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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
China’s growing assertiveness, particularly in the South China Sea, has
resulted in greater scrutiny of Chinese intentions and led to a more
intense debate about how the United States and its allies should
respond. For some, the motives for China’s international behaviour are
simply those of any emerging — or in China’s case, re-emerging —
power. However, to gain a more nuanced understanding of what is
motivating Chinese behaviour it is necessary to examine the narratives
that underpin Chinese worldviews and China’s foreign policy behaviour.
Four key narratives are used by Chinese leaders and elites to justify
Chinese foreign policy actions and interpret the world: the century of
humiliation; the view of cultural characteristics as being inherent and
unchanging; the idea of history as destiny; and notions of filial piety and
familial obligation as they apply both inside China and to China’s
neighbours. While these narratives are not the only things that shape
Chinese foreign policy, when considered with other factors influencing
China’s actions in the world, they provide a more nuanced guide to
China’s aims and ambitions. This knowledge can also help shape more
effective responses to China, both in the short and long term.
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The American approach to policy is pragmatic; China’s is
conceptual. America has never had a powerful threatening
neighbor; China has never been without a powerful adversary
on its borders. Americans hold that every problem has a
solution; Chinese think that each solution is an admission ticket
to a new set of problems. Americans seek an outcome
responding to immediate circumstances; Chinese concentrate
on evolutionary change. Americans outline an agenda of
practical ‘deliverable’ items; Chinese set out general principles
and analyze where they will lead. Chinese thinking is shaped in
part by Communism but embraces a traditionally Chinese way
of thought to an increasing extent; neither is intuitively familiar
to Americans.
Henry Kissinger, World Order, 20141

Since the world became conscious of China’s growing economic power
there has been a debate about what role the country will come to play in
international affairs. In recent years that debate has gained a sharper
edge as China has become more assertive under President Xi Jinping.
China’s actions in the South and East China Seas, its creation of the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), and its pursuit of the One
Belt, One Road maritime and continental trade route strategy have all
led to a more intense scrutiny of Chinese intentions.
The debate about what role China wants to play in the world is
connected with an equally important debate on how the world should
respond to China. This too has gained a sharper edge. After what
seemed like a prolonged period of hand-wringing, the United States has
responded to China’s recent island-building activities in the South China
Sea by undertaking a freedom of navigation operation. At stake is not
just the future of a few coral atolls. Washington’s response to Beijing on
this and other critical issues will define the character of US–China
relations, and therefore the future of Asia-Pacific security, for years
to come.
Most analysts agree that China has become more assertive in recent
years, particularly in the South China Sea. What is debated is why this
change in behaviour has taken place and what to do about it. The
motives for China’s international behaviour are often assumed to be
similar to those of any emerging — or in China’s case, re-emerging —
power. According to this view, the interests and behaviour of the
Chinese state, like any other state, are predetermined by its position
within the international system. By this logic, as China rises it will
naturally want to dislodge the current pre-eminent world power, the
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United States. At the same time, the United States will fear China’s rise
and act to prevent it. This dynamic has been referred to as the
‘Thucydides trap’.2

What is often lost in…
[analysis] is the extent
to which China’s own
worldviews play a role in
shaping its foreign policy
behaviour.

What is often lost in such analyses is the extent to which China’s own
worldviews play a role in shaping its foreign policy behaviour. This
seems an important omission. It may be the case, as Hugh White,
Professor of Strategic Studies at the Australian National University
argues, that China wants primacy “not because they’re communist, not
even because they’re Chinese, it’s because they’re normal,” and
therefore, just like the Persians, Athenians, Spartans, Romans, and
Americans, they will want what these other civilisations have wanted.3
However, this ignores the fact that the type of primacy that each of those
civilisations exercised was very different and reflected particular cultural,
historical, and political underpinnings.
In seeking to explain China’s actions, the importance of understanding
Chinese worldviews is sometimes acknowledged, but often dismissed.4
As the quote above underlines, however, even for Henry Kissinger, the
doyen of Realist foreign policy practitioners, differences in worldviews do
matter, even if one can disagree with Kissinger’s particular depiction of
how China sees the world. Understanding China’s worldviews matters
because it provides a guide to what China is doing and why. It also helps
the policymakers of other countries to understand what impact their
responses to Chinese behaviour today will have on Chinese attitudes
and behaviour in the future.
The purpose of this Analysis is to shed greater light on the what and the
why. It will do this by examining four key narratives used by Chinese
leaders and elites to explain Chinese foreign policy and interpret the
world: the century of humiliation; the view of cultural characteristics as
being inherent and unchanging; the idea of history as destiny; and
notions of filial piety and familial obligation as they apply both inside
China and to China’s neighbours. The Analysis explores how these
narratives are reflected in recent Chinese foreign policy actions and
initiatives, and the way that they interact with other key factors shaping
Chinese foreign policy. It concludes by examining how a knowledge of
these narratives might help shape more effective responses to Chinese
foreign policy actions and initiatives.

CHINESE WORLDVIEWS
Before turning to the narratives, three qualifications need to be borne in
mind when considering how Chinese worldviews shape Chinese
foreign policy.
First, the ultimate aim of Chinese foreign policy, indeed of all Chinese
policy, is to keep the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in power. This
means that the four narratives outlined in this Analysis are, to differing
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degrees, used or reinforced by the Party-state5 as a means to maintain
its legitimacy. It also means that the narratives can be modified,
emphasised or downplayed to suit the circumstances and interests of the
Party-state at any given time. However, this does not mean that the
narratives have no inherent value or power. In fact, it is because the
Party-state promotes or uses these narratives that they have such
resonance. The deliberate way in which the Party-state uses socialising
mechanisms, particularly in the education system, to inculcate social and
political messages in people’s everyday lives means that the narratives
they choose to promote become the parameters within which foreign
policy actions can be explained and justified.6 They also serve as
parameters within which the actions that other countries take in
response to China can be interpreted and portrayed.
Second, it is impossible to tell with certainty how much the Chinese
leadership or broader population genuinely believes these narratives.
While the Party-state controls information and dictates national
narratives, China is not a totalitarian state. Increasing numbers of
Chinese travel abroad and have access to outside information. At times
the Chinese public will become vocal and even violent on particular
foreign policy issues, as with the anti-Japanese protests in 2012 in
response to Japanese activists landing on the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands
in the East China Sea. Within Chinese foreign policy circles, multiple
views exist, with varying effects on Chinese policy and its
implementation.7 Ministries jockey for influence and funding, and
sometimes have competing agendas and interests.8 As already noted
however, in part, whether Chinese actually believe these narratives is
not as important as how the narratives define the parameters for
Chinese foreign policy and interpret others’ behaviour. It is also true that
these narratives are not simply created out of thin air. For the Party-state
to use them, they have to resonate with the broader population. Even if it
is not possible to determine the full extent to which Chinese elites and
the broader population believe these narratives, it is reasonable to
conclude that they believe them to some degree, and that they are
widely shared.
Third, while it seems self-evident, it is worth emphasising that these
narratives are not the only things that shape Chinese foreign policy. As
the discussion below will underline, Chinese leaders may share the
same long-term foreign policy aims, but will emphasise different means
to achieve those same ends. It is certainly the case, for example, that as
China’s economic and military power has grown, its ability to pursue and
protect its interests has also increased. It is, however, difficult to
determine how much one factor or another shapes particular foreign
policy actions. This is hard enough to do in a country with an open
political system such as the United States. It is much harder in a country
with decision-making processes as opaque as that of China.
Nevertheless, while it is difficult to determine exactly what role these
worldviews play in shaping Chinese foreign policy, this is not a reason to
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ignore them. Understanding the narratives outlined below will contribute
to a more nuanced understanding of the factors driving Chinese foreign
policy and will help policymakers to better interpret and respond to
Chinese actions.
THE CENTURY OF HUMILIATION
The foreign policy narrative that is most widely understood by
policymakers and observers outside China is the century of humiliation
(also known as the hundred years of humiliation). The term is widely
used among Chinese policymakers as shorthand to describe how
China’s sense of its central role in world affairs was weakened by
Western incursions that began with the Opium Wars in the 1840s.
Chinese often draw on humiliation narratives as a starting point for their
discussions of how China should interact with other nations. As far back
as 1959, a US commentator noted:
“The Chinese have one very broad generalisation about their
own history: they think in terms of ‘up to the Opium war’ and
‘after the Opium war’; in other words, a century of humiliation
and weakness to be expunged.”9

…accounts of weakness
and loss are a critical
aspect of the unified
national identity that the
Party-state uses to
ensure stability and CCP
legitimacy.

While the narrative of humiliation has existed since early in the twentieth
century, it has been particularly cultivated by the Party-state over the
past 25 years. Since the patriotic education campaign of the early 1990s,
which emerged in the aftermath of the violent confrontation with
protestors in Tiananmen Square in 1989,10 the Party-state has
emphasised a humiliation and victimisation narrative that lays the blame
for China’s suffering firmly at the feet of the West.11 The handover of
Hong Kong to Beijing in 1997 was another critical moment in the
re-emergence of the humiliation narrative. More recently, this is seen in
the development of so-called ‘red tourism’. Historic sites such as the Old
Summer Palace in Beijing display signs — in English as well as Chinese
— that remind the visitor how glorious the site had been before the
Anglo-French forces destroyed it.12 China’s Twelfth Five-Year Plan
(2011–2015) made special mention of the importance of rigorously
developing red tourism (红色旅游 hongse luyou), as a way of
strengthening patriotism.13
The constant references within China to this period of weakness in
China’s history seem peculiar given the growth in Chinese economic and
military power. According to GDP measurements, today China is the
second-largest economy in the world, behind the United States and in
front of Japan. Militarily, China’s strength ranks third, behind the United
States and Russia.14 However, accounts of weakness and loss are a
critical aspect of the unified national identity that the Party-state uses to
ensure stability and CCP legitimacy.15 The past humiliation suffered by
China means that it must now be strong and unified against what are
described as ‘foreign incursions’, whether territorial, economic, political,
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social or cultural. Furthermore, it is argued that only by having a stable
and united country can China resume its ‘former, and rightful, position’
as a ‘peace-loving, harmony-promoting, and internationally respected
nation-state’. These views also have an important political purpose, as
they ultimately work to support the broader narrative that the CCP is the
only entity that could have successfully led China from its former
weakness, defeating the Japanese, and ushering in the ‘new China’.
CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS ARE UNCHANGING
A second and less familiar narrative to outside observers of China is the
widely shared view that cultural characteristics are inherent and
unchanging. While not a formal narrative in the same way the century of
humiliation is, it is a commonly held attitude that is expressed in
everything from official statements to private conversations.
One key way this narrative affects how China relates to the world is the
belief that China has always been an inherently peaceful actor and has
never been aggressively expansionist. It is argued that because China
has behaved this way in the past it can be expected to act in the same
way in the future. As President Xi Jinping set out in a speech in
Germany in 2014:
“The Chinese nation is a peace-loving nation. And the most
profound pursuit of a nation has its origin in the national
character formed through generations. The Chinese civilisation,
with a history of over 5000 years, has always cherished peace.
The pursuit of peace, amity and harmony is an integral part of
the Chinese character which runs deep in the blood of the
Chinese people. In ancient times, the following axioms were
already popular in China: ‘A warlike state, however big it may
be, will eventually perish.’ ‘Peace is of paramount importance.’
‘Seek harmony without uniformity.’ ‘Replace weapons of war
with gifts of jade and silk.’ ‘Bring prosperity to the nation and
security to the people.’ ‘Foster friendship with neighbours.’
‘Achieve universal peace.’ These axioms have been passed
down in China from generation to generation. China was long
one of the most powerful countries in the world. Yet it never
engaged in colonialism or aggression. The pursuit of peaceful
development represents the peace-loving cultural tradition of the
Chinese nation over the past several thousand years, a tradition
that we have inherited and carried forward.”16
This view is reflected in the work of leading Chinese international
relations scholars such as Peking University’s Li Anshan who argues
that contemporary and future Chinese foreign policy is an extension of
the historical Confucian ideals of benevolence (仁 ren), forbearance
(恕 shu), trustfulness (信 xin), and equality (平等 pingdeng).17 As one
Chinese university student argued to the author in Beijing:
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“Because China has always pursued an independent foreign
policy of peace, China hopes that we can have a long-term
peaceful coexistence with other countries. And we want to get a
peaceful and stable international environment. Our country’s
implementation of this policy is solemn, sincere and will not
change in the long term, because it conforms to Chinese
people’s fundamental beliefs. Peace-loving Chinese people
abhor aggression very much and will never impose such
suffering on others.”18
Many historians would take issue with an account of China’s history that
emphasised its peacefulness. China’s explanations for its foreign policy
need to be viewed critically. What is significant, however, is not whether
China is inherently peaceful. What matters is the extent to which the
Chinese see themselves as inherently peaceful, and how that selfperception shapes the way that China acts in the world.

China’s explanations for
its foreign policy need to
be viewed critically.

The view that cultural characteristics are innate is not just seen to apply
to China, however. It also applies to other nations. For example, the
United States is understood to always desire a hegemonic role in world
affairs and to interfere in the business of others. An expert from the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences argues that in relation to the
United States, it is its highly unified value system, centred on freedom,
which provides the ideological basis for its hegemonic behaviour in the
world.19 Indeed, in many casual conversations, the meaning of the
Chinese word for ‘interference’ (干涉 ganshe) has been explained to the
author by using the US role in the world as an example.
Likewise, Japan is seen as inherently imperialistic and expansionist. As
Peng Guangqian, Deputy Secretary General of the China National
Security Forum, argued in July this year:
“Respect for the strong is deeply rooted in a hierarchical culture
developed in Japanese history, and is rooted in the Japanese
concept of ‘serving one’s proper place in society.’ This also
includes blindly worshiping force, advocating force, survival of
the fittest, and the supreme strength of the ‘Bushido’ spirit. This
concept has not only penetrated every corner of life in Japanese
society, but also dominates Japan’s foreign relations. This is
completely different from China’s political ideas and values:
morally serving the people, upholding justice, compassion for
the weak, and respect for the minorities no matter the size,
strength, and wealth of their country.”20
This narrative of Japan’s unchanging martial nature is inconsistent with
the positive role that Japan has played regionally and globally since the
Second World War. In fact, in the past, the Chinese leadership has
downplayed Japan’s wartime record when necessary to suit the
Party-state’s agenda. As Amy King of the Australian National University,
among others, has shown, China’s attitude to Japan has changed
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dramatically over the decades since the end of the Second World War.
From the 1950s until the 1980s, the Party-state played down Japan’s
war record in an effort to build the bilateral economic relationship. This
started to change in the late 1990s. As King argues, Chinese leaders
began to instrumentally introduce memories of the war to shore up
support for the Party-state and forge a unified Chinese national
identity.21 In recent years, Chinese authorities have again given vent to
anti-Japanese sentiment, illustrated in the building of anti-Japanese
museums and theme parks as part of the Party-state’s patriotic
tourism push.
HISTORY AS DESTINY
Strongly related to the first two narratives is the idea that history is the
foundation of the present and the future. According to this narrative,
China was a powerful, respected, and peaceful global actor in the past,
and this will once again be its natural and rightful role in the future.
However, just as hostile international forces encircled China and pushed
it from this position during the century of humiliation, these forces will
continue trying to ‘keep China down’.
To better understand China’s vision of itself as an important global actor,
it is useful to briefly outline the Sino-centric tribute system of international
relations in East Asia that existed up until the end of the nineteenth
century.22 At the same time as the Westphalian international system of
nation-states was evolving in the Western world, East Asian global
politics worked according to an entirely different model. For over 2000
years, China presided over a network of trade and foreign relations in
which neighbouring states as well as some much further away paid
‘tribute’ in exchange for economic and sometimes security benefits.23
The aim was to maintain a stable regional system in which member
entities remained politically autonomous but recognised China culturally.
There were no set rules that applied to all members, but in general, the
expectation was that they would provide regular tribute in the form of
economic payments, as well as ‘kowtowing’ to the Emperor. Over the
lifetime of the tribute system, members in Asia included present-day
Japan, Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand. France, the
United Kingdom and the Netherlands were also part of the network.
This idea of China resuming its natural role in the world as a powerful,
respected, but always peaceful actor is reflected in President Xi Jinping’s
idea of the ‘China dream’. In 2012, Xi said:
“In my view, to realise the great renewal of the Chinese nation is
the greatest dream for the Chinese nation in modern history. The
China Dream has conglomerated the long-cherished aspiration
of several generations of Chinese people, represented the
overall interests of the Chinese nation and the Chinese people,
and has been a common expectation of every Chinese.”24
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In China, history has long been used as a tool for producing loyalty to a
certain vision of the Chinese nation-state and to the CCP. The narrative
of history as destiny has been a key aspect of the patriotic education
campaign launched after Tiananmen Square in 1989. The campaign
sought to base Party legitimacy on rebuilding the country’s material
well-being and protecting it from hostile international forces.
The narrative of history ‘fulfilling its natural course’ and returning China to
a central role in world affairs is coupled with the view that the CCP is the
only conceivable agent of the country’s international rejuvenation.
According to this view, China’s victory over Japan — presented as a
CCP-led victory — and the establishment of the new China in 1949 has
set China back on its ‘correct path’. The role the Chinese Nationalist
Party (Guomindang or KMT) played in defeating the Japanese in the
Second World War is, however, rarely acknowledged.
According to this narrative, China is now in a good position to reclaim its
rightful role as a central and important global actor. What this means in
practice is still largely undefined, at least in public. Consistent with the
other narratives mentioned above, China’s inevitable return to power is
portrayed as being unthreatening to the rest of the world, as China will
behave peacefully and benevolently as it had always done in the past.
Any concerns raised by other countries about the nature and
implications of China’s rise are interpreted — and dismissed — as being
a perpetuation of their historic mission to keep China weak.
FILIAL PIETY AND FAMILIAL OBLIGATION

…the familial obligation
traditionally reserved for
the family unit is also
expected for the
Party-state.

The fourth narrative that is used to justify and explain Chinese foreign
policy is the idea that the Chinese people and the state form a ‘family’.25
This is seen as being very different from the West, where the state and
the people are perceived to exist as separate, sometimes adversarial
entities, each keeping the other in check. As anthropologist Vanessa
Fong argues, in China there exists “the idea of an imagined family in
which China was identified with a long-suffering parent who deserved
the filial devotion of her children, despite her flaws.”26
In this narrative, the country and Party-state are conflated and presented
as a parental figure, and the familial obligation traditionally reserved for
the family unit is also expected for the Party-state.27 President Xi draws
on this idea in public discussions, as the People’s Daily notes in a recent
article:
“Xi Jinping pointed out that it is the common aspiration and
objective of all China’s sons and daughters for the Chinese
people to be as intimate as a family, and strive for the Chinese
Dream with one heart.”28
In conversations with Chinese officials and students about the
relationship between people and the state, this sentiment was explained
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to the author through the use of the phrase ‘the state and the family are
the same’ (家国同构 jiaguo tonggou).29 This idea is also reflected in the
Chinese word for country or state (国家 guojia), which combines the
character for country (国 guo), and the character for family (家 jia).30
One implication of this understanding of the Chinese state as a family is
that criticism of China is perceived as a personal insult. For example,
official media will often use the phrase ‘hurt the feelings of the Chinese
people’ in response to criticisms of China. An internet search on that
phrase resulted in 17 000 hits, as compared with 178 hits for ‘hurt the
feelings of the Japanese people’ (the next highest ranked hit) or 17 other
possible replacements for the words ‘Chinese people’, which came up
with zero hits.31 This sensitivity to perceived or real insults from the
outside creates and perpetuates a strong sense of collective identity. At
the same time as creating a strong sense of ‘us’ among the Chinese, it
also helps to perpetuate a sense of ‘them’ and reinforce the narrative of
China as the victim of ongoing external persecution.
Family obligation is also used to refer to China’s role in the Asian region,
with China portrayed as the father figure or older brother in a greater
regional family. One long-standing idea is that of ‘all under heaven’
(天下 tianxia) being united in concentric circles of loyalty and obligation
around the Chinese emperor. It can be seen in President Xi’s
‘community of common destiny’ — the idea that all countries in the
region are interconnected, and their success — or demise — is
inextricably linked. The narrative of familial obligation is also evident in
this statement by Foreign Minister Wang Yi in relation to ASEAN:
“China and the ASEAN countries are adjacent neighbours and
are like a big family. The reason why relations are so intimate is
because China has always pursued a good neighbourly and
friendly foreign policy, and has been willing to be good
neighbours, friends, and partners with ASEAN. Furthermore, the
foundation of China’s foreign policy lies in developing countries.
No matter how developed and strong China becomes in the
future, it will always safeguard the rights and interests of
developing countries, including those within ASEAN.”32
This use of the narrative of familial obligation is not confined to Chinese
officials, however. As one Weibo contributor wrote in response to a
recent photo of the leaders of China, Japan, and Korea standing
together:
“This is how it should be. Since the time of Confucius we have
known that a younger brother must obey the older brother.
China is the older brother, and well, you all understand …”33
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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND THESE
NARRATIVES?
Gaining a better understanding of these narratives sheds more light on
the reasons for particular Chinese foreign policy choices, both today and
in the future. We can see this by the way that these narratives are
reflected in China’s recent actions in the South and East China Seas,
and in its creation of the AIIB and pursuit of the One Belt, One Road
strategy.
THE SOUTH CHINA SEA
In recent years, China’s actions in the South China Sea have played a
major part in creating the perception that something has changed in its
approach to the world and specifically that China is becoming more
assertive. China has long been a claimant to disputed maritime
territories in the South China Sea. More recently, it has undertaken a
number of activities of concern to its neighbours, as well as the United
States and its allies, such as Australia. It has used its coastguard to
more actively police its claims in the region; it placed an oil rig in
contested waters in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone; and it has
undertaken massive land building, reclamation, and construction work on
various islands in the region, including building several airstrips long
enough to accommodate Chinese military aircraft.

China’s attitude towards
the other claimants in the
South China Sea also
reflects the narrative of
filial piety and familial
obligation.

China’s recent actions in the South China Sea, and, this Analysis would
argue, possible future actions, reflect a number of the narratives outlined
above. One of these is the narrative of history as destiny. According to
this view, Chinese actions in the South China Sea reflect its gradual
resumption of its rightful and respected place in the world, or in this case,
in the region. China’s attitude towards the other claimants in the South
China Sea also reflects the narrative of filial piety and familial obligation.
In this view, China’s role in the region is that of a regional father figure
and benevolent overseer of a peaceful region, in which its neighbours
willingly and without coercion pay tribute and homage. By the same
token, if China’s neighbours do not willingly pay tribute and homage then
this is seen to justify taking stronger measures to ensure that this familial
order is respected.
The narratives of the century of humiliation and the unchanging nature of
cultural characteristics also inform how China sees the role that the
United States is playing in the South China Sea. China interprets US
actions, such as its recent freedom of navigation patrol, not as some
limited exercise to uphold international maritime norms but as part of a
broader and long-standing effort to maintain its hegemony and keep
China from resuming its rightful place in the world.34
This is not to say that China does not have material interests in the
South China Sea. China also has fishing and mineral exploration
interests, as well as maritime militarisation programs. Some
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commentators have suggested that the ultimate purpose of Chinese
island construction and militarisation of islands in the South China Sea is
to allow Beijing to establish a bastion for its ballistic missile-carrying
nuclear submarines.35 However, none of these activities or interests is
inconsistent with the narratives outlined in this Analysis.
THE EAST CHINA SEA
China’s recent actions in the East China Sea also reflect the narratives
explained above. China and Japan have had a long-term dispute over
several small islands and rocks known as the Diaoyu Islands in China
and the Senkaku Islands in Japan. The dispute flared up again in 2012
when the Japanese Government pre-empted Tokyo Governor Shintaro
Ishihara’s plan to buy the islands by purchasing a number of the islands
itself. This triggered public and diplomatic protests in China. Since then,
Chinese government ships have regularly sailed in and out of what
Japan claims are its territorial waters around the islands. In November
2013, China announced the creation of a new air defence identification
zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea.
In the case of the East China Sea, the narratives that emphasise China’s
natural rise and the idea of an extended family of regional countries do
not play the most important role. Of greater relevance are the narratives
of cultural characteristics as unchanging and the century of humiliation.
The focus is very much on Japan and the danger that it is seen to
represent to China. This draws on the strong historical memory in China
of Japanese expansionism in World War II, a memory that the Chinese
authorities have done much recently to revive.
Japan is portrayed as naturally imperialistic, expansionist, and
untrustworthy. Media reports, for example, describe Japan’s ongoing
‘scheming character’.36 Chinese foreign ministry officials assert that
given historical reasons which are seen as without question as true
(i.e. Japanese aggression such as in World War II), “it is perfectly natural
that Japan’s Asian neighbours, including China, are highly concerned”
about Japan.37
The narrative of humiliation is particularly powerful in relation to the East
China Sea. Japan is commonly identified in China as one of the key
colonial powers that sought to carve China up after the Opium Wars in
the mid-1800s. Japan’s move to nationalise three of the five
Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands was understood as a deep wound to Chinese
pride and an intolerable loss of face that enabled the Chinese authorities
to revive those historic fears of Japan.
THE AIIB AND ONE BELT, ONE ROAD
The narratives outlined above are not just relevant to understanding
Chinese behaviour when it comes to security issues. They also help to
explain recent Chinese geo-economic initiatives such as the One Belt,
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One Road initiative and the AIIB. One Belt, One Road consists of two
main components: the land-based Silk Road Economic Belt and
ocean-going Maritime Silk Road. Officially unveiled in late 2013, the
initiative focuses on connectivity and cooperation among countries,
principally in Eurasia. The primary purpose of the AIIB, announced by
President Xi Jinping in 2013, is to address the infrastructure needs of the
Asia-Pacific. It will do this primarily by funding projects in emerging
markets that other international banks are unwilling to fund.
Both initiatives reflect the century of humiliation narrative and the idea of
history as destiny. The AIIB and One Belt, One Road are portrayed
within China as evidence that China is finally overcoming its period of
weakness and vulnerability. As one Chinese academic noted to the
author, these initiatives represent “a great shift from the idea of just
taking care of ourselves.”38 These initiatives are seen as a way for China
to resume its rightful position as a wealthy, strong, and responsible
power, at the centre of a web of regional economic interdependence.
The narratives of the century of humiliation and of unchanging cultural
characteristics also inform how China interprets external reactions to
these initiatives. As Chairperson of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the
National People’s Congress (and former Ambassador to Australia)
Fu Ying argued at a recent roundtable dialogue, China was “shocked” by
the US’ attitude to the formation of the AIIB, wondering why there existed
“such resistance when the United States had always wanted China to
play more of a role — now China is doing just that, why is the United
States trying to prevent it?” Fu traced the issue back to the US history of
bullying China, questioning whether there was any point in continuing to
try to explain China’s good intentions to those who are unwilling or
incapable of seeing things any differently.39

OTHER FACTORS SHAPING CHINESE
FOREIGN POLICY
…factors that interact
with these narratives and
that have shaped
Chinese foreign policy of
late have been the role of
President Xi Jinping, and
China’s growing material
capabilities.

As noted at the beginning of this Analysis, whereas an understanding of
the four narratives is an important and often underappreciated means of
understanding China’s actions in the world, it is also true that these
narratives do not completely explain Chinese foreign policy. Two
particular factors that interact with these narratives and that have shaped
Chinese foreign policy of late have been the role of President Xi Jinping,
and China’s growing material capabilities.
Since Xi Jinping took power from former president Hu Jintao, he has
certainly brought a different style to Chinese foreign policy. In part this
reflects Xi’s personality and upbringing. Xi is a ‘princeling’, or ‘second
generation Red’, whose father, revolutionary leader Xi Zhongxun, was a
close comrade of Mao Zedong in the 1940s and 1950s. Xi senior
strongly believed that a spartan, uncorrupted Party organised under a
unified command would best serve the people. Later, Xi senior was
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persecuted by Mao, which deeply affected his son. Nevertheless,
Xi Jinping seems to follow his father’s belief that serving the people is
best achieved with a moral, pure, responsible, and resolute Party.
Xi also has relatively close (if indirect) connections with the Chinese
military, largely through his father but also his service as personal
secretary to then minister of defence, Geng Biao. Creating a new
National Security Commission in 2013, and appointing himself as Chair,
as well as the unprecedented anti-corruption sweep within the military,
have sent strong signals as to Xi’s intention of asserting his control over
the military.
A key difference between Xi and his predecessor, Hu Jintao, is the
greater sense of urgency, ambition, and resolve that Xi has brought to
the leadership. Xi has an authority and an ease with power, perhaps
stemming from his princeling past, that leaves him less afraid to
consolidate power, take risks, and push for what he believes in. He also
has, for now at least, more political power and freedom of manoeuvre in
developing and implementing foreign policy.40 As former Australian
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd argues, Xi is not a status quo politician;
indeed, he is the opposite. He is prepared to take calculated risks in a
traditionally risk-averse Party culture to pursue his mission.41
Xi’s history, outlook and style have certainly had an impact on the
character of Chinese foreign policy. However, it is also true that Xi is
both shaped by the narratives described in this Analysis and is using
them to fulfil his primary mission — strengthening the Party. Party
legitimacy has two main pillars, the economic and material well-being of
the people; and a strong sense of coherent national identity. At times
when that economic well-being guarantee is under threat, Party
legitimacy can be bolstered by emphasising the second pillar, national
identity. The narratives described in this Analysis are useful for the
purpose of strengthening the Party as they describe a story in which the
united Chinese people and state are working together to ensure China
resumes its rightful historical place in the world as a peaceful and
important actor, despite the determination of others to hold it down. Xi’s
remarks often underline this sense of a united Chinese identity working
together towards a shared destiny. As he said in 2014, for example:
“For Chinese people both at home and abroad, a united
Chinese nation is our shared root, the profound Chinese culture
is our shared soul, and the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation is
our shared dream.”42
Another factor beyond these narratives that is shaping Chinese actions
is the improvement of its material capabilities in recent years. China can
now pursue the aims reflected in these narratives, for example to
resume its rightful place in world affairs, because it finally has the
economic and military ability to do so. One can see the interplay of these
narratives — of the improvement in China’s material capabilities and
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China now has the
means to ensure that its
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in the world.

Xi’s particular foreign policy style — in actions in the South China Sea.
China now has the means to ensure that its neighbours pay due
deference to its benevolent and fatherly position in the region, and to
respond to what it sees as US efforts to keep China from resuming its
rightful role in the world. Xi brings to this an urgent sense of mission,
driven in part by the widely held perception that Hu’s weak response to
the action of other claimants in the South China Sea during his time as
leader between 2003 and 2013 had enabled them to encroach on
China’s territorial integrity. Combined, this has also created space for
various Chinese actors, including the military and maritime security
agencies, to behave more boldly in that region than they have ever
done before.

RESPONDING TO CHINA
Understanding China’s worldviews and the ways that they interact with
other factors that shape Chinese foreign policy is important when
considering both current behaviour and the possible trajectory of
Chinese policy in coming years. This understanding may help
non-Chinese policymakers avoid responses to Chinese actions that are
counterproductive both now and in the future because they reinforce
Chinese perceptions of being isolated and ‘bullied’ (欺负 qifu) by the
outside world.
It is increasingly argued that the best response to China’s new
assertiveness is a firm one. The tendency is to extrapolate from the
particular to the general; a failure to respond to specific cases of Chinese
assertiveness, such as in the South China Sea, it is argued, will result in
Chinese assertiveness elsewhere. Recently, for example, US Fifth Fleet
Commander Admiral Scott Swift warned that, in a clear reference to
Chinese activities in the South China Sea, if coercion works at sea,
those responsible were likely to become a greater threat and “seek us
out in our supposed sanctuaries ashore.”43 Similarly, US analyst Patrick
Cronin argues that China unchecked poses a direct risk to rules set up
by the United States that protect peace and stability. He argues that if
China sets the rules instead, this could threaten human rights and
freedom of information in other countries in the region, and render the
US role and voice “minimal, and that will not be a better world.”44
However, the Chinese also extrapolate from the particular to the general.
In accordance with the narratives outlined above, US freedom of
navigation patrols are not viewed by the Chinese as simply an effort to
protect maritime rules in the South China Sea, they are seen to be part
of an overarching effort by the United States and its allies to keep China
weak. Similarly, the initially unreceptive attitude of the United States to
the AIIB fits neatly into Chinese narratives about the inherently
hegemonic intent of US policy. Chinese policymakers interpret policy
designed to deal with a specific instance of Chinese assertiveness
through the lens of these worldviews, further reinforcing China’s sense of
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isolation and persecution. At the popular level, policy responses such as
the US freedom of navigation operation feed into popular demands that
the leadership be more assertive in protecting Chinese interests.
This is not an argument for appeasement. As this Analysis shows, there
are worrying aspects to these narratives outlined in this Analysis. China
believes that it is on course to resuming the central role it had once
played in regional and global affairs — and that the outside world should
recognise this. It feels it has been held back from this more central role
by the United States and by some US allies and that these powers will
continue to restrict China’s development where they can. China sees its
role in the world as benign and benevolent, but seems increasingly
willing to use its national power to stake its regional and global position.
It is also clear, however, that China’s vision of its role in Asia and the
world more broadly is still evolving. How it evolves will depend as much
on how countries respond to China as it does on China’s own interests,
ambitions and worldviews. The United States and China’s neighbours
will need to carefully weigh how they respond to Chinese actions,
including how these responses are likely to be interpreted in China, and
used as a justification for future behaviour. It is in this regard that an
understanding of the narratives that inform China’s worldviews can play
a useful role.
In some cases policymakers will need to respond firmly to Chinese
actions, even if this may have longer-term costs. In the East China Sea,
the strong reaction of the US and some of its allies to China’s declaration
of an ADIZ may have reinforced narratives of persecution and
humiliation. However, the response would also have sent a warning to
the Chinese leadership that such declarations do not go unnoticed by
the broader international community, and that the United States and its
allies have the means to apply consequences should they choose to do
so. It may indeed have provided a strong enough signal to convince
Chinese policymakers that there would be more costs than benefits to
declaring an ADIZ in the South China Sea, at least for the time being.
In other cases, however, a greater understanding of Chinese worldviews
can help policymakers to pursue responses that do not reinforce these
narratives in ways that are ultimately counterproductive. Washington’s
tough response to the AIIB and its ambivalent attitude to One Belt, One
Road are two examples where US policy will have unnecessarily
reinforced narratives of humiliation and persecution. In the Chinese
worldviews, this response will have reinforced the idea that no matter
what China does on the world stage, and no matter how benign its
policies are, the United States will try to curb China’s emergence as a
more central actor in the international system.
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CONCLUSION
The narratives can…
help policymakers to
understand what impact
their responses to
Chinese behaviour today
will have on Chinese
attitudes and behaviour
in the future.

This Analysis has sought to highlight four narratives that are important to
understanding China’s worldviews: the narrative of the century of
humiliation; the view of cultural characteristics as being inherent and
unchanging; the idea of history as destiny; and notions of filial piety and
familial obligation applied both inside China and to China’s neighbours.
These four narratives, combined with an understanding of the other key
factors that shape Chinese foreign policy, provide a better guide to the
aims and ambitions of Chinese foreign policy than a simple assumption
that China will think and act like all emerging powers in history. The
narratives can also help policymakers to understand what impact their
responses to Chinese behaviour today will have on Chinese attitudes
and behaviour in the future.
Ultimately, choices about how the United States and its allies respond to
China need to be taken on a case-by-case basis. There are unlikely to
be clear-cut or perfect responses. Each decision will come with risks of
action and inaction, in both the short and the longer term. In some cases
US and other Western policymakers may see no option but to take
action that reinforces the more negative aspects of the Chinese
narratives outlined above. In other cases, however, an understanding of
these Chinese worldviews can help policymakers to avoid actions that
are needlessly counterproductive.
As former US President Richard Nixon once argued:
“coming to grips with the reality of China … means
distinguishing carefully between long-range and short-range
policies, and fashioning short-range programs so as to advance
our long-range goals.”45
Making those choices means using as much information about the
forces shaping Chinese foreign policy as possible. It means judging
China by its actions, but it also means understanding the worldviews
that underpin those actions and the way many Chinese people interpret
the world.
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