
download at 
thecic.org

A CIC publication  |  thecic.org               

 Published since 1940   |   Vol.68  No. 11

China’s Foreign Policy Drivers Under Xi 
Jinping: Where Does Canada Fit In?

By Jeremy Paltiel and Stephen N. Smith

Synopsis

China’s foreign policy under President Xi Jinping has entered a new era. Xi has jettisoned Deng Xiaoping’s low 
profile foreign policy of “biding time in the shadows” to openly proclaiming China as an example for 
developing countries and the goal of “national rejuvenation” as a bid to take a place as a leading global power. 
To protect its domestic political order China under Xi challenges the universality of liberal values and seeks to 
reform global governance assure that China’s own political system and its cultural tradition are accommodated 
within its normative structure. This poses an unprecedented challenge to Canadian foreign policy at a time 
when the US under Donald Trump increasingly forces its allies to choose sides and support the primacy of US 
power. Chinese diplomacy under Xi is itself determined to draw “red lines” around its core interests and to 
punish countries who disregard its preference. The article concludes that while the rise of China poses 
unprecedented challenges for Canada’s postwar role and traditional diplomatic behavior, we should avoid 
seeing the rise of China and the US response in zero-sum terms. Core liberal principles can be defended 
alongside accommodating China’s effort to claim normative space for itself within the global order. We must 
strive to avoid casting the challenge of a rising China as a showdown between the West and “the rest.”
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History and identity in China’s foreign policy

China’s worldview has deep historical roots. Passing 
observers quickly learn the ubiquity of the “century of 
humiliation” in Chinese public discourse. The brutal 
history of semi-colonialism in mid-19th century China, 
beginning with the Opium Wars in 1839, remains a potent 
reminder of the fate that befalls weak nations in 
international politics. This memory of victimization at the 
hands of the West was reinforced in the wake of the 1989 
Tiananmen Square massacre through a nationwide 
“patriotic education” campaign intended to cultivate a 
feeling of nationalism and Party loyalty among students. 
Today, even on elite university campuses, posters 
exhorting students to “follow the Party forever” (永远跟
党走) remain common. While Canada never acted as a 
colonial power in China, our status as a Western nation 
ensures that China views Canadian behaviour in light of 
its more general relationship with the West. For instance, 
Chinese media routinely link the arrest of Meng Wanzhou 
to a broader Western plot to contain China’s rise.

China today holds at least four simultaneous identities.5 
These identities help to shape China’s policy decisions 
based on the specific audience and issue in question. First, 
it is a developing country. Like other developing countries, 
it has historically been subject to imperialism and 
oppression by Western powers and has daunting and 
unresolved socio-economic problems domestically. In this 
role, China seeks support and a leadership position in the 
Global South through alliances such as the Forum on 
China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) and looks to shirk 
some global demands for which it lacks resources. Second, 
it is an emerging power. As such, China looks to 
strengthen ties with other dissatisfied states that are 
underserved in the current global order, particularly the 
BRICS (Brazil, India, China, South Africa). Third, it is a 
great power. Through its position on the UN Security 
Council and the G20, China engages with the other great 
powers in international society and maintains a custodial 
role over resolving major events that threaten global 
security. In this capacity, China is increasingly willing to 
enforce global sanctions on “rogue” states such as North 
Korea, Iran, and Libya and take a leading role in 
addressing climate change through the Paris Agreement. 
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Introduction

Speaking to the nation’s elite at the 19th National Congress 
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 2017, China’s 
President Xi Jinping fêted the arrival of a new era of 
Chinese power: “The Chinese nation, with an entirely new 
posture, now stands tall and firm in the East.”1 Held every 
five years, Party Congresses offer the most authoritative 
statement of the Party’s aims for the next five years and 
beyond. This particular Congress marked a watershed by 
confirming a more activist role for China in international 
affairs. The meteoric economic growth witnessed in China 
over the past four decades has propelled it to the upper 
rungs in the global hierarchy of power, challenging the 
privileged position of the West in geopolitics. Commenting 
on China’s ascending position in the long sweep of world 
history, Xi declared:

Xi Jinping’s foreign policy, while distinctive, is not a 
fundamental break from that of his predecessors in the 
post–Cold War era. China’s overarching objective remains 
“national rejuvenation” as a leading technological, cultural, 
economic, and military power.3 Within this broader 
framework, however, each generation of CPC leadership 
has adopted different means to achieve this objective. 
Avery Goldstein notes that China’s grand strategy under Xi 
Jinping combines three elements: reassuring other states 
that its intentions are benign, reforming international 
order, and resisting challenges to the country’s core 
interests.4 While Canada is rarely mentioned as a specific 
target of Beijing’s grand strategy, Xi Jinping’s activist 
diplomacy has major ramifications for Canadian foreign 
policy goals in the Asia-Pacific and beyond. This paper 
discusses where Canada fits in China’s grand strategy.

1  “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at 19th CPC National Congress,” Xinhua, November 3, 2017, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/special/2017-11/03/c_136725942.htm. 
2  “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at 19th CPC National Congress.”
3  Jeremy Paltiel, The Empire’s New Clothes: Cultural Particularism and Universal Value in China’s Quest for Global Status (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 
4  Avery Goldstein, “China’s Grand Strategy under Xi Jinping: Reassurance, Reform, and Resistance,” International Security 45, no. 1 (July 2020): 164–201.
5  Shaun Breslin, “China and the Global Order: Signalling Threat or Friendship?,” International Affairs 89, no. 3 (2013): 615–34. 

The Chinese nation, which since modern times 
began had endured so much for so long, has 
achieved a tremendous transformation: it has stood 
up, grown rich, and is becoming strong…It offers a 
new option for other countries and nations who 
want to speed up their development while 
preserving their independence; and it offers 
Chinese wisdom and a Chinese approach to solving 
the problems facing mankind. 2



Finally, it is also a regional power. China takes on this role 
by seeking to dilute America’s strategic position in Asia 
while deepening its regional partnerships through existing 
institutions (e.g. ASEAN, SCO, and CICA) and, 
increasingly, its own (e.g. the Belt and Road Initiative, and 
AIIB).

China’s new role: Reformer of global governance

In January 2017, Xi Jinping delivered a keynote speech at 
the World Economic Forum that was for many an exercise 
in cognitive dissonance. Here was the leader of the world’s 
largest socialist country, a self-avowed Marxist, travelling to 
the annual confab of the global capitalist elite to defend the 
open trading system and present China as a reliable 
defender of neoliberal globalization.6 Over the past forty 
years of “reform and opening,” China, perhaps better than 
any other nation, has leveraged foreign trade and 
investment to power its successful economic development. 
While it remains poor on a per-capita basis, China’s GDP 
of roughly $14 trillion USD dwarfs Canada ($1.7 trillion) 
and is second only to the United States ($21 trillion) 
globally.7 Chinese leaders understand that maintaining and 
further deepening a liberal global economy is crucial to 
achieving its long-term goal of rejuvenation, a task that has 
taken on greater urgency in the face of populist pressures in 
the West that saw both the election of Donald Trump and 
Brexit in 2016.

For decades, China was content to peacefully integrate into 
the main institutions of the post-WW2 liberal international 
order in order to reap their benefits. Under Xi Jinping, 
China has abandoned the Deng Xiaoping–era “keep a low 
profile” strategy and instead is proactively striving to 
establish “a favourable international environment for 
China’s national rejuvenation.”8 Departing from his 
predecessors’ efforts to adapt to the existing order, Xi has 
repeatedly signaled Beijing’s intention to take up a 
constructive role in reforming the international order from 
which it has benefited so greatly. Xi has instructed China’s 
senior leadership to increase China’s capacity in four areas 

 of global governance: rule-making, agenda-setting, 
opinion-shaping, and overall coordination.9 Like other 
rising powers in history, China seeks to use its 
considerable material power to selectively reform 
elements of international order to be consistent with its 
own interests.

Leaving Canada behind?

In China’s eyes, Canada’s political capital has traditionally 
been rooted in its status as a highly developed Western 
country with membership in prestigious and exclusive 
geopolitical groupings like the G7. China’s effort to recast 
global governance in its own interest, combined with a 
newfound American disdain of multilateral obligations, 
has the effect of reducing Canada’s value to China as an 
outsized source of prestige and legitimacy. A crop of new 
or rejuvenated multilateral institutions not centred on the 
West have come to the fore with China’s support: the 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the G20, 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), Conference 
on Interaction and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia 
(CICA) summit, Lancang-Mekong Cooperation forum. 
These institutions together serve not just to “democratize” 
global governance but also to increase Beijing’s political 
capital as a “leader” of globalization. Being a bystander or, 
at best, ambivalent partner to the tectonic shift of global 
governance from the North Atlantic to the Global South 
centered on the Asian heartland marginalizes Canada’s 
hard-won post-war status.

In a wide-ranging review of Xi Jinping’s diplomatic 
thought, China’s top diplomat, Yang Jiechi, outlined 
Beijing’s hierarchy in its management of foreign 
relations.10 First are relations with its neighbours. China 
understands the smaller states on its territorial and 
maritime periphery to be crucial to its long-term goal of 
national rejuvenation and under Xi Jinping has redoubled 
its effort to strengthen economic, political, and security 
ties with them, even as it aggressively defends its maritime 
claims in the South and East China Seas.11  
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6   Jamil Anderlini, Feng Wang, and Tom Mitchell, “Xi Jinping Delivers Robust Defence of Globalisation at Davos,” Financial Times, January 17, 2017, https://www.ft.com/
    content/67ec2ec0-dca2-11e6-9d7c-be108f1c1dce.
7  World Bank, “GDP (Current US$) - China, United States, Canada,” September 1, 2020, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=CN-US-CA. 
8   Xuetong Yan, “From Keeping a Low Profile to Striving for Achievement,” Chinese Journal of International Politics 7, no. 2 (2014): 154. 
9  “习近平：加强合作推动全球治理体系变革 共同促进人类和平与发展崇高事业 (Xi Jinping: Strengthen Cooperation on Reforming the Global Governance System, 
    Jointly Promote he Sublime Undertaking of Human Peace and Development),” Xinhua, September 28, 2016, http://www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2016-09/28/
    c_1119641652.htm.
10  Jiechi Yang, “以习近平总书记外交思想指引对外工作航向 (General Secretary Xi Jinping’s Diplomatic Thinking Guides the Direction of External Work),” People’s 
     Daily, January 14,2017, http://politics.people.com.cn/n1/2017/0114/c1001-29022766.html. 
11 Stephen N. Smith, “Harmonizing the Periphery: China’s Neighborhood Strategy under Xi Jinping,” The Pacific Review, August 15, 2019, 1–29, https://     
    doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2019.1651383. 



In engaging with its neighbours, Beijing seeks to cultivate 
an image of a great power that has a “correct view of 
righteousness and benefit” (正确义利观) and cares about 
its neighbours. China celebrates its role as a supplier of 
global public goods through international initiatives such 
as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The infrastructure-
heavy BRI allows China not only to secure its own 
economic interests but also to tie the development of 
neighbouring states closer to its own. It also accords with 
Beijing’s developmentalist worldview in which 
“development is the underpinning and the key for solving 
all [China’s] problems.”12

Second are China’s relations the other great powers, which 
Yang explicitly refers to as the United States, Russia, and 
the European Union (in that order). With other great 
powers, Beijing studiously avoids direct confrontation, 
which would have serious repercussions on the Chinese 
long-term goal of rejuvenation, and demonstrates a 
willingness to adopt flexible diplomatic measures in 
addressing reasonable concerns. Third, Beijing remains 
wedded to its historic post-colonial links to the developing 
world, primarily African states, which are important not 
only in serving as large markets for exports of Chinese 
goods and capital but also by offering crucial support in 
Beijing’s effort to reform international order.

Canada fits awkwardly in this geopolitical 
compartmentalization. Indeed, the daunting task facing 
Chinese policymakers – managing relations with a complex 
neighbourhood rife with territorial conflicts while carefully 
managing relations with a hostile United States – means 
that Canada sits relatively low in Beijing’s diplomatic 
priorities except during times of crisis.

Hardening the Hard, Softening the Soft

Xi Jinping frequently exhorts his officials to practice 
“bottom line thinking” (底线思维), which in practice 
means brooking no concessions in safeguarding the 
nation’s core interests. China’s “core interests” consist 
primarily of any perceived challenge to its sovereignty and 
territorial integrity, especially over Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang, 
and Hong Kong.13 Beijing is resolute in deterring any 

foreign support for these issues and is unwilling to accept 
any foreign criticism, which it regards as interference in its 
domestic affairs. Moreover, China’s accumulation of 
economic power has provided it with more tools to 
enforce compliance, including trade sanctions, investment 
restrictions, and tourism bans. A dramatic instance of this 
occurred recently when Chinese authorities abruptly 
suspended talks on a loan and closed a key border crossing 
to Mongolia in response to the visit of the Dalai Lama to 
Gandantegchinlen monastery in Ulan Bator.14 Beijing’s 
coercive diplomacy has been similarly applied to Australia, 
Canada, New Zealand, Norway, the Philippines, and South 
Korea. The willingness to enforce China’s core interests 
extends to foreign companies that wish to do business in 
China. In February 2018, state-run newspaper People’s 
Daily publicly criticized the German luxury-vehicle maker 
Mercedes-Benz for posting a social media advertisement 
with a quote attributed to the Dalai Lama, forcing the 
company to apologize.15

Xi Jinping’s “major power diplomacy” provides 
international society with an unambiguous signal of 
Beijing’s intentions: defer to our core interests and you are 
our friend, defy them and you are our enemy. Strategically, 
this means that respecting China's claims and interests is 
now a litmus test of diplomatic relations. This is 
particularly acute for smaller powers like Canada, who 
engage China from a position of weakness owing to 
asymmetric power relations. While China recognizes that 
great powers may have overlapping interests and concerns 
in strategic tension that have to be handled through deft 
diplomacy, smaller powers are expected to “respect” the 
interests of the great powers. This logic is reflected in a 
January 2017 White Paper laying out China’s vision for the 
future regional security order. “Major Asia-Pacific 
countries” – which the paper directly names as China, US, 
Russia, India, and Japan – are counseled to “respect others’ 
legitimate interests and concerns” while unnamed “small 
and medium-sized countries need not and should not take 
sides among big countries.”16

China’s effort to cultivate an image of a moral great power 
thus co-exists alongside an uncompromising stance on 
issues that are perceived to infringe on its sovereignty or 
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12   “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at 19th CPC National Congress.” 
13    Michael D. Swaine, “China’s Assertive Behavior Part One: On ‘Core Interests,’” China Leadership Monitor 34 (2010): 1–25.
14  “China ‘blocks’ Mongolia Border after Dalai Lama Visit,” Al Jazeera, December 10, 2016, http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/12/china-blocks-mongolia-border-dalai-lama-
      visit-161210060313417.html. 
15   Sui-Lee Wee, “Mercedes-Benz Quotes the Dalai Lama. China Notices. Apology Follows.,” New York Times, February 6, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/06/business/
      mercedes-daimler-dalai-lama-china.html
16    Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “China’s Policies on Asia-Pacific Security Cooperation,” January 11, 2017, www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/
      zxxx_662805/t1429771.shtml      .



territorial integrity. The logic of Beijing’s asymmetric 
relationships is one in which the benefits that interlocutors 
derive from China is dependent on a continued public 
deference to China’s core interests. When this asymmetric 
bargain is broken, Beijing is willing to use its considerable 
market power to “punish” suspected violators. This dual 
strategic approach of intransigence and flexibility is 
reflected in the Chinese axiom “hardening the hard, 
softening the soft” (硬的更硬，软的更软).17

Canada and China’s “bottom line”

It may be argued that in the Xi Jinping era (and the parallel 
“America First” foreign policy of the Trump 
administration), Canada became an unwitting victim of 
China’s newfound “bottom line” thinking. The shift in 
China’s strategic goals and the relative balance of political 
and economic power has placed Canada in an unfamiliar 
and uncomfortable position. Canada began the postwar era 
as a core member of the Western Alliance at a time when 
global power was still concentrated in the North Atlantic. 
As global power has shifted dramatically towards the Asia-
Pacific, Canada has found itself outside the core and 
increasingly remote from the diplomatic networks that will 
decisively affect the evolution of the global system this 
century. Canada is a continental ally of the US and its allies 
in the North Atlantic – but not in the Asia-Pacific. Ever 
since the establishment of bilateral ties in October 1970, 
Canada enjoyed a strong bilateral relationship with China 
that was interrupted briefly by the Tiananmen repression of 
1989 and for the first three years of the Harper government. 
But by 2010 the strategic balance had shifted dramatically. 
Canada was seen less as a coveted partner than a 
demandeur.

Canada had early on succeeded in establishing an image as 
a “friend,” but Chinese strategic and diplomatic analysts 
had long tended to see Canada as a strategic appendage of 
the US. The strategic importance and value of Canada 
hovered between these two images with the value of 
Canadian “friendship” fluctuating along with the value of 
the non-fungible resources and interests that accompanied 
this friendship. By the second decade of the 21st century, 
the value of the Canadian market for Chinese trade was 
more than trivial but less than significant to China. More 
importance was accorded to Canada as a potential 
beachhead for Chinese investment as part of Beijing’s 
“going-out” strategy, particularly in resources for State-

Owned Enterprises and in the strategically important 
North American space, with a potential role in China’s 
arctic ambitions. That is why China’s responses to 
Canadian scrutiny of Chinese investment have been so 
sensitive and so charged and why the Meng case is 
intimately bound up in the fate of Huawei and the global 
reach of Chinese technology. Canadians may see 
decision-making under the Canada Investment Act as 
discrete. The Chinese government sees these as a test of 
Canada’s “friendship.”

China’s dichotomous friend/enemy categorization of 
relationships has been a staple of Chinese foreign policy 
behaviour since the Mao years, but in the post-Mao era, 
particularly since the time of President Jiang Zemin 
(whose term neatly overlapped that of Jean Chrétien), it 
has been bound up it the semi-formalized network of 
“strategic partnerships” that are organized on a hierarchic 
basis with “comprehensive” strategic partnerships 
outranking ordinary ones. Canada entered the ranks of 
“partnerships” under Jiang and was upgraded to a 
“strategic partnership” in 2005. However, this strategic 
partnership was effectively in abeyance in the first half of 
the Harper government, with Harper only endorsing it in 
2010. Justin Trudeau reaffirmed it in 2018. Such 
partnerships normally involve at minimum annual 
exchanges of visits at senior levels, and for a country of 
Canada’s size, it would normally mean head of 
government or Head of State, with corresponding 
working groups in designated sectors with vice-
ministerial or ministerial working groups with specific 
deliverables or action plans with dated targets. Many of 
these were symbolic but with real-world consequences in 
terms of problem-solving opportunities at the 
bureaucratic level. Canada never quite made it to the 
“comprehensive” stage and our partnership has been 
effectively in limbo, with suspension of bilateral 
consultations, since the Meng Wanzhou detention in 
December 2018.

The reality of “bottom line” thinking with respect to 
Canada is signalled by the repetitive Chinese use of a 
Chinese expression with respect to the Meng Wanzhou 
case and the detention of the “two Michaels”: “the one 
who tied the knot must first untie it.”18

China’s “partnership” diplomacy has been analogized as a 
substitute for alliances for a country that opposes 
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17 Hoo Tiang Boon, “Hardening the Hard, Softening the Soft: Assertiveness and China’s Regional Strategy,” Journal of Strategic Studies 40, no. 5 (July 29, 2017): 639–62.
18 “Remarks by H.E. Ambassador Cong Peiwu at the Reception in Celebration of the 70th Anniversary of the Founding of the People’s Republic of China,” October 1, 2019, 
http://ca.china-embassy.org/eng/gdxw/t1704494.htm.



alliances and alliance blocs. And indeed, China’s 
“comprehensive strategic partnership of coordination for a 
new era”19 with Russia verges on an alliance relationship in 
all but name but lacks the key component of mutual defence 
obligations. Instead it may be better to view these 
partnerships as a form of diplomatic bandwidth that 
designates preferred relationships and grants priority in 
binding intergovernmental coordination. What is 
important, however, is that these relationships are strictly 
bilateral and never legally binding, thus granting the 
Chinese partner considerable flexibility in withdrawing the 
privileges of the relationship if displeased. Conversely, on 
the other side of the relationship, the partner country has 
flexibility within the “strategic partnership” to prioritize and 
maximize particular areas of cooperation. The fluctuating 
fate of Canadian canola exports are a feature of the plasticity 
of the strategic partnership.

There is little doubt that Sino-Canadian relations have been 
sideswiped by growing Sino-American friction. For almost 
all of the 50 years of Canada’s diplomatic relations with 
China, Sino-Canadian relations have more or less been 
complementary with our relationship with the US. While 
Canada initially sought a diplomatic relationship with 
China despite US objections, very quickly the US sought to 
advance bilateral relations with China as well. Within 
months of our diplomatic breakthrough, Henry Kissinger 
was on a secret flight to Beijing, and more-or-less ever since, 
Canada may sometimes have tacked closer to Beijing than 
Washington, but Canada’s relationship with China was 
never seen as contrary to US interests.

All this changed under Donald Trump and his America 
First foreign policy. Not only did Trump seek to whittle 
away the US trade deficit by imposing tariffs and initiating a 
trade war with China, he targeted Canadian exports and 
threatened NAFTA. Canada’s largest trading relationship 
lay hostage to US tactics. China became less of an 
opportunity to diversify our trade and more of a strategic 
dilemma. A clear indicator of the Hobson’s choice offered 
by Washington was the last-minute insertion of Clause 
32(10a) in the USMCA (the successor to NAFTA) whereby 
two signatories of the agreement can exclude a country 
entering into a free-trade agreement with a “non-market 
economy” (i.e., China) on six months’ notice.

In a rapidly polarizing international context, Beijing saw fit 
to retaliate against those parties perceived to be

 aligning with the US against it. It is through this lens that 
Beijing viewed the arrest of Meng Wanzhou. As the 
director-general of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs North America and Oceania Division and former 
MFA spokesperson put it to the Globe and Mail: “Other 
countries, meanwhile, should draw a lesson from the 
breakdown in relations between Canada and China, Mr. 
Lu said: ‘Don’t help the wrong person doing the wrong 
thing. That’s the lesson.’”20

Canadians may regard the Chinese response to the 
detention of Ms. Meng as a repudiation and 
abandonment of the “soft power” built up in the 
relationship with Canada and the Trudeau government in 
particular, but the Chinese view of soft power is quite 
distinctive: unlike the view espoused by Joseph Nye, 
which conceives of soft power as the inherent and 
spontaneous attraction of values and lifestyle,21 China has 
always viewed “soft power” as a deployable instrument 
backed up by material resources. It is “soft” only so far as 
it is not tipped with a spearhead (or warhead). Thus, once 
Canada slipped into the adversarial column with the 
arrest of Ms. Meng, Chinese diplomatic and material 
resources were tipped to deploy in opposition to 
Canadian interests.

China’s ambitions and the “threat to the liberal order”

While there is little or no question that China’s 
diplomatic and military strategy has become more 
assertive, it is not quite accurate to call it expansionist or 
confrontational. In dispute after dispute, once the level of 
confrontation has reached a certain level, Chinese 
diplomacy is deployed to defuse and pull the 
confrontation back from the brink. China seems to aim at 
moving the goalposts closer to its preferred position than 
to actually match forces in a head-to-head battle. 
However, there is a longstanding Chinese policy not to 
back down from a confrontation where the opposing 
party takes the initiative. Chinese policy is predicated on 
being able to absorb pain better and not shrinking from 
inflicting pain even when it may also suffer. The goal is to 
maintain the political initiative and not cede it by 
appearing passive in the face of an insult. Chinese 
scholars expressed privately in the summer of 2019 that 
retaliation for the arrest of Meng Wanzhou was necessary 
and inevitable.
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19 “China, Russia Agree to Upgrade Relations for New Era,” Xinhua, June 6, 2019, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-06/06/c_138119879.htm.
20 “Canada Only Country Willing to Detain Meng Wanzhou, China Says” The Globe and Mail, September 4, 2020 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-canada-
only-country-willing-to-detain-meng-wanzhou-china-says/ (accessed September 8, 2020). 
21 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means To Success In World Politics (New York: Public Affairs, 2004).



China has irredentist claims based on the borders of the 
Qing empire and a long maritime boundary that acquired 
new significance under modern resource activities and a 
new international legal regime, but its behaviour does not 
represent a wholesale rejection of the liberal order. It is 
more accurate to describe Chinese efforts at reforming 
world order as seeking to normalize China’s state-centric 
political economic model rather than as an effort to 
establish hegemony on its own terms. China advances its 
own norms and values together with its political system as 
having equal legitimacy to those of the liberal West. 
Canadian protestations of being a “rule-of-law–abiding 
state” are seen as intolerable arrogance and 
condescension. Beijing’s so-called “Wolf Warrior” 
diplomats wage offensive public discourse not so much to 
cow the West but rather to defend China’s one-party 
system as legitimate and effective.22 While Xi has 
portrayed Chinese socialism as a “new option” for other 
countries, China is perfectly ready to live alongside liberal 
states as so long as these do not question its own 
legitimacy or seek to constrain its development or growth. 
In other words, China’s heavy-handed rejection of 
universal values is less about expansionism and more 
about making the world safe for the CCP.23 This 
imperative means that garnering domestic and 
international support for China’s governance model is 
now a key driver of Beijing’s public diplomacy. 

The question of whether this constitutes a threat to the 
rules-based order is partly a matter of perception. 
Certainly, China opposes any conflation of the 
multilateral rules-based order with liberal governance and 
multi-party electoral democracy. China sees itself less as a 
template for others than as an object lesson from which 
other developing nations can draw instruction from as 
they see fit. However, from the perspective of liberal 
states, including Canada, a country with a state-centric 
model of one-party governance, in which “rule of law” 
means deference to state interests, creates a fundamental 
asymmetry in global governance and the role of law. 
International law operates and functions primarily 
through domestic courts. On the one side, liberal states 
give space for the free play of interests and an 
independent judiciary can decide among them according 
to law, and on the other, states like China and those 
influenced by it give clear precedence to national 
priorities. The principle of “national treatment” at the 
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heart of international trade law may come under 
suspicion both in China’s domestic market and in 
overseas markets where Chinese state-owned enterprises 
exercise preponderant influence. Chinese authorities 
claim strict adherence to the spirit and letter of 
international trade law but the perception and reality of 
lack of reciprocity in market access remains.

The question is how to respond to this challenge. One 
temptation, and one that is currently exercised by the 
Trump administration, is to mirror Chinese nationalist 
state preferences with state-enforced priorities of its own. 
This risks descent into a mercantilist free-for-all that 
benefits none but the largest markets. The alternative is 
tighter coordination among the remaining “liberal” states 
working together to enforce greater reciprocity on China. 
This gives rise to a coordination problem that is 
particularly acute for liberal states with short electoral 
cycles and shifting domestic coalitions. But even if a 
worldwide alliance of liberal states were possible, Beijing 
would be determined to resist and undermine it by 
whatever means necessary, further risking a downward 
spiral of insecurity between China and the West.

Liberal states cannot escape or evade the distorting lens of 
China’s rise, but they can mitigate it by working together 
strenuously to uphold liberal norms over the space that 
they control. The more holes China can poke in the fabric 
of liberal governance, the weaker the constraining force of 
liberal norms. At the same time, there is still ample space 
for genuine cooperation to address common threats in 
areas such as the environment and public health. China’s 
selective approach to reforming the international order 
offers liberal states both an opportunity to work together 
with China where shared norms exist and a shared 
challenge of protecting their own “bottom line” of liberal 
norms globally. Finding a prudent balance between these 
two goals in an era of resurgent Chinese power is one of 
the most pressing and complex tasks facing Canada’s 
diplomacy. Neither Canada nor China should perceive 
our disagreements as zero-sum. There may be room to 
build new norms that transcend the horizon of what is 
“western” and “liberal” and what it “Chinese.” There is 
room to humbly acknowledge where we have not 
exhausted the limits of “universality” and achieved the 
“end of history.”

When Canada established diplomatic relations with 
China fifty years ago, the hope was not that China would 
automatically evolve into a liberal-democratic state. 
Rather, the prospect was that China would converge with 
the comity of diplomacy and global governance through 
intensive interaction with the international order. 

22 Reuters, “France Summons Chinese Envoy After Comments on Coronavirus Handling,” The New York Times, April 14, 2020, sec. World, https://www.nytimes.com/
    reuters/2020/04/14/world/europe/14reuters-health-coronavirus-france-china.html. 
23 Jessica Chen Weiss, “A World Safe for Autocracy?,” Foreign Affairs, August 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2019-06-11/world-safe-autocracy.



This hope has not been extinguished by China’s rising 
power and influence. Instead it has been brought into 
sharper relief in Hong Kong, Taiwan, or the South China 
Sea, where China has dictated its preferred norms by 
force. The question of whether we should impose liberal 
values on China actually stands the problem on its head: 
the issue is whether China should impose its views on its 
neighbourhood or be brought back to the path of genuine 
engagement to conform to the common weal. China 
needs to recognize that for its rise to gain acceptance 
requires still deeper engagement, not inflexible red lines.
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