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The study of international affairs is a challenging, enlightening, and never-
ending process. In our rapidly changing and innovation-driven 21st century 
world, we need now more than ever to foster curiosity, creativity, and 
collaboration to solve global problems and bridge knowledge gaps. From its 
inception in 2021, Sinosphere has had a mission to bring together the voices 
of a worldwide community of graduate scholars on China and to cultivate 
important informational exchanges.

The second edition shares submissions from the Geneva Graduate Institute, 
the London School of Economics & Peking University, Science Po Paris, 
and our very own School of Global Policy & Strategy, at the University of 
California, San Diego. The publication sheds light on a variety of topics from 
security and technology, to agricultural productivity, human rights, and 
societal conceptions of masculinity in China. 

Given the rise of geo-political tensions across the globe, the time is ripe to 
feature discussions on trends of securitization and privacy concerns. One piece 
uses contemporary international relations theory to analyze political relations 
in the Indo-Pacific, while another evaluates the cultural and economic barriers 
for Chinese enterprises like Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent (BAT) to expand 
globally. Additionally, two papers use rigorous quantitative methods to 
address urgent issues: one author uses elements of the Chinese Household 
Responsibility System to explain some of the productivity improvement in 
China and suggests similar policy recommendations for the Colombian rural 
context, while another examines the effect of China’s economic tools of foreign 
policy influence over other countries’ public positions regarding China’s 
human rights violations in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. Finally, 
our publication expands upon the traditional avenues of geopolitical and 
economic issues and includes a unique observation of how the Chinese state 
influences perceptions of masculinity in contemporary China.

Sinosphere Journal would not be where it is today without the hard work 
and dedication of our authors, our editorial and publication team, and our 
faculty reviewers. Thank you to the 21st Century China Center for supporting 
this project from the day of its proposal through to publication. We hope this 

Letter from the Editors
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edition of Sinosphere not only builds on the existing academic knowledge on 
China’s social, economic and political institutions but also brings with it fresh 
new perspectives and insights for you as a reader. 

       Sincerely,

       Swati Nair 
       Elissa Bozhkov

       Editors in Chief
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China, The Quad, and the concerns 
regarding informal intergovernmental 
structures 
 Ryan Mitra 

MA, International Affairs
The Graduate Institute Geneva

The rising multipolar competition in the Indo-Pacific has brought 
various stakeholders closer as well as further polarized relations 

between the Status Quo-its power of the United States of America and the 
revisionist People’s Republic of China.The reimagined bonhomie between 
India, US, Australia, and Japan has been posed as an informal security 
network in Asia called the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue or The Quad. 
While cardinally maintaining that this is not an anti-China grouping, 
its peacetime actions have thus far not effectively defined the principle 
purpose of the grouping. The Chinese narrative of the Quad embodying a 
hostile spirit and effectively representing an “Asian NATO” structure also 
lacks credible merit. This paper aims to locate the status of the the Quad 
as an institution within the metric presented by Vabulas and Snidal on 
intergovernmental organizations, how it needs to diversify its mandate to 
shed the anti-China grouping and Asian NATO imagery, and the several 
impediments that lie ahead for it do so.
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The recent rise of overt Chinese expansionist behavior has been a cause for 
concern for major stakeholders in the Indo-Pacific region. While analysts and 
academics have for long touted the inevitable competition between China 
and the United States, there was a lack of clear consensus in what form this 
competition would materialize and in what manner it would consummate. 
But ever since the start of 2020, China’s hard, military power maneuvering 
has given cause for further consolidation. Deteriorating political relations 
with Japan and Australia, and the Himalayan standoff against India have 
seemingly further substantiated the need for the formulation of The Quad, a 
proposed quadrilateral arrangement with a varying mandate of operations. 
The proposed structure would constitute India, Japan, Australia, and the 
United States. While it is not stated as an anti-China grouping, China’s 
concerns nonetheless seem justified. The author explores the possibility of such 
a grouping materializing in an informal manner based on Duncan Snidal and 
Felicity Vabulas’ works on Informal Intergovernmental Organizations (IIGOs), 
and the inherent pitfalls that States may incur while negotiating through the 
contours of such a structure. Particularly in regards to strategic autonomy, 
asymmetry in resource contribution and control, and agreeing on a set of 
fundamental driving philosophies that are certain enough to tie the parties 
together for the foreseeable future. The author also correlates contemporary 
international relations theory, secondary research in the subject countries’ 
Indo-Pacific policies, and the larger geopolitical trends of securitization in 
Asia.

Introduction

The maritime domain of Asia has increasingly become a geopolitical center 
of tension since the start of the century. China is a major factor and player 
in this development. Revisionist behavior vis-à-vis the United States, flagrant 
violations of international law and non-compliance with the decisions of 
international judicial bodies regarding the South China Sea, and politico-
military hostility vis-à-vis major Asiatic and Oceanic players. These essentially 
summarize the current geopolitical configurations of the Pacific and Indian 
oceans. Therefore, it is easy to point to China as the cause of the re-emergence 
of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue between India, Japan, Australia, and 
the United States in the newly established construct of the Indo-Pacific. There 
are also various other elements why the Quad has reemerged in the way it 
has that do not relate to the China factor, but rather have internal and non-
traditional points of consideration. For the purposes of clarity, the Quad may 
comprise the Indo-Pacific national policies but may not reflect the entire scope 
of these policies. States will maneuver in the region outside the aegis of the 
emerging grouping. Nonetheless, the Quad serves as a critical juncture in 
Asian multilateralism. Furthermore, ‘members’ in this paper refer to the four 
parties to this grouping: Australia, Japan, the US, and India.
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The Quad originally was proposed by Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
in the backdrop of his 2006 vision of a Eurasiatic chain of security, the ‘Arc 
of Freedom and Prosperity’1 and the 2004 coordinated humanitarian aid and 
disaster relief (HADR) efforts of the four members in response to the tsunami 
that had rocked South-East Asia. The original conception of this security 
dialogue was on the lines of Japan’s foreign policy orientation that wanted 
to use multilateral diplomacy to ensure mutual respect of rule of law and 
freedom in its domains of principal interests. The first and the only meeting 
of the Quad until 10 years later was in 2007 at ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 
meeting in Manila.2 For this paper, the 2007 proposal of the Quad will be 
referred to as Quad 1, and the reemergence of the grouping in 2017 as Quad 2. 
Even at that time, the 4 member States had repeatedly stated that the meeting 
on the sidelines of the ARF and the general concept of the security dialogue is 
not oriented traditionally towards one specific State, but rather is focused on 
the non-traditional issues that are applicable to all stakeholders in the Indian 
Ocean Region and Asia-Pacific region (these two regions were reconfigured 
as one, the Indo-Pacific in the second decade of the century, and fueled the 
rhetoric of the reestablishment of Quad 2). But an antagonized China issued 
demarches against all 4 countries wanting to know the purpose of the official 
level meeting and considered this to be the first steps towards creating an 
‘Asian NATO’.3 The fragile basis of the bilateral relations of the United States 
and Australia with the East Asian State was given priority. The plug was pulled 
on the Quad before it even met the bare minimum of being considered as some 
form of an institution or organization. In 2017, the conversation around the 
Quad was restarted. The ‘democratic security diamond’ proposed by Shinzo 
Abe in 2012 in material was just a synonym for the Quadrilateral Security 
Dialogue and was the first indicator of the revival of the grouping. Again, at an 
ASEAN summit in Manilla in 2017, official representatives from all four States 
met on the sidelines to discuss a wide variety of issues with the construct of 
the Indo-Pacific being a central theme.4 Two years after this, these meetings 
have continued at a senior-ministerial level annually. Officials met twice in 
2019,5 and once in October 2020 in Tokyo.6 In 2021, the Quad witnessed its first 
leaders level summit.7

The recently declassified US’ Indo-Pacific Strategy document directly calls 
for the creation of a Quadrilateral security framework between itself, Japan, 
India, and Australia.8 The presupposed creation of Quad 2 in the coming years 
raises a few fundamental questions, 1) What is the orientation and purpose of 
this security grouping in 2021? 2) In what manner will this security grouping 
manifest? And, 3) what will the impact be on the unilateral operations of its 
member States and other regional parties? The author believes the answer 
to the first and third questions can be found by categorizing the Quad as a 
type of international organization in response to the second question. Felicity 
Vabulas and Duncan Snidal in their 2013 paper attempt to theorize the concept 
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of Informal Intergovernmental Organizations (IIGOs) which are becoming 
increasingly common in today’s geopolitical landscape.9 The paper argues 
that there exist various international groupings that have influence over the 
workings of the international order in various domains but do not necessarily 
meet all the requirements of a Formal Governmental Organization (FIGO). 
Furthermore, the paper will attempt to categorize the current structure and 
nature of the Quad as a possible institution, its constituting variables, and its 
possible evolution.

No matter what the Quad’s constituting members claim to be the true nature 
of this multilateral grouping, its perceived implications on Asian geopolitics 
cannot go unaddressed. While China has offered a relatively subtler response 
to Quad 2 in comparison to the one in 2007, its politico-military behavior, and 
its economic outreach in the Belt and Road Initiative have become the metric 
with which policy analysts and scholars are now charting the East Asian 
giant’s response to developments in the Indo-Pacific. Furthermore, there have 
been questions raised about the impact of an institutionalized Quad on the 
other regional States, and organizations. India and the US, on a number of 
occasions, have stated that their vision for the Indo-Pacific revolves around 
ASEAN centrality. But States have voiced their concerns around the possibility 
of hyper-securitization and pooling of competition in South-East Asia as a 
consequence of the materialization of the Quad. In light of this, this paper will 
analyze the scope and applicable domains of the Quad. The questions being 
pursued here are, ‘is the Quad truly headed towards being a security alliance 
such as NATO?’ And ‘how inclusive will this grouping be moving forward if 
it does undertake a multi-domain role and/or turns into a security alliance?

Theory of IIGOs

Felicity Vabulas and Duncan Snidal in their 2013 paper attempted to theorize 
IIGO related State behavior. They state international organizational theories 
only consider “international choice as a binary decision between decentralized 
cooperation and FIGOs.”10 They further argue that there is a wider spectrum of 
significant informality in modern-day multilateralism, and IIGOs representing 
this spectrum are an intermediary between non-institutionalized interactions 
and FIGOs.11 IIGOs have chartered the way forward for various developing and 
rising powers in the international order to navigate power plays of powerful 
States, especially after the end of the Cold War. Such informal organizations 
play an influential role in domestic operations, non-institutional interactions 
of States, and even some FIGOs. A critical difference between FIGOs and 
IIGOs is the element of institutional capability. An IIGO due to its character 
would not hold any hard power capabilities to implement its will and will 
depend on FIGOs to do so. On the other hand, IIGOs’ character also allows 
States to engage in negotiations and agreements that would not have been 
possible under the rigid constitutions of FIGOs. This has created a mutually 
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beneficial circle between these two types of international organizations 
(IOs). For example, the Group of 8 has enabled its participating members to 
overcome various deadlocked issues in FIGOs, but it was dependent on the 
International Monetary Fund for its long-term implementation and binding of 
these States to these commitments.12 IIGOs can also be trans-domain in nature 
and are not centered towards one theme or area of issues, allowing it to not 
be contained to one specific area of international politics. The negotiations 
undertaken within these organizations have a wide scope of various domains, 
and States tend to undertake a multipronged approach while interacting with 
other members.

This character of IIGOs has its own set of advantages and disadvantages. A 
clear advantage is that the organization is casual and non-structured therefore 
can be molded to meet the interests of the members with no constitutional 
constraints granting it greater flexibility and management during high 
uncertainty. Furthermore, States can undertake a dialogue with other 
members without the constraints of being bound to any formal commitments, 
thus allowing greater State autonomy. Lastly, IIGOs tend to attract States that 
are looking to unite on a common set of rules, norms, visions, and beliefs; 
they are established on the premise of existing confidence and do need active 
confidence-building measures (CBMs) to be implemented. The fact that IIGOs’ 
creation is based on the chronicity of inter-State interaction rather than a 
charter-based formality highlights this confidence and enables low short-term 
transaction costs and speed in new arrangements. But these organizations can 
run into obstacles if there are no formal mechanisms in place outside of it 
to ensure adherence of the members to the agreed commitments. It is to be 
noted IIGOs can turn formal overtime to constitutionalize their operations and 
create binding parameters for all its members.

The two authors define IIGOs on the following lines:13 

1. An explicitly shared expectation—rather than a formalized 
agreement—about purpose 

2. With explicitly associated State “members” who,

3. Participate in regular meetings but have no independent secretariat or 
other significant institutionalization such as a headquarters and/or permanent 
staff. Regular need not be on a fixed schedule; the timing of sessions might be 
driven by need or other consideration. The point is that the group expects to 
interact in the future and it is not a one-off occurrence.

And, the following table charts the informal-formal spectrum of 
intergovernmental agreements:14 
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Figure 1: Table depicting the organizational structure of 7 institutional 
arrangements.

Adding to this theory, the theory of minilaterlalism and Wooyeal Paik 
and Jae Joe Park’s paper on The Quad’s search for Non-Military Roles shed 
important light on the institutional character of the Quad. As per the US 
Department of Defense, a minilateral, while studying international security is 
defined as ‘meetings between small subsets of nations, typically three or four, 
designed to address common security interests in a more focused setting.’15 
Traditionally, minilaterals were international structures that consist of States 
with similar security ambitions and interests. Noting that since the start of 
the century various minilaterals have emerged as powerful proponents in 
international security, like the G8, it is understood that States have expanded 
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their understanding of ‘security’ to be widened beyond simple politico-
military considerations but also consider contemporary issue domains 
such as regional economic integration, climate change, cybersecurity, 
domestic development, and rule of law in global commons. Paik and Park 
in their paper dichotomize modern minilaterals security cooperation and 
motivations as per the following table:16 

Figure 2: Table depicting goals and motivations for minilaterals

The different groups and types of minilaterals can highlight their existing 
formal or informal nature, and chart its transformations depending on the 
evolution of their goals and motivations. It is important to note minilaterals 
when they are formed can either be agenda-centric or State-centric. The former 
meaning the States constituting the minilateral are looking to address a very 
specific domain or issue, therefore they face less internal resistance while 
setting up the scope, role, and functions of the grouping. Whereas a State-
centric grouping tends to be broader and dependent on the State’s constituting 
it rather than the agenda they are convening over. While this allows greater 
participation, it tends to make cooperation around a specific role or function 
more challenging. This was seen in the case of the Korea-Indonesia-Australia 
cooperation in the Global Green Growth Institute. While these three constituted 
the minilateral, the focus was on climate change and sustainability in the Indo-
Pacific region. But in the interest of pursuing middle-power diplomacy, this 
minilateral eventually included Turkey and Mexico, thus creating the MIKTA 
partnership in 2013.17 This inclusion widened the scope of participation but 
turned the minilateral State-centric, and it is finding it difficult to narrow down 
a role or function for itself as Turkey and Mexico are extra-regional States 
and have different motivations while pursuing security cooperation under 
this minilateral. The conversation is no longer around climate change and 
sustainability in the Indo-Pacific, but about the understanding of these issues 
between the original trilateral members, Mexico, and Turkey. Group 2 style of 
minilateral partnerships that may have been established in mutual interest and 
are agenda-centric can turn sour due to fundamental bilateral disagreements 
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between members. This can cause the dissolution of the grouping, stagnancy, 
and inefficiency, or result in States not keeping their commitments.

This is partially being witnessed in the TAPI (Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, India) pipeline project which is oriented towards increasing natural 
gas supply from Central Asia to South Asia and creating a sustainable economic 
chain of energy.18 The articulation of the four-way agreement and creation of 
the pipeline inevitably drew in the interest of all participating States regarding 
the issues of terrorism and non-State activity in the region, thereby creating an 
ad hoc channel of dialogue between them on the lines of addressing energy 
security and physical infrastructure regarding the protection of the pipeline 
from non-traditional forces. The current stagnancy and inertia in setting up 
the internal sections of the pipeline in Pakistan and India19 and the overarching 
security realities between the two States have not overridden the partnership 
but have actively inhibited it from achieving its objective in a timely manner.

Noting these theories, the author argues the Quad can be characterized based 
on the spectrum these papers collectively establish; Quad as a minilateral 
could transform into an IIGO. The possibility of an institutionalized Quad in 
the third decade of this century could be the litmus test of studying the future 
of Asian multilateralism. Similar to the US’ Hubs and Spokes policy in Asia 
during the Cold War, the geopolitical realities of the region do not support 
a linear mirroring of security policies pursued in the Atlantic region and 
Europe. Furthermore, the involvement of countries like India whose foreign 
policies are evolving in a manner where it wishes to retain its defensive 
realities philosophies but not be oblivious to overt dangers surfacing around 
its littorals will be the defining feature of an institutionalized Quad. 

The character of the Quad

Quad 2 serves as an interesting case study to understand the evolving 
multilateral dimensions of Asian geopolitics. As of February 2021, the Quad 
has no clear constitution; there isn’t a charter, treaty, agreement, or secretariat. 
It is clear that the Quad is far from being a FIGO, and considering there is 
no overarching institution over the meetings and collective operations of the 
4 States, it is also not an IIGO under a FIGO. For this paper, the ‘founding’ 
members of this minilateral are the US, Japan, Australia, India, and there 
is the possibility of other States, like Canada,20 joining this group over time 
(with the grouping titled as Quad Plus), showing institutionally it is open 
to including future members in its exercises and operations. But the author 
here puts forward an argument that the Quad is simply not the collective 
participation of all 4 members together, but also the different permutations 
and combinations of trilateral and bilateral networks amongst the members 
that 1) facilitate the objective of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific and 2) influence 
the region to respect established norms and rules through including but also 
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beyond politico-military posturing.

As mentioned earlier, the 4 members have agreed to host regular senior-
level meetings and have met on various occasions, including their recent 
meeting in Tokyo in October 2020. But apart from a few quadrilateral 
maritime exercises, the States as a quadrilateral group have not entered 
into any formal or structured commitment. While this fluidity allows all 
States to adapt to the geopolitical scenarios as they develop, it also doesn’t 
substantiate their collective commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific in a 
structured and traceable manner. The author believes the Quad is currently 
a ‘Group 3’ kind of minilateral and the arrangement as of now is simply 
an ‘Explicit Agreement Consultation’ indicating that the currently agreed 
regularity of meetings is not the inception of this grouping as an IIGO but 
a critical juncture in the process that has been on-going since Quad 1. The 
confidence between the 4 countries has ebbed and flowed as is the nature of 
multilateral structures, but the foundational base of the Quad as an IIGO will 
be the trilateral and bilateral relations all of these countries share. Taking the 
example of the Malabar exercise, the naval exercise that in 2020 became the 
media highlight of the Quad began as a bilateral exercise between the US 
and India shortly after the end of the Cold War. In 2015, in the backdrop of 
increasing geopolitical tension in Sino-Japanese relations, and the South China 
Sea issue, Japan formally joined the exercise as the third participant, and in 
2020 the exercise included Australia (with no guarantees about its continued 
participation).21 The bilateral exercises of two of the members were expanded 
to include the other members to fortify their collective posturing. This would 
not have been possible if the fundamental network didn’t exist and confidence 
between the States had not been built over time. Similarly, in the economic 
and development domain, the United States, Japan, and Australia are making 
efforts to provide alternatives to Chinese investments in the Indo-Pacific,22 and 
are actively seeking India’s participation within the same system. Additionally, 
the trilateral security dialogue between Japan-Australia-US is arguably the 
principal security grouping in the Indo-Pacific. The evolution of this security 
dialogue is similar to what can be observed around the Quad. Before turning 
into a formal institution, the trilateral dialogue held regular ministerial-level 
meetings which were then followed by leaders’ level meetings, and was finally 
augmented and formalized by a ‘Security and Defense Cooperation Forum’.23 
The instruments, agreements, and code of conduct for different military wings 
and political institutions within this grouping will serve as the blueprint and 
bedrock as these three States and India move towards structuring the Quad.

To understand the character of the Quad, knowing the motives and 
ambitions behind a ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ is needed. The very premise of 
promoting and securing this philosophy and vision shows that there exist some 
traditional and/or non-traditional threats against it. Addressing the latter, the 
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proposal of Quad 1 was in the backdrop of a successful operation between the 
4 countries while addressing the non-traditional issue of the 2004 tsunami and 
providing HADR support to the affected region. On the other hand, piracy and 
sea-based terrorism are direct threats to freedom of navigation and sea lanes of 
communication. Over time, States have taken effective measures unilaterally 
and in cooperation to stifle the threat of piracy in the Gulf of Aden and around 
the Malacca Strait. Operation Ocean Shield which was NATO’s contribution 
to anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden was coupled with operations 
of the Indian and Japanese Navies proving multilateral efforts to tackle non-
traditional issues can be effective over an extended period of time. While 
India was not part of the US’ Combined Task Force 151, the navies of the two 
countries effectively coordinated their operations in the region.24 Similarly, the 
coordinated exercises being conducted on a regular basis amongst the Quad 
countries feature anti-piracy and HADR operations. Hence, the non-traditional 
threats to a Free and Open Indo-Pacific are principally agreed upon, and there 
is space for increasing cooperation under an institutionalized Quad 2. But the 
pursuance of greater cooperation to tackle piracy and sea-based terrorism will 
raise further questions about the inclusivity of other stakeholders, which will 
be addressed later in the paper.

Pursuing security against traditional threats is where the asymmetry 
between the Quad members starts to emerge. Tracing the origins of the Quad, 
it can be argued that the alliance initially was proposed on politico-military 
lines due to no other dimensions of the dialogue existing. However, this 
cannot be a definite matter of fact as Quad 1 fizzled out after one meeting and a 
single naval exercise in 2007. The emerging Quad 2 in its current configuration 
is wider than a simple politico-military peacetime alliance. Along with the 
network of various peacetime maritime exercises, there is a substantial 
economic dimension to it. The Belt and Road initiative is a prominent point 
of consideration in the Indo-Pacific policies of all four-member States. The 
response to China’s economic foothold in maritime Asia may well lie within 
the emerging architecture of the Quad 2. The form and nature of this response 
and its compatibility with the other prong of maritime security deepen this 
asymmetry. While having a larger Indo-Pacific maritime security policy 
that looks to protect the integrity of the High Seas as a global common or 
maintain sea lines of communication (SLOCs) is noted, the application of other 
dimensions of the Quad, such as infrastructure investments, territorial and 
maritime sovereignty integrity, developmental aid, and sea-based patrolling, 
cannot be as universal and macro, and will need to be given specific regional 
and country-based consideration. For example, India’s primary area of interest 
and influence will continue to remain in the Indian Ocean Region and mainly 
focused around its littorals. The South Asian State will fundamentally look to 
curtail further Chinese incursion into its principal sphere of influence and also 
create restraints to increasing Chinese investments amongst specific regional 
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players. It can channel these objectives through the emerging architecture and 
re-buff its efforts in the region with the support of the other members through 
the various networks that are existing between the four currently. But the 
current character of the Quad has minimal bureaucracy and as its objectives 
formalize over time,25 it will need to centralize its bureaucratic capacity to a 
certain extent to create a chain of communication and coordination across 
various issue domains and regions of operations within the Indo-Pacific.

Furthermore, these operations are fundamentally in place to support 
strategies of deterrence and operations in peacetime. But what about in times 
of military crises? There is no evidence or guarantees that the Quad would 
operate as a cohesive multilateral structure in response to direct hostilities in 
the Indo-Pacific. While multilateral military and political posturing have their 
implications, they are still peacetime operations. Nonetheless, if the Quad 
does encompass security guarantees in the future, a structured military chain 
of command is essential in this regard, and the lack of hierarchy could prove 
to be problematic for an IIGOs’ larger objective. To address the possibility of a 
conflict, a critical change must materialize in India’s foreign policy now. India’s 
hesitance with such multilateral groupings has always stemmed from these 
hampering its strategic independence. Observing the other participants being 
more committed to the Quad more than ever is a sign of confidence, but it may 
also be a product of today’s geopolitics in Asia and China, which of course is 
not set in stone and neither is averse to other changes in the global sphere. In 
light of these changes, New Delhi needs to factor in where it places the Quad 
moving forward in its foreign policy objectives, and how much of a concession 
it is willing to make to inculcate an informal security organization/grouping 
to its political and strategic arsenal. This applies to the other members as well. 
Strategic clarity is immovably critical.

In summary, the Quad has the potential to turn into an IIGO eventually; a 
possibility that will be addressed ahead in the paper. The current configuration 
should be considered as the inception point of the Quad as an informal 
minilateral structure but a watershed point in an on-going process that was 
initiated back in 2007. Its character is that of Group 3 minilateral right now, 
making it multi-dimensional and not solely politico-military in character. 
Its focus on a Free and Open Indo-Pacific is solely not around freedom of 
navigation but also providing security from non-traditional scenarios like 
natural disasters and piracy. Furthermore, the Quad is an umbrella structure 
that is propped up by the various issue domain networks existing amongst 
the member States allowing it to influence various domains, sub-regions, and 
a spectrum of factors as a singular unit before even materializing as a traceable 
IIGO. That is why the Quad is the next evolution of multilateralism in Asia 
and will be a significant variable in China’s rise as a superpower.
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China and the Quad

Clarity around the basic concept of a ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ does not 
have to be traditionally oriented against one State under the Quad. As per the 
Japanese Government, the concept is centered around developing a free and 
open Indo-Pacific region as an ‘international public good’ through ensuring 
the rule-based international order which is inclusive and transparent.26 
Furthermore, they have gone on to espouse ASEAN’s centrality to the Indo-
Pacific construct, as has the United States,27 and India.28 This position around 
the Indo-Pacific is on principal synonymous amongst all the 4-member States. 
Two questions arise from this position: 1) Is the Quad adopting the mandate of 
enforcing rules within the Indo-Pacific construct? and 2) how inclusive will the 
Quad be in terms of strategic participation across all the domains considering 
China’s growing BRI foothold in Southeast Asia?

The rhetoric around the Quad has ubiquitously been associated with a 
‘rules-based’ approach to governing the Indo-Pacific. The context around 
this approach is the flagrant violation by China of existing international law, 
United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), and international 
maritime law. The current Chinese operations in the South China Sea that 
violate the maritime sovereignty and Economic Exclusive Zone of various 
ASEAN countries,29 along with its outstanding maritime border disputes with 
Japan have repeatedly seen an international call for a cease of the transgressive 
activities by the East Asian giant. Considering that there had been some 
headway of bridging the gap between China and ASEAN by setting up 
the Code of Conduct in the South China Sea, there still exists no effective 
mechanism to ensure Chinese compliance. The softening stance of China in 
the region should not be considered as a benevolent turn towards accepting 
the current international regime as it still continues to boast one of the most 
powerful and aggressive military presences in the region. In 2019, China 
still held its claim that the South China Sea Islands and Diaoyu Islands are 
inalienable parts of Chinese territory.30 They were pushing to build defense 
infrastructures in these disputed sub-regions in the interest of protecting their 
‘sovereignty’.31  Within this reality, the Quad has space to garner legitimacy 
from other regional stakeholders as turning into the informal mechanism that 
uses soft power tactics, military posturing, economic outreach, and speech 
acts to pursue abidance to existing rules. Furthermore, if the Quad was to 
turn into a more inclusive grouping like the hypothesized Quad-plus it could 
turn into a Group 2 kind of minilateral and turn into a functional coalition of 
the willing with IIGO traits. This would allow the streamlining of dialogue, 
the establishment of rules, and the enforcement of mechanisms amongst like-
minded States. While enforcing the rules among these like-minded States will 
become easier, there will still be an enforcement deficit vis-à-vis non-members 
who would realistically have no political or moral obligations to the IIGO. This 
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is the center of the competition between China and the hypothesized Quad.

As stated earlier, the networks between the members on which the Quad 
is being set up includes various economic dimensions. Many of which are 
oriented towards opposing China’s BRI investments in strategically critical 
States in the Indo-Pacific. The declassified US Indo-Pacific strategic document 
calls for reducing the variables that facilitate Chinese coercion in the region 
which then further refers to a still-classified document titled ‘US Strategic 
Framework for Countering China’s Economic Aggression.’32 An example of 
this can be seen in the Australian Infrastructure Financing Facility for the 
Pacific. A $2 billion investment that is aiming to develop critical infrastructure 
in the Pacific Island Countries. Under this, the United States has collaborated 
with Australia in important strategic investments. The Manus Island Base 
deal which was principally between Australia and Papua New Guinea was 
also co-opted by the United States, allowing the increased naval presence of 
both these countries in the Oceanic region.33 Papua New Guinea has also seen 
combined investment from Australia and the US in the energy and electricity 
sector that is aiming at countering China’s infrastructure investments in the 
Indo-Pacific Island country. The investment is aiming to facilitate 70% of 
the country’s electricity output by 2030.34 Both these countries have pursued 
further cooperation in these projects with New Delhi, who thus far has been 
hesitant in engaging on these lines.

Fundamentally, if the Quad wants to shed the image of an emerging traditional 
security alignment it needs to delineate how it is not an anti-China grouping. 
While ministers and diplomats from the member States have repeatedly stated 
that their meetings thus far are not oriented towards antagonizing China, their 
maritime exercises, and the trilateral and bilateral networks under the Quad 
structure have been oriented against Chinese expansionism in Asia. If the 
Quad is to adopt an economic outreach and developmental role in the Indo-
Pacific focusing on strategically valuable points amongst Indo-Pacific Island 
countries and amongst ASEAN countries, it will need to be contextualized 
against the larger competition all 4 States have vis-à-vis the East Asian Giant. 
The example of Papua New Guinea as strategic investments by Quad countries 
is to increase their strategic presence in the region while actively cutting 
Chinese influence. In terms of maintaining the rule of law and the integrity 
of UNCLOS, the Quad can orient itself in being the informal enforcement 
mechanism against any transgressor, but it can only legitimize this claim if it 
were to act equally on non-Chinese transgressions within the construct. Here 
is where the questions of inclusivity and the asymmetry within the domain 
are magnified.

Transformation of the Quad

The Quad clearly has two presupposed functions: traditional security 
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concerns and non-security oriented concerns. While the security functions 
relate directly to the politico-military relations between the members and 
geopolitical dimensions of Asia. The non-security functions can relate 
to economic outreach, development, human rights, and non-traditional 
issues such as natural disasters and calamities. Considering the members 
have reiterated ASEAN’s centrality to their respective Indo-Pacific policies, 
the importance of SLOCs of South East Asia, and the growing economic 
and military dominance of China within the region, the Quad’s functions 
fundamentally and in practice will be focused around the waters and littorals 
of ASEAN States.

In peacetime, the traditional security functions can be streamlined over 
time, and do not come at great transactional costs if the institution remains 
informal. Military posturing against a rising adversary lies in the interest of 
the members and other States that may be looking to collaborate under the 
Quad-plus structure and other regional stakeholders that are influenced by the 
great power games but do not unilaterally possess the capabilities to challenge 
the powerful adversarial player. Therefore, the numerous exercises amongst 
the members and in collaboration with South East Asian States and extra-
regional players like Canada, and the United Kingdom is a trend that will 
legitimize the Quad in the region as a minilateral that is focusing on maritime 
security issues through deterrence against transgressors (which as of now 
is China), anti-piracy and HADR operations. The prerogative of a ‘Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific’ can be satisfied if the finer nuances of maritime exercises 
and patrols in the Indo-Pacific region are addressed. To increase cooperation 
with and confidence in the Quad, the kind of exercises undertaken by the 
grouping needs to expand beyond the Malabar exercises undertaken around 
Indian littorals. If the grouping is aiming to serve as an informal enforcing 
mechanism of international maritime law, and the agreements of other 
relevant regional bodies such as ASEAN, it needs to increase its collective 
physical presence in South-East Asia. This factor as of now remains fractured 
on many levels. Regarding the title of operations, there has been confusion in 
the past where an operation was titled as a ‘patrol’ rather than an ‘exercise’ 
which has deep implications in the foreign policies of various stakeholders. 
For example, Operation ‘Sagittarius’ where Indian ships escorted American 
ships through the Malacca Strait was earlier reported as ‘patrols’ which was 
highly contentious and concerns were raised by Malaysia. While this was 
corrected in the media, later on, it is to be noted as an escort mission that is in 
abidance with international law.35 On another occasion, the issue of command 
in joint operations emerged. In 2016, Admiral Harry Harris was misinterpreted 
as saying that India and the US should also conduct joint operations under 
the ‘US Flag’. This was also later corrected by the Indians, and they indicated 
they are willing to undertake ‘coordinated patrols’ with both countries 
retaining the autonomy of operations in their theater of operations.36 As the 
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role of operations, exercises, and patrols amongst the member States and other 
regional players expand, this very critical variable needs to be streamlined.

The non-security functions also currently have a mixed range of 
compatibility with the ASEAN States. Functions such as HADR operations 
and anti-piracy patrols and operations will witness a sustained effort and 
deliverables amongst the members and in coordination with the ASEAN 
States. There is even scope for including the Chinese within this set of 
functions as not only does it lie in China’s interest to prevent piracy in the 
high seas in SouthEast Asia, but also provides the Quad counter-balance to 
the perception of it being anti-China. The US, China, India, and Japan have 
previously cooperated and coordinated their anti-piracy operations since 2018 
to tackle Somalian pirates.37 The economic functions on the other hand can be 
contentious due to China’s strong presence in the region in various domains 
including infrastructure, labor, and investments, and loans. Furthermore, 
India’s hesitance of being involved in a multilateral, multipronged economic 
partnership with States in the region is well noted, including its recent non-
participation in the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership,38 which 
saw ASEAN countries collaborating with Japan, Australia, and China. The 
domestic environment of India and its politically charged agricultural sector 
does not indicate New Delhi’s stance on such partnerships changing anytime 
in the foreseeable future.39 Furthermore, considering the expansive approach 
China has undertaken under the BRI and modern silk road, a Morgan Stanley 
report states it is on track to be worth over $1 trillion by 2030.40 This poses a 
very difficult position for the emerging grouping as there is no basic consensus 
over economic investments amongst the members.

Within these two functions, there is great space for asymmetry, meaning the 
Quad cannot be agenda-centric and will remain State-centric. And as it stays 
State-centric, the character of the Quad will resemble the members’ common 
national characters. The principal character is their democratic nature. The 
informal nature of the organization will allow the States to tackle the issues 
without having to face the bureaucratic and tedious processes associated with 
FIGOs.  But without a constitution and the grouping’s critical geopolitical 
position in Asian affairs, the will and commitment of each member State will be 
susceptible to democratic changes in government and democratic discourses. 
The role of liberal institutionalism, IIGOs, and democratic practices may prove 
to be a positive overture over time, as States are increasingly craving order 
within a region that is heating with traditional competition. While this form of 
global governance is far from perfect, it comes with lived experiences, and also 
allows the Asian States that have previously been on the fringes of establishing 
the structures, norms, and rules of such governance to be at the center of it. 
The Quad and its role in the Indo-Pacific at large are India’s opportunity to 
attempt to fulfill its prophesied role of a global leader (of consequence).
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It is important to look at the Quad in the context of other multilateral or 
trilateral agreements/groupings that are present in the region. The trilateral 
between Australia-Japan-USA, and multilaterals like ASEAN and RCEP are 
some examples that play a substantial role in or influence the governance 
and international relations of the Indo-Pacific in various domains: economics 
and trade, exchange of Human Resources, security and strategic posturing, 
non-traditional security, infrastructure, investment, PPPs and sea lanes of 
communication. The Quad, if it concretely materializes, will not overcome/
replace any FIGO. The question that arises is what is the Quad’s nexus with 
IIGOs that have mainly been centered around security and strategic posturing 
and agreements. The Quad in terms of State participation is not extraordinary 
considering the members constituting it, all 4 members are already present 
in various permutations and combinations of informal groupings along with 
some other regional State stakeholders. While it can be argued that each of 
these groupings is either agenda-centric or State centric, the rhetoric around 
the Quad is most definitely the latter. Taking the example of the trilateral 
between USA-Japan-Australia, if the Quad materializes into a security 
IIGO with a broad and unspecific agenda, would it replace the established 
operations of the trilateral? The author believes the State centric nature of 
the Quad will materialize in a manner that as consensus is incrementally 
achieved, it will be seen as a blanket structure under which this trilateral and 
all other applicable permutations and combinations will continue to operate. 
The Malabar Exercise of 2020 is an example of this. The media rhetoric and 
academic understanding of the exercises alluded to the assumption that 
the Quad had indeed materialized due to all 4 States participating in these 
exercises that year. But none of these States confirmed this. The term ‘Quad’ 
was not associated with any of the official literature of the exercises. This of 
course compliments the hedging behavior of India but also presents the future 
pathway for the IIGO.

The Quad should be aiming to be an amalgamation of Group 1 and Group 2 
kind of Minilateral-where it plays a supplementing role to other institutions and 
groupings but also brings like-minded States together on an array of agendas 
to influence the regional order (Quad plus). Questions around its traditional 
security role persist, especially its wartime efficacy. While its peacetime role 
is to deter, does the minilateral grouping that has the potential of turning into 
an enforcing IIGO crumble in the face of actively and militarily fulfilling its 
promise of ensuring a ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific?’ The Quad is not an Asian 
NATO, far from it. There have been no security guarantees signed. Neither 
has there been a hint of an ‘Article 5’ kind of treatment amongst the members. 
The Quad is too fluid, and will face waves of uncertainty before it matures into 
an IIGO (if the geopolitical conditions support this evolution), and even so it 
will still be leagues behind the kind of organization unit NATO is to European 
security.
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Fierce Competition from the USA, 
Privacy Concerns, Geopolitical Tensions, 
and Cultural Differences: Can Baidu, 
Alibaba, and Tencent Successfully 
Expand Beyond China?

In China the regulatory framework for domestic and foreign tech 
companies has not only been influenced by economic and political 

rationales but also by geopolitical ones in the past decades. Thanks to the 
Chinese regulatory framework along with other factors, Baidu, Alibaba, 
and Tencent (BAT) have managed to build-up and hold on to monopoly-
like positions in China and are now attempting to expand globally. In this 
context this paper seeks to evaluate the BAT’s prospects of expanding 
successfully in different regions. The paper identifies four main barriers 
for the BAT: competition by Google, Amazon, and Facebook, privacy 
concerns and distrust towards Chinese enterprises and the Chinese 
government, geopolitical tensions with different countries, and cultural 
differences. Drawing on quantitative and qualitative sources the paper 
further argues that these barriers differ strongly in their relative and 
overall importance between different regions. The paper concludes that 
while the prospects of an expansion to the USA and Western Europe are 
less promising, there is significant potential for the BAT to further expand 
to other regions such as Southeast Asia.

 Friedrich Bosch
MA, International Economic Policy
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Introduction

The Chinese Communist Party’s “tech crackdown”1 had a strong negative 
effect on Baidu’s, Alibaba’s, and Tencent’s growth forecasts for 2022. The 
political measures have mainly impacted the BAT’s revenue growth on the 
Chinese domestic market2 while the international business is growing at 
significantly higher rates.3  In addition to the increasing saturation4  of the 
Chinese market, the latest political developments are a strong incentive for 
the BAT to attempt to expand to global markets and to compete with Google, 
Amazon, and Facebook (GAF). Given the interlinkage of the economic and 
the geopolitical realm in the People’s Republic of China, these questions are 
of crucial importance regarding the setting of normative standards on human 
rights and privacy in the long term, particularly in low and middle-income 
countries5. 

In this context we seek to answer the following question: Can the BAT6* 
expand to global markets successfully and become a global rival to the GAF?  
This question will be addressed with the following four factors: I. The BAT’s 
dominance in China is a seemingly ideal starting point for the expansion to 
other regions. II. There are four main barriers to the BAT’s global expansion. 
III. The negative impact of these four main barriers strongly depends on the 
context of the target region. IV. Case Study: Alibaba’s unsuccessful expansion 
to India.

The BAT’s dominance in China is a seemingly ideal starting point for the expan-

sion to other regions
The BAT’s role on the domestic and global market 

The most important similarity between Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent is their 
dominant position in their respective sectors of China’s digital economy. 
Baidu Inc.’s search engine had a market share of 83% (October 2021)7  in 
China, while Google – whose capacity and services are strongly limited in 
China – plays only a minor role with 2.2%8.  Despite a significant decrease in 
the past months9, Alibaba’s market share in Chinese e-commerce continues to 
be extraordinarily high with about 47%10; Amazon had given up the Chinese 
Market in July 201911.  Tencent’s WeChat which has 1.2 billion monthly active 
users globally, is being used by 78% of 16- to 64-year-old people in China,12  
while Facebook is blocked in most of China except Hong Kong, Macau, and 
Taiwan13.  Additionally, Tencent has a 54% market share of the Chinese mobile 
gaming market (2020).14 

It is only thanks to their role in the huge domestic market that the BAT are 
viewed as potential rivals to Google, Amazon, and Facebook, which remain 
substantially bigger in terms of revenue, as Figure 1 shows by the example of 
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Alibaba and Amazon (See Figures 2 and 3 in the appendix for a comparison of 
Baidu and Google, and Tencent and Facebook).

Figure 1: Graph depicting data from 2020, except market capitalization 
(Dec. 2021)

The BAT remains comparatively unimportant in international markets; 
accordingly, the lion’s share of the BAT’s revenue stems from the 
Chinese market (the graph below illustrates the case of Alibaba), which 
is continuously growing not only in overall size but also in internet 
penetration.

Figure 2: Annual E-commerce Revenue of Alibaba (2011-2021)
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The BAT’s dominance in the Chinese market is not only due to their 
competitiveness, but because of two other relevant determinants. The first 
determinant is a set of Chinese policies usually referred to as the ‘Great 
Firewall’ that is a major hurdle to foreign companies, particularly those in 
the so-called internet economy.15  The internet filtering system, which is often 
viewed as one of the “most sophisticated in the world”,16  requires heavy 
censorship from all – including western – enterprises, many of which have 
chosen or were forced to abandon the Chinese market.17  The Great Firewall 
is not only a means to exercise control over public opinion and anticipate and 
prevent protests but it is also a very powerful tool for protecting its domestic 
tech giants.18  A second factor that contributes greatly to making the BAT so 
dominant in the Chinese market is that of language and cultural differences. 
Empirical research on foreign market entries shows that cultural barriers 
constitute a significant hurdle, and that the success rate depends on the firm’s 
level of connectedness within the country prior to market entry.19  Foreign 
firms will thus always experience difficulties when entering the Chinese 
market.

The Chinese market as a potential basis for international expansion      

The BAT’s  dominance of the Chinese market is crucial for it to expand to 
global markets in two ways: The steady growth that the Chinese domestic 
market seems to guarantee (at least until recently) can, according to the 
Brussels based Think Tank Bruegel, be used to cope with the high initial 
investment – for example in start-ups on the targeted foreign market – that 
is necessary to access foreign markets successfully.20  Furthermore, the profits 
on the domestic market can be leveraged to sustain price competition in the 
foreign market. The second way in which the BAT’s dominance of the domestic 
market is crucial for their expansion ambitions is the product-development 
potential. The combination of “enormous amounts of personal information by 
public and private actors – and little protection for individual privacy”21  are 
perfect conditions for the development and optimization of products that can 
later be expanded to foreign markets – such as AI applications.

We have now highlighted the difference between the Chinese market on 
which the BAT are dominant and the majority of markets in the world that are 
dominated by the GAF in their respective sectors. Having analysed in which 
ways the strong Chinese market is fundamental to the BAT’s aspiration of 
becoming a global power, we must add a word of caution to our considerations 
on cultural and language barriers. If cultural and language differences - as we 
suspect - are indeed considerable hurdles to market access, it might be the case 
that expanding to English speaking (and other) markets from China is linked 
to similar difficulties as the access to the Chinese market. In the second part, 
we will take a systematic look at the different barriers that the BAT face when 
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attempting to expand globally.

The four main barriers to the BAT’s global expansion
The GAF’s first-mover advantage

The most relevant mechanism behind the empirical fact that firms or 
products that are first to enter a market have an advantage compared to firms 
or products that enter afterwards is that consumers, economically speaking, 
face a cost of switching from one product to another. This reluctance to switch 
to new products unless they offer a big advantage over the earlier alternative 
has a very strong effect, is well-documented in academic research,22  and is a 
potential explanation for the greatest barrier to the BAT’s global expansion: 
Google, Amazon, and Facebook have already conquered the most lucrative 
international markets. This might not appear like a problem for Chinese firms in 
other sectors where they can leverage competitive prices,23 but against Google, 
Amazon, and Facebook whose services are offered either for free (except the 
data users provide) or rather inexpensively, it is hard to find such leverage. 
In a guest article published in Forbes in 2014, Mohanbir Sawhney has argued 
that it requires disruptive innovation for either Amazon or Alibaba to access 
each other’s turf.24 Since that, the GAF’s turf has increased but Baidu, Alibaba, 
and Tencent are still on the lookout for arguments that could lure clients away 
from the American tech champions. Additionally, Google’s past success on 
the difficult Chinese market shows that its product is indeed competitive even 
without the first-mover advantage: before retreating from the market (partly 
caused by employee protests against its acceptance of China’s censorship 
requirements) Google managed to capture about 33% of the Chinese search 
engine market share.25

The Concerns about privacy  

A second crucial hurdle is the differences regarding the “perception toward 
data”26  and privacy that is likely to make it difficult for the BAT to access 
certain markets. For many users it is hard to believe that data processed by 
Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent cannot be accessed by the Chinese state.27  The 
“suspicion that behind each Chinese tech investment lie political motives”28  
was further fostered by the news that Jack Ma – who had previously been 
viewed as somewhat independent – was revealed to be a member of the CCP 
in 2018.29  The huge gap in perception between China and many other parts 
of the world regarding privacy becomes obvious in a statement by Baidu 
founder Robin Li who described the Chinese people as “more open, or not 
so sensitive”30 on data protection matters and willing to “to exchange privacy 
for convenience or efficiency”.31  This is particularly important because the 
latest research empirically proves a negative impact of privacy concerns for 
customer loyalty32. Another indicator for the preference of (western) consumers 
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for privacy is that the search engine DuckDuckGo (Claim: “The search engine 
that doesn’t track you.”) is constantly gaining popularity, with a new daily 
searches record having been set on January 17, 2022.33 

Geopolitical tensions

Concerns about privacy often intermingle with the third barrier to the BAT’s 
expansion on global markets. Geopolitical tensions, most importantly (but 
not limited to) the rivalry between China and USA, are a big threat regarding 
access to many markets. Often officially justified with concerns about the 
CCP’s access to user data, governments have prevented investments by Baidu, 
Alibaba, or Tencent. In a particularly prominent case, the acquisition of the 
US-based money transfer company MoneyGram was stopped.34 Even more 
straightforwardly, some countries have gone as far as to simply ban the BAT’s 
platforms in times of geopolitical conflict35.  There is another consideration 
that might factor in with countries’ decisions to ban the BAT: As the Great 
Firewall is an immense impediment for foreign firms attempting to access the 
Chinese market, any countries’ government might be inclined to deny market 
access for reciprocity reasons.36

Language and cultural differences

As hinted at the end of the first part, it would be careless to assume that 
language and cultural differences only impact the BAT favourably. On the 
contrary, language and cultural distance can be viewed as a crucial barrier 
to the BAT’s expansion. To date, the BAT’s operations are still very strongly 
limited by linguistic borders. For example, Taobao, which has been described 
as the Alibaba Group’s “crown jewel”37 , continues to be available only in 
Chinese. As mentioned above, empirical research on the impact of cultural 
differences on market entries demonstrates them to be noteworthy barriers to 
market entry38 to the extent that enterprises generally “prefer to locate foreign 
operations in host countries that are […] ‘similar’ to their home country”39  as 
this will “substantially reduce uncertainty and hence increase their likelihood 
of success”.40  Case studies on the potential negative impact of cultural 
differences confirm that such barriers can be sufficiently important to be the 
principal reason for expansion failure.41 

We have now identified four crucial hurdles that the BATs will have to 
overcome or avoid to expand to global markets successfully. In the next part, 
we will find that the BAT’s have – even though it is hardly possible to fully 
circumvent all hurdles – attempted to avoid markets with high entry barriers. 
As it is generally not possible to fully avoid all the above barriers, many of the 
BAT’s expansion attempts have been unsuccessful.

The negative impact of these four main barriers strongly depends on the context 
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of the target region
The avoidance of ‘western’ markets 

The BAT’s have an incentive to avoid the four barriers identified previously 
and to select countries that are easier to access. Accordingly, the BAT have 
never seriously tried to enter ‘western markets’ (such as for example the USA, 
Canada, Germany, the UK, Italy and many others); this is not surprising 
given that the BAT would – to some degree – have had to face all of the four 
barriers we have identified simultaneously. Our analysis hereby is in line with 
other experts who have stated that it is “almost impossible”42 for the BAT to 
“meaningfully penetrate”43 these markets. Despite these grim prospects and a 
general tendency not to attempt expanding to western markets, we currently 
observe an exception that might be the first step of a strategy to conquer the 
GAF’s core western European markets in the long term: Alibaba has been 
investing heavily into the Spanish market. The opening of its first physical 
‘AliExpress Experience Store’ in Madrid44, for example, was interpreted as 
an attempt to get a foot in the door in Europe45.  Tencent’s gaming branch 
is a second exception to avoiding western markets: While Tencent doesn’t 
play a role in its core business of social media, their heavy investments in 
western gaming houses46 has bought them control over a significant share 
of the European gaming market47 – a sector in which they don’t have to fear 
Facebook’s competition. One prominent example is Riot Games which is 
entirely owned by Tencent since 201548 and has published two of the three 
games with the most viewers on US streaming platforms such as Twitch and 
YouTube (as of 2022).49

Mixed results on non-western markets

Baidu has mainly attempted to expand to two countries: The first attempt 
was made in Japan starting in 2007 and in 2012 they launched a second attempt 
on Brazil. Japan was given up because – despite considerable investment and 
prominent, market-experienced staffing50 – Baidu never exceeded a 1% market 
share. The expansion was so unsuccessful that shutting down the Japanese 
servers in 2015 remained unnoticed for months until it was picked up by 
the media.51  After the “flop”52 in Japan, Baidu put the most effort into Brazil 
(building up 400 staff)  53 where it hoped to have good prospects because of 
comparable user behaviour54 in emerging markets.55  Later it turned out that in 
both countries, one main problem was that Baidu arrived only after Google had 
already conquered significant market share and without having a clear product 
advantage to differentiate itself from what Google was already providing.56  
By now, Baidu has given up most its efforts to expand internationally with its 
search engine,57 instead Baidu has been (rather successfully) trying to diversify 
towards AI applications and self-driving cars.58 
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In addition to Alibaba’s current success in Southeast Asia and its unsuccessful 
entry to India (which will both be discussed later in the text), and Spain (that 
we have mentioned above), Alibaba has attempted to expand to several other 
regions, most notably Latin America59 and Eastern Europe. While strongly 
benefitting from pandemic-induced growth in e-commerce in Latin America , 
Alibaba has also managed to claim a significant market share in East Europe, 
where it is stronger than Amazon but weaker than Polish e-commerce site 
Allegro.60  

Tencent’s WeChat has had only limited success outside of China 
(international download statistics indicate a maximum of 100 million users 
outside of China)61  which is likely to be due not only to privacy concerns 
but also to the fact that WeChat is strongly limited in its scope outside of 
China; international users cannot make use of its application ecosystem that 
makes it a “Social Media Swiss Army Knife” 62 within China. In addition to 
the previously mentioned success on the global (including European) gaming 
market, Tencent has managed to tap new sources of revenue in Southeast Asia 
that we will discuss in the next paragraph.

Success in Southeast Asia

After finding that the BAT tend to avoid big investments in western markets 
and observing mitigated results on different global expansion projects all over 
the world, we will now turn to the region that – to date – has held the most 
success for expansion endeavours, Southeast Asia. To the BAT the market 
is attractive in two ways: firstly, the Southeast Asian internet economy is 
expected to grow enormously, to $240 billion in 2025.63  Secondly, the four 
barriers to the BAT’s expansion all tend to be comparatively low in Southeast 
Asia.

After the acquisition of a majority share of Lazada in 2016,64 which was later 
increased to 83% by a second investment,65 Alibaba has managed to secure 
a stronghold on the Southeast Asian e-commerce market very successfully. 
This easy ascent was facilitated by the fact that the market was previously 
“unclaimed”66 as Amazon only plays a (rather minor) role in Singapore, 
while Amazon’s presence is “minimal or non-existent”67 everywhere else in 
the region. Currently, Lazada is 2nd in Southeast Asia by website visits and 
by monthly active users68 and overall holds a 20% e-commerce market share 
in Southeast Asia.69 In 3rd place in the above categories, we find Tokopedia, 
Alibaba’s second highly successful investment in Southeast Asia.

Shopee, Southeast Asia’s number one in e-commerce (by website visits and 
by monthly active users)70, is owned by the investment holding Sea Limited71 
in which Tencent holds a large stake.72 Through this construct, Tencent has 
managed to benefit from the boom of Southeast Asia’s e-commerce business, 
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which used to be outside of the realm of its business activities. Additionally, 
Tencent is also heavily involved in Southeast Asia’s market for online games 
which is large, fast-growing and benefits from a comparatively very young 
population.73

We have found big differences between the investment success and prospects 
between Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent as well as on different markets. While 
Baidu has given up on the expansion of its core business, several of Alibaba’s 
and Tencent’s endeavours have been successful. We have seen that the BAT 
have mostly avoided big investments in western markets, as competition with 
the GAF has indeed turned out to be a crucial barrier to success. On many 
global markets, the results are mixed, while Southeast Asia has turned out to 
be the region in which investment so far has paid off most and which tends 
to have the best long-term prospects for Alibaba and Tencent (and potentially 
Baidu for non-core business). In the fourth part, we will consider Alibaba’s 
attempt to expand to India.

Case study: Alibaba’s unsuccessful expansion to India

With an estimated explosion of the e-commerce market from $15B in 2016 
to $200B in 202674, the Indian e-commerce market has the highest growth 
potential in the world. Therefore, both Alibaba and Amazon have viewed it 
as “critical to their long-term strategy”75 to gain significant market shares in 
India. Compared to other markets, Alibaba Group’s expansion in 2007 started 
relatively early by making the B2B website Alibaba.com available in India. 
However, Alibaba’s early market impact was very limited, and Alibaba’s 
initial move was not backed up by further investment. Only after Amazon 
had announced to heavily invest in India in 2013, Alibaba increased its own 
involvement. Like Amazon, Alibaba started investing in start-ups and internet 
companies that were linked to payment systems and e-commerce, such as the 
two start-ups Snapdeal and Paytm.76 After these first investments it became 
more and apparent that winning the Indian market would be very difficult 
and require much more investment than initially planned: In 2017, Flipkart (of 
which Walmart holds 77% of the stake)77, which was the market leader at the 
time and continues to be just ahead of Amazon78, only managed to increase its 
revenue by 29% at the price of increasing its losses by 68%. For all competitors, 
the main hurdle was that the market did not yet have a payment, logistics, 
and distribution infrastructure comparable to those of the USA, Europe or 
China.79 Faced with these difficulties, Walmart and Amazon turned out to be 
more capable to make the investment necessary to claim the Indian market.80 
Between 2015, when Flipkart and Snapdeal together held about 75% of the 
e-commerce market and 201991, when Snapdeal’s market share had sunk to 
1.9%82, differences in Walmart’s, Amazon’s and Alibaba’s investments have 
made the difference. Hereby it is crucial to note that the dominance on China’s 
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huge market which we have discussed in the first part was not sufficient to 
compete with the likes of Amazon and Walmart. 

However, Alibaba’s comparatively limited financial power is not the sole 
explanation of the observed outcome. In the context of rising (geo)political 
tensions in the conflict on the Sino-Indian border83, hundreds of Chinese apps 
were banned in 2019.84 For Alibaba, the banning hit not only AliExpress but also 
UCWeb, a browser provider (130 million users in January 2018) that Alibaba 
had bought in 2014.85 The subsequent amendment of FDI rules lead to any 
further direct Chinese investment being legally prevented.86 This development 
finally caused Alibaba to put all investment and expansion plans in India on 
hold.87 Finally, the only source of revenue that remains from Alibaba’s big 
hopes for India’s e-commerce is its share in Snapdeal and Paytm whose market 
shares of 1.9% and 1.8%, however, have become almost insignificant.88

The case study of Alibaba’s failed attempt to conquer the Indian market has 
mirrored many of the conclusions that we have drawn in the three previous 
parts. Not making use of its original first-mover advantage, Alibaba found 
itself competing not only with Amazon but also with Walmart financed 
Flipkart, and the competition turned out to be stronger financially and more 
determined to conquer a big share of the market. While consumer concerns 
about privacy as well as cultural and language differences seem not to have 
been decisive, the geopolitical tensions appear to have led not only to a short-
term defeat, but they make any further attempts on the Indian market very 
improbable.

Conclusion

As the growth of the Chinese market is certain to slow down gradually, 
the expansion to international markets is crucial for the BAT. Despite the 
power that Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent have gained by their strength in the 
Chinese domestic market, the barriers to global expansion we have identified 
are substantial. Competition in the GAF’s core markets has – to some degree – 
been avoided and there is much reason to doubt that the BAT will manage to 
gain high market shares in these core markets. This is not only because of the 
GAF’s attractive service products but also because of their superior financial 
power. We have further seen that privacy concerns, geopolitical tensions, 
and cultural and language differences turn out to be important hurdles for 
the BAT’s expansion. Hereby it is crucial to acknowledge that the expansion 
is currently being hindered by the same factors that – directly or indirectly 
via government measures – make the Chinese market such a stronghold for 
the BAT. While the expansion prospects look difficult for Baidu, Alibaba and 
Tencent on the other hand have good chances of increasing their presence in 
different regions, most notably Southeast Asia.
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The impact of these developments, however, is not limited to the three 
companies we have considered in this analysis but there is a strong geopolitical 
side to the matter. Given the undeniable linkages between the Chinese 
Communist Party and the BAT, their expansion must always also be viewed 
as an expansion of the Chinese sphere of influence. 

Appendix

Figure 3: Data from 2020, except market capitalization (Dec. 2021)
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Developing countries like Colombia face budgetary constraints 
in closing their competitiveness gaps. In this sense, the Chinese 

Household Responsibility System (HRS) rural reform offers a unique 
perspective of economic reform due to its success at increasing 
agricultural outputs by implementing policies beyond modifying the level 
of production inputs. The HRS increased agrarian productivity through 
an institutional transformation that granted more autonomy to Chinese 
farmers. This paper offers the reader a discerning perspective of how the 
Chinese Household Responsibility System elements contributed to the 
productivity improvement in China after 1978. Secondly, some lessons 
from the Chinese reform are extracted to suggest policy changes for the 
Colombian rural context.

 David Castro
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What did China achieve? 

The HRS started as an informal arrangement among farmers during the 
post-Mao period of 1978. Under this informal arrangement, each commune 
was able to allocate production resources to each household autonomously. 
The HRS proved to be more efficient relative to Mao’s production teams’ 
system - HRS provided more autonomy to each family to acquire production 
inputs based on their specialized knowledge about land conditions and 
optimal production factors. 

The HRS reform was interpreted as a decollectivization tool that granted 
autonomy to communities in deciding how to maximize production. According 
to Deaking and Meng1, the HRS was responsible for the outstanding income 
per capita growth of 11% in rural areas that implemented HRS compared to 
6.69% using the teams’ production system.

Figure 1 offers a clear perspective of the 1978 reformer’s success: China, a 
country that by the 1970s had an impoverished agricultural sector, is today the 
most efficient food producer in the world. 

Figure 1: Graph depicting Agricultural Total Factor Productivity2

In Figure 1, the time series of China’s Total Factor Productivity (TFP) can 
be observed compared to high-income countries and low-middle-income 
countries. China achieved greater productivity at the beginning of the 2000s, 
but the TFP trend changed positively after 1979 suggesting a significant change 
in this particular year.

The total factor productivity is the output portion that cannot be explained 
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by a direct change in the production factors. A simple explanation can be 
provided through the following expression known as the Sollow residual or 
accounting growth identity:

Sollow Residual3

The Sollow measure of the growth determinants shows the variable “gY” 
as the growth rate of the output, “gL” represents the growth rate of aggregate 
labor, and gK is the growth rate of aggregated capital. The TPF can be defined 
as the residual of subtracting the aggregate growth--which contains the total 
variation of the measure like the GDP-- and the growth rate for the rents paid 
to capital and the development of the labor wages. In this sense, China, by 
1978, was constrained by its fiscal reality and poverty level to increase its 
inputs or to increase its GDP by modifying “gY” or “gK”; this is to invest more 
in machines or pay higher wages to farmers to incentivize their production. 
As a result, the only feasible alternative was to improve the way by which the 
existing capacity was being used: this is by changing the institutions and the 
set of incentives to the economic agents, but also by using the achievements of 
other economic reforms like capital accumulation during the collectivization 
period.

At the beginning of the 1970s, China was still facing the economic aftermaths 
created by the Great Leap Forward and the turbulent social conditions 
imposed by the Cultural Revolution. A perspective of a stagnant farming 
sector is accurately described as follows:

“Between 1952 and 1978, agricultural gross domestic product (GDP) grew 
at 2 percent annually. The average annual growth of net income per capita in 
the countryside was only 1.75 percent. Given that rural areas were mired in 
extreme poverty in the early 1950s, the country was still impoverished when 
reformers took power in the late 1970s.”4

This economic fragility and social instability were the initial scenarios for 
reformers that started what will constitute a radical but gradual transformation 
of the Chinese economy. The merit of the Chinese reforms after Mao’s 
departure lies in recognizing the old system where reformers like Deng 
Xiaoping or Zhao Ziyang had to choose a path full of uncertainties. It was not 
clear if China could provide itself with enough food sovereignty5.

This transformation consisted of a productive transition from having the 
agricultural sector heavily focused on the production of crops to a more 
diversified production where the economic well-being of the farmer was 
part of the variables for increasing the land productivity. The HRS granted 
autonomy to the farmers in the 1978 reform and enabled the rural household 
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to decide what agricultural products could contribute more to their economic 
benefit. As a result of HRS reform, the farmer raised his wealth by having the 
freedom to choose rent-seeking opportunities: farming something different 
than just crops, increasing yields by contracting labor or machinery or having 
a part-time job in an urban industry or farm. Furthermore, the possibility of 
working part-time in the Township and Village Enterprises (TVEs) and part-
time on the farms contributed to increased farmers’ incomes overcoming the 
endemic rural underemployment. In addition, the increased labor mobility 
allowed the Chinese economy to utilize the demographic dividend created 
after the famine during the Great Leap Forward, increasing labor productivity. 

The 1978 HRS reform diversified agricultural production, leading to a higher 
value added in agricultural products. A more diversified agricultural output 
shows how a greater autonomy for farmers was key to changing production 
priorities in the primary sector. For example, between 1978 and 1984, meat 
and edible crops such as cotton and fruit witnessed an increase in its share in 
the GDP. 

Figure 2: Table depicting percentage of the average annual growth rate of 
agriculture and national population in China, 1952–20166

This diversified agricultural output was sustained by the growing demand 
from the rising urban populations. Both rural mobility and increased 
agricultural production contributed to the structural growth process of China 
by providing food and labor. Furthermore, the competitive industrial wages 
increased the migration process from the rural areas to the urbanized cores. 
This urbanization force was responsible for reducing the cropping area by 
80% a year after 1978 to 56% by 20007.

How this achievement was measured: Total Factor Productivity (TPF) 
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transformation in China in the period that matters: 1979-1984 

A common approach for analyzing the agrarian TPF is to understand the 
causes behind the output in the production of crops for the Chinese case. The 
first thing to notice is that crops constituted the primary basis of Chinese food 
sovereignty and a mechanism for developing China through industrialization 
based on trade. Having enough to feed the growing population and surpluses 
to increase industrialization were the main reasons for “squeezing” the 
agricultural sector with strict policies like the Great Leap Forward program or 
the Hukou system. The HRS decollectivization period required an executive 
and risky decision to provide flexibility to rural communities by importing the 
required grain to achieve the procurement goals. Furthermore, it required a 
substantial effort from the reformers to convince the traditional political forces 
inside the Party to grant autonomy to the farmer in deciding the means for 
getting profit. 

Understanding the sources of change in the Chinese farming transformation 
is an essential factor because of the primary purpose of this paper: discerning 
what a country like Colombia could learn from a country with a different 
political orientation but similar challenges. In this sense, differentiating the 
marketization from the institutional reforms over the agricultural sector 
in China would provide insights into the critical decisions taken from a 
governmental point of view. 

The cross-sectional and the time-series analyses have been one of the main 
tools to differentiate the effect of different reforms that occurred during the 
1978-1984 period: market-oriented reforms, institutional reform of the TVEs, 
the impact of technological accumulation during the collectivization era, 
and other exogenous factors like the climatic conditions. A limitation of the 
present study is that the analysis of the interaction between market reforms 
and institutional reforms is not being assessed because there is not enough 
secondary information to determine how China’s market liberalization 
contributed as a beneficial or pernicious factor regarding the HRS. 

A critical effort to differentiate the effects of several reforms on China’s 
agricultural productivity can be assessed through the work of Lin⁸. In Figure 
3, the results of the regression analysis are summarized. The crop output 
growth is regressed by two types of explanatory variables: input factors and 
productivity factors. From a total increase of 42.23% of the crop output growth, 
the 45.7% (contribution to growth/total growth) was influenced by the changes 
in the input factors. Fertilizer application was the most crucial factor within 
the inputs. Finally, the dominance of institutional reform as a factor (HRS) 
explains an increment in the crop output. The HRS was the most important 
explanatory variable affecting productivity (46.89%). The other variables 
like the multi-cropping index or the Ratio of non-Grain Crops measured the 
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diversification effect due to giving the farmers greater freedom to grow other 
crops or other products. 

Figure 3: Table depicting Lin’s calculations of the production function9

The work of Lin10 is a relevant example of what most of the analytical 
approaches have done for understanding the drivers of HRS over China’s 
TPF. Under these studies, a common consensus is a link between productivity 
increment and the incentives for farmers to produce more under the new 
conditions established in 1978. However, these arguments may be challenged 
because, during the pre-reform period, collectivization created a benign 
environment for the provision of critical public goods connected to the rural 
sector performance. The collectives were already “exploiting returns of scale 
from the provision of key goods like irrigation infrastructure” or acquired 
machinery11. Furthermore, the different price regimes-- quota prices for 
procurement obligations, above quota or premium, and the costs coming from 
the revitalization of the farmer’s market--constituted an additional factor that 
complicates the task of separating HRS effects from marketization reforms. A 
priori, one of the observable interaction effects was evident in the fact that the 
agricultural sector depended on bringing more flexibility to the trade regime 
by increasing the possibilities for private companies to do imports and exports.

Omitted Variable Bias in the Growth account Models and the case of the level of 
social capital
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Posterior works after Lin12 aimed to include more variables into the 
functional specification. In this sense, the result of Sun and Chen13 included 
omitted variables that account for cultivated land, irrigation, machinery, 
above quota prices, and some factors already included by Lin14. The result 
shows a possible omitted variable bias diminishing the coefficients of the HRS 
factor in 4.6 essential points compared to the OLS estimates obtained by Lin15. 
This fact provides statistical evidence that collectivization effectively provided 
necessary public goods for the forthcoming productivity increment from 1978-
to 1984. 

While it is valid to complete further analysis of the HRS, it is interesting how 
the social capital, as an explanatory variable, remains without proper research 
for understanding the causes behind the rural transformation. Social capital 
was relevant considering the self-coordination of communities for achieving 
larger goals. This acquires relevance for an economic system because: 

“Virtually all economic activity, from running a laundry to building the 
latest-generation microprocessor, is carried out not by individuals but by 
organizations that require a high degree of social cooperation. As economists 
argue, the ability to form organizations depends on institutions like property 
rights, contracts, and a system of commercial law. But it also depends on 
a prior sense of moral community, that is, an unwritten set of ethical rules 
that serve as the basis of social trust. Trust can dramatically reduce what 
economists call transaction costs [...] and make possible efficient forms of 
economic organization that otherwise would be burdened by extensive rules, 
litigation, and bureaucracy.” 16

The household transformation was an idea that originated from a group 
of villagers contradicting the top-bottom policies of the Party. The case of 
Xiaogang farmers and its private contract for dividing the land by families 
shows the centrality of the trust among the community members to carry out 
an impressive socioeconomic transformation in China.

The social capital created due to the collectivization and decollectivization 
periods could be considered an important variable not included in the 
institutional reform analysis. An additional argument to support the preceding 
statement can be seen in the Two-farmland system (TFS). The high level of 
fractionalization of the rural property (created during the HRS) required a 
higher level of coordination among the farmers to divide the land effectively 
between essential provision and contract land. Furthermore, farmers were 
required to determine what would be planted in the contracted ground 17. This 
consensus was achieved through two institutions: the role of party members 
in the community and the village committee. In the case of the party members 
inside the rural community, they were required to adopt the party reforms 
earlier to instill the adoption of the top-bottom policies. In other words, the 
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party members were catalyzers of an informal cooperation process within the 
community. Complementary to the village committee’s case, this institution 
presented the formal incentives for cooperation by offering extension services, 
efficiently assigning the land, and receiving the payments as representative of 
the landowner.

Synthesis of the learnings from the HRS implementation 

Based on the reviewed bibliography, a synthesis of the main factors behind 
the productivity success experienced by China after 1978 can be summarized 
as follows:

1. According to Lin18, the collectivization provided rural property, 
but the HRS contributed to improving productivity and clear incentives to 
produce at the community level 

2. Sun and Chen19 showed that capital accumulation by the community 
of farmers: the collectivization period provided capital at the village level. 
Fertilizers, irrigation, and machinery granted in the pre-reform displayed key 
factors in rural productivity, 

3. Market incentives for production: the HRS enabled the farmer to look 
for rent-seeking opportunities by bringing access to complementary labor 
opportunities like getting employment in the cities receiving higher wages or 
by deciding what to grow in their lands, 

4. Territorial specialization: the territories were to increment their output 
by using farmer’s knowledge to grow what yielded more in a particular 
geographical area, 

5. Social Capital: the output increment required to improve the efficiency 
at the individual level (household). It required the coordination of the 
communities to implement better practices, cooperate with the mid-level, and 
deal with the limitations of centralized decisions (like land fragmentation). 

In the following section, the Colombian case will be analyzed briefly from a 
comparative perspective. The HRS experience allowed us to synthesize some 
of the factors that transformed Chinese productivity and are a guide to discern 
what could be implemented as part of the political agenda in Colombia.

A general perspective of the Colombian side: 1970-2000 

Productive transformation

During the 70s decade, Colombia was experiencing one of the highest 
economic growth rates in its history: 6.7%20 as a direct consequence of the 
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international prices of its main export, coffee, and the positive performance of 
its domestic economy. At the same time, Colombia had an agricultural sector 
whose leading producers were the family farm communities, a few agro-
industrial firms, and the landowners. The main products of this rural sector 
were coffee with 30% of the total production, sugar cane with 5.97%, corn with 
27%, beans (5.10%), and plantains (3.89%). Figure 4 shows how the 70s decade 
had several drivers of economic growth: agriculture, industry, infrastructure, 
and services. Both agriculture and industry benefited from the protectionist 
policies implemented following the theoretical postulates of the Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean. For Latin America, it 
was diagnosed as essential to produce its industrial supplies to stop having 
asymmetrical exchange conditions with the industrialized countries that 
made high added value products. 

Figure 4: Table depicting real growth rates of various sectors in Colombia21

Part of the industrial expansion during the 70s decade implied a declining 
trend in the agricultural sector, a pattern only observable in the farming 
sector since 1980. Four factors influenced this trend: the intensification of the 
Colombian internal conflict, the volatile international prices imposed by the 
OPEC crisis, the sluggish growth rates of OECD countries (fewer gains from 
international trade), and the fast deindustrialization during the following 
years. Among all these phenomena, the internal conflict has been a notorious 
disruption for the rural sector because of its direct impact on the Colombian 
state institutions.

In the following decades, Colombia attempted to gain a space in the 
global economy through radical and premature market liberalization. This 
liberalization implied a reduction of imported tariffs, particularly in the 
industrial sector (Figure 4). The main consequence was the rapid decline of the 
industrial sector’s growth rate. The conditions of economic liberalization in 
Colombia reduced the size of the industrial and agricultural sectors, given the 
unbalanced competition with imported manufactured goods at lower prices. 
Furthermore, the reduction of public expenditure on subsidies, credit access, 
and technical assistance after the 70s decade and the increasing prominence 
of free trade made it difficult for friendly farming to compete with imported 
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goods like cereals, fruits, and oilseeds at lower prices. The farmer once again 
was left behind by the economic development model with an agricultural 
depressed economy and fewer income opportunities for the rural communities 
due to the declining level of industrial production.

Internal Conflict 

Since the foundation of the Colombian Republic, the land distribution 
inherited from the Spanish created conflicts in the Colombian countryside. 
Those who benefited under the power of the Spanish crown preserved the most 
fertile and rich lands. Furthermore, the absence of State institutions protecting 
and formalizing the land property created an interest where the farmer had 
to lose his ground to defend his life. In general, this initial distribution of the 
rural property along the state failures developed in the 200 years of republican 
life; a continuous conflict between landowners, farmers, illegal groups, and 
corporations. 

During the second part of the 20th century, Colombia experienced an 
intensification of the internal conflict, whose leading cause was the unequal 
distribution of the land. In particular, this unequal distribution is considered 
an essential factor behind the proliferation of guerrilla movements during the 
60s and its constant growth over the next 60 years. The farmer had a clear 
incentive for joining armed groups whose main argument was the protection 
of the rural communities against the state institutions and other interested 
parties like corporations and land accumulators. Twenty years later, these 
factors of social instability, in conjunction with the involvement of the illegal 
narcotics industry, created an environment where several well-funded armed 
actors were constantly fighting over the control of the production areas 
leaving the farmer with two options: to join illegal armed groups or to leave 
his property in the hands of the criminals.

Political reforms and feasibility for a present context 

The 1970s was a significant period for understanding the roots of the agrarian 
dilemma in the Colombian context. These problems are part of a sector’s 
persistent constraint that requires a better understanding of the underlying 
problems and a consensus on the possible actions among the political actors.

The first solution suggested by the Chinese case would be to start enabling 
access to rural property in farmers’ communities. However, Colombia has 
been failing since 1960 at reforming the land structure where 51% of the land is 
concentrated in only 1.5% of the population22. This suggests as not feasible an 
agrarian reform like the HRS considers the role of the land in the current power 
dynamic: families, princelings, and elites who hold government positions are 
the same land accumulators. 
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A second factor suggested by the HRS is the capital accumulation represented 
by granting the farmer access to essential public goods that improve land 
productivity. In this sense, Colombia can increase the investment directed 
towards irrigation districts by improving rural credit conditions. Increasing 
rural credit is a pressing need for Colombia’s small and middle agricultural 
sector: 30% of its irrigation districts are not operating because of the lack of 
maintenance. 

On the other hand, the access to fertilizers remains insufficient considering 
the international prices of the NPK fertilizers (given the fluctuations of the 
exchange rate) and how these prices affect the access for farm communities. 
Colombia’s farmers are being affected by the constant smuggling of 
agricultural products from Ecuador or Brazil. This effect legitimizes the 
government to issue a matching grant to the municipalities to facilitate the 
access to fertilizer for middle and small farmers. Access to fertilizers remains 
insufficient considering the international prices of the NPK fertilizers (given 
the fluctuations of the exchange rate) and how these prices affect access for 
farm communities. 

The third factor suggested by the HRS experience is the possibility of having 
farmers with autonomy for determining their production purpose inspired by 
rent-seeking opportunities. This autonomy implies agricultural communities 
can decide what to grow and the possibility of commercializing profitably. In 
this sense, the Colombian farmer remains in an unfair market position because 
of the intermediaries who take most of the operational profit. It is necessary 
and feasible to equip the farming community with platforms that enable the 
direct commercialization of the agricultural products between producers and 
consumers, improving the profitability of the small farmers. 

However, it is illusory to compete with the international prices of imported 
agricultural products from Brazil or Ecuador with higher industrialization and 
subsidies over the farming sector. Therefore, to complete it, it is necessary to 
specialize in Colombian community farming in those endemic products with 
a high added value in the international markets: exotic fruits or agricultural 
products with an added value process. In this sense, the HRS experience offers 
an opportunity to observe the positive effects of improving farmer profitability: 
the soil started to be cultivated in the function of the products that offered a 
comparative advantage. 

Finally, social capital had a prominent role in transforming the rural 
economy in China. For Colombia, the armed conflict can be linked to the loss 
of social bonds in the rural communities. When a family loses land due to a 
forced displacement, the family and the community lose those social bonds 
of trust that make collective actions possible or reduce transaction costs in 
the productive systems. In this sense, recovering the social capital is equally 
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complex as enabling community farmers to access the rural property. 

In conclusion, the Chinese case of institutional change presents an essential 
benchmark for Colombia amidst structural differences. China achieved 
industrialization by investing in technologies as a sustained policy over time 
(fertilizers, irrigation districts, and incorporation of more machines into their 
farmland). In particular, the collectivization period and the HRS served the 
Chinese economy to consolidate a critical infrastructure for producing the 
necessary quantities to cover their food sovereignty. In the case of Colombia, 
this collectivization period highlights the need to develop infrastructure 
for increasing productivity by creating more significant amounts at a lower 
cost. In comparison, Colombia had the main deterrent, political instability, 
as part of its gridlock in transforming the state institutions for responding 
to territorial needs: security, land access, protection of the land property, 
and access to production factors (e.g., fertilizers, machines, or credit access). 
The presidential system has been producing changing political priorities and 
discontinuous development strategies, reducing in some periods the amount 
of investment in vital public goods for agriculture like irrigation districts 
or roads. As a result, Colombia might be required to create an independent 
political, budgetary, and geographically decentralized institution whose 
primary goal is to pursue long-term development for Colombia’s rural sector. 

A decentralized rural development institution should encourage small 
and middle-scale farmers to associate themselves with formal or regulated 
cooperative enterprises. For several reasons, incentives for cooperation 
should be the core of an institution that promotes long-term development in 
Colombia’s rurality. First, previous agrarian reforms divided the rural land 
into scales that might constrain economies of scale. As a result, cooperatives, 
like the agreements of the HRS system, can help farmers cultivate a specific set 
of products that allows them to produce competitive products at a competitive 
price. Second, growing at a higher volume might improve the negotiation 
power of the small and medium farming communities when negotiating 
with other supply chain actors like suppliers or grocery stores. Finally, these 
cooperatives are easier to access bank services like institutional loans or access 
to digital banking services because of their increased formality and credibility 
to pay financial obligations. 

Finally, China has been accumulating a social capital derived from the 
conditions of stability and growth. The HRS reform was successful because 
of two states: an existing production infrastructure for production teams 
and a level of trust among community members to work collectively. Under 
both conditions, capital and social capital, the HRS increases productivity by 
providing incentives to free-riders to produce and allowing communities to 
use their acquired knowledge in optimizing production. As a result, promoting 
strategies that help farmers create associations or cooperatives might be 
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convenient because best practices can be shared among the community 
members as with the HRS system. Also, these associative organizations 
might be sources of employment for farmers without land or capital, which is 
essential for alleviating poverty in marginalized communities.
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How can we better understand the effects of soft power on human 
rights? This thesis examines how this effect is seen through China’s 

use of its tools of foreign policy influence to encourage other governments 
not to condemn Chinese violations of human rights in Xinjiang.¹ It asks 
whether these tools of Chinese foreign policy tend to influence the public 
positions that other governments take on this sensitive issue and which, if 
any, of these tools is most effective. The hypotheses that I will test regard 
the intuition that Chinese supplies of arms, investment, and trade are 
more important than other, commonly cited explanations for the positions 
taken by these other governments, but only when recipients of Chinese 
influence efforts have no substitutes for the Chinese supplies of arms, 
investment, and trade. In fact, I find that China buys very little support 
with its economic tools of foreign policy; only a moderate amount with 
its arms sales. Rather, much of the influence of these tools is to encourage 
countries to remain silent, choosing neither to support nor condemn China. 
My findings suggest that equally and more consistently important is the 
normative commitment of different countries to human rights in their 
own politics as an influence on their public stance on China’s practices in 
Xinjiang. Policy-wise this paper reflects an intriguing conclusion that in 
spite of the emphasis placed on the increasing influence soft power has, 
norms maintain a large hold on that position of influence over power-
interest aspects of soft power when it comes to human rights.

 Vorathip Plengpanit
BA/MA, International Affairs

University of California San Diego
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1  Can China Buy a Pardon?

Uyghur separatism within China has long provoked the reaction of a 
certain degree of discrimination among Chinese, especially Han Chinese. 
And the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) took a similar stance; for example, 
it permitted “no Uyghurs” signs to become commonplace within China.² The 
attack on the Twin Towers in New York on the 11th of September 2001, led 
the CCP to portray separatism in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region 
(XUAR) as “intimately connected to Islamist insurgencies/movements in 
neighbouring Central Asia and Afghanistan.”3 This led to nearly a decade of 
ever increasing crackdowns, “reeducation camps”, and ultimately, alleged 
violations of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), and 
indoctrination of minorities.4 According to Reid Standish:

In recent years, the Chinese government has built the world’s most 
advanced surveillance state in Xinjiang, the western region bordering Central 
Asia. Bolstered by public video surveillance, regular scans of digital devices, 
and coded ID cards used to track the movements of their holder, the Chinese 
Communist Party has erected a massive internment program targeting the 
Muslim population, especially Uighurs, but also Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, and other 
Muslim minorities.5

China has pushed to deter international criticism of these policies as much 
as possible, employing its tools of foreign policy influence as means of either 
rewarding countries that abstain from condemning their human rights record 
or punishing them for condemnation. Yet, sorting out the effect of Chinese 
influence operations from the other causes of positions taken by other countries 
can be difficult when looking at individual countries. Turkey’s case can be 
used to illustrate this: Turkey is cross-pressured by Chinese influence, ethnic 
and religious affinity with the Uighurs, and its own troublesome secessionist 
violence involving the Kurds. As Erdemir and Kowalski “by all accounts, 
Turkey would seem to be a natural ally in the fight for Uyghur rights.”6 Not 
only does Turkey hold religious affinity as a Muslim-majority country, but 
also an ethnic affinity, having around 60,000 Uyghur Turks “who managed to 
escape China over the years”.7 And the Uyghurs constitute one of the ethnic 
groups within the Turkic-language family that Turkey has sought to cultivate. 
Nevertheless, Turkey’s official position has been to remain conspicuously 
silent:

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who sees himself as a champion 
of Muslims around the world, has been uncharacteristically demure when it 
comes to the Uyghur issue. In July 2019, when a group of 22 states, including 
14 of Turkey’s NATO allies, issued a joint letter to the 41st session of the 
United Nations Human Rights Council to condemn China’s “mass arbitrary 
detentions and related violations” of Uyghurs and other minorities, Ankara 
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looked the other way.8

Turkey’s “growing need for Chinese investment at a time when Western 
capital is fleeing Turkish markets”, is by all implications what has been 
driving Erdogan’s compliance with Beijing’s demands “not to speak out 
against China” and extend this message to any activist sentiment in Turkey.⁹ 
Yet, the example of Turkey also points out how difficult it is to unravel the 
many constraints that might influence an individual country’s position on the 
Xinjiang issue. Turkey has also taken a strong position against secessionist 
projects in other countries because it has fought an insurgency within its 
Kurdish minority seeking independence.

The official Chinese Government rationale behind its increasing crackdowns 
revolves around concerns of terrorism. When analyzed further, however, 
findings are inconclusive that Uyghurs and violence in Xinjiang can be defined 
under the human security theory of terrorism and relevant parameters. Case 
in point, Clarke (2008) found that while Uyghur separatism and terrorism 
conforms to some extent of the human security theory of terrorism, “impetus 
has been given to the various separatist organisations in the region by the 
development of interconnections between the largely internal aspects of 
China’s policy of integration in the region and the wider Central and South 
Asian dynamic of Islamic radicalism since 1990”.10 He concludes in agreement 
with the note of another scholar who states that while there have been violent 
incidents, there is no real threat to Chinese rule in Xinjiang, that Islamic 
radicalism is a marginal phenomenon in the region.11

This brings up the question of how has the international community 
responded to Chinese violations of human rights? That is, why do countries 
take different public positions on human rights violations in Xinjiang by China? 
In light of these events and questions, it is intuitive that many have elicited 
the concern that China appears to be buying friends or diplomatic allies with 
its economic might. Furthermore reflected through the human rights issue, 
it has become a concern that on such extremely sensitive issues for China, 
other countries’ public positions on China’s human rights violations will be 
constrained once those countries become dependent on China’s economic 
incentives.

This thesis will test those questions and whether those concerns hold true by 
identifying patterns in the attributes of states that correlate with their public 
positions on this issue. In order to do so, I focus on official declarations on 
the XUAR issue in the UN Human Rights Commission. I focus on the impact 
of Chinese tools of foreign policy influence on those positions. In this thesis, 
these tools of influence are foreign aid, arms transfers, investment, and trade 
between China and target countries.
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1.1  The Hypotheses of Buying Friend

The widespread concern about Chinese tools for foreign policy influence 
hypothesizes that other countries are more influenced by Chinese tools 
of foreign policy when they are more dependent on China and have fewer 
substitutes for or alternatives to China as a source of goods, investment, arms, 
and aid. Testable hypotheses of this concern distinguish the specific tools 
of foreign policy influence and the availability of alternative sources. The 
various tools of foreign policy influence differ in their effectiveness. Trade and 
investment likely fit this potential for substitutes more so than foreign aid or 
arms transfers. In terms of trade, there’s more of a reciprocal exchange with only 
moderate levels of dependency relative to other aspects given the wider space 
of the global market. If China were to close trade to a country, theoretically, 
there are over a hundred other countries to trade with. In terms of investment, 
intuition implies a nearly similar position where if China halts investment in 
a country, there are other potential opportunities left for that country to seek 
out foreign investment. In addition, the country is able to potentially seize 
existing assets already within its borders. However, in comparison to trade, 
there is increased vulnerability to dependency given that investment is a one-
way flow coming from China where there is inherent advantage through its 
economic power. The threat of losing direct investment from China would 
likely still have a larger impact, essentially losing the “highest bidder,” and in 
turn, on a country’s overall foreign policy towards China.

Alternatively, there are fewer substitutes for arms transfers and foreign 
aid. Both inherently hold the same nature of a “one-way” flow as investment. 
Foreign aid is often crucial to the receiving country, all the more amplified by 
most cases of the receiving country being a developing country. Disruptions 
of arms transfers can be very costly to the recipient, revolving around 
whether or not alternative sources of arms are available.12 China may export 
different types of arms with specific parameters such as various caliber sizes, 
decommissioned tanks that require a continuous supply of shells specific 
to the tank’s barrel/breech systems, or certain technological systems that 
require continuous maintenance by Chinese technicians. If a country becomes 
dependent on continued imports of Chinese arms, a sudden cut-off from 
this source will not only cause them to lose supply but finding a potential 
substitute for arms may be more difficult given they would need to find a 
country that produced the same if not most similar types of arms in order to be 
compatible with existing arms assets. However, I argue that in comparison to 
foreign aid, the overall influence of arms transfers is lower given the intuitively 
wider range of potential buyers/sellers for arms dealing whereas foreign aid is 
more narrowed in its “market.” Furthermore, arms transfers aren’t necessarily 
accustomed to being directed at developing countries, at least to the same 
extent as foreign aid.



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2022 | 61

Norms versus Interest: Explaining International
Responses to China’s Human Rights Policies in Xinjiang

1.2  Hypotheses

Thus, the widespread concern about China buying friends can be 
summarized as hypotheses:

• H1 : Countries receiving more foreign aid are less likely to condemn 
or criticize China’s human rights record.

• H2 : Countries receiving more arms transfers are less likely to condemn 
or criticize China’s human rights record.

• H3 : Countries receiving more Chinese investment are less likely to 
condemn or criticize China’s human rights record.

• H4 : Countries conducting a larger share of their foreign trade with 
China are less likely to condemn or criticize China’s human rights record.

1.3 Alternative Explanations

What are the existing explanations for why states take the positions they do 
on other states’ human rights records? A key debate over the foreign policy 
behavior of states is the debate over the role of norms (or identity) and interest 
in shaping the lines of conflict and cooperation among states; identity being 
for example moral affinities such as religious or linguistic affinity; interest 
being economic interests.

1.3 .1  Norms-Driven

Political-sociological approaches to foreign policy stresses identities, beliefs, 
and norms as sources of conflict and cooperation among countries. Michael 
Doyle’s argument that “Liberal states have created a separate peace” with one 
another but will even fight wars with non-liberal states “to support liberal 
allies against nonliberal enemies” represents one of the more influential recent 
works regarding the role of liberal norms within states and their behaviors.13 

Doyle’s theory asserts that liberal states/democracies seek to protect and 
promote their values. In extrapolating and applying this to the case of human 
rights violations in Xinjiang, this predicts that liberal democracies are the 
states most likely to oppose China’s policies in XUAR.

Chief among influential arguments for the role of identity in a country is 
the “clash of civilizations” hypothesis arguing that after the Cold War, the 
primary lines of cooperation and conflict will be drawn along lines of religion-
based civilizations.14 Because “underlying values, social relations, customs, 
and overall outlooks on life differ significantly among civilizations. [...], the 
major differences in political and economic development among civilizations 
are clearly rooted in their different cultures.”15 As a result, these various 
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alignments defined by ”ideology and superpower relations are giving way 
to alignments defined by culture and civilization.”16 We can apply and 
further extrapolate Huntington’s theory to predict that countries that share 
religious ties with the Uyghurs should be more likely to oppose China’s 
policies in XUAR. Interesting to note nevertheless is that Huntington also saw 
an emergence of Confucian-Islamic ties which would indicate an increased 
disposition of Muslim states to ally with China.17 One such example is through 
arms transfers where even in Huntington’s identity-driven argument, he notes 
that Confucian-Islamic ties have been “most extensive and most concrete, 
with China playing the central role in the transfer of both conventional and 
nonconventional weapons to many Muslim states.”18 These transfers would 
include construction of a nuclear reactor in the Algeria; the sale of chemical 
weapons materials to Libya; the provision of CSS-2 medium-range missiles 
to Saudi Arabia; the supply of nuclear technology or materials to Iraq, Libya, 
Syria, and North Korea; and the transfer of large numbers of conventional 
weapons to Iraq.19

Further supporting this theory of identity or norms, Huntington notes that 
the alternatives to religion-based civilizations have been coalition based on 
nationalism and ideology, however in the parameter that it was the prevailing 
drive in the 19th and 20th centuries and have been superseded by civilizational 
coalitions in the 21st.20 While scholars dispute Huntington on whether these 
alternative drives are no longer existing as Huntington implies, we can still 
extrapolate what these alternatives lead us to predict. In a world where ethno-
national identity drives lines of conflict and cooperation, one may predict that 
shared national cultures with the Uyghurs would lead countries to oppose 
China’s policies. In a world where ideology was most important, one might 
predict that countries with strong identities such as liberal democratic states 
are more likely to oppose China’s policies.

However, this stress on norms as a primary force shaping foreign policy 
alignments can also be overlapped with other existing theories. For example, 
Frieden et al (2019) assert that states will only take action on human rights 
when faced with domestic pressure. Even then, a problem lies in that few 
governments hold intrinsic interest in promoting international human rights, 
only taking action to a degree higher than “toothless condemnation” when it 
further overlaps with ulterior motives, weighing costs to business interests 
or other diplomatic initiatives.21 For the purposes of brief reflection, we can 
observe the case of Kazakhstan in relation with Xinjiang where in spite of 
nearly 1.5 million ethnic Kazakhs within XUAR’s borders, Kazakhstan’s 
government has remained silent on its official position, neither condemning 
nor defending the camps, while also arresting its own citizens within its own 
borders for expressing anti-CCP/anti-Xinjiang sentiment.22 There is already 
a degree of domestic pressure within Kazakhstan, yet the country does not 
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come close to even a “toothless condemnation”, rather the state chooses to 
oppress. So, what is it that doesn’t allow for this condition to see its expected 
results? Soft power or tools of influence.

1.3.2  Interest-Driven

A key argument against this norms-driven approach of political sociology 
and to the material-interests argument presented in the friends-buying 
hypotheses is one that stresses the power of the economic interests of the state. 
Stephen Walt finds no evidence to support Doyle’s “birds of a feather flock 
together” liberal democracies theory for alliances, stating that “evidence shows 
that ideology is less powerful than balancing as a motive for alignment.”23 
Walt argues that states will either balance, ally with others against a threat, or 
bandwagon, align with the source of danger (that is, threats) on the basis of 
threats to national security.24 To complicate this, it gives rise to the implication 
that a state might oppose China’s policies in XUAR in the expectation that 
this would weaken China by supporting groups that create instability inside 
China or at least embarrass China in international diplomacy. Lee (2018) states 
that “international factors also influence state authority over territory” where 
a “systemic shift in the international system has fundamentally altered the 
relationship between external threat and internal political development by 
changing the calculations of states with respect to how they manage their 
threat environments”, case in point with XUAR.25 It goes both ways, to and 
from China.

We further see Walt’s hypotheses through the attraction of abstaining from 
criticism again with Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan has declared a “multivectoral 
policy” with the definition of “a willingness to improve strategic, diplomatic 
and economic relations with the major geopolitical powers in the international 
arena ... China ranks as one of the highest priorities for Kazakhstan to 
collaborate with.”26 In this case, we see Kazakhstan taking the aforementioned 
“bandwagon” route that Walt explains, aligning itself economically with 
China by increasing trade and commerce with China. Interestingly however, 
Walt also concludes that “neither foreign aid nor political penetration is by 
itself a powerful cause of alignment,” going so far as to say that “neither is an 
effective way to gain leverage except under very unusual conditions.”27

Governments that feel that their political control at home is threatened 
by international calls for greater respect of human rights—particularly the 
rights of secessionist minorities—are also more likely to support China or at 
least abstain from condemning China. Boockmann and Dreher (2011) offer 
a hypothesis that “if these countries dislike resolutions directed against 
them, there is an instrumental motive for voting against resolutions directed 
against other countries.” The reasoning behind this stems from their central 
question of whether poor human rights records induce countries to go against 
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human rights resolutions in the UN. They argue a reason for this would be 
that “successful proposals for resolutions make further resolutions more 
likely, and countries with poor human rights records could be the targets of 
future resolutions.”28 As a result, Boockmann and Dreher, in fact, find that 
“human rights records are not influential for voting.”29 Their analysis suggests 
that rather than there being a causal effect between a country’s human rights 
record and their likelihood to vote for/against a human rights resolution, a 
more significant deciding factor is regional.

A human rights offender in a region in which human rights are respected 
tends to vote in favor of UN human rights resolutions, while a country 
respecting human rights in a region in which they are violated tends to vote 
against them.30

This can be extrapolated to the Xinjiang case as when looking at a map of 
countries condemning and countries supporting China’s policies in the region, 
the conclusion holds firm with much of North America and Europe (as well 
as Japan, Australia, New Zealand), condemning and all countries supporting 
China being Eurasia, MENA, and the rest of Africa, all of which have poorer 
human rights records in comparison as seen in Figure 1.31

Figure 1: Image showing geographic distribution of countries either 
condemning (blue), supporting (red), or remaining absent (gray) on China’s 

human rights record in 2020.32

2  Statistical Analysis

The aim of this thesis is to examine the effect of China’s economic tools 
of foreign policy influence over other countries’ public positions regarding 
China’s human rights violations in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region 
(XUAR). More broadly, this thesis hopes to serve as a broader case study to 
a broader understanding of how influential soft power or the tools of foreign 
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policy influence can be in general. The analyses use the public positions taken 
by 193 United Nations member-states on China’s human rights policies in 
2019 and 2020. The statistical estimation procedure is OLS regression on cross-
sectional data for each year.

To preface however, initially there were four tools of influence which would 
serve to be my main independent variables as mentioned in section 1. Datasets 
on Chinese foreign aid in each country that went up to at least 2017 could 
not be found. Ideally, data from 2018-2019 was needed. Certain datasets such 
as AidData’s Global Chinese Official Finance Dataset only go up to 2014. 
For other sources that fit the year interval, I question the reliability of. For 
example, there is a dataset on the outflow of Chinese foriegn aid compiled 
by the Chinese Ministry of Commerce, National Bureau of Statistics, and 
State Administration of Foreign Exchange. Others would fit the year interval 
and come from more reliable sources however were only limited to certain 
regions of the world such as John Hopkins’s China-Africa Research Initiative 
or the Boston University Global Development Policy Center’s China-Latin 
America Finance Database. A lack of a single dataset that guarantees the same 
parameters puts the reliability of using all these various regional datasets 
together as, well, unreliable.33

2.1  Dependent Variables

My dependent variables ask whether countries publicly criticized, publically 
supported, or remained silent on China’s human rights record in Xinjiang. 
This is operationalized by whether the country’s UN ambassador signed one 
of the 2019 and 2020 letters supporting or condemning China on this issue.34

The 2019 letter originated when a group of 22 nations submitted this to the 
president of the UN Human Rights Council and the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, condemning China and calling for an end to the detention 
programs in XUAR. Shortly after, a group of 37 countries submitted a letter 
supporting and defending China’s policies; this was followed by a third letter 
in 2019 with 13 more countries supporting China, bringing the total up to 50. 
The 2020 letters originated when German Ambassador Christoph Heusgen 
presented a statement on behalf of 39 countries, condemning China and 
stating that the signatories were “gravely concerned about the existence of a 
large network of ‘political re-education’ camps,” and calling on China to allow 
immediate access to Xinjiang for independent observers.35 Again in response, 
a group of 45 countries (not identical to the 2019 supporting group) signed a 
statement defending China and its policies.36

In order to better analyze and interpret whether a country is less/more 
likely to condemn/support China or stay silent, I have operationalized my 
dependent variable into three separate variables for each year (2019 and 
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2020). Two binary variables, Support[year] and Condemn[year] are coded 1 
when a country signed one of the letters supporting or condemning China, 
respectively, and coded 0 if the country signed the other letter or signed 
neither letter. For presentational purposes, each variable is multiplied by 100.

To further refine and understand which countries made the effort to 
participate in the first place, I coded a third binary variable; Participation[year], 
which indicates countries that signed any one of the letters that year on China’s 
human rights record. In order to control for the countries that chose not to 
sign either letter, the regressions for Support[year] are run in two different 
formats: the first includes all UN member-states, the second includes only 
those member-states that participated by taking a public stance (Support ∥ 
Participated[year]).

2.2  Independent Variables

The core independent variables that will be used to test the effect of Chinese 
tools of foreign policy influence measure Chinese arms transfers to, trade with, 
and investment in each country. Each is scaled so that the minimum value is 
0.0 and the maximum observed value is 1.0.

Two variables measure Chinese arms transfers: Chinese Imported Arms 
represents the value of Chinese arms imported by each country. Chinese 
Arms Ratio denotes Chinese arms imported by each country as a percentage 
of the total amount of arms imported by the country. These data are from 
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Arms Transfers 
Database (SIPRI ATD), which shows all international transfers of major 
conventional arms since 1950. I use SIPRI’s common unit, the trend-indicator 
value (TIV) which measures the volume of international transfers of major 
conventional weapons by the known unit production costs of core sets of 
weapons. This estimates the quality and numbers of arms transferred rather 
than the financial value of individual deals.37

Chinese Trade-GDP Ratio measures the ratio of total trade with China to 
GDP for each country. Each country’s total exports to and imports from China 
in 2018 (most recently reported year) is taken from the World Bank’s World 
Integrated Trade Solution (WITS). The sum of each country’s exports and 
imports with China is divided by the country’s 2018 GDP.38

Chinese Investment-GDP Ratio measures the ratio of Chinese foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in each country over the previous 15 years to the recipient’s 
country’s 2019 GDP. FDI data are from the American Enterprise Institute 
(AEI) China Global Investment Tracker dataset. The measure of investment is 
the cumulative data of Chinese FDI from 2005-2019.
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These three independent variables covering Chinese arms transfers, trade, 
and investment are used to test whether China’s employment of these foreign 
policy tools of influence are actually effective and if so, which are more likely 
to explain why a country is more likely to condemn or support China’s human 
rights record.

2.3  Control Variables for Alternative Hypotheses

I include four other independent variables to control for and test the 
alternative hypotheses introduced in Chapter One. These test the effect of 
the other country’s human rights record, its own experience with secessionist 
movements, its religious affinity with the Uighur minority in Xinjiang, and its 
tendency to bandwagon with or balance against China. Each variable is scaled 
so that the minimum value is 0 and the maximum possible value is 1.0.

The measure of each country’s Human Rights record, which ranges from 
0 to 1, is calculated from the Freedom House Political Rights (PR) and Civil 
Liberties (CL) scores. PR ranges on a 0 to 40 point scale and CL on a 0 to 60 
point scale, the more points being the more liberal the country is. I calculated 
the human rights score with the following formula:

The Muslim percentage of each country’s population, Muslim Proportion, 
tests the hypothesis that religious affinity with the Uyghur minority should 
incline that country to condemn China’s policy in Xinjiang. This percentage 
ranges from 0 to 1.0. These data are from the World Population Review.

The proportion of each country’s population that is claimed by secessionist 
movements is taken from the Ethnic Power Relations dataset (Vogt et al 
2018).39 This tests the hypothesis that countries facing their own secessionist 
movements (and the larger the threat posed by those movements) are more 
likely to support China in its confrontation with the Xinjiang secessionist 
movement.

To test the balancing-bandwagoning hypothesis, which argues that 
geographic distance influences the foreign policies of states, the fourth control 
variable is the distance between Beijing and the capital of each country.40 These 
data are from Gleditsch (2001).41

Due to the scaling of these variables, in viewing the regression tables in the 
following Results section, all coefficients are to be interpreted by as x variable 
(independent or control) moves from its minimum to maximum value, y 
variable (dependent) increases or decreases by the value of the given coefficient 
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with a statistical significance of the respective p-value denoted in parentheses.

Table 1: Summary Statistics
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Table 2: Table depicting regression results: hypotheses and all controls, 
2019 dependent variables

3  Results & Analysis

What exactly stirs up a country enough to participate in condemning a 
country’s human rights violations? What exactly makes it enough to keep 
them silent or even support that country regardless? There are five separate 
overarching conclusions we can draw from this thesis and the regression 
models I employ.

Firstly, we can see that among tools of influence, it appears only arms 
transfers buy China support from other countries, supporting H2.42 In Table 
2, which uses positions taken in 2019, the regression Support shows a strong 
correlation and statistical significance that as a country receives more Chinese 
arms, it is more likely to support China. In Table 3, which uses 2020 positions 
as the dependent variable, this is not statistically significant, although the 
coefficient remains positive. On the other hand, Chinese FDI does not appear 
to buy support for China in either year, leaving H3 unsupported. Lastly, 
while trade bears significance across regressions for Support, Condemn, and 
Participation in 2019, Participation appears to hold the greatest statistical 
significance. Because of this, we can infer that the primary effect of heavy 
trade with China in both 2019 and 2020 is not necessarily buying support but 
rather a certain degree of abstention — a greater likelihood that trade partners 
will avoid participating at all in taking a public position.
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Table 3: Regression results: hypotheses and all controls, 2020 dependent 
variables. 

Secondly, the most consistent effect across both tables and the majority of 
regressions, is each country’s Human Rights record. As seen in both tables and 
primarily regressions models for Support and Condemn, it implies countries 
with higher Human Rights scores are more likely to condemn China and less 
likely to support China. The magnitude of the Human Rights coefficients are 
also substantial and close in magnitude to the effect of trade as a constraint on 
support and condemnation. This is particularly important because it asserts 
that in spite of China’s strategic foreign policy decisions in its tools of influence, 
the norms of a country remains a significant factor affecting the country’s 
stance on human rights. Interestingly however, Human Rights scores do not 
appear to have a significant bearing on whether countries participate.

Thirdly, countries proportionately with larger Muslim populations are 
less likely to support China, but the results in the columns for Participation 
and Support ∥ Participated suggests that this is mostly due to the greater 
likelihood that these states will choose to abstain from taking a public 
position rather than condemn China. When the analysis is limited to those 
countries that chose to participate, Support ∥ Participated, larger Muslim 
proportion does not affect the likelihood of supporting China. Throughout, 
the magnitude of the coefficients suggests that the effect of moving from the 
lowest proportion to the highest proportion of Muslims is substantially less 
consequential than moving from the lowest Human Rights score to the highest 
Human Rights score. Intuitively, one may argue that religious and cultural 
affinity to Uyghurs interned in the XUAR camps, ie. being Muslim, ought to 
hold a great deal of influence in solidarity. However, this simply doesn’t seem 
to be the case.
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Fourthly, across both tables, it seems countries that have their own internal 
secessionist struggles, represented by Selfexclude, are not any more likely to 
support China or less likely to condemn it. There is no statistically significant 
coefficient estimate.

Fifth and lastly, the regressions appear to show a relationship between 
geographic proximity to China and public positions that conform to Walt’s 
balancing hypotheses. In both tables, the regressions for Condemn and 
Participation state that the more distant the country is from Beijing, the less 
likely they are to take no public stance and instead remain out of the debate 
and in turn are less likely to condemn China. In other words, we can interpret 
this as the closer a country is to Beijing, the more likely it is to participate and 
as a result, is technically more likely to condemn China.

4  Conclusions & Implications

The results of this thesis demonstrate that China doesn’t buy much in the 
way of friendship, at least as a direct correlation to its tools of foreign policy 
influence. Though it may indirectly scare away countries by increasing the 
likelihood for them not to participate, it appears countries are voting their 
principles, their identities, their norms, over pure interest-driven influences, as 
seen through the consistently high statistical significance of Human Rights in 
comparison to other variables. I believe these findings are especially significant 
as it goes against what much of the existing literature posits whereby it’s 
almost an expectation for soft power or economic influence to hold fast in that 
influence. Instead, the results suggest that there is still a degree of identity and 
normative influence when it comes to human rights where economic power 
does not quite serve as the primary explanation.

The existing literature posits various explanations for a country’s alignment 
and position on issues. Some argue that there is an intrinsic power interest-
driven influence. For example, Walt posits that geographic distance influences 
foreign policies of states as a result of his balancing hypotheses. This is 
supported by the discussed results of the Distance to Beijing variable. Second, 
the third conclusion on proportion of Muslim population poses a degree of 
evidence supporting the interest-driven explanation. While at first it appears 
countries with proportionately larger Muslim populations are less likely to 
support China, we see that it is suggested this is only because these states 
likely choose to abstain from taking a public position. In a sense, the data can 
be interpreted as showing how much Chinese economic power is able to keep 
countries silent on human rights, regardless of religious and cultural affinity.

That being said, on the other hand, most prominent through the results 
are the norms-driven explanations. Some such as Doyle and elements of 
Huntington state that liberal states or democracies seek to protect and promote 
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their values where the lines of cooperation and conflict are drawn along that 
of religion-based civilizations, and underlying cultural values and customs 
are part of what determines a country’s alignment.43 This is supported by 
the aforementioned consistently high statistical significance of the Human 
Rights variable in comparison to all other variables whereby it supports the 
prediction that liberal democracies are more likely to oppose and condemn 
China’s policies in Xinjiang given liberal democracies tend to be those 
with higher Human Rights scores. Furthermore, as stated, the coefficients’ 
magnitudes show that moving from the lowest Human Rights score to the 
highest Human Rights score is among the most substantial when compared to 
all other statistically significant variables.

Nonetheless, these results may not be entirely generalizable to the public 
and should be interpreted with caution as there are inherent limitations to 
the research design — however, I expect that further research and refined 
models would reaffirm my conclusions. In that regard, I would like to address 
those limitations. One limitation to my research design was the exclusion of 
a Chinese foreign aid variable. As aforementioned in the Statistical Analysis 
section, unfortunately neither my advisor nor I were able to find up-to-date 
data or datasets for the outflow of Chinese foreign aid to countries. As a result, 
and at the advice of my advisor, I decided to drop the variable altogether, 
ultimately dropping my H1. Had I been able to find data and appropriately test 
H1, I believe it would have followed a similar result or statistical significance 
as arms transfers in H2. This is because, as I posit in section 1.1, the intuition of 
having lesser substitutes to a resource if it is cut off will make a country more 
dependent on it. I believe that foreign aid is among these resources that have 
little substitutes especially if they come from a large economic source such 
as China. That being said, I evidently cannot support that intuition without 
proper data and testing.

A second limitation to my research design is the evidently small sample size 
(n = 193, 193 UN member countries) and observations in certain regressions, 
specifically the Support ∥ Participated models. As seen in the Missingness 
Map in the appendices, this is primarily a result of the nature of my coding; 
coding NAs purposefully to countries that were absent in the Support ∥ 
Participated models. The overall 193 sample size was also a result of the 
research design’s nature where the size could not necessarily be expanded 
upon given they represent UN member countries and thus a large majority 
of the world’s countries. Perhaps in future experiments, a different kind of 
dependent variable could be used in which its nature allowed for much larger 
sample sizes.

A third limitation would be the regressions themselves. As denoted in the 
tables, the regressions used are OLS regressions; and coupled with the nature 
of using binary dependent variables, this leads to a difficulty in interpreting 
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the results as an estimation of probabilities. A solution to this that I took was 
rescaling my independent and control variables so that they all fit within a 0.0 
to 1.0 range. However, the problem is still there as the dependent variables 
are still binary. Another potential solution would be to use a different 
estimation technique such as a logistic regression which would better describe 
and explain the relationship between binary dependent variables and non-
binary independent variables. This solution was unfortunately not able to 
be pursued due to the time constraints of an undergrad thesis as re-running 
new regressions, especially a different kind, entails different methods of 
interpretation, and additional procedures to generate meaningful probabilities. 
Thus, future research designs may benefit from starting off with logistic 
regressions if the dependent variables are binary. How, then, do we proceed? 
Specifically relating to this thesis, I also initially wanted to do country case 
studies however the time constraints of an undergraduate thesis were again 
a culprit. For example, Kazakhstan serves as a potentially good case study 
where, as I mentioned, even though there have been domestic pressures within 
Kazakhstan against the CCP and in protest of Uyghur camps, supporting 
Frieden et al. (2019) whom posit that states take action on human rights, going 
beyond “toothless condemnation,” when faced with domestic pressures, it 
has not been the case and Kazakhstan has remained silent. Furthermore, it 
appears to align itself further with China economically, going against what 
the results suggest in which higher Muslim percentages of population should 
predict condemnation — of which Kazakhstan does not pursue while it does 
support the suggestion that being relatively closer distance to Beijing brings 
abstention to participate in the first place.

In regards to regime-type norms, it could be argued that countries with 
higher democracy scores are more likely to condemn China not necessarily 
out of just regime type but because they may be inherently more likely to 
be NATO states or contain US military bases. Controlling for a variable 
that measures these external alliance alignments (ie. Number of US soldiers 
stationed) may be helpful.

It was also pointed out to me that relating to arms transfers, membership 
in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) may correlate, which if the 
case forces the impact of arms transfers as a whole away.

On methodology, I acknowledge that the independent variables (IVs) used 
could be more robustly used. Specifically, these arms transfers, trade/GDP 
ratios, and investment data could be taken as an aggregate average over time 
rather than using the specific years of 2018 and 2019. Although, this limitation 
was taken due to missingness in the data being a concern if finding average 
values (ie. certain countries not having recorded investment, trade, or arms 
data from 2007-2013). A matter of finding better-collected data is always an 
issue but one key to acknowledge. Other improvements in future research are 
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inherent in the fixes to the aforementioned limitations.44

Nonetheless, the data shows we have reason to be hopeful that in spite of the 
increasing sense that power, whether hard and coercive or soft and co-optive, 
is the withstanding force in influencing and thereby explaining countries’ 
foreign policies, when it comes to human rights, this does not appear to be 
the case. This is only furthered by recent events such as President Biden’s 
criticisms of Xi Jinping’s policies in Xinjiang, Canadian and US statements 
labeling Uyghur camps as genocide, and most recently, US and other Western 
economic sanctions on China.

Normative ideals appear to persist and maintain optimistic footholds.
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1  Codebook ∥ Variable Name Index

1.1  Dependent Variables:
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Support[year]

• Coded variable on joint statements, 0 = either condemn/absent, 100 = 
support; represents out of countries that put in effort to participate and vote, 
who also put in effort to support? Condemn[year]

• Coded variable on joint statements, 0 = either support/absent, 100 = 
condemn; represents out of countries that put in effort to participate and vote, 
who also put in effort to condemn?

Participation[year]

• Coded variable on joint statements, 0 = absent, 100 = either condemn/
support Support ∥ Participated [year]

• Coded variable on joint statements, 0 = condemn, 100 = support, NA = 
absent; represents out of those that participated, then what position they took

1.2  Independent Variables:

CH InvGDP2019

• Total sum of Chinese foreign direct investment in each country 
available from 2005-2019 as a percentage of each country’s 2019 GDP.

Imp ch arms[year]

• Trend-Indicator Value (TIV); measures the volume of international 
transfers of major conventional weapons. Amount of arms imported by each 
country from China.

CH armsratio[year]

• Total number of Chinese imported arms as a percentage of the total 
number of imported arms in each country. TGDP Ratio2018

• Calculated volume of trade of each country(sum of exports and 
imports from China to each country) divided by each country’s 2018 GDP

1.3  Control Variables:

HR[year]

• Human Rights (HR) score. Calculated balanced score of Political 
Rights (PR) and Civil Liberties (CL) scores from FreedomHouse for each 
country. PR is on scale of 0-40, CL on 0-60. The following formula was used to 
calculate the Human Rights score:
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DistBeijingkm

• Distance of each country’s capital to Beijing in proper units of 
measurement

Muslim%

• Percentage of Muslim population out of total population in each 
country

Selfexclude • Percentage of politically mobilized population that belongs 
to secessionist ethnic groups

2  Missingness Map

Figure 2 shows the overall missingness for the cleaned, recoded, and 
rescaled version of the dataset I compiled. Note that the two variables with 
the most missing data are those representing Support — Participated and 
are a result of coding NAs on purpose as discussed in the Statistical Analysis 
section. All following variables such as Selfexclude, Muslim% (Proportion), or 
those representing the Trade-GDP Ratio and variables used to calculate the 
ratio contain true missing data. There is simply no reported data for certain 
countries in each variable.

Figure 2: Dataset Missingness
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How the State Influences Masculinity 
in Contemporary Chinese Society

Since the beginning of opening-up and reform in the late 1970s, masculinity 
in contemporary Chinese society has evolved at similar break-neck speeds to 

that of the Chinese economy. However, in recent years the state has demonstrated 
a renewed interest in influencing societal conceptions of masculinity. This 
research collects evidence from a range of academic, government, and media 
sources to investigate the ways in which the Chinese state influences perceptions 
of masculinity in contemporary China. Three main methods are identified: 
education, censorship, and propaganda. Using masculinity as a case study through 
which to observe state-society relations in China, the Chinese state’s view that it is 
the steward of a healthy and harmonious society is confirmed. Through its use of 
education campaigns, censorship of undesirable masculine representations, and 
the creation of propagandistic works, the Chinese state can be seen to promote a 
virile and patriotic masculine ideal that furthers its own nationalistic discourse. 

 Patrick McMaster
MA, International Affairs

London School of Economics / Peking University
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Introduction

Masculinity, much like femininity, is highly contextual. It means different 
things to different cultures and different people¹ but can largely be seen as a 
social construct. How the Chinese state shapes this construct in the twenty-
first century is the focus of this paper. It puts forward the idea that the Chinese 
state has used three principal methods to influence societal perceptions 
of masculinity in modern China: education, censorship, and propaganda. 
Through analysis of policies, regulations, official discourse, and propaganda, 
it argues that there have been tangible efforts made by the Chinese government 
to construct a certain type of masculine ideal within society. The androgynous 
and manicured aesthetics of male celebrities admired by many Chinese youths 
today are considered by some in the government as too effeminate. The state 
advocates more masculine idols, typified by the robust and virile qualities 
portrayed by Leng Feng, the main character in the recent Wolf Warrior movie 
franchise. Such a preference is reflected in measures taken by the state to 
influence societal norms regarding masculinity. 

The proceeding section of this paper will provide a brief historical 
background of masculinity in China along with relevant theoretical concepts 
to better orientate the reader. Following this, a discussion divided into three 
subsections will be conducted, giving argumentation for how the Chinese state 
has used education, censorship, and propaganda to influence masculinity in 
society. The final section will suggest the implications of this research and 
provide suggestions for further study. 

Background

Gender studies, since becoming a consolidated field of academic enquiry 
in the 1970s, has tended to focus on the plight of women and the evolution 
of femininity throughout history. This is not without good reason. As men 
have featured front and centre on the societal stage throughout practically 
all of “his-tory”, there has been little cause to problematize masculinity until 
quite recently.² Notwithstanding, owing to the fact that masculinity and 
femininity are seen as two mutually dependent and inter-influencing social 
forces, over the past forty years there has been growing literature focusing 
on the ‘he’. With China’s resurgence as a global superpower and renewed 
domestic debate within China on the subject of gender, Chinese perceptions 
of masculinity have gained attention in both academic and political arenas. 
However, conceptions of masculinity are by no means a new phenomenon in 
China. 

Despite early views expressed by Western scholarship, which failed to 
overcome an obsession with the perceived innate femininity and androgyny 
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of Chinese men, masculinity in Imperial China was complex and multifaceted. 
Concepts central to Chinese society today such as filial piety, loyalty to state, 
and honour culture emerged before and during the Eastern Han Dynasty 
over 2000 years ago.³ It was perhaps this concept of honour culture that 
added to the sense of psychological castration that Chinese men felt after the 
so-called “hundred years of humiliation” which lasted from the 1840s to the 
late 1940s and saw China occupied by successive waves of foreign imperial 
forces. Economically ruined and ashamed, Marxism and its revolutionary 
flavour appealed to Chinese male self-esteem. It placed China, a revolutionary 
communist country, at the vanguard of humanity. The revolution era saw the 
ideal male portrayed quite intentionally by the state as a brave strong soldier, 
ready to lay down his life for the communist cause.⁴ In the early years of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC), the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) sought 
to completely restructure gender relations. Driven by Mao’s push for gender 
equality, it broke with traditional Chinese beliefs about the need to maintain 
the separation between the sexes that have existed since antiquity.⁵ This was 
apparent in the asexual representation of men and women in propaganda 
posters of the time (see figure 1). It also had a practical goal of increasing 
the productivity of the workforce as it encouraged women to take on roles 
typically assigned to men.⁶

Figure 1: Men and women were desexualised and shown as ready to fight 
for communism. General Staff of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, 

“Threefold Defence”, from, Anchee Min, Duo Duo, and Stefan Landsberger, 
Chinese Propaganda Posters, Bibliotheca Universalis, 2015, pp. 110&111.
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Following Mao’s death in 1976, China entered a new phase of its development, 
and so did Chinese perceptions of masculinity. Under Deng Xiaoping, China 
conducted one of the most impressive economic transitions in modern history, 
the “opening up and reform” (改革开放)which brought along with it the 
masculinisation of capital. The opening to free markets unleashed a flood of 
capitalist ideals including that of entrepreneurial masculinity⁷ that depicted 
the ideal man as one who could “bring home the bacon”, afford luxury cars, 
own a big house, and be dressed in fashionable suits.

Opening up and reform also saw a tidal wave of outside culture penetrate 
the Chinese mainland. Taiwanese pop music is a notable example. Having 
been profoundly impacted by Japanese post-war androgyny, Taiwanese 
culture romanticised the ideal man as educated, polite, thin, and somewhat 
effeminate. This was in stark contrast to the loud and boisterous Beijing rock 
music scene which thrived in the 80s and 90s. The latter was preferred by 
the central Chinese state apparatus as it furthered its own ideals of a strong 
Chinese man that could contribute to building an emerging China. Beijing 
rock music did not catch on, being widely dismissed as too vulgar and linked 
with violent political campaigns such as the cultural revolution.⁸

This set the premise for a series of cultural phenomena that have emerged in 
the new millennium. A peruse of top-listed male celebrities in China can - or 
could as under new regulations media outlets are banned from publishing such 
lists⁹- reveal a common androgynous aesthetic. Thin bodies, dyed hair, facial 
piercings, coloured eye shadow, ‘effeminate’ personalities, and manicured 
nails are all characteristics audiences commonly observe. Boy bands such as 
WayV and TFBoys typify this aesthetic and are largely a reverberation of the 
Korean boy band trend, K-Pop. These, along with top actors and musicians 
such as Cai Xukun or Gong Jun, who have built up enormous fan bases over 
the past decade, are all examples of a style that has come to be known as “little 
fresh meat” (小鲜肉).10 The effeminate male celebrity has become a staple in 
mainstream Chinese entertainment, their immense popularity perhaps until 
recently has outshone condemnation that has appeared in both media and 
academia.

Contemporary Chinese literature which focuses on manliness (男性气质) 
has principally been a reaction to the so-called “masculinity crisis” (男性危
机) wherein Chinese men are perceived as emasculated by a broad range of 
factors. Authors such as Sun Yunxiao are alarmed by the social phenomenon 
of “women rising while men decline” (阴盛阳衰), which he describes as being 
a result of the fact that exam-oriented education is unfavourable to boys, 
meaning that girls have an advantage in school and university.11 Quantitative 
studies have been conducted to assess the impact of the “relative weakening” 
(相对弱化) of boys in school and the impacts that it has on their own well-
being, along with the well-being of society.12 Others see the association of 
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wealth with manliness as an immoral aspect of modern Chinese society that it 
inherited from the capitalist West. This is heavily present within the discourse 
of state media, which in recent years has taken grievance with the popularity 
of what it calls “sissy boys’’ or niang pao (娘炮) in mainstream media.13 It is 
of note that almost all the authors pushing the “masculinity crisis” narrative 
are male. However, there are some Chinese researchers who are at pains to 
emphasise that the difference between the performance of sexes in schools is 
not reflected in employment, with males still possessing a distinct advantage 
over their female counterparts in the workplace.14 In spite of this, the growing 
number of voices attacking niang pao and “fake-women’’ (为娘),15 along 
with concerns about the previously mentioned “masculinity crisis” in boys’ 
education, have had the combined effect of eliciting a wider state response. It 
is this state response and its intended influence on society that is the focus of 
this study.

State-Society Relations in China

In this study, masculinity can effectively be seen as a vehicle to analyse 
state-society relations in modern-day China. As the state apparatus in China 
is dominated by the CCP one could argue for a more authentic description 
of party-society relations. Sinologist Tong Saich describes the CCP’s role in 
connection to society as “practising an extreme form of trustee relationship, 
declaring itself to be the sole political organisation entitled to represent the 
legitimate interest of the Chinese people”.16 For that reason, references regarding 
the preferences of the state in this paper can be understood to represent those 
of the CCP. Compared with the omnipresent role that the state played in 
Chinese society in Mao-era China, society has been afforded a certain degree of 
increased liberty since the reform era.17 Recent developments, however, could 
suggest a reversal of this trend. Moise argues that the newfound prosperity of 
China has given the Chinese state more resources than it has ever had, hence, 
its ability to influence society is far greater than at any date pre-1949. He also 
notes that the main two aims of the Chinese state, stability and prosperity, 
have remained virtually the same throughout history.18

This is relevant to our discussion on masculinity for three reasons. Firstly, 
it is the greater degree of openness that Chinese society has had since the 
beginning of the reform era that has allowed new perceptions of masculinity 
to emerge. Secondly, the trusteeship that characterises state-society relations 
in China means that the CCP may feel inclined to control social constructs of 
masculinity. Finally, the fact that the Chinese State is more powerful than at 
any point before, means that the options available to exert such control are 
increased.
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The State, Society, and Masculinity Today

The discussion will now shift towards an assessment of how the modern 
Chinese state influences masculinity. Broadly, there are three main channels 
through which this can be observed: education, censorship, and propaganda. 
It is important to highlight that in all three of these areas, actions of the state are 
not unidirectional, that is, measures taken do not demonstrate the hegemonic 
will of the state; society also plays an important role, with many state actions 
having been provoked by discourse in wider society. Moreover, it is also worth 
noting that the state does not speak with one voice - views expressed by one 
institution may not be reflected by those of another. Therefore, the discussion 
below can be seen as an analysis of the overall trend wherein the state guides 
masculinity based on interactions with society rather than a suggestion that 
the Chinese government has a clear and isolated view of masculinity. 

Education

Education is essential for understanding gender as in many ways it 
represents the social relationships that exist within society.19 Consequently, 
the conversation around the “masculinity crisis” or “boy crisis” (男生危机) 
is important for understanding masculinity in Chinese society. Following 
several studies showing the relative decline of male performance in schools 
and universities, many educators within China fear the adverse effects that 
the perceived “women rising while men decline” (阴盛阳衰) phenomenon is 
having on boys.20 Some officials even go as far as to suggest that social order and 
harmony are at risk.21 According to some Chinese researchers, the education 
system is the main reason for the “boy crisis” (男生危机) as it unfairly favours 
females and deprives boys of their manhood.22 Calls to revamp the education 
system so that it instills “manly” qualities in boys have come from all levels of 
society, notably high-level officials and educators.23 

In response, the Chinese Ministry of Education put forward a proposal to 
“prevent the ‘feminization’ of Chinese male adolescents’’ in late 2020. The 
proposal included measures such as increasing the number of sports teachers 
in schools and universities, restructuring the curriculum to place more 
importance on physical education, making it a requirement for graduation, 
and increasing research on relevant topics. 24 This proposal was met with fierce 
criticism, resulting in an article being released from the ministry attempting 
to rectify alleged misunderstandings. It claimed that the proposal sought to 
cultivate yang gang zhi qi (阳刚之气) and not nan xing qi zhi (男性气质).25 
Both are words that translate into English as “masculinity”, however, the 
former is a more orthodox view of masculinity associated with healthy male 
habits, whereas the latter is more closely linked to the western concept of 
“manliness”. Semantics aside, the proposal shows a clear intention by the 
state to address the perceived “masculinity crisis” and thus exert control on 
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society’s perception of masculinity more broadly. 

The proposal has not been the sole measure taken by state institutions to 
shape masculinity in the education field. Following the call from national 
educators to combat the “feminisation” of men, many schools in cooperation 
with local state apparatus took measures of their own.26 Beginning in 2012, 
Shanghai no. 8 Middle School, with the approval from the Shanghai Municipal 
Government, opened a program aimed at “resolving the crisis of boys lacking 
masculinity” (化解男生缺乏”阳刚之气”的”男孩危机”).27 According to the 
school’s website, the program has a curriculum that caters to the development 
of healthy boys by proposing classes such as martial arts, fitness, and Chinese 
chess, all with aims to build strong and “civilised” men.28 Other programs 
that teach “boys how to be men” are gaining popularity among parents and 
demonstrate a societal force pushing for the masculinisation of young boys.29 
Needless to say, state support of such programs indicates a propensity to 
support the construction of social norms around masculinity in education. 

Well-known researcher Darius Longarino has pointed out that the Ministry 
of Education has been visibly inactive in implementing programs that 
introduce school and university students to LGBT issues despite a number 
of formal proposals.30 In one instance, a series of sex education books with 
content discussing sexual and gender diversity written by a Beijing Normal 
University Professor was removed by the Ministry of Education following 
online outrage by parents.31 Misguided anti-LGBT attitudes were taken to the 
extreme in Guangxi in 2019, where a school made a post on its website that 
classified homosexuality as “abnormal behaviour” and as being threatening 
to the well-being of “normal” people as part of an HIV awareness campaign.32 
The post was quickly taken down amidst backlash, however, it shows a certain 
level of illiteracy on LGTB issues by education institutions. In preventing 
education about sexual minorities, the state enforces a monolithic view about 
the male sex, it deprives both students and parents of information regarding 
different representations of male sexuality and thus influences what society 
finds to be acceptable depictions of men.

Censorship

The CCP has had tight control over information and entertainment since 
the inception of the PRC with the desire to control ideas from the outside 
being deeply rooted in historical experience. The nineteenth-century Taiping 
rebellion which resulted in the deaths of between 20 and 70 million people 
was centred on a variant of Christianity. Sun Yat-sen who led the revolution 
that overthrew the Qing dynasty, was himself Christian, and was heavily 
influenced by foreign ideas and received overseas support.33 Moreover, the 
Chinese leaders of the time saw the infiltration of foreign ideas as having 
provoked the Tiananmen Square protests.34 Modern-day China has various 
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institutions that deal with censorship of information and media. The newly 
created National Radio and Television Administration (NRTA), formerly 
known as the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT), 
which is under the direct supervision of the Central Propaganda Department 
deals with the oversight of all state-owned radio and television enterprises. 
As illustrated below, it plays a large role in censoring program content. The 
explosion of new forms of digital and social media pushed the CCP in 2014 
to set up the Central Cyberspace Affairs Commission and its subordinate 
Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC) to oversee internet policy and 
censorship. More recently it has had a role in bringing tech giants such as 
Tencent and Alibaba in line. 

With such a vast apparatus dealing with flows of information, it is no surprise 
that masculinity, or certain representations of it, has come into the crosshairs 
of censorship. Rules coming into effect in 2016 put forward by the Chinese 
Television Drama Production Industry Association aimed at controlling content 
in television dramas are one example. Under its “General rules for television 
program content production” (电视剧内容制作通则) “obscene and vulgar” 
themes that promote homosexuality or “abnormal” views about marriage and 
sexual liberty should be avoided.35 This trend was confirmed in 2021 when the 
NRTA released a notice for “Further strengthening the management of literary 
and artistic programs and their personnel”. Among other things, it instructs 
the entertainment industry to “resolutely reject abnormal aesthetics such as 
‘sissy boys’” (坚决杜绝“娘炮”等畸形审美).36 This demonstrates an aversion to 
perceived non-conformist views about sexuality and clear actions to cull the 
propagation of these views in television media. 

Following the 2016 announcement, several programs were censored, and 
the rules were also applied to online streaming platforms. Addicted (上
瘾), a hugely popular online gay romance drama that featured content that 
challenged traditional ideas about masculinity in China was taken down.37 
International films screened on the mainland also had to make censorship 
concessions. “Bohemian Rhapsody”, the award-winning biopic on the life 
of British rock star Freddie Mercury had at least ten scenes deleted by the 
Chinese Film Administration, including one that features Mercury’s kiss with 
a male guest.38

Targets were not only limited to representations of homosexuality. 
Effeminate styles and accessories also fell afoul of censorship rules. Popular 
streaming platform iQiyi at one point blurred out piercings on male celebrities 
in one of its in-house produced reality shows (see figure 2),39 in what was seen 
as an attempt to discourage the “sissy boy” aesthetic. iQiyi, when questioned 
by reporters, said that the platform “hadn’t received any instruction from the 
relevant department” to alter the footage.40 This is symptomatic of the way that 
censorship is conducted in the digital media realm; the state body publishes a 



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2022 | 87

State-sponsored Masculinity
 How the State Influences Masculinity in Contemporary Chinese Society

general guideline that platforms are then obliged to apply themselves for fear 
of reprisal - a system of state-directed auto-censorship which exerts influence 
on masculinity, nonetheless. 

Figure 2: Celebrities Lin Yanjun and Wang Linkai featuring on iQiyi’s “Her 
Flower Store” with their ear piercings blurred, from iQiyi, Copyright 2021 
iQiyi All Rights Reserved.

Figure 2: Celebrities Lin Yanjun and Wang Linkai featuring on iQiyi’s “Her 
Flower Store” with their ear piercings blurred, from iQiyi, Copyright 2021 

iQiyi All Rights Reserved.

While there has been an outcry in Western media over how the Chinese 
state is seen to censor certain representations of masculinity,41 the reasoning 
behind such measures is often overlooked. The NRTA’s 2021 notice makes 
clear that for the CCP, actions to resist “sissy boys” fall under a larger category 
of combatting the commodification of entertainment.42 Pop-culture trends that 
fall outside of party orthodoxy are seen as capitalist imports that are harmful 
to society. Such efforts are not a malicious attack on homosexuality and 
effeminate representations of men per se, but rather exist within a broader 
framework aimed at fostering a body of entertainment deemed morally 
acceptable to the Chinese state. 

So-called traffic worship culture, where platforms do all within their 
means to increase traffic on their sites, is seen as promoting harmful values 
of consumerism and selfishness in Chinese society. This was made clear in 
the CAC’s “Notice on Further Strengthening the Management of Chaos in the 
‘Celebrity Fan Culture’” which called for an ideologically secure and clean 
cyberspace environment in China. According to the notice, this involves 
preventing celebrity worship and controlling the ways in which fan circles 
behave on the internet.43 The link that the CCP has drawn between the dangers 
of commodifying celebrities in the entertainment industry and effeminate 
male representations is thus clear. 
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Wang Shuaishuai, a researcher on Chinese queer cultures, suggests that the 
latest crackdown on “sissy boy” representations in the media is a pretext to 
rein in the power of the Chinese tech giants. He notes: “the profits of tech 
companies and the proliferation of internet influencers, movie stars, and TV 
personalities have become increasingly intertwined. For a country seeking to 
rein in the power of big tech companies, these effeminate idols become an 
obvious target”.44 He argues that this is not the first time the government 
has exploited gender for its own goals, however, he fears that there could be 
wider ramifications for society. Regardless of the motivations, there is a clear 
desire by the state to shape representation of masculinity in the media through 
censorship.

Propaganda

Propaganda is defined as a political activity that seeks to influence the 
values, ideas, and thoughts of a society in order to serve the interests of its 
creator.45 Indeed, such a wide definition can encompass our two previously 
mentioned domains of education and censorship, however, the focus of this 
section will be works of propaganda that are created by the state to influence 
societal ideas around masculinity. The quintessential propaganda poster that 
was widely used in Maoist China has long faded from view, with the party 
now turning to more modern forms to carry its ideological message.46

In a 2014 speech made at the Symposium of Literary and Artistic Work (
文艺工作座谈会) which gathered national leaders from a number of artistic 
milieux to discuss the production of arts and culture in China, Xi Jinping 
called upon relevant industries to produce works that uphold socialist values 
and contribute to the National Rejuvenation.47 He also emphasised the need 
to prevent vulgar and lowbrow consumerist culture from propagating in the 
entertainment industry. This likely set the stage for the above-mentioned 
censorship regulations made by the NRTA and CAC, as well as urging those 
in the arts and entertainment industry to produce works with propagandistic 
intent. A notice put out by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism last year 
further formalised Xi’s call by announcing that artists and entertainers should 
promote socialism and sound moral values in line with Xi Jinping Thought.48 
This call did not go unanswered, in recent years a plethora of works from 
acrobatic shows 49 to art exhibitions have emerged with a distinct nationalistic 
flavour. Some of the most manifest means of propaganda that are to influence 
masculinity are film and television. Portrayals of ideal men in these are typical 
of strong, loyal patriots. 

Masculinity on screen

Films are a propagandistic form of deception used throughout the world, 
and in the case of modern China there is no better an example than the Wolf 
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Warrior franchise. The film for which the aggressive style of Chinese diplomacy 
gets its namesake has also appeared as part of a drive to masculinise China’s 
national image. In Wolf Warrior II, released in 2017, the film’s protagonist 
Leng Feng personifies a military hero, both fierce and cunning, who is driven 
by a sense of patriotic duty to save a group of civilians from a ruthless gang 
of mercenaries in an unnamed African country. He is portrayed as a heroic 
representation of Chinese might and is seen as a symbol of an economically 
and militarily rejuvenated China.50 The male body in the form of the film’s 
hypermasculine hero is used as an instrument to project national power. It also 
represents a willingness on behalf of the government to promote nationalist 
pride through masculinity as well as society’s willingness to consume it. Hu 
and Guan point out, “Wolf Warrior II was strongly supported by the Chinese 
government—especially by the military…[i]ts commercial success exemplifies 
the popular acceptance of a discourse of nationalist pride”.51 This represents 
a clear state-society interaction that is non-dichotomous, with the masculine 
nationalist hero appealing to both the state and society. 

State-sponsored entertainment propaganda has not been limited only to 
the big screen, As television stations and channels are state-owned in China, 
television as a medium is regarded as an important propaganda tool.52 Gong 
and Hird argue that since the turn of the century there has been an increase in 
television series that reconfigure the ideal masculine archetype to a nationalist 
hero that is loyal to the Communist Party whilst also incorporating aspects 
of the modern globalised man. Examples they cite include Years of Burning 
Passion (激情燃烧的岁月 2002), The Sky of History (历史的天空2004), and 
Unsheathing the Red Sword (亮剑 2005). 53 State influence has also been seen 
in the way increasingly popular reality TV shows represent men. In the hit 
dating show If You Are the One, the government stepped in to force the 
show’s producers to present male contestants that better represent proper 
masculine qualities rather than fetishizing wealth, as the show was widely 
criticised for doing.54 A more recent series that aired on the Hunan TV station 
from 2015 to 2017 titled Takes a Real Man (真正男子汉) further displays the 
state’s desire to present a militarised man as an ideal man in society. In this 
reality show, celebrities are taken to People’s Liberation Army (PLA) training 
camps and made to complete a series of tasks as directed by PLA soldiers. 
Challenges include jumping out of buildings, shooting exercises and so forth, 
all the while insinuating this is what it takes to be a real man. The show was 
praised by some for providing good masculine role models to young boys in 
the backdrop of the “boys crisis” and breaking from the fixed style of “little 
fresh meat” and “shy and timid” boys which seem to dominate mainstream 
television.55

These are just some examples that display how the state uses modern 
propaganda to disseminate an ideal of masculinity that is nationalised and 
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conforms with the interests of the Chinese state. While TV and film were 
focused on in this section, they are certainly not the only methods, with state 
news media another clear contender; the 2018 article published by Xinhua 
News Agency that described trends like the “niang pao” and “little fresh 
meat” as an affront to society56 is one strong example. Overall, it is possible 
to conclude that the state does indeed seek to influence masculinity in society 
through its use of modern propaganda through a range of mediums.

Conclusion

This research paper demonstrates that the Chinese state seeks to influence 
perceptions of masculinity in a number of ways. In that regard, the masculine 
construct is used by this paper as a lens through which to observe state-society 
relations. Indeed, it is clear that this relationship is not dichotomous, both 
society and the state being interconnected and responsive to constructions of 
masculinity. However, there is a clear effort on behalf of the state to guide 
society’s perception of what an ideal man should typify. This ideal has 
changed throughout time, in recent years it has come to mean a loyal, “manly”, 
patriot with sound traditional morals - representative of a rejuvenated China. 
Although not comprehensive, three main methods which the state uses to 
influence masculinity in society are evident: firstly education, the state is 
responsive to calls by educators and lawmakers within society - many of them 
state-affiliated – by introducing policy and programs aimed at preventing 
the “feminization” of adolescents; secondly, censorship, which is extensively 
implemented to repress representations of masculinity that are deemed 
disturbing to social order; and finally, propaganda, which is used to project 
a state-approved masculine ideal, notably through the mediums of film and 
television.

The wider ramifications of this study are not simple to discern. It is certainly 
clear that there is a desire on behalf of the state to guide societal constructions 
of masculinity, however, how effective it will be in doing so remains 
unanswered. What it does suggest is that the CCP has grown in capabilities 
and confidence and is seeking to project a strong masculine archetype 
representative of a rising, or risen, China. The government also seems to 
support the notion of a “boy crisis”, which, given prevalent levels of gender 
inequality and under-representation of women in the echelons of power, may 
seem misguided. Furthermore, policies concerned with preventing effeminate 
representations of men in the media could be seen as misconstrued in a society 
with a burgeoning feminist awareness. This is especially true in light of recent 
movements denouncing male sexual harassment such as Rice Bunny or MeToo 
(米兔运动).

This brief study is limited in several ways. Due to time and space constraints, 
a full analysis of the effects of China’s policy targeting masculinity could not 
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be conducted. Moreover, even though some causes for state actions aiming at 
male representations in the media have been mentioned, a full explanation of 
why the state may seek to influence masculinity is needed. Such a study would 
likely reveal connections with a wide range of other social phenomena in 
China, notably the aging population issue. Importantly, the links to femininity 
and how modern masculine ideals impact women should be discussed in 
future research. Although China has made major leaps and bounds regarding 
the empowerment of women in the past century, it is still a long way off 
from achieving gender equality, and more research is required to such ends. 
Nonetheless, by increasing understanding of the role that masculinity plays in 
state-society relations, the structures of power and gender can also be further 
apprehended to inform the construction of a more equitable society.
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