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n 1 October 2019, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) celebrated its 70th birthday, thus marking

another important landmark of modern China under the leadership of the Chinese Communist

Party (CCP). In commemorating the event, the Chinese government held a grand military parade
with some 15,000 troops, more than 160 aircraft, and 580 active weapon systems during the event, includ-
ing the latest generation nuclear missile systems such as the Dongfeng-41 mobile intercontinental ballistic
missile. As the South China Morning Post reported, citing one insider, “the parade, which aims to showcase
President Xi’s achievement in military modernization and reforms in both hardware and software will carry
a lot of political meaning.”* Given ongoing social protests in Hong Kong and problems in western societies at
that time (such as Brexit talks in the UK and political opposition to President Trump in the United States) the
contrast could not have been more stark: A powerful and prosperous China celebrates its international success
while many western societies fail and flounder amidst their own domestic problems.

Nine months on (as of writing), it would seem that the COVID-19 pandemic has levelled the international
mood as far as countries are able to claim unmitigated political success. Even China, despite some success in
containing the virus, was careful about portraying a celebratory front in its battle against the virus. Speaking
at the National People’s Congress, Premier Li Kegiang noted that, “the epidemic has not yet come to an end,
while the tasks we face in promoting development are immense.” At the same time, the fact that the Chinese
government had spared no efforts to narrate its road to success in curbing the virus is particularly telling:
China seeks to demonstrate that its brand of governance is superior to that of the West, and consequently, it
deserves a greater say in and political influence over international affairs.

From this vantage point, I argue that a post COVID-19 global landscape is likely to witness greater
intransigence, or hardening of Beijing’s political resolve in pursuing its national interests. In addition, given
the backlash and criticism it received from some western countries (particularly the United States) over its
handling of the pandemic, it has generated a siege mentality among Chinese leaders, many of whom perceive
an existential struggle between Beijing and Washington with the latter seen as attempting to thwart China’s
rise and inhibit its international influence. This article seeks to further expand on these political motifs and
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how they reflect China’s strategic objectives over
the past six years under the leadership of President
Xi. Indeed, the issue of what the PRC’s long-term
intentions are, and elements of its grand strategy
are crucial for scholars and policymakers seeking to
make sense of China’s international behavior. To this
end, a number of important works have emerged in
the past few years providing useful clues as to what
Beijing’s ultimate objectives might be.* This article
seeks to complement the existing works by incorpo-
rating the events of the COVID-19 pandemic so as
to obtain a more realistic appraisal of China. This
is important for two main reasons; one, prior to
COVID-19, it can be said that China under President
Xi had not faced a crisis of such magnitude and it
was thus difficult to assess the extent to which the
CCP could claim political legitimacy by virtue of its
ability to govern China. Secondly, given worsening
Sino-U.S. relations (possibly at their historical lowest
since the Mao-Nixon rapprochement in 1972), the
stakes for Beijing’s international diplomacy and
claim to international political leadership could not
have been greater. As Harvard’s Graham Allison
observed recently, Sino-U.S. relations look set to
worsen and the endgame is a “lose-lose” situation.®
With this backdrop, will China’s strategic objectives
evince greater change or continuity with the past?
How will the COVID-19 pandemic and worsening
relations with the United States affect China’s for-
eign policy calculations, and more broadly, its role
and place in the world? And what kind of changes
will we see within China even as the CCP continues
to insist that its brand of governance remains supe-
rior to western liberal democracy?

The rest of this article will proceed as follows;
I will examine five major themes that have consti-
tuted important strategic objectives under President
Xi. I'will then attempt to relate these objectives to
the events of COVID-19 and the worsening rela-
tionship with the United States. As the article will
show, the COVID-19 pandemic has emboldened the
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Chinese government to consider a model of “liberal-
ism abroad and illiberalism at home” as a means to
succeed in world politics. Such an approach allows
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to both ensure
that it remains unchallenged politically at home,
while at the same time proffering it the opportunity
to promote a foreign policy agenda which allows it
to maximize its international gains while minimiz-
ing domestic risks. Finally, I conclude that these
strategic imperatives pursued by the Chinese gov-
ernment—if dogmatically maintained—are likely to
exacerbate tensions not just between China and the
United States, but also between China and countries
within its neighborhood, particularly in East and
Southeast Asia.

Chinese Strategic Objectives Under Xi
Jinping

Ensuring CCP Legitimacy

The first, and possibly the most crucial, is the need
to ensure the legitimacy of the CCP to rule China.
Given Chinese leaders’ criticism of western dem-
ocratic systems and the problems they generate, it
is incumbent upon Beijing to demonstrate that its
single party, authoritarian approach to governance
is superior to the West. This is easier said than done
given that the party consists of more than 80 million
members who are far from monolithic in their ideo-
logical worldviews and political affiliations. While
Xi’s centralization of political power over the last
few years has greatly reduced the likelihood of polit-
ical opponents challenging him for power, factional
politics continue to be a mainstay of the CCP’s poli-
tics, and represent a grave concern to the party.®
Given the opaque character of Chinese poli-
cymaking, it is difficult to assess the precise extent
to which factions within the CCP have influenced
present-day Chinese politics. Nevertheless, there
are two issues worth watching; one, the views of
Chinese elites towards President Trump; and two,
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the amount of support for President Xi following
the COVID-19 pandemic. The former relates to a
key strategic aspect of Sino-U.S. relations, while the
latter is intimately tied to domestic conditions such
as economic growth, the availability of jobs, and the
overall mood in the country.

According to a recent study by Yao Lin, many
Chinese liberal intellectuals fervently idolize Donald
Trump and embrace the alt-right ideologies that
are espoused.” Interestingly, many of these liberal
intellectuals are deeply critical of the Party-state
and are committed to advocating universal values
and China’s liberal democratization, themes which
are not usually synonymous with Trump’s brand of
nationalistic, American-first hubristic politics.® As
observed, the “traumatizing experience of Party-State
totalitarianism propels Chinese liberals on an anti-
CCP pilgrimage in search for sanitized and glorified
imageries of western (especially American) political
realities, which nurtures both their neoliberal affinity
and their proclivity for a Trumpian metamorphosis.™

Notwithstanding the problems in American
(and more generally western) political life, the above
study suggests a growing chorus of Chinese intel-
lectuals who are disillusioned with China’s political
life and are looking to the West (even as an ideal)
with which to generate solutions to the perceived
problems in domestic life. While China’s ongoing
spat with the United States continues to generate
hawkish voices from Beijing, including an aggressive
Wolf Warrior diplomacy, it has also paradoxically
resulted in a greater affinity for western values and
ideals—seeing in them a panacea for the social mal-
adies experienced at home.

Similarly, this growing domestic discontent
has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic,
and the perceived mistakes made by the CCP in
its bungling response during the initial outbreak.
While large-scale randomized samples of citi-
zens sentiments are unavailable, there are several

clues that suggest that all is not rosy with the CCP
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internally. For instance, during the height of the
virus outbreak in Wuhan, Premier Li Keqiang—
instead of President Xi himself—was sent to lead a
taskforce there. While Chinese public opinion over
Xi’s absence is difficult to gauge (given Chinese
censorship), his absence was certainly notable. As
Willy Lam puts it, “he has not visited places hard
hit by the virus. This has been criticized in part
because Xi claims to be the core of the leadership,
the all-powerful leadership ... and he doesn’t have
the guts to go the epidemic-stricken areas.”

From the above, I argue that at stake is Xi’s
personal reputation and his ability to rally the CCP
around him to ensure the ongoing legitimacy of the
Party to rule China. This can only be so if Chinese
leaders are able to evince that its social policies and
governance have the support of the majority of the
Chinese people. Due to the absence of parliamentary
style elections in China, this is difficult to ascertain;
hence, material prosperity and economic growth
remain central to legitimizing the CCP’s political
rule. To this end, any slowdown of the Chinese econ-
omy would pose a challenge to the mandate of the
CCP. At the 13" National People’s Congress this year,
the Chinese government for the first time did not set
a GDP target for the economy—a sign of the Chinese
government’s reading that the situation inside and
outside China could get worse post COVID-19.

Widening the International Support Base

Under President Xi, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
has been a central feature of Beijing’s foreign pol-
icy. While a number of elements regarding the BRI
remain unclear, particularly the economic viability
and sustainability of BRI projects with other coun-
tries, one objective is certain; the BRI is conceived
with the intention of widening China’s international
support base through economic statecraft.

In this respect some modest progress has been
made. The first BRI forum in May 2017 saw 29
foreign heads of state and representatives from 130
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countries, while the second BRI forum in April 2019
saw an increase to 37 foreign heads of state and par-
ticipation from more than 150 countries. What these
numbers suggest is that China has been generally
successful in using its economic statecraft to pro-
mote its political objectives. According to Baldwin,
economic measures are particularly useful in helping
states gain political influence for they are “likely to
exert more pressure than either diplomacy or propa-
ganda, and are less likely to evoke a violent response
than military instruments.”" Seen this way, if we take
economic relations between states—not as a dispas-
sionate realm of economic activity (concerned purely
with profit)—but as a derivative of wider geopolitical
interests and calculations, then the political character

of economic statecraft cannot be ignored.
In the case of China, the Belt and Road
Initiative represents a grand strategy through

Bridge construction project in Brunei. (Peter L. Higgs)
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Part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, the partially completed bridge at the Kota Batu end of the Temburong

economic means;'? hence, economic power is seen
as a means of generating greater political influence
among the countries Beijing seeks to win over into
its camp. The goal of economic initiatives (like

the BRI) is linked to how Chinese leaders seek to
present and project Beijing’s worldview to others
and to ultimately achieve China’s foreign policy and
domestic goals. This “selling” of Beijing’s worldview
is also closely linked to how Chinese soft power is
being conceptualized and operationalized. While
western iterations of soft power tend to emphasize
the non-coercive aspect of soft power, and thus the
stress on culture and values as instruments of soft
power," such a distinction as to whether econom-
ics ought to be seen as “hard” or “soft power” is less
clear cut in China. According to one study, Chinese
discourse concerning soft power is frequently
expressed within its domestic context and towards
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The Belt and Road Initiative is a colossal economic trade route that is seen as a symbol of the economic dominance
and ambitions of China and an example of economic superpower projection. (This file was derived from: Hong Kong
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domestic objectives, and also involves touting the
economic success of China’s development mod-
el.* Such a narrative suggests that in the Chinese
mind, economic resources can be used as a source
of soft power which allows China to evidence its
political model and worldview to the outside world,
thus rendering Beijing a model for others to emu-
late. This suggests that China would likely expend
further efforts in the coming years to obtain greater
international support for its global initiatives, espe-
cially among western countries that possess strong
relations with the United States, such as the United
Kingdom, Australia, and Canada.

This promotion of its international support base
is also most clearly evidenced during the COVID-
19 pandemic when China—following outbreaks in
Europe and other parts of the world—embarked
on a “mask diplomacy” in an attempt to convey its
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narrative of acting as a responsible global stake-
holder.”” Under these auspices, Chinese public and
private institutions donated masks, test kits, and
other personal protection equipment to some 83
countries hard hit by the coronavirus, including
European countries like Italy, Czech Republic,
and Serbia, as well as several in the Middle East
and Africa. According to Deputy Foreign Minister
Luo Zhaohui, Beijing had done so because “China
empathizes and is willing to offer what we can to
countries in need,” and that it also wants to share
its experience of fighting the pandemic with the
rest of the world.' This demonstration of soli-
darity I argue is done with the goal of generating
greater international goodwill and to portray China
as an exceptional country, and that its political
governance is different and better than the West
(particularly the United States).
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Increase International Isolation of Taiwan
The issue of the Republic of China (ROC-Taiwan)

remains a core national interest and one which no
Chinese leader can be seen to make any compromise
over. To this end, China—under President Xi—has
been highly successful in the past few years. In 2013,
Taiwan had official diplomatic relations with 22 UN
member states: This number has now dwindled to
14 UN member states, with five losses coming in
the past year, and two within a week in September
(Solomon Islands and Kiribati). While most of these
countries are small Pacific and Oceanic states and
are not considered major political players interna-
tionally, their strategic locations in key maritime
waters proffer Beijing increased opportunities to
project international visibility while further eroding
Taipei’s international presence and voice.

In the coming years, it is likely that China will
further intensify international pressure on Taiwan.
Indeed the COVID-19 pandemic has generated
significant cross-Straits dynamics suggesting that
despite the Chinese government’s formidable pro-
paganda machinery, the ROC continues to present a
considerable thorn in the flesh of the CCP’s inter-
national branding and soft power stature. Given
this backdrop of diplomatic competition, it was not
surprising that both the PRC and ROC governments
have been highly sensitive to each other’s political
maneuvers during the pandemic. This was par-
ticularly so given Taipei’s considerable efforts and
success in combating the virus resulting in inter-
national praise and accolades which were sharply
contrasted with Beijing’s early problems and sub-
sequent criticism by a number of western countries
(especially the United States). This “diplomatic tug
of war”—as one study puts it—pitches both the PRC
and ROC in a tussle for recognition as the represen-
tative state of “China” in international society.” As
such, one might argue that both governments are
involved in a “one-up game” of political brinksman-
ship, each trying to outdo the other in procuring

94 | FEATURES

international social capital and the moral high
ground to be recognized as a responsible stake-
holder. There are however, some subtle differences
in each countries’ diplomatic messaging, as evinced
by their subsequent mask diplomacy.

In early April the Chinese government offered
face masks to Chinese citizens living or working in
Singapore, in part to assuage concerns among its
citizens there as infections in the city-state wit-
nessed a sharp spike. This was a highly unusual
move given that only Chinese citizens were given
face masks (as the masks were given out at the
Chinese Embassy) and the Chinese Embassy had
also activated a number of its organizational con-
tacts in Singapore to help with the mask outreach.
In addition, China’s Ambassador Hong Xiaoyong
also visited institutions with a high enrollment of
Chinese students, including both secondary and
tertiary schools. Given the lack of local report-
ing and the absence of official participation (on
the Singaporean side), one can assume that these
actions were done in a private capacity (with the
tacit acknowledgement of and permission from the
Singapore authorities). Shortly after this, Taiwan
donated some 100,000 masks to Singapore through
its Red Cross as part of Taiwan’s Foreign Affairs
Ministry initiative to donate 10 million masks
worldwide to countries affected by the pandemic.
Unlike Beijing’s masks, Taipei’s donation was not
targeted only at its own citizens but at the broader
population.” While such a donation was not part
of any official diplomatic arrangements, the fact
that the Prime Minister’s wife expressed her grat-
itude to Taiwan on social media suggested that
such a move was not purely a private matter, but
that it had also received acknowledgement at the
highest levels, even though it was not carried by the
local mainstream media.*® Two weeks later, China
donated 600,000 masks to Singapore, an event
which had representatives from both the diplo-
matic and political communities present.*!

PRISM 9, NO. 1



From the above events, I argue that the health
pandemic has generated an international com-
petition “to do good” between the PRC and ROC
governments. In the case of China however, there
exists a more “nationalistic” character to its deeds in
which the needs of “Chinese citizens” were accorded
greater emphasis and importance compared to other
citizens, whereas the Taiwanese government offered
its international aid within a more universal, less-se-
lective framework.

How is this significant, and are we reading too
much into such diplomatic gestures? The answer
is both yes and no. To be fair, given the widespread
presence of Chinese citizens it was natural that the
Chinese government extended its diplomatic sup-
port to them, much in the same way many countries
worldwide activated repatriation flights for their
citizens during the early stages of the outbreak. But
what was notable about the mask diplomacy was its
emphasis on “us-them” in its initial outreach, and
that Chinese citizens ought to be accorded “special
privileges” or were entitled to certain benefits that go
beyond what ordinary citizens in their host coun-
tries receive. This runs against diplomatic protocol
(especially if a country’s ambassador is involved) and
is suggestive of a broader Chinese attempt to generate
influence beyond traditional diplomatic channels.”
From this, it can be construed that China’s interna-
tional “good deeds” are framed with a more narrow
nationalistic objective in mind—a sharp contrast to
the paradigm of “not letting your left hand know what
your right hand is doing.”* Furthermore these actions
are trained predominantly for a domestic audience,
more so than the ROC, especially given the fact that
many Chinese people—as observed by Singapore’s
Kausikan—“understood their leaders had bungled
the initial response to the outbreak in Wuhan [and]
that the people bore the brunt of the mistakes and
the drastic responses needed to recover from them.”
Furthermore, “tightened censorship and the lauda-
tory tone describing President Xi Jinping’s role in the
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people’s struggle against COVID-19 suggests that

the CCP is still insecure that it has put its mistakes to
rest.”?* To this end, I argue that the diplomatic efforts
made by the Chinese government to showcase its con-
tributions overseas are reflective of the attempt by the
CCP to reframe the domestic narrative of the outbreak
and to emphasize the Chinese state’s sparing no efforts
to protect the well-being of its citizens.

Negate U.S. Influence in East Asia

In the minds of many Chinese leaders and political
observers, the presence of the United States in East
Asia remains the biggest obstacle to China’s future
prosperity and ability to project power regionally and
internationally. According to Aaron Friedberg, the
ultimate aim of Chinese policymakers is to win with-
out fighting and to displace the United States as the
leading power in Asia while avoiding direct confron-
tation.” Indeed it has been pointed out that part of
China’s assertive international behavior is due in part
as a result of the United States” “pivot to Asia” strategy
begun during the Obama administration, which in
the eyes of Chinese observers represents a fundamen-
tal decision by Washington policymakers to contain
China in order to preserve U.S. international primacy
and global leadership.? Likewise the idea of a “free
and open Indo-Pacific” is also viewed by the Chinese
as a means to contain China’s development and ensure
American international dominance.” Indeed Chinese
paranoia towards the United States has intensified
over the past five years, particularly following the 2017
publication of the National Security Strategy of the
United States and the 2018 National Defense Strategy,
both of which singled out China as America’s primary
strategic competitor. As a response the 2019 Chinese
White Paper summarized the overall character of the
U.S. defense efforts by declaring that;

International strategic competition is on
the rise. The US has adjusted its national
security and defense strategies, and
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adopted unilateral policies. It has pro-
voked and intensified competition among
major countries, significantly increased
its defense expenditure, pushed for addi-
tional capacity in nuclear, outer space,
cyber and missile defense, and under-
mined global strategic stability. NATO
has continued its enlargement, stepped
up military deployment in Central and
Eastern Europe, and conducted frequent
military exercises.?®

From the above, China perceives a post
COVID-19 world as one which will witness a shift
in international power away from the West (and
the United States) to Asia, and in which China
is well-placed to assume a prominent position.

To be certain this idea was already in circulation
among Chinese policy circles, given President Xi’s
exhortation in 2014 of an “Asia for Asians” secu-
rity cooperation structure,” and popular iterations
by a number of global public intellectuals, such

as Hugh White’s The China Choice (2013), and
more notably former Singapore diplomat Kishore
Mahbubani’s books Has the West Lost It (2018) and
Has China Won (2020). What all these works hint
at—in practice—is that leaders and policymakers
should be prepared to confront a new international
reality wherein American primacy is substantially
diminished and China’s influence increased. As
such, it is likely that China would continue to take
steps, militarily, economically and politically to
further erode American presence in East Asia and
Southeast Asia. All these would have significant
repercussions for countries in the region, particu-
larly in Southeast Asia where member states have
traditionally practiced strategic hedging as a middle
ground to navigate the complexities of great power
competition between China and the United States.
As observed by one Malaysian analyst of China’s
regional actions, “indeed, China’s increasingly
multifaceted maritime opportunism and coercive
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presence in the disputed waters (of the South China
Sea), even during the coronavirus crisis, has fur-
ther deepened the weaker states’ suspicions of its
long-term intentions. Its increasing use of coercive
means to prevent and obstruct the claimant coun-
tries’ oil and gas exploration activities, together
with the lack of progress on the COC (Code of
Conduct) after years-long talks, further frustrated
the smaller states in the region.” In other words,
China’s current course of actions is likely to aggra-
vate smaller countries in Southeast Asia, a number
of which are likely to pursue other institutional
mechanisms (with or without the United States) to
safeguard their interests that are seen to be threat-
ened by a more assertive Chinese posture.

Global Rules and International Order

It is generally perceived by Chinese leaders and
political observers that the rules of the international
order were made so as to preserve the interests of
the West.* Given the ongoing and lively debate
among western scholars over the sustainability and
longevity of the existing liberal global order,* the
search for alternative arrangements and theoretical
frameworks to account for changes in the interna-
tional system has been an intellectual holy grail of
sorts for international relations scholars, both in
and outside the West.”

From this vantage point, China is seen as
being the flag-bearer of such a new system and one
which possesses the deepest resources with which
to challenge American dominance. Indeed, China’s
presence is ubiquitous in most if not all major
global institutions and forums and Chinese rep-
resentatives are now far more vocal in stating and
arguing Chinese demands and interests where they
arise. Furthermore, as exemplified by President Xi’s
proclamation of the Chinese dream and his vision
of the rejuvenation of China, a far more confident
China (as compared to the past) is now being por-
trayed on the international stage.
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As such, it is likely that we will see in the com-
ing years greater efforts by Chinese leaders and
policymakers to shape international discourse about
the overall distribution of global power and the rules
of international order, including more assertive
behavior in its foreign policy. As observed by a num-
ber of international scholars, the past decade has
witnessed considerable Chinese intransigence on
what it deems its core national interests, particularly
in matters relating to territorial sovereignty as well
as having greater say regarding the global order.**
Indeed, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi describes
China’s global role as one of being a “participant,

»35

facilitator and contributor,”* while Yan Xuetong

writes of China as moving “from keeping a low pro-
file to striving for achievement.”

In a study of the Chinese vision of international
order, Wu Xinbo suggests that what China aspires
to is a liberal partnership order including emphasiz-
ing a series of ideas such as openness, inclusiveness,
cooperation, diversity, equality, multilateral insti-
tutions and rules.” Ironically, these ideas suggested
by Wu are precisely the same characteristics that
are often held up to be an indicator of a liberal state.
If so, it would seem that China, at least where its
foreign policy is concerned, seeks to affiliate itself with
patterns of international liberalism while retaining
an illiberal edge to its domestic governance.’® The
COVID-19 pandemic will have further convinced
the Chinese government that “liberalism abroad
and illiberalism at home” is the means to success
in international politics. Put in practical terms, this
would mean that the Chinese government is likely
to express enthusiasm for international initiatives
and global actions so long as these are not seen to
impinge directly on its domestic front behind which
it seeks to exercise absolute sovereignty. This is seen
as a win-win situation for it allows the Chinese
government the opportunity to obtain skills and
the technical know-how to further strengthen
its domestic governance while at the same time
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ensuring that it is able to limit external threats to its
political rule and to demonize those it views as hos-
tile threats. Indeed, China’s criticism of the United
States during the pandemic includes a not-too-sub-
tle dig at the American political system as a failure
for its inability to control the virus spread within
the United States, and consequently to be blamed
for the worldwide explosion of the virus transmis-
sion. In a May 2020 Global Times article, it was said
that, “Washington is widely believed to have failed
its own people and the world as the country has
about 4 percent of the global population, but now
accounts for one-third of all cases worldwide and
nearly 30 percent of the overall death toll.”* This
scapegoating of the United States reflects a popular
mindset at work in Chinese political circles, that the
West is culpable for the problems of the world, while
China—notwithstanding its own domestic prob-
lems—is attempting to do good and thus ought to be
acknowledged by the world as such.

Conclusion

As of writing, many scholars are raising the spec-
ter of what a post COVID-19 future will be like.
Related to this is the question of China’s global
influence and the extent to which the pandemic

has amplified or diminished Beijing’s international
standing. As this article has argued, these five
objectives—constituting core elements of China’s
grand strategy—are likely to be pursued, and with
greater determination particularly given the sense
of crisis engendered within the CCP as a result of
the global pandemic. To this end, I argue that out of
the above five objectives, it is likely that the Chinese
government will be most sensitive to those which it
considers as challenging its domestic stability and
political legitimacy. The centrality of the CCP must
remain paramount and any attempt to challenge or
modify this (be it from domestic sources or from
outside China) will result in a strong Chinese politi-
cal response. At the same time, given the challenges
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Taipei skyline view in 2020. The global pandemic is likely to harden Beijing’s p
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faced by many western countries (in particular the
United States) during the ongoing pandemic, the
possibility of shifting postures towards China in a
post-pandemic world (when that happens) cannot be
ruled out. As such, one might argue that the Chinese
government might adjust its policies—so long as
they do not impinge on its domestic control—in
response to how other countries react.

As recent examples of China’s wolf diplomacy
have illustrated, China’s political leaders and the
foreign policy community perceive a heightened
western united front to undermine China’s political
system and constrain Beijing’s rise. As a result, over
the next one to three years—barring any political
upheaval within the CCP—we are likely to see a
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hardening of Beijing’s resolve in its international
behavior and the development of a siege mentality

in response to the West. This would result in greater
assertiveness in China’s international posture, partic-
ularly in issues that it considers as core interests, such
as territorial matters and the CCP’s political rule.
Already the Chinese government has demonstrated
its willingness to sustain its diplomatic offensive
amidst the coronavirus pandemic, as evidenced by
its decision to enact the Hong Kong national security
law, clashing with India over border disputes, and
challenging other claimant states in the South China
Sea. Consequently, China is unlikely to acquiesce

to any external threats and challenges posed by
other countries. Any attempt to make some sort of
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diplomatic bargain with Beijing will be on Chinese
terms and from a Chinese position of strength. Will
it succeed in doing so, and are we to expect countries
to play exactly the way Beijing wants? In the author’s
view, this is not a given, particularly if the Chinese
authoritarian system continues to be perceived

as an unattractive model of political governance.
Moreover, China’s domestic institutions and internal
political dynamics will also pose problems for the
Chinese government, especially if the COVID-19
pandemic results in a sustained economic downturn,
thus undermining the CCP’s fragile social compact
with its people.*® All these would have significant
repercussions for China’s international and domestic
politics. In a post COVID-19 era, as China contin-
ues to seek greater prestige, status, and influence on
the world stage, it is also likely to be more paranoid,
sensitive, and susceptible to external forces on its
domestic front. PRISM
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