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Chinese Foreign Policy and U.S.-China Relations
An interview with Jessica Chen Weiss

In recent years, U.S.-China relations have deteriorated due to tensions over trade, intel-
lectual property rights, and protests in Hong Kong. These building tensions have sparked 
concerns that the two countries are entering into a strategic competition reminiscent of 
the Cold War era. To understand the direction of Chinese foreign policy and U.S-China 
relations, the Journal sat down with Jessica Chen Weiss, Associate Professor of Govern-
ment at Cornell University and author of Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China’s 
Foreign Relations. Dr. Weiss also spoke about her current research on the influence of 
domestic politics on China’s intentions toward the international order. 

Journal: We’ve observed many developments in the U.S.-China relationship since you 
last wrote for the Journal in 2017. Can you comment on the focus of your book-in-
progress, Autocracy’s Ascent: The Domestic Politics of China’s Global Interests and Influence?

Weiss: The focus of my current research is to look at the impact of Chinese domestic poli-
tics on China’s intentions toward the international order. More generally, it is concerned 
with how we should think about the directions and variation in China’s foreign policy. 

I think there is a growing concern that the United States and China are entering a period 
that might be analogous to the Cold War, fueled by ideological competition, and [some] 
see China as posing a dire threat to the U.S.-led order and democracy worldwide. In my 
view, these fears get the challenge from Beijing wrong. [I believe] that China has been 
engaged in a defensive ideological battle, focused on preserving Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) rule at home. If China is not fighting a global ideological battle, I think 
we need to turn to the domestic drivers of Chinese foreign policy. 

I focus in particular on what I see as two dimensions [of foreign policy]: centrality and 
heterogeneity. Centrality refers to the three pillars of legitimacy that CCP rule rests on: 
nationalism, growth, and public security at home. But it is also important to recognize 
that China is not a monolith, and that there is a great deal of heterogeneity within the 
Chinese state, and that these two dimensions help us understand China’s willingness 
to show flexibility in its international approach to global governance and international 
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pressure, as well as the times in which it is much more inflexible and resistant, when 
foreign pressure may even backfire. 

On issues that are central to the Chinese government’s legitimacy in one of these three 
pillars, my argument is that China is much more likely to invest heavily in, and insist 
rigidly on its own preferences. However, there can still be room for compromise even on 
those central issues if there are trade-offs between nationalism and growth, or between 
public security–even within public security, there can be trade-offs. This framework helps 
us understand, for example, shifts from China’s recalcitrance on global efforts to combat 
climate change, to its rapid investment in efforts leading that fight. 

This variation in Chinese behavior cannot be understood within the simple framework 
of China is either a revisionist or a country that is simply integrating peacefully into the 
international order. Overall, I would say that my assessment is somewhere in between 
these views of China as either a revisionist or a pure stakeholder. I would describe China 
as a disgruntled stakeholder. There are aspects of the international order that China is 
happy to accommodate, and others where we are likely to see China’s growing influence 
having a very negative impact on those existing elements. I will apply the framework 
to three different areas, one being global governance, the second, security dynamics in 
the Asia-Pacific, and the third, the question of the spread of autocracy and democratic 
backsliding. 

Journal: What is your analysis on the dynamic between the Chinese government and 
domestic public opinion? How do you go about researching this dynamic given the 
opaque nature of Chinese government policy formulation?

Weiss: The question of how much public opinion influences Chinese foreign policy is 
very challenging for precisely this reason: the opacity of Chinese government policy-
making. That said, we can still study how the Chinese government has managed public 
opinion and draw inferences about the pressure that the government faces from public 
opinion. That is different from identifying cases in which public opinion was decisive, 
but I think it helps us understand one of the factors that the Chinese government has to 
consider in its decision-making. One of the ways to do so is through qualitative process 
tracing and a careful examination of different episodes over time. 

In my first book, Powerful Patriots, I looked at how the Chinese government managed 
nationalist protests and argued that because the Chinese government has repressed 
nationalist protests more often than it has allowed them, the government is not always 
constrained by public opinion. At the same time, I document through interviews with 
activists how the government’s efforts to oppress nationalist mobilization are still costly 
because of the resentment that those efforts generate amongst this nationalist group of 
citizens. Another way to look at this dynamic, and one that I have increasingly used in 
my research, is to use surveys and survey experiments. Surveys give us more systematic 
insight into what Chinese citizens as well as online netizens think, and survey experi-
ments have the ability to embed randomly assigned vignettes to see how, for example, 
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the government’s use of propaganda can affect how citizens think about and react to 
international disputes. 

Journal: In your previous piece for our Journal in 2017, you described the tensions 
underlying U.S.-China relations at the outset of the Trump presidency. Since then, 
U.S.-China relations have plummeted to their lowest point in recent years. However, 
we have not seen mass nationalist protests like those after the bombing of the Chinese 
embassy in Belgrade in 1999. In your opinion, what explains this quiescence?

Weiss: There are a lot of factors that might explain why we have not seen any anti-for-
eign demonstrations. One explanation is that nationalist attitudes have disappeared. 
That is clearly not the case; there have been many attempted protests against foreign 
targets, not necessarily just the United States, but also South Korea, Vietnam, and the 
Philippines–yet in each of these cases, the government has stepped in to prevent them 
from becoming larger or gathering widespread appeal. What might explain this differ-
ence here are some of the same factors that distinguish the Xi Jinping era from prior 
periods in Chinese politics.

I think the most important of these is the increased role of the state in all facets of 
Chinese politics, whether it is the economy or, in this case, taking the lead in using 
nationalism as a diplomatic tool to coerce foreign states. Under Xi, we have seen much 
greater willingness to use economic leverage and coordinated efforts to, for example, 
suspend group tourist visits to Taiwan or other places as a way of signaling quite strongly 
the Chinese government’s displeasure. It is not out of the realm of possibility that there 
will again be nationalist protests like those that followed the embassy bombing in 1999. 

I think with the recent NBA controversy, you saw the beginnings of what could have 
been anti-American protests, but the Chinese government stepped in again to shut 
those down. They may have shut them down because they assessed the risks of unrest 
would be too great, but they may have also stepped in because they felt that the point 
had been made and there was no additional benefit to China’s objectives in allowing 
further demonstrations of anti-American sentiment. I think this is another illustration 
of the state’s role in facilitating the spread of domestic Chinese outrage against a foreign 
target. The initial outrage against the NBA General Manager’s statement was on a 
foreign, international platform, Twitter, which is blocked inside China. This news was 
something the Chinese government could have suppressed from circulating in China; 
instead, it shone a spotlight on this. The Chinese government essentially gave Chinese 
nationalists a very large megaphone to express their anger. But when things continued 
to develop, they stepped in after about a week to prevent any protests from taking place. 

Journal: In your recent article, “Authoritarian Audiences, Rhetoric, and Propaganda in 
International Crises: Evidence from China,” you point out that during an international 
crisis, aggressive rhetoric from the Chinese government can generate domestic support 
even if no concrete action is taken. However, the Chinese government’s lack of response 
can also be perceived as cowardice by the Chinese public. Are U.S. policymakers aware 
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of this pattern and do they tailor their responses accordingly?

Weiss: To some extent U.S. policymakers are aware of this. There has long been disagree-
ment over what Chinese rhetoric about “the hurt feelings of the Chinese people” has 
meant. Are Chinese officials bluffing when they use this kind of rhetoric or do they 
really face domestic pressure? I do not think U.S. policymakers have had a consistent 
approach to thinking about this question. What I hear is that the Chinese government’s 
willingness to engage in heated rhetoric and not take tough action can be a strategy the 
government uses to placate domestic audiences, but the long-term effects of this rhet-
oric are still unknown. Does the Chinese government make it harder to compromise in 
the future by building a stronger set of nationalist demands and preferences inside the 
public? I think it also suggests that when the Chinese government does not take action, 
then what they have done is try to minimize the cost they face when foreign actions are 
deemed provocative. Foreign policymakers, including those in the United States, ought 
to be aware that the Chinese government does face domestic pressure when foreign 
actions are deemed provocative, but one of the ways the Chinese government recovers 
domestic support is through what I call “bluster.”

Journal: Since July, protests in Hong Kong have become increasingly violent. The Chinese 
government is taking a harder stance on Hong Kong by framing the situation as riots. 
What are the calculations and goals of the Chinese government and how can Hong 
Kong and the Mainland government resolve this conflict?

Weiss: The Chinese government is essentially afraid that a more democratic Hong 
Kong would not be willing to remain deferential to the ultimate interests of the Chinese 
government in maintaining a unified China, a sovereign China led by the CCP. This is 
fundamentally a difficult problem to resolve because many Hongkongers feel that they 
were promised greater democracy at the time of Hong Kong’s handover to Mainland 
China, but the Chinese government under Xi Jinping has adopted policies that encroach 
further and further on Hongkongers’ sense of autonomy. I think that is the underlying 
political conflict here. I think this may, just like the underlying political divide between 
Taiwan and Mainland China, be very difficult to resolve. 
There is a difference between an actively inflamed situation, with protesters and the 
police engaging in ever more violent acts, and a situation in which these tensions are 
simmering but not out in the open. I think that in some ways the actions of both sides 
have backfired. The Chinese government’s efforts to increase the integration of Hong 
Kong into Mainland China have exacerbated Hongkongers’ fears that their autonomy is 
disappearing and they face an existential threat. Protesters and demonstrators in Hong 
Kong, and even those who were not originally demonstrators but are now supporting 
the demonstrations, have in some ways also exacerbated the Chinese government’s fear 
of separatism. Both sides view this conflict through a very different political lens, which 
is fueling the open conflict that we are seeing.

Journal: Do you think that increased international attention from the United States and 
other democratic nations will positively or negatively affect the situation in Hong Kong? 
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Weiss: I think that international attention is a double-edged sword. International atten-
tion is one of the most important restraining devices that the Chinese government 
faces, and one of the reasons that they are not sending in the tanks, which many fear, is 
because of the economic costs that would have for China and its ties to the world. At 
the same time, international support, especially more overt support–there is a difference 
between symbolic support and material support–feeds the concern in Beijing that this 
is the work of foreign “black hands.” I think most foreign governments have stayed 
away from providing this more overt support, precisely because they are aware of this 
dynamic. But that has not been enough to reassure the Chinese government, which 
continues to put out this framing because it serves their own domestic purposes. They 
can ignore the demands and paint these protests as illegitimate, and in doing so, they 
rally the domestic public behind them. So there are, unfortunately, incentives on both 
sides to resist coming to any kind of compromise.

Journal: You have previously written about Chinese foreign policy-making “making the 
world safe for autocracy.” Based on these developments, how can future U.S. administra-
tions more effectively engage with China while maintaining a commitment to human 
rights and democratic principles?

Weiss: I think the most important thing is that future U.S. administrations set a better 
example, starting at home. Lecturing China about what [values] it needs to uphold while 
engaging in problematic behavior ourselves gives us little moral high ground. It is also 
the principled way to recognize that the United States has limited leverage on these 
issues, but nevertheless, we can show other countries that the United States stands for 
something different and give other countries a real choice of which model of political 
governance and international leadership is more attractive. 
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