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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

CONSTRUCTING THREAT: 

HOW AMERICANS IDENTIFY ECONOMIC COMPETITORS 

by 

Shelley D. Wick 

Florida International University, 2013 

Miami, Florida 

Professor Paul Kowert, Major Professor 

China’s emergence as an economic powerhouse has often been portrayed as 

threatening to America’s economic strength and to its very identity as “the global 

hegemon.”  The media’s alarmist response to an economic competitor is familiar to those 

who remember U.S.-Japanese relations in the 1980s.  In order to better understand the 

basis of American threat perception, this study explores the independent and interactive 

impact of three variables (perceptions of the Other’s capabilities, perceptions of the Other 

as a threat versus as an opportunity, and perceptions of the Other’s political culture) on 

attitudes toward two different economic competitors (Japan 1977-1995 and China 1985-

2011).  Utilizing four methods (historical process tracing, public polling data analysis, 

social scientific experimentation, and content analysis), this study demonstrates that 

increases in the Other’s economic capabilities have a much smaller impact on attitudes 

than is commonly believed.  It further shows that while perceptions of threat/opportunity 

played a significant role in shaping attitudinal response toward Japan, perceptions of 

political culture are the most important factor driving attitudes toward China today.  This 

study contributes to a better understanding of how states react to threats and construct 
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negative images of their economic rivals.  It also helps to explain the current Sino-

American relationship and enables better predictions as to its potential future course.  

Finally, these findings contribute to cultural explanations of the democratic peace 

phenomenon and provide a boundary condition (political culture) for the liberal 

proposition that opportunity ameliorates conflict in the economic realm.  
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I. HOW DO AMERICANS FEEL ABOUT CHINA?1 

“I remain convinced that a successful China can make our country more 
prosperous, not less.  As trade and investment bind us together, we have a 
stake in each other's success.  On issues from global security to global 
economic growth, we share common challenges and responsibilities -- and 
we have incentives to work together…We often focus on Chinese exports 
to America, but last year American companies exported more than $100 
billion worth of goods and services to China, supporting hundreds of 
thousands of jobs here.  In fact, our exports to China have been growing 
much faster than our exports to the rest of the world”2 
 
 “China is a case in point.  Having embraced free enterprise to some 
degree, the Chinese Government and Chinese companies have quickly 
divined the benefits of ignoring the rules followed by others.  China seeks 
advantage through systematic exploitation of other economies.  It 
misappropriates intellectual property by coercing "technology transfers" 
as a condition of market access; enables theft of intellectual property, 
including patents, designs and know-how; hacks into foreign commercial 
and government computers; favors and subsidizes domestic producers 
over foreign competitors; and manipulates its currency to artificially 
reduce the price of its goods and services abroad.”3 
 
These quotes represent a dichotomy in American perspectives on China’s current 

and future role as a global economic super-power.  Over the last three decades, the 

tension between these two perspectives has become ever more striking as Chinese 

economic power has increased.  As a source of cheap manufactured products and as a 

large consumer of primary products China has come to play a crucial role in the trade of 

many of the world’s economies.  As the world’s second largest economy, it has become a 

vital source of both aid and investment for developing countries in Africa, Latin America 

                                                           
1 Excerpts of this dissertation appear in a forthcoming article titled “Capabilities, Cooperation, and 
Conflict: Mapping American Ambivalence toward China,” by Shelley Wick, which will be published in 
Foreign Policy Analysis. 
 
2 Vice President Joseph Biden Jr., in an Op-Ed piece appearing in the New York Times on September 8th 
2011 
 
3 Presidential Candidate Mitt Romney, in and Op-Ed piece appearing in the Washington Post on October 
14th 2011 
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and South East Asia.  In addition, while China’s military capabilities are still far behind 

those of the United States and other powerful states they are rapidly expanding and 

modernizing, which suggests that China’s military power could eventually approach the 

level of its economic power.  Growth in Chinese power in both the security and economic 

milieus has serious implications for the balance of power in Asia, as well as the future 

potential for international cooperation and global economic health. 

The importance of the Sino-American relationship to the continued prosperity and 

peace of the United States is difficult to overstate.  Not only does China’s rising status 

potentially threaten American hegemony but it also plays a vital role in the American 

domestic economy.  Americans’ penchant for deficit spending and their voracious 

appetite for inexpensive Chinese products have led China to become the United States’ 

second largest trading partner as well as its largest creditor.  China watchers have both 

warned about the potential for a “new Cold War,” if the current Sino-American economic 

competition evolves into confrontation and conflict, and celebrated the potential for 

sustained peace, cooperation and economic growth if we see “a deepening U.S.-China 

entente” (Friedberg 2005, 8).  It has been said that the “The American military contest 

with China in the Pacific will define the twenty-first century” (Kaplan 2005).  While 

statements about the significance of this relationship have often tended toward hyperbole, 

it is undeniable that the interdependence and relative power of the two countries will 

ensure that shifts in the Sino-American relationship will have far reaching domestic and 

international consequences.   

Despite the importance of this relationship, however, there is a general lack of 

agreement in the United States about how Americans should view this rising power.  



3 
 

Should Americans see China as an enemy or as a friend, as a threat or as an opportunity, 

as a competitor or as a partner?  How Americans answer questions about their 

relationship with China has a profound impact on how they perceive Chinese 

motivations, how they understand Chinese behavior, and ultimately on the direction this 

relationship is likely to take.  Yet there is no easy answer.  Polls suggest ambivalence; 

headlines go to hyperbolic extremes and pundits stand on opposite sides of the table.  

Many China threat theorists have mentioned the possibility of a Cold War with China 

(Ferguson 2009; Kissenger 2011), yet there is nothing resembling the almost universal 

animosity Americans felt toward the Soviet Union during the Cold War.  On the other 

hand, despite major gains from trade and a prevailing optimism that engagement with 

China will lead the People’s Republic of China (PRC) down the path toward democracy 

and openness; Americans are far from viewing China with the trust and acceptance of a 

friend.   

This contestation is both cause and consequence of a general ambivalence 

towards China that pervades every corner of American society.  A quick survey of 

available polling data shows that the American public is fairly evenly divided between 

those who feel warmly toward China and those who do not.4  In a February 2010, Gallup 

Poll 42% of respondents reported having very favorable or mostly favorable opinions of 

China, with 53% of respondents having mostly unfavorable or very unfavorable opinions.  

The apparent anti-China majority is reversed in a Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll 

conducted just two months later.  In this case 49% of respondents felt favorably toward 

                                                           
4 The survey results reported here were obtained from searches of the iPOLL Databank and other resources 
provided by the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut. 
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China while only 36% had negative feelings.  The Transatlantic Trends Survey conducted 

in June of the same year showed a more or less even split with 48% reporting positive 

feelings toward China and 51% reporting negative feelings.   

The evidence suggests that as a people Americans are undecided in their feelings 

toward China.  Approximately half feel negatively toward China while the other half 

feels positively.  In fact, in all three of the above-mentioned polls, only a small minority 

had strong feelings either way.  Across the three polls only 12%-17% had very 

unfavorable feelings and 5%-10% had very favorable feelings.  The majority of 

respondents reported feelings that were either “somewhat favorable” or “somewhat 

unfavorable.”  It is clear that Americans see China as neither a “friend” nor as an 

“enemy” but rather as something in between.  

American political elites are also divided as to how they feel about China.  Over 

the last several decades we have seen differences in attitudes toward China from 

administration to administration as decision makers have struggled with defining the 

important relationship.  In 1997, then President Bill Clinton rattled the cages of many 

China threat theorists when he referred to China as a “strategic partner.”5  Despite 

frequent mentions of human rights issues the Clinton administration’s attitude toward 

China was generally positive and characterized by a deep belief in the power of economic 

engagement to move China toward becoming an active stakeholder and supportive 

member of the status quo.  This attitude contrasts with that of the George W. Bush 

administration, which made it clear early on that it saw China as a threat, as a revisionist 

                                                           
5 The term “strategic partnership,” was first used in a joint US-China statement released by the White 
House on October 29, 1997(United States White House).  This communiqué was a result of the first 
American visit by a Chinese President in eight years.  The term was repeated by Secretary of State 
Madeleine Albright, when visiting China on April 30, 1998 (Gellman 1998).   
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state, and most specifically as a competitor, NOT as a partner.  George W. Bush 

explicitly made this latter point several times, both as a candidate and as the President 

(Lippman, 1999).  In a 2000 article appearing in Foreign Affairs, Condoleezza Rice (Rice 

2000, 56) put this second point of view in print, arguing that “China resents the role of 

the United States in the Asia-Pacific region.  This means that China is not a ‘status quo’ 

power but one that would like to alter Asia's balance of power in its own favor.  That 

alone makes it a strategic competitor, not the ‘strategic partner’ the Clinton 

administration once called it.”  While the confrontational rhetoric of the Bush 

administration softened somewhat after 9-11, it never came close to embracing the 

positive attitudes of its predecessors.  

The Obama administration has been walking a sort of middle ground between the 

previous two approaches.  Less quick to label China, the administration has fully 

embraced neither the engagement rhetoric of the Clinton administration, nor the 

containment rhetoric of the Bush administration.  As a candidate, Barack Obama 

described the Sino-American relationship as “mature,” and “wide-ranging.”  

Acknowledging the existence of both mutual interest and mutual distrust, he advocated 

“candid” dialogue between the two countries (Obama 2008, 2).  In September 2009, the 

Obama administration introduced the so-called policy of “mutual reassurance” in U.S. 

dealings with China.  The administration has subsequently been able to take advantage of 

the inherent vagueness in this policy name to fluctuate, according to audience, in their 

emphasis upon which side should be reassuring the other and how they should go about it 

(Panda 2009; Currie 2009).  Most recently, President Obama has been referring to the 

Sino- American relationship as one of “friendly competition” (“China in the Mind” 2011; 
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Nakamura 2011).  This phrase has the benefit of softening the implications of a term like 

“competitor,” while at the same time eschewing the positive connotations of a term like 

“partner.”  Such an approach serves to exemplify a middle of the road rhetorical strategy 

made possible by American ambivalence.  While American foreign policy toward China 

has changed very little in the last thirty years, these carefully crafted terms represent the 

important divisions that have existed between, and within, each administration as to the 

extent to which a rising China constitutes a threat to the United States. 

This variation in attitude toward China among American elites is reflective of a 

general division in American society between those who view China with cautious 

optimism and those who lean toward wary skepticism.  In no administration however, has 

the rhetoric moved toward the extremes of hostility or amicability with which some other 

countries have been discussed.  It is difficult, for example, to conceive of a president 

referring to China as a member of “the axis of evil.”  Nor could we currently imagine 

China being discussed in the warm terms of friendship that are often applied to so-called 

allies like Britain and Canada.  What exists rather, is a sort of middle ground in which we 

see frequent yet mild shifts between pessimism and optimism about the implications of 

China’s rise. 

The scholarly discourse about China both reflects and contributes to American’s 

ambivalence toward China.  Despite a generally prolific research agenda, experts have 

failed to reach any sort of consensus as to how the United States should view or respond 

to a rising China.  Most western discussions of Sino-American relations focus on 

determining whether or not China is a threat to the United States, to East Asia, or to the 

international order.  Politicians, pundits and analysts typically look for answers by 
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attempting to measure China’s capabilities, by attempting to understand China’s cultural 

personality, or by attempting to understand whether China’s motivations are driven by 

status quo or revisionist impulses (Carpenter and Dorn 2000; Lardy 2003; Goldstein 

2005; Al-Rodhan 2007).  The implication of this discourse is that the better we 

understand China, the more accurately we will be able to predict the course of this 

important bi-lateral relationship and the more prepared the United States will be to 

respond appropriately to the challenges that lay ahead.  There is an undeniable logic to 

such attempts to understand the competition.  Nevertheless, despite more than two 

decades of fervent research, this approach has yielded little more than a cacophony of 

disparate voices giving contradictory opinions about whether Americans should fear 

China and what should be done about it. 

Is China a Threat?—the Theoretical Debate 

International Relations theory has done little to clarify American perceptions of 

China.  With different theoretical paradigms focusing on particular aspects of the 

relationship, each comes up with a contradictory conclusion as to its future course.  

Realists tend to see inevitable conflict between China and the United States as a 

consequence of increases in Chinese capabilities.  Neo liberals suggest that the significant 

opportunities afforded by a peaceful relationship will cause both states to avoid rocking 

the boat.  And many Democratic Peace (DP) posit that Sino-American relations will 

remain uneasy as long as China remains an authoritarian state.   

The realists’ conclusion that the Sino-American relationship is destined to move 

toward enmity is built on the assumption that as one state gains proximity in capability 

with another conflict becomes more likely, especially among great powers.  The 
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reasoning behind this realist tenet has evolved over time.  Traditional realists argued that 

man’s nature is self interested and war-like and therefore successful states will always 

seek to exploit others for their own gain if they believe they have sufficient capabilities to 

succeed (Carr 1939; Morgenthau 1973).  In 1979 Kenneth Waltz significantly altered the 

realist perspective by suggesting that it is actually the anarchic nature of the system that 

is responsible for compelling states to act in an aggressive manner.  While a general 

consensus as to the validity of Waltz’ “structural” perspective has emerged, further 

disagreements have arisen among realists, concerning the actual motive for conflictual 

behavior at the unit (state) level (Brooks 1997; Snyder 2002; Montgomery 2006).  So 

called “defensive realists,” such as Waltz himself, have argued that states are not always 

seeking power for its own sake, rather they often seek only security.  According to this 

argument, since no state can be sure of another’s motivations, increases in the capabilities 

of one state will cause others to react defensively.  Since it is often impossible to 

distinguish, with certainty, between defensive and offensive motives, and since 

capabilities created with defensive motives may later be used for offensive aims, the 

rising capabilities of one state often lead others to feel insecure, motivating them to 

increase their own capabilities (Jervis 1976, 1978; Waltz 1979).  The cycle continues 

until it ultimately ends up in conflict leading to what has been called the “security 

dilemma” (Jervis 1978; Glaser 1997).  On the other hand, offensive realists argue that 

states seek power as their primary objective and will always strive to revise the status quo 

until they are at the top in terms of regional, if not global dominance (Grieco 1988; 

Mearsheimer 2001, 2010).  According to this argument, the only thing that will keep a 

state from acting in a revisionist manner is a fear that they cannot win.  Therefore, an 



9 
 

increase in a state’s capabilities will eventually compel them to take on powerful rivals in 

a battle for hegemony.  In this case the anarchic system is still to blame as it creates 

certain incentives that compel states to seek power for its own sake.  

While variation in the underlying motivation suggests differing policy decisions 

to achieve state objectives, both defensive and offensive realists tend to predict conflict 

between a rising China and a hegemonic United States.  Defensive realists often point to 

signs that a security dilemma is already occurring between the two nations.  Offensive 

realists assert that China, (like any other rising superpower) is necessarily revisionist and 

will attempt to make changes to an international order that it did not have a stake in 

creating.  Those making this argument often point to history as evidence that rising 

superpowers are usually destabilizing and conflictual (Kristof 1993; Rice 2000; Kagan 

2005; Kaplan 2005; Layne 2008).6 

An alternative perspective suggests that it is the nature of the bilateral 

relationship, rather than shifts in relative capabilities, that will determine the future of 

China’s relationship with the United States.  There are two different theoretical 

perspectives that support this argument.  The first is the neoliberal economic argument, 

which suggests that economic interdependence lessens the likelihood of conflict between 

states because such conflict would cause a loss of the potential benefits that would be 

gained by sustaining the current economic relationship (Keohane and Nye 1977, 

                                                           
6 There are those who have used the historical record to argue that powerful states may rise without 
conflict.  Fareed Zakaria (1996) has referred to the historical record, specifically the rise of Britain and the 
United States and the Post World War II rise of Germany and Japan as evidence that powers may rise 
without undue conflict. Henry Kissinger (2011) has pointed to the rise of the United States in the 20th 
century to suggest that “[c]onflict is not inherent in a nation's rise,” and further argued that “thoughtless and 
provocative policies” can cause relations between a hegemon and a rising powers to become conflictual.  
David C. Kang (2003) posits that when one looks at the historical record of East Asian relations one 
actually finds that regional peace is more likely the more powerful that China becomes. 
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Copeland 1996; Papayoanou 1997).  The emphasis here is on the complex 

interdependence which links China and the United States.  The Chinese save their money, 

much of which is subsequently lent to the United States to fund American debt.  The 

Americans spend their money, much of which is spent on products made in China.  This 

relationship has substantial benefits for both sides.  China gains through rapid economic 

growth, and employment for its large labor pool.  The United States gains through the 

financing of American debt and access to inexpensive consumer products, both of which 

serve to keep inflation at bay.  In 2008, Niall Ferguson, noting the symbiotic relationship 

between the two countries, suggested that the two had formed a single economy, which 

he termed “Chimerica” (245-251).  Many observers argue that neither side can afford any 

action which would disrupt this mutually beneficial relationship. 

Neoliberals assume that states are “rational actors” and as such, are likely to 

employ a cost benefit analysis, which, in the case of China and the United States, will 

likely prevent conflict for the foreseeable future, and perhaps even promote a deepening 

friendship between the two states.  Some neoliberals have argued that the presence of 

opportunity leads to the construction and maintenance of international institutions which 

in turn promote cooperation (Keohane 1984; Keohane and Martin 1995).  Other relevant 

links that have been explored include that between economic regime types and 

cooperation (Gartzke 2007).  Neoliberal China watchers argue that the benefits that China 

gains from its current relationship with the United States determine that China will 

continue to see maintenance of the status quo as in its national interest (Lardy 2003; 

Lampton 2007).  
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While the assertions that international institutions and interdependence  promote 

peace result in optimistic predictions about the future of Sino-American relations, these 

predictions become more ambivalent when one looks at the third leg of the so called 

“liberal triad”—democracy.  Democratic Peace (DP) theorists, emphasize the “law like” 

nature of the observed phenomenon that democracies do not go to war with each other 

(Rummel 1983; Levy1988; Russett 1993; Ray 1997).  While there are many 

disagreements as to whether this phenomenon can be explained by institutional, 

normative, or cultural aspects of political culture, for those working within this research 

program political culture is seen as the most important causal variable in explaining 

international relationships.   

This research agenda has mixed results when it comes to predicting Sino-

American relations.  There are those who argue that Sino-American interdependence 

fostered through an American policy of “engagement,” is leading China slowly but surely 

down the path toward Democracy (Rowen 2007).  Those who support engagement with 

China assume that a Democratic China is in the best interest of the United States due in 

part to the fact that such a change in China’s political culture would eliminate many 

points of contention between the two countries.  

On the other hand, there is substantial evidence suggesting that this gradual shift 

in political culture is not happening, nor is it likely to happen in the near future.  Richard 

Bernstein and Ross Munro (1997, 26-27) point out that China has never demonstrated 

any affinity toward “limited government,” or any cultural appreciation of liberal human 

rights, at any point throughout its history.  They argue that “China has always been ruled 

by a self-selected and self-perpetuating clique that operates in secret and treats opposition 
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as treason” (emphasis added).  They further posit that the PRC equates political reform 

with chaos and is thus highly unlikely to rock the boat by allowing any movement in a 

liberal direction. 

Whether or not an authoritarian China must necessarily conflict with a democratic 

United States is also cause for disagreement.  For many DP theorists the authoritarian 

nature of the PRC does not necessarily indicate that the U.S. and China will come into 

conflict just because the peace causing effects of bi-lateral democratic relations are 

missing.  On the other hand, some DP researchers have demonstrated that an 

authoritarian-democratic relationship is by its very nature conflictual.  Realist DP 

theorists, argue that, since Democracy just inhibits the natural inclination for states to 

fight, if these constraints are removed from one side of the equation, conflict is, once 

again, inevitable.  Barbara Farnham (2003, 396) suggests that a “presumption of enmity” 

is one of the “central tenets” of the Democratic Peace Theory.  Others argue that the same 

mechanisms that constrain democracies from fighting other democracies, compel these 

states toward conflict with authoritarian others.  John Owen (1994), for example, has 

argued that while democratic institutional constraints prevent democracies from warring 

with each other, knowledge of these constraints cause authoritarian leadership to have an 

exploitable edge over democracies.  Therefore, he suggests that it is rational for 

democracies to preemptively attack authoritarian states to avoid exploitation.  Some 

analysts also predict conflict from the opposite direction.  Robert Kagan (2005) posits 

that it is natural for authoritarian governments to feel threatened by democratic super-

powers.  For these analysts therefore, the conclusion is obvious: If China were to become 

a democracy it would ameliorate conflict but this isn’t likely in the short term.  Since the 
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relationship between an authoritarian state like China and the United States is necessarily 

conflictual than we should expect continued and increasing conflict between the two 

states as China becomes powerful enough to challenge the U.S..   

Is China a Threat?—the Empirical Debate 

Considering the limits of this theoretical debate, many analysts attempting to 

determine whether or not China is a threat, focus on the second level of analysis, 

examining the particulars of the dyadic relationship in order to determine the extent to 

which a rising China does or does not constitute a threat.  Again there is a great deal of 

disagreement.  On one side of the China Threat debate there are the pessimists who find 

that China has both the capability and the will to challenge the status quo, to hinder the 

ability of the United States to achieve its national objectives, and to disrupt global peace.  

On the other side are the optimists who argue that China either doesn’t have the 

capability or doesn’t have the will to challenge the United States or to endanger the 

current international system.  The most optimistic analysts argue that China’s rise is, on 

balance, a positive event. 

Many pessimists, arguing China’s potential to challenge U.S. national interests, 

emphasize its growing economic strength.  China’s rise from a developing state in the 

late 1970s to a world power today has been dramatic and unprecedented, particularly in 

the economic milieu.  China has seen rapid economic growth since Deng Xiaoping first 

initiated reforms in 1978.  Since then China’s gross national product has more than 

quadrupled.  The Chinese passed Japan in 2010 to become the second largest economy in 

the world.  Although the American economy is still three times bigger than China’s, the 

latter is growing much more quickly.  In fact it seems likely that China will soon match 
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and then surpass the United States in economic strength (O’Neil and Supnytska 2009, 4; 

Fogel 2010).   

Many argue that an economically powerful China is a threat to American national 

interests.  Some fear that cheap labor and poor labor standards enable the Chinese to 

“steal” American jobs.  According to Robert E. Scott, a pro-labor advocate at the liberal 

Economic Policy Institute, trade with China cost 450,000 American jobs in just three 

years (2008-2010) (Quoted in Hamburger et al., 2012).  China is further charged with 

giving unfair support to domestic industries, unfairly manipulating its currency to give 

them an exporting advantage, and “refusing” to enforce intellectual protection rights, all 

actions that lead to loss of American jobs (Barboza, 2009). 

 Optimists, on the other hand, have asserted that the economic threat argument is 

not only hyperbolic but misses several important economic points.  Considering fears 

about job loss they note that manufacturing jobs had already left the United States by the 

time China became a serious competitor and would not return even if Sino-American 

trade was reduced through RMB appreciation or American protectionism (Lardy 2003; 

Elwell, Labonte and Morrison 2007).  In addition, as David Lampton (2007, 121) points 

out, when an item is “made in China” it means only that China is the last link in the 

production chain.  Thus he argues that restricting trade with China would hurt the 

economic interests of America and its allies who are responsible for other links in the 

chain that often have higher value added components. 

In fact, rather than a threat, some optimists believe that an economically strong 

China constitutes an opportunity for the United States.  While most economists 

acknowledge some trade-related losses to certain sectors, firms and jobs, many suggest 
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that, on balance, the benefits of the Sino-American economic relationship far outweigh 

the costs.  They point to the benefits of cheap imported products including lower cost and 

greater choice for American consumers, cheaper inputs for American firms, and reduced 

inflation for the American economy.  They also point to the benefit of China’s 

welcoming environment for American Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), which gives 

American firms access to cheap Chinese labor as well as China’s huge and growing 

market (Lardy 2003; Elwell, Labonte and Morrison 2007). 

Another aspect of the China threat debate asks whether China is a security threat.  

There is, of course, some overlap between the economic milieu and the security milieu.  

Of particular interest here is China’s role as America’s banker.  The United States 

currently owes China $3.4 trillion in foreign currency assets (U.S. Department of 

Treasury 2011, 15).  It has been suggested that these immense Chinese holdings of 

American debt give China a great deal of power over the United States.  Even though 

China is not the only U.S. creditor, critics point to the close relationship between the PRC 

and China’s banking sector as cause for particular concern because, they argue, it gives 

the Chinese state direct influence on American interests through its ability to invest in 

firms or sectors (in the United States) with particular strategic or political value, or most 

importantly through its ability to undermine the stability or worth of American currency 

(Thompson 2007; Chin and Helleiner 2008, 90-91). 

Another concern is the degree to which China can translate its wealth into 

political influence over other states.  Robert Kaplan (2005) asserts that China’s economic 

strength gives it “soft” power, which the Chinese are using to become “masters of 

indirect influence.”  This sentiment has been underscored by recent books and articles 
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tracing the influence that Chinese investment and aid has purchased in Latin America, the 

Caribbean and Africa (Michel and Beuret 2009; Chin and Helleiner 2008; Halper 2010; 

Archibold 2012).  

Despite the general agreement that China’s growing economic clout makes it 

resistant to pressure from the United States or elsewhere (Chin and Helleiner 2008; 

Drezner 2009), optimists argue that China has neither the power nor the will to use its 

wealth to challenge the United States.  This side posits that any attempt to do so would 

have a prohibitively negative impact on China’s economy (Elwell, Labonte and Morrison 

2007).  For example, as of June 30, 2011, dollar denominated assets made up $1.73 

trillion of China’s international reserves (Clark and Davis 2012).  If the dollar decreases 

in value so will the value of these reserves.  Yet if the Chinese stop buying dollars, they 

risk causing their own currency to appreciate thus threatening jobs in their manufacturing 

sector.  The Chinese, it is argued, can not afford to make any moves that will cause the 

dollar to decline in value.   

While China’s impressive economic growth dominates the headlines, it is 

certainly not the only, or even the biggest cause for concern in terms of relative 

capabilities.  China has recently increased its military expenditures and has made strides 

toward modernizing its military (United States Department of Defense 2010).  While it is 

generally acknowledged that the United States is far superior to China in terms of 

military strength, there is general disagreement as to how long this will last.  Some see 

nothing to worry about in terms of China’s near term military potential.  They point to the 

great gap that exists between American and Chinese military capabilities and argue that 

socioeconomic problems, a weak tax base, and an inability to either produce or obtain 
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everything that is needed for a modern military are likely to inhibit Chinese progress in 

closing that gap (Al-Rodhan 2007, 44).  Others however, suggest that China may already 

have the capabilities to challenge the U.S.. 

The Pentagon releases numerous reports annually regarding some new 

technological leap achieved by the Chinese military.  It is often implied if not downright 

stated that these advances signal Chinese abilities to challenge the United States as well 

as a desire to do so.  In 2005 Robert Kaplan reported that recent Chinese investments in 

submarines provided “a clear signal” that they are attempting to gain projectable power.  

In 2008 the Director of National Intelligence, Michael McConnell, testified in front of the 

senate that China’s continual development of conventional theater range ballistic and 

cruise missile capabilities “put U.S. forces and regional bases throughout the Western 

Pacific and Asia at greater risk” (Quoted in U.S. Congress 2011a).  In 2011 American 

military officials told the New York Times that “there is a growing danger of a 

confrontation between American and Chinese forces in the Pacific Ocean, where Chinese 

ships have begun to challenge the United States Navy” (Bumiller 2011). 

Another cause of fear is the purported independence of the Chinese military, its 

secrecy, and a perceived hostility toward American forces.  The 2010 Quadrennial 

Defense Review Report raised concerns about China’s military, stating that the “lack of 

transparency and the nature of China’s military development and decision-making 

processes raise legitimate questions about its future conduct and intentions within Asia 

and beyond” (U.S. Department of Defense, 60).  In January of 2011 suspicions about 

both the independence and intentions of the PLA were aroused when reportedly they 

staged a test of a new stealth fighter jet during a meeting with Defense Secretary Robert 
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Gates apparently without the knowledge of Chinese president Hu Jintao (Wines and 

Bumiller 2011).  

(Mis)Understanding China’s Motives 

The previous analysis shows that the best attempts of our greatest China watchers 

has resulted in a vast array of contradictory information that when taken in its entirety 

offers very little in way of answering the question: Is China a threat?  While there is some 

disagreement as to whether or not China has the capability to challenge the United States, 

the bulk of the China threat debate focuses on whether or not China has the inclination to 

act in such a way as to significantly undermine the United States’ ability to achieve its 

national interests.  In fact attempts to understand China’s motivations form an integral 

part of the China threat debate.  The question in this case: Is China a revisionist or a 

status quo power?  Does China seek to challenge American hegemony and change the 

existing global order or does China seek to work with the United States and make an 

increasingly larger contribution to the status quo.  Again there is a great deal of 

disagreement as to the answer. 

Many have warned that China is indeed a revisionist state.  In 1997 Richard 

Bernstein and Ross Monro for example, predicted that China would directly challenge 

U.S. global hegemony.  Bill Gertz (2000) has taken this further, arguing that China is 

“the most serious national security threat the United States faces at present and will 

remain so into the foreseeable future.”  He adds that the rise of China “puts at risk the 

very national existence of the United States.”  Steven Mosher (2002) warns that the quest 

for global hegemony is a fundamental part of China’s very identity. 
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Most pessimists, however, suggest that China is currently interested in regional, 

rather than global, hegemony.  John Mearsheimer (2001, 2010) has argued that global 

hegemony is impossible in practice and that it is regional hegemony that gives states a 

relative power advantage over others in the system.  He further suggests that China as a 

rising power will necessarily pursue the rational objective of relative power gains through 

regional hegemony.   

There are those who feel that China can achieve regional hegemony without 

seriously disrupting the status quo.  Robert S. Ross (2005) for example, has 

acknowledged the loss of American influence in East Asia, yet argues that this is 

something that the United States will willingly hand over as East Asian hegemony no 

longer figures in American conceptions of national interest.  The majority of pessimists, 

however, see China as a revisionist power whose bid for regional hegemony will 

challenge American interests and necessarily lead to conflict (Christenson 2001; Howle 

2001; Mearsheimer 2010). 

Optimists, on the other hand, argue that China is not a revisionist state and is 

actually supportive of the status quo (Ikenberry 2011).  After examining numerous claims 

about China’s revisionist intent Ian Alistair Johnston (2003) found that there is little in 

the way of clear supporting evidence.  Gregory Chin and Ramesh Thakur (2010,120) 

present evidence that the opposite is actually true, pointing out that “the predominant 

pattern to date is China’s  socialization into global norms, rules, practices, and standards 

as a ‘status quo’  power helping mainly to maintain the post-1945 institutional 

arrangements”   They suggest that Chinese internalization of the norms of status quo 

institutions like the WTO in addition to its stewardship of institutions like the Shanghai 
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Cooperation Organization (SCO), which more closely reflect specific Chinese concerns, 

contribute to “a greater sense of global obligation and increased stewardship.” Avery 

Goldstein, (2005, 30-31) argues that the Chinese government, wary of suffering the same 

fate as the former Soviet Union, has been careful to eschew revisionism within their 

“grand strategy.”7  David Lampton (2007, 116) claims that, at least in the economic 

realm, China has been an “ardent supporter” of the existing order.  He even suggests that, 

at times, the Chinese have been better supporters of the status quo than has been the 

United States. 

Both sides show a great deal of concern about the potential negative effects of 

erroneous perception on the course of Sino-American relations.  The pessimists warn that 

the United States is misperceiving China as a harmless status quo power when in 

actuality the PRC harbors serious revisionist intentions.  The result, they suggest could be 

that we are actually inviting unnecessary conflict.  Thomas Christensen (2001) asserts 

that a failure to treat China as a revisionist state could be misinterpreted as a lack of 

either the capability or the will to stand up to her.  Such misperception, he claims, has 

often led weaker states to challenge stronger states in the past.  Roy C Howle (2001) 

argues that “imponderables” such as self-delusion, and miscalculation are the “biggest 

threat to [the U.S.] interests in Asia today,” and suggests that reducing the ambiguity of 

American policy towards the Chinese military, through a clear containment policy, would 

reduce the likelihood of misunderstandings. 

                                                           
7 While Goldstein acknowledges that it is difficult to predict how China’s “grand strategy,” will evolve if 
and when it becomes secure in its status as a world power, he further argues that the current strategy is 
likely to last for several more decades because it has proven “politically sustainable,” among a broad 
consortium of China’s elites despite serious challenges, and it has remained viable despite a dramatic 
evolution in China’s international circumstances (177-203) 
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On the other hand, many optimists are concerned, that American misgivings about 

China are causing an overstatement of Chinese capabilities and a misperception of 

China’s intentions that might lead to a self fulfilling prophesy in which we create that 

which we fear (Kissinger 2011; Glaser 2011).  As David Lampton (2007, 115) puts it, “if 

U.S. policymakers continue to view China’s power in substantially coercive terms when 

it is actually growing most rapidly in the economic and intellectual domains, they will be 

playing the wrong game, on the wrong field, with the wrong team.” 

Discussion 

While the stakes are high enough to warrant the continued pursuit of accurate 

information about Chinese intentions, there is a great deal of theoretical and empirical 

evidence to suggest that it is unlikely if not impossible that we can ever achieve that goal.  

Even if decision makers had unlimited access to information about China we would not 

be able to simply “discover” the “truth” of Chinese motivations.  Contrary to the 

assumptions implicit in much of the China threat literature, motives are dynamic and 

China’s position as a revisionist or status quo state is not simply a static given waiting to 

be understood.  The role that a powerful China will play in international politics is far 

from decided and is rather a point of contestation within Chinese national discourse.  In 

addition, what role China ultimately chooses to play will not be decided by China alone 

but will be shaped in part by how others perceive and react to China as it transforms from 

a minor to a major power on the world stage. 

Various sections of the Chinese populace imagine and articulate national identity 

in competing ways and advocate different roles for an increasingly powerful China.  

Much attention in the West has been paid to the popular nationalist images of China that 
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call for China to resume its rightful place as the center of the universe, but this is just one 

of the national images that are popular in China today.  Many Chinese see their country 

as a stakeholder in the current system and assume that they are seeing the dawning of an 

era of multi-polarity with China as one power among many equals.  Others see China’s 

identity as intrinsically tied to its relationship with other East Asian countries.  Still 

others continue to see China as a developing state and suggest that China’s role has been, 

and should continue to be, the champion of the Global South (Van Ness 1993; 

Shambaugh 2011).  Which of these national identities becomes dominant has yet to be 

decided and will not be determined by China alone. 

Most China threat theorists emphasize the role that China will play in future 

conflict.  The implication being that it is up to China whether or not such a conflict arises.  

Some even say this explicitly.  Robert Kagan (2005) for example, has stated that “we 

need to understand that the nature of China's rise will be determined largely by the 

Chinese and not by us.  The Chinese leadership may already believe the United States is 

its enemy, for instance, and there is nothing we can do to change that.”  Andrew Small, 

(U.S. Congress 2011b, 80) asserts that the question in need of answering is “whether the 

Chinese leadership is willing, or even fully able, to go through a deeper process of 

revisiting its strategy, adding that, if they are not,  the result will be increasing degrees of 

“competition” and “confrontation” between China and the United States.  The American 

Deputy Secretary of State, Jim Steinberg, told the Economist in 2010 That China’s choice 

of role is “the great question of our time.  The peace and prosperity of the world depends 

on which path it takes” (“Brushwood and Gall,” 4).  This widely held view erroneously 

assumes that the possibility of conflict with China is solely dependent on Chinese 
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behavior.  In fact, “the peace and prosperity of the world” is also partly dependent on 

how others perceive China’s behavior.  An equally important question therefore is:  What 

role are we likely to assign China?   

Both pessimists and optimists tend to share the conviction that China has an 

intrinsic character that may be discovered and understood by American analysts.  

Constructivists argue, on the other hand, for a more supple approach to state differences 

or identities.  Constructivists suggest that relations among states are the result of 

interactions in which each state constructs and enacts its own (national) identity in direct 

reference to what it perceives to be the identities of the others in the system.  While much 

of the China threat literature assumes that China’s motives are static and formulated in 

isolation from international interaction, constructivists argue that state’s identities and 

interests are dynamic and are constantly being shaped through interaction with others 

(Campbell 1992; Neumann 1999; Hopf 2002; Copeland 2006; Odysseos 2007).  As Peter 

Hays Gries and Thomas J. Christensen (2001, 157) notes “metaphorically putting China 

‘on the couch,’ safely debating from afar whether China is strong or weak, benign or 

malign, dangerously dismisses the role that other nations play in shaping Chinese 

behavior.”  If we acknowledge that the Chinese role in international relations is not just 

chosen by China but is also partly chosen by the states that interact with China, then we 

must acknowledge that the “truth” of Chinese intentions is not an objective condition to 

be discovered.  These intentions are, rather, evolving through interactions with other 

players in the system.  Even as the United States is constructing policy, based in part on 

its interpretations of China’s role as a revisionist or status quo power, China’s inclination 
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toward one role or the other is being shaped in part by its interpretation of the motives 

behind American foreign policy.  

The current American ambivalence toward China has serious implications for the 

future of Sino-American relations.  American attitudes toward China shape American 

perceptions of Chinese motives and actions.  These perceptions, in-turn, shape American 

policy towards China.  American ambivalence, whether it is expressed as cautious 

optimism or wary skepticism, colors the current environment in which Sino-American 

relations take place.  These attitudes toward China create current conditions of possibility 

which shape the kinds of policy responses that are possible and prohibit those which are 

inconceivable.  While the current attitudinal environment allows the United States to 

vacillate between reacting to China as a “strategic partner,” or as a “competitor,” it is 

currently difficult for decision makers to react to China as an “enemy” or as a “friend.”   

This situation is of course mutable.  It is reasonable to assume that as with many 

other important bi-lateral relationships (i.e., the U.S. and the Soviet Union, the U.S. and 

Britain, The U.S. and Japan) American attitudes will ultimately move in one direction or 

the other.8  There are many who suggest that this movement is most likely to be toward 

hostility yet there is no reason to assume this automatically.  We need only look to the 

examples of Germany and Japan after WWII to see how quickly and thoroughly states 

can come to be perceived as part of America’s in-group rather than her out-group 

(Schonberg 2009).  Whether American attitudes turn toward amity or enmity will have 

                                                           
8This point is made by Karl Schonberg  (2009, 35), who points to the changing identity relationships 
between the United States and Japan and Germany after World War II, and between the United States and 
the Soviet Union after 1989 to demonstrate that just as national identity can change over time, so can 
international identity relationships.  For a good discussion of the importance of mutability in identity 
relationships to constructivism see (Copeland 2006).  
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serious consequences in terms of the global potential for economic growth, stability and 

peace.  

It is the purpose of the current study to explore the basis of American attitudes 

toward other states in order to help determine why, when, and how American attitudes 

toward China are likely to move in either direction.  To answer this question the study 

employs a multi-method approach meant to enhance both the validity and generalizability 

of the results.  The rest of this chapter briefly mentions the hypotheses and states why 

they are relevant, discusses the methodology that is employed to test these hypotheses 

and lays out the organization of the dissertation  

Dissertation Outline 

In chapter two I explore the theoretical justification for my study with particular 

emphasis on image theory and constructivism.  This study is designed to address three 

weaknesses with traditional mainstream approaches to understanding the current Sino-

American relationship—each of which contribute to misleading predictions about the 

future:  The first is the traditional materialist ontology, which ignores the importance of 

ideational factors, such as identity, in the shaping of bilateral relationships.  The second is 

the degree to which the international level of analysis informs traditional theoretical and 

empirical conclusions.  And the third is a tendency for traditional approaches to focus on 

single-factor explanations for complex bilateral relationships.  I then present the research 

question –What is the underlying basis for American attitudes toward economic 

competitors in general and toward China in particular?   

To answer this question, I first seek to understand how American attitudes toward 

economic competitors are impacted by various independent variables.  Drawing on 
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International Relations (IR) theory, I therefore come up with three testable hypotheses: 

The first hypothesis, based on a realist understanding of the current relationship, suggests 

that American attitudes toward competitors should become more hostile as each 

competitor’s capabilities increase relative to the U.S.  The second hypothesis, based on a 

neoliberal understanding of the current relationship, suggests that American responses to 

competitors should be determined by the degree to which each competitor is seen as a 

threat or as an opportunity.  The third hypothesis, informed by a liberal discussion of the 

Democratic Peace, suggests that American responses to competitors should reflect 

perceptions of its political culture.  Chapters three, four, and five test these hypotheses. 

In chapter three I test the hypothesis that changes in relative power drive attitudes 

toward economic competitors like China by comparing American attitudes toward Japan 

from 1975-1995, with attitudes toward China from 1990-2010.  Through analyzing shifts 

in American attitudes towards two different powerful states, as each demonstrates a rapid 

rise in economic capabilities that threaten U.S. hegemony, I am able to test the degree to 

which this assumption holds true under varying circumstances.  To this end, I first trace 

changes in each countries’ relative economic capabilities along three important 

dimensions:  economy size, trade balance (with the U.S.), and East Asian investment in 

the U.S.  I then analyze a large set of relevant polling data in order to determine if there 

are correlations between the rise of the economic capabilities of each country, relative to 

the United States, and a growing American hostility toward it.9  While Japan emerges as 

an economic threat to the United States in the mid to late 1970s, American attitudes 

                                                           
9 My study utilizes data from 93 different polls or surveys, conducted by 19 different organizations and 
agencies.  All polling data was collected from the ipoll Databank and other resources provided by the 
Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut. 
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toward Japan remain consistently positive until 1986, at which point they trend 

downward until 1992 when they once again begin to rise.  Despite the fact that economic 

threat has been increasing from China, particularly since 2001, when it joined the WTO 

American attitudes toward China trended positively for much of the decade and have 

remained consistently ambivalent (vacillating between slightly positive and slightly 

negative), since 2006.  Even though attitudes in the Japan case do seem to be reacting to 

economic threat after 1986, both cases demonstrate a stability of attitudes in the face of 

dramatic changes in relative economic power, suggesting that American attitudes toward 

Others might be primarily driven by other factors.  Not only does this finding raise the 

question of what other factors are more likely to cause attitudinal changes, but also what 

accounts for difference in feelings toward the two powerful countries.  This finding 

therefore suggests alternative hypotheses about what drives American attitudes toward 

powerful Others.  These are explored and tested in chapters four and five.  

In chapter four I utilize experimental methods to test three questions raised in 

chapter three.  First, what accounts for the stability in American attitudes toward 

economic competitors over such an extended period of time—particularly in the case of 

China?  Second, what accounts for difference in feelings toward the two powerful 

countries?  Third, assuming that American attitudes are changeable, what factors are 

likely to precipitate that change?  To this end I test both the independent and interactive 

effects of each of three dimensions of IR on attitudes toward hypothetical states.  The 

independent variables are: perceptions of the other state’s capabilities relative to the U.S., 

perceptions of the threat or the opportunity that the other state offers to the U.S., and 

perceptions of the other state’s political culture.  The impacts of these variables on 
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American attitudes are explored through analyzing the results of a social psychological 

experiment.10  Results further confirm the findings in chapter three that changes in 

economic capabilities have a minimal impact on attitudes toward Others.  Analysis shows 

that while perceptions of a hypothetical competitor’s rising economic capabilities have 

little impact on attitudes, perceptions of the competitor’s political culture drive subject 

attitudes, both in general and toward China in particular.  In addition to the direct impact 

of political culture on American attitudes toward Others, the experiment illuminates two 

indirect impacts: First, political culture determines the extent to which the Other’s 

military capabilities are seen as threatening and thus likely to elicit hostility and second, 

political culture determines the degree to which perceptions of economic threat or 

economic opportunity moderate attitudes. 

In chapter five I seek, through content analysis, to better understand American 

perceptions of China’s political culture and how these have evolved over time.  To this 

end I analyze content from three different sources (the New York Times, the Wall Street 

Journal, and the Federal News Service Database) to explore the myriad ways that China 

has been represented in American discourse from 1985-2011.  First I demonstrate a 

strong correlation between the general tone in media representations of China and the 

evolution in American attitudes toward China over the same period of time.  Then I use 

key word in context (KWIC) searches to show the correlation between media 

preoccupation with the negative aspects of China’s political culture in the years from 

                                                           
10 123 subjects were asked to read two scenarios: one describing economic relations and one describing 
security relations, between the Unites States and a hypothetical country.  Within each scenario, relations 
were described as either positive or negative and the hypothetical country was described as either 
democratic or authoritarian.  Subjects were then asked to rate their feelings toward each state as well as 
their level of concern about its potential growth in economic or military power.  Lastly, subjects were asked 
a series of questions about their feelings toward, and perceptions of, several countries (including China).   
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1989-1999 and negative attitudes toward China at that time.  By demonstrating the link 

between negative attitudes and negative representations of Chinese political culture, this 

Content Analysis further proves the importance of perceptions of China’s political culture 

in shaping American attitudes.  Lastly, I use constructivist discourse analysis to discover 

and then explore the dominant themes in China discourse over the entire twenty-six year 

period.   

This analysis uncovers three dominant themes that are prevalent throughout the 

American China discourse.  These are (1) enthusiasm for Chinese economic reforms and 

debates about what they mean for Chinese political reforms, (2) Concern about the 

human rights issue in China and debates about the American role in promoting liberal 

Chinese political reforms, and (3) Awareness of China’s growing power and the 

subsequent dependence that the United States has on Chinese cooperation to achieve its 

strategic goals.  The importance which Americans place on China’s domestic political 

culture is obvious within the first two themes and is further demonstrated through textual 

analysis.  The implications of evolving perceptions of China’s political culture on the 

tone of representation is also discussed 

Chapter six discusses the potential impact that national attitudes have on foreign 

policy and thus the implications that this study has for predicting the course of Sino-

American relations.  It further acknowledges the limitations of this study and suggests 

avenues for future research. 
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II. WHY STUDY AMERICAN ATTITUDES TOWARD CHINA? 
 

Prediction is notoriously difficult and widely thought to be impossible (Friedberg 

2005).  Yet this does not keep us from trying.  Predictions about the future course of 

Sino-American relations are frequently passing the lips of pundits, analysts, and policy 

makers.  What is striking about these predictions is not the audacity of prognostication 

but the level of conviction with which contradictory predictions are espoused.  This 

forecasting has particular significance for American Foreign policy, as predictions about 

the future have normative implications for current actions.  With few exceptions (Bueno 

De Mesquita 2002, 2010), IR scholars avoid attempts at predicting the future.  

Nevertheless, IR scholarship informs the debate about the future both theoretically and 

empirically.  My study aims to add to this contribution by addressing three weaknesses 

with traditional mainstream approaches to understanding the current Sino-American 

relationship—each of which contribute to misleading predictions about the future.  The 

first is the traditional materialist ontology, which ignores the importance of ideational 

factors, such as identity, in the shaping of bilateral relationships.  The second is the 

degree to which the international level of analysis informs traditional theoretical and 

empirical conclusions.  And the third is a tendency for traditional approaches to focus on 

single-factor explanations for complex bilateral relationships. 

Material Ontology 

Traditional scholarship tends to assume that the United States has a given national 

interest which dictates how it will respond to a future powerful China.  One of the 

foundations of this  popular perspective is Kenneth Waltz’ (1979) “Theory of 

International Politics,” which argues that, anarchy, assumed to be a systemic, a priori, 
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static, fact, constrains states’ ability to maximize their interests.  Beginning, with 

assumptions about the existence of self-evident material realities that limit and shape 

state actions, Waltz and his fellow realists take national interests as exogenously given 

and uniform, built on conceptions of “threat” as material facts to which states are forced 

to respond in a limited number of ways.   

Neoliberal institutionalists pose a challenge to realism by suggesting that ideas 

play a role in international relations through regimes, defined as principles, norms, rules, 

and decision-making procedures (Krasner 1983, 1).  Yet, most neoliberals have come to 

accept many of the assumptions of the realists, particularly those of rationality and 

“functional similarity,” causing many to lump both camps together under the term 

“rationalists” (Katzenstein, Keohane and Krasner 1998).  In order to understand and 

predict the Sino-American relationship, rationalists assume that, we need only accurately 

assess tangible realities such as Chinese capabilities or Chinese motivations.  American 

responses to these realities are then often assumed to be necessary, predetermined and 

predictable.  

This perspective misses the fact that American attitudes toward China shape 

perceptions of Chinese capabilities and motivations to such an extent that an “accurate” 

assessment is impossible.  Social Identity Theory demonstrates that individuals, as 

“social perceivers,” frequently make mistakes when choosing whether to attribute an 

Other’s behavior to dispositional qualities or to situational factors.  These mistakes are so 

common that they have come to be known as the fundamental attribution error (FAE) 

(Fiske and Taylor 1984, 73).  When exploring the causes of FAE among social groups 

(such as states), social psychologists found that group A’s perceptions of group B’s 
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motivations are often dependent upon how group A feels about group B.  While inter-

group relations are not necessarily hostile (Brewer 1999, Larson and Shevchenko 2010), 

when relations break down to conceptions of “us” against “them,” perceptions of the 

Other’s intentions can become skewed in predictable and dangerous ways.  If the effects 

of the Other’s actions are negative, for example, then one assumes that the actions were 

because of the Other’s flawed disposition (i.e., carelessness or malicious intent).  On the 

other hand, if one perceives an actor to be a member of one’s in-group then one is more 

likely to perceive negative outcomes to be caused by situations beyond the control of the 

actor (Hewstone 1990).11 As Chengxin Pan (2004, 306) puts it,  

“U.S. conceptions of China as a threatening other are always intrinsically 
linked to how U.S. policymakers/mainstream China specialists see 
themselves (as representatives of the indispensable, security-conscious 
nation, for example).  As such, they are not value-free, objective 
descriptions of an independent, preexisting Chinese reality out there, but 
are better understood as a kind of normative, meaning-giving practice that 
often legitimates power politics in U.S.-China relations and helps 
transform the “China threat” into social reality.  In other words, it is self-
fulfilling in practice, and is always part of the “China threat” problem that 
it purports merely to describe.” 
  
Once one accepts the proposition that individual attitudes have an important effect 

on perceptions of threat, one is no longer surprised that some individuals might see 

China’s rise as an opportunity, while others might see it as a threat.  What is far more 

important to the understanding of the Sino-American relationship is an understanding of 

how each side is likely to perceive the Other’s capabilities and motives—a question 

which may only be fully addressed by looking at identity.  To this end my study draws on 

                                                           
11 For a discussion of how attribution error has contributed to relations between China and the United States 
see Wang 2000, 256; Gries 2001; Gries and Peng 2002, 176-178; Gries 2005; Gries 2006, 66-70; and 
Moore 2010. 
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constructivism, an approach which encourages the researcher to take non-material 

factors, such as identity, into account when attempting to understand international 

relationships.   

Identity has been defined as a social category that “an individual member either 

takes special pride in or views as a more-or-less unchangeable and socially consequential 

attribute.”  People see themselves as belonging to a group with certain “rules of 

membership” and a number of characteristics such as “beliefs, desires, moral 

commitments, and physical attributes” (Fearon and Latin 2000, 848).  Scholars working 

with psychoanalytic theory have suggested the concept of an “extended self” whereby 

individuals include the nation and its symbols within their own articulations of self-

identity.  These studies have shown “connections between injury to the ‘group self’ or 

nation and damage to individual self-esteem, with consequent aggressive, hate, and even 

rage reactions” (Kaplowitz 1990, 42).  National identity, therefore, is both a part of an 

individual’s identity and an expression of numerous individuals in aggregate.  It is this 

latter aspect of identity that is particularly significant to IR constructivists.    

Constructivism argues that relations among state are the result of interactions in 

which each state constructs and performs its own (national) identity in direct reference to 

what it perceives to be the identities of the Others in the system.  These Others may be 

individuals (such as powerful dictators), organizations (such as the International 

Monetary Fund or NATO), or states (such as China).   

Theorists disagree as to the extent to which this Self/Other dichotomy is 

inherently necessary to articulations of national identity.  Louiza Odysseos (2007), for 

example, has argued that Western rationality has led to an arbitrary distinction between 
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the Self/state (subject) and Other/state (object), which ignores the reality that the Other is 

always and already a part of the Self and its reality.  Others suggest that this dichotomy is 

a result of a Western “statist” approach to understanding international relations.  

According to R.B.J. Walker (1992, 175), it is the widely accepted rule of state 

sovereignty that “not only suggests how it is necessary to defend the borders but also how 

it is necessary to think about borders, about the delineation of political possibility in both 

space and time.”  Another theorist has suggested that it is the Westphalian state system 

that has institutionalized the “realm of the international” as the “realm of difference” 

(Neumann 1999, 29).   

On the other hand, many suggest that difference is necessary to the very 

possibility of identity.  David Campbell (1992, 17) makes this point when he points out 

that “identity—whether personal or collective—is not fixed by nature, given by God, or 

planned by intentional behavior.  Rather, identity is constituted in relation to difference.”  

Glenn Chafetz, Michael Spirtas and Benjamin Frankel (1998), define identity as “the 

state of being similar to some actors and different from others in a particular 

circumstance” (viii).  Regardless, Constructivism holds that national identity is 

constructed through the logic of difference, suggesting that an understanding of the 

Self/state is expressed and understood through an articulation of what one believes that 

one is not.  Collective identity is thus constituted through arbitrary distinctions between 

what constitutes the Self that lies inside of the “social boundary,” and what constitutes 

the Other that lies outside.   

While the significance of identity to international relations is one of the 

foundational tenets of the constructivist approach, constructivists disagree as to extent to 
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which national identity may be understood and analyzed.  Ted Hopf (1998) has suggested 

that constructivists are of two types, those he labels “conventional constructivists” and 

those he labels “critical constructivists.”  According to Hopf, the conventional 

constructivists assume the existence of identities and “seek to discover them, explore 

their reproduction, and use them as causal variables in explaining state actions.”  Critical 

theorists, on the other hand, object to the idea that the world is “knowable” and focus 

their analysis on the underlying power relations that form the dominant discourse, which 

then masquerades as a description of reality.  In other words, the goal of the critical 

constructivist is to “explode the myths associated with identity formation,” and the goal 

of the conventional constructivist is “to treat those identities as possible causes of action” 

(184).   

The deconstruction of theory is a valuable project, which helps to prevent 

theoretical ossification and prevents theorists from erroneous conclusions derived from 

unquestioned assumptions.  On the other hand, theory is a necessary tool in the search for 

answers to questions about how perceptions of Self and Other interact in determining 

national interest.  Iver Neumann (1999, 208) has argued that a focus on “unique, context-

bound instantiation of identity, fails to examine the social process of identification” and 

therefore limits the ability of analysts to understand how states construct politically 

actionable conceptions of Self.”  It remains both possible and necessary for IR scholars to 

attempt to understand how identity contributes to international relations while at the same 

time taking care to utilize theory that is both “contextualized and sensitive to process” 

(Mattern 2005, 5).   
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The current study builds on the constructivist tenet that international relationships 

are a function of perceptions about both the national Self and of the Others out there.  

This assumption does not suggest that other factors such as relative capabilities, cultural 

distance, or the presence of opportunity or threat, aren’t still significant causal variables 

in understanding conflict, just that relations are determined by how these factors are 

perceived, in the co-constitution and performance of identity, rather than any material 

fact of their existence.   

International Level Theorizing  

The second reason why mainstream theories are particularly poor at explaining 

specific bilateral relationships is their tendency to focus on the international level of 

analysis.  By this I mean both that analysts are emphasizing the international over the 

domestic and that they are emphasizing the role of structure over agent when explaining 

international relations.  This particular focus, when combined with a materialist ontology, 

causes theorists to misunderstand variations in each state’s national interest.  The realist 

focus on human self interest and the liberal focus on human rationality both suggest a 

similarity among individuals, or what Yosef Lapid (2001, 3) has described as, “a reality 

made up of discrete, self-identical things.”  When analysis is moved to the international 

level, states are thus anthropomorphized as self-interested rational actors, obfuscating the 

differences among them and the way that these differences are perceived and utilized by 

governments when defining their own unique national interests and when constructing 

foreign policy.  While so-called China watchers often look at specific Chinese 

characteristics to determine whether or not China “is” a threat to the United States, their 

conclusions are most often informed by international level theories that explain how 
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“functionally similar” states are likely to behave.  This perspective can cause experts to 

misinterpret the implications of the events they are studying. 

It may be argued that the materialist ontology and the international level of 

analysis are both necessary to acquire the “parsimony” that many rationalists seek.  

Nevertheless, several theorists have taken issue with the limited picture provided by such 

theories.  According to Robert Powell (1994, 318), the rationalists are focusing on states 

preferences over strategies, while what is missing is an explanation of preferences over 

outcomes.  In addition, some have begun to express doubt regarding the legitimacy of 

accepting national interest as exogenously given, suggesting that we ought to move 

toward the domestic level of analysis in order to determine how these interests are 

formed.  Andrew Moravcsik (1997), for example, has championed a multi-causal 

approach to explaining state behavior that begins with liberal theories of domestic interest 

formation before moving to the international level to explain how states act to achieve 

their ends.  Robert Keohane, (1993, 14) argues that “without a theory of interests, which 

requires analysis of domestic politics, no theory of international relations can be fully 

adequate.”  To address these concerns my study turns to existing theories of interest 

formation in order to explore domestic level causes for American foreign policy toward 

China.  In particular my study draws on Image theory, which not only works at the 

second level of analysis but also challenges the materialist ontology that has dominated 

IR thinking, by suggesting that it is perception, rather than any material reality that 

determines how states are likely to respond to each other.  

Long before the advent of the constructivist approach in IR, image theorists were 

theorizing and testing the causal relationship between a country’s perceptions of Self and 
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Others and its foreign policy.  As early as 1959 Kenneth Boulding posited that “images,” 

defined as the “total cognitive, affective and evaluative structure of the behavior unit, or 

its internal view of itself and its universe,” play a role in shaping state responses to 

others.  Boulding further added that, in international relations, the most important images 

are “those which a nation has of itself and of those other bodies in the system which 

constitute its international environment” (120-121).  In the mid-1970s Richard Cottam 

(1977, 12) developed a theory of images derived from the assumption that humans 

behave in “perceptually patterned ways” that are identifiable and may be systemized for 

the purpose of drawing inference.  It has been argued that these “perceptual patterns” or 

“clusters of knowledge” about other actors in the international arena reflect strategic 

judgments about that actor’s relative capability, about that actor’s culture, and about the 

threat or opportunity which that other actor represents.  These judgments give rise to 

ideal typical images that act like stereotypes (Hermann and Fischerkeller 1995, Hermann, 

et al. 1997).  Once a decision maker has perceived a particular state through an image, 

whether this image is accurate or not, his or her expectations about that state’s behavior 

are impacted and subsequently so are his or her assessments of threat or opportunity 

afforded by that state as well as the choice of goals and the choice of tactics to be used in 

their achievement” (M. Cottam 1992; Schafer and Young 1998, 79).  Image theory does 

not dismiss the realist observation that relative power capabilities limit state options, but 

rather it addresses the way that images of Self and Other guide individuals in the choices 

they make, be it the choice to fight, to bandwagon, or to balance,  or whether to engage, 

confront or contain a perceived threat, as well as how states choose to pursue these 
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objectives (M. Cottam 1992; Herrmann and Fischerkeller 1995; Schafer and Young 1998, 

80).  

Many empirical studies have provided evidence in support of the claim that 

images of the national self and images of other states impact foreign policy.  Ole Holsti 

(1970) demonstrated how one decision maker’s (John Foster Dulles) views of the Soviet 

Union affected his foreign policy positions.  Martha Cottam (1992) discussed how the 

images held by different perceptual groups within the United States impacted American 

foreign policy toward Nicaragua in the late 1970s.  Other theorists have used experiments 

to show the impact of the enemy image on the processing and interpretation of new 

information (Herrmann, et al. 1997),  the impact of the national self image on recall 

(Hirshberg 1993a), and the impact of perceived cultural differences and perceived 

historical relationships on foreign policy recommendations (Schafer 1997).   

Since individual images of China are likely to vary, Image Theory helps account 

for the vast disparity of opinions as to whether China constitutes a threat or an 

opportunity, as well as the variety of perspectives on what should be done about it.  

However, Image Theory is less successful at explaining American foreign policy toward 

China over an extended period of time.  Since decision-makers’ images of China are 

likely to be equally varied, we should expect that American foreign policy toward China 

would vacillate far more than it does.  Despite huge swings in attitude toward China from 

administration to administration American foreign policy toward China has remained 

fairly stable for thirty years.  This is a puzzle which Image Theory is unable to 

sufficiently address. 
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In fact, despite the success of image theory in explaining the current and past 

policy decisions of specific decision makers, and thus an important aspect of relations 

between two states at a particular point in time, it fails to tell us much about how states 

are likely to react to others in general or how those reactions are likely to change over 

time.  As Mark Schafer and Michael D. Young (1998) have pointed out, the focus of 

Image theorists on individual (elite) cognition, which is necessarily idiosyncratic, has 

produced research that is unsatisfactory in terms of generalizability and replicability.  

Noel Kaplowitz (1990, 44) has added that, “the predictive power of this level of analysis 

concerning state behavior and its potential for theory-building, regarding international 

relations is limited,” suggesting that what is needed are “psychologically informed 

theories” that focus on “the ways in which conflict strategies and outcomes are 

determined by perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes held by parties and groups within 

nations, and which characterize broad schools of thought regarding foreign policy that 

transcend individual leaders.”   

This weakness of image theory is shared by most theorists working at the 

domestic level of inquiry.  As Jarrod Hayes (2009, 981) has noted, most of the 

constructivists who have moved beyond theory in order to explore how identity impacts 

specific relationships tend to focus on the individual decision maker.  He points out that 

“a critical gap in the literature lies at the junction of the domestic and the international” 

and suggests that “the argument should be extended to the public in democracies because 

their perception of threat is an important factor in democratic security policy.”   

The causal relationship between public opinion and foreign policy is widely 

debated.  While this debate is explored more fully in chapter six, my study assumes that 
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public opinion plays some role in shaping and constraining elite decisions.  The current 

study therefore asks whether a generally unified image of China might exist, within the 

national consciousness, which shapes public opinion and constrains elite responses to 

events on the ground.  Focusing mostly on national (self) identity, constructivism 

explains how such an image might be constructed at the national level.    

If, as constructivism contends, national identity is always insecure and must be 

constantly produced and reproduced, through differentiation, then we must ask how this 

is accomplished and by whom.  If national identity is understood as an aggregate of 

individually held beliefs, then, as Freidrich Kratochwil (2006, 27) has pointed out, this 

begs the question of where these beliefs came from and why they are held in aggregate.  

There is an element of power necessary for the construction of identity, and 

constructivism holds that this power is demonstrated through certain articulations that 

serve as representations of reality.  Some articulations will be more effective than others 

in producing stable sources of “shared knowledge” (Mattern, 2005, 94).  Drawing on 

Louis Althusser, Himadeep Muppidi (1999, 124), suggests that identity construction is 

accomplished through two processes that organize meaning— “articulation” and 

“interpellation.”  Those who attempt to articulate national identity make suggestions 

regarding which conceptions of self are legitimate and which are not.  The production of 

national identity requires “political work” which causes certain conceptions to become 

fixed in the minds of the nation.  Yet this “work” is not so easily accomplished that 

powerful speakers may cause dramatic changes in national identity any time they wish.  

Muppidi points out that any particular articulation may be rejected by the receivers.  In 

other words, attempts to create “mutually shared meanings” through the discourse of 
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national identity may fail if individuals do not recognize themselves within that discourse 

(124-125).  

Internally, the logics of identity and difference are constructed and maintained 

through the discourse of numerous competing voices.  The state plays its role through 

socialization, i.e. educating youth on the myths of the formation of the nation-state, 

through policies such as immigration, and through the rhetoric of foreign policy, which 

often emphasizes the distinction between the good Self and the “others out there.”  Other 

sources attempt to tap into existing conceptions of “who we are” to achieve a variety of 

goals.  Advertisers and politicians utilize the narratives of national identity to promote 

themselves or their product.  News media emphasize these narratives both through 

choosing what events to report and through the ways that they choose to report them.  

These practices rearticulate these narratives and reaffirm these conceptions (Laffy 1999, 

238). 

The constructivist approach explains how a unified national (Self) identity is 

constructed through discourse.  Since the Self and the Other are co-constituted through 

interaction this approach simultaneously explains how images of the Other are 

constructed via the same pathways.  There is a burgeoning literature that explores bi-

lateral relationships to investigate how this process occurs empirically (Doty 1993; 

Weldes 1999; Hopf 2002; Laffey and Weldes 2008).  The majority of these studies look 

at Cold War relationships due in part to their relatively clear cut dichotomous nature.12  In 

fact, much of the constructivist literature emphasizes the negative end of the spectrum 

                                                           
12 These dichotomies include the east west division in which states across the iron curtain from each other 
were clearly defined as enemies (Weldes 1999; Hopf 2002; Laffey and Weldes 2008) and the power 
division which clearly separated the colonial powers from the weak former colonies (Doty 1993).  
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when discussing the process of Other construction.  Particular emphasis is put on the 

process of “Othering,” whereby, in times of crises, difference is transformed to otherness 

to secure identity against direct challenges (Campbell 1992; Weldes 1999).  This negative 

emphasis is also found in Image Theory, which is dominated by studies that test the 

impact of the “enemy image,” on the construction of foreign policy.   

The focus on dichotomy aids in testing the theoretical concepts, yet it leaves less 

easily definable relationships, like that between China and the United States 

underexplored.13  While few would call China a friend, most Americans would hesitate to 

consider China an enemy.  In fact, the lack of a media consensus about how the United 

States should react to China is reflected in a public ambivalence about how Americans 

should feel toward China.  Unfortunately, if we are unable to fit American images of 

China into the archetypical categories explicated by Image theorists than we find 

ourselves without the predictive power that these categories supply. 

A more fruitful approach lies in exploring national attitudes toward China in order 

to determine, what constructivists call “conditions of possibility.”  It has been argued 

that, by focusing on the constitution of subjects and objects in International Relations, 

constructivism seeks to answer “how possible” questions rather than “why” questions 

(Kratochwil 2006; Doty 1993).  The argument here is that interests are linked to 

constructed identities (of both the Self and the Other) which in turn make certain policies 

desirable and other policies inconceivable.  Theorists working in this vein have typically 

analyzed discourse in order to explain how a certain event or response was made 

possible.  Pinar Bilgin and Kivanc Cos (2010), for example, explore discursive moves 
                                                           
13 For an interesting exception see Gregory J Moore “Not Very Material but Hardly Immaterial: China’s 
Bombed Embassy and Sino-American Relations.”  Foreign Policy Analysis, 2010: 23-41. 
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that allowed Turkey to represent the USSR as a friend and respond to it accordingly, 

despite changes in material capabilities and Soviet actions that might have been perceived 

as threatening under different conditions.   

By taking a similar approach to understanding American representations of China, 

my study seeks to explain the conditions that shape American foreign policy toward 

China.  However, rather than attempting to answer “how possible” questions about 

something that has already happened,  my study seeks to better understand how an image 

of China is shaped through national discourse in order to understand what the current 

conditions of possibility are and how these conditions might shape current and future 

policy responses to events on the ground.  It additionally seeks to better understand the 

components of American attitudes toward China in order to better understand how, when, 

and why conditions of possibility might change in the future thus enabling that policy 

toward China which is currently desirable to become inconceivable or vice versa. 

Single Factor Focus 

A third weakness with mainstream theories has been a tendency to focus on one 

aspect of bilateral relations at the expense of others that may be equally or even more 

important, thus causing theorists to de-emphasize, or miss altogether, important causes of 

state behavior.  Peter Katzenstein and Nobuo Okawara (2001-2002) have lamented what 

they call the “clash of paradigms,” a situation in which theorists are too busy defending 

the supremacy of a particular theoretical approach to consider the benefits of causal 

variables which may come from alternative theories.  They argue that this situation 

causes theorists to fail to grasp real world complexities and have called for “analytical 

eclecticism,” an approach which looks at “a combination of forces and factors,” to 
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explain international relations.  The third goal of my study is to employ such an approach 

in order to analyze the research questions from different perspectives.  To this end it 

draws on these perspectives in order to test the independent and interactive effects of 

three independent variables that might help to explain American attitudes toward China.  

These are: perceptions of China as a threat or as an opportunity, perceptions of China’s 

political culture and perceptions of China’s capabilities. 

Hypotheses 

My study is designed to test three hypotheses, each predicting the effect of three 

independent variables on American attitudes toward China.  Since chapters three, four, 

and five each utilize different methods, these independent variables are operationalized 

differently according to the dictates of each method.  The thinking behind these decisions 

will be discussed in those chapters.  However, it might be useful here to discuss how each 

variable is generally conceptualized for the purpose of my study.  The following 

discussion first describes three hypotheses, each suggesting that a different independent 

variable has a dominant impact on American attitudes toward economic competitors, then 

explains how each of the three variables was chosen and operationalized 

Hypothesis #1 predicts that subject attitudes will be driven primarily by the rising 

capabilities of powerful Others.  Of the three variables, “relative capabilities” is the easi-

est to define and operationalize for two reasons.  First, it is relatively easy to quantify and 

measure.  Second, it is one of the most common independent variables in IR as it is often 

used to test realist theoretical expectations.  Nevertheless, there are some complexities 

with this variable that must be acknowledged.  For example, soft power may be 

conceived of as a capability that is much more difficult to measure than are military and 
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economic capabilities.  Also, the understanding of what constitutes military power is 

changing through advances in technology, increases in the importance of transnational 

actors, and increases in non-traditional security threats.  Since my study attempts to 

measure the impact of perceptions of China’s capabilities relative to the United States, 

rather than to accurately assess those capabilities these complexities don’t offer too much 

difficulty.   

Hypothesis #2 predicts that subject attitudes toward Others will be shaped 

primarily by perceptions of the U.S.-Other relationship.  In particular, it predicts that 

subjects will feel negatively toward states that are perceived as threatening and positively 

toward states that are perceived as providing an opportunity.  Since conceptions of 

“threat” and “opportunity” differ depending on whether one is referring to either the 

economic or the security milieus, this variable was operationalized for each milieu and its 

effects were tested separately.   

The explanatory power of economic threat and opportunity is implicit in various 

strains of neoliberal thinking that analyze the relationship between this variable and the 

potential for cooperation among states.  Consequently, conceptions of economic threat 

and opportunity are well defined in the literature.  My study draws on this work and 

conveys economic threat through reference to the loss of American independence, the 

loss of American jobs, and the weakening of the American economy.  Economic 

opportunity is conveyed through reference to an increase of product choices and a 

decrease in product prices.14  

                                                           
14 In order to make the study as reflective of the real world environment as possible, operationalization 
decisions were based, in part, on content analysis of 2009-2010 New York Times articles about the Sino-
American relationship. 
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To operationalize the concept of security related threat or opportunity, my study 

utilized the question posed by Richard K. Herrmann, James F. Voss, Tonya Y.E. 

Schooler, and Joseph Ciarrochi, when attempting to define this same variable:  “Do the 

other actor’s intentions threaten to reduce my country’s current achievement of valued 

objectives or does the other actor present an opportunity for me to advance and expand 

my country’s interests?”  (1997, 408).  Using this question as a guide “security threat” 

and “security opportunity” were operationalized along the lines of conflict, or 

cooperation, in long term security goals.  For the sake of brevity and clarity, the presence 

of threat or conflict in the economic milieu or the presence of cooperation or conflict in 

the security milieu is sometimes referred to as the economic or the security relationship. 

Hypothesis #3 predicts that subject attitudes will be shaped primarily by 

perceptions of the Other’s political culture.  Culture, as a causal variable explaining state 

behavior, has been most frequently examined by political psychologists.  The key concept 

here is “cultural distance,” derived from the premise that the more one sees an Other as 

dissimilar from oneself the more likely one is to have hostile feelings toward that other 

(Geva and Hanson 1999, 806).  Yet a problem lies in the many disparate definitions of 

the term.  Image theorists typically define culture in terms of relative cultural 

sophistication (R. Cottam 1977; Herrmann et al. 1997).  Others have defined the term 

along political, religious, or even ethnic lines (Schafer 1997, 813-829).  As Lisa Wedeen  

(2002, 714) has pointed out “‘culture’ is an abstract theoretical category, a lens that 

focuses on meaning, rather than on, say prices or votes.”  

 In IR the most common approach to operationalizing culture tends to be along 

political lines.  The reasons for this go deeper than just the predisposition of the discipline 
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towards politics.  First, studies have shown that regime type has a large impact on 

individual perceptions of cultural distance (Mintz and Geva 1993; Hermann and Kegley 

1995; Geva and Hanson 1999).  Second, the significance of democracy as a causal 

variable predicting peace in IR theory makes it a particularly desirable concept to test.15  

My study therefore focuses on the political dimension of culture.  The variable is 

operationalized along authoritarian/democratic lines with particular emphasis placed on 

the presence or absence of democratic values—particularly human rights.   

The goal then becomes to understand how perceptions of other states, along the 

three dimensions discussed above, interact in shaping national attitudes toward those 

states.  Of course, one must acknowledge that these three dimensions are not the only 

potential independent variables.  Nevertheless, IR theory has demonstrated that these 

variables are the ones that matter the most.  Image Theorists, for example, assert that 

these variables are the key components of images (R. Cottam 1977; Herrmann et al. 

1997).  In addition, each of these variables plays a prominent role in one or more 

branches of IR theory.  Lastly, the significance of these three dimensions of international 

relations, on national attitudes is illustrated by looking at the questions on any public 

opinion poll of foreign policy, as the majority of the questions asked are designed to 

measure attitudes along these lines.   

                                                           
15 While this study does not test the validity of one strand of the democratic peace theory, which suggests 
that institutional characteristics explain the prevalence of peace between democracies, it does in some ways 
test an alternative strand that suggests the power of a common commitment to liberal ideals in generating 
close relations between states.  Constructivists, focusing on identity issues have made great strides in 
explaining how perceptions of cultural similarity lead to peaceful relations among democracies.  (Kahl 
1998, 94-144;  Hayes, 2009, 2012) 
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At this point an additional question must be addressed—why is this polling data 

not sufficient to explain current attitudes?  Polling provides useful data that may be 

analyzed to help answer the types of questions I am asking here.  Benjamin I. Page and 

Tao Xie (2010), for example, have analyzed American public opinion polls in order to 

demonstrate that Americans are far less reactionary toward China than has been 

previously suggested.  In chapter three, I use polling data to test the hypothesis that 

American attitudes toward economic competitors evolve in relation to changes in relative 

capabilities.  Yet polling data alone, does not tell us everything we need to know in order 

to better explain and predict bilateral relationships. 

There are several reasons why further study is necessary.  First, while these polls 

may be a good measure of public attitudes toward a particular state at a particular point in 

time, they tell us very little about how these attitudes are likely to impact varying levels 

of support for current policy choices and even less about how and why national attitudes 

(and thus support) is likely to change over time.16  Without understanding the 

independent and interactive effects of these dimensions on attitudes, it is difficult to: (1) 

determine, how the public will respond to a policy that is perceived to have a positive 

impact on one dimension and a negative impact on another (2) determine whether the 

public is likely to support similar policies toward states that are similar in all but one 

                                                           
16 This is not to say that attitudes toward a particular policy cannot be measured by simply asking how 
respondents feel about that policy.  The point here is that polling data showing that the majority of the 
country feels negatively toward a particular country will not explain much without a basic understanding of 
why these people feel the way that they do.  
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dimension and (3) determine,  with any reliability, the attitudinal  impact of a perceived 

change in any one dimension.   

Second, a better understanding of the national attitudes toward each dimension 

will also help to explain why people have the attitudes that they do towards other states.  

Polls may attempt to address this question, yet they mostly fail as a consequence of the 

intervening effect of individually held images.  In other words, when asked why one 

might feel a certain way about China’s military capability, for example, a respondent will 

conflate attitudes toward China with attitudes about military strength in general.  It is 

impossible to determine whether the respondent is “somewhat concerned” about China’s 

military capability because China is also an economic power, because China is an 

authoritarian state, or because China has proven an unlikely ally of the United States.  

Further questions spring to mind.  Would the respondent be more (or less) concerned if 

China had a weaker economy or was a less significant trade partner of the United States.  

What would the impact be if China suddenly became more or less cooperative in 

international issues of strategic importance?  Are changes in China’s domestic politics 

likely to impact concerns?  If so, in what way do these changes affect attitudes?  These 

questions may not be too important if the analyst wants only to understand the current 

national attitude toward China, but the problem becomes clear when the analyst attempts 

to make predictions about the direction of future relations or even the potential for change 

in the current relationship. 

Summary 

To summarize, my study assumes that the relations between two states is a 

function of each state’s perception both itself and of the Other.  An accurate 
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understanding of relations between the two states is therefore dependent on not only how 

different perceptions lead to different actions but also what those perceptions are and 

why.  My study further assumes that national attitude is the best measurement of “state 

perception” and is therefore a good indicator of how that state is likely to act and react 

over time.  The reasoning here is that, even though events might cause short term 

fluctuations in national attitudes,  in general, these attitudes follow similar logic as do 

individual images, in that they are resistant to change and serve as filters for reality.  

Lastly my study assumes that these attitudes are largely a function of three significant 

dimensions of international relations—perceptions of threat versus opportunity, 

perceptions of political culture, and perceptions of capabilities.  While each of these 

dimensions is important in and of itself, a better understanding of how these factors 

interact in determining attitudes towards others,  will lead not only to a better 

understanding of current relations but also to a more accurate prediction of when, how, 

and why attitudes are likely to change.  

The remainder of my study is focused on answering the following research 

questions: What is the underlying basis for American attitudes toward Economic 

competitors in general and toward China in particular?  The first task, which is begun in 

the following chapter, is to test hypothesis #1.  Specifically, chapter three tests the 

proposition that American attitudes are likely to become more hostile as Chinese 

economic capabilities increase.  This is accomplished in two ways.  First, by examining 

American attitudinal responses to recent changes in Chinese capabilities, we will see the 

extent to which changes in specific indicators have driven attitudes in the recent past.  

Second, by comparing how Americans responded to economic threat emanating from 
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Japan in the 1980s and 1990s with how they are responding to very similar forms of 

economic threat emanating from China today, we will explore the extent to which 

Americans are responding to economic threat in general as opposed to other 

characteristics of the Sino-American relationship.  In other words, the findings from these 

tests will illuminate both the extent to which changes in economic capabilities generally 

effect threat perception, as well as why, when and how it is likely to do so. 
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III. HOW DO AMERICANS RESPOND TO THE RISING ECONOMIC 
CAPABILITIES OF DIFFERENT ECONOMIC COMPETITORS? 

 
“Despite the increase in foreign investment and growing public concern 
over its consequences, U.S. policy makers and business leaders have been 
loath to confront the issue…This refusal by U.S. politicians to act stems 
partly from a fear of antagonizing the very [foreign] investors on whom 
we have come to depend for the financing of our federal government 
deficit .” 17 
 
“Trade deficits of this magnitude and duration are simply unacceptable”18 
  
“Its becoming a mismatch...  We, the great believer in free enterprise, are 
having our pants removed, an inch at a time, by a centrally-orchestrated, 
totally committed, and economic aggressor.  Why can’t we grasp the truth 
of it and get mad and fight back?  We’d better develop a healthy fear, for 
the price of economic subordination (is) colonization.  We’re staring at 
it.”19  
 
One might be surprised to learn that these are not the words of modern day 

pundits responding to an economically powerful China.  They are, rather, the 

proclamations of fearful observers reacting to a rising Japan 1977-1993.  It is not 

surprising that the rhetorical responses to Japan at that time are similar to the rhetorical 

responses to China today, as the parallels in response are a direct reflection of the 

numerous similarities in the perceived economic threat posed by each country at a 

specific point in American history.  In both cases Americans are dealing with large trade 

deficits, burgeoning debt, and fears about their own declining position in the global 

economy.  And in both cases Americans have chosen a scapegoat that has a large trade 

                                                           
17 Frantz, Douglas and Catherine Collins. Selling Out: How We Are Letting Japan Buy Our Land, Our 
Industries, Our Financial Institutions, and Our Future. Chicago: Contemporary Books, 1989; 3 
 
18 Secretary of Commerce Juanita Krepps quoted in the Miami News, September 1977, warning Japanese 
businessmen in Tokyo that they must do something to change the US-Japan trade balance (“Widening”). 
 
19Chrysler Motors chairmen Ben Bidwell in a speech given January 1989, quoted in the New Straits Times 
March 1990 (“New Bout”). 
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surplus with the U.S., is financing a large percentage of America’s debt and is rapidly 

rising to the status of economic super-power. 

The similarities between the Japan-American Economic relationship of the late 

1970s-early 1990s and the Sino-American economic relationship of today are obvious 

and have been oft referred to (Chin and Helleiner 2008; Okimoto 2009).  There are those 

who have used the example provided by the United States’ previous economic 

relationships with Japan to suggest that Americans need not be too concerned about 

China as an economic threat.  Allen Greenspan, for example, has argued that Americans 

need not worry excessively about China’s potential to stop buying American dollars, 

pointing to the fact that Japan’s cessation of intervention in the foreign exchange market 

in 2003 did not negatively impact treasury yields (Quoted in Setser 2008).  Craig Elwell, 

Marc K, Labonte, and Wayne M Morrison (2007, 105)  attempt to lessen concerns about 

the purported threat caused by China’s movement up the production ladder by first 

comparing it with the threat posed by high-tech Japanese manufacturers in the 1980s, and 

then pointing to the sad fate of the Japanese economy in the late 1990s.20   

Others have attempted to illuminate the threat posed by China by highlighting the 

differences between the two cases.  Some of the more disconcerting differences lie in the 

nature of the creditor debtor relationship.  Particularly, the fact that so much of Chinese 

credit comes in the form of sovereign wealth funds controlled by the Chinese 

government, rather than the private sources (i.e., private banks, private investors, and 

private companies) of Japanese funds (Thompson 2007; Setser 2008).21  My study does 

                                                           
20 Elwell et al (2007, 105), further point to China’s “extensive challenges” and suggest that its ability to 
pose a threat to American advantages in high knowledge high technology goods is “questionable.”  
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not seek to address the question as to which of these competitors has actually been more 

threatening to American interests.  What is important here is rather how Americans 

respond to these threats.  The similarities between the two cases offer an interesting 

opportunity to generalize about American responses to economic threat and the 

differences create the potential for insight into how other pertinent factors might 

influence those responses. 

Throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s, many predicted that American 

economic insecurity and subsequent hostility toward a rising Japan would lead to 

increased protectionism, worsening relations between the two countries, and ultimately a 

trade war reminiscent of that which occurred among the economic powers during the 

1930s.  While at times it seemed close, this worst-case-scenario never happened.  Despite 

the rising tone of alarm and animosity in both popular and elite American discourse 

throughout the 1980s and the repeated threats and resolutions made by Congress, the 

U.S.-Japan relationship remained generally cooperative.  By the late 1990s Japan had 

ceased playing the role of economic boogeyman in American discourse and it soon 

became apparent that China had taken its place.  As discussions about China as an 

economic threat have become ever more ubiquitous in the American media, we are 

hearing similar predictions about the inevitable worsening of the Sino-American 

relationship.   

                                                                                                                                                                             
21 Brad Setser (2008, 6-10) describes several other important differences between the two cases including 
the fact that the current deficit expansion is so much bigger than that in the 1980s, the fact that money is 
now flowing from poor countries to rich country, and the fact that investors today are promised relatively 
low returns compared to what can be gained elsewhere and what was expected in the 1980s. 
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The implications of conflict are far more serious in the case of Sino-American 

relations.  Not only would deteriorating relations between these two powers be harmful to 

the world economy, but considering the fact that China has more military might and 

security independence then did Japan, such a conflict could be destabilizing to world 

peace.  Therefore, it is worthwhile to investigate the degree to which continuing changes 

in China’s economic capabilities are likely to engender negative responses in the United 

States.  To that end, this chapter asks the following questions:  To what extent do relative 

changes in a competitor’s economic capabilities lead to American hostility toward that 

country?  All else being equal, how likely is it that the continual rise of China’s economic 

power will cause rising tensions between the two states?  What lessons can be learned 

from the U.S.-Japan economic competition of the late 1970s through the early 1990s?     

To answer these questions, this chapter explores the effect of changing economic 

capabilities on American attitudes.  By analyzing shifts in American attitudes toward two 

different competitors over a period in which their economic capabilities began to 

approach those of the United States, I am able to determine if and when Americans begin 

to perceive an economically powerful Other as a threat.  This is accomplished through 

first tracing the three different components of changes in relative economic power 

between each competitor and the United States that are likely to be most threatening to 

Americans.  These are (1) the apparent inevitability that the competitor would surpass the 

United States in terms of economy size, (2) the growth in the American trade deficit 

concurrent with an increase in imports from the competitor, and (3) the growth in U.S. 

debt concurrent with an increase in the competitor’s purchases of American assets.  

Polling data is then analyzed to trace American responses to these changes.  The 
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juxtaposition of shifts in American attitudes with changes in particular indicators of the 

Other’s power offers three possible outcomes, each of which suggests unique 

implications about the impact of economic threat on American attitudes toward Others. 

Outcome #1 American attitudes toward both states follow similar and predictable 

patterns.  For example, we might expect that for both cases, American attitudes become 

generally more hostile over time as the competitor’s relative economic capabilities rise.  

On the other hand, we might find that in both cases Americans respond more negatively 

to a rising trade deficit than to growing indebtedness, or vice a versa.  Since these issues 

emerged and peaked at separate times in both cases such a variation in attitudinal 

responses would be clearly visible.  Lastly, we might find a lag in negative attitudinal 

responses to economic competition that either occurs in both cases or, considering that 

the China case is still evolving, appears to be occurring in both cases.  The implications 

of any of these outcomes would be two-fold.  First, finding the same results with two 

different economic relationships would suggest that these results might be generalized to 

help explain American responses to other economic competitors.  And second, if we find 

that Americans respond similarly to economic threat emanating from two different 

competitors then we gain a better understanding of the significance of economic 

indicators in shaping American attitudes toward Others, regardless of other important 

factors. 

Outcome #2 American attitudes toward both states follow similar but 

unpredictable patterns.  Such findings would generate new, testable hypotheses about 

how Americans respond to economic threat.  For example, if we find that American 

attitudes trend positively in the face of a powerful Other’s rising economic capabilities 



58 
 

then we could hypothesize that either (1) Americans feel increasingly favorable toward 

economically powerful Others as they become more like the United States in economic 

terms, or (2) American fears about the economic threat posed by rising competitors are 

not strong enough to outweigh positive attitudinal responses to other factors.  Another 

possibility is that American attitudes would remain generally unchanged in the face of 

rising economic competition.  This outcome also suggests different possible hypotheses.  

For example, we could hypothesize that American attitudes toward Others are fixed at 

some point in the distant past and are unlikely to change, regardless of changing 

circumstances.  An alternative hypothesis would be that American attitudes toward 

Others are changeable, but they are generally unresponsive to economic threat.  While 

there are different potential explanations for each of these possible results, they both 

share one important implication: If we find that Americans do not respond negatively to 

economic threat in either case then we must begin to question many of our widely held 

beliefs about the presence and importance of economic insecurity in the United States. 

Outcome #3 Americans respond positively in one case and negatively in the other.  

Despite the numerous similarities, it is the differences between these two cases that offer 

the most potential for valuable insight into how Americans perceive and articulate 

economic threat.  While these differences are numerous, there are two that are most likely 

to contribute to less negativity toward Japan then China: (1) In the 1980s, Japan was seen 

as an ideological ally in the fight against Communism.  In contrast, contemporary 

Americans remain uneasy with the communist-authoritarianism of the current Chinese 

state and may not wish to see such a state become more powerful.  (2) In the 1980s Japan 

and the United States enjoyed a security alliance, which diminished, (but did not 
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eliminate) fears of a rising Japan as a security threat.  On the other hand, China’s current 

military strength and nuclear capabilities could add an additional dimension to American 

fears of a powerful China.  There are also two important factors that could potentially 

contribute to less negativity toward China than toward Japan during a period of 

heightened economic competition:  (1) China has proven a superior economic partner to 

Japan in neoliberal economic terms.  While the Japanese constructed numerous non-tariff 

barriers to American products and actively prevented inward foreign direct investment 

(FDI) from American companies, China has become an increasingly important trade 

partner and has been a welcoming site for American FDI.  And (2) the difference in 

political culture between Japan and China might actually cause Americans to feel more 

positive toward China’s rise than toward Japan’s rise.  At the same time that China is 

growing economically it is also becoming more liberal economically.  The turn away 

from communism may be perceived as a step toward democracy and could therefore 

engender a positive attitudinal response.  Considering these differences, if American 

responses to the two cases trend in opposite directions, we should be able to generate 

some specific hypotheses based on which direction attitudes head in each case.  

 The remainder of this chapter tests the hypothesis that increases in a 

competitor’s economic capabilities lead to increases in American hostility toward that 

competitor.  To this end I analyze the evolution in each competitor’s capabilities over an 

extended period of time.  The first purpose here is to illustrate how East Asian 

capabilities changed over time and how these changes affected each country’s economic 

relationship with the United States.  The second purpose is to briefly discuss how these 

changes were likely perceived in order to develop a timeline of events that we could 
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reasonably expect to correlate with rising American hostility toward each competitor.  

Lastly, I juxtapose each timeline with actual trends in American attitudes toward each 

country in order to test the hypothesis that one or more indicators of rising economic 

capabilities elicit negative American attitudes toward economic competitors.   

The Two Cases 

There are several different indicators of economic power, each of which might 

have a different impact on American attitudes toward an economic competitor.  The 

indicators that most caused Americans concern for the two cases are: economy size, trade 

balance, and foreign investment.  While these economic factors are, of course, inter-

related, the point at which the American public became concerned about each issue is 

different.  Therefore by analyzing shifts in American attitudes in relation to each of these 

different indicators separately it should be possible to discover whether one factor has a 

bigger impact than others.  

Economy Size: “Hegemonic Threat” 

The United States has been the world’s largest national economy since the turn of 

the Twentieth Century.  This economic fact has bolstered the United States’ hegemonic 

status both materially and symbolically and has been a source of power and pride for the 

American people.  American economic hegemony has not remained uncontested, 

however.  It has been threatened, first by Japan, and then by China, as each became the 

world’s second largest economy and then began closing the gap towards the number one 

position.  Both countries experienced sustained economic growth rates that were touted 

as “unprecedented,” and “miraculous,” and in both cases the economic rise of the East 

Asian power was concurrent with slow growth and stagnation in the United States.  For 
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much of the last forty years, Americans have lived with the widely held belief that an 

East Asian competitor would eventually take their place at the top of the global economy.   

How do Americans respond to this threat?  Admittedly, economy size might be 

less likely to resonate with Americans than trade imbalances or foreign investment.  Even 

for people who have a poor grasp of economics, the lines between trade balances and 

jobs, or foreign investment and national security are fairly easy to draw.  It is equally 

easy to make the connection between debt and deficits on the one hand and American 

weakness on the other.  Nevertheless, while many American may not fully grasp the 

relevance of GDP growth or economy size to their own lives, the symbolic significance 

of slipping from number one to number two could be enough to elicit strong emotional 

reactions.  We might therefore expect that Americans would begin to feel hostility if and 

when it became clear that the competitor might surpass the United States to become more 

economically powerful.  We might also expect that this hostility would climb along with 

increases in the certainty that such an event would transpire in the near future.  The 

following discussion outlines the emergence and evolution of hegemonic threat in both 

cases. 

Japanese Economic Growth 

Japan was the first non-western country to have a significantly large economy.  In 

1968, Japan passed Germany to become the second largest economy in the non-

communist world.  This was due to what came to be known as “the Japanese Miracle,” in 

which Japan not only recovered from the economic and social devastations of World War 

II, but also achieved more than thirty years of remarkably high growth rates in order to 

ultimately join the elite international club of industrialized economies.  While Japan’s 
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fastest growth was in the 1960s (with rates averaging over 10% annually) and in the 

1970s (with rates averaging over 5% annually), the average rate approaching 4% in the 

1980s was still impressive, and certainly more so than the sluggish growth of the United 

States at this time.  With zero growth in 1970, and negative growth rates in 1974 and 

1975, the U.S. average GDP growth rate during this decade was only 3.2% compared 

with Japan’s 5.2%.  Both countries saw slower growth rates in the 1980s but Japan 

averaged 3.8% compared to only 2.8% for the United States (International Monetary 

Fund 2011).  By 1970 the Japanese economy was one fifth the size of the United States’.  

By 1980 it had jumped to two fifths and by 1990 the American economy was less than 

twice as big as Japan’s.  Concerns about Japan’s encroachment on American supremacy 

began to emerge in the early 1970s, when trends showed Japan surpassing the United 

States in real per capita income by 1985, and in total output by 1998 (Krugman 1994, 

75).  Even after Japanese growth began to slow in the late 1980s, analysts continued to 

predict that Japan would soon surpass the United States due to its superior performance in 

a number of economic categories.  These predictions continued well into the 1990s, 

gaining emphasis whenever Japanese growth rates outpaced those of the United States 

(see figure 1). 
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Figure 1 GDP Growth Rates for United States and Japan 1970-2000 

 
Source: IMF World Economic Outlook Database 
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The American media responded to Japanese success with a mixture of admiration 

and fear.  Books and articles praising the apparently superior Japanese system became 

ubiquitous.  Some warned that Americans had better change their ways or the once 

influential United States would fall into obscurity behind a powerful Japan (Vogel 1979; 

Prestowitz 1988).  Others argued that this was no longer a preventable occurrence and 

that it was only a matter of time until the inevitable occurred.  This pessimistic outlook 

accompanied a relatively ubiquitous discussion about the United States “obvious,” 

decline (Kennedy 1987; Gilpin 1987; Ikenberry 1989).  In the late 1980s it became 

popular to explore the likeliness of Japan’s ascendency to global hegemony (Uchitelle 

1988; Taira 1991).  During this period newspapers and journals became littered with 

articles suggesting that maybe Americans should emulate Japan in everything from 

education to business practices (“New Wind” 1989; Gibbon 1989; Sumiya 1991). 
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The idea that Japan either had unseated, or was on its way to unseating, the 

United States as the global hegemon continued well into the 1990s.  Even though the 

Japanese began to see dramatic reductions in growth rates in 1992, and close to zero 

growth in 1993 and 1994, it took analysts a few years to realize that this was more than 

just a temporary hurdle in Japan’s path toward global economic dominance.  Eventually, 

as the Japanese recession dragged on, it became clear that Japan would not fulfill its 

predicted rise to the top and the conception of Japan as a hegemonic threat gradually 

disappeared from American discourse.  

Chinese Economic Growth 

Like Japan, Chinese economic growth occurred over a long period of time.  China 

has seen growth rates averaging over 9% annually since Deng Xiaoping first initiated 

reforms in 1978.  Since then China’s gross national product has more than quadrupled.  

Even though China’s high rates of growth over more than three decades is certainly more 

impressive than even the “Japanese miracle,” as a poor developing country China had 

much further to go before Americans would begin to see it as a potential equal, let alone 

as a rival for economic hegemony.  In fact, during the 1980s and early 1990s, even as 

Chinese growth rates were impressing economists everywhere, the American discourse 

about economic threat remained focused on Japan.  Yet as the miraculous pace of 

Chinese growth continued and the predicted collapse of the Chinese government and the 

Chinese banking system showed no signs of occurring, concerns emerged that the 

Chinese economy could one day surpass that of the United States.   

American anxiety about China’s potential encroachment on the U.S. position at 

the top began to emerge in the late 1990s, and increased in the late 2000s as it became 
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apparent that China would surpass Japan to become the world’s second largest economy.  

Although China is still only a third of the size of the U.S. economically, disparity in 

current growth rates is rapidly closing that gap.  Figure 2 illustrates this point by 

projecting current growth rates of both countries into 2017.   

Figure 2 GDP Growth Rates for the United States and China 1970-2017 

 
Source: IMF World Economic Outlook Database 
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Economists are increasingly predicting that China will soon match, and then 

surpass, the United States in economic strength.  Since the global economic crises in 

2008 had a far more negative impact on American economic growth than on growth in 

many developing states, particularly China, this process may even be speeding up.  

According to a Goldman Sachs economic report released in December of 2008, 

projections that the Chinese economy could reach the size of the U.S. by 2027, now 

seemed “more, rather than less, likely” (O'Neill and Stunytska 2009).  Other projections 

have been even more optimistic about China’s future.  The Nobel Prize winning 

economist, Robert Fogel (2010) predicted that the Chinese economy would reach $123 
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trillion by 2040, with China holding 40% of the world’s wealth, more than double his 

projected shares of global GDP for the United States and the European Union combined.   

The media has responded to China’s rise in much the same way that it did to 

Japan’s.  In fact the familiar mix of admiration and fear is often coming from the same 

reporters, politicians, and academics that were raising the alarm bells in the 1980s (Porter 

2005).  Once again the rise of an East Asian economic power is often discussed in 

relation to concerns about the waning power of the United States.  While the boom years 

of the 1990s briefly put to rest discussions of the inevitability of America’s hegemonic 

decline, recent events have once again brought these discussions to the forefront.  In 2002 

Joseph Nye, for example, suggested the globalization and technological advances were 

undermining American influence globally (Nye 2002).  In 2004 Fred Kaplan, pointed to 

America’s growing debt, as well as its inability to translate its dominant military power 

into influence, as evidence of its waning international power.  And In 2011, John 

Ikenberry announced “There is no longer any question: wealth and power are moving 

from the North and the West to the East and the South, and the old order dominated by 

the United States and Europe is giving way to one increasingly shared with non-Western 

rising states” (56).   

Many of these discussions focus on the potential of states like China either to 

undermine American hegemony or to displace the United States altogether.  In 2004, 

Jason T. Shaplen and James Laney  reported in the New York Times that in East Asia 

“China's influence is rapidly rising and America's is rapidly declining,”  adding that,  “the 

Bush administration still thinks of the United States as the sole superpower in a unipolar 

world, Tokyo and Seoul do not share this view.”  In 2008 Christopher Layne wrote “the 
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era of American hegemony is drawing to a close right before our eyes.  The rise of China 

is the biggest reason for this.”  

As was the case with Japan, writers of all kinds have churned out books and 

articles exploring the extent to which this East Asian success story should serve as a role 

model to other countries.  Many admirers have suggested that the United States could 

learn a lot from China (Stern 2011; Herbold 2011).  Others argue that it would be both 

impossible and undesirable for western democracies like the U.S. to look toward China 

for examples of successful practices (Chin and Thakur 2010).   

These disagreements tend to focus, in part, on how the so-called “China Model,” 

is defined.  There are those who point to general East Asian cultural characteristics as the 

root of China’s success (Mahbubani 2009).  Others suggest that China is practicing a 

form of strong-state developmentalism similar to that successfully practiced by many 

states throughout history (Overholt 2011; S. Breslin 2011).  Critics emphasize that it is 

the authoritarian/communist government enacting these policies that is the defining 

element.  More significantly, many fear that the Chinese are willfully influencing other 

states to adopt a model that encourages authoritarianism or discourages free-market 

principles (Schoolland 2012).   

The biggest concern about the spread of the “China Model,” for many, is that it 

threatens American hegemony through undermining American influence.  They argue 

that it will ultimately prove bad for developing countries and for the United States if a 

“Beijing Consensus,” replaces “the Washington Consensus,” as an international guide to 

economic success (Halper 2010).  This discourse shows no sign of disappearing any time 
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soon and will likely continue as long as the Chinese economy continues to appear 

stronger and healthier than that of the United States   

Trade Issues 

Both in the 1980s and today, fears about America’s declining power have 

frequently focused on America’s growing trade deficit.  In the earlier case this was the 

first time the United States had experienced large deficits over a sustained time period.  

In the latter case the deficit grew so quickly and so dramatically that it soon dwarfed the 

earlier trade gap (see Figure 3).  While a trade deficit has some symbolic significance, 

Americans tend to view sustained trade imbalances in mostly tangible terms, often 

making a direct connection between trade deficits on the one hand and job losses and 

debt increases on the other.   

Figure 3 United States—World Trade Balance from 1970-2011 

         
Source: US International Trade Commission Data Web 
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Admittedly, within American discourse deficit discussions sometimes turn 

introspective, with analysts and pundits pointing to American interest rates, spending 



69 
 

habits and declining productivity as causes for concern.  Nevertheless, a great deal of this 

discourse emphasizes the dirty tricks of an Other.  While there have been a variety of 

potential culprits (for example Germany in the 1980s and India today), during each of 

these periods of economic insecurity, an East Asian economic competitor quickly 

emerged as the biggest villain.  Partly to deflect blame from Americans themselves, the 

economic competitor has often been accused of deliberately creating and sustaining the 

bi-lateral trade imbalances that so significantly contribute to the U.S.’ large sustained 

global trade deficit.  The accusations have been remarkably similar in both cases—

ranging from cultural causes to the foreign government’s inability or unwillingness to 

solve the problem.  Americans have frequently charged each competitor with deliberately 

employing mercantilist or “unfair,” trade policies and have utilized, as evidence, 

numerous examples of “cheating,” by the East Asian companies or their governments.  

Since Americans have expressed a great deal of concern about the trade deficit in both 

cases, we might reasonably expect that American’ attitudes toward economic competitors 

would worsen as the deficit increases over time.  Since Japan and China have been the 

countries with which the U.S. has had the largest trade imbalances we could expect that 

they might take the brunt of American frustrations.  Therefore, to the extent that 

Americans blame East Asian competitors for trade deficits we should expect that 

American hostility toward each country would increase in tandem with the decrease in 

trade balance between the United States and the competitor.   

U.S.-Japan Trade Issues 

In the early 1970s the United States had intermittent trade deficits and trade 

surpluses.  The first sign of serious trouble appeared in the mid 1970s, when the trade 
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deficit almost quadrupled over the previous year from negative $7,820 billion in 1976 to 

a deficit of more than $28 billion in 1977.  Rather than seeing a return to surpluses The 

United States saw deficits increase to negative $106,702 billion in 1984 and then to 

negative $152,119 billion in 1987 (See Figure 3).  While Americans would be thrilled to 

see trade deficits this low today, in the 1980s these shifts in America’s trade were 

alarming and often seen as indicators of America’s declining economic power.   

As soon as it became apparent that the days of American trade surpluses were 

behind them, Americans began voicing concerns about the U.S.-Japan trade gap, which 

comprised a majority share of the American trade deficit (see Figure 4).  Beginning in the 

late 1970s and continuing into the early 1990s American economists and politicians 

emphasized the need to close this gap, yet it continued to grow throughout most of this 

period.  There were several reasons given for the inability of Americans to improve their 

trading position vis-à-vis Japan.  Among these were historically low American savings 

rates, an overvalued dollar, and “unfair” trading practices by the Japanese.  The latter 

became an even bigger source of blame when, in the late 1980s, the value of the dollar 

dropped but the size of the trade deficit did not.   
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Figure 4 United States-Japan Trade Balance 1980-2000 

 
Source: US Department of Commerce Census Bureau 
*Census Based 
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While it was generally accepted that Japan did not use illegal tariffs and quotas to 

protect their markets, this did not mean that Japan was viewed as an open economy.  In 

fact, in 1982 tensions had risen so high that when Foreign Minister Yoshiro Sakurauchi’s 

stated that Japan has ‘one of the most open markets in the world,’ at a Geneva meeting 

for the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), he was greeted with open 

laughter (Pine and Lehner 1983).  American businesses frequently complained that the 

Japanese were guilty of employing numerous non-tariff barriers that in effect, kept their 

economy closed to American exports.  

American anger at the Japanese increased as round after round of negotiations and 

agreements failed to generate any real changes in the trade balance.  Despite the 

introduction of numerous so-called “market opening packages” Many Americans did not 

believe that East Asian officials were really trying to solve the problem (Ahearn 1989).  

For example, the Japanese government introduced three such packages in 1982 and 1983, 
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each intended to calm American animosity toward Japan and to prevent the protectionist 

sentiment from causing a trade war.  While each of these was full of measures to reduce 

both tariffs and non-tariff barriers, Americans were mostly ambivalent in response for 

three reasons (1) none of the packages addressed American demands that Japan increase 

its import quotas for important American  agricultural products such as beef and citrus 

(Kanabayashi and Lehner 1983),  (2) Americans had come to doubt Japan’s ability or 

willingness to follow through on its commitments, due to poor follow through on 

previous package promises (Pine and Lehner 1983), and (3) some saw the package as a 

strategy to ameliorate congressional animosity toward Japan without actually doing 

anything to solve the problem (Kanabayashi and Lehner 1983). The result of trade 

negotiations was often dissatisfaction on the part of Americans who felt that the 

resolutions were too weak, not enforced by the Japanese, and ultimately useless at 

solving the problems (Nanto 1982). 

As the 1980s progressed, trade tensions continued to strain relations between 

Japan and the United States.  It was widely believed that the trade deficit could be 

resolved through a shift in the yen-dollar exchange rates that would make American 

exports cheaper and Japanese imports more expensive.  The trade tensions ultimately led 

to the Plaza Accord, an agreement signed in September 22, 1985, between five countries 

(the United States, W. Germany, Japan, Britain, and France) to intervene in the currency 

markets in order to depreciate the value of the dollar in relation to other currencies 

(particularly the Japanese Yen and the German DM).  While this controlled depreciation 

was wildly successful, it did not have the intended effect.  The American trade deficit did 

decline against Europe in general and Germany in particular.  On the other hand, while 
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there was initial reduction in the trade deficit with Japan, this trend was reversed in 1988, 

resulting in a resurgence of American frustration toward that country (Sanger 1988). 

There are several theories as to why the weakening dollar did not result in a 

rebalancing of trade between the United States and Japan: The “blame-Japan theory” 

suggests that there were structural impediments to fair trade.  American companies 

continued to report restricted access to Japan’s market, with explanations for these 

restrictions pointing to everything from social and cultural causes to political and 

economic differences between Japan and the United States (Ahearn 1989).  Some pointed 

to increases in Japanese productivity, which far outpaced productivity increases in the 

U.S., while others argued that American companies were to blame for not taking 

advantage of the new opportunities (Sanger 1988).   

While trade tensions were never officially resolved, the dispute lost much of its 

steam as the 1990s progressed.  The reasons for this are many including the increases in 

Japanese Greenfield investments in the United States that led to the creation rather than 

the exportation of American jobs, the improving conditions of the American economy in 

the late 1990s, and the worsening conditions of the Japanese economy during the same 

period.  Ultimately, the United States trade deficit with Japan remained approximately the 

same size throughout the 1990s and the 2000s but became a much smaller percentage of 

the overall deficit as Americans increased their imports from other countries.  Among 

these other countries, China quickly became the most significant.  

U.S.-China Trade Issues 

Americans first became concerned about Chinese economic power due to 

dramatic shifts in the trade balance between the two countries.  This trade deficit wasn’t 
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really an issue, however, until the late 1990s.  The United States experienced its last trade 

surplus in 1975, and by 1990 Americans had become somewhat accustomed to having a 

trade deficit.  In fact, the United States’ general trade deficit began to decrease in 1988, 

reaching just under $67 billion in 1991.  When the deficit began to grow again, the pace 

was initially quite slow and garnered relatively little media attention.  However the rate 

of deficit increase accelerated at the turn of the millennium, doubling from negative $233 

billion in 1998 to negative $470 billion in 2002 and almost doubling again to just under 

$818 billion in 2006 (see Figure 5).  As would be expected this was a cause of great 

alarm, and just as they had done with the Japanese in the 1980s, Americans sought 

someone to blame.  China was the obvious scapegoat. 

Figure 5 United States-China Trade Balance 1985-2011* 

 
Source: US Department of Commerce Census Bureau 
*Census Based 
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It seemed as if almost overnight “made in China” became synonymous with 

“cheap products.”  As Chinese goods began to dominate the shelves of American retailers 

like Target and Wallmart, Americans began worrying that cheap labor in China was 
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causing an exportation of American jobs.  This discussion was further exacerbated by the 

increasing number of American factories being opened in China.  While economists 

typically point out that these manufacturing jobs were actually moving from other parts 

of the developing world, and had left the United States long before, the popular media 

tended to add the increase of American FDI into China to the increasing trade deficit and 

conclude that China’s cheap labor, and undervalued currency equaled American 

unemployment.  One final factor that contributed to this discourse was the ubiquitous 

conversation about China’s potential, and then actual, membership to the WTO in 2001.  

In 2000, as Congress debated whether to permanently normalize trade relations with 

China, the final obstacle in China’s bid for accession to the WTO, the national discussion 

focused on whether Chinese membership would be in America’s best interest.  Critics 

never hesitated to point to the trade deficit, often speculating that this deficit would only 

worsen with Chinese WTO membership (Levinson 2000; Francis 2000; Chandler 2000). 

Considering the growing importance of the Chinese market to the American 

economy over the last decade, it is far less common for pundits, analysts, and business 

people to complain that China is a closed economy than it was in the case of Japan.  

Nevertheless there are those that complain that Chinese companies have an unfair 

advantage over American companies both within China’s market and abroad (Samuelson 

2009; Bradsher 2012).  

Again currency issues play a dominant role in discussions about the trade deficit.  

Despite the fact that a similar effort did not have the intended effect when applied in the 

late 1980s, many observers believe that the trade imbalance could be successfully 

addressed through a shift in the Yuan-Dollar exchange rates (Krugman 2011).  One 
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important difference in this case is that, unlike the floating exchange rate of the yen, 

China has a type of managed float known as a crawling peg.  While the United States 

government has come short of officially accusing China of currency manipulation, most 

observers agree that Chinese intervention in the currency market is keeping the Yuan far 

below a fair market value, thus giving Chinese exporters an unfair advantage over 

American exporters.  Frequent accusations that China is winning by “cheating,” 

challenge American beliefs about fair play, and equal opportunities for all (Romney 

2011).  

This fervor over the China-U.S. trade deficit is far from over.  However it did lose 

some of its steam in the late 2000s as the U.S. trade deficit halted in 2006 and showed 

decreases in 2007 and 2009 (see figure 5).  Additionally, as time has progressed and 

China proved itself to be a reasonably responsible member of the WTO, its trade 

relationship with the U.S. has become a somewhat less contentious issue.22  While future 

increases in the trade gap are likely to spark new hostilities toward China, economic fears 

have recently focused on different aspects of the economic relationship.  Therefore, to the 

extent American conceptions of economic threat are primarily driven by trade concerns, 

we should expect that attitudes toward China should dip dramatically in the late 1990s 

and begin to rebound slightly in 2007.  

                                                           
22 There are generally mixed views as to how well China has complied with its WTO obligations.  Some 
observers have been significantly impressed with Chinese progress (Bhat 2009).  On the other hand, some, 
including the American government have increasingly expressed frustrations.  The US-China Relations Act 
of 2000 requires the United States Trade Representative (USTR) to annually compile a report to Congress 
assessing China’s WTO compliance.  While acknowledging China’s many accomplishments since its 
accession to the WTO in 2001, these reports tend to focus on areas where China has failed to meet its 
obligations.  Two of the biggest complaints are China’s lack of transparency and its continual infringement 
on intellectual property rights (U.S. Trade Representative 2003, 2011).  
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Foreign Investment and American Debt 

The third factor that is likely to have a negative impact on American attitudes 

toward these countries is the perception of each as “buying” America.  From 1978 to 

1984 the United States national debt to foreigners almost tripled from $98 billion in 1978 

to $268 billion in 1984.  Five years later it had tripled again to $847 billion.  The 

increases in debt continued through the 1990s and by 2000, Americans owed foreigners 

more than three and a half trillion dollars.  Over the last decade it has continued to rise 

with the United States owing more than $10 trillion dollars in short and long term 

securities to foreigners by 2008 (see Figure 6).   

Figure 6 Foreign Holdings of US Long Term Securities 1974-2010 

 
Source: US Department of Treasury  
* Based on survey results available for 1974, 1978, 1984, 1989, 1994, 2000, and 2002-2010 
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This debt has impacted Americans in a number of ways.  It threatens Americans’ 

sense of self in addition to their economic security.  The debt is often touted as a sign of 

growing American weakness and has elicited perennial concerns about the stability of the 

dollar.  Since the 1980s, Americans have been subjected to periodic threats that the 
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dollar’s special international status is likely to be revoked if the debt is not dealt with.  

The result may be anxiety both about America’s economic stability and its hegemonic 

status.  In addition, the perceived economic dependence of the United States on economic 

competitors is often seen as humiliating.  Lastly, the debt issue has not only caused 

Americans to feel economic insecurity but, in both cases, has been touted as a potential 

national security issue.   

Japanese Investment 

The Japanese have always been one of the biggest purchasers of American debt.  

In fact despite the relative lack of media attention when compared to China, Japan has 

remained one of the most important purchasers of long and short term American 

securities over the last decade.  As the American debt increased in the late 1970s and 

throughout the 1980s, Americans voiced serious concerns over Japanese investments in 

the United States.  However, while concerns about portfolio investment were present 

throughout this time period, they existed mostly on the fringes of discourse, in academic 

and policy circles.  The popular imagination was much more inflamed by high rates of 

Japanese direct investment, particularly in the late 1980s when the yen rose against the 

dollar and American assets became a relatively cheap investment for Japanese 

businessmen.   

Some of the problems of the late 1980s were the result of unintended 

consequences of previously signed trade agreements.  The Plaza accords raised the value 

of the yen which did not have the significant long term impact on America’s trade 

balance that was expected.  On the other hand, it did serve to give Japanese investors 

incentives to invest in the United States rather than at home and it gave Japanese 
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companies incentives to export cash rather than goods.  Ultimately they found it better to 

enhance market share through acquisitions and mergers in the U.S. rather than through 

domestically produced exports.  This did little to improve the relationship and actually 

contributed to rising American hostility toward Japan  

In the early 1980s Japan had only been the seventh biggest direct investor in the 

United States, but by 1988, it had surpassed Canada to become the second biggest 

investor behind Great Britain (see Figure 7).  What was perhaps more significant than the 

rate at which Japanese capital flooded into the United States was the types of assets the 

Japanese were buying.  Many of these had symbolic importance.  Some examples include 

the acquisition of Colombia Pictures in 1989, controlling interest in Rockefeller Group 

which owned Rockefeller Center and Radio City Music Hall and the Regal Biltmore 

Hotel in Los Angeles which was famous as the birth place of the Academy awards 

(Douglas and Collins 1989, 2-3). 

Figure 7 Japanese Direct Investments in the United States 1980-1995 

 
Source: US Department of Commerce Bureau of Economic Analysis 
*Financial inflows without current cost adjustment 
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Chinese Investment 

 Chinese direct investment in the United States has remained paltry, when 

compared with that of Japan in the late 1980s.  Peaking at $1,169 million in 2010 (a tiny 

fraction of the Japanese peak of $18,754 million in 1990), it dropped back down to $576 

million in 2011.  The American media has been fairly quiet on the issue of Chinese FDI 

with the exception of a brief uproar in 2005, when China’s state-owned oil company 

CNOOC put in a competitive bid to purchase the American oil company UNOCAL.  

Even though total Chinese direct investment in the United States was only $146 million 

at this time, the national response to this particular bid was highly vocal and highly 

negative.  The purchase of American oil reserves by what was essentially the Chinese 

state was perceived by some as a national security threat (Berman and Gold 2005; 

Brownstein 2005; Grier 2005; Richter 2005).  This move brought a successful bid by 

Chinese company Lenovo Group Ltd. to take over the personal computing section of 

IBM in 2004, as well as an unsuccessful bid by the Chinese company Haier to purchase 

the American appliance company Maytag in 2005, into the public discourse.  Concerns 

about surging Chinese FDI proved unfounded, however, and the media quickly turned its 

attention back to the much larger issue of Chinese portfolio investment in the United 

States. 

Even though the U.S. has only just begun to borrow from China, the latter has 

quickly become the biggest foreign source of American revenue (See Figure 8).  China 

became a net creditor in 2003 and its net foreign assets passed the trillion dollar mark in 

2007.  According to the 2011 Report to Congress on International Economic and 

Exchange Rate Policies, China’s state sector currently holds approximately $3.4 trillion 
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in foreign currency assets (U.S. Treasury Department 2011a, 15).  While the average 

American may not fully understand the nature of this relationship, the fact that the United 

States is in debt to China has become painfully clear.  It would have been difficult for 

even the most apathetic American to remain ignorant of the heated congressional debate 

about raising the debt ceiling in 2011.  As this fierce political disagreement took center 

stage in American discourse, references to China as America’s banker became 

ubiquitous. 

Figure 8 China's Holdings of US Treasury Securities as a Percent of Total Foreign 
Holdings 

          
Source: U.S. Treasury Department: year-end data and annual surveys of foreign held Securities 
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It remains to be seen how these concerns affect public attitudes toward China.  

The average American may not fully comprehend the debt-creditor relationship that 

currently exists between the two countries.  Yet the implication that this relationship 

gives China too much power over the United States is certainly becoming an important 

component to the American China discourse.  It is reasonable to assume that this might 

lead Americans to feel animosity toward its Asian banker.  To the extent that concerns 
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about this issue outweigh other economic concerns we should expect a dip in American 

attitudes toward China beginning sometime after 2003. 

Attitudinal Response to Economic Threat 

How do Americans respond to these threats?  To answer this question, I examined 

a large set of polling data from 1977-2010 for each case.  Since no polling institution has 

annually asked Americans how they feel about either country for the entire period under 

analysis, my study utilizes data from 93 different polls or surveys, conducted by 19 

different organizations and agencies.23  Searching for those questions, which best elicited 

American attitudinal responses to Japan and China, I eliminated questions in which either 

the wording or the answer options were unique enough to elicit atypical responses.  To 

see a list of polls and surveys used refer to appendices A and B.  There were some years 

in which several different polling agencies asked the same question about American 

attitudes.  To address the discrepancy in data volume, all results were averaged together 

for each year in order to make a single data point.  Lastly, to make various polling data as 

comparable as possible, I eliminated all noncommittal responses such as “I don’t know,” 

“no opinion,” and “neutral,” leaving only positive (i.e. “favorable,” “mostly favorable,”) 

and negative (i.e. “unfavorable,” “mostly unfavorable”) responses.  Figure 9 displays the 

trend in attitudes toward Japan from 1977-2011 and Figure 10 displays the trend in 

attitudes toward China from 1977-2011.24 

                                                           
23 The survey results reported here were obtained from searches of the poll Databank and other resources 
provided by the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut.  
 
24 Since what we are looking for are trends in American attitudes over a lengthy period of time, a trend line 
has been imposed on figures 9 and 10  to demonstrate the two year moving average. 
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Figure 9 American Attitudes toward Japan 1977-2010* 

      
Source: i-poll database  
*Positive responses as a percentage of all responses excepting “neutral” or “I don’t know” 
**Line at which an equal percentage of respondents expressed favorable and unfavorable opinions 
 

Figure 10 American Attitudes toward China 1977-2011* 

Source: i-poll database  
*Positive responses as a percentage of all responses excepting “neutral” or “I don’t know” 
**Line at which an equal percentage of respondents expressed favorable and unfavorable opinions 
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Discussion 

While American attitudes toward Japan appear somewhat volatile in the early 

1980s, it is impossible to get a certain picture of what was happening then due to a dearth 

of available polling data.  What is clear is that the percentage of Americans who felt 

positively toward Japan doesn’t dip below 70% until 1986.  At this point attitudes show a 
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downward trend that bottoms out in 1992 when less than half of respondents express a 

favorable attitude toward Japan.  We then see a gradual climb in positive attitudes toward 

Japan throughout the 1990s, with positive attitudes resting just above 80% throughout the 

2000s.  

In some ways the evolution of American attitudes toward Japan mirrors what was 

happening in the economic milieu, thus supporting hypothesis #1, which predicts that 

American attitudes toward economic competitors are predominantly shaped by shifts in 

the competitor’s economic capabilities.  On the other hand, American attitudes toward 

China do not appear to support this hypothesis.  In the latter case we see that the biggest 

changes in American attitudes precede China’s economic rise.  Throughout the late 1980s 

we see attitudes improving in tandem with American rapprochement with China and then 

we see attitudes dip sharply in response to the government-led massacre in Tiananmen in 

1989 (Hirshberg 1993b).  Since China could not reasonably be considered an economic 

competitor of the United States until the 1990s, it is at this point that trends become 

relevant to hypothesis #1.  However, while we do see declining attitudes in the late 

1990s, these attitudes actually rise as competition heats up in the early 2000s.   

This discrepancy does not necessarily undermine hypothesis #1.  There are 

several reasons to believe that increases in Chinese economic capabilities will eventually 

lead to rising American hostility toward China, just as it did with Japan.  First, since the 

emergence of both trade frictions between Japan and the United States, and perceptions 

of Japan as a hegemonic threat, preceded rising hostility toward Japan by well over a 

decade, we might surmise that American attitudes toward economic competitors shift 

slowly and only in response to sustained threat over an extended period of time.  
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Subsequently we might expect that American attitudes toward China are just delayed and 

we are soon likely to see the rising hostility toward China that characterized American 

attitudes toward Japan from 1986-1992.25   

Second, one economic indicator, increases in Japanese foreign direct investment 

(FDI), corresponds particularly well with American attitudes toward Japan.  We might 

therefore expect increased Chinese FDI into the United States to have a similar effect.  In 

both cases Americans saw rapid increases in debt and in both cases the East Asian 

competitor purchased a great deal of that debt.  While Chinese purchases of American 

treasury securities have garnered far more media attention than similar Japanese 

purchases ever did, in both cases, American attitudinal responses are either delayed or 

minimal.  On the other hand, to the extent that the Japanese case serves as a good 

example, we can predict that, if the Chinese shift their investment strategies toward the 

actual purchases of American businesses, we will see much more hostility.  In the mid 

2000s we saw some limited attempts by the Chinese to invest directly in the United States 

and while these attempts did not result in significant attitudinal shifts, they did result in a 

large public outcry.  If the Americans succeed in pushing the Chinese to significantly 

appreciate the Yuan, we might see continued efforts in the future.   

Last, an economic factor that not only distinguishes China from Japan, but also 

from other typical cases of economic competition against the United States, is the fact 

that China is, in many ways, still a developing country.  While Americans likely feel just 

                                                           
25 While its too soon to tell, the slight dip in attitudes toward China in 2008 (see figure 10), might be an 
indication that American attitudes are beginning a similar downward trend.  Of course this may also be a 
short-term response to the economic insecurity arising from the 2008 financial crisis.  The trend in attitudes 
from an average of 51% positive in 2007, 46% in 2008, 49% in 2009, and 50% in 2010, suggests that this 
latter explanation is the most likely.  
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as threatened by the Chinese as they did the Japanese, in terms of rising economic power, 

the Chinese do not compete with the United States directly.  It is difficult to measure how 

much of an impact direct Japanese competition, in important industries like automobiles, 

and semi-conductors, had on the American psyche.  Even though typical Chinese 

competition has been in low-tech, high labor industries, in which the United States does 

not have a comparative advantage, this is likely to change.  

China, like Japan before it, has been slowly moving up the production ladder.  

While the United States has traditionally imported low-value, high labor products from 

China such as textiles and toys, the import mix has been gradually shifting toward 

advanced technology products (ATP).  According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the 

percentage of American imports from China that were ATPs jumped from 19.2% in 2003 

to 23.4% in 2010 (Morrison 2011, 8).  While the early 2000s saw Chinese competition 

hurting countries with advantages in labor intensive low value goods, especially Mexico 

and countries throughout Central America, China has lately been taking increasing 

market shares from industrialized countries.  For example, Japan’s share of electronic 

exports to the United States has dropped from 18% in 1999 to 7% in 2009; much of this 

has been blamed on Chinese competition (Barboza 2009).26  While the majority of 

Chinese exports compete with countries other than the United States, there is sufficient 

evidence to suggest that this could change quickly.  The PRC has explicitly stated its 

intention to support industries in which the United States currently has, or hopes to soon 

have, a competitive advantage.  These include biotechnology, alternative energy, next-

                                                           
26 One of the reasons for this shift in the makeup of Chinese exports is China’s position in the global value 
chain as the country of final assembly.  Therefore China is credited with exporting goods that have been 
largely manufactured elsewhere, suggesting that perhaps China is not advancing as quickly as it appears at 
first glance. 
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generation information technology, and clean energy vehicles (Casey and Koleski 2011, 

8). 

This analysis neither proves nor disproves Hypothesis #1.  What it does do 

however, is demonstrate how we might look at American responses to economic threat 

emanating from Japan in the 1980s and 1990s in order to better understand and predict 

how Americans are likely to respond to future sustained economic threat emanating from 

other economic competitors in general and from China in particular.27  The predictions 

gained from such an exercise are pretty grim.  If Americans respond to economic threat 

from China in the same way that they responded to economic threat from Japan, then all 

signs point to rising hostility in the years to come.  On the other hand, the extent to which 

these predictions are relevant depends on a better understanding of how this one factor 

(economic capabilities) interacts with other relevant factors (military capabilities, threat 

or opportunity, and political culture) to shape American attitudes.  This interaction is 

explored in chapter four.  

 

 
 
 

                                                           
27 The Japan case offers other lessons that may be helpful in successfully managing economic relations 
between China and the United States.  For example, many of the problems plaguing the Japan-US 
relationship in the late 1980s were the unintended consequences of agreements meant to resolve earlier 
issues.  The Plaza accords, for example, led to increases in Japanese direct investment, which greatly 
contributed to rising hostility in the United States.  So-called Voluntary Export Restraints also had negative 
consequences (Sanger 1988).  In the auto industry, as the supply of Japanese cars was reduced the price 
increased.  This was also a result of the 1986 Chip agreement.  While the reduction in exports of Japanese 
made chips did not result in the expected re-emergence of an American chip producing industry, it did lead 
to a reduction in the number of Chip producers in Japan.  As the limited supply of chips threatened the 
American computer industry prices increased dramatically.  The result was a Japanese “cartel” of chip 
producers that continued to limit production even after the Americans no longer saw this as a positive 
(Pollack, 1988). 
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IV. WHAT OTHER FACTORS EXPLAIN AMERICAN ATTITUDES 
TOWARD ECONOMIC COMPETITORS? 

 
The previous chapter provides three important questions that will be addressed in 

this chapter.  First, what accounts for the lack of negative attitudinal responses to the 

rising economic capabilities of Japan and China?  American attitudes fail to trend 

downward, for sustained periods of time, despite changes in the Other’s economic 

capabilities.  While hostility toward Japan begins to rise in the latter half of the 1980s, 

this is after more than a decade of increases in Japan’s economic capabilities, which 

resulted in trade tensions and Americans’ hegemonic insecurity.  In the case of China, 

attitudes have actually trended in a positive direction, especially since 2001, even as 

increases in Chinese economic capabilities have brought the China threat debate to the 

forefront of American discourse.  One explanation for this was suggested in the previous 

chapter: American attitudes may be relatively stable over time and it might subsequently 

take decades of increases in a competitor’s economic capabilities before Americans’ 

images of that competitor actually begin to shift.  An alternative explanation however, is 

that increases in economic capabilities have a weaker impact on American attitudes 

toward Others, than do other factors such as increases in military capabilities, perceptions 

of the relationship between the United States and the competitor, or perceptions of the 

Other’s political culture.   

A second question is: what accounts for the disparity in attitudes toward two 

different economic competitors that each provides such similar types of economic threat?  

Admittedly, as discussed in chapter three, there may be similarities in the way Americans 

are responding to these two cases that have not emerged yet.  While in many ways 
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perceptions of China’s economic capabilities rival perceptions of Japan’s capabilities in 

the 1980s and early 1990s, there were facets of the Japanese threat that are only just 

beginning to emerge in the case of China.  Specifically these include increases in direct 

Chinese competition with American dominated industries and increases in direct Chinese 

investment in the American economy.  On the other hand, attitudes toward China are, in 

two ways, significantly different than attitudes were toward Japan.  First, attitudes toward 

China have been trending in a positive direction over the last decade (see Figure 10).  

Second, attitudes toward China are, generally more negative than attitudes toward Japan 

during the entire period under investigation.  If we look at all polling data available from 

1977-2010, we find that on average 48% of Americans feel favorably toward China.  If 

we do the same for Japan during the same time period we find that on average 73% of 

Americans feel favorably toward Japan.  What accounts for these differences?  The 

previous analysis of each country’s evolving economic capabilities offers no clues.  

Again, it seems likely that other factors such as increases in military capabilities, 

perceptions of the relationship between the United States and the Other, or perceptions of 

the Other’s political culture, are having a dominant impact on attitudes.   

The third question that this chapter seeks to answer is:  assuming that American 

attitudes toward economic competitors are changeable, what factors are likely to 

precipitate that change?  Chapter three offers some clues to the answer and suggests that, 

to the extent that economic capabilities drive American attitudes, we should expect 

Americans to become more hostile toward China in the near future, either as a delayed 

response to sustained economic threat, or as a response to increases in direct Chinese 

investment or direct Chinese competition in manufacturing.  These findings raise an 
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important question, however, as to the extent to which this independent variable 

(economic capabilities) acts and inter-acts with the other independent variables described 

above.  To answer these questions, I present the results of a social psychological 

experiment designed to test the independent and interactive effects of these variables on 

American attitudes toward other states.  

The Experiment 

This chapter reports the results of a social psychological experiment in which 

subjects are first exposed to a series of scenarios describing relations between the United 

States and a hypothetical Other and then asked to report their feelings toward that Other. 

28 While this type of experiment is relatively common in psychological studies it is 

somewhat rare in IR.  Nevertheless, social psychological experiments have been used 

successfully by IR scholars to test cognitive factors that help to explain international 

conflict or cooperation.  These include: the determinants of regime perception and the 

extent to which foreign policy and perceptions of similarity (between Self and Other) 

affect public approval of the use of force (Geva and Hanson 1999),  the nature of images 

and the links between these images and foreign policy approval (Herrmann, et al. 1997), 

the extent to which individuals are concerned about relative (as opposed to absolute) 

gains under varying circumstances (Rousseau 2002), and the impact of value similarity 

and power on perceptions of threat (Garcia-Retamero, Muller and Rousseau 2012). Each 

of these studies has provided knowledge that might be unobtainable through alternative 

                                                           
28 The experiment was approved for the use of human subjects by the Institutional Review Board with an 
“Exempt” status. The IRB approval number was 120109-03. 
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methods, and has demonstrated the value of experimentation as an important tool for the 

IR scholar.  

The current experiment is divided into three parts, each of which is designed to 

answer the questions raised in chapter three and to test the three hypotheses laid out in 

chapter two.29  Part I tests the extent to which subject responses to hypothetical Others is  

determined by (1)whether they are seen as a threat or as an opportunity, and (2) whether 

they are perceived as having a similar or different political culture.  Assuming that 

subjects are likely to have some degree of concern regarding increasing capabilities, part 

II tests whether either or both of the first two variables are likely to have a moderating 

impact on that concern.  While many of the subjects were not even alive to react to the 

rise of Japan in the 1980s, it is possible to determine the extent to which subject 

attitudinal responses predicted in parts I and II actually fit attitudinal responses to China.  

In order to accomplish this, Part III of the experiment measures the relationship between 

subject perceptions of China and subject attitudes toward China and compares these 

findings with those found in parts I and II.   

The experiment was designed to test how three independent variables perceptions 

of the Other’s capabilities, perceptions of the relationship between the United States and 

the Other, or perceptions of the Other’s political culture, affect individual attitudes 

towards Others.  Participants were student volunteers from “Introduction to International 

Relations” courses at Florida International University.  123 students participated; two 

                                                           
29 Hypothesis #1 predicts that American attitudes toward China should become more hostile as China’s 
capabilities increase relative to the U.S.  Hypothesis #2 predicts that American responses to China should 
be determined by the degree to which China is seen as a threat or as an opportunity.  Hypothesis #3 predicts 
that American responses to China should reflect perceptions of the political culture of the Chinese 
government.   
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surveys were later removed resulting in an N of 121.30  There were 60 males and 61 

females.  91.7% of subjects were between the ages of 17 and 26.  64 subjects identified 

themselves as American.31 

The problems of ensuring external validity when using a student sample of this 

kind are well known.  It could easily be argued that the specific characteristics of the 

subject pool such as age, education level and nationality might make it difficult to 

generalize the results.  Many IR scholars have addressed this problem through replicating 

their experiment with different populations (Garcia-Retamero, Müller, & Rousseau, 

2012; Geva & Hanson, 1999; Mintz & Geva, 1993; Rousseau, 2002). The current study 

uses alternative methods to test for external validity.  For parts I and II of the experiment 

a MANCOVA test was conducted which revealed that age, level of education and 

nationality had no significant impact on results.  Since part III investigates how 

Americans feel about China, separate analysis was conducted focusing solely on the 

American sample.  In addition, the results of this experiment were compared with the 

results of a Gallup Poll conducted during the same month and year, which showed that in 

terms of one key variable—attitudes toward other countries—the subject pool was typical 

of Americans in general (See Figure 16).   

                                                           
30 The first questionnaire was removed because the subject had participated in an earlier post-survey 
discussion and was therefore aware of the purpose of the experiment.  The second questionnaire was 
removed because it was incomplete.  
 
31 Some subjects demonstrated confusion about the term “nationality,” describing ethnicity instead (i.e. 
white, Hispanic, anglo-hispanic) suggesting that the number of Americans might actually be higher.  Two 
subjects did not respond 
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Part I the Impact of Threat, Opportunity, and Political Culture on Attitudes 

The first part of the experiment was designed to test the independent and 

interactive impacts of threat or opportunity, and political culture on subject attitudes.  For 

the sake of clarity, each variable was operationalized into a dichotomous pair 

representing the positive and negative extremes.  To prevent the distorting impact of 

previously established images, variables were abstracted through reference to 

hypothetical countries.  An example of each manipulation is given in Appendix C. 

The decision to separately measure the impacts of both factors in each milieu led 

to the creation of two separate tests, each with a factorial design of 2 (political culture) x 

2 (relationship).  The current study had a nested 2 x2 x 2 design with the third factor 

(economic or security milieu) being a within-subjects factor.  Subjects were asked to read 

two scenarios: one describing positive or negative economic relations with an 

authoritarian or democratic state, and the other describing positive or negative security 

relations with an authoritarian or democratic state.  To control for order effect, variable 

order was systematically mixed for each scenario.  After each scenario subjects were 

asked to respond to a number of questions designed to determine the attitudinal impact of 

both factors within each milieu.  First, subjects were asked to give their feelings toward 

each hypothetical state according to a 7 point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 

“very favorable” to “very unfavorable.”32 Subjects were then asked to explain the reasons 

behind their answers.   

                                                           
32 The questionnaire was designed so that “1” corresponded with “very favorable” and “7” corresponded 
with “very unfavorable.”  The intermediate response categories were “favorable,” “somewhat favorable,” 
“neutral,” “somewhat unfavorable,” and “unfavorable.”  The scale was later reversed for the sake of clarity 
in graphic representation.  In this report anything higher than 4 indicates a positive response, anything 
lower than 4 indicates a negative response, and 4 indicates a neutral response.  
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Table 1.  Mean Attitudes as an Independent Function of Each Variable 
Variable Mean 

 Economic Milieu 
Positive Economic Relationship 4.48 
Negative Economic Relationship 3.75 

Democracy 5.27 
Authoritarian 2.96 

 Security Milieu 
Positive Security Relationship 4.40 
Negative Security Relationship 2.88 

Democracy 4.69 
Authoritarian 2.60 

Higher mean scores indicate more positive feelings toward the hypothetical country  
 

A 2x2 ANOVA was conducted for each scenario to evaluate the main effects of 

the political culture and the economic or the security relationship on attitudes, as well as 

the interactive effects between them.  The means standard deviations for attitudes as a 

function of both dimensions are presented in table 1.  The results for the ANOVA 

indicated that all main effects were significant.  Specifically, positive relationships—

economic or military—led to more positive attitudes toward a hypothetical Other than did 

negative relationships.  In other words, subjects were more likely to feel favorably toward 

a hypothetical country that was described as providing economic opportunity through 

trade than one that was described as economically threatening through references to job 

losses and trade [in]balances.  Subjects also felt more favorably toward a hypothetical 

country that was described as supportive of the American international security agenda 

then they did toward a hypothetical country that was described as unsupportive.  Lastly, 

subjects had more positive attitudes toward democratic Others than toward authoritarian 

Others, and again this was true in both the economic and security domains.  While these 

results were to be expected, what was particularly surprising was the significant 

interaction effect between the two independent variables (relationship and political 
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culture) in the economic milieu.  A more detailed description of the separate analysis for 

each case is discussed below.  

Security Milieu 

To test the impact of each variable on attitudes in the security milieu, a 2 (security 

relationship) x 2 (political culture) ANOVA on attitudes towards Country Y was 

conducted.  The main effects of the security relationship F (1,117) =30.83, p<.001, partial 

eta sq= 21, and political culture, F (1,117) =57.37, p<.001, partial eta sq=.33, were both 

significant.  However, the effects of the security relationship were not moderated by 

political culture, as the interaction of the security relationship and the political culture 

was not significant, F (1,117) =0.12, p=.734, partial eta sq=.12.  Across both political 

cultures, the mean attitudes for a positive security relationship was 4.41 (SE= 0.19), 

which was substantially higher than for the negative security relationship (M=2.88, 

SE=0.20).  As Figure 11 demonstrates, subject attitudes correlate neatly with what one 

would expect—Americans feel most favorably toward democracies that cooperate with 

the U.S international security agenda and least favorably toward authoritarian states that 

do not.  
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Figure 11 the Impact o Political Culture and Security Relationship on Attitudes 

 
  
Economic Milieu 

In the economic milieu, a 2 (economic relationship) x 2 (political culture) 

ANOVA on attitudes toward hypothetical country X was conducted.  The main effects of 

the economic relationship,    F (1,117) =8.05, p=.005, partial eta sq=.06, and the political 

culture, F (1,117) =80.00, p<.001, partial eta sq=.41 were both significant.  Of particular 

interest was the significant interaction of the economic relationship and the political 

culture F (1, 117) =16.55, p<.001, partial eta sq=.12, suggesting that the effects of the 

economic relationship were moderated by the effects of the political culture.  Since there 

was a substantial interaction effect, follow-up tests were carried out to determine the 

differences in attitudes toward X, between the positive and negative relationships for 

each of the two political cultures separately, using Holm’s modified Bonferroni 

procedure with overall alpha =.05 to control for the probability of a Type 1 error.  The 
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results indicated that when hypothetical country X is described as democratic, the 

subjects’ attitudes towards X are dramatically impacted by the nature of the described 

economic relationship, with a mean attitude of 6.2 when the relationship is positive and a 

mean attitude of 4.4 when the relationship is described as negative  p<.001.  However, for 

an authoritarian country there is no significant difference in attitudes towards the country 

regardless of whether the economic relationship is described as positive (M=2.8) or 

negative (M=3.1), p=.770.  In other words, the perception of economic opportunity did 

not have a positive impact when subjects were responding to authoritarian Others.  

Figure 12 Attitudes toward X 

 
*Results are significant at .001 levels    **Results are not significant 

6.2

2.8

4.4

3.1

Positive economic relationship Negative economic relationship

Authoritarian**Democracy*

7 = Highly
Favorable

4 = Neutral

1 = Highly 
Unfavorable

 

As Figure 12 demonstrates, subject attitudes toward democracies were 

significantly impacted by the presence of economic threat or economic opportunity.  On 

the other hand, when asked to report their feelings toward authoritarian states, subjects 

showed very little change in their attitudes regardless if the relationship was cooperative 

or conflictual.  We can infer from these findings that the purported moderating impact of 

economic opportunity on the potential for cooperation among states may be limited by 
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the perceived political culture of the states involved.  The moderating impact of political 

culture on attitudes can be seen in Figure 13. 

Figure 13 the Impact of Political Culture and Economic Relationship on Attitudes 
 

 

Part II the Impact of Political Culture and Relationship on Concerns about 
Capabilities 
 

The second part of the experiment was designed to test the impact of either of the 

first two dimensions (political culture and the presence of threat or opportunity) on 

concerns about rising capabilities.  To this end subjects were asked to re-read the same 

two scenarios and  to respond on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 being “very worried,” and 7 

being “very happy,” to each of the following questions:33 

                                                           
33  The questionnaire was designed so that “1” corresponded with “very happy” and “7” corresponded with 
“very worried.”  The intermediate response categories were “happy,” “somewhat happy,” “neutral,” 
“somewhat concerned,” and “worried.”  The scale was later reversed for the sake of clarity in graphic 
representation.   
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Question #1: How would you feel if it seemed that Country X/Y was becoming as 

economically powerful as the United States? 

Question #2:  How would you feel if it seemed that Country X/Y was becoming 

as militarily powerful as the United States?           

Figure 14 Mean Level of Concern about Rising Capabilities 

Answers are adjusted in order to graphically depict the distance from neutral of mean responses. 

Concern over rising economic 
Power

Concern over rising military 
power

Economic Milieu -0.3223 -1.0588
Security Milieu -0.6198 -1.1818
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Mean Attitudes:
3 = Positive
0 = Neutral 

-3 = Negative

 

A 2(relationship) x 2(political culture) MANOVA was performed for each 

question, in both the economic and security milieus.  The results showed that neither the 

perception of threat nor the perception of opportunity had much impact on the dependent 

variable (concerns about rising capabilities) regardless of the milieu.  The main effect of 

the perceived economic relationship on concerns about capabilities was not significant F 

(2,114) =1.80, p=.171, and the main effect of the perceived security relationship was only 

marginally significant, F (2,116) =2.84, p=.062.  Nor were there any significant 

interaction effects; in the economic milieu the interaction effect was F (2,114) =1.39, 

p=254 and in the security milieu, F (2,116) =.402, p=.670.   
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On the other hand, political culture had a significant main effect on the dependent 

variable (concern about rising capabilities) in both cases.  In the economic milieu the 

effect of political culture was significant at F (2,114) =9.69, p<.001 and in the security 

milieu it was significant at F (2,116) =18.12, p<.001.  Since the MANOVA main effects 

of political culture were significant, the univariate main effects of political culture were 

examined.  In the economic milieu both change in economic power F (1,115) =19.36 

p=<.001, partial eta sq=.14, and change in military power F (1,115) =10.32, p=.002, 

partial eta sq=.08, were significant.  Also, in the security milieu both the change in 

economic power F (1,117) =4.97 p<.001, part eta sq=.179, and change in military power 

F (1,117) =5.11, p=<.001, part eta sq=.235 were significant.  Mean responses as a 

function of the political culture in each milieu are displayed in Figure 15. 
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Figure 15 Concerns about Rising Capabilities as a Function of Political Culture 

All results are significant at .001 levels  
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Part III Attitudes toward Specific Countries 

The third part of the experiment utilized a qualitative approach to determine what 

factors shaped subject attitudes toward actual countries.  The goal here was to test the 

extent to which subject attitudes toward China were based on perceptions of China as a 

threat or as an opportunity, perceptions of China’s political culture, and perceptions of 

China’s relative capabilities in the ways predicted by parts I and II of the experiment.  To 

control for within subject effects, subjects were also asked questions about France and 

India.34  

In order to determine their attitudes toward these countries, subjects were first 

asked to rank their feeling toward France, India and China on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 

                                                           
34 Despite the hypothetical nature of the manipulations in the first two parts of the experiment, there was 
some concern that subjects might recognize China in some cases and that this would influence answers in 
Part III.  To minimize this potential effect subjects were told that any resemblance to actual countries in 
parts I and II was completely coincidental.  To reinforce the impression that the experiment was designed 
to test attitudes about countries in general and not about China in particular, questions about two other 
countries, France and India, were included in part III. 
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being “very unfavorable,” and 7 being “very favorable.”  Responses were compared to 

recent national polling data from Gallup Polls in order to determine whether the attitudes 

represented by this subject pool represented typical American attitudes toward each 

country.  Attitudes were reasonably similar in all three cases (See Figure 16).   

Figure 16 American Attitudes toward Other Countries 

 
*As a percentage of all respondents who expressed an opinion; For the sake of comparison, “neutral” and “I 
don’t know” responses were omitted. 
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Next, to determine the extent to which they were preoccupied with each of the 

three dimensions of IR, subjects were asked to name three things that they thought of in 

relation to each country.  To analyze the results subject responses were coded and placed 

into seven general categories: (1) Economics, (2) Physical Properties, (3) Social 

Properties, (4) Culture, (5) Politics, (6) History, and (7) Other.  Each of these seven 

general categories was broken down further into sub categories, many of which 

corresponded to one of the three dimensions of international relations discussed above.   

Last, the results were analyzed to determine how preoccupations with particular 

cultural, economic, and political factors correlated with attitudinal responses.  Analysis 

was conducted for both the entire sample and for just the sixty-four Americans.  Results 

showed very little variation between the two samples so the discussion below focuses on 
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reporting results for the American sample.35  Pearson’s Chi Square tests were conducted 

to look for significant correlations between relevant categories (and sub categories) of 

responses and subject’s stated feelings toward China.  While there were some interesting 

results in relation to France and India, these countries were initially included as controls 

and therefore the analysis below focuses solely on subjects’ attitudes toward China. 

American subjects seemed relatively unconcerned with the first dimension of 

international relations, capabilities, which garnered few relevant mentions.  Military 

capabilities were not mentioned once directly.  The more general sub-category 

“power/hegemony” was mentioned by eleven subjects.  Economic capabilities, 

referenced in terms of “economic power,” were only mentioned four times.  With a less 

obvious relationship to economic capabilities, “growth and development” was the more 

popular sub category— mentioned by eight subjects.  None of these sub categories were 

significantly correlated with attitudes toward China. 

American subjects were more preoccupied by the second dimension—threat or 

opportunity.  While there were very few mentions of anything that could conceivably be 

categorized as security related threat or opportunity, economic issues were mentioned 

frequently enough (24% of all mentions) to suggest a potential impact of perceived 

economic threat or opportunity on subject attitudes.  Nevertheless, most economic 

responses were value neutral (i.e. “growing,” “markets,” “industrialization,” “mixed 

economy,” “major exporting,” “manufacturing,” etc.),  so it was difficult to ascertain 

                                                           
35 Within the two samples a similar percentage of subjects mentioned each of the categories discussed 
below.  In addition, while the power of the tests decreased slightly with the smaller sample size, the same 
categories were found to be significantly correlated with attitudes.  There are two exceptions which will be 
noted below.  All other discussion focuses on the American sample. 
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whether subjects were mentioning a perceived threat, a perceived opportunity, or 

something in between.  Breaking responses down further promised a closer look at this 

relationship, so responses were divided into seven sub-categories: (1) economic 

characteristics, (2) economic power & wealth, (3) growth & development, (4) poverty & 

underdevelopment, (5) exports, (6) sector & occupations, and (7) international political 

economy (IPE) issues.  Results showed that neither the general economic category nor 

any of the subcategories correlated significantly with attitudes towards China.36   

The third dimension—culture—was the most fruitful in terms of both the level of 

preoccupation (number of mentions) and the significant correlations between this 

preoccupation and attitudes.  While the focus of the first two parts of the experiment 

emphasizes political culture, many culture related responses did not fit neatly in this 

category.  This fact offered an opportunity to compare the impact, of various types of 

cultural awareness, on attitudes toward others.  Issues related to political culture were 

placed in the general category of “politics” while all other cultural references were placed 

in the general category “culture.”  This latter made up 16% of American responses and 

correlated positively with American attitudes toward China at (p=.011).  

The most interesting results are found when looking at the general “politics” 

category.  The category encompassed 29% of all American responses and had significant 

negative correlations with attitudes.  In other words, those who thought about political 

issues were significantly more likely to have negative feelings toward China (p=.017).  

Breaking the general category “Politics” down further demonstrates that the major 

areas of contention lie along the lines of political culture.  One important political sub 
                                                           
36 In the larger sample, the sub category “exports” correlated positively with subject attitudes (p=.021). 
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category was “political characteristics” (“authoritarian,” “communism,” etc.), which was 

mentioned by 16% of all American subjects.37  The most import sub category was 

“domestic politics” (“one child policy,” “no freedom,” “strict government,” “limited 

human rights,” “big government,” “censorship,” “strict control,” etc), which was 

mentioned by 26 Americans and significantly correlated with negative attitudes toward 

China at p=.004.  The other three subcategories (“international politics,” “power & 

hegemony,” and “military,” were not significantly correlated with attitudes. 

Discussion 

These results answer many of the questions raised in chapter three.  They also 

offer some interesting insights into our current understanding of American relations with 

economic competitors in general and with China in particular.  While some of the results 

are unsurprising, there are facets of the analysis that call into question several of our 

widely held beliefs about why Americans feel the way that they do about other countries.   

Finding #1: when discussing hypothetical countries subjects appeared more 

concerned about political culture than about the U.S.-Other relationship. 

The relative impact of political culture on attitudes toward Others seemed to be 

unexpectedly large.38  The fact that subjects respond more negatively to an authoritarian 

state than to a democratic state is unsurprising.  However, one might not expect this 

variable to have so much more of an effect than other aspects of the relationship.  In the 

                                                           
37 While this category did not correlate significantly with American attitudes toward China, it did correlate 
significantly with general attitudes toward China in the larger sample (p=.013). 
 
38 I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out the problems with interpreting effect size.  It is 
impossible to be absolutely certain of the impacts of size effects since subtle variations in experimental 
design can have unpredictable impacts on this effect.  Therefore, this support for finding #1 should only be 
considered together with the other support that follows. 
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security milieu the main effects of political culture (F= 57.37) were almost double the 

main effects of the security relationship (F=30.83).  This result could suggest that  

subjects cared whether the Other was described as cooperating with the U.S. international 

security agenda but only half as much as they cared if the Other was a Democracy.  The 

disparity in effect size is even more note-worthy in the economic milieu.  One might 

expect that the recent media preoccupation with economic threat emanating from China 

would reflect, if not cause, intense feelings of economic insecurity among the general 

public.  Yet, this difference in effect size might suggest that subject attitudes toward a 

hypothetical Other were much more likely to be affected by the Other’s political culture 

(F=80.00) then by the Other’s economic relationship with the U.S. (F=8.05).   

Political culture also had a much bigger impact on subject concerns about rising 

capabilities than did perceptions of threat or opportunity.  As was expected subjects were 

more concerned if an authoritarian state is gaining in capabilities than if the state is 

described as democratic.  What was surprising was that subjects were relatively 

unconcerned about the rising capabilities of Democracies.  In contrast, the rising 

capabilities of authoritarian states caused great concern, even if those states were 

described as providing economic opportunities for the United States or supporting the 

American international security agenda (See Figure 15).   

Political culture played the greatest role in concerns about military power.  While 

the second part of the current study suggests that subjects are generally unhappy about 

the rising military capabilities of any hypothetical country, these concerns increase 

greatly when the country is perceived as authoritarian.  We should therefore expect a 

greater potential for conflict between the United States and militarily powerful 
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authoritarian states.  This finding lends some support to the realist prediction of likely 

conflict between the United States and China (Mearsheimer 2010).  However, it calls into 

question the realist assumption that it is capabilities alone which make this conflict likely. 

This finding further suggests that the degree to which relative military gains are 

seen as threatening are significantly influenced by perceptions of the Other as 

authoritarian or democratic.  An example of this influence might be seen in disparate 

reactions to the military buildup of East Asian powers.  Reports about Chinese military 

advances often imply evidence of revisionist intentions.  On the other hand, American 

analysts frequently perceive Japanese military buildup in the Pacific as an opportunity to 

gain from Japanese assistance in protecting itself and its allies from threats in the area.  

Another example would be the great variation in American responses to different 

emerging nuclear powers (Hayes 2009). 

Theoretically, the finding that subject attitudes toward Others are shaped in large 

part by perceptions of political culture offers a potential alternative and complementary 

explanation for the democratic peace phenomenon.  While most theorists working on this 

puzzle have posited either normative or institutional explanations, others have called for a 

closer look at psychological causes (Hermann and Kegley 1995).  Since the importance 

of public opinion is a central tenet of institutional explanations of the democratic peace, 

the finding that public attitudes are greatly influenced by perceptions of political culture 

is worth further exploration 

Additional support for the importance of political culture in shaping American 

attitudes toward Others can be found in history.  In the case of China it is possible to find 

historical examples of how changes in American perceptions of the PRC’s political 
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culture have impacted the Sino-American relationship.  The most obvious of these 

changes is of course the Tiananmen Square Massacre, which had a dramatic impact on 

American attitudes.  In fact, American feelings toward China have never returned to the 

pre-Tiananmen peak of 85% favorability.39  As one would expect, this event also had an 

important impact on American policy toward China (Mann 2000, 194-255).   

Finding #2: Subjects were less concerned about rising economic capabilities 

than one might expect. 

The above results alone do not suggest that Americans are indifferent to the rising 

economic capabilities of Others, but rather that their attitudes toward Others are far more 

likely to be affected by perceptions of political culture.  On the other hand, results from 

the second part of the current study do seem to imply that Americans are far less 

concerned with the economic capabilities of powerful Others than one might expect.  

When subjects were asked how they would feel if the hypothetical Other was becoming 

as economically powerful as the United States, the mean response was barely below 

neutral—.6 points below neutral in the security milieu and .4 points below neutral in the 

economic milieu (see Figure 14)  Contrary to expectations, subjects were relatively 

unconcerned about the possibility that a powerful Other could approximate the United 

States in economic power— regardless of that Other’s political culture or its current 

relationship with the United States.   

This finding suggests that even though China’s economic power receives a great 

deal of media attention, and although there are powerful interest groups that are likely to 

                                                           
39 As a percentage of those polled who gave either a positive or a negative response (based on responses to 
the Gallup Public Opinion Poll February 28-March 2, 1989). 
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respond very negatively to this power, such power has a limited impact on public 

attitudes toward Others. 40   

Finding #3: When discussing hypothetical countries, the moderating impact 

of economic opportunity was only present in relationships with other democracies. 

Another interesting result is found when comparing how subjects reacted to the 

two different milieus (security and economic).  Each subject was exposed to two different 

scenarios--one describing a threatening or cooperative economic relationship with an 

authoritarian or democratic state, the other describing a threatening or cooperative 

security relationship with an authoritarian or democratic state.  Aggregate results 

demonstrate that a significant interaction effect occurs between the two variables only in 

the economic milieu.  Theoretically this finding lends credence to the neoliberal 

suggestion that the presence of opportunity, in the economic milieu, can have a positive 

moderating effect on state relations.  Nevertheless, this assumption seems to be limited to 

cases involving relationships with Democracies, as subjects did not seem affected by the 

presence of opportunity (or threat) when reacting to an authoritarian Other (See Figures 

12 and 13).   

This result further emphasizes the importance of political culture in shaping state 

relationships by casting doubt on the promise of liberal trade to prevent conflict between 

the United States and authoritarian states such as China.  Theoretically the current study 

addresses the concern expressed by Edward D. Mansfield and Brian M. Pollins (2001, 

835) who lamented that “Scholars have yet to resolve in what form and in what sense 

                                                           
40 I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out that the age and socio-economic background of 
the subject group might skew these results away from what might be typical American concerns about the 
economic capabilities of powerful others.  This caveat brings to light the importance of further testing these 
results through content analysis.  
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interdependence is expected to influence conflict of which type and at what level of 

intensity.”  While it is not the purpose of my study to examine this link, these results do 

begin to address one of Mansfield and Pollins primary concerns that “more effort should 

be devoted to identifying the boundary conditions of the effects of economic exchange on 

belligerence” (Mansfield and Pollins 2001, 835).  Political culture may be one such 

“boundary condition.”  These results suggest that whether or not the perceived benefits of 

interdependence are likely to ameliorate conflict may be contingent on the regime type of 

the interdependent states.  This of course assumes that public opinion plays a role in the 

causal relationship between interdependence and peace. 

If we accept that the presence of threat or opportunity does have a moderating 

impact on economic conflict, but only in the case of relationships with other democracies, 

then we should expect different reactions, to similar economic threats, depending on the 

political culture of the threatening state.  This potential limitation to the neoliberal thesis 

is further substantiated by looking at the differences in attitudinal responses to economic 

threat emanating from democratic Japan 1975-1995, and the economic threat emanating 

from authoritarian China 1990-2010.  While alternative explanations for these differences 

have been suggested, this finding raises an interesting hypothesis that can be further 

tested through content analysis in chapter five. 

Finding #4 there was a significant correlation between subject preoccupation 

with China’s political culture and negative attitudes toward China. 

American subjects were generally preoccupied with the political culture in China 

with 61% of respondents mentioning political issues as at least one of the three things 

that they think about when they think about China (19% mentioned political issues twice 
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or three times).  Of these responses, the majority, are focused on the nature of China’s 

political regime, or on the lack of civil and human rights enjoyed by China’s citizens.  

What is of even more interest here is the strong correlation between the preoccupation 

with the PRC’s domestic politics and negative feelings toward China.  These results 

suggest not only that many subjects perceive China as an authoritarian state but that this 

is the most important characteristic with which many identify China.  As the first part of 

the current study predicts, those who perceive China as an authoritarian state tend to have 

a negative image of China in general.  

However, many American subjects showed no preoccupation with China’s 

political culture.  Subjects were not just asked for the first thing that comes to mind, but 

were, rather, asked to list three things they think about when they think about China.  

This phrasing was meant to elicit a relatively deep level of consideration from the 

participants, and to get at a better understanding of the various factors that influence each 

individual’s perceptions of China.  This makes it all the more significant that 39% of 

respondents did not mention political factors at all.  It is reasonable to infer that many of 

these respondents don’t tend to think about China’s political culture but rather see China 

in different terms.  We can plausibly suggest that 39% of subjects’ responses toward 

China were shaped by other factors that either correlate with positive feelings toward 

China or don’t elicit any strong emotions.  Analysis suggests that the two most likely 

candidates are Chinese culture (33% of subjects mentioned non-political cultural factors) 

and Economics (52% of subjects mentioned economic factors).  The former correlates 

significantly with positive attitudes toward China, which helps to explain some of the 

variance in attitudinal responses.   
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Finding #5 subjects showed virtually no preoccupation with China’s military 

capabilities. 

An explanation for a lack of outright hostility toward China is suggested by what 

subjects are not thinking about—Sino-American security relations.  Parts I and II of the 

current study suggest that subjects who perceive an Other as both authoritarian and as a 

rising military power should feel deep animosity toward that Other.  One factor that 

might be preventing the emergence of such hostility is the fact that subjects are not in any 

way preoccupied with China as a military power—at least not in terms of military size or 

capability.  This is most likely due to a lack of awareness of Chinese capabilities, but this 

in itself is curious.  We might ask why subjects would be so much better informed about 

China’s political culture and/or economic power than they are about its military 

capabilities.  If, as some analysts have suggested, China’s rising capabilities pose a threat 

to the achievement of America’s national interest, it might be worth exploring the extent 

to which the national discourse has neglected to emphasize this threat, as well as the 

reasons behind this neglect.   

These findings suggest an interesting interpretation of the evolution of American 

attitudes toward Japan and China discussed in chapter three.  It has been suggested here 

that rising economic capabilities, in and of themselves, have a negligible impact on 

attitudes, but that the perceptions of those capabilities as threatening (as opposed to 

providing an opportunity) has a significant impact on attitudes toward Democracies.  

Subsequently, we can hypothesize that American attitudes did not respond to the rising 

capabilities in either case, but responded to increases in perceptions of threat in the case 

of Japan 1986-1991.  This explanation answers the question posed at the beginning of 
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this chapter: what accounts for the lack of negative attitudinal responses to the rising 

economic capabilities of Japan and China?   

On the other, hand these findings suggest that such representations of economic 

threat should not have an important impact on American attitudes toward authoritarian 

states like China.  Nor should we expect attitudes to be overly influenced by increases in 

China’s economic capabilities.  These findings suggest that the two factors that should 

have the most dramatic effect on American attitudes toward China should be perceptions 

of political culture and perceptions of military capabilities.  The importance of perceived 

political culture in shaping American attitudes toward others goes a long way toward 

explaining the great discrepancy in general attitudes toward Japan and China over time.  

However, this does not necessarily imply that as long as China is an authoritarian state 

Americans will feel negatively toward China 

It is important to acknowledge that what is at stake here is perception.  The 

findings of parts I and II of the current study are not sufficient to explain either the 

general ambivalence Americans currently feel toward China, or the reasons why 

Americans are likely to feel more negatively toward China in the twenty first century 

than they felt toward Japan in the 1980s.  It  is not enough simply to state that (A) 

Americans have negative feelings towards authoritarian states with  military capabilities 

approximating those of the U.S. and (B) China is an authoritarian state with military 

capabilities approximating those of the U.S. therefore (C) Americans are likely to have 

negative feeling toward China.  We must first ask whether Americans perceive China as 

an authoritarian state and whether Americans perceive China’s military capabilities as 

approximating those of the United States.  While the design of this survey experiment did 
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not allow for a deeper understanding of American perceptions of a historical case study 

like Japan, it was able to address these questions about how Americans perceive China. 

Since China has been an authoritarian state for most of its modern history, it 

might be easy to assume that this is how Americans are likely to perceive it.  

Nevertheless, In the case of China in the 1980s, there are many examples of those who 

responded so favorably to signals of change in China’s political culture that they chose to 

see the PRC as other than it was.  One of the more famous examples of this was Ronald 

Reagan’s reference to China as a “so-called Communist country,” when speaking to 

reporters on his way back from a visit in 1984 (Quoted in Mann 2000, 147).  Also, as 

Figure 10 demonstrates, despite the fact that the PRC was indisputably communist and 

authoritarian in the years leading up to the Tiananmen incident, the percentage of 

Americans who had favorable feelings toward China at that time exceeded the average 

percentage of Americans who had positive feelings toward Japan over the entire period 

under consideration.  Considering these examples it is worth asking how the political 

culture of China is currently perceived.   

Part III of the experiment attempts to gain a better understanding of how China is 

perceived by looking at what subjects think of when they think of China.  What we find is 

that subjects, tend to think of China along cultural, economic or political lines with only 

the latter having a significantly negative impact on attitudes.  These findings suggest the 

importance of perceptions of China’s political culture as a factor determining present and 

future attitudes toward China.  This factor not only impacts attitudes directly, but also 

shapes the way Americans respond to Chinese military capabilities.  In chapter five, 

content analysis is used to further confirm the dominance of political culture as a factor 
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shaping American attitudes toward China.  It does this by answering three questions:  

First, to what extent is the illiberal nature of China’s political culture emphasized within 

the American media?  Second, how important are these representations in shaping 

popular and elite discourse?  And third, how do these representations correlate with 

negative or positive attitudes toward China. 
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V. HOW HAVE AMERICAN REPRESENTATIONS OF CHINA’S POLITICAL 
CULTURE CHANGED OVER TIME? 

 
“…the growth of economic freedom in China is the best way to produce 
political freedom…The Great Wall of China is very thick.  All of you who 
have been there know that.  It's difficult to be heard when you're inside the 
wall.  It is impossible to be heard when you are outside the wall.”41  
 
 “China's economic modernization program has had little impact 
on the country's formal political structures… there is no sign of any 
fundamental change in the official human rights policy or in aspects of the 
legal system which foster abuses…The world cannot ignore what is 
happening to a fifth of its people.  What happens in China is an important 
measure of the state of human rights internationally.”42 
 
 “Few causes inspire Americans more strongly than the promotion 
of human liberties.  It is a central part of our national identity, a product 
of our history.  We attach great importance to individual rights, to a 
democratic form of government and to freedoms of speech, assembly and 
the press…Threatening China is not a policy that will work.”43 
 
These quotes are representative of a grand debate within American China 

discourse over whether it is better to engage with China or to try to contain it.  Over the 

last decade, as China’s global power and economic wealth has increased steadily, and as 

China’s ability to challenge American hegemony in numerous issue areas has become a 

real and generally accepted possibility, Americans have responded in unexpected ways.  

Even though American discourse has been filled with these debates about the pros and 

cons of engaging an increasingly powerful Other, American attitude toward China have 

                                                           
41 Richard Nixon, speaking at a Luncheon in his honor on April 21, 1993 (see “Fragile Friendship”).  
 
42 Dr. William F. Schulz, Executive Director of Amnesty International USA speaking about the human 
rights consequences of unconditionally renewing China’s MFN status, before the House international 
Relations subcommittee on International Operations and Human Rights on June 19, 1996 (U.S. House 
1996b). 
 
43 Maurice R. Greenberg, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of the American International Group, 
speaking on Sino-American relations, before the House Committee on International Relations 
Subcommittees on Asia and the Pacific and International Economic Policy and Trade on May 16 1996 
(U.S. House 1996a). 
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been trending in a positive direction.  Through historical process tracing, polling data 

analysis, and a social scientific experiment, previous analysis has demonstrated a 

significant cause for this surprising trend.  Taken together the results of the analyses 

reported in chapters three and four suggest that, rather than perceiving Chinese threat 

simply as a corollary to changing Chinese capabilities, American attitudes toward China 

are instead shaped by evolving perceptions of China’s political culture.   

These findings suggest that in order to understand American attitudes toward 

China we must first understand how Americans perceive China’s political culture, as well 

as how and why these perceptions have evolved over time.  The social psychological 

experiment reported in chapter four demonstrates a significant correlation between many 

subjects’ perceptions of China as an illiberal regime and their negative attitudes toward 

China.  Since the 1980s and 1990s are too far in the past to enable me to use the same 

methodology to measure American perceptions of Chinese political culture during those 

years, this chapter further demonstrates that link through content analysis.  By first 

demonstrating a relationship between American attitudes toward China and media 

representations of China’s political culture over the last twenty-six years, and by then 

exploring the nature of those representations, my study uses content analysis to further 

demonstrate the extent to which perceptions of China’s political culture shape American 

attitudes toward China.  This method is then used to further explore other trends in media 

representations of China over the same time period in order to best understand how 

representations of China’s political culture interact with other aspects of the China 

discourse in shaping American images of China. 
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 Through national discourse individuals come to share many similar ideas that 

shape their perceptions of Self and Other in ways that are both stable over time and 

subject to change.  Through analyzing this discourse it becomes possible to determine 

how these perceptions are constructed and how they evolve.  My study uses social 

constructivist analysis, which focuses on discourse in order to “understand how reality 

comes to be constituted in human interactions and in language, including written text 

(Krippendorf 2004, 17).   

There are many ways that a researcher can analyze texts for answers to the way 

meaning making is accomplished within society.  A discourse analyst can ask numerous 

questions of particular texts including, but not limited to, what social event, genre(s) and 

discourse(s) is the text a part of, what voices are included and how are they attributed, 

and what existential, propositional or value assumptions are made?  Analysts can further 

examine the mood of the text, the way that agency is articulated or avoided, or the 

semantic connections and types of statements within the text (Fairclough 2003).   

While this sort of “thick” analysis of individual texts has numerous benefits, it is 

through examining numerous texts in relation to one another that the analyst can 

determine how identity is shaped through social discourse.  In other words the possible 

meanings of an identity, shaped by social discourse, may only be understood after 

numerous texts have been analyzed inter-textually.  According to Ted Hopf (2002, 25), 

“The trick is to remain ontologically open for as long as possible before imposing an 

analytical theoretical order, or closure, on the numerous ambiguities and differences in 

the texts.”   
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The limits to such an interpretivist approach are obvious.  Hopf points out that “a 

constructivist account of identity based on an interpretivist epistemology can offer robust 

claims to reliability, narrow claims to generalizability and predictability, and [only] 

tentative claims to validity” (29).  Therefore, to improve the validity of results, my study 

first uses the interpretivist inductive approach discussed above, and then utilizes a 

quantitative approach to a larger sample of texts.  Through coding words and phrases in 

such a way that numerous researchers or computer software can analyze myriad texts 

with similar results the validity of inferences is measured and replicablity is ensured.  As 

this latter method does not offer the depth and reflexivity of discourse analysis, it was 

beneficial to apply both methods for a study that is both rich and broad.  The results of 

both methods are reported below. 

Apparent Correlation between Media Representation and Public Opinion 

Before testing how China’s political culture is represented in American media, I 

first sought to determine the extent to which media images of China were truly 

representative of American attitudes toward China.  This necessitated measuring the 

evolution of media representation of China from 1985-2011, and then depicting this 

representation in a way that was comparable to the trend in American attitudes as 

illustrated in Figure 10.  To this end, I analyzed New York Times coverage of Sino-

American relations over the entire period.  To collect a sample, I first searched for all 

articles dealing with the subjects “China” and the “United States” and then chose the first 

article for each month, beginning with January 1985 and running through December 

2011.  This resulted in 324 monthly observations.   
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I then coded the data, looking for evidence of negative or positive 

feelings/attitudes towards China either as expressed by the author or as reported by the 

author.  In the latter case, negative or positive attitudes might be reportedly held by the 

American public in general, by certain groups within the U.S., or by individuals.  I also 

looked for negative attitudes toward the United States that were reportedly expressed by 

China, Chinese groups, or Chinese individuals toward the United States.  Lastly, I looked 

for evidence of tensions in the Sino-American relationship.  For a more detailed 

description of coding decisions see the code book in Appendix D. 

To code the data, I first broke each article into passages ranging from 135 to 160 

words (see Appendix E for detailed rules on framing passages).  I then coded the 

representation of China in each passage as either positive (+), negative (-), neutral (N), or 

non applicable (NA).  If every passage in an article was coded with an NA, I discarded 

the document and chose the next one for that month.  I then calculated a value for the 

entire article by first assigning values to each category (NA=0, Negative=1, Neutral=5.5, 

Positive=10) then adding the total and dividing by the number of applicable 

paragraphs.44   

To guarantee coder reliability, I had two additional coders code a subset of the 

entire data set.  To ensure that articles were coded in ways accurately representative of a 

typical American reading of the texts, coders who are not China scholars were chosen. 

Each of these two additional coders was asked to code a subset of the larger sample 

initially coded by me.  Sampling was conducted by choosing the first article for each of 

                                                           
44 For Example: Consider an article with 20 paragraphs, 10 paragraphs are NA, 5 paragraphs are negative, 3 
paragraphs are neutral, and 2 paragraphs are positive.  10 NA @ 0 pts= 0, 5 negative @ 1pt =5 pts, 3 
neutral @ 5 pts= 15pts, 2 positive @ 10 pts= 20 pts.  The result: 0+5+15+20 = 40 /10 = 4 giving the entire 
article a ranking of 4 (slightly lower than neutral/ slightly negative). 
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the first six months of the years 1992, 1996, 2000, 2004, and 2008 for a total of 36 

articles, or 207 passages.  Inter-coder agreement between coder #1 and coder #2 was 

67%, between coder #1 and coder #3 was 68%, and between coder #1 and coder #4 was 

72%.  The average inter-coder agreement between me and each of the three additional 

coders was 69%.  To find the mean correlation between myself and the other three 

coders, I conducted a conducted a Pearson’s Correlation test.45  The results showed a 

mean score of .88.  All results were significant at the .001 level.46 

                                                           
45 This test required that all codes fit along a scale.  To accomplish this it was necessary to collapse both 
codes of neutral (N) and not applicable (NA) into a single category.  Positive codes were then re-coded as 
1, neutral and not applicable codes as 0, and negative codes as -1.  
 
46 To further demonstrate the level of agreement amongst all coders I conducted a Pearson Correlation Test 
to find the mean scores amongst all pairs of coders.  This resulted in a mean of .84.  Again results were 
significant at .001 level.  
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Figure 17 Comparison of American Attitudes with Media Representations of China 

*The line at which polls showed that exactly half of respondents who expressed explicit opinions felt 
favorably toward China while the other half felt negatively.                                                           
**The line at which the average representation of China in the New York Times was Neutral 
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As figure 17 demonstrates, the trends in the New York Times representations of 

China, over the last twenty-five years, follow a similar path to the trends in American 

attitudes toward China during the same time period as measured by public opinion polls 

and discussed in chapter three.47  The average annual representation of China in the New 

York Times was positive throughout the second half of the 1980s.  Then, in 1989, 

representations of China dipped significantly, reaching their lowest point in 1992.  

Images of China remained negative throughout the 1990s and were generally neutral 

                                                           
47 Since what we are looking for are trends in representations of China over a lengthy period of time, a  
two year moving average trend line has been used in all figures in this chapter.  This has the effect of 
smoothing out the occasional peaks and valleys in order to better demonstrate the general trend. 
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from 2000-2004, after which they dipped to negative again, rebounding in 2006 and 

trending positively ever since.   

The parallels between the results of the two studies are obvious.  While the New 

York Times coverage of China appears to be more volatile than do American attitudes, the 

general trends are remarkably similar.  This adds weight to other studies that have sought 

to demonstrate the influence that elite rhetoric has on public opinion (Baum and Groeling 

2010).  More importantly, this similarity supports validity claims as to the efficacy of 

using discourse analysis to explain variations in public opinion.  By looking more closely 

at how China’s political culture is represented in the New York Times, and other media 

sources, my study is able to better explain the puzzles of American attitudes toward 

China over the last twenty-five years. 

Representations of China’s Political Culture over Time 

Considering the diversity of American views on China, the current study analyzes 

texts from three different sources, each meant to broadly represent a different group of 

American stakeholders, in order to analyze how representations of China’s political 

culture in American discourse have evolved over time.  First, the Federal News Service 

(FNS) database was used to collect texts representative of the American political elite’s 

discourse on China.  The FNS database includes Presidential statements, U.S. official 

policy statements, White House briefings, Congressional hearings, select National Press 

Club speeches, special briefings transcripts, and remarks by “top ranking officials.”48  A 

sample was collected of all texts with the subject “China,” and the subject “United 

                                                           
48 This database excludes transcripts from the Federal News Service that were broadcast on ABC, CBS, 
NBC, CNN or FOX after December 6th 2010. 
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States,” for the years 1988 through 2011.49 The average number of texts per year was 

172.  

Second, articles from the Wall Street Journal were collected to analyze the 

American business elite’s discourse on China.  The Wall Street Journal was chosen 

because it is a reputable newspaper with a large American circulation, and because it is 

widely read by America’s business community since it places particular emphasis on 

business and economic issues.  Because of the idiosyncrasies of the ProQuest Database, 

from which this data was collected, subject search filters were not available for this 

source.  Therefore, the following search terms were used to collect texts for the years 

1986-1992: “China,” (title) and “United States” (full text).  In addition, the publication 

title “Wall Street Journal Online” were excluded as were certain types of articles 

including “Obituary,” “Market Research,” Review,” and “Correspondence,” and only 

articles with “full text” were included.  This search resulted in an average of 129 articles 

per year, all of which were selected for analysis.  The same search with above filters for 

the years 1993-2011, returned too much data (an average of over 350 articles per year) so 

the following filters were added to make the data set more manageable: 

“Location””China,” and “the United States,” and “U.S..”  The number of articles still 

averaged over 300 per annum, so a smaller sample was selected by first sorting the results 

according to relevance, and then choosing the first 100 articles for each year. 

Lastly, a sample of articles from the New York Times was chosen to represent a 

broader American discourse on China.50  These articles were collected via the following 

                                                           
 
49 Unfortunately, no data was available for the years 1985-1987 in the Federal News Service Database. 
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search terms: “China” (subject), and “United States” (subject).  In addition, the 

publication title “New York Times Online” was eliminated as were articles that included 

only an abstract.  This search resulted in an average of 140 articles per year, all of which 

were selected for analysis.  These three data sets were then imported into Nvivo (a text 

analysis software program), which enabled me to analyze the texts both quantitatively 

and qualitatively in order to trace the evolution of the representation of China’s political 

culture in American discourse over the last twenty-six years. 

The first step in analysis was to use a “key word in context” (KWIC) search to 

trace the use of certain key adjectives (and nouns) commonly used to describe China’s 

political culture.  The four terms that I chose were “communis*,” “authoritarian,” 

“repress*” and “pragmatic.”51  A survey of the results suggested that all terms, except 

“pragmatic,” were used regularly in representations of China.  Exceptions were discarded 

and analysis of the term “pragmatic,” was discontinued.  In order to trace preoccupation 

with illiberal actions by the Chinese government, I also searched for the term “Human 

Rights.”  I then calculated the number of articles which had at least one use of the 

particular term as a percentage of all articles dealing with Sino-American relations for 

each source.  The results are depicted in Figures 18-21. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
50 Texts, from a fourth source, Time Magazine, were also gathered to represent a less elite reading public.  
Unfortunately, Time had relatively few articles dealing with China, with an average of less than twenty-five 
articles per year.  With so few data points, the resulting analysis was inconclusive and therefore was not 
reported in this study.  
 
51 The asterisk represents a “wild card” function that allows the software to search for terms with a variety 
of endings.  The search term “communi*” finds both “communist” and “communism,” and the search term 
“repress*” finds both “repressive” and “repression.”  



126 
 

Figure 18 Percentage of Articles that Use the Terms “Communist” or “Communism” 
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As figure 18 demonstrates, within American discourse, the use of the term 

“communist” to describe China has been decreasing steadily since 1985.52  This trend is 

not surprising for two reasons.  First, while the Chinese government is still run by the so-

called “Communist Party,” the economic aspect of the term “communist” has gradually 

ceased to apply.  Second, the term has less significance for a growing number of 

Americans who have no personal memories of the Cold War.  This finding does not 

necessarily indicate a reduction in negative representations of China’s political culture, as 

the term “communist,” might be gradually being replaced with another, more common 

yet equally negative term—“authoritarian.”  

However, by analyzing the use of the term “authoritarian,” we see that its usage 

within American China discourse has not increased (see Figure 19).  In fact, analysis 

demonstrates that, within all three sources, the term has been used far less often than the 

terms “communist,” or “communism,” and its usage has remained relatively stable over 

the last twenty-six years.  Taken together, these two analyses suggest that within 

                                                           
52 This KWIC search also included the term “communism,” which is not directly used as an adjectival 
descriptor of China.  Nevertheless, its use in discussions about China clearly indicates the speaker’s 
preoccupation with this aspect of China’s political culture.   
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American discourse, the use of negative representations of China’s political regime has 

been gradually decreasing. 

Figure 19 Percentage of articles that use the term “authoritarian” 
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The significance of these results is further clarified by analyzing American 

preoccupation with the most illiberal aspects of China’s political culture.  In order to do 

this I conducted a KWIC search of all data sets looking for the terms “repress*,” and 

“human rights.”  The terms “repression,” or “repressive,” are commonly used when an 

American speaker wants to discuss the absence of liberal values expressed by another 

individual, country or government.  In the case of China, this term has been used often, to 

describe the PRC’s actions towards its people.  The shift in its use over time, as depicted 

in Figure 20, clearly indicates the evolution in American images of China as an illiberal 

state.  It is apparent that media representation of China as a repressive state was rare prior 

to 1989.53  Use of the term rose dramatically in 1989 and 1990 and has been decreasing 

ever since.   

                                                           
53 Note that data is not available from the Federal News Service prior to 1988 
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Figure 20 Percentage of articles that use the term “repression,” or “repressive” 
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It is interesting to note the difference in representation among the three sources.  

While reference to China as repressive has lessened substantially in the New York Times 

and the Wall Street Journal, the discourse of the political elite as represented by the 

Federal News Service has continued to use the term liberally.  While this might suggest 

that the political elite have more negative perceptions of China’s political culture than do 

other segments of American society, it might also be a simple artifact of the medium.  

Since both the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times are news sources, we should 

expect that, excepting opinion pieces, the texts from these sources make some attempt to 

be dispassionate in their representations of China.  On the other hand, the texts gathered 

from the Federal News Service are mostly transcripts of speeches, in which passionate 

language is often expected.  Nevertheless, even in these texts, we do see a decrease in 

representation of China as repressive—especially in the latter half of the 2000s. 

Figure 21 shows that, indicative of one of Americans’ biggest concerns about 

China, the term “human rights” has appeared far more often than any other.  At its peak 

in 1991, the term was used in 53% of the New York Times coverage of Sino-American 
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relations, 34% of Wall Street Journal coverage, and a whopping 72% of texts 

representative of elite political discourse about China.  While the terms usage was 

somewhat uncommon prior to 1989, human rights issues became clearly relevant to the 

American people immediately following the events in Tiananmen on June 4th of that year, 

and remained so for more than a decade.  It wasn’t until 2003 that references to “human 

rights,” dropped significantly in all sources, particularly in the New York Times, which 

mentioned human rights in 11% of its coverage of China after 2002, (compared with an 

average of 44% from 1990-2002), and the Wall Street Journal, which mentioned human 

rights in only 7% of its China coverage after 2002 (compared with an average of 21% 

from 1990-2002).  Again it seems to be the political elite that are most pre-occupied with 

the illiberal actions of the PRC, with “human rights,” appearing in more than half of the 

texts in the years from 1990-2002 and an average of 33% since then.   

Figure 21 Percentage of Articles that Use the Term “Human Rights” 
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In both of the preceding analyses, media preoccupation with the illiberal aspects 

of China’s political culture rose in 1989, peaked by 1993 and has been declining since.  

When we compare these results with Figure 10, they offer additional support for the 
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hypothesis that shifts in the rhetorical representations of China’s political culture within 

American discourse reflects and/or influences national attitudes toward China.  

Nevertheless, it is difficult to gain a full picture of the nature of these representations 

through a purely quantitative analysis.  The purpose of the following discussion, 

therefore, is to take a closer look at how images of China have evolved, in media 

discourse, over the last twenty-six years 

Trends in American Discourse on China 

The current study explores the trends in the tone of American discourse on China, 

and seeks to uncover the topical themes and underlying beliefs that shape this discourse.  

To this end a smaller subset of texts was chosen for a deeper discourse analysis.  To 

select an appropriate sample I first examined a sample of 324 articles, spanning twenty-

six years of New York Times coverage of Sino-American relations, looking for those 

topics which appeared to dominate the discourse.  This analysis demonstrated three 

different topic focal points that gained strength at particular points in history but 

remained relevant throughout the majority of the twenty-six year period.  These were: the 

link between Chinese economic reforms and political liberalization, the issue of human 

rights in China, and the issue of Chinese power as an impetus for Sino-American 

cooperation.  The second step was to take a closer look at how these topics are treated in 

the discourse by first selecting a sample of texts from each of the three sources (the New 

York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the Federal News Service Database) for a closer 

reading.  To this end I first did KWIC searches for the terms “economic reform,” “human 
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rights,” and “cooperation China.”54  I then skimmed the results looking for those articles 

that best represented the China discourse.  Choosing no fewer than one and no more than 

three articles per source, per search, per year, a total of 128 articles were selected for a 

deeper reading.   

The promise of liberalism  

The 1980s witnessed a growing American excitement about the success and 

stability of Chinese economic reforms.  Even though China’s economic engagement with 

the United States was already eliciting some rumblings from the American textile 

industry, the economic rivalry between the two economic super-powers was yet to 

appear.  The general enthusiasm about China’s economic “opening,” to the West often 

focused on the exchange of high level officials, products, and ideas that accompanied this 

process, and the subsequent prospects for extensive political reforms.  This latter was 

pervasive, even in reports about other issues, and tended to put upward pressure on 

representations of China even in the immediate aftermath of the events of June 3-4 1989. 

While the first era of Chinese domestic reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping in 

1978 were mostly economic, American observers were generally optimistic that these 

reforms would have liberal ramifications in China’s political sphere as well.  In 

February1988 Martin Lasater of the Wall Street Journal, argued that “It is in U.S. 

interests to encourage China's reforms, because they probably will lead to a more 

moderate regime in Beijing and an improved life style for the Chinese people.”  Western 

enthusiasm for China’s modernization process is reflected in this sentiment which 

appeared in the New York Times in June of 1988: “In addition to adhering to ancient ways 
                                                           
54 For the latter I conducted a proximity search (“China cooperation”~10) looking for references in which 
the term “cooperation,” appears within ten words of the term “China.” 
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and traditions, the country brims with excitement and experimentation, its people 

exploring new things and new ways to bring China into the modern world” (Kesper 

1988). 

This enthusiasm culminated in the spring of 1989, when Americans watched 

enthralled as pro-democracy demonstrators, most of them students, gathered in 

Tiananmen Square to demand liberal political changes from the Chinese government.  

Many Americans believed that this was the beginning of the political liberalization 

expected to accompany what had been sweeping economic changes in China.  In the 

months leading up to the events of June 3-4, Americans were feeling pretty good about 

China, and its democratic prospects.  On May 22nd, 1989, Secretary of State James A. 

Baker had told Congress, “…we are pleased with the improvement in relations between 

the United States and the People's Republic of China over the past several years.  That 

improvement in relations has been brought about in part at least by the fact that China is 

opening up.  Its opening up its economy and had begun opening up, of course, its 

political system (U.S. State Department 1989).  While discussions about the Chinese 

government were only cautiously optimistic, there was a tendency to identify with and 

even venerate, the Chinese citizens who were protesting in Tiananmen Square.  On May 

19th, A.M. Rosenthal (1989) wrote in the New York Times, “Who does not feel love, 

watching Chinese students, workers, teachers, journalists; young people and their parents, 

hearing them speak with such yearning for the freedoms that sustain our own lives?” 

On June 3-4 however, Americans were quickly disillusioned as the PRC put a 

brutal and deadly end to the demonstrations.  The impact of these events on American 

perceptions of China was dramatic.  Initial outrage was tempered by a persistent 
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optimism that China was still on its way toward a liberal political culture.  Immediately 

following the massacre, an article in the Wall Street Journal suggested that by “violently 

suppress[ing]” the protestors, Deng Xiaoping and Prime Minister Li Peng had “created 

hundreds -- perhaps thousands -- of martyrs to the cause of the rebellion, a rebellion that 

few believe will now die” (Sterba et al., 1989).  One week later a “senior U.S. official” 

reportedly implied that the crackdown was only a detour from Deng’s path toward 

reformation, suggesting that "having moved to his right to regain stability, Deng may 

now move to his left to co-opt the reformers, defuse the alienation and try to regain 

popular support” (Greenberger, 1989).  Approximately one month later, Carl Ford, the 

Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for International Security Affairs in the Department 

of Defense, told Congress that the exchanges between the United States and China had 

contributed to “forces” working in China “to have more reform, a more modern society, a 

more modern government” adding that “I, for one, happen to believe that those forces are 

still alive in China, that those ideas can't be killed…,” (U.S. House. 1989). 

 As the summer of 1989 progressed, Americans were slow to assess the 

implications of the Tiananmen Square Massacre.  The media representations of the event 

varied as a wide debate circulated over the future role of democracy in China.  While 

Chinese leadership was calling the protestors “counter-revolutionaries,” in the United 

States the event was intermittently called “the Tiananmen Massacre,” or the “Tiananmen 

Crackdown.”  The days leading up to the event were referred to as either the “Tiananmen 

demonstrations,” or the” pro-democracy movement,” the latter typically described as 

having been “crushed” or “repressed.”  Throughout the summer, American discourse 

reflected shock and outrage, while those at the very top immediately tried to calm the 
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citizenry by advocating “a measured response.”  The extent to which discussions of these 

events dominated American discourse in the 1990s is depicted in Figure 2255 

Figure 22 Percentage of articles that refer to the June 4th incident in Tiananmen Square 
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As 1989 turned into 1990 and then 1991, it gradually became apparent that the 

Chinese democracy movement had been effectively crushed.  While reporters continued 

to discuss the “pro-democracy movement,” in the present tense even months after, the 

June 3-4 events, by 1992, all discussions of these events were largely absent any hope of 

a democratic resurgence in China.  In May 1992, Robert S. Greenberger of the Wall 

Street Journal encapsulated views about Democracy’s prospects in China by quoting 

Deng Xiaoping saying "Once the forces of turmoil reappear in the future, we will not 

hesitate to use any means to eliminate them as soon as possible."  In December of 1992 

A.M. Rosenthal argued that “American buyers of Chinese goods and propaganda tell us 

that Communist economic progress leads inevitably to political freedom.  As where?  I 

heard that line when I was a correspondent in Poland during the coldest days of Stalinist 

                                                           
55 These results were gained by first doing a KWIC proximity search of the following: “Tiananmen 
crackdown” ~10, “Tiananmen massacre” ~10, “Tiananmen protests” ~10, and “pro-democracy movement,” 
and then calculating the number of articles that mentioned one of these four terms as a percentage of all 
articles collected each from the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the Federal News Service. 
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Communism, and ever since.  The people of the evil empire achieved liberty not when it 

grew richer but when it collapsed under rebellion, corruption -- and Western pressure.”  

This pessimism contributed to the darkest days of the Sino-American relationship since 

the 1972 rapprochement.  American attitudes toward China reach their lowest point in 

1991.  The low-point in relations was further evidenced by American sanctions against 

China and congressional attempts at anti-China legislation.  

Nevertheless, American optimism about the potential for democracy in China 

proved resilient.  While 1990-1993 was a time of great pessimism and anger, belief that 

political reform was inevitable, especially if the United States would continue to engage 

with China economically, gradually returned to the American China discourse.  In a 

2001Wall Street Journal article Paul Gigot credited Harry Rowen, whom he called “one 

of the original Cold Warriors,” with the claim that if China were to succeed in opening its 

economy without opening its politics it would be the “first country in history,” to do so, 

excepting the “marginal case,” of Singapore.  In 2005, an article appearing in the Wall 

Street Journal claimed that “Free trade also helps build a Chinese middle class that will 

eventually demand more political freedom” (“China’s Oil”).  This optimism continues to 

put upward pressure on attitudes toward China and keeps the containment argument from 

gaining traction.  

The Human Rights issue 

 As demonstrated in the previous analysis, the 1980s saw only limited discussion 

of human rights, and practically no reference to repression in China.  While there was 

some reporting of government crackdowns on pro-democracy movements leading up to 

Tiananmen, there was a general tone of optimism that these were the birth pangs of the 
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democratization process that had been promised by China’s economic liberalization.  

However, the violent repression of protestors on June 3-4 1989 brought the topic of 

human rights immediately to the fore-front of American discourse on China.  Even 

though American outrage over these events was sufficient to engender a vociferous and 

lengthy national discussion on the issue, there was another set of circumstances that 

guaranteed not only that the issue of human rights in China would be hotly debated for a 

decade, but also that, in American minds, the issue would be indelibly linked to the Sino-

American economic relationship.  A relic of the Cold War, the Jackson-Vanik 

amendment, passed in 1974 as a response to the Soviet Union’s restrictions on 

emigration, provided that the U.S. President could only grant non-market economies 

temporary most-favored-nation (MFN) status and only after an annual review proved that 

these countries had sufficiently liberal emigration policies.  After 1989, this previously 

obscure legal connection between China’s human rights record and Sino-American trade, 

took on a new significance in American China discourse. 

 Prior to the 1989 crackdown, China was regularly granted MFN status without 

any political contestation and with very little public acknowledgment.  Out of 780 New 

York Times and Wall Street Journal articles discussing Sino-American relations from 

1985 through 1988,  China’s MFN renewal was mentioned only twice, both times in 

passing.  After the pro-democracy movement was quashed, however, it became an annual 

catalyst for engagement debates with the topic of human rights playing a prominent role 

in the argument on both sides.56   

                                                           
56 This situation is reminiscent of the current debt ceiling debates.  In both cases an arguably unnecessary 
federal law requiring a government body to make an annual decision of some import, is obeyed for years in 
relative obscurity as the necessary decision is made quietly and without serious contestation.  In both cases 
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 This debate raged for a decade with the pro-MFN contingent, including current 

administration officials and transnational capitalists, favoring unconditional renewal of 

China’s MFN status, and the opposition, including (especially in the early 1990s) a 

congressional majority, human rights activists, and American economic interests hurt by 

the growing trade deficit with China, arguing that MFN status should be granted only 

with certain conditions.  While there were many issues behind the debates, the nature of 

the Jackson-Vanik amendment, combined with the national furor over Tiananmen, 

ensured that the issue of “human rights” was central.  The annual tussle had mostly 

negative results on representations of China.  While it often prompted administration 

officials to argue their case through praising Chinese reform progress and Chinese liberal 

potential, many congressmen and others used this as an opportunity to let loose a barrage 

of vitriolic sentiment about China’s repressive political elite and the weak willed 

Americans with whom they do business.  

 The first signs of what would become the annual MFN debate emerged 

immediately following the crackdown in late June of 1989, when Senator Jesse Helmes 

proposed a provision on a spending bill that would suspend China’s MFN status 

indefinitely.  President Bush argued repeatedly that engagement with China would ensure 

a return to moderation by China’s political elites and thus an improvement in China’s 

human rights situation.  However, over the next several months as newspapers were 

replete with reports of harsh sentences for pro-democracy demonstrators meted out by the 

PRC, as well as other acts of repression clearly designed to silence other would be 

                                                                                                                                                                             
a particular set of circumstance transforms the law into an annual lightning rod of political debate with 
serious implications for the national interest.  
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dissidents, criticism of the Bush administration accompanied a growth in criticism of the 

policy of engagement to achieve political reforms.   

 The debate gained national attention as the first post-crackdown deadline for 

MFN renewal approached (coincidentally) on the anniversary of the event—June 3rd 

1990.  In October of that year, The U.S. House of Representatives had overwhelmingly 

approved legislation that would make renewal contingent upon specific human rights 

improvements.  As the anniversary drew near, media speculation that President George 

H.W. Bush would veto this legislation raised the debate to fever pitch.  In April, William 

Safire (1990) of the New York Times condemned what he called “ our obsequious cheek-

turning,” pointing out that despite promises to the contrary it had not led to the relaxation 

of Chinese repression.  In May, Democratic Representative Samuel Gejdenson was 

quoted in the Wall Street Journal saying, "Bush's policy has been an embarrassment for 

the country…The president’s longtime relations with the leaders of China seems to cloud 

his ability to see what's in the best interest of the Chinese people” (Greenberger 1990).  

That same month the former American Ambassador to China, Winston Lord, stated that 

“the situation in China has greatly deteriorated this past year: executions, purges, 

imprisonment, surveillance, political indoctrination, the rollback of many economic 

reforms - all cloaked in the Big Lie.  The xenophobic regime has launched attacks on 

Western values and crude invective against the U.S.  It muzzles foreign correspondents 

and jams the Voice of America” (U.S. House 1990). 

 While the argument was temporarily put to rest by Bush’s decision to grant 

unconditional MFN status renewal to China in June 1990, it re-emerged in the spring of 

each of the following years.  In May 1991, President Bush reportedly argued that granting 
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unconditional MFN status would lead to improvements in Human Rights as normal trade 

relations "is a means to bring the influence of the outside world to bear on China," 

(Rosenthal 1991b).  The New York Times quoted Bush saying, “Though there are major 

problems in China, things we don't like about their system, things are an awful lot better 

than they were back in 1975" (Rosenthal 1991a).  The opposition was clear.  Senator 

Moynihan’s opinion about granting China MFN status was, "We don't want to reward 

them for behavior we find evil" (Rosenthal 1991b).  Robert S. Greenberger of the Wall 

Street Journal argued that “President Bush just can't get over his case of unrequited love 

for China.  He bestows benefit after benefit on Beijing, and China breaks promise after 

promise” (1992).  Thomas L. Friedman, quoted an administration official who 

“acknowledged that the Chinese have made few improvements in human rights during 

the past year, and in recent months have taken actions that almost seemed designed to ‘to 

rub our nose in it’”(1992a).   

 The 1992 presidential election, which culminated in the election of Bill Clinton as 

the United States’ 42nd President, highlighted what seemed to be a very big difference 

between Bush and Clinton, in regards to Human Rights in China.  As a candidate, Bill 

Clinton was seen as the leader who would be toughest on China over the human rights 

issue.  Supportive of attaching human rights conditions to the renewal of MFN status, he 

famously criticized the Bush administration for “coddling dictators” (Friedman 1992b).  

However, as time passed, it quickly became apparent that President Clinton’s China 

policies were very similar to Bush’s.  Frequently, searching for evidence that engagement 

was improving the human rights situation in China, Clinton faced down congressional 

opposition and renewed China’s MFN status every year.  When on May 26, 1994 
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President Clinton announced that he was delinking the issue from the annual renewal of 

China’s MFN status, he argued that the “best path for advancing freedom in China is for 

the United States to intensify and broaden its engagement with that nation” (U.S. White 

House. 1994).   

 As the memory of Tiananmen began to recede the debate became less volatile, 

and discussions about human rights in China became more optimistic.  In 1995, Assistant 

Secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Winston Lord reported “trends in China that 

promise a brighter day for human rights” (U.S. State Department. 1995).   

Over the last decade, the emphasis on human rights has diminished as the China 

discourse has become ever more ubiquitous in the American media as well as much 

broader in scope.  One area of increasing focus has been the Sino-American economic 

relationship.  This is apparent when one looks at the most recent example of the 

American tradition, which occurs every four years, whereby Presidential candidates 

chastise the current administration for being “soft on China.”  In 2011 Mitt Romney was 

the first such candidate in 20 years to make little mention of China’s human rights record, 

choosing instead to castigate President Obama for “feckless economic policies,” that 

allow China to get away with gaining a trade advantage through “cheating” (Romney 

2011).  While negative images of China are common in the reporting of economic issues, 

the vitriol with which Chinese repression was reported in the 1990s is largely absent.   

American concerns about human rights in China are unlikely to disappear.  

Nevertheless, the tone of the discussion has certainly changed since the years initially 

following the Tiananmen Square crackdown.  For example, in 1995, At a White House 

Press Conference with both President Jiang Zemin and President Clinton, the latter 
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expressed some views about human rights in China that were much  more abrasive than 

anything that would currently be said by an American government official in the presence 

of a high ranking Chinese official.  After President Zemin’s statements about the 

“necessary measures,” taken by the PRC on June 3-4th 1989, Clinton responded by stating 

that “I think it should be obvious to everyone that we have a very different view of the 

meaning of the events at Tiananmen Square.  I believe that what happened and the 

aftermath and the continuing reluctance to tolerate political dissent has kept China from 

politically developing the level of support in the rest of the world that otherwise would 

have been developed.”  When asked if the United States would soon drop post 

Tiananmen sanctions Clinton replied that “The depth of the view in the United States I 

think is nowhere better exemplified than in the so-called Tiananmen sanctions.  We are 

the only nation the world, as far as I know, that still has sanctions on the books as a result 

of the events of eight years ago” (“Press Conference” 1994).  These statements were 

reflective of the national feelings about China and human rights at the time.  While 

American elites continue to broach the topic of human rights with Chinese officials, the 

tone has become quite different.  

Not only are changing attitudes reflected in the changed tone of elites speaking to 

Chinese about Human Rights, even more telling is the change in the tone of reporters 

covering these comments.  In 2011 Jeff Sommer reported approvingly  that in a joint 

news conference in Washington D.C. President Obama “chided,” Chinese president Hu 

Jintao, about human rights issues, “but did so gently,” because he was treating him with 

“the respect due a man who represents the second-largest economy on the planet.”  

Without scorn, reporter Mark Landler (2011) described Secretary of State Hilary 
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Clinton’s comments on human rights in China as “a polite criticism.”  These shifts in tone 

are not only because of the temporal distance of the Tiananmen Square incident, but also 

to some degree reflective of the third trend shaping American China discourse—growing 

Sino-American interdependence.  

Power, interdependence, and the need for cooperation  

By far the most ubiquitous trend in representation of China since 2000 has been 

an increase in the identification of China as an important player in global politics, and a 

subsequent enhanced recognition of American dependence on Chinese cooperation in a 

number of important issue areas.  What is most interesting about the highlighting of 

China’s growing global importance is that it has not provided quite as much of an 

impetus for negative representations of China as one might expect.  Certainly discourse 

focused on this topic tends to represent China far less negatively than what was seen in 

debates about the human rights issues in the 1990s.  While conflicts in areas as diverse as 

intellectual piracy, currency values, UN sanctions, and relations with Taiwan put 

downward pressure on representations, these are balanced by the positive representations 

of China made by numerous politicians, defense experts, academics, economists, 

journalists and China-watchers repeatedly make the case that the United States can and 

should cooperate with China.   

The impact that the Sino-American interdependence has on American China 

discourse is exemplified in a 2005 Wall Street Journal article in which anger toward 

China is expressed by Democratic Senator Byron Dorgan who argues that "China wants 

us to be a sponge for all their trinkets and trousers and shirts and shoes and all the things 

they produce, including high-tech, and yet, they don't want to open their market to us.”  
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This obviously negative view is balanced by the authors Jay Solomon and Greg Hitt, who 

first acknowledge that “the Bush administration is caught in a complex balancing act: 

bashing Beijing enough to appease critics in Congress and stir action -- without 

provoking a trans-Pacific backlash,” and then points to the problem of chastising China 

on whom it is dependent for cooperation in important strategic issue areas.  “the U.S. is 

exerting pressure on economic issues and criticizing China's human-rights policy and 

belligerence toward Taiwan, just as it is begging Chinese leaders for more help in curbing 

nuclear weapons in North Korea and hoping China won't cozy up to anti-American 

governments in places such as Venezuela.” 

This trend is not completely new—the strategic importance of maintaining a 

cooperative relationship with China has been a dominant theme in policy circles ever 

since Nixon first argued that engagement with China was in the U.S.’ national interest, 

because China was needed as a counterweight to Soviet power.  However, the growth in 

Chinese power and influence at a time when the world is becoming ever “flatter,” ensures 

that China and the United States have become remarkably more interdependent since 

1972.  Interdependence combined with a belief that Chinese cooperation is attainable has 

shaped the discourse in mostly positive ways and as awareness of Chinese power and 

influence has grown this trend has only accelerated. 

By the mid-1990s proponents of unconditional MFN status renewal were already 

emphasizing China’s growing importance in world affairs.  Senator Max Baucus (D-MT), 

for example, highlighted what the United States stood to lose by not granting China MFN 

status.  The list included jobs, as well as Chinese cooperation in the UN Security Council 
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and on the environment, North Korea, missile sales, Iraq and the Middle East (“National 

Press Club” 1994).  That same year Senator Charles S. Robb (D), argued that  

“China has the potential to become a true super power early in the 21st 
Century.  With that in mind, and in view of the country's massive 
economic expansion and modernization, its burgeoning military, its 
continued population growth, and the mantle of leadership it has seized in 
the most prosperous part of the world -- East Asia -- I believe it is 
important for the United States to seek common ground with Beijing, 
where possible, and to address differences in the context of the overall 
relationship.  I would submit that it is in our national strategic interest to 
engage mainland China, now and in the future” (U.S. Congress 1994).  
 
 Like the human rights issue and the linking of economic and political 

liberalization, the emphasis on the need for Chinese cooperation has become a major 

component of the engagement debate.  In 1995, William Perry the Secretary of Defense 

argued that “whatever our differences with China, we also have important common 

interests, and that these interests make dialogue more rational than confrontation.”  In 

1996, the President of the United States Business Council Robert A Kapp argued that “in 

a small and shrinking world, where the United States and China simply cannot avoid 

constant interaction, it would appear self-evident that a bilateral relationship of regular 

communication, concerted efforts at mutual understanding, and ever-increasing peaceful 

contact in trade, academic life, and the many arenas of global cooperation is in the 

deepest interest of the United States” (U.S. House. 1995).  In 2004, Don Evans of the 

Wall Street Journal approvingly reported that “President Bush believes that open markets 

and a level playing field are vital to job creation and economic growth.  That is why the 

president rejects economic isolationism and why this administration is continuing to 

aggressively engage with China.”   
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Often the response to criticism toward China on numerous issues is deflected by 

those who point to the benefits of Sino-American cooperation.  On May 20, 2005 the 

Wall Street Journal accused the United States of “ragging” China about its currency, and 

criticized Congress for “yammering” about the same issue, arguing that “The U.S.-China 

relationship has contributed to global economic growth -- which reached nearly 5% last 

year -- and has increased the possibility that China will evolve into a responsible 

democratic nation” (“Feeding”). 

Discussion 

American attitudes toward China are largely shaped by American perceptions of 

China’s political culture and it is clear that representations of China’s political culture 

have shifted over time in ways that clearly reflect the changes in American attitudes 

toward China.  Ever since December 1942, when Japanese bombs effectively ended the 

American isolationist movement,  the U.S. role as champion of democracy and liberal 

values everywhere has had an important place in American discourse.  While this aspect 

of American self image has played a role in discussions about all types of international 

issues, nowhere has it been so prominent and had such an impact as is the case with Sino-

American relations.  By many sectors of society, it is largely taken for granted that 

America’s China foreign policy decisions should always be made with an eye toward 

how these decisions will impact the potential for political reforms in China.  It is not that 

the Chinese domestic politics are seen as more important than American national interest, 

but rather that they are seen, by many, as one in the same.   

Discussions about China’s political culture have not disappeared, but they have 

slipped into the background of discourse.  The fact that China is authoritarian is 
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somewhat taken for granted but the implications of this are not as prominent in American 

China discourse as they once were.  The memory of the Tiananmen Square massacres has 

faded, and discussions of human rights have faded right along with it.  In addition, China 

has been granted permanent normal trade relations ensuring that the debates about 

whether the PRC is too repressive to trade with will no longer capture the nation’s 

attention every spring.  Nevertheless, the legacy of these circumstances lives on.  

Evidence of American pre-occupation with China’s domestic political culture is still 

readily available in discussions about China at every level.  The issue of human rights is 

mentioned by the American official in every high level visit between the two states.  The 

American media continues to take a particular interest in stories about Chinese dissidents 

and their treatment by the PRC.  Most importantly, There are still suggestions within 

American discourse that American policies toward China should be linked to the effect 

that these policies are likely to have on political reform in China.  Nevertheless, the 

extent of this preoccupation has lessened over time, as has the degree of hostility 

expressed in American criticism of the PRC.   

To some extent, the emphasis on China’s domestic politics within American 

discourse has shifted to concerns about China’s international politics.  As China 

continues to gain economic, political, military and “soft” power, in international 

relations, American discourse has focused increasingly on what Chinese power means for 

the United States’ ability to achieve its national interests in the present and in the future.  

While realist theory would suggest that this changing power relationship would lead to 

increased tensions between the two countries, the above analysis demonstrates that 

American hostility toward China, while definitely present, is frequently lessened by an 
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acknowledgment that the United States not only needs China’s cooperation to achieve its 

objectives, but also that it is possible to obtain this cooperation.  Throughout the last 

twenty-six years, American hostility toward China has been tempered by the argument 

that the United States can get what it needs from China only through engagement.  

Whether the goal is a more liberal Chinese government, a Chinese vote in America’s 

favor at the United Nations, or a reduction in Chinese piracy.  As long as the majority of 

Americans believe these gains are possible, the engagement rhetoric will continue to keep 

American hostility toward China in check.  The necessary beliefs that underlie all others, 

however, are that China is fundamentally “like us,” that the people place a high value on 

economic and political freedom, and that the government is rational, values the 

international status quo, and is willing and able to compromise.  Many of these beliefs 

were seriously shaken in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square incident.  While these 

beliefs have proved resilient, they could be destroyed, and this would have an incredibly 

damaging impact on Sino-American relations.  
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VI. WHAT DO THESE FINDINGS MEAN FOR UNDERSTANDING AND 
PREDICTING THE SINO-AMERICAN RELATIONSHIP? 

 
American images of China have an important impact on the Sino-American 

relationship because they enable certain elite actions while prohibiting others.  Whether 

Americans view China through a lens of friendship or one of animosity determines how 

they are likely to view Chinese motives and Chinese actions, which subsequently 

determines what U.S. policy responses will be deemed appropriate.  Images, therefore, 

play a determinant role in the extent to which the two countries are able to negotiated 

difficult circumstances and cooperate to resolve potential problems.  The power and 

importance of both China and the United States, in addition to their current state of 

interdependence, ensure that there will continue to be numerous potentially contentious 

issues arising between them for the foreseeable future.  How Americans view China will 

be a decisive factor in whether and how such issues are resolved.   

Yet the contemporary American image of China is difficult to define and not very 

well understood.  While it is generally accepted that Chinese economic growth is making 

China a super-power, Americans are not sure how to feel about this fact.  The Sino-

American relationship is certainly a complex and important relationship but is it a 

“partnership,” “a competition,” or “a rivalry?”  Despite the significance of the question, 

there is no general consensus in the American mind as to the answer.  Americans do not 

see China as an “enemy,” but neither do they see China as a “friend,” rather they see 

China as something undefined, which exists in the nebulous middle ground between these 

two archetypical images.  The result is that disagreements about whether China should be 
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treated with wary skepticism or with cautious optimism are ubiquitous at even the highest 

levels of policy making. 

This inability to clearly define the American image of China is not attributable to 

a dearth of effort.  Exploration of American images of China date back more than four 

decades.  In a 1950s study conducted prior to the Sino-American rapprochement, Harold 

R. Isaacs (1958/1980) analyzed polling data and textual data to demonstrate that 

American’s have archetypical images of Asians, both positive and negative, which are 

intermittently applied to either the Japanese or the Chinese, depending on with whom 

Americans are getting along.  While his study is somewhat dated, many of Isaacs’ 

observations continue to shed light on American perceptions of both countries.  In 1987 

John Dower analyzed numerous texts to demonstrate the role of racism in shaping 

American images of Asians.  Despite the fact that Dower’s War without Mercy focuses 

mainly on American images of Japan and the Japanese people, many of his observations 

can be applied to American views about Chinese at certain points in history.  More 

recently, Jianwei Wang (2000) uses surveys to explore the mutual images that American 

elites have of China and Chinese elites have of the United States, how these images have 

evolved over time, and the extent to which profession and interaction influence these 

images.  Wang’s study provides some interesting observations about the way that 

businessmen from both countries see each other. For example, he finds that while both 

sides perceived numerous differences in the ways of doing business, the Americans 

attributed these differences to the Chinese social environment, while the Chinese 

attributed them to differences in personality (69).   
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Each of these studies explores the role of stereotyping in shaping American 

images of Asians in general and of Chinese in particular.  Nevertheless, even though 

these insights are helpful in explaining some of the idiosyncrasies of American images of 

Chinese they don’t explain current levels of ambivalence towards China.  They also fail 

to shed any light on what might cause this ambivalence to pivot toward amity or enmity 

in the future.  These are the questions that my study seeks to answer.  By exploring 

factors that greatly influence the process of threat construction and Other identification 

within the American national consciousness, this study explains the basis of American 

images of China as well as how and why those images have evolved over time.  This is 

accomplished by exploring the independent and interactive impacts of three different 

independent variables on American attitudes toward economic competitors in general, 

and toward China in particular.  These variables are: perceptions of the Other’s 

capabilities, perceptions of the threat or opportunity that the Other provides, and 

perceptions of the Other’s political culture.  This analysis is conducted with the belief 

that understanding the reasons behind Americans current ambivalence toward China will 

not only enable a better understanding of the current Sino-American relationship but also 

enables academics and decision makers to make better predictions about its future course.  

This is not to say that American images of China are the only, or even the most 

important factor influencing Sino-American relations.  Obviously, there are numerous 

exogenous factors that will impact the relationship in ways that will be difficult to 

predict.  Also, Chinese attitudes and actions will play their part in how the relationship 

evolves.  What is clear, however, is that American attitudes toward China will necessarily 

impact how exogenous events are approached and how Chinese attitudes and actions will 
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be perceived.  For example, the 2008 financial crisis was an exogenous event that could 

have led to a worsening of the Sino-American relationship.  Had American decision 

makers perceived China as an enemy or as a threat, the potential for cooperation would 

have been seriously diminished.  As it happened, though, the Chinese were perceived 

both as willing and as capable of contributing to a quick global recovery, and Sino-

American cooperation through the G-20 (and what some have termed the G-2) has been 

largely credited with preventing “the next Great Depression.”  

It must also be acknowledged that there are numerous different groups within the 

United States that are likely to have distinctly different attitudes toward China.  If one 

were to disaggregate the American population, one might find that there are distinct 

differences in these attitudes along numerous fault lines.  For example, there might be 

regional differences due to variations in populations of Chinese Americans.  Or there 

might be differences along political lines with republicans feeling more or less positively 

toward China than do Democrats.  While my study does not explore these divisions 

among the American people, it does demonstrate that there are differences in the extent to 

which the illiberal nature of China’s political culture is emphasized within the discourse 

of three American groups.  The business elite, as represented by texts gathered from the 

Wall Street Journal, tend to de-emphasize China’s illiberal political culture, while the 

political elite, as represented by texts gathered from the Federal News Service, 

demonstrate a much higher level of pre-occupation with the negative aspects of the PRC.  

The general elite, as represented by texts gathered from the New York Times sits 

somewhere in the middle (see figures 18-21).    
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In addition, there are numerous forces within the United States that are likely to 

shape and constrain the construction of American attitudes, rhetoric, and policies toward 

China.  The personality, belief system, or even the ethnic heritage of American decision 

makers may shape their responses to China in particular and predictable ways (Holsti 

1970; Holsti and Roseneau 1983; Walker 1990; Creed and Rosati 1997; T. Breslin 2011).  

In addition, powerful stakeholders such as big business, have huge incentives and 

numerous methods for shaping American foreign policy toward China (Cox and Lee 

2012).  Nevertheless, whatever factors are shaping individual actor’s motives and actions, 

these actors are also constrained in a very real way by the sentiments of public opinion.   

The connection between public opinion and foreign policy has been sufficiently 

proven in a multitude of empirical and theoretical studies.  While early public opinion 

research concluded that public opinion was too misinformed, reactionary, or disorganized 

to influence foreign policy, more recent analysis has demonstrated that the opposite is 

actually true, public opinions on foreign policy tends to be rather “prudent” (Shapiro and 

Page 1988, Jentleson 1992)  Democracy Peace theorists have shown the importance of 

public opinion in shaping elite foreign policy decisions in democratic countries like the 

United States, particularly those decisions that are likely to lead to war ( Mintz & Geva, 

1993).  Others studies have further proven that a significant corollary often exists 

between public opinion and foreign policy (Monroe 1979, Hinckley 1988, Foyle 1999, 

Sobel 2001).  While analysts disagree about the extent to which public opinion constrain 

elites in other countries, there has emerged a general consensus that when it comes to 

American foreign policy, public opinion matters.  
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Once one has accepted the importance of public opinion to shaping and 

constraining American foreign policy, then public opinion itself becomes an important 

topic of research.  While there have been some excellent studies that analyze current 

American opinions of China (Page and Xie 2010), these quickly become dated and tell us 

little about how the relationship is likely to evolve over time.  What has been missing is 

an understanding of the basis of American attitudes toward China that would further 

enable us to understand how certain representations of China are likely to influence the 

evolution of American rhetoric and policy towards China, through their impact on public 

opinion.  This is the gap that my study seeks to fill.  

The current study contributes to our understanding of how images of Others are 

constructed in American discourse by analyzing how American perceptions of three 

different components of bi-lateral relationships act and interact in shaping American 

attitudes toward those Others.  I began by testing three hypotheses, each predicting that a 

different component of bi-lateral relationships would be the most important in 

determining American attitudes.  Hypothesis #1 predicted that American attitudes are 

driven primarily by the rising capabilities of powerful Others.  Hypothesis #2 predicted 

that American attitudes toward Others are shaped primarily by perceptions of the U.S.-

Other relationship, and Hypothesis #3 predicted that American attitudes are shaped 

primarily by perceptions of the Other’s political culture.   

As discussed in chapter three, the first test had mixed results.  Historical process 

tracing and analysis of polling data was used to test the extent to which hypothesis #1 

holds true under varying circumstances.  First I traced the dramatic increase in economic 

capabilities of two important American competitors—Japan and China— over the fifteen 
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year period in which each rose to economic prominence (for Japan this was 1977-1995, 

and for China this was 1996-2011.  Then I analyzed shifts in American attitudes toward 

each competitor over that same period.  The results demonstrate (1) that Americans do 

not automatically respond negatively to economic competitors, even when an Other’s 

economic capabilities begin to approach those of the United States, and (2) Americans 

respond very differently to similar types of economic threat emanating from different 

competitors such as Japan and China. 

While realists argue that threat perceptions are a function of rational individual 

calculations about the material balance of power, my study finds that American attitudes 

toward Others do not always trend in ways that can be explained by a simple reaction to 

changes in this power relationship.  By first tracing the evolution of Japan’s economic 

capabilities (1977-1995) and then analyzing public opinion polling data about American 

attitudes toward Japan over that time period, we see that Americans did exhibit rising 

hostility toward Japan in the late 1980s, but this was only after they had failed to respond 

to changes in Japan’s economic capabilities for more than a decade of significant 

economic competition between the two countries.  By conducting the same analysis with 

China for the years 1996-2011 we find trends that are even more surprising.  Even as 

China’s economic strength and international clout have been increasing steadily over the 

last fifteen years, Americans have not responded with increases in hostility.  What we see 

instead is a general positive trend in attitudes over that period.  When we zoom out 

further to look at the last twenty-five years, we see positive attitudes in the latter half of 

the 1980s, negative attitudes throughout the 1990s, and ambivalent attitudes throughout 

the 2000s.  In fact, over the first half of the decade as China’s economic power was 
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growing along with China’s abilities to challenge the United States in numerous issue 

areas, we see a general improvement in relations, only recently seeming to stabilize at the 

line of ambivalence.  

While the first test neither proved nor disproved hypothesis #1, it did raise an 

interesting question as to why Americans were responding so differently to these two 

economic competitors.  Not only did attitudinal responses trend differently in the two 

cases, but attitudes toward China were generally much more negative than were attitudes 

toward Japan.  To explain these differences and to further test all three hypotheses, I 

designed an experiment to test the basis of subject attitudes toward other countries in 

general and toward China in particular.  The first and second parts of the experiment 

showed that attitudes toward Other countries are shaped in large part by perceptions of 

that Other’s political culture,  the implication being that perceptions of China as a 

repressive authoritarian regime puts downward pressure on attitudes, and influences how 

Americans feel about other aspects of the relationship.   

These tests provide ample evidence to support the hypothesis that political culture 

is the dominant factor driving American attitudes toward economic competitors.  This 

doesn’t mean that the other components of bilateral relationships are unimportant, just 

that American perceptions of political culture are the prism through which these other 

components are viewed.  How Americans respond to a competitor’s changing capabilities 

is greatly impacted by whether that competitor is seen as an authoritarian or democratic 

state.  The likelihood that the perception of opportunity will ameliorate negative feelings 

toward an Other is greatly increased when the Other is perceived to be a Democracy.  

This latter can also have the opposite impact.  The results of the experiment suggest that 
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the fact that Japan was perceived as having a liberal political culture might have 

contributed to the extent of the negativity that Americans felt toward Japan when it was 

perceived to be a threat in the late 1980s and early 1990s.   

The link between American attitudes toward an economic competitor and 

perception of that competitor’s political culture is most easily demonstrated in the case of 

China.  Because of the historical nature of the Japan case, it is impossible to design 

survey methods to accurately test this relationship.57  However, this was possible for the 

China case and was done in part three of the social psychological experiment discussed in 

chapter four.  This analysis demonstrates a significant correlation between a subject’s 

preoccupation with the illiberal nature of China’s political culture and a subject’s 

negative attitudes toward China.  

While, the findings discussed in chapter four do help to explain why changes in 

Chinese capabilities are not clearly reflected in changing American attitudes, they beg the 

question: why have American attitudes changed so dramatically over a period in which 

the Authoritarian nature of the Chinese government has changed very little?  In fact, there 

is much evidence to suggest that China’s political culture has remained fairly stable over 

the entire twenty-six years under investigation.  Two organizations monitor the globe for 

trends in liberal political changes.  The first, Freedom House, is an American non-

governmental organization that calls itself an “independent watchdog…dedicated to the 

expansion of freedom around the world.”  Freedom House rates countries according to 

two different indicators: Political Rights (PR) and Civil Liberties (CL) and also gives 

                                                           
57 Since Japan is not currently seen as an economic competitor, current subject attitudes toward Japan 
would not be relevant.  Even if subjects were old enough to remember the period of extreme economic 
competition between Japan and the United States (1977-1993), it would be highly unlikely that they would 
accurately remember their perceptions of Japan at that time.    
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countries a ranking of Free (F) or Not Free (NF).  Following Deng’s 1978 reforms, 

Freedom House gave China a bump in both the PR and CL scores raising China from the 

most autocratic score of 7 to the still far from liberal score of 6.  The scores again hit 

bottom after the events of June 3-4, and   while China’s Civil Liberties score once again 

improved to a six after 1998, its Political Rights score has remained a seven since 1989.  

China has been stamped clearly NF for the entire period (“Freedom in the World” n.d.).  

The second organization, the Polity IV Project, which measures political regime 

characteristics for all countries annually, has shown even more stability in China’s 

political culture over time.  The Project measures political regime characteristics on a 

twenty-one point scale ranging from -10 (fully institutionalized autocracy) to +10 (fully 

institutionalized democracy).  The Project has given China a score of -7 every year since 

1978 (Marshall and Jaggers n.d.). 

It must be acknowledged, therefore, that it is not changes in the reality of China’s 

domestic political institutions or behavior that affect American attitudes, but rather the 

evolution in American perceptions of China’s political culture as becoming more or less 

liberal.  Other studies have demonstrated the importance of perception when it comes to 

the influence of regime type on relations between states.  John Owen (1994, 95-97),  

argues that it is not the fact of democracy within two countries that ensures peaceful 

relations between them, pointing out that the democratic peace phenomenon only works 

when citizens in one democratic country (the United States) recognize the political 

culture of the other country as liberal.  Owen points to several cases where American 

liberals felt animosity toward other purported democracies simply because they perceived 

their political culture as not democratic.  These situations ultimately culminated in the 
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War of 1812, the American Civil War, and the Spanish-American War (95-97).  

Additional evidence suggests that when gauging the liberal credentials of an Other, 

Americans look beyond the existence (or lack there-of) of liberal institutions and instead 

respond strongly to events that indicate an authoritarian Other is moving towards or away 

from liberal values.  For example, Mark Haas (2007, 169) has demonstrated that the 

United States changed its policy towards the Soviet Union in response to Gorbachev’s 

proposal to adopt institutional changes rather than the existence of any actual liberal 

institutions, which would take years to become a reality.  

Therefore, the question becomes how, and why, have American perceptions of 

China’s political culture followed the course that they have.  Following this line of 

inquiry, the investigation leads to a textual analysis of American representations of China 

over an extended period of time.  First, coding a sample of New York Times articles over 

a twenty-six year period reveals a close parallel between national attitudes toward China 

and media representations of China.  Second, content analysis—extensively covering the 

discourse of America’s general elite (the New York Times), business elite (the Wall Street 

Journal), and political elite (the Federal News Service)—shows the extent to which a 

preoccupation with the illiberal nature of China’s political culture in the 1990s, mirrored 

negative attitudes toward China during that time, while an absence of this preoccupation 

mirrored the more positive attitudes toward China in the late 1980s, and a lessening of 

this preoccupation mirrored the improvement of attitudes toward China in the early 

2000s.   

Lastly, through discourse analysis, my study more closely analyzes a smaller 

sample of texts, spanning all three sources and covering the entire twenty six-years, in 
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order to better understand the different trends in American discourse that have shaped 

American representations of China over that time period.  This  analysis uncovered the 

presence of four assumptions that run like a thread through American discourse on China 

and that reflect and shape how Americans perceive China’s political culture, as well as 

the general Sino-American relationship, over time: 

(1) It is generally assumed that it is the American responsibility, as champions of 

democracy and liberal values, to actively promote the observation of those values 

in China. 

(2) There is an assumed  linkage between domestic political actions taken by the PRC 

and American foreign policy actions taken toward China—particularly in regards 

to the Sino-American trade relationship. 

(3) It is generally accepted, despite a great deal of evidence to the contrary, that 

successful economic liberalism will ultimately result in political liberalism in 

China and that active American “engagement,” is necessary to sustain the former 

and thus guarantee the latter.   

(4) It is also assumed that the U.S. can and must obtain and maintain cooperation 

from China on numerous issues of strategic importance to the United States. 

Not only do these results further support the conclusion that perceptions of 

political culture is the dominant factor shaping American attitudes toward China, but they 

also illuminate the way that this shaping occurs.  The first and second assumptions ensure 

that China’s political culture will remain an aspect of American discourse on China for 

the foreseeable future.  It also ensures that perceptions that the PRC is becoming more or 

less repressive will have an important effect on images of China in general.  This explains 
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the dramatic impact that the events of June 4th 1989 had on American attitudes toward 

China and the persistence of negative attitudes toward China throughout the 1990s.   

The bigger puzzle is why American attitudes toward China have remained so 

stable over the last decade even though there have been numerous issues that could 

reasonably be expected to cause American images of China to take a turn for the worse:  

First, China has remained an authoritarian regime guilty of regular human rights 

violations.  While nothing resembling the events of June 3-4, 1989, has occurred, reports 

of Chinese repression have continued to litter the backdrop of the China discourse.  

Second, there have been numerous issues of contention between the two countries.  In 

addition to the regular complaints about currency values, trade imbalances, intellectual 

property violations, Chinese support of “rogue” regimes, environmental concerns, and 

competition over natural resources, there have been periodic crises that could certainly 

have had long-term negative effects on the Sino-American relationship.  The U.S. 

bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, and the crashing of a U.S. spy plane over 

China are two examples that quickly spring to mind.  Yet despite these issues, American 

attitudes have remained stable.   

The answer to understanding American’s long-term ambivalence toward China 

lies in understanding how these four assumptions interact in constraining American 

reactions to these points of contention.  First, as long as Americans believe that 

engagement with China will lead to democracy in China they are likely to make and 

accept arguments for continued engagement.  All Americans don’t believe this.  There is 

a small group, which occasionally gets both larger and louder, that claims that 

engagement either doesn’t work or that it has the opposite of the intended effect.  This 
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argument was made often in the years immediately following the Tiananmen Square 

incident (a point in time when attitudes toward China were at their lowest).  While the 

resiliency of the belief in the power of engagement to promote democracy is thoroughly 

demonstrated in the analysis in chapter five, one might seriously question how Americans 

would respond if they were now forced to face another equally dramatic display of 

Chinese authoritarianism after more than thirty years of American engagement and an 

increasingly liberal Chinese economy.  If this belief in the inevitability of democracy in 

China were to be shattered, it could have serious repercussions for the Sino-American 

relationship.  

Second, as long as Americans believe that they can expect future Chinese 

cooperation on one important issue area they will continue to make and accept the 

argument that they should cooperate with China on other current issue areas.  The 

impetus to cooperate with China is a material reality.  The Sino-American relationship is 

highly interdependent.  Those who benefit from this interdependence will continue to 

push for cooperative rhetoric and actions toward China.  But this is only part of the 

picture.  There are numerous areas where such benefits are dependent on future Chinese 

cooperation.  While American dependence on Chinese cooperation is unlikely to diminish 

any time soon, the belief that cooperation is possible could.  If China came to be seen as 

an adversary that couldn’t be trusted, the potential for cooperation would decrease 

rapidly.  Again perceptions of China’s political culture play a likely role.  If Americans 

become disillusioned with the promise of economic liberalism, and repressive 

authoritarianism becomes the defining feature of China within American discourse, then 
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support for the belief that China can be trusted to cooperate with the United States in a 

variety of issue areas will likely be diminished.   

As my study demonstrates there are some important issues, which are likely to 

arise in the near future that have the potential to cause Americans to feel more negatively 

toward China.  First, as reported in chapter three, by comparing American attitudinal 

reaction to Japan in the 1980s with current attitudinal reactions to China, we find that the 

two areas of economic competition that had the largest negative impact on American 

attitudes in the first case are only beginning to appear in the second case.  These are an 

increase in Chinese foreign direct investment in the United States and Chinese movement 

up the production ladder to more directly compete with American manufacturers in high-

tech industries.  On the other hand, while each of these issues might be a cause for rising 

American hostility toward China, there is also some evidence to suggest that the 

American response might be tepid.  The results of the psychological experiment reported 

in chapter four suggest that Americans attitudes are more responsive to the presence of 

threat when dealing with other democracies.  This suggests that even if the same factors 

that caused Americans to feel more negatively toward Japan in the late 1980s were to 

become issues in the Sino-American relationship, Americans might not respond as 

negatively.   

Second, the experiment further demonstrated that subject attitudes toward 

Authoritarian Others are greatly affected by perceptions that the Other’s military 

capabilities are approximating those of the United States.  Since my study also provides 

no evidence to suggest that Americans currently perceive Chinese military capabilities in 

this way, it is reasonable to assume that future increases in media preoccupation with 
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Chinese military capabilities could put downward pressure on American attitudes.  This 

latter seems even more likely to lead to shifts in American images of China than do the 

instances of economic threat discussed above.  In a future study, it would be worthwhile 

to examine how Americans currently perceive China’s military capabilities as well as 

what factors would most contribute to changes in those perceptions. 

Regardless, it is clear that how Americans perceive future changes in Chinese 

capabilities will be greatly impacted by how Americans perceive China’s political 

culture, both its present reality and its liberal prospects.  As long as the majority of 

Americans continue to believe that China is moving in a liberal direction, no matter how 

incrementally, it is likely that the rhetoric of engagement will continue to put upward 

pressure on American attitudes toward China.  While numerous conflicts are likely to 

arise between the United States and an increasingly powerful China, the belief that the 

United States can and should achieve its objectives through cooperating with China will 

also continue to put upward pressure on American attitudes.  The extent to which 

Americans are able to believe in China’s liberal prospects is closely linked with 

American attitudes about the wisdom of this cooperation.  Therefore, it is the extent of 

this belief that is likely to have the biggest impact on American attitudes toward China in 

the future.  
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APPENDIX A:  
 

49 Polls and Surveys used to determine America attitudes toward China 
 

1. ABC News Poll: U.S.-Japan Relations [March, 1990] 
2. Gallup Poll [March, 1991] 
3. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [November, 1993] 
4. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [February, 1994] 
5. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [March, 1996] 
6. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [June, 1997] 
7. Zogby's Real America Poll [May, 1998] 
8. CBS News Poll [May, 1998] 
9. CBS News Poll [May, 1998] 
10. ABC News Poll [June, 1998] 
11. CBS News/New York Times Poll [June, 1998] 
12. Gallup Poll [June, 1998] 
13. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [July, 1998] 
14. Pew News Interest Index Poll [July, 1998] 
15. Gallup Poll [February, 1999] 
16. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [March, 1999] 
17. Gallup Poll [May, 1999] 
18. CBS News Poll [May, 1999] 
19. Time/CNN/Yankelovich Partners Poll [May, 1999] 
20. Gallup Poll [January, 2000] 
21. Gallup Poll [March, 2000] 
22. Gallup Poll [March, 2000] 
23. Gallup Poll [November, 2000] 
24. Harris Poll [November, 2000] 
25. Gallup Poll [February, 2001] 
26. CBS News Poll [April, 2001] 
27. Gallup Poll [February, 2002] 
28. AJC American Jewish Opinion Survey [December, 2002] 
29. Gallup Poll [February, 2003] 
30. Worldview 2003 American On The Eve Of War Survey [March, 2003] 
31. Gallup Poll [February, 2004] 
32. Attitudes Toward China Survey [December, 2004] 
33. Gallup Poll [February, 2005] 
34. Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll [May, 2005] 
35. Gallup Poll [February, 2006] 
36. Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll [May, 2006] 
37. Gallup Poll [February, 2007] 
38. Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll [April, 2007] 
39. Hope & Fear:  American and Chinese Attitudes Toward Each Other 

Survey [August, 2007] 
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40. US Opinions on Asia Pacific Countries and Taiwanese Membership in the 
UN Survey [September, 2007] 

41. US Opinions on Asia Pacific Countries and Taiwanese Membership in the 
UN Survey [September, 2007] 

42. Gallup/USA Today Poll [February, 2008] 
43. Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll [April, 2008] 
44. Gallup Poll [February, 2009] 
45. CNN/Opinion Research Corporation Poll [April, 2009] 
46. Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll [May, 2009] 
47. Gallup Poll [February, 2010] 
48. Pew Global Attitudes Project Poll [April, 2010] 
49. Transatlantic Trends 2010 Survey [June, 2010] 
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APPENDIX B: 
 

44 Polls and Surveys used to determine American attitudes toward Japan 
 

1. General Social Survey [February, 1977] 
2. Gallup Poll (AIPO) [March, 1978] 
3. Japan And Korea [April, 1978] 
4. Gallup/CCFR Survey of American Public Opinion and U.S. [Nov, 1978] 
5. Attitudes Toward Korea [September, 1979] 
6. General Social Survey 1982 [February, 1982] 
7. General Social Survey 1983 [February, 1983] 
8. General Social Survey 1985 [February, 1985] 
9. General Social Survey 1986 [February, 1986] 
10. Gallup/CCFR Survey of American Public Opinion and U.S. Foreign 

Policy 1986 [October, 1986] 
11. Roper/U.S. News & World Report Poll [January, 1987] 
12. People, The Press & Politics Poll [April, 1987] 
13. CBS News/New York Times Poll [May, 1987] 
14. Attitudes Toward U.S.-European Relations [November, 1987] 
15. General Social Survey 1988 [February, 1988] 
16. General Social Survey 1989 [February, 1989] 
17. ABC News/Washington Post Poll [February, 1989] 
18. Gallup Poll [February, 1989] 
19. Cambridge Reports National Omnibus Survey [July, 1989] 
20. Gallup Poll [August, 1989] 
21. ABC News Poll: US-Japan Relations [March, 1990] 
22. People, The Press & Politics Poll 1990 [May, 1990] 
23. People, The Press & Politics Poll 1990 [August, 1990] 
24. Gallup Poll [January, 1991] 
25. General Social Survey 1991 [February, 1991] 
26. Gallup Poll [March, 1991] 
27. New World Order--What The Peace Should Be [March, 1991] 
28. Americans Talk Issues #16 [June, 1991] 
29. ABC News Poll [July, 1991] 
30. ABC News Poll [November, 1991] 
31. Gallup Poll [November, 1991] 
32. Gallup Poll [February, 1992] 
33. General Social Survey 1993 [February, 1993] 
34. ABC News Poll [June, 1993] 
35. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [June, 1993] 
36. General Social Survey 1994 [January, 1994] 
37. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [February, 1994] 
38. Gallup/USA Today/Sankei Shimbun Poll [February, 1994] 
39. ABC News/Washington Post Poll [February, 1994] 
40. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [February, 1994] 
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41. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [June, 1994] 
42. Gallup/USA Today/Sankei Shimbun Poll [June, 1994] 
43. Gallup/CCFR Survey of American Public Opinion and U.S. Foreign 

Policy 1995 [October, 1994] 
44. Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll [November, 1995] 
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APPENDIX C 

SCENARIO #1 Economic Relations between the U.S. and Country X 

[ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIP #1—OPPORTUNITY]  “Country X is a very 

rich country and has a lot of power in the global economy.  Trade between X and the 

United States has been very beneficial for both states.  In the United States, this economic 

relationship has led to consumer benefits such as the greater quality and lower prices of 

many imported products.  The benefits for X have included economic growth and wage 

increases.” 

[ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIP #2—THREAT]  “Country X is a very rich 

country and has a lot of power in the global economy.  The United States has grown 

increasingly dependent on X as American consumers buy more and more exports from X.  

X also holds a very large portion of America’s debt, which some people worry gives X 

additional economic leverage over the United States.  Others blame X for the weak 

American economy and especially for the loss of American manufacturing jobs” 

[POLITICAL CULTURE #1—DEMOCRACY]  Country X is a democratic 

country whose people enjoy free and fair elections as well as basic human rights such as 

free speech and right of assembly.  

[POLITICAL CULTURE #2—AUTHORITARIAN]  Country X is led by an 

authoritarian government that is frequently being accused of human rights abuses.  The 

news media in X is subject to strict government controls and citizens are often 

imprisoned, or worse, for speaking out against the government.  Many Americans believe 

that the United States should stop trading with X until it improves its human rights 

record.  



191 
 

 

SCENARIO #2 Security Relations between the U.S. and Country Y  

[SECURITY RELATIONSHIP #1—OPPORTUNITY/COOPERATION]  

“Country Y is a militarily powerful country that has proven a valuable supporter of 

American efforts to reign in rogue regimes.  Y supported American sanctions against 

North Korea last year and is expected to support sanctions against Iran, which have been 

proposed by the United States and are currently being discussed at the United Nations.” 

[SECURITY RELATIONSHIP #2 –THREAT/CONFLICT]  “Country Y is a 

militarily powerful country that has recently demonstrated an unwillingness to cooperate 

with the United States.  Y refused to support American sanctions against North Korea last 

year and it seems that it is now refusing to support the sanctions against Iran, which have 

been proposed by the United States and are currently being discussed at the United 

Nations.” 

 [POLITICAL CULTURE #1—DEMOCRACY]  Country X is a democratic 

country whose people enjoy free and fair elections as well as basic human rights such as 

free speech and right of assembly.  

[POLITICAL CULTURE #2—AUTHORITARIAN]  Country X is led by an 

authoritarian government that is frequently being accused of human rights abuses.  The 

news media in X is subject to strict government controls and citizens are often 

imprisoned, or worse, for speaking out against the government.  Many Americans believe 

that the United States should stop trading with X until it improves its human rights 

record.  
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APPENDIX D: Code Book 

The following is a description of the rules used to code articles gathered from the New 
York Times for the purpose of determining trends in American media representation of 
China over a twenty-six year period.  The articles were first divided into short passages 
(See Appendix E) and then coded as positive, negative, neutral or non-applicable 
according to the following rules.  These rules were followed by four coders, when coding 
a subset of the data population in order to demonstrate inter-coder reliability.  A 
Pearson’s Correlation test demonstrated a mean correlation among all coders of .84 

 
Form Variable Constructs (code without reading the article first) 

 
 
General Information: 
Title—Record the complete title of the article. 
Issue Date--Record the month and year of publication issue. 
Page Number—Record the page number on which the article appears.  
Source—Record the source in which the article appears. 
Passages58—Record the number of passages in the article. 
Codes—Record the code for each passage. 
 
 

Each passage is coded as one of the following categories: 
 
 
Positive (+): 
This category includes favorable or optimistic depictions of the Sino-American 
relationship,59 as well as favorable or optimistic attitudes toward China60 either as 
expressed by the author of the article, attributed to Americans in general or attributed to 
specific American groups or individuals.  This category also includes favorable or 
optimistic attitudes toward the United States61 attributed to China, the Chinese people, or 
specific Chinese groups or individuals.  This category further includes descriptions of 
actions taken by either country that clearly indicate cooperation, compromise, or efforts 

                                                           
58 In this study the term “passage” refers to a 140-180 word segment of an article.  Instructions on creating 
passages are included in appendix A.   
 
59 In this study the term “Sino-American” indicates the relationship between mainland China (AKA The 
People’s Republic of China) and the United States. 
 
60 In this study the term “China” is used to refer to mainland China (AKA the People’s Republic of China).  
Here the term is used to refer to China as a political body and therefore refers both to the nation in general 
and to government bodies and leaders. 
 
61 Here the term “United States” is used to refer to the US as a political body and therefore refers both to 
the nation in general and to government bodies and leaders. 
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toward improving relations.  Lastly, this category includes actions taken by one country 
that provide explicitly stated benefits for the other country. 
 
Negative (-): 
This category includes negative or pessimistic depictions of the Sino-American 
relationship, as well as unfavorable or pessimistic attitudes toward China either as 
expressed by the author of the article, attributed to Americans in general or attributed to 
specific American groups or individuals.  This category also includes unfavorable or 
pessimistic attitudes toward the United States attributed to China, the Chinese people, or 
specific Chinese groups or individuals.  This category further includes descriptions of 
actions taken by either country that clearly indicate a lack of cooperation, an inability to 
compromise, or any other threat to the relationship as well as descriptions of actions that 
are viewed as illegal or unfair.  Lastly, this category includes actions taken by one 
country that lead to explicitly stated costs to the other country. 
 
 
Neutral (N): 
This category includes any of the following that are not clearly and explicitly discussed in 
favorable, optimistic, unfavorable, or pessimistic terms:  the Sino-American relationship, 
debates about the Sino-American relationship within China or the United States, issues 
either directly or indirectly related to the Sino-American relationship, actions taken by 
either country that impact the Sino-American relationship, relations with a third country 
that impact the Sino-American relationship.  This category further includes descriptions 
of actions taken by either country that do not clearly indicate conflict or cooperation and 
have no clear and explicitly stated impact on the current relationship.  
 
 
Not Applicable (N/A): 
 This category should be applied only in cases where (1) the passage does not refer to 
either China or the United States in any way.  Note that the passage must refer to both 
countries to be considered applicable but need not explicitly mention them both, (2) the 
passage refers solely to relations between China and a third country and the United States 
interest’s or impact on this bilateral relationship is not clear in the text, (3) the passage 
refers solely to relations between the United States and a third country and China’s 
interests or impact on this bilateral relationship is not clear in the text, (4) the passages 
reference to  either China or the United States is solely in geographical terms, or (5) the 
passages reference to China or the United States deals solely with sports (including 
games) or art and there is no inclusion of anything that can be coded as negative or 
positive according to the above rules.  
 
 
Basic Instructions: The following is a list of guidelines given to ensure that all coders 
follow the same basic techniques when coding the texts 
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1. Code each passage as a separate entity. 
2. Code every passage with only one of the following four codes: (+,-,N, NA) 
3. Be sure to code only according to the context of the article. 

a. When in doubt ask yourself how someone with no knowledge of Sino-
American relations would code the passage. 

4. Many passages include both positive and negative elements.  To effectively code 
the passage do the following: 

a. Underline any adjectives or other phrases that indicate positivity or 
negativity. 

b. Look at your underlines to decide on the code for the passage (if more 
positive phrases are underlined then code the passage positive.  If more 
negative phrases are underlined then code the passage negative). 

c. Usually a passage is overwhelmingly either positive or negative but you 
will occasionally need to use your judgment.  For example: it may be 
obvious that one heavily negative phrase outweighs one slightly positive 
phrase.  

d. If a passage has an equal balance of positive and negative code it as 
neutral. 

5. Don’t spend too much time on a single passage—you may want to code with a 
question mark and come back to the passage. 

a. Always code according to the rules in the code book.  You may want to re-
read the code book prior to choosing the code for a particularly difficult 
passages 

6. WHEN IN DOUBT CODE NEUTRAL. 
a. If a passage does not clearly fit the rules for coding positive, negative, or 

not applicable then it should be coded as neutral.  
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APPENDIX E: Framing Passages 
 

Prior to coding texts from the New York Times it was necessary to ensure that articles 
were first broken up into manageable passages.  To ensure that all coders are coding the 
exact same passages the following instructions were followed by all.  
 
 
Each passage should consist of every complete sentence included within nine lines of text 
(135-165 words).  There are two methods that can be used to frame passages: 
 
 
Method one:  
 

1. Place an open bracket in front of the first word of text. 
2. Count nine full lines of text. 
3. Place a closed bracket at the last piece of end punctuation (period, exclamation 

point, or question mark) that appears within those nine lines 
a. This could appear anywhere in the passage and won’t necessarily be on 

the ninth line. 
4. You now have your first passage. 
5. Place an open bracket in front of the first word following the closed bracket. 
6. Count nine lines including the line in which this open bracket is placed. 
7. Place a closed bracket after the last piece of end punctuation that appears within 

those nine lines. 
8. You now have your second passage. 
9. Repeat the process throughout the article. 

 
Method two: 
 

1. Print a PDF copy of any article 
2. Choose the first 9 Lines in the article and cut them out, creating a window. 
3. Use this window on subsequent articles to choose passages. 
4. Place the first word in the article in the upper left hand corner of the window  
5. Place a closed bracket after the final piece of end punctuation that appears within 

the window 
6. Bring the window down so that the first line in the window includes the first word 

following this bracket. 
7. Repeat this process throughout the article. 
8. Note: If the window is difficult to use because one passage begins on one page 

and continues onto the second page then 9 lines can be counted. 
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Additional Information: 
 

• It is fairly rare for a complete page of text to have more or less than five complete 
passages.  If this occurs double check your marks. 

• If four lines remain at the end of the article include them in the previous passage.  
If five or more lines remain they treat them as an additional passage (even if the 
fifth line only includes a single word).  

• Some articles repeat the first sentence twice.  Ignore this anomaly and count as 
usual.  In other words both iterations of this sentence are to be included in this 
passage. 

• The nine lines of text should be complete lines of text.  If a line includes only a 
few words try to adjust for the anomaly (i.e. move your bracket to include a few 
words in the tenth line of text. 

• Two or more sentences separated by a semi colon should not be separated into 
different passages (in other words semi colons should not be considered end 
punctuation). 
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