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Introduction

In colloquial English, to say that a particular problem is
“complex” is simply to say that solving it would be “complicated.” To
someone familiar with Complex Systems Science, Cvybernetics, or
Information Theory, however, such phrasing can signify something
altogether more interesting - namely, that the problem in question
displays certain characteristics making it into a specific type of
challenge, and that it may usefully be understood, and perhaps
addressed, through the application of specialized knowledge from
those fields.

More importantly, for present purposes, that phrasing might
also have such specific and technical connotations for a war-planner or
strategist in China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) - and even for a
senior political leader in the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)! at work
in the Zhongnanhai leadership compound in Beijing. This is because,
as we explain in this paper, the rulers of People’s Republic of China
(PRC) have in recent decades sought to ground the basic architecture
of their grand strategy in Complexity-informed analyses and policy
interventions.
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But what do we mean by Complexity? Well, the world of
Complex Systems Science can hardly be described as anything other
than enormously “complex” in its own right, and we will not pretend
to do it justice here. By way of an elementary primer, however, it is
worth remembering - as Scott Page has explained - that

[cJomplex systems are collections of diverse, connected,
interdependent entities whose behavior is determined by
rules, which may adapt, but need not. ... A complex system
consists of diverse entities that interact in a network or
contact structure —a geographic space, a computer network,
or a market. These entities’ actions are interdependent —
what one protein, ant, person, or nation does materially
atfects others.?

These relationships of interdependence between structural
elements are fundamental, and help give rise to some of the most
important aspects of a complex system:

The interdependence between the constituent elements
and sub-systems of a complex system can create powerful
feedback loops, both positive (i.e., self-reinforcing) and
negative (i.e, dampening), which often makes system
behavior notoriously nonlinear. Combined with such
systems’ sensitivity to initial conditions—that is, the
degree to which even only very slight differences in an
initial starting point can result in enormously different
outcomes —these dynamics can make the behavior of
complex systems highly unpredictable over anything but
almost trivially short timespans.3

Those who study such Complexity on major faculties and in
places such as the Santa Fe Institute have used examination of such
systems to develop remarkable insights in a range of fields - not just
theoretically, but also in various applied contexts. As the primary
concerns of the authors of this paper relate to U.S. national security
policy, it is important to note that such contexts can include
policymaking as well.
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And indeed, just as some scholars have attempted to draw upon
complexity analysis to provide insights useful for policymakers,* so
too is the degree of the CCP’s commitment to complexity-based
approaches - and its effort to employ them in the governance of China
- receiving increasing attention. Beyond a still-small group of intrepid
Western scholars, however, the magnitude of this CCP commitment to
Complexity-informed policymaking is not yet sufficiently understood.
This paper thus seeks to provide further insight into the profound shift
into the Complexity paradigm that occurred in the CCP leadership a
generation ago, outlining how such concepts today provide the key to
understanding how modern Chinese leaders seek to expand their
country’s national power and achieve its imagined destiny of
geopolitical “return” or “rejuvenation” in the international arena.

The Power of Paradigm

In his celebrated 1962 masterwork, The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions® - and even more directly in his 1969 Postscript to the
Second Edition® - Thomas Kuhn brought his interpretation of the word
“paradigm” into common use in his analysis of scientific progress and
the communities that organize around the study of scientific
phenomena. Paradigms for scientific communities constitute more
than simply the common ground between participants in research
circles. They also provide the understood baseline - “examples which
include law, theory, application, and instrumentation together” - from
which the community’s members conduct and evaluate experiments,”
activities he collectively labeled “puzzle solving.” While Kuhn argued
these accepted practices do not constitute “rules,” within these
communities, adherence to them is the starting point for a researcher’s
credibility.®

Kuhn’s aim in this exploration was to articulate how a scientific
community absorbs the results of experiments which call the
community’s “quasi-standard” theories into question, causing a crisis
- a revolution - within the community. The received conceptual
baseline be within a community can be so powerful that its members
have a difficult time accepting (or even seeing) things inconsistent with
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that baseline, as a result of which many members of such a community
resist or reject revolutionary findings. This can make it difficult for
genuinely new conceptualizations to take hold, and it is common for
multiple paradigms to co-exist within communities for a time, as
inconsistencies are hashed out and new theoretical constructs gain
adherents.

Often, according to Kuhn, the replacement of an existing
paradigm with a new one must await generational succession in the
scientific community, for it is often a subsequent generation of
scientific pathfinders who advance the new paradigm against older
adherents of the previous conventional wisdom, until its explanatory
power can no longer be resisted and the old paradigm finally fades.’
During this period of divergence, the gap in understanding between
the two communities grows, with each judging the other’s work as
increasingly nonsensical and their epistemologies gradually becoming
mutually unintelligible.

As non-scientists, we recognize the risk of invoking Kuhn in a
discussion of CCP grand strategy, and do not assert that his
framework of conceptual succession necessarily applies here in every
respect. However, as will be detailed herein, we do believe that a
paradigm shift in favor of cybernetics-informed, systems thinking-
based approaches took hold among the CCP leadership in the
aftermath of the death of Mao Zedong and the purge of the Gang of
Four - a shift that in many ways represents very much the kind of
succession Kuhn described - and that this shift resulted in the
adoption of approaches grounded in what is generally known as the
science of Complexity, which has only grown in influence within the
Chinese strategic planning community and the central Party apparatus
in the years since.

A New CCP Paradigm of Power

In their detailed examination of the ideological reckoning within
the CCP during this period, Chinese Marxism in Post-Mao China, Bill
Brugger and David Kelly insightfully analyzed a range of influences
on party thinking, including special attention to Cybernetics, general
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systems theory, futurist analysis, and applications of scientific
concepts such as thermodynamics to control of complex giant systems
even in the early stages of the era of Deng Xiaoping’s “reform and
opening up” (S5, Gdigé kaifang) in the mid- to late 1970s. Very
much in line with Deng’s direction to “seek truth in facts” - which was
seen as a call to scientific objectivity and pragmatism - these
conceptual approaches easily aligned with the CCP’s prior interest in
holistic social theory, dialectics, and materialism, making them a
natural fit to guide the Party’s post-Maoist agenda.!!

It is not our intent in this paper to exhaustively document the
incorporation of cybernetics and related theories concerned with
instrumentation and control of complex macro-systems into Party-
State national reform policy beginning in the late 1970’s. In fact, Dylan
Levi King already does a fine job of this in his 2024 essay A Brief History
of Chinese Cybernetics.’> While King is skeptical of the success these
approaches have actually had as applied by the CCP, mostly in the
context of domestic policy, we assert that complex adaptive systems

thinking and cybernetic methodologies are dominant across the
modern Chinese Party-State in nearly all aspects of CCP policy and
strategy as it pursues “the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”
(FAERIEH R E N, Zhonghudminzu Wéida Fuxing) by the year 2049, which
will mark 100 years since the establishment of the PRC.

Today, China-watchers outside the PRC encounter the lexicon of
complex adaptive systems (CAS) ubiquitously in CCP and PRC
government pronouncements, policy guidance documents, academic
treatises, and strategic writings, from the highest level to the working
level, in research and policy circles, across the full range of Party-State
activity from national defense issues to economic, social, and political
affairs. We agree with Dylan Levi King, who began a presentation to
the Cybernetics Society by asserting “it's nearly impossible to
understand the logic of Chinese politics, the function of Chinese
politics, without understanding Cybernetics ... and a distinct Chinese
Cybernetics tradition”! - but we would extend this dictum beyond
mere politics to encompass, as well, the entirety of Chinese grand
strategy. = Western leaders will greatly misunderstand Chinese
policies, and hence may fail to devise adequate counterstrategies,
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unless they grasp the centrality of these concepts to CCP leadership
across the full breadth of public policy issues.

To wit, we believe an understanding of CAS and cybernetics
must inform any analysis of the PRC’s national strategy of
“rejuvenation.” To the uninitiated, official explanations of the
strategic objective of this strategy can seem vague in publicly available
sources, and Western readers may be tempted to treat CCP
pronouncements about China’s strategic future as airy and only partly
meaningful rhetoric, full of jargon words that sound nice to the ear but
cannot be pinned down with enough specificity to provide either real
explanation or clear guidance.

With an understanding of the systems theory paradigm that
drives CCP strategic planning, however, it is possible to open up a
much deeper understanding of Chinese strategy, and to see such
statements and writings as actually offering what is - and is understood
by CCP audiences to be - a geopolitical policy agenda every bit as clear
and strategically pointed as Complexity thinking would permit any
such policy program to be. Through the prism of Complexity, in other
words, rather than just representing vague and aspirational puffery,
CCP writings display great rhetorical and thematic consistency, and
can be seen to convey real information and guidance, both about the
ends, ways, and means of Chinese grand strategy and about the
relationships between them.

To take a simple example, in an October 2022 speech to the 20t
National Congress, Xi Jinping declared that “[b]y the middle of the
century, we must build China into a great modern socialist country
that leads the world in terms of Comprehensive National Power and
international influence.”’* On its face, such a statement - while
certainly making clear the speaker’s intention to see China expand its
global role and stature - might seem largely empty of substantive
content about what this really means and how it is to come to pass. In
its CCP context and through the lens of the Party’s now decades-long
commitment to Complexity-based policy, however, it actually signals
much more. In fact, one might expand the full meaning of Xi’s
shorthand statement, for instance, to read:
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By no later than 2049, the PRC will be the world’s most
powerful country in terms of “Comprehensive National
Power” (CNP) [£:& E J1],'° with the world’s most effective
national strategic systems and strategic capabilities,
through which CNP is exercised in service to national
sovereignty, development, and security interests as
defined by the Communist Party of China, and for
purposes both of positioning China as the central node in
the open, complex, giant adaptive system of global affairs,
and of positioning the Party as the dominant central note
within that systemically dominant China.

Such an exegetical expansion is cumbersome, of course, and that
is precisely why Chinese pronouncements seldom fill in such details.
For their intended audiences within the Party-State system, however,
they do not need to, for Chinese policymaking has been suffused for the
last four decades by Complexity-based thinking. In context, shorthand

locutions are generally all that is needed to direct the reader or listener
to a range of antecedent understandings that represent the new
conceptual baseline for the CCP’s current paradigm for strategy and

policy.

As we have presaged by our “decoding” of Xi’s October 2022
speech, it will be our contention in this paper that:

1) The modern PRC Party-State’s approach to governance
at home and grand strategy in the world is best
understood by first gaining an appreciation for the
cybernetics and Complexity (“systems thinking”)
paradigm from which its engineers and architects -
namely, CCP leadership, strategists, and officials at all
levels - approach their work as part of a coherent
national strategy.

Likewise, Comprehensive National Power (CNP) must
be understood in terms of the central role it plays in
both the shaping and the conduct of PRC national
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strategy - namely, as the highly complex, interrelated
network of factors that collectively constitute a
country’s strategic optionality relative to other actors
within the international system, and the relative degree
of possession of which determines nations” fate in the
international arena. CNP - a complex and aggregative
concept which itself both draws upon and influences
CCP “systems thinking” - constitutes at once the metric
for assessing progress in domestic Chinese
development and the foundation for national strategy
across all aspects of the global “competition between
national systems” which the CCP intends both to win
and to win in ways reminiscent of the decisive manner
in which it feels superlative British and American CNP
produced global dominance for those powers in
generations past. In this fashion, CNP theory thus
describes both China’s return from the “humiliation” of
having been overmatched by the barbarians” CNP and

the path through which Beijing is reclaiming the
systemic global centrality it assumes to be its birthright.

While Xi Jinping is often credited with ushering in
changes in PRC strategy, as he has led the PRC during
a time that has produced some of its most dramatic
expansion in national power, Xi is in some sense merely
the inheritor of an older tradition of attempting to bring
about systemic Chinese modernization in search of
national power that predates the CCP or even its
predecessor, the Kuomintang (KMT). Importantly,
while Xi is credited with ushering in important changes,
these changes - and China’s present-day global
assertiveness - are the product of CNP-based
assessments of China’s degree of progress as “national
rejuvenation” has augmented its power in the global
arena.

These assessments were made on the basis of general
performance metrics the CCP began to develop in the
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early years of Deng Xiaoping, and they draw heavily
upon the work of early PRC pioneers in cybernetics.
Xi's strategic moves are thus both new and yet not truly
novel: they are the result of conclusions reached in the
years before Xi rose to preeminence that China had
reached a new historical position in which - after long
years of strategic patience under Deng’s rubric of
“biding time and hiding capabilities” - it was now both
possible and appropriate for the country to act in
increasingly assertive ways that had in a general sense
been anticipated all along, but that were previously
inadvisable.

The two closely-entangled frameworks of CNP theory and the
CCP’s cybernetics-derived concepts of governance, therefore, provide
the keys to understanding the interrelated ends, ways, and means of
Chinese grand strategy over most of the last half century. They
represent a powerful “through line” of conceptual continuity and

strategic focus that ties essentially all facets of modern CCP policy
together into a coherent whole.

A New Paradigm for Understanding Chinese Strategy

We believe, moreover, that understanding the CNP/systems
paradigm shift that occurred in Chinese concepts of governance and
power after Mao’s death also points toward the need for a second
paradigm shift: one in our own thinking about China. Through a
Kuhnian prism, it seems to us that there is a divergence in
understanding - a paradigmatic gap - within Western analyses of the
PRC. Western observers of China have long struggled to make sense
of CCP policy as it has evolved over the last few decades.

At present, the received wisdoms of Western interpretations of
the post-Mao era seem to have been destabilized by events, but no
clear replacement paradigm has yet taken root capable of persuasively
and comprehensively describing the PRC’s approach and the breadth
of CCP policies. This destabilization of the conventional wisdom is not
merely a problem for scholars, of course. It is particularly problematic
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for policymakers responsible figuring out what to do in response to the
challenges the PRC presents to the rest of the world.

As broadly outlined above, however, we think that an
organizing framework for a deep understanding PRC grand strategy
can be discerned, and that the CCP’s last half-century of policymaking
can be understood in ways that go beyond simply cataloguing a
succession of disparate and idiosyncratic choices. Specifically, we
would point Western China-watchers toward the “systems-thinking”
approach that it is now clear that the CCP has adopted for itself. The
new paradigm for Western China-watchers should be grounded in
understanding Chinese grand strategy as that country’s leaders
themselves understand it - that is, through the prism of concepts and
theories associated with Cybernetics, Systems Science, Complexity
Science, Dynamic Systems Theory (Chaos Theory), and other related
scientific approaches which have found purchase within the CCP’s
national strategy of “the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”

The authors of this paper certainly did not ourselves take the first
steps on this journey, and it is important to highlight that important
work has already been done to draw attention to the role of cybernetics
(¥Efilie, kongzhi lun) and systems thinking (&4t 4, xitong siwei) in PRC
planning and strategy. We cannot do full justice here to the
pathbreaking China-watchers who have taken important steps to
document CCP reforms along these lines as the Party-State has
pursued policies and strategies of “systematization” or
“institutionalization” (f#i|E1{t, zhiduhua). Chad Sbragia, currently with
the Institute for Defense Analyses, has done as much as any other
Western scholar to advance understandings of the central role played
by systems thinking in the CCP’s strategic design.

Outstanding further work has also been led by scholars such as
Samantha Hoffman,¢ Alex, Stone,!” and Dylan Levi King,’® as well as
journalists such as Wall Street Journal reporters Josh Chin and Liza
Lin.? Researchers at the RAND Corporation - Jeffrey Engstrom and
others - also deserve recognition for their analysis of the embrace of
systems thinking by China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in
thinking about modern warfare.?? Despite their endeavors, however,
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the systems-based approach to understanding Chinese grand strategy
has yet really to take off among Western analysts.

It is past time for that to change. In this paper, we thus attempt
to build upon prior work and to open the conceptual aperture further
to achieve a fuller understanding of the sweep of PRC grand strategy.
Herein, we will examine the ways in which complexity thinking in
CCP strategy and policymaking is closely tied to the Party-State’s
formal adoption of CNP as the key intellectual framework for
assessing progress toward national rejuvenation and global
preeminence, and how CCP leaders have built their approach to
strategic competition around these conceptualizations as they seek a
future for China in the world that restores to it the power, wealth, and
systemic centrality it feels itself to have lost since China’s first fraught
encounters with Western power and modernity in the early 19t
Century. We also explore how understanding the connections
between CNP and complexity thinking can help illuminate the ends,
ways, and means of what we submit is a remarkably consistent and

effective CCP approach to geopolitical grand strategy vis-a-vis the
West over the last generation - an approach to strategy that must be
understood if our own leaders are to mount an effective response.

Ends, Ways, and Means

Before going much further, however, it is worth saying a bit
more about the ends/ways/means typology we employ here. There
may be many specific ways to define these terms, but for purposes of
this paper we treat “ends” as referring to the basic desired end state
of national strategy - that is, the basic characteristics of the future
world that Chinese strategists wish to bring into being and thereafter
maintain over time, and toward which their policies are directed. We
thus treat “ways” as referring to their vision of how the
aforementioned ends are to be achieved: the basic mechanisms or
processes through which the strategic environment will be brought
into conformity with those ends. Finally, we treat “means” as
referring to the specific techniques, resources, or levers of power that
are to be wielded and coordinated in order to ensure that things
evolve in the desired “ways” needed to produce the strategic “ends.”
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When framing their approach in ways relevant to such an
ends/ways/means framework, CCP thinkers describe their approach
as involving ways such as national development strategies within the
Party Charter (e.g., the Military-Civil Fusion Development Strategy?!
or the Innovation-Driven Development Strategy??) that are directed
toward means such as the accumulation and control of the strategic
resources that together constitute CNP. Efforts such as the foreign
infrastructure projects of the “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI)> can be
viewed, in turn, as initiatives for using China’s CNP in support of
objectives - for instance, enmeshing smaller countries in relationships
of dependence upon China - that themselves conduce to giving China
more CNP.

As this mutually-reinforcing layering of anticipated effects
suggests, CNP plays a special role in this CCP worldview, for CNP
represents in some sense the ways, the means, and the ends for
national strategy and global competition. Development of CNP is

critical to providing resources for further developing CNP, and CNP
is required to outcompete the West because possession of superlative
CNP leads to - and is essentially inseparable from and synonymous
with - global preeminence.

To CCP leaders, moreover, “systems” thinking is a mode of
thought to some extent separate from and independent from all these
ends, ways, and means, in the sense that it represents a way of
viewing and operating in the world that suffuses their views of all the
elements of strategy. Systems thinking thus simultaneously provides
them with the methodologies, evaluative tools, performance metrics,
and analytical frameworks with which to approach the leveraging of
means and ways toward strategic ends.

Such system thinking also helps explain why Chinese officials
do not feel their view of CNP to be circular. In effect, they believe
that the purpose of having CNP is to generate more CNP, and that
CNP is what one uses to bring this about. From a systems perspective,
this statement is no more circular or otherwise logically problematic
than the commonplace observation that network effects can create
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self-reinforcing “success-to-the-successful” dynamics in which the
centrality of a key node in the system tends to reinforce itself and to
increase the degree to which that node dominates the network’s
topography.?* (This is why, after all, there are hyperscale search
engines on the Internet. The more nodes a search engine connects to,
the more valuable it is as a search engine, thus encouraging even
more nodes to connect to it.) In effect, CCP leaders aspire to set in
motion and oversee a self-reinforcing system effect of this sort, to
China’s cascading advantage, in the realm of national power.

It is important to be able to understand the thinking of one’s
adversary - as, of course, the ancient Chinese strategist Sunzi urged
one to do®® - and we stress that this conceptual interpenetration of
CNP and systems thinking is quite central to modern PRC strategy.
Moreover, while we acknowledge that the more specific
ends/ways/means typology we employ here is not the way things
are usually described in Chinese writings, we nonetheless think it a
useful way for outsiders to understand the ways in which CNP theory

and systems thinking have shaped Beijing’s policy.

To summarize briefly, it is our argument here that CCP grand
strategy does not seek to maximize CNP for its own sake in the
abstract, but rather because it views the possession of superlative
CNP as leading to and being essentially synonymous with strategic
circumstances of sweeping civilizational and world-systemic
dominance. As will be detailed further herein, we regard such
dominance itself as being the ultimate objective of PRC grand
strategy, and accordingly view a Sinocentric global order as being the
ultimate objective - the “ends” - of CCP grand strategy. (As noted,
through this prism, the augmentation of CNP can be regarded as the
way in which this objective is to come about, though it is also a
requirement of the end, because CNP is the basis for dominance of the
international system.) This objective of Sinocentric order - or, as a
Chinese nationalist might see things, a return to the natural order of
things after a century or two of derogations from such Sinocentrism
- has been a remarkably constant Chinese goal over time, even in
periods predating CCP rule.
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Within this broad continuity of general strategic objectives,
moreover, Chinese leaders have been remarkably consistent in their
approach to ways and means as well, albeit with major shifts occurring
both upon the Communists” seizure of power in 1949 and after the
death of Mao Zedong in 1976. With regard to means, we will also
argue, as suggested above, that one of the more noteworthy means the
CCP envisions employing to achieve its strategic ends is the
application of cybernetic theories to the pursuit of authoritarian social
control, both domestically and abroad. As for ways, we believe the
CCP has been consistent over the last few decades in its relentless
focus upon the pursuit of CNP - a concept that can itself be
understood as strongly influenced by the CCP’s penchant for
Complexity concepts.

Let us first turn to China’s strategic ends, which we contend
cannot be understood without remembering the rollercoaster of
Beijing’s challenging experience with the outside world over the last
two centuries.

Successive Chinese Regimes, but One Direction

In a paper published nearly 20 years ago, one of the authors of
this essay described the enormous psychic “shock” to Chinese
sensibilities that occurred in the 19% Century when modern Western
norms of (theoretically) coequal national sovereignties first collided -
and then came increasingly into zero-sum conflict - with the ancient
monist and hierarchical conceptions of Sinocentric political
cosmology. In that paper, subsequently expanded into a book,?® he
contended that one important aspect of the Sino-European conflicts of
the period was the fact that

they were not just about trade or conquest but that they
also represented a profound clash of intellectual
paradigms. This period has a special significance precisely
because it was one of status conflict, a struggle that was
clearly understood as such on both sides, as the opposing
worldviews of Sinic universalism and international
pluralism ran headlong into each other.  Neither
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competing conceptual system had any space in it for the
other’s views, for each denied the premises on which the
other was founded. One might say that the world had
become too small for both to coexist.

The Western imperialists of the 19t Century did not view large
portions of the rest of the world as constituting properly rights-bearing
Westphalian nations at all, of course, and duly proceeded to conquer
and directly rule many such peoples in Sub-Saharan Africa, South
Asia, North Africa, and elsewhere. Where nations were felt to exist
elsewhere in the world, however, the European norms of the day
insisted upon at least a notional juridical equality between them. And
this was, initially, the case with China in its encounter with the West,
as one of the authors has documented in recounting the early struggles
between mid-19% Century British negotiators insisting upon the
indicia of coequal sovereignty (e.g., reciprocal terms of address and
ceremonial formalities in negotiations, or official diplomatic
representation in Beijing) and Qing Dynasty officials insisting upon

indicia of European vassalage.?”

The Europeans and Japanese, of course, soon got over such
sovereigntist qualms as the degree of their military and economic
overmatch vis-a-vis the Qing became apparent, and by the late 19t
Century they felt perfectly comfortable imposing starkly asymmetric
treaty terms upon China and seizing concessionary privileges that
would have been difficult to defend if they had felt China to be a fully
sovereign equal.?®® Even so, the initial clash of conceptual paradigms
was striking, illustrating a deep incompatibility between China’s
ancient Sinocentric instincts and the requirements of Westphalian
order that may have great relevance in the present day.?

Yet even the ideational confrontation of that period was also
about much more than just that “shock of plural sovereignty,” for the
challenge to China’s ancient political, moral, and ideational
sensibilities and its sense of self-identity was all but existential. China
was an empire that had become accustomed to viewing itself as the
center of the human universe. In its own eyes, it was the most
important and most worthy domain in the world, the pole star of
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civilizational sophistication and merit, and the culture which all but
defined humanity - and the culture toward which all civilized people
turned in awestruck deference precisely to the degree that such lesser
peoples were in fact civilized (and hence human) at all. This proud
and arrogant old empire, however, suddenly found itself confronted
by a brash civilizational “Other,” in the form of a European world that
- riding high on swelling tide of social, scientific, economic, political,
and military advancement that had been created by the Scientific
Revolution, the Enlightenment, and the First Industrial Revolution -
now seemed to outclass the Celestial Kingdom in every imaginable
way.

China’s sense of full-spectrum civilizational overmatch by the
Europeans - as well as the subsequent trauma of seeing the Chinese
neighbor and supposed civilizational vassal state of Japan
enthusiastically adopt Western modernity and then lord its resulting
power over China®® - was of surpassing importance. As one of the
authors of this paper has put it,

the comparison of the once-proud [Chinese] empire to this
dynamic new outside force was, for China, emotionally
devastating. Before long, even Chinese nationalists such
as the seminal thinker Liang Qichao at beginning the
20t Century found themselves echoing what Tsar
Nicholas I of Russia had said about the decaying Ottoman
Empire - describing it as being the “sick man of

7

Europe.” Now, Liang said, proud China appeared to be
“the sick man of Asia.”

Being thoroughly bested and outshone by such an
adversary was new to China, and the psychic trauma of
this encounter upon the Middle Kingdom’s preening self-
regard was so great that it still resonates powerfully today,
albeit with a good deal encouragement by Chinese
government propagandists, in pervasive rhetoric about
China having suffered a “Century of Humiliation” at
European and then Japanese hands.3!
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This sense of humiliating civilizational overmatch - and the desire to
set things right once more - is what has helped provide Chinese grand
strategy with a stiff spine of ends-based continuity ever since.

The “Great Telos of Return”

This 19t Century psychic trauma instilled what would be
the leitmotif of multiple successive regimes - in effect, every successive
regime - in China: the imperative of “return” by way of some kind of
“national rejuvenation” that would right the humiliating wrongs of
that 19 Century encounter and return China to its rightful place in the
world. Much has changed in China and the world since then, but we
submit that this theme has run powerfully through Chinese strategy
and geopolitics ever since. One of the authors has elsewhere termed
this China’s “Great Telos of Return,” which he describes as

a powerful recurring theme in modern Chinese history,
one through which actors of all stripes have tended to
approach political and economic developments and in
which they have grounded their arguments for or against
various political programs][:] ... the importance to Chinese
of restoring China to its perceived lost glory, redeeming it
after its catastrophic late nineteenth-century loss of status
and prestige. ... This “central nerve” of a longing to return
China - viewed to some extend interchangeably as a
civilization and as a nation, though the modern concept of
territorial nationhood is not one that the Middle Kingdom
would really have recognized or accepted - to greatness is
an outgrowth of the terrible shock of China’s encounters
with Western power as these encounters were viewed
through the prism of a virtuocratic Confucian theory
inclined to see in any such failures not the contingency of
mere material weakness but in fact the indicia of deep
moral and spiritual failings.3?
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Eras of Sinocentric Longing

In the late 19t Century and into the 20th - at the nadir of China’s
weakness and civilizational self-confidence vis-a-vis the West, as the
Qing Dynasty disintegrated and the country slipped into a period of
warlordism and chaos - this desire for “return” could find little
expression except in mere frustration. The seminal Chinese nationalist
thinker Liang Qichao, for instance, saw the world in terms of an
“international struggle for survival,”® worrying that the rise of
American naval power in the Pacific would preclude China’s ability to
achieve its destiny. “[N]o country is in a better position to utilize the
Pacific in order to hold sway over the world than China,” he wrote,
“[b]ut China is unable to become the master of the Pacific ....”3* For
his part, the Nationalist political leader of the Kuomintang (KMT)
Party Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi) reportedly made an entry every
day in his personal diary about how to “avenge humiliation” (xuechi
tinoyue).3

For many years, Chinese fiercely debated among themselves
how to learn the secrets - and reap the demonstrable power - of
European-style modernity, and whether it would even be possible to
remain civilizationally “Chinese” while so doing. Could they return
China to the center of the world order, as it were, without simply
becoming ersatz Westerners? Or did the 19% Century’s stark
civilizational overmatch bespeak the eclipse of Sinic civilization,
entirely and forever? It was a fraught time for Chinese chauvinists.

But things seemed less dire and much more hopeful to Mao
Zedong once his Chinese Communists had won their civil war against
Chiang’s KMT and had seized power over all the Chinese Mainland.
In Mao’s description, given in his famous 1949 speech to the First
Plenary Session of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference proclaiming the establishment of the PRC in September
1949, the CCP’s revolution was a world-historical triumph:

... [O]ur work will go down in the history of mankind,
demonstrating that the Chinese people, comprising one
quarter of humanity, have now stood up. The Chinese
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have always been a great, courageous[,] and industrious
nation; it is only in modern times that they have fallen
behind. ... Ours will no longer be a nation subject to insult
and humiliation. We have stood up.

Yet even Mao - at least to some degree, despite his own degree
of saturation in traditional Chinese forms as a young man - adopted
an at least partially mimetic vision of Chinese “return.” After all, the
upstanding Chinese nation of his imagination was not one founded
primarily upon principles that were inherently Chinese, but rather saw
itself as the perfect instantiation of the imported Western ideological
system of Marxism-Leninism. Communist China, as Mao came to see
it as he neared his cataclysmic split with his Soviet “big brother” in the
late 1950s and into the early 1960s, was the natural and proper leader
of the global socialist community and “Mao Zedong Thought” the final
word to build on the foundations laid by Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin,
and Joseph Stalin. By the early 1960s, Mao (himself described as the
“Great Helmsman” of the Communist world) had in his mind expelled

his Soviet rivals from the socialist community entirely, first labeling
Soviet leaders as “revisionists” and then concluding that the USSR was
no less than a reactionary fascist dictatorship.

Just as the ancient guotation attributed to Confucius held that
“[t]here are not two suns in the sky, nor two sovereigns over the
people,” so also Maoist Sinocentrism turned out to be quite
traditionally hierarchical and monist. As C.P. Fitzgerald once noted in
1964, Mao and his henchmen thus offered the modern world simply a

restatement in modern terms of the fundamental
postulates of the old Chinese view of the world: that China
was the centre of civilisation, the model which less
advanced states and peoples should copy if they were to
be accepted within the pale, and that the ruler of China was
the expounder of orthodox doctrine that, after all and
always, Chinese interpretations were the right ones; truth
and right thinking must come from China and conform
with Chinese thinking. ...
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The Chinese view of the world has not fundamentally
changed: it has been adjusted to take account of the
modern world, but only so far as to permit China to
occupy, still, the central place in the picture. To do this, it
was necessary to accept from the West a new doctrine ...
[but] it was inevitable that Chinese Marxism should be
found to be purer than that of Russia, that Mao should be
hailed as the greater prophet, and that “some people”
should be shown to be in error. There cannot be two suns
in the sky.3¢

Beijing’s ancient Sinocentrism and the political cosmology of the
supremely virtuous Son of Heaven, in other words, was now being
expressed in the grammar and syntax of Marxist dialectics. The
objective of Mao and his CCP colleagues was to “lead the
revolutionary consciousness of the whole world,” and they “envisaged
world revolution with China at the Center.”%”

Mao’s enthusiasm [was] for an ideal of revolutionary
spiritual transformation at home that would make China
such a shining illustration of socialist progress and
rectitude that its example would in turn transform the
world. It also helped highlight China’s own imagined
future as the leader of the world-system, for this - through
quasi-Confucian eyes - was the obvious destiny of such a
revolutionary pioneer and exemplar.38

The ends of China’s restoration to human civilizational primacy thus
had not changed, but the ways through which this strategic end-state
would be achieved were now Marxist-Leninist - a non-Chinese

ideological framework - and the means to be employed to this end
revolved around the Communist transformation of China as a beacon
to the world and a model for revolutionaries everywhere.
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Deng Xiaoping and Modern Sinocentrism

All of which, one might say, worked fine until it didn’t. After
Mao’s death, it was painfully clear to his successors - above all Deng
Xiaoping - that his revolutionary enthusiasms had failed to produce
China’s longed-for politico-civilizational “return.” Communist China
in 1977 was not at all the civilizationally central colossus it had
dreamed of becoming. Quite the contrary: it remained impoverished,
enduringly backward vis-a-vis the world’s other major powers,
militarily unsophisticated, and an object of genuine admiration only
for small groups of privileged Western campus radicals, radicalized
Western celebrities, a number of American Black Power activists, and
the occasional Third World guerrilla band. Indeed, the Maoist chaos
of the Cultural Revolution had very nearly torn the country entirely
apart. This, clearly was not return.

Accordingly, without taking his eyes off that ultimate objective
- a trait that he CCP under Xi Jinping refers to as “[r]emain[ing] true
to our original intention and keep[ing] our mission firmly in mind”
(NEWIL . Fidflifm)3 - Deng decided to recalibrate ways and means. In
terms of ways, the new vision was, in effect, not one of trying to create
a superior version of Soviet Communism, but rather now of turning to
Western capitalist economic models to provide an engine for the
growth of Chinese strength, power, and - eventually - global status.
Having seen what export-driven growth and industrialization was
already doing for Japan and for the “Asian Tiger” economies of Hong
Kong, South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan by the late 1970s, Deng
sought to model a new approach for China based upon such models.
Moreover, as he himself put it when explaining his decision to visit the
United States for the first time in 1979, “ America’s allies are all rich and
strong, and if China wants to be rich and strong it needs America.”4

None of this actually involved Western-style political
liberalization, of course. Long before Xi Jinping’s current focus upon
security and control, it was Deng himself who gave the orders for the
PLA to open fire on students and workers demonstrating in
Tiananmen Square in June 1989. Nevertheless, the ways of “return”
were now seen to pass through hybridizing state-capitalist market-
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responsive economic organization with Leninist theories of
authoritarian control by an elite “vanguard party” that acts on behalf
of “the people.” (This approach also involved strategic deception,
carried out under Deng’s mantra of “bide your time and hide your
capabilities” [#)¢:5%#] in order to be able to “get something done”4! -
that is, Deng advised his countrymen not to signal to the outside world
the degree of their global ambition until after China had built up its
strength enough to be able to change to the international order in its
favor while handling the backlash that would occur when other
powers finally realized what China was up to.)

This much is well known and well understood. And indeed
China’s export-driven growth has been hugely successful in giving
Beijing unprecedented wealth and power - as well as ensuring, as
discussed in the inaugural issue of DASSO, that large portions of the
world have become enmeshed in stark dependency relationships upon
China. Less well understood in the West, however, are two further
points:

o First, it is seldom appreciated the degree to which these
ways of Chinese geopolitical return sought to replicate
for Beijing, vis-a-vis the rest of the world, just the kind
of civilizational overmatch that China had itself faced in
its debilitating 19t Century encounter with the vibrant,
turbocharged civilization of expansionist Europe - a
full-spectrum dominance now conceptualized as
resulting  from  Europe’s  accumulation and
maintenance, in those years, of superlative CNP. (Much
of this ambition is now signaled in Xi Jinping’s launch
of the Global Civilization Initiative.)

Second, even less well understood - at least outside
Chinese leadership circles, presumably - is the extent to
which, in the Deng era and thereafter, the CCP has quite
self-consciously drawn upon (and attempted to apply
in both the social and political arenas) concepts of
systems-theoretical control that originated in Western

No. 3 (Spring 2025)



https://irp.cdn-website.com/ce29b4c3/files/uploaded/DASSO_Volume_1_Issue_1_Ford_and_Memory.pdf
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/how-beijings-newest-global-initiatives-seek-to-remake-the-world-order/

Missouri State University — Defense & Strategic Studies Online

cybernetics theory. These approaches the critical means
by which the ways of full-spectrum dominance are to be
achieved in service of China’s longstanding ends of
what Xi Jinping terms “national rejuvenation.”

The following pages will elaborate upon these important points.
The Cosmology of CNP

Let’s begin with “Comprehensive National Power.” CNP is a
concept which first gained currency in CCP leadership and strategy
circles under Deng Xiaoping in the early 1980s. CNP remains to this
day the central framing for the CCP’s pursuit of “national
rejuvenation,” and it is both the primary conceptual metric used to
judge progress in that rejuvenation and the key to the CCP’s
understanding of China’s place in an environment of global
competition based upon and decided by comparative CNP.

A New Paradigm for the Party

Deng Xiaoping ordered the Chinese system in the early 1980s to
begin to assess national security and national strength more
comprehensively, launching a nearly three-decade examination of
CNP across the Chinese academic system. Accordingly, the PRC’s
academic apparatus set about working to map the contours of what
was felt to constitute CNP, how such power could be measured, how
countries could be compared to each other against this yardstick, how
China might utilize these understandings of CNP to allocate resources
across its national development system, and how to utilize CNP to
drive domestic and international strategic objectives.#> Through the
process of defining CNP broadly, a rough definition of CNP emerged
which saw CNP as the combination of all powers and international
influence possessed by a state for its survival and development,
including material and ideational ethos, and even intellectual
influence.

As CNP became a central tenet of the Chinese system’s approach
to rejuvenation and international competition, complexity and
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systems engineering lessons from scientists such as Qian Xuesen -
about whom more will be said below - shaped how the Chinese
system approached the pursuit and application of CNP. Writing in
2006, Huang Shuofeng, a Senior Colonel at the Academy of Military
Sciences from the early 1980s until his death in 2006, explained that
CNP constitutes a “complex, dynamic large system, composed of
many factors[,] that combines natural systems with artificial systems.
It is an integral whole with various factors organically connected.”43
At the Academy of Military Sciences, Wu Chungiu similarly explained
in 1998 that the CNP system is analogous to the human body, in which
the various organs are all indispensable, relying upon one another for
survival and both interdependent and influencing each other.#
Within CNP theory, this interdependence is clearly demonstrated in
the mutual reliance between constituent elements of CNP, including
the way science and technology - a key constituent element of CNP -
drives economic strength and national defense strength, which
Chinese scholars and CCP officials have identified as two other
constituent “strength elements” of CNP.

Huang Shuofeng, a trained mathematician, led the process for
developing mathematical formulae to measure and calculate CNP,
which included the identification of the key “strength” elements of
CNP - national defense, economic, science and technology, national
resources, science and education, political power, and international
influence - the weighted values of each, and a series of complex
equations by which he believed one could calculate CNP.#> Huang
adopted a “comprehensive integration method” (£i&%EMK) that
combined qualitative and quantitative analysis, first developed by
Qian Xuesen, to calculate CNP.#¢ Although throughout the decades
from 1984 through 2010 there were debates over the constituent
strength elements of CNP, Huang’s 2006 framework appears to have
been widely adopted in the years thereafter.#” In 2014 the PRC’s
National Bureau of Statistics took on the calculation of CNP as one of
its “main tasks,” and it publishes in its annual statistical yearbooks
information about China’s progress in developing CNP.48

The fruits of this effort provide the basic framework used in
China to measure the national condition - i.e., progress toward
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national rejuvenation - and to assess China’s comparative standing
globally*® From an actual policymaking perspective, this framework
is designed to drive a scientific method used to guide resource
allocation across Chinese systems in pursuit of that national
rejuvenation. Chinese analysts and policymakers alike thus use CNP
measures as the basis for national strategy and policy.

It is hard to overstate the importance of this thinking to Chinese
leaders. This approach, for instance, appears to have been a driving
force behind the launch of national development strategies in two
separate phases, the first from 1996-2002 and the second from 2012-
2017, in which changed Chinese assessments of the national condition
led to the development of new development strategies to underpin
Chinese pursuit of national rejuvenation.’® Centered on the task of
ensuring resources needed for the survival and development of the
state, moreover, this framework derives directly from a decades-long
examination of how China had become so weak as to suffer the
indignities of European imperialist mistreatment in the “Century of

Humiliation,” and - in an analytical element CCP leaders added after
1991 - how, in pursuit of its ambitions, Beijing could avoid the
imbalanced allocation of systemic resources that Chinese analysts
believe led to the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Conceptual Currents

The CCP’s pursuit of quantifiable metrics of national
rejuvenation draws both upon scientific Marxism and upon the belief
that countries are not simply bystanders to history, but rather can
actively shape their destiny. This notion that a state can shape the
future, and ultimately its own history over time, underpins CCP
confidence in the inevitability of the “Two Major Trends” (M K/5) -
that is, the trend of China’s national rejuvenation and that of “Great
Changes Unseen in a Century.” Notably, both of these trends center
on progress in the development of CNP, with China’s rejuvenation
resulting from its CNP growth, and the “Great Changes” resulting
from the juxtaposition of this Chinese development with the declining
CNP of the West in general, and of the United States in particular, thus
bringing about a global power transition in China’s favor.
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This “Scientific Marxist” approach, theoretically, is designed to
enable the Socialist state to actively shape history by taking charge of
historical trends through measurable assessments of those trends and
carefully-prepared policies to shape and drive them. Measuring
Chinese progress towards rejuvenation, represented by expanding
CNP, is thus critical to success in outcompeting the rest of the world,
and it is assessed that all countries can be rank-ordered in terms of
their CNP - a ranking that primarily reflects the degree to which their
internal systems have succeeded (or failed) in using CNP metrics to
drive the development of their own national power - with every state’s
power being measurable and evaluable (at least in broad terms) vis-a-
vis that of every other, so that China’s gradual progress toward
national “return” can be tracked.>

Since at least as early as 2000, careful efforts to track CNP have
shaped Chinese foreign and security strategy and policy. Such
assessments also played a role in leading CCP leaders to conclude that
the time was ripe to abandon Deng Xiaoping’s exhortation to “bide
your time and hide your capabilities” and begin to act more assertively
in the world. As China had been becoming increasingly wealthy,
powerful, and self-confident during the 1990s and early 2000s, Chinese
analysts began to assess that the era of “biding time” was passing as
China became powerful enough to no longer need to hide its power as
Deng had instructed decades earlier.

In the 2008-12 time frame, Chinese assessments of CNI’ began to
place China in the position of the second most powerful country in the
world, and this “scientific” conclusion opened the door to a notable
shift in Chinese foreign policy to correlate with these new assessments.
At that time, Chinese foreign policy significantly shifted, leading to
calls for a “new type of great power relations,” and changed
approaches to territorial disputes in the South China Sea, based on
Chinese understanding of comparative power and the ways in which
that should dictate Chinese foreign policy.>?

Yan Xuetong, for instance - one of the preeminent international
relations scholars in China and leader of the CNP study group at
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Tsinghua University - declared in 2015 that China had grown so
powerful that it could no longer hide its capabilities as Deng had
instructed.® Indeed, Yan also explained that this development of CNP
now required China to change its policy and strategy goals, noting that
“goals and strategies that are consistent with national strength and
technology will succeed ...."”5

Some Reservations

We do not argue, of course, that all these CCP calculations of
comprehensive power are necessarily correct, and assessing the basis
and value of their metrics as an empirical matter is beyond the scope
of this paper. It also seems likely that there are at least some
conceptual flaws in the scheme.

Under the “political strength” constituent element of CNP, for
instance, the Party emphasizes the importance of the leadership’s
vision and ability to lead the country in a consistent and resolute
direction: this factor is weighted strongly.5> It is similarly assessed that
the volatility (and occasional chaos) of Western political and economic
systems are an inherent drag upon those countries” CNP. It is less
clear, however, that these conclusions are entirely the result of
objective scientific assessment, for they are precisely what leaders
would surely want to hear and officials would be expected to say when
working within authoritarian systems which ground their domestic
legitimacy narrative upon claims to provide strong, steady, and
successful governance by suppressing “disharmony” and preventing
disorder.

More broadly, it is difficult to understand how Huang’'s meta-
synthesis approach to calculating CNP can accurately and
scientifically determine comparative national power. While many of
the “harder” power elements of CNP, as outlined by Chinese scholars,
have real, measurable variables (e.g., GDP, percentage of global GDP
growth, or manufacturing output), the reliance on “experts” groups
for qualitative assessments of elements that do not seem quantifiable
renders the entire calculus subject to potential bias and political
pressures - especially within an authoritarian system in which the
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expression of opinions contrary to Party dictates may entail
professional and personal risk - that may reduce the accuracy of
assessments.

In some regards, however, it may not matter too much whether
Chinese calculations of CNP are precisely accurate, as long as they are
broadly so. Because the power gap is assessed to be so significant
between China and the third strongest country in the world, for
instance, the precision of the math involved may not be that important
in ascertaining relative measures of national power: unless the
calculation were hugely wrong, its basic conclusion would remain
sound. Additionally, CNP is designed to help measure trends - both
domestically and globally - and in that respect the precision of the
mathematics is in many cases relatively unimportant, given just how
obvious some trends are. (Indeed, one hardly needs detailed metrics
at all to know that that China has grown much more powerful today
than it was 30 years ago.) Nor is there much sign that a lack of fine-
grained precision prevents CNP from being of value in the allocation

of national resources for domestic development towards the overall
goal of Chinese “rejuvenation,” which is primarily what CNP
calculations are designed to inform.

The real concern for Chinese leadership should probably be less
about whether the math is correct in its detail, but rather whether the
basic framework is conceptually sound in the first place - that is,
whether the basic measures identified as underpinning national power
are actually correct. Is the quality of political leadership, for example,
as decisive as the CCP assesses it to be? Are the designated sub-
element measures of economic strength the right ones to be tracking in
the 215t Century in order to understand economic strength? Are CCP
assessments of talent as a national resource accurate to measuring
comparative power in that arena, and its contribution to overall
power?  Such foundational questions are surely of much more
importance for CCP leadership than the specific metrics chosen to
evaluate these basic measures and the math used in such calculations,
because errors in the former will lead to significant misallocation of the
resources intended to enhance those variables much more rapidly than
errors in the latter.
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Finally, none of these variables are static, and what constitutes
national power is felt to change over time. (The specific combination
of attributes that gave Britain superlative CNP in the mid-19t Century
is not the same as the one that permitted the United States its dominant
global role in the 20% Century and the early years of the 21st, for
example, but this in itself makes CNP neither incalculable nor
unimportant.) The CNP calculus is intended to permit the CCP to
adjust its allocation of resources over time in response to changing
conditions in order to focus most effectively upon maximizing the
elements of strength that constitute national power. This ability to
monitor, evaluate, and adjust resource inputs over time is felt to be
essential to success in achieving national rejuvenation and ultimately
replacing the United States as a global hegemon.

And indeed, some indicators suggest the CCP is doing this fairly
well, such as dramatic improvements in China’s capacity for scientific
and technological innovation that have transformed the PRC into a
global leader in some key emerging technology fields such as electric
batteries in cars. At the same time, other signs indicate that the CCP
has experienced some difficulties in correctly assessing the needs of
national rejuvenation - such as China’s collapsing property market,
which suggests that errors were made in assessing the value of fixed
asset investment-led growth in national GDP. How well the country’s
leaders are able to adjust and learn from their experience in managing
such dynamics remains to be seen, but they are confident that CNP
theory is a powerful tool that will make their success much more likely.

Despite its possible flaws, CCP strategists clearly approach the
idea of CNP - and pursue its relentless maximization - with deadly
seriousness, for they believe that in terms of future geopolitical
outcomes, essentially everything hangs thereupon. We need to take this
earnestness seriously, for these theories are of enormous importance
in CCP policymaking as China works to outcompete the West.
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Ancient Resonances?

It is one of the central themes of this paper that that CNP theory
is intimately tied together with systems thinking as it has been
developing in China since the 1950s. To put CNP into an even deeper
historical context, however, it may also be that the concept draws to
some extent upon additional conceptual sources, two very ancient, and
one much more recent.

The idea of CNP may draw some inspiration, for instance, from
its consistency with certain ancient Chinese traditions. It has been
suggested, for example, that CNP theory “originally stemmed from
Chinese traditional military philosophy” dating to the Warring States
period (c.475-221 B.C.E.).5 (Perhaps, for instance, antecedents exist in
the admonitions of the ancient military strategic Sun Bin not merely to
cultivate military power but also to “make the state prosperous.”>’)
One of the authors has suggested that the Chinese concept of
comprehensive power

also seems to draw wupon ancient concepts of the
“rectification of names,” a notion reflecting the vertical
ordering of Confucian society in which properly
describing the relational status of members of that society
helped create harmonious order by defining the
relationships and roles expected of them.>8

Accordingly, “[jJust as the rectification of names purports to
provide Confucianism with “an ideal social order with ‘everything in
its place,”” so it could be said that CNP theory - and especially the idea
that countries could be objectively ranked on the basis of their CNP -
“seemed to provide a comforting summing up of precisely who fell
where in the international environment” and hence what their

respective privileges or obligations might therefore be. (One might
call this, he suggested “the rectification of rank.”)>® In a sense, just as
terminological rectification both structured the natural order of things
in domestic society, so perhaps CNP theory helped order the
international environment by explaining who was on top, who was
not, and why.
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Another way in which CNP theory might draw, at least
indirectly, upon Chinese traditions also relates to Confucian ethics. In
the Confucian tradition, the foundation of political power is virtue -
defined in Confucian terms as centering around benevolence,
righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trustworthiness - and political
authority is viewed almost as a natural secretion of the virtuous leader,
with its reach corresponding directly to the extent of that virtue.
Indeed, the superlatively virtuous man was destined to become the
Emperor, the Son of Heaven exercising authority over the whole
world: “All Under Heaven,” or Tianxia.®0

According to Confucius, if “the true king leads the way” by his
example, “the people consent and voluntarily follow.”¢1 Political
authority was the natural outgrowth of the qualities of the ruler:

The ancients who wished to illustrate illustrious virtue
throughout the kingdom, first ordered well their own

States. Wishing to order well their States, they first
regulated their families. Wishing to regulate their families,
they first cultivated their persons. Wishing to cultivate
their persons, they first rectified their hearts. Wishing to
rectify their hearts, they first sought to be sincere in their
thoughts. Wishing to be sincere in their thoughts, they first
extended to the utmost their knowledge.®?

Confucius clearly felt the creation of political authority around
such virtue was essentially automatic: “He who exercises government
by means of his virtue may be compared to the north polar star, which
keeps it place and all the stars turn towards it.” 63

In effect, so powerful is the example of a true prince that
right order spontaneously self-assembles around him: he
who understands [i [proper Confucian ritual] and
embodies its virtue “would find the government of a
kingdom as easy as to look into his palm.”64
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It is in large part for this reason that in the Chinese tradition,
Emperors - modern Communist ones not excluded - tend to lay
extravagant, propagandistic claim to virtue, as well as to take
enormous offense if accused of being (for instance) self-interested,
venal, foolish, or malevolent. The offense of such accusations is keenly
felt because the perceived legitimacy of their claim to power depends
upon self-justificatory assertions of virtue, and the ruler who lacks such
qualities cannot possess the “Mandate of Heaven” and hence has no
right to rule.®

On its face, CNP as an objective and rational material calculation
may seem far removed from these romanticized ideals of Confucian
virtuocracy. Yet CNP theory’s stress upon the vision and quality of a
country’s leadership, political might, and cultural strength resonate
with some of the claims of Confucian morality. Just as the Confucian
gentleman becomes the ruler by first ordering his heart and his family
according to the appropriate rituals - and just as the supremely
virtuous ruler naturally becomes the Son of Heaven and hence orders
the whole kingdom and its surrounding realms around his person - so
the country that acquires superlative CNP by ordering and developing
itself in the right ways (CNP being, first and foremost a function of
proper domestic development) will become the natural leader and
norm-setter for the international system. And indeed, Xi Jinping
himself expects that as China achieves its national rejuvenation, ideas
from China “will become the shared beliefs and norms of conduct for
the whole region.”

CNP maximization - and eventually CNP supremacy - is thus
as conceptually and causally central to the CCP’s strategic objective of
national “return” to geopolitical centrality as Confucian virtue was to
an Emperor’s consolidation of authority over “All Under Heaven.”

[Iln China’s strategic vision, achieving “national
rejuvenation” by restoring the country to the preeminent
global position it feels itself to have “lost” during its
“Century of Humiliation” requires that Beijing augment its
comprehensive national power. Significantly, achieving
rejuvenation in this sense will also flow naturally from the
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acquisition of a commanding position in CNP.
Augmenting national power is thus critical, and Chinese
thinkers have stressed the importance of - and have
frequently tried to track in quantifiable terms - China
making progress vis-a-vis other countries in a range of
economic, military, technological, political, social, and
even cultural arenas.®”

This focus was reflected, for instance, in the CCP’s 14th Five-Year
Plan, which noted proudly that

China’s economic strength, S&T strength, comprehensive
national strength, and the people's standard of living have
jumped to a new level, grand historic achievements have
been made in establishing a well-off society in an all-round
way, new strides have been made toward the great

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation (11 Rj%fHKE %), and

socialist China stands in the East with a more majestic
posture.®

Looking ahead, the 14t Five-Year Plan projected that
“comprehensive national power will rise sharply” by 2035. Notably,
this was said to entail not merely boosting economic strength, science
and technology strength, total economic output, and per capita
income, but also establishing China as “a cultural powerhouse (3{t.52
[£]), an educational powerhouse (# &5 [H), a talent powerhouse (A 52
[%]), [and] a sports powerhouse ({£532[E).”% In this synergistic way -
with various facets of Chinese power increasing hand-in-hand and in
mutually-reinforcing ways, so that “[e]lements in the system are
interrelated and interact with other elements, which makes it
qualitatively different from the same element in isolation””? - China
was declared in the 14t Five-Year Plan to be “[r]iding this momentum”
in moving toward Xi Jinping’s “second centennial objective”7! of
establishing China as a “rich, strong, democratic, civilized,
harmonious, beautiful modernized socialist world power” (#2FE & pk

98 R SO RIS LAY AL = XY E3R [E) 72 by 2049, the centennial of the
CCP’s seizure of power in China.

No. 3 (Spring 2025)




Missouri State University — Defense & Strategic Studies Online

Not for nothing, perhaps, does the lead translator for the Center
for Security and Emerging Technology (CSET) at Georgetown
University claim that the Chinese term rendered in English as
“powerhouse” in the abovementioned quotation from the 14t Five-
Year Plan - gidngguo (32/¥]) - may also be translated as “superpower.”73
This may be idiosyncratic, because translations of Chinese texts more
commonly use 52[F to mean only “strong country” and #®&EKE to
mean “super power.” Regardless of the specific phrasing, however,
the basic syllogism of the Chinese strategic vision arguably remains
clear: if you acquire enough CNP vis-a-vis everyone else, the world
will arrange itself around you.

What Kind of World?

As for what a new system thereby oriented around China might
look like once it acquired superlative CNP, Chinese officials talk about
establishing an entirely novel model of international relations based

upon “Chinese” principles. This will be, we are encouraged to believe,
a new global operating system based upon a “new realm of
international relations theory” that is grounded in Xi Jinping’s theories
of “major country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics”’* -
phrasing which signals the Party’s conclusion that China has now
become the equal or near-equal of the United States, even as its CNP
continues to grow.

As CCP pronouncements make clear, moreover, the ultimate
objective is an even deeper global reordering, which is described as
leading to the creation of a future “community of common destiny for
humanity” (A% #ic#fR£).7”> This phrasing, apparently originally
used by Xi’s predecessor Hu Jintao to refer merely to describe China’s
regional relations, has been broadened under Xi Jinping into a truly
global concept.”® As Yang Jiechi put it in 2018 when serving as
chairman of the CCP’s Foreign Affairs Commission, “[bJuilding a
community of common destiny for mankind is the overall goal of
China’s foreign affairs work in the new era.”””
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Such an emphasis, of course, begs the question of what this
“community of common destiny for mankind” is that China seeks to
create. CCP officials, however, have not failed to provide an answer.
According to Yang Jiechi, the purpose of the “community of common
destiny for mankind” is nothing less than to “create a good external
environment for the realization of the ‘two hundred years’ goal and
the realization of the Chinese dream of the great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation.””® This seeming circularity is no accident: the purpose
of Chinese policy - that is, the ends toward which Chinese power is to
be wielded - is to create a strategic environment conducive to Chinese
power. The world, in other words, is to be reordered in order to
support and perpetuate China’s dominance therein.

This sweepingly Sinocentric vision brings us to the more recent
conceptual inspiration for CNP: the proud but sclerotic Qing
Dynasty’s traumatic 19% Century experience of full-spectrum
overmatch by a European civilization that was then enjoying an
extraordinary flush of economic dynamism, military sophistication,

political dominance, technological supremacy, and cultural self-
confidence. The shock of this overmatch has helped set the tone and
direction of Chinese grand strategy ever since, focusing it upon the
imperative of China figuring out how once again to enjoy that kind of
full-spectrum dominance for itself.

It was not merely that the Westerners - and especially the British,
for they had enjoyed “first-mover” status in the Industrial Revolution
of the late 18™ and early 19 Century - enjoyed significant specific
advantages in wealth and power. It was also that the aggregation of
European advantages in almost every arena produced a sort of
multiplier effect, even to the point of seeming to have profound moral
and spiritual implications. Whereas China had for thousands of years
assumed that its own multiple advantages vis-a-vis its smaller and
more “primitive” (i.e., less Sinicized) neighbors implied the existence
of a moral gradient of civilizational hierarchy in which all other
peoples were natural vassals whose role was to turn toward the
Middle Kingdom in awestruck deference and emulation, it now felt as
if European modernity had hijacked the model.
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One of the characteristics of Europe’s explosion onto the global
stage in this era was the striking degree to which political elites in the
rest of the world to some degree internalized the narrative that those
European states represented the pinnacle of human civilization. This
was certainly what the Europeans came to believe of themselves, of
course, viewing their own civilization as the epitome of cutting-edge
modernity in an era that had come to valorize linear rather than cyclic
notions of societal progress, and seeing it to some extent as their world-
historical mission to evangelize and spread that modernity to
benighted foreign peoples. Yet so dramatic was Europe’s ascent, and
so great its seeming overmatch in those years vis-a-vis those they
encountered abroad, that many of those foreigners came to half-
believe such narratives themselves.

As Ayse Zarakol has suggested, this proved particularly
challenging for states (such as China) that “pre-date the Westphalian
system as political entities.”

As empires, they long sustained social universes capable
of producing comprehensive worldviews - in other words,
before their incorporation into the Westphalian system
these states had their own normative standards by which
they defined themselves as “normal” and others as
different, abnormal, or inferior.

... Their incorporation into the Westphalian system in the
case of these pre-modern empires necessitated giving up a
self-affirming position of relative privilege and accepting a
self-negating position of an outsider instead. This new
position did not square well with self-understandings
shaped by centuries of being the masters of their own
domains. Furthermore, because they joined the original
incarnation of the international system, the European
society of states, as autonomous entities, their position of
inferiority was not overtly forced on them, as it was in the
case of colonized peoples - they came to an awareness
about their inferiority, i.e., in the sense of a lack or deficit
of modernity, through their own internal discussions.
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... [The] people of these states did not reject outright the
values of modernity as a hostile foreign imposition (as is
perhaps the case with certain schools of Muslim thought)
but, rather, looked upon those values as something to be
emulated; believed Westernization to be a goal that a state
could achieve by trying hard enough, and saw it as a
solution that might allow them to recreate their past
privileged position in the new normative universe.”

Zarakol’s work focuses upon Turkey, Japan, and Russia, but
China also offers a powerful example of these dynamics. There too, it
was not merely that the Europeans claimed superior civilizational
virtue for themselves in those years, but also that many of those in
“less developed” regions of the world such as China were in those
days strongly tempted to believe it - either simply accepting the
implication that their societies and cultures were in some sense
inferior, or at least being grieved and frustrated by their countries’
inability fully to seize the world-historical opportunity of modern
development. As Zhitian Luo has recounted, in China’s fateful 19t
Century encounter with Western power,

the West was extremely successful in the struggle for
cultural control, and this gradually changed the thinking
of many educated Chinese. ... With the foundations of
their own culture thus undermined, Chinese attitudes
towards it underwent a dramatic transformation. Chinese
people now came to view their culture as barbarous,
occupying a marginal position in the world. By the early
20th century China had lost its centre of gravity.8

The cognitive dissonance of having such half-belief in one’s own
unworthiness®! rub up against memories of past grandeur and prior
assumptions civilizational greatness - a tension made all the more
combustible when accompanied by the social, demographic, and
economic changes and dislocations associated with incorporation into
a European-led global economy - helped create powerful “love/hate”
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(or perhaps “emulation/repulsion”) dynamics vis-a-vis Western
modernity.

In the waning years of the Qing Dynasty and into the early 20t
Century, Chinese furiously debated what their encounter with
Western modernity meant for China. There was, on the whole, a
general disinclination to totally jettison China’s inherited culture in an
attempt to reach the heights of Western-style modernity, in effect, as
Westerners. As Deborah Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko have
noted, “China’s presumption of its innate cultural superiority to the
West encouraged Confucian elites to resist Western technology,”
because “accepting Western science and education would have been
an admission that Chinese morals and philosophy were lacking.”82

Yet just how China was to learn from Western progress while
remaining in some sense “Chinese” was less clear. Some felt it might
be possible to pick and choose, successfully adopting aspects of
Western modernity wherever they were useful, and adapting them for
Chinese purposes. Others, such as the “National Essence Movement”
of the 1920s and 1930s, wanted to restore Confucianism, take refuge in
an assumed Chinese national character, and in fact use ““the Chinese
way’ to rectify Western civilization.”  For their part, Mao’s
Communists responded to the identity dilemma of modernity with a
“messianic historicism” - a chiliastic or millenarian approach to social
progress, taking refuge in Marxist-derived ideas of transformative
revolution.®3 One way or the other, however, their traditional “belief
in their cultural superiority shaken and undermined, the Chinese
began a long and agonized search for a new sense of identity.”# This
search, moreover, was characterized by a sense of “deep longing ... for
respect and international status after their encounters with the West.”8>

With regard to the ends of Chinese strategy, the ontological
insecurity that the Middle Kingdom developed in the 19t Century left
a powerful feeling of humiliation in Chinese nationalist minds, this
period being remembered thereafter as China’s “Century of
Humiliation.”8 This feeling has in turn helped make rectifying that
humiliation - specifically, by restoring China’s ancient relative degree
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of status and grandeur in the world - the centerpiece of Beijing’s
strategic agenda.

With regard to the ways and means of Chinese grand strategy,
this experience left two additional important legacies that may have
directly influenced CCP leaders’ susceptibility to and interest in CNP
theory.

o First, it seemed to suggest lessons about how the
accumulation and aggregation of multiple areas of
relative advantage could produce world-reshaping
power. The Europeans clearly enjoyed a dominant
position over the Qing in economic dynamism, military
power, science and technology, medicine, politics, and
culture - all at the same time - and occupied the leading
edge of scientific and technological advancement.
These advantages let the imperialists reorder the entire
19t Century world around themselves. This lesson has

been a powerful spur to CNP thinking, giving Chinese
strategists powerful reasons to seek just such an
aggregation of relative advantage for themselves on the
basis of advancements in many of the same interlocking
constituent elements of CNP that were felt to have given
those Europeans their own edge over China - and
indeed the rest of the world - two centuries ago.

Second, it left Chinese nationalists with a strong
impression of what China’s “return” would need to feel like
if such humiliation were to be truly rectified by the
accumulation of such aggregated power. Specifically, it
encouraged them to desire a reversal of that 19t
Century overmatch on Beijing’s terms, so that it would
come to be the rest of the world that would feel
overawed and inadequate in the face of China’s
unquestioned status as the epitome of cutting-edge
modern power, prosperity, and sophistication. In a
modernized version of how China’s awestruck ancient
vassal states were assumed to have looked at her, and
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of how so many of the anguished subjects of the
declining Qing imperium came to look at 19t Century
Europe, so too should the West eventually come to
internalize its own civilizational inferiority to China
once the latter’s accumulation of overall, full-spectrum
national power had been achieved.

This helps explain why, for instance, contemporary PRC
propaganda relies not just on offering accounts of Chinese geopolitical
benevolence and rectitude as a “replacement narrative” for all other
accounts of Beijing’s behavior,?” but at the same time also - in ways
that in this latter respect mirror Russian messaging - upon messaging
intended to undermine and destabilize both the West's self-confidence
in its own values, culture, and approaches to governance and any
belief in the Global South that there might be anything in Western
values worth admiring or emulating. Chinese military thinkers refer
to this as “cutt[ing] off the enemy’s ‘heart support,’”8 but it was
perhaps expressed better by the British-Nigerian novelist Ben Okri,
who wrote that “[t]o poison a nation, poison its stories.”® The point is
not just for China to be “the best,” but also to ensure that others
understand themselves to be unworthy by comparison.

Such narrative warfare is part of what the Communist Party
refers to as having “discourse power” (iEE1X), which in his 20t Party
Congress speech Xi Jinping instructed his countrymen to pursue by
building “an international discourse power that matches our country’s
comprehensive national power.”? As Xi explained elsewhere, China
must “tell Chinese stories well, spread China’s voice, and explain
Chinese characteristics well.”?1  This was reiterated at the Third
Plenary Session of the 20t Party Congress in July, 2024, where the
Plenary “Decision” called for China to “build a more effective
international communication system” by “accelerating the
construction of Chinese discourse and Chinese narrative system” to
“comprehensively improve the effectiveness of international
communication.”?
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The CCP’s focus upon such messaging reflects the conclusion
that discourse power is important to a country’s CNP, for it constitutes
a sort of “transmission belt” that helps turn CNP into international
influence. Accordingly, the possession of discourse power is seen as
critical to China making its own political, social, and cultural
narratives the dominant ones of the international system. In some
regards, in fact, the Party’s emphasis upon discourse power reflects
frustration that China’s accrual of advantage in so many other facets of
CNP did not automatically result in greater global acquiescence and
deference to China.

To remedy this - and in ways consistent with the aspiration of
CNP theory to permit Chinese leaders to adjust resource allocations in
response to evolving conditions - the Party has directed considerable
energy to promoting China’s discourse power vis-a-vis its
international (and primarily Western) competitors. Xi Jinping has
explained, for instance, that “due to the long-term “cultural hegemony’
(b #F M) and propaganda of the West, there are too many distorted
interpretations, blocked truths, and inverted facts in contemporary
Chinese values, and that China must work hard to ‘let the world hear
China’s voice.””

Yet - as any good systems thinker might be inclined to expect -
Chinese strategists also see discourse power as existing in a
relationship of reciprocal influence with other elements of national
power, both contributing to and also flowing from a country’s
accumulation of CNP. Chinese writers, for example, have said that the
West’s discourse power acquired its potency because of Western
advantages in CNP,** and they expect that any country acquiring
enough CNP will be rewarded - among other things - with discourse
dominance.

The Chinese term “discourse power” (&i&, huayu qudn) - which
is sometimes also translated as “the right to speak” - is closely
associated with the CCP” ambition to “tell China’s story well” (#4+=
). It “appears frequently in discussions surrounding technology,
the internet, and academia,” especially where “the Internet is framed
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as a crucial space to establish global opinion in which nations compete
for ‘discourse power.””% According to a 2010 article in the CCP
flagship newspaper People’s Daily by Lu Wei, who was then Vice-
Director of Xinhua News Agency but “would go on to be Minister of the
Beijing Propaganda Department and head the Cyberspace
Administration of China,”%

National discourse power is the influence of a country’s
“speech” in the world. It can be divided into political
discourse power, economic discourse power, cultural
discourse power, military discourse power, foreign affairs
discourse power, public opinion discourse power, etc.
Against the background of economic globalization,
economic discourse power decides a country’s influence,
financial discourse power lies at its strength, and it
includes both levels of collection power and
communication power. Collection power refers to
whether or not one is able to collect information from all
areas in the world in real time, according to a country’s
needs, especially where this concerns financial market
information. The more timely and complete this can be
collected, the stronger collection power is, and the larger
communication power becomes. Collection power decides
communication power, communication power decides
influence, and influence decides soft power.”

This is thus yet another example of how the myriad facets of national
power are seen to exist in potentially powerfully self-reinforcing ways,
with power framed here - as in so many other ways - through a
system-of-systems conception.

All this, then, provides a deep conceptual foundation for a CCP
policy agenda focused upon figuring out how to engineer
superlatively aggregated power for China analogous to that CNP
overmatch enjoyed by the Europeans during the Qing’s 19t Century
traumas of civilizational “humiliation,” and which will thus allow
China fulfil its destiny of occupying once again a position of
systemically transformative centrality vis-a-vis the rest of the world.
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With deep roots in such powerful national experience, CNP theory
holds great emotive power for CCP thinkers, and has clearly been a
central element of Chinese grand strategy in the modern era. From the
days of Deng Xiaoping to the present, China has chased a dream of
returning to the civilizational and geopolitical centrality it enjoyed of
old, and it has assumed that “cecopolitical centrality flows from the
possession of superlative CNP.”

Complexity and CNP

Concepts based in Complexity Theory also help explain why

CCP officials are so attracted to understanding power in
“comprehensive” ways. After all, if one thinks of human society as a
huge complex system - or, more specifically, a complex adaptive
system, in which the numerous entities constituting the system
individually adjust their behavior in reaction to their environment on
an ongoing basis®® - it is all but impossible to see whatever might count
as “power” in that system in any way that doesn’t take into account the

ways in which nonlinearity and feedback loops often make it possible
for actions and effects in one corner of the system to affect events in
another, perhaps unpredictably.

If any element of the system can, in principle, somehow affect
any other element - and in potentially nonlinear ways - then there is
no way to view “power” as being anything other than
multidimensional, aggregative, and nonreductive. The mathematician
and CNP pioneer Huang Shuofeng, for example, seems clearly to have
seen things this way, explaining that “comprehensive national power
is a comprehensive concept, which is manifested in a large non-linear

(k% ME) dynamic system composed of many elements.”? Complexity

thinking, therefore, highlights the assumed comprehensiveness of
power.

Complexity thinking may also offer insight into how CCP

officials believe - implicitly or explicitly - that “comprehensive
national power” actually works in producing real-world geopolitical
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benefits for is possessors. To understand this, it is necessary to take a
quick excursion into network theory.

As Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman have observed, the
topography of any given international network can play a powerful
role in giving an individual state the ability to “weaponize” that
network for strategic advantage - such as in gaining informational
benefits (“panopticon effects”) from the surveillance of major nodes
over which it has jurisdiction, or in manipulating other actors” access
to nodes upon which those actors depend (“chokepoint effects”).1% In
cases of extreme “hub-and-spoke” topographic dominance, such as the
U.S. position in the global financial system that has made economic
sanctions such as those implemented by the Treasury Department’s
Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) into the “go-to” tools of
modern American foreign policy,191 a country’s “weaponization” of
such a network position can become a powerful coercive tool.

Farrell and Newman focus upon extreme cases, for it is in

hypertrophic examples of “hub-and-spoke” network domination that
the “weaponization” dynamics they describe are most obvious and
most powerful. Yet as one of the authors of this paper has observed,

“weaponized interdependence” probably can be usefully
thought about as a question less of kind than of degree. ...
Thinking of “weaponized interdependence” as a question
of degree rather than of kind suggests the potential that
actors may be able - as a matter of national policy - to
intentionally both (1) create or accentuate advantages within
any given network of relationships, and to (2) develop and
hone the institutional capacities needed to exploit such
asymmetries for strategic advantage, even as they seek to
(3) undermine their competitors’ efforts to do such things.102

And today, there indeed exists a growing body of qualitative
analysis suggesting that China is seeking to create just such
advantages for itself by systematically seeking to develop “leverage
webs” that may thereafter be used for political and strategic
advantage.'® The previous issue of DASSO, moreover, also offered a
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quantitative analysis of the dependency relationships China has built
vis-a-vis many smaller countries, which may help corroborate the
suspicion that these dependencies are not simply happenstance but
rather the result of a deliberate strategy of pursuing ties in which
increases in relational “bandwidth” provide maximal payoff in
making China’s international counterparties ever more dependent
upon it.1% (Nor would we argue that these effects are limited merely
to small countries; it is merely that these effects are most pronounced
and most obvious there - and thus most conductive to quantitative
study.) Such manipulable dependencies clearly represent a much
more general challenge.

Nor is such a conclusion, furthermore, at all inconsistent with
what Chinese leaders have been describing themselves as doing. Xi
Jinping, for instance, has spoken of the CCP’s economic philosophy of
“dual circulation” as offering China “a new development
paradigm.”1%> This idea of dual circulation aspires to shift the country
from a primarily export-driven economic model toward one in which
China’s domestic market becomes the primary driver, even while
Beijing remains able to “draw([] on the international economy through
exports, critical supply chains, and limited imports of capital.”106

Dual circulation is intended, first and foremost, to support CCP
domestic economic development, aiming to address weaknesses in
domestic consumption and hence presumably conduce to greater CNP
as a result of improved economic balance and resilience. Nevertheless,
it also has profound implications for dependency analysis, for it is a
plan under which, in effect,

the CCP hopes to minimize China’s dependence upon
foreign trade (by expanding domestic demand) while still
maximizing the dependence of the rest of the world upon
Chinese manufactures. If this ‘dual circulation” plan
succeeds, it would ensure both that the terms of such
relationships can always be managed to Beijing’s
advantage and—quite explicitly —it would give China
leverage over its trading partners that can be used more
broadly, “in international ... competition.”10”
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Trying to cultivate as many dependency relationships as
possible upon China - and as many different types and with as many
different partners - has clear relevance to “comprehensiveness” in
national power, of course. = With metrics such as trade volume,
percentage share of global manufacturing, number of trading partners,
and percentage value added in manufacturing supply chains all being
believed to be part of the overall calculation of CNP, such relationships
may directly result in improved Chinese CNP. They also have the
highly desirable second-order effect of being manipulable by China
precisely to the degree that Beijing’s smaller partners become
asymmetrically dependent.

Even beyond this, appreciation for the potential role of feedback
loops and nonlinear effects in a complex system may also encourage
Chinese strategists to believe that the accumulation of dependency
relationships can provide power advantages not only arithmetically,
as it were, but also geometrically. That is, such accumulation may be

felt desirable not merely because each new dependency relationship
will add its own discrete quantum of power advantage to a country’s
total, but also because such multifarious different “facets” of power
are felt likely to reinforce each other, thereby creating net power
benefits beyond simply the sum of their individual contributions. (As
noted earlier, complex adaptive systems can sometimes display self-
accelerating “success-to-the-successful” dynamics.)

Such conclusions about the power of comprehensiveness may also
have been reinforced by painful memories of what it was like, as we
have seen, for China to encounter the many mutually-reinforcing
military, economic, technological, scientific, medical, political, and
cultural advantages that 19t Century Europeans in their exuberant
and world-transformative modernity seemed to enjoy over the “Sick
Man of Asia.” For centuries, after all, Chinese had cultivated an
inherently imperialist vision of their own civilizational superiority. In
traditional Confucian thinking, the non-Sinicized world was
inherently barbarous, and humans existed in moral gradients, “from a
civilized core out to an essentially barbarous periphery.”
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These gradations were not strictly geographic, however,

but were instead related to a given population’s degree of
Sinicization — that is, the extent to which its members had
imbibed Chinese culture, understood the Chinese
language, and lived according to Confucian ethics. In
traditional thinking, in fact, these gradients determined

not merely the degree to which a people might be
considered civilized, but also the degree to which they
might be deemed human at all. The mark of full humanity

was to live according to the precepts; to the degree that one

did not do so, one was not fully human. At the uncivilized
margin of the system, people were, in moral terms, no
more virtuous or deserving than animals.1

Barbarous outsiders, however, who “turned toward Chinese
customs out of admiration” (xiangmu huafeng)” would naturally tend to
“gravitate to the Middle Kingdom in recognition of China’s superior
culture” - and, “in the stock Chinese phrase, ‘come to be ruled’
(lathua).”1%  Chinese had even felt able to dismiss outsiders as
civilizationally inferior even when those peoples were much more
militarily powerful than China and had actually conquered and rule it
- as indeed occurred with the Yuan Dynasty of the Mongols (1271-
1368) and the Qing Dynasty of the Manchus (1644-1912). In Chinese
eyes and elite propaganda, one could trust that eventually such
conquering foreign brutes would inevitably be Sinicized, drawn in and
transformed by the power of China’s innate merit and
sophistication.!1?

Yet not only did such Sinicization never happen with the
European imperialists, but from a late 19t Century perspective their
apparent superiority over China was far from monodimensional (e.g.,
solely military). To the contrary, European advantages seemed
pervasive, and the myriad elements of their power tended in various
ways - both gross and subtle - to reinforce each other. The Europeans’
national power, in other words, seemed impressively comprehensive. It
seems to be this very multifaceted and self-reinforcing
comprehensiveness that Chinese thinkers credit with having allowed
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Western powers to reshape the entire global economic, political,
military, and cultural world around themselves in the 19t Century.

Such a perspective may help explain why, for instance, as China
attempts to ensure its “return,” the CCP places such a strong emphasis
not merely upon objectively measurable aspects of power - most
obviously, economics, military might, and scientific prowess - but also
upon more ephemeral variables such as cultural attractiveness,
discourse power, and whether or not China is, in Xi Jinping’s words,
internationally “credible, lovable, and respectable.”111 Indeed, there is
probably no articulable facet of potential national power that CCP
strategists would deem inherently unimportant.112

Not just economic and military weakness but also perceived
Chinese cultural weakness vis-a-vis the West has been a notable CCP
insecurity for many years,'3 for instance, with President Hu Jintao
telling the 17t National Party Congress in 2007 that “the international
culture of the West is strong ... [while] we are weak,” and that China’s
“great rejuvenation” would “definitely” need to be “accompanied by
the thriving of Chinese culture.”!* Cultural strength is a critical
constituent element of CNP,"> and one that also requires discourse
power in order to impress those values upon the world. Xi Jinping’s
proclamation that “[w]e should increase Chinese soft power, give a
good Chinese narrative, and better communicate China’s message to
the world,” thus reflects the requirement for discourse power to
promote and advance Chinese cultural strength and undermine the
Western “values hegemony” that Xi ascribes to continued Western
dominance globally.116

The CCP clearly hopes to advance its own values in the world in
ways unprecedented since ancient times as it seeks to promote

“socialist spiritual civilization” (tt&FEXKEr XH)M7  at home and
make the country “a cultural powerhouse (S{b38EH)” (or
“superpower”) abroad.® But it is perhaps even more important to
break the appeal of Western values, for these - and Western “discourse

power” - are felt to stand in the way of China’s rejuvenation.
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The key “systems” insight for CNP is to see all such various
facets of power as existing, as it were, within a complex system of
interrelated and interacting elements. In systems thinking it is well
understood that the precise inner dynamics and reciprocal causalities
of a sufficiently large complex adaptive system may be inherently hard
for any observer to follow, let alone predict or control in a direct way.
The ways in which complexity science envisions the possibility of
accelerating dynamics of network dominance, however, resonate
powerfully with CCP thinkers painfully aware of how multiple
aspects of advantage reinforced each other in giving the Europeans the
ability to reshape the 19t Century world - and who seek just that kind
of self-accelerating comprehensive power for China in the 21st. To help
bring this to pass, Chinese leaders have invested heavily in drawing
upon lessons from cybernetics.

Cybernetics as a Means of Power

As for the means by which Chinese strategists have intended to

bring all this about, as they seek to manipulate both Chinese society
and the international system for strategic advantage, CCP theorists
have come to draw quite self-consciously upon notions of social
control that are rooted in cybernetics theory. As was also briefly noted
in a paper published in the inaugural issue of DASSO, the cybernetic
legacy in CCP policymaking can be traced back to a Chinese scientist

named Qian Xuesen (#%#k, a.k.a. Hsue-Shen Tsien), who studied at
MIT and worked for a time at Caltech before being deported to China
during the Red Scare, after which he helped the CCP develop the
atomic bomb and intercontinental ballistic missiles. During his studies
in the United States, Qian learned of and began to follow the work of
cybernetics and information theory pioneers such as Norbert Wiener
and Claude Shannon. He used these concepts in his own work, and
then brought cybernetics concepts back with him to China.'®

Qian himself first drew upon cybernetics theory in his
engineering work, but later concluded - as he putitinan article in 1978
- that systems engineering approaches offered a “technology of
organizational management” that could be used much more widely.
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He promoted it as “a holistic and comprehensive method to chart and
optimize the relationship of elements within a complex system,” and
advocated for systems engineering as a means by which to do things
such as regulate nationwide industrial and agricultural production.!?

His work has been enormously influential, and Qian is still the
only PRC scientist ever to have been declared by the CCP a “Scientist
with Distinguished Contribution to the Nation” ([EZA Tkl 552).121
With “systems engineering-based principles” today playing an
important role “in contemporary Chinese governance,” Qian can be
regarded as the father of “the Chinese school of systems
engineering.”1?? Qian’s work was so influential that his approach to
systems engineering was taught for a long time at the Central Party
School in Beijing, exposing today’s leaders to systems engineering as
they rose through the ranks.123

Qian’s disciples - including a man named Song Jian who later
rose to very high rank, running the PRC’s State Science and
Technology Commission and ultimately being given a seat on the State
Council - took his thinking even further, trying to apply cybernetic
insights in social management initiatives such as China’s infamous
“one-child policy” and national price controls. Another early voice
suggesting that social management could be achieved on the basis of
cybernetics-based insights was the Marxist theoretician Yu
Guangyuan. Yu wrote in 1977, for instance, that like the application of
natural science to Marxism itself, China’s “modernized production
management and social management established based on automation
also require widespread application of the technologies stemming
from modern natural science.”1?*

As Samantha Hoffman has recounted, a “critical aspect of this
different way of problem solving” was that it

views a system as an organism in a dynamic, non-linear
environment. As it relates to social management, the way
of thinking is not limited to the potential application of
technology itself, but is inclusive of how the social
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management system must be designed before automation
objectives can be realized.'?

Such thinkers believed that cybernetics ideas could be used to
solve complex social problems, using an approach that Qian called
“meta-synthetic engineering” and Song termed “social cybernetics.”
They viewed Chinese society as an “open complex giant system” of
economic, political, and ideological subsystems, and believed it would
be possible to “harmonize” all the elements of that system through a
“meta-synthetic” approach to cybernetic management. This approach
was hugely influential, and by the 1990s had become the central
framing for CNP.126

In short, these thinkers believed cybernetics-derived approaches
could be a general-purpose means for Party control and management
of all Chinese society. As early as 1980, for instance, Jin Guantao, Liu
Qingfeng, and Fan Hongye - scholars associated with what was called
the “Toward the Future Group” - published an article entitled

“Cybernetics and Institutional Reform” (Kongzhilun yu zhidu gaige)
which “describe[d] society as an information/control system with
feedback and readjustment capabilities.”1?” Taking things a step
further, in a landmark 1984 article in People’s Daily, Song Jian

laid out a vision for systems engineering to take the place
of all decision-making processes. In the ideal scenario, the
government would create a central authority to manage
the entire cybernetic apparatus and train specialized
technicians to staff it.1?8

Such thinking again shows the tight links between complexity
thinking and CNP, for CNP theory represents an effort to apply
cybernetic control to the complex adaptive system of national power.
In fact, another of Qian Xuesen’s protégés was Huang Shuofeng, one
of the pioneers of CNP theory. He adopted the meta-synthesis
methodology for computing CNP in his 2006 book on CNP theory, the
last before his death. He viewed the national system, and the CNP
system more specifically, as a giant-complex open system in which
internal elements were constantly interacting with one another, and in
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which the whole system was subject to interaction with factors from
outside the system.1?

Huang’s work established the basic ways in which the
constituent elements of CNP are explained within China’s broad
literature on CNP, and the “systems” aspects of comprehensive power
are clearly visible in his observations about how each element, as well
as its myriad sub-indices, both relies upon and can reinforce the other
constituent elements. This understanding of their interactions also
shapes the development strategies outlined in the CCP’s Party Charter,
in which each strategy, operating within the giant-complex open
system, also both reinforces and relies upon each of the others.

It was the ambition of China’s CCP cyberneticists, in short, to
build for the Party what Dylan King has called a “cybernetic political
apparatus.”130 Huang Shuofeng’s work attempted to give the CCP
analytical and policy tools through which to maximize CNP, while
others such as Song Jiang worked on more specific policy challenges,

but all worked within a broad conceptual paradigm of complex
systems engineering that descended from Qian Xuesen.

Song’s attempt to apply such thinking in the “one-child policy”
seems to have been, on the whole, a catastrophic failure. Nevertheless,
such systems-theoretical approaches to social control have received
broad and continuing support from CCP leaders. President Hu Jintao,
in fact, explicitly praised Qian Xuesen’s work in 2008, saying that he
had become familiar with Qian’s approach when studying at the
Central Party School in the early 1980s.13! This was no coincidence, for
Qian’s work was required reading there, illustrating its importance to
the CCP’s understanding of the world.

Such theories, moreover, have proven enormously influential -
and, alas, more successfully so - with the Chinese security services,
who have enthusiastically taken up the challenge of building the CCP
a cybernetics-informed approach to fighting crime and policing
dissent among the Chinese people. As King has noted,
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... [a]part from population planning and price controls, the
most consequential early adoption of systems engineering
turned out to be within the Public Security Bureau (PSB).
... [Qian and Song’s] involvement with [what Qian called]
legal systems engineering, and thereby how Chinese
leaders built the security state over the following decades,
has been by far their most lasting legacy on the daily
operations of government.!32

The sinister and ever-expanding apparatus of society-wide
government and Party surveillance within China - pioneered in
provinces such as Xinjiang, where it is employed to suppress Muslim
Uighur culture and political feeling,'3* as well as in China’s so-called
“social credit score” system!34 - thus owes much to cybernetics theories
that were brought to China with Qian Xuesen and adopted for CCP
“social management” purposes by the security services. As Samantha
Hoffman has noted,

... [s]ocial management ... has long been a critical concept
describing an ideal-type governance system that serves the
Party-state leadership’s power-securing objectives. Social
management, therefore, is a process that “programs”
China’s state security (E%%4).13

This systems-theoretical approach to social management fit in
well with some aspects of prior Maoist theory. According to Hoffman,

... [a]t its core, social management is an expansion of the
Maoist ~ “Mass  Line”  ideological = mobilization
methodology. This methodology generates a feedback
loop: it is a continuous process of shaping, managing and
responding. The process is explicitly directed at securing
and advancing the CCP’s power. Implementing this social
management process requires the creation of a complex
system of governance addressing many aspects of state
control, yet one that is flexible enough to manage
competing, changing|,] and often conflicting challenges.13¢
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Qian Xuesen himself conceptualized systems science as fitting
within the philosophical framework of Marxist dialectical materialism.
According to Qian, as Alex Stone has summarized,

in due time, the entire body of knowledge generated from
systems science could be abstracted to create a branch of
philosophy he called Xitong Guan [%4t%], which would
eventually become an integral part of dialectical
materialism. Qian saw dialectical materialism and other
Marxist teachings as providing the highest form of
guidance on systems science.!3”

By the Deng Xiaoping years, there had developed what Bill
Brugger and David Kelly termed a “cyberneticist” school of thought
within Chinese Marxist theory, whose adherents represented “a
scientistic reductionism geared to the ends of the four modernizations
(industry, agriculture, science and technology, and national defense)”
propounded by CCP leaders.!® With the encouragement of Zhao

Ziyang (Chinese premier 1980-87, and CCP general secretary 1987-89),
in fact, “large numbers of Chinese modernizers turned in the 1980s to
the works of [Western] futurologists such as Daniel Bell, John Naisbitt,
and Alvin Toffler,”1% as well as the complexity scientist Ilya Prirogine,
who influenced many Chinese intellectuals in this period.” 140

Chinese scholars influenced by such writings came to believe
that systems thinking and its application to Chinese developmental
challenges might permit the country to carry out a “new leap” forward
to achieve “Marx’s third stage of development - planned production
in communism.”™!  As Chinese worked to “apply system theory,
cybernetics, and information theory to the process of reform,” there
was a “sudden transfusion of systems theory into Marxism”14? that
produced a veritable “systems fever” of “Chinese Marxist
scientism.”143  Using systems thinking, it came to be believed,
technology could be used to control ecology - even societal ecology.144

Important strains of this thinking have continued into the
present day. Chinese strategic writers still stress the close ties between
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such thinking and traditional Communist dialectics, signaling the
importance of cybernetics-derived “systems” approaches to the
Party’s continued rule and power. One recent account, for instance,

depicts “system governance (R4iinEE), system engineering (R4 L#2),
[and] system thinking (GR4t/84E)” as being ideologically central to the
CCP project:

Dialectical materialism believes that everything is
interconnected and interdependent. The system concept is
an important epistemology and methodology of Marxist
philosophy, and is one of the standpoints, views|[,] and
methods that runs through Xi Jinping Thought on
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era. ...
Entering the new era, the Party Central Committee with
Comrade Xi Jinping as the core has insisted on systematic

planning (% £i#% k) and coordinated promotion of various
undertakings of the Party and the country.14>

“Adhering to system integration ((%£i%4:k),” therefore, is said to be

essential to successful “overall planning and system governance.” 146

And most of this can indeed be traced back to Qian Xuesen. As
he saw it, doing this effectively required the development of specific
institutions and specific methodologies that would permit the
government to engage “meta-synthesis” (&G 7151E) or “meta-
synthetic engineering.” As Alex Stone recounts, this method
“integrates empirical judgments and quantitative analysis and,
according to Qian, represents a unity of holism and reductionism.”
The objective is to derive “quantitative knowledge from qualitative
understanding,” and it is carried out through the interaction of three
subsystems: an expert system (£%{4%), a knowledge system (fniRik%),
and a machine system (#lL#:/4%), which together constitute a complex
giant system in and of itself.” 147

In [Qian Xuesen’s] vision, Chinese Party and state leaders
can effectively macro-manage a wide variety of activities
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at the state level (an open, complex, giant system) through
a defined decision-making process (meta-synthetic
engineering) that integrates empirical judgments and
quantitative analysis (meta-synthesis) based on a vast
amount of information collected via an intelligence
network and database. This policymaking process, carried
out via an overall design department (S /&%) acting as
an advisory body staffed with senior experts, would
enable systems-oriented, holistic, scientific planning at the
highest level and minimize the negative impacts from the
prior bottom-up, uncoordinated, ad-hoc policymaking
practice.!48

Wiring the System for Control

In general, as a means of control, “[c]ybernetic regulation of a
system requires accurate sensors” and reliable “effectors” in the
system.'* To simplify the jargon, it might be said that in practice, in
order to “exert what might be called “effective control” over a large and
diverse society” — that is, to “influence large masses of people into
desired patterns of behavior in the aggregate, relying as much as
possible upon autonomous choices, rather than detailed, individual
directions” - the CCP

needs at least two things: (1) tools of discipline with which
to shape societal actors’ incentives by rewarding desirable
behaviors and punishing deviant ones; and (2) a system of
pervasive surveillance that gives authorities a reasonable
likelihood of being able to tell who is conforming and who
is not, so that such rewards or punishments can be applied
to them as needed.!>®

As Stone has noted, Qian Xuesen himself stressed the

importance of “[a]n intelligence network and database (1&# /Fn1% R %

BldEZE)” for tracking “economic activities, daily life activities,
scientific and technological developments, and other important
aspects of economic and social life, as well as “[s]Jupercomputers to
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process the vast amount of information collected.”?5! This corresponds
closely to the cybernetic requirement for sensory instrumentation of
the system to be controlled, as of course the CCP’s array of coercive
tools within China provides the abovementioned “tools of discipline.”

And this has indeed been this philosophy that underlies the
modern expansion of the CCP’s domestic surveillance state.

To establish a “peaceful China” (*F-%ZH1H), the government
seeks to create smart- and safe-cities and communities.
This includes concerted efforts to leverage new digital
technologies to monitor target groups and pre-emptively
detect risks to public order and the party. As part of the
so-called grid management system (#W#&{t/& #), grassroots
party personnel are made responsible for a designated
number of individuals, to monitor threats and mitigate
issues where possible. ... Building on the Great Firewall
and other Internet controls advanced by Hu Jintao, the

current leadership has also invested heavily in controlling
online spaces.15?

These efforts are powerfully reinforced by Xi Jinping’s notion of
“comprehensive national security” (REEZZ%4).153 Officially
introduced in 2014, this “CNS” concept “now comprises 16 security
arenas deemed essential to China’s development and the party state’s
survival by keeping China domestically stable and internationally
thriving.”154 Xi views this paradigm as

a core component of party ideology, a state doctrine that
permeates all aspects of China’s governance. Today,
national security work in China is not only meant to avert
threats but to proactively identify any potential new
threats — domestic and international - that the party must
adapt to. This has spurred a rapid expansion of what is
considered a matter of national security. The expansion is
not one of mission creep, but rather takes place by
design.!
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The “comprehensive national security concept” (SUkEZFZ4W) has

provided the CCP with “a unifying theory that combined internal and
external security concerns and guided policy choices across the
board.” 156

It is easy to see the applicability of such approaches to internal
policing, of course, with the grotesque manifestation of these
approaches obvious in the ongoing CCP human rights abuses that are
endemic in modern China. What is less well understood, however, is
that such thinking also powerfully informs the PRC’s relationships
with the outside world and indeed its approach to implementing
grand strategy in the geopolitical reana. The following pages will
explore this idea further.

Cybernetic Grand Strategy

The reader will now understand that cybernetics-derived
approaches to social control have gained broad currency in the PRC,
to the point that Xi Jinping himself has emphasized the importance of
“automating” social management through “more systematic and
innovative social governance, stressing the need to improve the
capability to predict and prevent security risks.”1>7 At the macro level,
Samantha Hoffman has described this as a process of “engineering
China’s autonomous nervous system.” 158

The ambitiousness of this thinking is hard to overstate. In 1979,
Qian Xuesen and a coauthor, Wu Jiapei (5%%), published a article
that further broadened the notion of the type of “system” that could
be controlled through effective systems engineering to include “an
entire society” (#/M#1:2%) or “an entire nation” (#/NEZ).1 In this
conception, as suggested earlier, societies are Open, Complex, Giant
Systems (OCGSs) that have “human beings as their main
subsystems,”1®0 and Qian and his followers believed that good
engineering techniques would enable rulers to manage them much like
other complex systems.
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This idea proved very appealing a CCP leadership looking for
organizing principles in the years after Mao Zedong’s death and Deng
Xiaoping's policies of “Reform and Opening” had robbed them of the
ideological certainties of Maoist revolution. Qian, in fact, claimed to
have stepped down from his post of Deputy Director of the Committee
for National Defense and Technology ([EBFFiiAZ R/ ET) in the
late 1970s at the request of Premier Zhou Enlai, who urged Qian to try
to apply his theories to aspects of national development beyond
defense technology.161

Zhao Ziyang (#%[H) began referring to complex systems
engineering ideas in the early 1980s,1%2 and as Premier told the 13t CCP
National Congress in 1987 that China’s process of reform was “a grand
systems engineering undertaking (2 —Iiffs KRG LFE).”163 By
the early 1990s, in fact, the CCP’s appreciation for Qian’s work and his
social management theories had grown to the point that President and
General Secretary Jiang Zemin and Chairman of the National People’s
Congress Standing Committee Li Peng could declare in 1991 that

Qian Xuesen’s dedicated research on engineering
cybernetics has since been developed into a complete set of
system engineering theory, which has found wide
applications in numerous fields from military operations,
agriculture, forestry, to even social and economic
development, and has played a crucial role in China’s
modernization endeavor.164

During Hu Jintao’s (#i$R#%) tenure, “references to [systems
engineering] became more ubiquitous,”1 to the point - as Alex Stone
describes - that “social engineering-enabled ‘top-level design™
became “a philosophy of governance.”1% According to Xi, systems
thinking is clearly the key to effective grand strategy. He explicitly
describes his agenda of “[c]Jomprehensively deepening reform” as
being “a complex systems project.” As Xinhua News Service has
recounted,
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Xi Jinping pointed out that the comprehensive deepening
of reform is a complex system project, which requires
strengthening the top-level design and overall planning,
and strengthening the relevance, systematicity and
feasibility studies of various reforms ... so that various
reform measures can cooperate with each other in terms of
policy orientation, promote each other in the
implementation process, and put them in practice. The
results complement each other.16”

As Stone describes it, under Xi Jinping, such concepts are clearly
at the center of CCP thinking.

Under Xi Jinping’s tenure (2012-Present), concepts and
terms informed by [systems engineering] have been
formalized in senior leaders” discourse on strategic issues
to the extent that they appear as frequently as references to
values like freedom and democracy appear in U.S.
Presidents’ rhetoric. Xi has repeatedly demanded [that]
CCP cadres ... use “systems science, systems thinking, and
systems approaches” to examine and solve problems, and
upholding a “systems mindset” was identified as one of
five fundamental principles to guide economic and social
governance during the 14th Five-Year Plan (FYP) period
and beyond.

CCP leaders see a systems approach to strategic planning
and governance as an essential skillset and argue that these
approaches have not only contributed to the success of
China’s strategic weapons development and the aerospace
industry, but have also guided and informed Chinese
practices in economic, social, and military management
and development. ...

As a result, the best approach is to strengthen “top-level
design” (TMZi&1t) and “holistic planning” (#{4igl) through
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careful research into the connectedness (<Bk%),
“systemness” (i) ... and feasibility of reform measures.

Under Xi’'s tenure, the term and its associated concepts
have become even more ubiquitous in China’s policy
discourse on strategic issues. ... Xi made the most forceful
case for “top-level design” when he addressed the Third
Plenary Session of the 18th Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) Central Committee in November 2013 in Beijing,
prior to launching one of the most extensive rounds of
reforms in PRC history. ... Xi Jinping has also extended the
emphasis placed on systems thinking, holistic approaches,
and top-level design to the discussion of other important
policy priorities.168

So how do such approaches work in practice? As applied to
controlling the behavior of the myriad human beings in the OCGS of
society, this approach relies both upon ongoing state intervention and

upon allowing some degree of autonomy to all actors in the system,
which they exercise within a context of behavioral incentives
established and manipulated by that state:

Such an incentives-based system of trained conformity
does not attempt to deny or substitute for individual
human agency, but instead seeks to coopt such agency. To
the extent that this works, these methods are far more
scalable to complex societies and large populations than
direct control. This represents, if you will, “new school”
authoritarianism.?

As Hoffman summarizes, in the Communist Party’s information-
theoretical vision,

society’s self-regulation and residents’ self-governance
reinforce each other. Self-management, however, does not
imply [complete] autonomy. Instead it describes the ideal
function of the CCP’s governance system. To achieve self-
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management requires the successful automation of
government functions through a combination of
cooperative and coercive government tactics. ...

This process can be described as the interaction of two
channel types: a Sensory Channel and a Motor Channel.
The Sensory Channel describes the capacity to sense the
state and changes in its internal and external environment
(or “Monitoring” and “Analyzing” the current state and
environment). The Motor Channel describes how an
attribute, reacting to and countering the effects of changes,
adapts to maintain equilibrium (or the “Planning” and
“Execution” of decisions and change). The successful
operation of this process means that a system is constantly
adapting in order to prevent faults and to handle faults
when they inevitably occur. The end goal is not a system
without faults. The goal is a system capable of ensuring
that faults do not cause the entire system to collapse.'”0

From the perspective of grand strategy, however, “the system”
in question isn’t just China itself, but rather also - in effect - the entire
global community. And, indeed, a great deal of Beijing’s activity in
the world during the last decade can be seen as an attempt to develop
and deploy what are in effect the kind of cybernetic “sensors” and
“effectors” the CCP needs to export “this theory of social control —
increasingly, and by degrees—to implement this theory in the rest of
the world.”1"1

Global Cybernetic “Sensors”

In terms of “sensors,” one key aspect of China’s “Belt and Road
Initiative” (BRI) of PRC-financed infrastructure projects with foreign
partners has been the “Digital Silk Road” (DSR). The DSR effort dates
back at least to a 2015 white paper released by the PRC State Council,
which spoke of the need to develop an “Information Silk Road”
through which China would provide both hard infrastructure (e.g.,
cellular telecommunications networks) and soft infrastructure (e.g.,
software applications, mobile payment platforms, and cloud
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computing services) to developing countries, thus becoming their
primary technology supplier. As Rahul Karan Reddy has recounted,

... [c]Jore DSR technologies include telecommunications
infrastructure, internet cables, data centers, cloud services,
OTT (Over-the-Top) platforms and consumer electronics.
These technologies encompass most sectors of the digital
economy, from cellular networks and internet cables
necessary to support internet access to mobile phones and
applications that provide access to video games, mobile
payments and e-commerce platforms. Together, the
bundle of technology goods and services is sometimes
referred to as the tech stack: hard and soft infrastructure
that enables users to access technology services like mobile
payments and e-commerce through goods like mobile
phones and internet cables.1”2

This has included projects such as installing thousands of
surveillance cameras in Nairobi connected to central monitoring hubs
- ostensibly for crime-fighting under the auspices of “Safe Cities”
assistance!” - as well as a contract with Ethiopia under which Chinese
technology companies “basically took over the country’s entire national
telecommunications network,”7* with the result that “Ethiopia’s
[government] monopoly [on telecommunications] effectively became
China’s monopoly.”1”5 In general, as the Council on Foreign Relations
has observed, DSR assistance

goes toward improving recipients’ telecommunications
networks, artificial intelligence capabilities, cloud
computing, e-commerce and mobile payment systems,
surveillance technology, smart cities, and other high-
tech areas.

Chinese companies provide such recipients with a range of services,
including Internet connectivity, video surveillance, cell phones with
GPS location capabilities, and biometrics systems that feed into
centrally managed-data centers - generally with China itself serving
as the resulting data hub.176
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Chinese officials are firm believers in the power of information
to empower control and management. It is already well understood
that the PLA views information management as being key to
dispelling the “fog of war” and prevailing in a military conflict,””
regards “strengthening the military” as a “complex systems project,”
and calls for all Chinese military leaders to have “a system concept (%

GiW:&)” approach.178

Much more broadly, however - and significantly, from a
strategic perspective - the CCP now considers “data” to be a “new
factor of production,” the state control and management of which is
just as important as any other factor of production through the prism
of Marxist-Leninist theory.1”” The beginnings of this conclusion can
be seen in Chinese “futurist” Marxist theory from the early 1980s, for
some such thinkers came to believe that “information - or at least highly
generalized and manipulable codified data - is integral to some of the
most important new productive forces in advanced -capitalist

societies.’80  Building in part upon Karl Marx’s discussion in the
unfinished manuscript of the Grundrisse — which he had intended to
release as Foundations of a Critiqgue of Political Economy, but which he
died before publishing - these Chinese scholars soon came to argue
that “information is itself a productive force.”181

Such speculation tied systems thinking and Marxist theorizing
quite closely together. (After all, in the Grundrisse, Marx had made
clear that there was “no such thing as an independent variable; all is
connected and all is dependent.”18?) In effect, complexity science was
seen as a modern, network-dynamics-focused way of expressing
Marxian insight, and systems-based engineering a way of approaching
the understanding, measurement, and ultimately manipulation of
complex social systems in order to bring the dialectics of socialist
development to their apogee. As complexity science has tried to
“advance[] the tools of cybernetics and systems science to study ...
society as a complex system,” Western experts may feel that they have
not yet “arrive[d] at any sort of formal or explicit theory of social
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complexity or social systems.”18> Chinese Marxists, however, certainly
believed they have.

Conclusions about the centrality of data in Chinese Marxism and
national strategic planning are now commonplace. As it has been
explained much more recently, for instance,

... [a]s a new factor of production, data is the foundation
of digitalization, networking, and intelligence. It has been
rapidly integrated into production, distribution,
circulation, consumption, and social service management,
profoundly changing production methods, lifestyles, and
social governance. The construction of data infrastructure
system is related to the overall situation of national
development and security.184

The CCP Central Committee and the PRC State Council have
declared “systematic planning to maintain national data security” to
be a national priority, and that China needs to “promote the formation
of a new production relationship” on this basis. In an important 2022
CPC Central Committee and State Council “Opinion” on the
importance of the “Data Basic System,” data is explained to be “related
to the overall situation of national development and security,” making
data of central importance.'® To this end, the CCP seeks to build and
manage a general “data circulation system that can define the scope of
use [of data], trace the circulation process, and prevent security

risks.”186

It should now be easy to see how the expanding data and
information networks of the BRI and other Chinese overseas
engagement projects relate directly to CCP aspirations to social
control. CCP domestic planning guidance documents focus strongly
on what can only be seen as both a literal and a figurative effort to
“instrument the system” of Chinese society for purposes of central
management. The Central Committee’s directives on improving
infrastructure management, for instance, call for the establishment of
“an efficient and authoritative national quality infrastructure
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management system, and [to] promote the hierarchical and classified
management of quality infrastructure.”1®” They direct officials to

... [d]eepen the reform and innovation of metrology
technology institutions, promote the construction of a
modern and advanced national measurement system,
improve the quantity value transmission system managed
by the country according to law and the market demand-
oriented quantity value traceability system, and
standardize and guide the development of the metrology
technology service market.188

This focus upon instrumenting Chinese society also applies
politically, with the Central Committee stressing the importance - in
order to “construct[] ... a strong country” by transforming China
“from big to strong” by improving “quality” in the “economy, trade,
science and technology, culture[,] and other fields” - of carrying
“central quality supervision” and “inspection and assessment” work,”

and forming “an effective supervision, inspection and rectification
implementation mechanism.”18 This broad focus upon the acquisition
and control of data as a strategic resource - with all the mercantilism
this implies, for such control could also entail (and in some cases might
require) monopolization or denial - is obviously important in CCP
domestic governance and social control strategies.

It would be a great mistake, however, to assume that this CCP
thinking stops, as it were, at the water’s edge. As projects such as the
DSR illustrate, this is also true internationally. (According to a
Taiwanese businessman based in Beijing, “[i|n the age of Al, if data is
the new oil, China is the new OPEC.”) As one 2022 analysis noted,

an additional purpose of China’s expanding worldwide
Internet surveillance and data-mining is to stockpile data
in anticipation of the day when advanced computing
enables analysis of such data to unlock even more effective
methods of social control.1®
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All that such an approach lacks, therefore, is a means of using the
data thereby acquired in ways that drive the behavior of entities within
the global OCGS into patterns congenial to CCP leadership in ways
directly analogous to - if at present much less fully developed than -
what the Party has been working for years to ensure within China.

Cybernetic “Effectors”

In terms of “effectors,” of course, the CCP today enjoys - within
China itself - an extraordinary range of coercive tools. After an earlier
period of (relative) relaxation, the CCP has over the last two decades
been steadily rebuilding the network of Party cells it maintains within
private businesses in China, and this process has sharply accelerated
under Xi Jinping. According to The Economist, for instance, CCP
regulations “require that wherever three or more employees in a
workplace are party members, they must set up a party branch.”
(Firms with seven or more members must also appoint a Party
secretary.)

This gives Party leaders an enormous ability not just to monitor
but also to influence the activities even of notionally “private
corporations.” Ye Qing, of the vice-chairs of the All-China Federation
of Industry and Commerce, declared in 2020, for example, that Party
branches in private firms should have “guiding power” on corporate
personnel decisions. Since 2020, the Chinese government has “carried
out waves of private sector regulation to discipline companies, align
their actions with party priorities, strengthen party influence[,] and
prevent the formation of power bases outside the CCP.”1%1

The global technology firm Huawei, for instance - which
operates in dozens of countries and professes itself “committed to
bringing digital [technology] to every person, home and organization
for a fully connected, intelligent world” - “cannot operate without the
state’s indulgence, and some hundred of its senior employees are
regarded by Washington as linked to the military or intelligence
agencies.”19?2 Huawei’s holding company is theoretically owned by its
workers, but they do not technically own its shares. Instead, these are
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held by a trade union committee which falls under the All-China
Federation of Trade Unions, which in turn is controlled by the CCP. 1%

On top of this structural ability through Party networks to
dictate policies to “private” Chinese companies operating anywhere in
the world, the CCP also

sits atop a web of national security commissions that have
been established or upgraded across the administration,
from central to local levels. The party transmits its
priorities and agenda through these commissions. They
fulfill a coordinating function and ensure that nearly all
state ministries, departments and government-funded
organizations take part in safeguarding security in some
way. Party organizations, too, must help uphold national
security, down to party cells in education, the private
sector and civil society. This framework keeps cadres and
public officials on the lookout for potential threats. ...

All state and non-state actors are required to cooperate
with authorities such as the Ministry of Public Security, the
Ministry of State Security or military-affiliated intelligence
forces, in cases relating to national security. China’s
security organs have extensive discretionary powers to
access data, with little or no transparency or legal recourse.
By institutional design, the CCP has steering power over
all security organs and the judiciary, whose work is
coordinated under the national security commissions
system. No independent bodies monitor their actions that
citizens and enterprises could turn to if faced with undue
requests for cooperation.**

Thus has the Party given itself a powerful repertoire of
“effectors” with which to undertake “social management” activities in
China itself. Abroad, the CCP has fewer levers with which to intervene
in the OCGS of the international arena, but it has steadily been
working to build more. For one thing, many of the same mechanisms
that give it the ability to exert control over the activities of Chinese
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companies at home also allow control over them to be exerted overseas
precisely to the degree that such companies operate abroad. This is
itself an important lever of CCP influence in the rest of the world, for
there are a great many Chinese companies operating abroad who in
principle are subject to just such broad CCP direction. (According to a
recent report by HSBC, Chinese businesses are “increasingly looking
beyond the country’s borders to find international opportunities,” and
are still only “at the early stages of their international journey.” By
2017, it was estimated that there were already “more than 10,000
Chinese-owned firms operating in Africa” alone.)

China is also increasingly good at using its economic weight to
incentivize non-Chinese actors in the rest of the world to adopt what
the CCP considers good behavior. As Mark Galleoti has noted in
discussing the phenomenon of “Schroederization” - a term coined by
former Estonian President Toomas Ilves in reaction to Russia’s co-
optation of former German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder by giving
him a lucrative job with the Russian state oil monopolist Gazprom -
“the individual-by-individual corruption of another country’s politics
in a wholly legal (if ethically problematic) way” is a “leitmotif of the
modern world.”1% But while it is true that for avaricious people in the
rest of the world, China’s huge, expanding, trade-based economy has
long had an effect “like gravity, warping orbits and raising tides
without being visible to the naked eye,” thereby making them less
willing to push back against China and hold it accountable for
abuses, this has been far from a merely passive process.

To the contrary, empowered by the networks of dependency that
have developed as a result of its economic growth - and which, as
noted earlier, Beijing seems to have been deliberately cultivating - the
PRC has been extraordinarily active in trying to train the rest of the
world into congenial conformity with CCP expectations by wielding a
range of pressures and sanctions to disincentivize even private citizens
in foreign states from adopting policies or expressing views distavored
by Party officials. As one of the authors of this paper has elsewhere
observed,
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Every time a Western company or celebrity faces PRC
economic and commercial chastisement and is told to
make a groveling apology for having “hurt the feelings of
the Chinese people” by saying something the CCP dislikes,
the CCP is trying to establish and reinforce habits of
conformity. Every time a Western scholar is blacklisted
and barred from doing work in China for inconvenient
facts identified by his or her scholarship, the CCP is trying
to train other scholars to be less impertinent. Every time a
Western film studio faces exclusion from Chinese markets
if China or the CCP is portrayed less than favorably in a
screenplay, the Party is laying down a marker about how
we must all describe China in the future. And every time
a country faces PRC economic warfare for rejecting
Beijing’s political demands, it is pressured by China to
change how it teaches history to its own schoolchildren, or
it is punished for showing some degree of solicitude to
Taiwan, the CCP is working to establish and reinforce
global docility.1%7

With respect to China’s efforts to build a form of global
“discourse control” by “grabbing the microphone” in international
affairs,198

... [t]he net effect of these efforts is to export the kind of ...
environment that CCP censors have imposed within China
itself. As one U.S. professor noted in analyzing recent
changes in China’s extraterritorial laws, the point of these
laws isn’t directly to control or punish all China-related
speech everywhere but rather to use the threat of coercive
pressures “to put the fear of God into all China critics the
world over.” The CCP, in other words, aims to learn how
different societies react to different stimuli, including
threats and rewards, so as to secure the Party’s position
even more effectively in the future: it aims to make China’s
[coercive influence system] as efficient and effective as
possible, everywhere.1¥
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Seeing this global project as merely a global censorship effort,
however, would be to miss both its subtlety and its ambition. Over
time, as Galeotti has noted, the effects of such sustained coercive
pressure gradually “accumulate, slowly building habits of deference
and cooperation.” Significantly, they can also be “combine[d] with
other instruments of modern conflict” for potentially synergistic effect:

It is far easier to shape the narratives that drive politics and
policy if another country’s media is already tamed, its
experts compromised and its politicians bought and paid
for (or at least rented from time to time). With not just
money but also an already-favourable local establishment
consensus, shaping laws and influencing policy becomes
rather more possible. In other words, money is not just a
weapon in its own right, it also makes all the other
weapons ... that much more powerful.?%

This thus represents another way in which the feedback loops and

reciprocal causalities of systems thinking refract through CCP
strategy. As one Chinese writer put it, “[s]ynergy theory is the core
point of the system concept.”?%

Controlling foreign discourse is thus only one part of the CCP’s
objective. More broadly, the whole panoply of PRC overseas
engagements - including trading relationships, “Confucius
Institutes,” overseas “police stations,” a growing institutional capacity
for sanctions warfare, diplomatic and security relationships, BRI and
DSR infrastructure projects, involvement in global technology
standards-setting bodies,?? overseas lending, tourist travel, Olympic
sports participation, military power projection and expeditionary
warfare capabilities, United Nations peacekeeping operations, the
export of film and television products, and overseas activities by major
technologv firms, to name a few - can be seen as a deliberate effort to
build webs of connectivity with China that form dependency
relationships that can be manipulated by the Chinese Party-State in
furtherance of its strategic objectives.
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Individually, of course, any developing country might
presumably like to expand in many of these ways. (Who, for instance,
does not wish to have more competitive technology companies or to
win more Olympic medals?) Yet the modern CCP’s doctrinal
emphasis upon systematic management and leveraging of “system”-
type relationships in support of “national rejuvenation,” the notable
cross-cutting consistency of relational trends across of the country’s
foreign relationships,?® and the underlying assumption of CNP theory
that superlative comprehensive national power conveys mastery of the
geopolitical terrain, together, point toward a deep and holistic
intentionality.

This is exactly what one might expect from the CCP’s clear focus
both upon the “comprehensiveness” of national power and upon the
utility of an essentially cybernetic concept of using systemic influence
for purposes of social control. In our view, the various aspects of
Chinese strategy

are not intended to be, nor are they in fact, effective merely
linearly - that is, through the summation of or direct
extrapolation from their various economic, technological,
political, informational, diplomatic, military, and socio-
cultural effects. Rather, they aspire, at least, to a sort of
“systemic” coherence and extra impact through the
relationships between them. ... China’s effort [is thus] to
create what might be called a “leverage web” of mutually-
reinforcing instruments of power and influence ....2%

One aspect of the mutually-reinforcing aspects of PRC strategy
that the U.S. Department of Defense has noted, for instance - but
which has as yet gotten too little attention elsewhere - is the degree to
which the CCP’s Military-Civil Fusion Development Strategy
(MCFDS) strategy also seems to be intended to ensure that as many of
China’s ostensibly civilian overseas engagements as possible are set up
in ways that permit them to be subject to military use in time of crisis.
Under something called the Fundamental Domain Resource Sharing
System (FDRSS), for instance,
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military requirements [are built] into the construction of
civilian infrastructure from the ground up as well as
leveraging China’s civilian construction and logistics
capacities and capabilities for military purposes. This
includes factoring military requirements and dual-use
purposes into building civilian private and public
transportation infrastructure such as airports, port
facilities, railways, roads, and communications networks.
This also extends to infrastructure projects in dual-use
domains such as space and undersea as well as mobile
communications networks and topographical and
meteorological systems. Another element seeks to set
common military and civilian standards to make
infrastructure easier to use in emergencies and wartime. ...
It may also have important implications for the PRC's
overseas infrastructure projects and investments under
BRI as the PRC seeks to establish a more robust overseas
logistics and basing infrastructure to allow the PLA to

project and sustain military power.?%

In CCP parlance - especially now that Western attention to the
implications of Military-Civil Fusion seems to have led Party officials
to use that evocative firm less frequently - making sure that essentially
everything is capable of supporting either civilian or military
applications is called “double support work,” and such work has been
identified by Xi Jinping as a national priority.2%® The point here about
such “fusion” is not that either civilian or military advantage is
necessarily prioritized, but merely that national power is clearly
conceptualized in “comprehensive” terms. The focus is not upon any
given facet of power in particular, but about their aggregation, and the
CCP’s ability to draw upon them in coordinated and mutually-
reinforcing ways, as a system of power, when and wherever it wishes to
do so. Not for nothing, it would appear, has the CCP’s Central
Commission for Military-Civil Fusion Development (CCMCEFD) (4
ERMAKREZRS) - a body chaired by Xi Jinping himself -
emphasized the “system engineering” nature of MCF development.2?”
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The point of all such systems thinking by the CCP, of course, is
about strategy and advantage, both at home and abroad - which
means that it is fundamentally about control. Today, merely “[g]etting
rich isn’t China’s big project anymore; the project is power.”208 And
just as it is understood by CCP strategists that “the principle of
complexity” needs to be followed in military operations in making
“good use of complexity theory to support planning,”?% so too are
Qian Xuesen-style cybernetic approaches to be used in instrumenting
and influencing the world so that China is able to exert more and more
“effective control” over its strategic environment along the path to its
world-historical “national rejuvenation.”

The CCP’s grand strategy is a cybernetic-based one that
embodies a “system of strategies” (Hli%{4%) approach - in the words
of Alex Stone and Peter Wood - which aspires to “the creation of a
new, more complex system which offers more functionality and
performance than simply the sum of the constituent systems.?l9 Thus
are systems thinking and CNP theory intimately tied together in the

service of China’s grand strategy of returning to systemic global
hegemony.

Conclusion

It seems quite clear today that complex systems concepts - an
intellectual framework imported to China via Qian Xuesen’s study of
Western cybernetics and information theory - have been
enthusiastically adopted by the CCP as part of an ambitious agenda of
shaping, manipulating, and managing not just the “open complex
giant system” of China itself, but also that of China’s overall strategic
environment. Such cybernetics-inflected approaches to social control,
in fact, arguably represent one of the CCP’s most distinctive
contributions to political theory and practice - albeit tragically, given
that such intellectual energy, effort, and sophistication is being
marshaled primarily for purposes of oppression at home and
imperialism abroad.?!!
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As a means by which both to build and to leverage China’s
growing CNP as Beijing pursues its desired strategic end-state of
Sinocentric geopolitical “return,” the concept of cybernetic social
control - both in its more elaborate domestic and its emergent
international forms - provides a lens through which to understand a
great deal of the modern CCP’s observed behavior. We hope that this
analysis will help spur further attention and research into China’s
evolving “social technology” of influence, manipulation, and control,
and that the fruits of such work will usefully inform leaders and
publics in the non-Chinese world as they struggle to deal with the
many challenges that such a “comprehensive” and “complex
systems”-focused Chinese grand strategy presents for the rest of
humanity.
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