
OCCASIONAL PAPERS, VOL. 1, NO. 9 - DECEMBER 28, 2022

CHINA'S STRATEGIC VISION 
A SHORT PRIMER
by Christopher A. Ford

© 2022 The MITRE Corporation. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Approved for Public Release; Distribution Unlimited. Public Release #22-02024-6



MITRE’s Center for Strategic Competition  
and the “Occasional Papers” Series 
Today’s competitive strategy challenges are multi-faceted and complex. They exist in arenas of hard, “sharp,” 
and soft power—from military capacity, technological innovation, economic development, espionage, trade, 
and finance to cyber conflict, law enforcement, politics and culture, and diplomacy. Well-crafted competitive 
strategy requires a true system mindset.

Helping our country meet these challenges drives the work of MITRE’s Center for Strategic Competition (CSC). 
The CSC leverages MITRE’s six decades of systems thinking and systems integration experience on behalf of the 
United States and its partners, drawing upon the full range of capabilities that exist across the MITRE enterprise.

Much of what we do occurs out of the public eye for specific federal sponsors. Because strategic 
competition is a genuinely “whole-of-nation” challenge, however, it is essential to involve a wide range  
of stakeholders in devising and implementing systems-informed solutions.

CSC established this “Occasional Papers” series to engage, educate, and inform the policy community  
and the broader public about strategic competition issues, problems, and opportunities. We invite you  
to send feedback to strategic.competitor@mitre.org.

Why do we need the Center for Strategic Competition (CSC)?

Decades of trusted 
relationships with 

uniquely broad range of 
federal sponsors, and in 

coordinating partnerships 
among government, industry, 

and academic stakeholders

Understand complex 
interactions between 
elements of a system and 
devise interventions to 
improve outcomes

Data analytics, economic
modeling, AI, behavioral 
sciences, intelligence analysis,
system-of-system modeling, 
and decision-support tools

Cutting-edge analytic 
capabilities integrating 

unclassified and classified 
information and analyses

SYSTEMS
THINKING

TRUSTED
RELATIONSHIPS

BREADTH
OF TALENT

BOTH OPEN
AND SECURE

MITRE
CSC

MITRE’s Mission
MITRE’s mission-driven teams are dedicated to solving problems for a safer world. Through our public-
private partnerships and federally funded R&D centers, we work across government and in partnership  
with industry to tackle challenges to the safety, stability, and well-being of our nation.

mailto:strategic.competitor%40mitre.org?subject=CSC%20%22Ocassional%20Papers%22%20Series


 

iiThe MITRE Corporation

OCCASIONAL PAPERS, VOL. 1, NO. 9

CHINA'S STRATEGIC VISION: A SHORT PRIMER

Contents 

Executive Summary 1

Introduction 2

The CCP’s Strategic Framing 2

Comprehensive National Power  2

Sinic Monism 2

Grievance Ideology 2

China’s Current Opportunity  3

Tools and Axes of Competition 3

Economic Weight and Growth  3

Technological Innovation  3

Military Power 3

Discourse Control 4

Envisioning a Sinocentric World 4

Visions of Sinocentrism 4

Global Governance 4

Controlling Global Narratives 5

Asserting Cultural Dominance 5

The China Model  5

The “But For” Party 5

A Vision of Global Primacy 5

Celestial Empire 2.0 6

International Relations Theory “with Chinese Characteristics” 6

Conclusion 6

About the Author 7

Endnotes 7



 

1The MITRE Corporation

OCCASIONAL PAPERS, VOL. 1, NO. 9

CHINA'S STRATEGIC VISION: A SHORT PRIMER

Executive Summary

This paper summarizes points made in the papers published by MITRE’s Center for 
Strategic Competition on “China’s Strategic Vision.” The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
regime has a distinctive worldview built on: (1)  a “comprehensive” conception of national 
power; (2) a monist theory of political authority and systemic dominance by the entity 
possessing “Comprehensive National Power” (CNP) in the greatest degree; and (3) an 
ideology of national grievance that drives China to wish to avenge supposed past wrongs  
by bringing about a “rejuvenation” that places Beijing “once more” in a dominant role in 
the world system.

China sees economics, military capabilities, political clout, diplomatic savvy, technological advantage, 
natural resources, geography, moral stature, and socio-cultural factors as aggregating into CNP and expects 
that the state with the greatest CNP will set the rules for the world system. Through “national rejuvenation,” 
China aims to avenge its “Century of Humiliation” and become that dominant state.

The key ingredient of CNP, as the CCP sees it, is economic growth, which is essential to returning China 
to its status as the world’s rule-setting central player. To this end, it has focused on acquiring cutting-edge 
technology as a key to winning back China’s position at the center of the world. The acquisition of more 
and more military power is also central to “national rejuvenation,” as high-technology military forces are “a 
benchmark of modernity and global status.” Chinese officials believe military capabilities develop through 
“Revolutions in Military Affairs” through which the state with the most advanced technology acquires 
advantages over all others and can leverage these advantages for geopolitical gain; China intends to gain 
such advantages for itself in the future. As part of the “narrative warfare” component of the Party’s vision 
of creating a Sinocentric world, Beijing has also become increasingly aggressive in using coercion to punish 
those who say things the CCP dislikes.

Indeed, the CCP has come to define China’s “national rejuvenation” as including the construction of a 
Sinocentric regional order well beyond the People’s Republic of China’s frontiers. In fact, this vision places 
China at the center of a network of global physical and technological infrastructure, as well as political, 
economic, and security influence. As China’s power has grown, the country has been more willing to speak 
of the CCP’s system of governance as one that itself provides a model for the rest of the world. Officials 
envision what Xi Jinping has termed “a new type of international relations,” in which China has surpassed 
the United States as the world’s “indispensable power” and all others adopt a deferential position regarding 
China’s global leadership. This desired end state bears a striking resemblance to the relationships that 
ancient China traditionally sought to create with the rest of the world.
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Introduction

Earlier this year, MITRE’s Center for Strategic Competition 
published three papers on “China’s Strategic Vision,” 
describing the worldview and strategic ambitions of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) and its ruling Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP). The first outlined the concepts 
through which CCP officials frame Beijing’s approaches to 
foreign affairs and national security.1 The second discussed 
the aspects of competition China envisions under its 
notion of “Comprehensive National Power” (CNP),2 while 
the third described the future world Chinese strategists 
wish to create.3 This paper offers a summary version 
of that long three-paper series for busy policymakers 
developing responses to Chinese revisionism.

The CCP’s Strategic Framing

Comprehensive National Power

China’s understanding of power sees economics, 
military capabilities, political clout, diplomatic savvy, 
technological advantage, natural resources, geography, 
moral stature, and socio-cultural factors as aggregating—
in mutually supportive ways—into an overall concept of 
CNP in which states in the international system can in 
theory be ranked against each other. 

Sinic Monism

Chinese leaders’ view of geopolitical power is influenced by 
an ancient assumption that authority exists in hierarchical 
form within any given organizational unit and that it 
organizes itself in concentric circles on a gradient of status 
and merit that proceeds outward from a single civilizational 
core to an ultimately essentially barbarous periphery.

In this vision, the most powerful state in the system 
sets the rules. As outlined by Xi Jinping and in CCP 
publications, dominant, rule-setting states have 
succeeded each other for centuries,4 and world history is 
a succession of normative systems, each established by 
the dominant player of its day. And since China expects 
to continue to expand its CNP, Beijing expects that before 
long it will be able to set such rules for the world,5 making 
China’s national “rejuvenation” conceptually inseparable 
from the notion of its “return” to geopolitical centrality.

Grievance Ideology

The motive force behind the CCP’s drive to seize a CNP-
fueled predominance for China is the Party’s “grievance 
ideology.”6 What Xi calls “the Chinese Dream of national 
rejuvenation”7 is not merely about acquiring wealth but 
also about acquiring position in the world vis-à-vis other 
states. The CCP’s claims of grievance focus on indignities 
felt to have been inflicted on China by Western and 
Japanese hands beginning in the mid-19th century. 

Ancient China saw itself as the center of civilization, 
to which all others had to show awestruck deference. 
Having long had a self-image of axiomatic superiority 
and patronizing disdain for the non-Sinicized, China 
suffered a psychic shock when it was manhandled and 
easily bested by self-confident, prosperous, and dynamic 
Western powers at their 19th century imperialist apogee. 
This produced a traumatic civilizational “humiliation” 
from which China has never recovered.

Though for some years the CCP publicly downplayed 
its ambitions to restore China to the geopolitical 
predominance it felt itself to have enjoyed for centuries, 
increasingly self-assertive talk of “rejuvenation” is now in 
full bloom. The current fixation on “‘rejuvenation’ (fuxing) 
invokes ideas of past glory, to which one is returning, 
invoking historical memory both of past greatness/
centrality and humiliation.”8
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Achieving the “Chinese Dream” thus inherently implies 
China’s elevation over all others, as a sort of geopolitical 
“payback.” The quest for a “method to avenge humiliation” 
(xuechi tiaoyue) is central to Chinese nationalism9 and a 
powerful engine for the CCP’s revisionist ambition.

China’s Current Opportunity 

Leaders in Beijing see China’s growing wealth and power 
as creating a window of opportunity for it in the  
mid-21st century. According to Xi, “changes in the global 
governance system and the international order are [now] 
speeding up.” The new era for China that is today dawning, 
Xi has said, will finally see China moving to “center stage 
and making greater contributions to mankind.”10

This trend of geopolitical self-assertion has accelerated 
under Xi, who has left Deng Xiaoping’s strategic caution 
far behind. With a self-assigned timetable of achieving 
“rejuvenation” by 2049—the centennial of the Party’s 
founding—the CCP has given itself both an agenda and 
a deadline.

Tools and Axes of Competition

Economic Weight and Growth

The key ingredient of CNP, as the CCP sees it, is 
economic growth. Its industrial policy assumes that 
“transform[ing] China into the global manufacturing 
leader … will lay the foundation for the realization of the 
Chinese dream to rejuvenate the Chinese nation.”11 

Economic weight is seen as essential to returning China 
to its lost status as the world’s rule-setting central player, 
and the paramount political and civilizational model, in 
international affairs. On what is described as “the main 
battlefield of the national economy,”12 the CCP hopes 
to “capture the … high ground in the new competitive 
landscape.”13

Technological Innovation 

China has focused on acquiring cutting-edge technology 
as a key to winning back the country’s position at the 
center of the world. For today’s CCP, “science and 
innovation are at the heart of Beijing’s international 
standing,” and it is a key priority for Xi that China “catch 
up and surpass others” in this realm.14 Its “Innovation-
Driven Development Strategy” (IDDS)15 aims to put it at 
the center of the global technology economy.

As with economic strength more generally, however, this 
is not being attempted merely for its own sake. Rather, 
the CCP sees technological innovation as essential to 
its project of geopolitical “return.” CCP leaders see 
technology competition as very much akin to war, urging 
their countrymen to “successfully fight tough battles 
for key and core technologies”16 so that China “shall be 
established as a world S&T [Science and Technology] 
innovation superpower … occupying the high ground in 
innovation.”17 The IDDS declares that it is imperative for 
China to make “[b]reakthroughs … [so that] the passive 
situation where key and core technologies have long 
been controlled by others shall be reversed.”18

In addition to acquiring know-how by luring foreign 
experts to China and taking advantage of Chinese 
students and researchers abroad, the CCP stresses the 
importance of taking better advantage of the enormous 
amounts of data generated by and within the modern 
Chinese digital economy. The CCP envisions a future 
in which “the cross-department, cross-level, and 
cross-regional convergence and in-depth utilization of 
data”19 will enable advances in economic production, 
technological innovation, and social control.

Military Power

The acquisition of more and more raw military power 
is also central to China’s imaginings of “national 
rejuvenation.” “The possession of high-technology 
military forces seems to have been regarded as a 
benchmark of modernity and global status by the 
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Chinese” leaders ever since they first encountered 
European military might in the 19th century.20

The CCP assumes that a wide range of cutting-
edge technological capabilities, including those from 
the civilian sphere, can be employed in support of 
augmenting Chinese military power. The Party has set 
in motion an entire national bureaucracy—“a military-
civil fusion platform for collaborative innovation in 
national defense science and technology”21—to identify 
and leverage military technologies for civilian use and 
civilian ones for military use. This “merging … the basic 
elements for military-civil science and technology”22 aims 
to erase the barrier between China’s civilian and military 
industrial and innovation sectors.

Chinese officials believe military capabilities develop 
through “Revolutions in Military Affairs” through which 
the state in possession of the most advanced technology 
acquires dramatic advantages over all others and can 
leverage these advantages for geopolitical gain. China 
wants the leading technology and hence these dramatic 
advantages for itself in the future. When it achieves 
military-technological preeminence, it expects to receive 
dramatic geopolitical benefits, forcing "the United 
States to adopt a 'new type of major power relationship' 
premised largely on U.S. strategic concessions."23

Discourse Control

In this vision, China’s tools for strategic competition go 
far beyond mere “material” aspects of power. They 
also include what is called “discourse control.” China’s 
success in building itself into a vastly stronger and more 
influential global power has encouraged it to adopt 
propaganda messages of an increasingly offensive 
nature, aimed no longer at simply protecting the CCP 
regime or China’s rise but now also at reshaping the 
international environment into the form that Beijing 
desires it to take.

Yet deep “discourse control” is not simply about 
propaganda messaging, for CNP theory also believes 

socio-cultural factors contribute to a country’s overall 
power. In major planning documents, the CCP emphasizes 
promoting appropriate deference to and respect for 
Chinese culture—which includes disincentivizing (i.e., 
punishing) what is perceived as disrespect—as a key 
element in both domestic and foreign policy.24 This is 
part of the “narrative warfare” component of the CCP’s 
vision of creating a Sinocentric world.

Envisioning a Sinocentric World

Visions of Sinocentrism

The CCP has increasingly come to define China’s 
“national rejuvenation” as including the construction 
of a powerfully Sinocentric regional order well beyond 
the PRC’s frontiers. Beijing’s strategic vision focuses on 
transforming the Indo-Pacific region into a single—and 
China-centered—economic and infrastructural whole, 
“reshaping the regional architecture … in the Asia-
Pacific”25 in order “to create a new pattern of regional 
economic integration” linked to China.26

One should not mistake this merely for an economic 
development program, for China also seeks to establish 
the rules of interaction under which the entire Indo-
Pacific will be expected to operate. As Xi has put it, 
ideas from China “will become the shared beliefs and 
norms of conduct for the whole region.”27 The CCP 
aspires to “ensure that more people embrace the spirit 
of an Asia-Pacific family and the idea of a community of 
shared future”28 that revolves around China and generally 
excludes the United States.29

Global Governance

China’s objectives, however, are not solely regional, but 
rather part of a “strategic ambition” that “places China 
at the center of a vast network of global physical and 
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technological infrastructure, as well as political and 
security influence.”30 CCP officials wish to “reform” 
mechanisms of international governance on a global 
basis,31 and rebuild international institutions around 
China as a paterfamilias for the nations of the world32 
pursuant to “a theory of a globe-spanning universal 
society” led by the CCP33 that will create “a new type of 
international relations.”34

Controlling Global Narratives

Traditional Chinese thinking reflects an assumption about 
moral and political order that the act of naming encodes 
an understanding of each named entity’s role in the 
social order.35 When the proper socio-political roles and 
rituals are “properly lived out, society will function as it 
should—from the level of the family all the way up to 
great affairs of state.”36 The function of proper naming, 
therefore, is socially constitutive.

This helps give modern Chinese propaganda and narrative 
control policies a special urgency. CCP propaganda 
officials talk of struggle for global “discourse power” against 
Western “discourse hegemony,”37 and view “grabbing the 
microphone” as essential to creating a new global order 
centered around China. Determined to control how anyone, 
anywhere thinks and speaks about China,38 Beijing has 
become increasingly aggressive in using coercion to 
punish those who say things the CCP dislikes.39

Asserting Cultural Dominance

The idea that barbarians would “‘turn[] toward Chinese 
customs out of admiration’”40 has a long history.41 
As noted earlier, culture is viewed as an element of 
exploitable national power and a tool of competitive 
advantage.42 It is an objective of CCP policy to spread 
affinity for and deference to Chinese culture, so that 
China’s “influence … will rise further.”43

The China Model 

As China’s growing economic, military, and political weight 
has encouraged it to feel free to pursue its revisionist 
geopolitical ambitions, officials in Beijing have also been 
more willing to speak of the CCP’s system of governance 
as one that itself provides a model for the rest of the 
world—and to describe China’s authoritarianism as an 
advantage44 that lets one “concentrate force to do big 
things.45

The “But For” Party

It is essential to the CCP’s political legitimacy narrative to 
claim that only the Chinese Communist Party can bring 
about China’s “national rejuvenation.”46 The Party has 
thus linked its domestic legitimacy not just to domestic 
growth but also to achieving preeminent international 
status for China.47

A Vision of Global Primacy

The China Dream the CCP envisions is what the 14th 
Five-Year Plan describes as a “community of common 
destiny for humanity.”48 This picks up on the concept of 
“building a harmonious world”  that became current in 
the late 2000s. In that usage, the idea of a “harmonious 
world”49 builds on the “harmonious society” being built 
in China itself; it signaled the CCP’s desire to export its 
conceptions of political order.50

CCP officials envision what Xi has termed “a new type 
of international relations” that has distinctively “Chinese 
characteristics”51 and in which China is “a global 
leader in terms of composite national strength and 
international influence.”52 In this future world, China will 
have “surpassed the United States as the undisputed 
leader of the Asia-Pacific” and “as the world’s most 
‘indispensable power’” globally.53 China envisions the 
United States being in “a deferential position regarding 
Chinese leadership globally” by behaving “with a de facto 



 

6The MITRE Corporation

OCCASIONAL PAPERS, VOL. 1, NO. 9

CHINA'S STRATEGIC VISION: A SHORT PRIMER

acceptance of a position of inferiority.”54 In this future, 
“China is the global leader … [and] [m]ajor powers 
manage their differences according to norms established 
by China” and “all respect the primacy of China’s 
interests and authority worldwide.”55

Celestial Empire 2.0

This desired end state bears a striking resemblance to 
the relationships ancient China traditionally sought to 
create with the rest of the world. As China succeeds 
in “transforming the global order into a form more 
compatible with Chinese interests and values”56 and 
revolving around China, Beijing must be the dominant, 
norm-setting central state in the world system.57

International Relations Theory “with Chinese 
Characteristics”

From the perspective of constructivist International 
Relations (IR) theory,58 China’s strategic theorists are in 
effect advancing a distinctive variety of IR theory:

1. In this vision, the purpose of every state is to play its 
proper role in a “harmonious” and vertically constituted 
system of social order centered on China. In such a 
system, those above are expected to show benevolence 
to their inferiors; those below must show loyalty, 
respect, and deference to their superiors; and all must 
know—and stick to—their specified place and role.

2. The organizing principle of national sovereignty in this 
vision is not democratic self-governance by a voting 
population within defined frontiers, but rather the 
degree to which any given people accepts and acts 
according to the value system of the harmonious order 
propounded by China. Those who reject the proper 
order of things by rejecting those values lack legitimacy.

3. The governing norm of procedural justice in this vision is 
acceptance of one’s status within the system: a Confucian 
sort of propriety rooted in the diligent performance of 
one’s duties within the proper social order.

4. The institutional rationality that arises from this system 
is one of tributary diligence: a performative international 
politics in which entities demonstrate their fidelity by 
giving appropriate status deference to and validating 
the legitimacy of the systemic center (i.e., China).

Conclusion

This analysis is not meant to suggest that the CCP’s 
self-aggrandizingly Sinocentric global vision will actually 
succeed; there are various ways in which it may fail, 
and indeed the rest of the world may not find it remotely 
attractive anyway. Nevertheless, it is important to 
understand this strategic vision if one is to develop an 
effective counterstrategy.
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