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China: Wealthy State, Strong Army—
and a Powerful Party

John J. Tkacik, Jr.

For over a decade, China’s industrial and military
strength has expanded with breathtaking speed. As
one economist succinctly noted, China’s economic
growth “is losing its capacity to shock...however
astonishing it would be elsewhere.”1

Despite China’s signal disinterest in human
rights (either for its own people or anywhere else),
its equanimity toward nuclear proliferation, its
insouciance about environmental degradation, and
its border harassment of neighbors—from Japan to
India, from the South China Sea to tiny Bhutan, and
(of course) Taiwan—for many policymakers, China
is increasingly considered too big to challenge.

This is not good. Managing China’s rise requires
a quiet, coherent, multi-dimensional, and disci-
plined strategy that must be coordinated with allies
and friendly democracies. Crucial to achieving
America’s strategic policy goals is consensus among
the world’s democracies to “balance” China’s rise.
The key obstacle to consensus is China’s sheer eco-
nomic weight and its willingness to use that weight
to punish its adversaries and reward its friends.
Unless the United States is able to focus our own
friends on the magnitude of the task at hand and
lead them in addressing it, the world’s democracies
will ultimately acquiesce in the undemocratic and
irredentist nature of Beijing’s worldview.

America has confronted assertive authoritarian
dictatorships with absolute authority over large
economies in the past. But, false perceptions of the
Soviet economic strength aside, in the past century
the United States has never had to deal with a com-

petitor of such economic, industrial, political,
and—soon—military weight. 

Some U.S. politicians hope to wish the problem
away and “look to China” to do the right thing. Pres-
ident George W. Bush is “optimistic about China’s
future” because, he believes “young people who
grow up with the freedom to trade goods will ulti-
mately demand the freedom to trade ideas.”2 A
soothing thought, but history suggests that “free-
dom to trade goods” never, of itself, leads to democ-
racy, which is why the Chinese Communist Party is
comfortable with it.

Wealthy State, Strong Army. The swift pace of
China’s economic and military growth is undeniable,
and China’s ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
leverages this new power to legitimize its rule.

Since 2004, China’s gross domestic product
(GDP) has doubled in U.S. dollar terms. Its indus-
trial sector is growing even faster.3 And the Chinese
government officially acknowledges military
spending growth of 17–18 percent annually—
about $59 billion in 20084—while U.S. intelli-
gence agencies suggest China’s total military
outlays are between double and triple Beijing’s
announced figures.5 Chinese military industries
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claim average annual revenue growth of 21 percent
for the past three years.6123456

Even if Americans do not yet understand what is
happening to their nation’s global economic leader-
ship, the Chinese do. China’s leaders see economic
might as an essential prerequisite to military power,
which is, in turn, essential to the perpetuation of its
economic expansion. This is the “Wealthy State,
Strong Army” (fu guo qiang bing) doctrine of the Qin
emperor, which animated the creation of the first
great Chinese empire 2,200 years ago. “Wealthy

State, Powerful Army” has been restored to China’s
ideological lexicon, placing the Chinese People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) at the center of the country’s
development strategy.7

Because military armaments research, develop-
ment, manufacture, and service are grounded in the
industrial sector, the fact that China now possesses
the world’s second largest industrial sector should
be cause for concern. China’s industry is nearly 70
percent the size of the U.S. industrial sector and is
growing at 13 percent a year, while U.S. industrial
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growth was 0.5 percent in 2007. These trends mean
China’s industrial sector will indeed overtake that of
the United States—a scenario most recent estimates
predict will occur by 2017,8 although some esti-
mates see it happening within a year.9

As China’s People’s Liberation Army continues
to field new classes of super-quiet nuclear subma-
rines with heavy loads of advanced ICBMs, top
line jet fighters, and a dazzling array of new space
systems, the strategic importance of China’s
industrial and manufacturing sectors will eventu-
ally become apparent to America’s political leaders
and national security officials. But such a revela-
tion has yet to occur. 

A Powerful Party Controls the “Middle Class.”
Of course, there are those who believe that China
will mellow in its own way and in its own time.
Those believers point to the mechanism of a grow-
ing “middle class” that will demand peace and sta-
bility from the regime and will exert adequate
restraint on state power. About 5 percent of the
population consists of CCP members.10 About the
same number are “middle class.”11 

As it turns out, nine out of 10 of China’s wealth-
iest people are CCP members.12 A confidential sur-
vey of Chinese incomes conducted by the Central
Party School Research Office in March 2006 reflects
that, under the heading “private ownership of prop-

erty (foreign property not included),” some 27,310
Chinese own property valued in excess of 50 mil-
lion yuan (about US $15 million). And 3,220 peo-
ple own in excess of 100 million. Of this latter
figure, 2,932 people—91 percent—were identified
as “children of senior cadres”—and those 2,932
people held “assets valued at 2.045 trillion yuan.”13

The same report also claimed “in the cities, income
of middle and high-ranking bureaucrats already
exceed the income of civil servants and mid-income
people in developed countries in Western Europe
and the United States.” This statement could not
possibly be true—unless, perhaps, it includes insti-
tutionalized corruption.

The above-cited statistics make one fact clear:
The CCP is quite adept at using its full panoply of
economic and internal security instruments—as
well as its newly rising “middle class”—to undergird
its legitimacy.14 With its new industrial primacy in
Asia, China is now building military power capable
of enforcing its external goal of strategic political,
military, and economic preeminence in Asia—the
outward manifestation of the CCP’s continued
“Mandate of Heaven.”

A Necessary Skepticism. China’s external
behavior provides no solace to those hoping to see
the rulers in Beijing turn into “responsible stake-
holders” in the international community. For exam-
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ple, the new Chinese superpower still aids and abets
regimes that engage in:

• Genocide in Sudan,

• Repression and political terror in Zimbabwe,

• Unremitting oppression in Burma, and

• Nuclear proliferation in North Korea and Iran.

These are but pieces of a long-term pattern indi-
cating China has little prospect at this point of
becoming a responsible global power.

Unless the next President of the United States
adopts greater skepticism toward China’s future
intentions; reaffirms America’s commitment to like-

minded economic, political, and security allies
around the world; and seeks aggressive enforce-
ment of the global economic rules it has done more
than any other nation to establish, there will be pre-
cious little to prevent China from changing the geo-
political rules to suit its own interests. The United
States certainly needs to balance China’s rise, but it
also needs to create and nurture a balance of forces
in favor of economic and political freedom.

—John J. Tkacik, Jr., is Senior Research Fellow in
China, Taiwan, and Mongolia Policy in the Asian Stud-
ies Center at The Heritage Foundation.


