionist behaviour has transitioned 
from the revolutionary revisionism of the Maoist era to the reformist and 
positionalist revisionism of the Xi era. This discussion has demonstrated that 
while Beijing has sought to enhance its military and economic strength consistent 
with positionalist revisionism since 1978, only under Xi’s tenure has Beijing also 
developed more overtly reformist revisionist behaviour designed to construct an 
alternative architecture for the global order than that provided by the US. China’s 
reformist and positionalist revisionism under Xi have, unsurprisingly, resulted in 
significant reactions from other states and strained its relations with the existing 
hegemon, the US.

China’s combination of reformist and positionalist forms of revisionism has 
significant implications for considering the future trajectory of Sino–US 
competition because ‘the dynamics that move states towards the “revolutionary” 
limit often involve an iterative and mutually reinforcing interaction’ between 
reformist and positionalist pathways.101 This paper has demonstrated that China 
is simultaneously seeking security from what it considers the US-dominated 
and ideologically threatening order (i.e., a positionalist–revolutionary pathway) 
and status recognition by incorporating its order preferences (i.e., a reformist–
revolutionary pathway). However, on each of these counts, current US rhetoric 
and policy from the economic and financial decoupling attempted under Trump 
to the Biden administration’s rhetorical embrace of extreme competition actually 
reinforces Beijing’s perceptions that its quest for security and status will remain 
unfulfilled so long as US hegemony and preferences shape the international order.

Recognition of this does not excuse Beijing’s revisionism as simply a reaction to 
the US posture. Rather, it is to caution that a turn towards an overtly ideologised 
response to Beijing makes for poor strategy because it ignores the disaggregated 
nature of revisionist behaviour. In particular, analogising Sino–US relations to the 
Cold War struggle between the Free World and the communists (as Trump’s 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo did) is misleading and self-defeating for several 
reasons. First, the structural conditions that made the Cold War possible (i.e., 
US–Soviet Union bipolarity and the consequent alliance blocs) are absent. Under 
both Obama and then Trump, the US became a ‘doubting great power’ that 
questioned the costs and benefits of continued US hegemony.102 In particular, 
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Trump most obviously questioned the costs and benefits of the liberal order, 
which he thought disadvantaged the US ‘requiring a transfer of resources and 
favors to partners and allies that take without giving’.103

Here, Trump’s ‘America first’ rhetoric became paradoxically ‘about asserting 
strength and seeing off rivals’ and simultaneously ‘disregarding the interests 
and concerns of allies’.104 This was hardly a sound basis upon which to build 
a global alignment against China. However, although China has attempted to 
develop constructive relations with many countries during the past two decades, 
it has been unwilling and unable to translate such relationships into anything 
approaching the US’ system of alliances and partnerships. Thus, Adam Liff 
noted that China has been hamstrung by its zero-sum perception of alliances 
and an inability to ‘present operationalizable pathways to realization’ for its 
alternative conceptions of the international or regional order or ‘address other 
states’ traditional security concerns, which are themselves shaped in large part 
by Beijing’s own policies and rhetoric’.105

Second, although China has significantly increased its military and economic 
strength since the 1990s, Chinese and foreign observers have noted that it 
still confronts a range of domestic and international constraints on its ability to 
translate that growing strength to challenge US pre-eminence effectively. Yan 
Xeutong, the dean of the Department of International Relations at Tsinghua 
University, noted that while ‘China appears to be the sole country with the 
potential to shrink the comprehensive strength disparity between itself and 
the [US] sufficiently to become a new superpower’, its unresolved ideological 
disposition between Marxism, economic pragmatism and Chinese traditionalism 
makes it unlikely that it could present a coherent ideological challenge to the 
structuring role of liberal ideas in international politics.106 In turn, Zhao noted 
that, effectively, ‘money can’t buy you love’ because ‘Beijing’s overreliance on 
its economic prowess as the key diplomatic instrument reveals the shortage 
of normative power.’107 He further argued that ‘despite its growing economic 
and military might, … China’s efforts to use economic ties to influence other 
states’ behavior have only achieved limited success because money cannot buy 
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loyalty’, especially in the context of relations with those that may have conflicting 
security interests.108

Third, economically, the US is not the undisputed colossus bestriding the globe 
as it was after 1945, nor is China analogous to the autarkic and isolated Soviet 
Union economy.109 Indeed, as Auslin remarked, ‘it goes without saying that 
the [US] and the Soviet Union had nothing remotely comparable to the trade 
relationship between the [US] and China’, which reached a value of US$634.8 
billion in 2019 and a trade deficit of US$308.8 billion.110 While this suggests a 
level of imprudent dependency for the US, in reality, there is mutual vulnerability. 
Zhaohui and Jinghan demonstrated that for much of the post-1978 era, the 
Sino–US economic relationship has been a ‘symbiotic but asymmetric’ one, in 
which ‘China’s export-driven growth and its accumulation of dollar reserves and 
US debt are closely intertwined with the dollar hegemony in the international 
monetary system and America’s increasing over-drafting consumption and trade 
deficit’.111 Paraphrasing Keynes, they noted that China’s holding of approximately 
US$1 trillion in debt places it as much at the mercy of the US as the other way 
around.112

Fourth, an ideologised framing of the Sino–US strategic competition is also 
a poor strategy because it would likely weaken one of the core bases of the 
post-1945 US hegemony: its alliance system. While there are domestic political 
and psychological reasons for the US to embark on ‘strategic competition’ with 
Beijing, doing so carries risks to its alliances in Asia where misalignment between 
the US and allied views on China ‘reflect differences in the degree to which 
countries see their economic and political futures as reliant upon productive ties 
with Beijing’.113 Despite often sharing US concerns about Chinese revisionism, 
many allies do not necessarily want to engage in the outright strategic competition 
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embraced by the Trump and Biden administrations.114 For example, in Australia, 
until quite recently it was clear that ‘for all Australia’s loud roaring on China’ it 
was ‘still having it both ways’ by seeking to maintain its ‘unbreakable’ security 
relationship with the US while ‘shoring up its economic prosperity via its largest 
trading partner, China’ and avoiding overt subscription to a hardening US line.115 
As Morgenthau remarked, ideological appeals, when ‘superimposed upon an 
actual community of interests, can lend strength to an alliance by marshalling 
moral convictions and emotional preferences to its support’; however, they may 
also weaken it ‘by obscuring the nature and limits of the common interests which 
the alliance was supposed to make precise and by raising expectations, bound 
to be disappointed, for the extent of concerted policies and actions’.116

Finally, reformist and positionalist revisionism are motivated by status- and 
security-seeking preferences, respectively. This raises a quandary regarding 
policy prescriptions given the preceding analysis, which suggests that Beijing now 
expresses behaviours consistent with both types of revisionism, representing a 
potential pathway to revolutionary revisionism. One prescription for ameliorating 
the challenge of status-seekers is for others to acknowledge the status-seeking 
revisionist’s contribution to international order explicitly. Here, a less adversarial 
and more cooperative approach to the BRI, for instance, could have perhaps 
acted as a salve to such status-seeking. However, such a scenario is now highly 
unlikely in the current context of overt Sino–US strategic competition, where 
Washington deems Chinese behaviour to be a challenge to the balance of power 
and the existing international order – that is, Beijing is judged to be simultaneously 
moving along a counter-hegemonic and counter-order pathway.117

One of the major challenges confronting US allies such as Australia in this 
context is what they can (or should) do to mitigate the path dependencies of the 
Sino–US competition from hardening into outright conflict. In this context, the 
trajectories of China and the US are towards more adversarial relations. It is clear 

114 See, for example, Victor D Cha, ‘Allied decoupling in an era of US–China strategic competition’, Chinese 
Journal of International Politics, December 2020, 13(4): 509–536, https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/poaa014; 
Robin Wright, ‘Why Trump will never win his new cold war with China’, The New Yorker, 29 July 2020, 
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/why-trump-will-never-win-his-new-cold-war-with-china; 
Richard J Heydarian, ‘US presses and pushes allies into new cold war’, Asia Times, 30 May 2020,  
https://asiatimes.com/2020/05/us-presses-and-pushes-allies-into-new-cold-war/

115 James Curran, ‘Why America’s relationship with Australia revolves around its geopolitical competition 
with China’, The National Interest, 17 August 2020, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-americas-
relationship-australia-revolves-around-its-geopolitical-competition-china?page=0%2C1

116 Morgenthau, Politics among nations, p 178.

117 For the Biden administration’s phrasing of this, see Biden, Interim national security strategic guidance; 
Joseph R Biden, Remarks by President Biden at the 2021 Munich Security Conference, The White House, 
19 February 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/02/19/remarks-by-
president-biden-at-the-2021-virtual-munich-security-conference/

https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/poaa014
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/why-trump-will-never-win-his-new-cold-war-with-china
https://asiatimes.com/2020/05/us-presses-and-pushes-allies-into-new-cold-war/
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-americas-relationship-australia-revolves-around-its-geopolitical-competition-china?page=0%2C1
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-americas-relationship-australia-revolves-around-its-geopolitical-competition-china?page=0%2C1
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/02/19/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-2021-virtual-munich-security-conference/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/02/19/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-2021-virtual-munich-security-conference/


Michael Clarke

Australian Journal of Defence and Strategic Studies  |  Vol. 3 No. 2172

that China’s current pathway appears to be consolidated for the foreseeable 
future under Xi’s leadership, and there is little that external actors can do to shift 
the calculus that underpins it. Moreover, American actions under the Trump and 
Biden administrations have appeared to simply reinforce – and not weaken – 
China’s simultaneous pursuit of reformist and positionalist revisionism. Indeed, 
the rhetoric and practice of the US under Trump and Biden vis-a-vis China (for 
example, Trump’s trade war and decoupling agenda) raises a thorny dilemma for 
US allies because it suggests that ‘Washington appears less concerned about 
upholding an order which could peacefully incorporate China as a superpower, 
and more preoccupied with reasserting its place as a regional hegemon’.118

While Australia may be comfortable assisting the US in such a hegemony-
sustaining exercise (given the security benefits it has reaped from the US 
post-1945 primacy), it is unclear whether there has been sufficient consideration 
about the costs or risks of such an approach. This is particularly true if Australia 
moves beyond the regular invocations of ‘perpetual mateship’ in its official 
rhetoric about the nature of the Australia and New Zealand US Treaty and instead 
focuses on the key questions about any alliance: ‘What interests are shared, and 
how can allies cooperate to achieve them?’119 If Australia accepts that China is 
moving along a counter-order and counter-hegemonic pathway but recognises 
that the US is more concerned with the counter-hegemonic equation, does it 
serve Australia’s national security interests to assist Washington in what is a 
hegemonic competition? That is, is Australia more concerned with ensuring the 
US remains the pre-eminent power in Asia or with maintaining the rules-based 
order? If the answer is the former (i.e., a preference for maintaining US power), 
then, in essence, Australia would be choosing what Ikenberry characterised 
as the US-led ‘security hierarchy’ in Asia over that of a China-led ‘economic 
hierarchy’.120 To date, Australia, along with many other states in the region, has 
benefited from this dual hierarchy; it has provided such states with ‘more space 
for maneuvering and bargaining’ because Washington and Beijing have found 
‘it necessary to compete for leadership’ and given them ‘incentives to provide 
better “terms” for weaker and secondary states’.121

Opting effectively for a balancing strategy against Beijing carries significant 
strategic and political risks and economic costs. Strategically, such a choice 
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would end the favourable situation that Australia has enjoyed for two decades 
of ‘having its cake and eating it too’ by maintaining its security alliance with 
the US and simultaneously deepening its economic relationship with China. 
Staking Australian security on the continuation of US hegemony entails enduring 
likely adverse economic consequences from Beijing and significantly increased 
alliance maintenance costs, whether in acquiring greater military capabilities 
to support the US forward-deployed capabilities in Asia or expectations of 
Australian commitments to future direct conflict with China.122 Additionally, in 
an era of fractured US domestic consensus regarding the need for continued 
US military extension abroad, greater reliance on the US may not be prudent.123

Finally, such a choice would also present significant domestic political and 
economic challenges. In recent years, it has become something of a truism that 
Australia must spend more on defence, but the prospect of an overt balancing 
strategy against China promises to come at a significantly greater political and 
economic cost. The precise amount of those costs will, in part, be determined by 
how Australia perceives the nature of China’s challenge. Conquest of Australia 
can be discounted out of hand even for an entirely revolutionary revisionist China 
due at a minimum to constraints of both geography and capability.124 However, 
an Australia that directly and overtly sides with US hegemony-maintenance 
objectives will find itself a target of greater Chinese attention. Therefore, a core 
focus of Australian defence spending and investment should be those capabilities 
that can deter Beijing’s ability for direct coercion and freedom to act against our 
interests. While the Morrison government has committed to a AU$270 billion 
ten-year investment in defence and the defence industry, including developing 
a ‘sovereign guided weapons capability’, it is doubtful whether this would be 
sufficient or timely enough to cope with these objectives.125 Rather, what is 
needed is more serious consideration of the types of Chinese behaviour and 
actions Australia may have to deter in the future and to tailor Australian capabilities 

122 Nick Bisely, ‘Australia’s American alliance and the networking of forces in East Asia’, International Politics, 
April 2020, 57(2): 208–224, p 217, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41311-019-00188-6

123 For the fracturing of the US foreign policy consensus, see, for example, Michael Clarke and Anthony 
Ricketts, ‘US grand strategy and national security: the dilemmas of primacy, decline and denial’, Australian 
Journal of International Affairs, 2017, 71(5): 479–498, https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2017.13427; Doug 
Stokes, ‘Trump, American hegemony and the future of the liberal international order’, International Affairs, 
January 2018, 94(1): 133–150, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix238; Stephen Wertheim, ‘The price of primacy: 
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University Press, Carlton, 2017, p 171.

125 See Elliot Williams, ‘Defence Force update highlights mismatch in risk and capability timelines’, The 
Canberra Times, 1 December 2020 5.00 am, https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7022098/are-
australias-defence-capabilities-changing-fast-enough/; Hugh White, ‘Why Australia’s strategic situation is far 
worse than we think’, Financial Review, 6 July 2020 12.00 am, https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/
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accordingly. However, this conflicts directly with the longstanding and bipartisan 
approach of Australian governments for a balanced force structure and the 
‘defence of Australia’ concept.126

Thus, the crucial point is that China’s revisionism – and US reactions to it - 
is pushing Australia towards making choices regarding strategy and defence 
policies that it has studiously avoided for the best part of two decades. Dittmer 
remarked in 2012 that ‘the limits of hedging’ in Australia’s approach to China ‘will 
be reached in two contingencies: when the target [China] becomes a genuine 
threat to one’s own vital interests, and when the target fights one of the alliance 
members, particularly its leader, the US’.127 The current trajectory of Chinese 
foreign policy and Sino–US relations suggests that these two contingencies may 
now loom in the near future.

126 See Hugh White, How to defend Australia, Black Inc, Carlton, 2019; Hugh White, ‘Four decades of the 
defence of Australia: reflections on Australian defence policy over the past 40 years’, in Ron Huiskens and 
Meredith Thatcher (eds), History as policy: framing the debate on the future of Australia’s defence policy, 
ANU Press, Canberra, 2007, p 164.

127 Lowell Dittmer, ‘Sino–Australian relations: a triangular perspective’, Australian Journal of Political Science, 
2012, 47(4): 661–675, p 671, https://doi.org/10.1080/10361146.2012.732207
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