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American Perspectives on the Rise of China and the Rise of India 

Vincent Wei-cheng Wang 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The global financial crisis that originated in the United States in 2008 and the economic turmoil 

in Europe symbolize the consequent relative decline of Western powers that had dominated 

world politics and economics since the end of World War II.  Against this backdrop, the rapid 

growth of several large developing countries – China, India, Brazil, and Russia, known as the 

BRICs -- has altered the contours of international relations.  The respective rise of China and 

India, in particular, entails far-reaching geopolitical and geoeconomic implications.  Does this 

portend a hegemomic transition and a shift of world power and plenty toward Asia?  How do the 

United States, China, and India perceive these trends and negotiate their relationships? 

 

This paper seeks to present a representative set of American perspectives on the rise of China 

and the rise of India by investigating through three dimensions: theories (relevant IR theories, 

such as power transition theory, the realist, liberal-institutionalist, and constructivist paradigms), 

empirics (indicators of power and public opinions), and policy (the most important policy 

statements).  It seeks to provide answers to three important questions: (1) How contending IR 

theories help us understand the rise of China and India?  (2) How do American elites and publics 

perceive the rise of these two developing giants generally?  (3) Are there any qualitative 

differences between American perceptions on the rise of China and American perceptions on the 

rise of India?  The paper will present comparative economic and military data, summarize the 

key findings from several recent important opinion polls, and interpret several key U.S. policy 

documents and pronouncements to help shed light on this important issue. 

 

 

Key words: The United States, China, India, rise of China, rise of India, power transition theory, 

realism, liberalism, constructivism, opinion polls, U.S.-China relations, U.S.-India relations 
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Introduction: The Arrival of the Rest 

 

 In contrast to the “triumphalism” that pervaded in immediate aftermath of the end of Cold 

War,
1
 the first decade of the twenty-first century has seen the relative decline of the West vis-à-

vis the East.  The financial crisis originating from the United States, coupled with America’s 

military involvement in Southwest Asia, symbolized not only the dwindling of American power, 

but also the discrediting of the Washington Consensus.  The superpower that had led the world’s 

growth and dominated global affairs for most of the post-World War II era is beginning to see its 

freedom of action increasingly constrained and moral leadership challenged. 

 The turmoil in the Euro-Zone in 2011 plunged the world’s second most important market 

into an absorbing crisis, depriving the world an alternative source of growth and vigor. 

 Against this background, the ascendance of several large developing countries – Brazil, 

Russia, India, and China (collectively known as BRICs) – has been spectacular.  Rapid economic 

growth, positive demographic dividends, expanding domestic markets, and growing military 

power increase the confidence with which BRICs conduct themselves in global governance.  

Increasingly, they serve as “the engine of growth” for the world economy that has been battered 

by the economic problems in the U.S. and Europe. 

 The rises of China and India, in particular, are of epic importance.  The world’s only two 

nations with over one billion inhabitants, their ascendance poses the most realistic scenario under 

which a non-western power may overtake the reigning dominant power.  According to power 

transition theory, historically accommodating a rising power has seldom been easy.  During 

                                                           
1

 For example, Francis Fukuyama argued that the end of the Cold War symbolized the 

“unabashed victory of economic and political liberalism” and “the exhaustion of viable 

alternatives.”  “The End of History?” National Interest 16 (summer 1989): 3-18. 
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periods of power transition, conflicts are more likely to occur, as the dominant power defending 

the status quo is unwilling to cede leadership to the challenger and the challenger, no longer 

satisfied with the status quo, seeks to revise the prevailing order.  Rather than waiting until its 

power being eclipsed by the challenger, the hegemon may decide to launch a preemptive strike 

against the anti-status quo before the challenger’s power overtaking that of the hegemon.  Are we 

approaching these pivotal points of power transition? 

Of particular note is the rise of China and India – the two most populous nations on earth 

that together make up nearly two-fifths of the mankind.  The sheer magnitude of their 

ascendance causes one prominent former Singaporean ambassador to the United Nations to 

proclaim the “irresistible” shift of global power to Asia.
2
 

 The rise of China and the rise of India are unmistakable.   Table 1 compares the 

emerging powers and the established powers based on several key indicators.  As of 2010, 

China’s and India’s economies are already become the second and fourth largest, respectively.
3
  

In PPP (purchasing power parity) terms, China’s economy is already larger than Japan’s and is 

next only to that of the United States and India’s economy is also rapidly closing its gap with 

Japan’s economy.
4
  Discounting the 27-nation European Union as a single economic entity, 

China’s gross domestic product (GDP) in 2010, measured in PPP (purchasing power parity), was 

already the second largest in the world and was 69% of America’s.  Given the differential rates 

of growth (9-10 % per annum for China and around 2% per annum for the U.S.), China could 

                                                           
2
 Kishore Manbubani, The New Asian Hemisphere: The Irresistible Shift of Global Power to the 

East (Public Affairs, 2009). 
3
 The EU GDP figures are the sum of the GDPs of the 27 member states. 

4
 In official exchange rate terms, Japan is still the world’s third largest economy, and India’s 

economy is much smaller, given its much lower GDP per capita. 
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overtake the U.S. as the world’s largest economy before 2019.
5
  Even using the more modest 

current prices (official exchange rates), China still boasts the world’s second largest economy, 

although its gap with the U.S. is larger. 

 India has the fourth largest economy in the world.  Its GDP PPP in 2010 was $4.06 

trillion, but it only measured up to 28% of America’s GDP.  Using official exchange rate, India’s 

GDP dropped to the tenth place. 

 

(Table 1 about here) 

 

 Although China’s and India’s GDPs per capita remain much lower than the United 

States’, reflecting the poorer state of their populations in general.  However, both have made 

impressive gains over the past three decades.  They are riding on long periods of rapid growth.  

For the 199-2007 period, the average annual GDP growth rate for China was 13.34% and 7.63% 

for India – much higher than the United States, Japan, and Europe.   

Their economies performed much better than established industrial democracies in the 

wake of the global financial crisis that began in 2008.  China’s real GDP growth rate in 2010 was 

10.3% and India’s was 7.5% -- in contrast to the anemic rates in the U.S., Japan, and Europe. 

Many analysts, including Justin Yifu Lin, the World Bank’s Vice President and Chief 

Economist, opine that these two developing giants will continue to grow on average 7-8 % per 

year for the next two or three decades.  The two’s economies are expected to overtake that of the 

                                                           
5
 The Economist provides an interactive tool for readers to input various scenarios to get the 

dates.  “Dating Game: When Will China Overtake America,” The Economist (16 December 

2010), http://www.economist.com/node/17733177?story_id=17733177 and 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/dailychart/2010/12/save_date .   

http://www.economist.com/node/17733177?story_id=17733177
http://www.economist.com/node/17733177?story_id=17733177
http://www.economist.com/node/17733177?story_id=17733177
http://www.economist.com/node/17733177?story_id=17733177
http://www.economist.com/node/17733177?story_id=17733177
http://www.economist.com/blogs/dailychart/2010/12/save_date
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United States’ in terms of sheer size in the coming decades.   In per capita terms, the two remain 

far behind, although China has ascended into the “upper-middle income economies” category 

and India is now a “lower-middle income economy.”
6
  Both have lifted millions of their peoples 

out of poverty and have graduated from the “low-income economies” group.  They thus have 

considerable resources at their disposal to engage in global governance.  

 China, and to some extent India, also become important traders, foreign exchange holders, 

military powers, and greenhouse gas emitters.  Table 1 shows additional indicators of 

“overtaking” or “approaching parity.”  For example, China is now the world’s largest exporter 

and second largest importer, possesses the world’s largest foreign exchange reserves, has the 

world’s largest number of internet users, and earns the dubious distinction as the world’s largest 

emitter of greenhouse gases. 

 India has the world’s second largest population (next only to China), eighth largest 

foreign exchange reserves, fourth largest number of internet users, and seventh largest 

greenhouse gas emitter. 

 Astute students of world politics are sensitive to the impact of persistent differentiated 

rates of growth on global balance of power.  Therefore, the current financial crisis accentuates 

the relative decline of the United States (or the West in general) and the rise of Asia.  China’s 

and India’s growing stature and influence on the world stage will almost certainly ascend. 

 

Tracking the Rise: Comprehensive National Power 

 Chinese academic and military writers are conscious of their country’s standing in the 

world.  To help conceptualize the structure of the international system, track the major countries’ 

                                                           
6
 World Development Indicators, http://data.worldbank.org/country/.   

http://data.worldbank.org/country/
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changing fortune, and evaluate the results of “peaceful rise,” they developed a “scientific” 

method – Comprehensive National Power (zonghe Guoli) -- to predict power relations among the 

major countries.  Michael Pillsbury, a noted authority on Chinese military, describes CNP as a 

“unique aspect of China’s strategic assessments of the future security environment.”
7
 

 The CNP consists of various tangible and intangible factors that contribute to national 

power.  Some writers denote CNP by compiling the absolute numbers for each major country.  

Others prefer to use a relative number (e.g., a country’s CNP as a percentage or fraction of the 

CNP of the United States).  The goals of the different methods are the same: (1) to show the 

pecking order of the major powers, and (2) to show the gaps between them (most importantly, 

the gap between the U.S. and the next few major powers that follow it).   

Chinese writers on CNP also show the evolution of CNPs over time, including future 

projections.  This way, CNP serves as an easy measure to gauge China’s relative standing at a 

particular time and its rise and fall vis-à-vis other major countries over time.  Table 2 is an 

example showing the relative importance of each component making up the CNP.  Table 3 

compares two different calculations and projections of CNP scores. 
8
   

 

(Tables 2 and 3 about here) 

 

 Since China undertook reform and until the turn of the century, Chinese grand strategy 

basically followed the so-called “24-character” maxim laid down by the former paramount leader 

Deng Xiaoping: “observe calmly; secure our position; cope with affairs calmly; hide our 

                                                           
7
 Pillsbury, China Debates, 203. 

8
 For more details and the various calculations, see Pillsbury, China Debates, chapter 5. 
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capacities and bide our time; be good at maintaining a low profile; and never claim leadership” 

(lengjing guancha, zhanwen jiaogen, chenzhuo yingfu, taoguang yanghui, shanyu shouzhuo, 

juebu dangtou).  Later, the phrase, “make some contributions (you suo zuo wei)” was added. 

 Deng’s wisdom corresponded with Chinese assessment of CNPs.  Until the end of the 

Cold War, China’s CNP trailed far behind America’s.  However, China has gradually reduced 

the gap and by 2020, by one estimate, China’s CNP will essentially catch up America’s.  This 

analysis is basically consistent with the aggregate picture as presented in Table 1. 

 Table 3 also shows the substantial increase in India’s CNP, as seen by Chinese.  China is 

cognizant that India is rising at the same time that China is rising.
 9

  If Huang Shuo-feng’s 1992 

study can be updated, India’s CNP will probably have eclipsed those of Germany’s and perhaps 

even Japan’s.  In other words, the Chinese, through their own methodology, conclude that the 

three most important powers in the first half of the twenty-first century are the United States, 

China, and India.  So how the three major powers perceive each other, or more importantly from 

the standpoint of power transition theory, how the United States – the reigning superpower -- 

perceive the rise of the two next powerful states would be enormously important. 

 Before I turn to a discussion of American perspectives on the rise of China and the rise of 

India, it is important to compare and contrast these two giants.  Although both have scored 

impressive economic gains, human development, and global stature, and although much more of 

the attention has been placed on China (with an implicit or explicit preference of China over 

India), these two emerging great powers differ on several important aspects.  These differences, 

to an important extent, condition how Americans view these two contrasting models. 

                                                           
9
 For an analysis of Chinese and Indian mutual perceptions of each other’s rise, see Vincent Wei-

cheng Wang, “’Chindia’ or Rivalry? Rising China, Rising India, and Contending Perspectives on 

Indian-China Relations,” Asian Perspective 35(3)(2011): 437-69.   
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China vs. India: Similar Aspirations, Divergent Pathways 

 To provide a succinct comparison, three tables will be discussed.  Table 4 contrasts China 

and India along a number of key economic, social, and political indicators.  Table 5 provides 

comparisons along several military indicators.  Table 6 compares each country’s importance to 

the United States along several indicators where data are available. 

  

(Tables 4, 5, and 6 about here) 

 

 The received wisdom is that China’s economic performance in general is better than 

India’s.  The two are often compared.  Part of the reason is that China began its economic reform 

in 1978-79 – some thirteen years earlier than India did in 1991.  But India’s record has also been 

impressive when compared to the less developed countries as a whole. 

China’s economy is larger.  Its economic growth rate is higher.  Its GDP per capita is 

higher.  It is a larger trader.  It also has larger foreign exchange reserves and attracts more 

foreign investment.   

 China also outshines India in terms of such indicators of human development as life 

expectancy, adult literacy rate, and infant mortality rate.   

 In terms of perceived corruption, the two are about equally corrupt.  In terms of their 

exposure to the world, the 2007 (latest) globalization index had China as the 51
st
 most globalized 

nation (out of the 62 most important ones) on earth.  India’s globalization score was atrocious: 

61 out of 62.  Clearly, the success of these two countries continued rise depends on their further 

integration in the world economy. 
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 The areas where India outperforms China are those related to democracy and equality.  

India’s GINI coefficient, which measures income inequality, is better than China’s.  This reflects 

both India’s general commitment to equality and the later onset of its development.  China, 

which pursued utopian Maoist egalitarianism barely 35 years ago, now faces a serious issue of 

inequality.  This is a reason that President Hu Jintao seeks to create a “harmonious society.” 

 India is a democracy, whereas China is an authoritarian party-state.  India’s federal 

republic seeks to forge unity amidst diversity, whereas the Chinese Communist Party 

monopolizes power and regards any challenge to its power as a threat. 

 China’s and India’s armed forces are among the world’s largest.  Both have been able to 

devote more resources to strengthen their militaries so as to protect their national interests as a 

result of their prolonged economic growth.  China’s robust military modernization and rapid 

increase in defense spending (double-digit growth each year) are especially noteworthy.  The two 

fought a border war in 1962, which cast a long shadow over their relationship.  Even to this day, 

their boundaries remain unresolved.  Until 2011, India led China in one aspect, having an aircraft 

carrier.  However, China launched its first aircraft carrier in October last year. 

 Table 6 attempts to assess each country’s relationship or importance to the United States 

by assembling some data that have not received enough attention.  Both countries send sizable 

numbers of students to study in the United States.  Students from China and India are among the 

largest foreign student groups in the U.S., although China sends even more than India.  In 

contrast, relatively few Americans choose China or India as their study abroad destinations.  

According to the latest data available (2009/10), only 3,884 American students are studying in 

India, and 13,910 are in China (although President Obama declared that he hoped that the 

number of Americans studying in China would increase to 100,000 in the next few years).  More 
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balanced human exchange arguably helps enhance mutual understanding.   

 Chinese citizens file more patents in the U.S. by a factor of three to one.  However, 

according to Forbes magazine, India boasts more (7) “world’s wealthiest people” than China (1).  

India’s economic freedom score is slightly higher than China’s.   

 The trade relations are a source of contention.  China exported $365 billion worth of 

goods to the U.S. in 2010 but imported only $92 billion.  China is America’s second largest 

trading partner.  However, it is also the largest source of U.S. deficit -- $273 billion in 2010.  

India enjoys a modest trade surplus vis-à-vis the U.S. and is less important as a trading partner 

(twelfth largest).  U.S.-China trade and currency disputes are especially contentious.  They, to 

some extent, shape Americans’ perspectives on the rise of China – a topic that will be discussed 

in the next section. 

 

America Views the Rising Giants: Public Opinions 

 Although foreign policy is generally and ultimately the purview of elites, in a country 

like the United States, public opinions also play an important role, as decision-makers need to 

take into account the views of the general public.  Whereas an in-depth analysis of elite opinions 

is outside the scope of this paper and forms the subject of a subsequent study, this paper seeks to 

shed some light by highlighting some interesting findings by two important recent polls 

conducted by the Pew Research Center
10

 and the Chicago Council on Global Affairs.
11

 

                                                           
10

 The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press Poll Database, Pew Global Attitudes 

Project, China Seen as Overtaking U.S. as Global Superpower.   

http://www.pewglobal.org/2011/7/13/china-seen-overtaking-us-as -global-superpower.  

Hereafter, Pew Research Center 2011 poll. 
11

 The Chicago Council on Global Affairs, Global Views 2010: Constrained Internationalism: 

Adapting to New Realities.  Results of a 2010 National Survey of American Public Opinion.  
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 Table 7 summarizes the responses of twenty-one countries and one region to the question, 

“Will China replace the U.S. as the world’s leading superpower?”  12% of Americans think 

China has already replaced the U.S., and 34% say China will eventually replace the U.S.  The 

total of these two is 46%.  An equal number of Americans (45%) think China will never replace 

the U.S.  As a contrast, more Chinese (57%) are confident that China will replace the U.S.  

Indians are ambivalent: fewer Indians believe overtaking will happen or has already occurred 

(32%), but also fewer Indians (17%) believe overtaking will never happen.  Among America’s 

allies, traditional European partners, such as France, Spain, Britain, and Germany, are more 

prone to believe in the overtaking.  Japan has the highest number of respondents that believe 

China will never replace the U.S. 

 

(Tables 7, 8, 9, and 10 about here) 

 

 Knowing a fact or trend (China replacing the U.S.) objectively is one thing, subjective 

affinity is quite a different thing.  Table 8 tallies the percentages of respondents in each country 

that have a favorable view of the U.S. versus a favorable view on China.  In the 2011 Pew poll, 

79% of Americans view the U.S. favorably, down from 85% a year ago, whereas only 51% of 

Americans view China favorably (up by 2% in 2010).  In contrast, in 2011 only 44% of Chinese 

view the U.S. favorably (a decline of 14%), whereas 95% of Chinese view China favorably (a 

slight decline from 97%).  This “mirror image” in perception contributes to aggrandizing self and 

demonizing the other.  More Indians view the U.S. favorably than China (41 vs. 25%).  Perhaps 

reflecting their anxiety about the rise of China, Japanese overwhelmingly have favorable view on 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Hereafter, Chicago Council Global Views 2010. 
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the U.S. (the year-to-year increase of 19% was significant) but negative view on China.  More 

Europeans view China favorably, but they are still more likely to view the U.S. more favorably.  

China wins plaudits among the developing countries in Africa, Southwest Asia, and the Middle 

East. 

 Table 9 asks who is the world’s leading economic power – China or the U.S. – and 

whether it is a good thing or bad thing?  38% of Americans say the U.S. is still the world’s 

leading economic power, and these people overwhelmingly say it is a good thing (34%).  

Americans show they can differentiate between facts and feelings.  More Americans (43%) 

concede China is the world economy’s top dog (43%), but only 4% say this is a good thing, with 

the rest (37%) say it is a bad thing.  This indicates a lot of anxiety and ambivalence about 

China’s rise as an economic power.  Chinese are more modest: 50% of them say the U.S. is still 

the leader, but more people that think so think it is a bad thing than a good thing (21% vs. 15%).  

26% of Chinese say China is already the leader, but most of these people see this as a good thing.  

Japan – currently the world’s third largest economy, having been overtaken by China – again 

shows nostalgia and doubt: More Japanese pick the U.S. over China as the world’s top economic 

power, and those who pick China are more likely to view it as a bad thing.  Indians do not seem 

to have fixed views on this issue: Although more Indians pick the U.S. over China, large 

percentages of Indians did not weigh in.  Even among those Europeans who are more likely to 

pick China over the U.S. (Britain, France, Germany, and Spain), they are more likely to feel 

China’s rise as an economic power is bad thing. 

 Table 10 asks how China’s growing military power and economic power affect the 

respondent’s country, respectively.  Americans (79%) overwhelmingly believe China’s growing 

military power is a bad thing, whereas the percentage of Americans who think China’s economic 
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rise is bad is considerably smaller (53%).  The Japanese are even more negative about China’s 

rising military power, because they fear it will be directed against them.  The Indians are less 

pessimistic, but even they express greater concerns about China’s growing military power (50%) 

than its economic power (40%).  West Europeans are as guarded as Americans about China’s 

rising military power, but seem less concerned about China’s rising economic power.  This 

question apparently was not asked in China.  The Chinese government blames western 

governments for propagating “the China threat” theory.  However, judging from the popular 

groundswell of international skepticism about China’s military power, its seems China’s own 

policies, such as lack of transparency in military spending and doctrines, assertive conduct in the 

South China Sea, and territorial disputes with neighbors all contribute to the prevalent suspicion 

about China’s military power as a positive force for international peace. 

 The Pew Research poll shows the nearly universal international recognition of China’s 

rise as a great power, but it also reveals considerable reservation or even skepticism about the 

rise of China, particularly in the military realm.  The survey did not, however, ask the people in 

various countries about their perception of the rise of India. 

 The Chicago Council’s Global Views 2010 asks different questions and shed additional 

light.  Unlike the Pew survey, the Chicago Council only polled the American general public.  

Nonetheless, the results show interesting findings in that Americans tend to have different 

perceptions about the rise of China and the rise of India. 

 Figure 1 shows that Americans realize that the days of unparalleled U.S. domination in 

world affairs is nearing an end.  The world is moving toward multipolarity, as the influence of 

certain countries, particularly China, in the next ten years is poised to approach that of the U.S.  

The figure also shows the slight decline of EU, the rise of India, and other BRICs, such as Brazil.  
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This figure empirically provides the psychological backdrop of the power transition theory (to be 

discussed in the next section). 

 Figure 2 shows the influences of the U.S. and China, as surveyed in the Council’s 2008 

and 2010 polls, with projection to 2020.  It confirms the relative decline of the U.S. vis-à-vis 

China and China’s approaching parity as of or soon after 2020. 

 Figure 3 shows the psychological impact of China’s rapid ascent.  As lately as 1998, 47% 

of Americans said they considered Japan to be more important to the U.S. than China.  Barely 12 

years later, in 2010, 68% of Americans think China is more important and only 27% pick Japan. 

 Although Americans acknowledge China’s rise and undisputed and increasing 

importance, they are also concerned about the threat a rising China poses to the U.S.  Such 

perceptions have gone through cyclical patterns in the past two decades, ebbing and flowing in 

accordance with China’s conduct.  As Table 4 shows, in the mid-1990s, when China behaved 

assertively in the South China Sea (e.g., the Mischief Reef row with the Philippines), American 

perception of the China threat shot up: Between 1994 and 2002, 56-57% of Americans 

considered China’s development as a world power to be a “critical threat” to the vital interests of 

the U.S. in the next ten years.  The China threat perception dropped to 33% 2004.  However, it 

picked up again after 2008, as China’s newly confident behavior again alarmed its neighbors. 

  

(Figures 1, 2, 3, 4 about here) 

 

 Table 5 ranks countries Americans consider important to the U.S.  In 2008, the countries 

Americans thought were very important to the U.S. were Great Britain, Canada, China, Japan, 

and Saudi Arabia.  China was only number three, with 52% of Americans said it was important 
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to the U.S.  In the 2010 survey, China catapults to become the most important country to the U.S. 

(54% say “very important”, or 87% say “very or somewhat important combined”), eclipsing 

America’s traditional allies, such as Britain, Japan, and Canada.  India’s growing importance is 

also beginning to be acknowledged by Americans, with 68% of Americans saying India is 

important to the U.S. – but not as important as China. 

 However, they do not necessarily feel affinity toward China.  Figure 6 provides a 

different measure – feeling toward countries, with 100 denoting very warm, 0 meaning very cold, 

and 50 indicating neutral.  The countries Americans feel the warmest about remain America’s 

traditional allies, such as Great Britain (73), Germany (63), Japan (61), France, Israel, Brazil, etc.  

India received a temperature of 53.  In contrast, China received a slightly cold reading at 45. 

 Figure 7 shows that Americans, while acknowledging China’s increasing importance, 

nonetheless are not certain about the direction of US-China relations.  Between 2006 and 2010, 

47% of Americans think that this important bilateral relationship will stay about the same.  

However, those that say the relationship will improve or worsen flipped during those four years.  

Now only 19% of Americans think that Sino-American relations will improve. 

 Figure 8 asks respondents which countries they favor the U.S. pursuing a free trade 

agreement.  The percentage that say no to China as a FTA partner for the U.S. (56%) far exceeds 

the percentage that say yes.  There is greater support for signing a FTA with India, compared to 

China.  Whereas the general public may view trade agreements from their own parochial 

perspective (namely, whether free trade agreements with foreign countries mean job losses), the 

fact that more Americans oppose FTA with China is consistent with the considerable concern 

about China’s economic rise as a threat – a finding already mentioned in the Pew Research poll. 
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(Figures 5, 6, 7, 8 about here) 

 

 In sum, the Chicago Council survey shows that Americans clearly acknowledge China’s 

rise to match U.S. power in the near future, but they neither have affinity toward China given its 

political system nor feel sanguine about China’s rise.  Interestingly enough, Americans also 

acknowledge India’s rise and seem to have a more benign view on India.  This could be due to 

both India’s democratic system, which is similar to America’s, and India’s relative greater 

distance from catching up with the U.S. (if ever), hence posing less of a threat. 

 

Theories Revisited Amid Data 

 The messages revealed in the two surveys form a cognitive basis for revisiting prevailing 

theories in international relations.  According to power transition theory,
12

 the distribution of 

powers in the international system is akin to a pyramid (see Figure 9).  At the bottom are 

numerous small powers.  Because they have very limited capabilities, although they are also 

most dissatisfied with the current system (called status quo), they are unlikely to revise it.  Above 

the small powers are the middle powers.  And above them are the great powers, which have 

substantial capabilities but may resent the status quo.  At the top is the dominant power, which 

creates the system in its image.  It is opposed to change. 

 Figure 10 posits a power transition.  During the first phase (defender preponderant), war 

is unlikely since the defender (dominant power, or status quo power) is so much more powerful 

than the challenger (revisionist power).  It is ruing the second phase – parity – when the 

                                                           
12

 A.F. K. Organski, World Politics (New York: Knopf, 1968) and Ronald L. Tammen, Jacek 

Kugler, Douglas Lemke and Carole Alsharabati, Power Transitions: Strategies For the 21st 

Century (Seven Bridges Press, LLC / Chatham House, 2000). 
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challenger’s power begins to overtake the defender’s that war is most likely to occur, and when it 

does occur, it tends to be more lethal and last longer.  Therefore, neorealists, such as John 

Mearsheimer, surmise that rather than letting itself to be overtaken by the challenger, the 

defender may launch a preemptive war against the challenger.  Power transitions are usually 

associated with instability and conflict. 

 

(Figures 9 and 10 about here) 

 

 Applying this theory against the empirics (economic and military indicators and opinion 

poll results) discussed earlier, China fits the description of a dissatisfied challenger whose 

growing capabilities are about to overtake those of the defender of the status quo (the U.S.).  

Given the incompatible systems and values, which feed into mutual suspicions, the rise of China 

will become a threat to the U.S. and future U.S.-China relations will be fraught with competition 

if not rivalry. 

 In light of the theory, India clearly has not reached parity with the U.S.  Even if it did, it 

is doubtful that the U.S. will regard the rising India in the same reserved light as a rising China.  

The future of US-India relations should be more predictable and less confrontational than US-

China relations. 

 However, the power transition theory clearly cannot explain every transition.  For 

example, the transition from Pax Britannica to Pax Americana did not result in the kind of war 

the theory had predicted.  Therefore, we need to consider not just the realist paradigm of IR, but 

also the liberal, and constructivist paradigms. 

 Table 11 draws from Aaron Friedberg’s framework.  To consider the widest possible 
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array of scenarios, this table postulates an optimistic and a pessimistic scenario for each of the 

three main theoretical paradigms: realism, liberalism, and constructivism.  As this table suggests, 

the future of US-China relations hinges upon both material and subjective factors, including 

economic interdependence, institutions, regime nature, identities, norms, and socialization.  The 

future is thus not pre-ordained.  

 

(Table 11 about here) 

 

Policies 

 Informed by the above theoretical analysis, we can now examine U.S. policies toward 

China and India.  Basically, the U.S. policy dealing with a rising China is to engage China (a 

liberal-institutionalist approach) backed by realist prudence (alliance and deterrence). 

American attitudes towards China show growing discomfort due to three distinct 

challenges: (1) China’s growth—posing painful economic challenges for the US (Due to India 

having an internally driven economy it does not present the same kind of threat); (2) Geopolitical 

challenge to the US hegemony, globally and most definitely in Asia; and (3) Military 

challenges—rapid militarization of PLA; this will undermine the US ability to assist Asian allies 

when they are threatened—this incentivizes US/India security cooperation.  Therefore, US treats 

China with caution and deepens ties with India as a precaution.  This hedging strategy is 

reinforced by China’s authoritarianism, history of superordination and strong nationalism.  As a 

comparison, India’s democracy, liberal orientation and culture of strategic restraint; geopolitical 
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location as a continental country capable of influencing other Asian states.
13

 

 In contrast to the weary eye the U.S. views China’s rise, America’s intensified relations 

with India is a fairly recent development – largely a post-Cold War phenomenon.
14

  Part of this 

renewed interest in India is the “rediscovery” that the common values shared by these two 

democracies, India’s rise, and mutual concern about the rising China.
15

  American attitudes 

toward a rising China and a rising India are noticeably different. 

 The 2002 National Security Strategy
16

 has the following statement regarding U.S. 

expectations on a rising India: 

The United States has undertaken a transformation in its bilateral relationship 

with India based on a conviction that U.S. interests require a strong relationship 

with India. We are the two largest democracies, committed to political freedom 

protected by representative government. India is moving toward greater economic 

freedom as well. We have a common interest in the free flow of commerce, 

including through the vital sea lanes of the Indian Ocean. Finally, we share an 

interest in fighting terrorism and in creating a strategically stable Asia.
17

 

 

It also has the following statement regarding its expectations on a rising China:  

 

We welcome the emergence of a strong, peaceful, and prosperous China. The 

democratic development of China is crucial to that future. Yet, a quarter century 

after beginning the process of shedding the worst features of the Communist 

legacy, China’s leaders have not yet made the next series of fundamental choices 

about the character of their state. In pursuing advanced military capabilities that 

can threaten its neighbors in the Asia-Pacific region, China is following an 

outdated path that, in the end, will hamper its own pursuit of national greatness. In 

time, China will find that social and political freedom is the only source of that 

                                                           
13

 Ashley J. Tellis, Travis Tanner and Jessica Keough, Strategic Asia 2011-12: Asia Responds to 

Its Rising Powers- China and India (Seattle: National Bureau for Asian Research, 2011). 
14

 See Teresita C. Schaffer, India and the United States in the 21
st
 Century: Reinventing 

Partnership (The Center for Strategic and International Studies Press, 2009) 
15

 See Daniel Twining and Richard Fontaine, “The Ties that Bind? U.S.-Indian Values-based 

Cooperation,” The Washington Quarterly 34(2)(Spring 2011): 193-205 
16

 http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/nsc/nss/2002/.   

17
 The National Security Strategy, 2002, p. 27. 

http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/nsc/nss/2002/
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greatness.
18

 

 

 In contrast, the 2010 National Security Strategy’s
19

 different treatment of these two rising 

powers is notable.  On China, 

“We will continue to pursue a positive, constructive, and comprehensive 

relationship with China. We welcome a China that takes on a responsible 

leadership role in working with the United States and the international community 

to advance priorities like economic recovery, confronting climate change, and 

nonproliferation. We will monitor China’s military modernization program and 

prepare accordingly to ensure that U.S. interests and allies, regionally and 

globally, are not negatively affected. More broadly, we will encourage China to 

make choices that contribute to peace, security, and prosperity as its influence 

rises. We are using our newly established Strategic and Economic Dialogue to 

address a broader range of issues, and improve communication between our 

militaries in order to reduce mistrust.  

 

On India, the tone is considerably warmer and hopeful: 

“The United States and India are building a strategic partnership that is 

underpinned by our shared interests, our shared values as the world’s two largest 

democracies, and close connections among our people. India’s responsible 

advancement serves as a positive example for developing nations, and provides an 

opportunity for increased economic, scientific, environmental, and security 

partnership. 

 

 President Barak Obama’s statements regarding these two countries are also worth noting.  

In his remarks at the Chinese President Hu Jintao’s official arrival ceremony on January 19, 2011, 

Obama declared, “We have an enormous stake in each other's success…The United States 

welcomes China's rise as a strong, prosperous and successful member of the community of 

nations…We also know this: History shows that societies are more harmonious, nations are more 

successful, and the world is more just, when the rights and responsibilities of all nations and all 

                                                           
18

 Ibid.  

19
 The National Security Strategy, 2010, 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf.   

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf
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people are upheld, including the universal rights of every human being.” 

 In contrast, his remarks to the Indian Parliament during his visit to India on November 8, 

2010 are considerably warmer: “And it is my firm belief that the relationship between the United 

States and India—bound by our shared interests and our shared values—will be one of the 

defining partnerships of the 21st century…Promoting shared prosperity, preserving peace and 

security, strengthening democratic governance and human rights—these are the responsibilities 

of leadership. And as global partners, this is the leadership that the United States and India can 

offer in the 21st century.” 

 As a conclusion, Table 12 serves as a heuristic device to summarize the American 

perceptions of China and India. 

 

(Table 12 about here) 

 

 This table distills the bases for partnership from major IR theories: shared security 

interests (e.g., against a common third party threat), economic complementarity, and common 

values.  During the Cold War, the U.S.-China partnership was founded on a geopolitical 

expedient to jointly oppose the Soviet Union.  There was no economic interdependence.  In the 

21
st
 century, the strategic rationale for the partnership dissipated.  U.S. and Chinese economies 

are deeply intertwined, but this is also a source of friction.  The two never shared common values. 

 In contrast, during the Cold War, although India and the U.S. shared democratic values, 

the world’s largest democracy and the world’s most powerful democracy often worked at cross 

purpose, as India adopted a non-alignment posture (but in effect allying with the Soviet Union).  

In the 21
st
 century, the two began to develop economic complementarity and shared security 
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interests.  The always shared democratic values can serve as the ideational bond that permit these 

shared material interests to become very firm and stable pillars for a partnership with immense 

upside potential. 

 The U.S. perceives the rise of China and India differently.  How the three manage their 

relationships will importantly shape international relations for years to come. 

 



22 

 

Table 1: Emerging vs. Established Great Powers: Select Indicators 
 China  India  Brazil  Russia  USA  Japan  EU  

GDP (ppp, $, world rank) in 

20010 
$10.09 trillion, 

2
nd

  

$4.06 trillion, 

4
th

  

$2.17 trillion,  

8
th

  

$2.22 trillion,  

6
th

  

$14.66 trillion, 

1
st

  

$4.31 trillion, 

3
rd

  

$14.82 trillion 

GDP (official exchange rate $, 

world rank) in 2010 
$5.88 trillion,  

2
nd

  

$ 1.54 trillion,  

10
th

  

$2.09 trillion,  

7
th

  

$1.47 trillion,  

11
th

  

$14.66 trillion, 

1
st

   

$5.49 trillion, 

3
rd

  

$16.07 trillion  

GDP per capita (ppp, $, world 

rank) in 2010 
$7,600,  

100
th

  

$3,500,  

134
th

  

$10,800,  

79
th

  

$15,900,  

55
th

  

$47,200,  

9
th

  

$34,000, 

28
th

  

$32,700,  

GDP real growth rate (2010 

world rank)  
10.3 %,  

6
th

  

10.4 %,  

5
th

  

7.5 %,  

31
st

  

4 %,  

92
nd

                             

2.8 %,  

116
th

  

3.9 %,  

93
rd

  

1.8 %, 

GDP average annual growth rate 

(1990-2007)  
13.34 %  7.63 %  6.12 %  4.92 %  5.27 %  2.21 %  n/a  

Population (number, world rank) 

in 2010 
1,337 million,  

1
st

  

1,189 million,  

2
nd

  

203 million,  

5
th

  

139 million,  

9
th

  

313 million,  

3
rd

  
126 million, 10

th

  492 million  

Trade volume ($ billion)  2,908 584 384 649 3,224 1,369  3,642 

Exports ($, world rank) in 2010 $1,581 billion, 

1
st

  

$226 billion, 

20
th

  

$202 billion, 

23
rd

  

$400 billion, 

10
th

  

$1,289 billion, 

3
rd

  

$730 billion,  

4
th

  

$1,952 billion 

(2007) 

Imports ($, world rank) in 2010 $1,327 billion, 

2
nd

  

$358 billion, 

12
th

  

$182 billion, 

21st 
$249 billion, 

17
th

  

$1,935 billion, 

1
st

  

$639 billion,  

4
th

  

$1,690 billion 

(2007) 

Foreign Exchange Reserves 

($ billion, rank) (2012 end, est.) 
2,876 

1
st

 

287 

8
th

  

289 

7
th

  

479 

3
rd

 

132 

17
th

 

1,063 

2
nd

  

n/a 

Military spending ($ billion, 

world rank) 2008  
98.8 billion, 

2
nd

  

36.6 billion, 

10
th

  

27.1 billion, 

12
th

  

61.0 billion, 

5
th

  

663 billion, 

1
st

  

46.9 billion, 

7
th

  

n/a  

Defense expenditure ( % GDP)  4.3 % in 2006  2.5 % in 2006  1.7 % in 2009  3.9 % in 2005  4.06 % in 2006  0.8 % in 2006  n/a  

Internet users (world rank) in 

2008  
298 million,  

1
st

  

81 million,  

4
th

  

64.948 million, 

5
th

  

45.25,  

8
th

  

231 million,  

2
nd

  

90.91 million, 

3
rd

  

247 million  

%age of global emission of 

greenhouse gases, 2005, rank  
16.36 % 

1
st

  

4.25 % 

7
th

  

6.47 % 

4
th

  

4.58 % 

6
th

  

15.74 % 

2
nd

  

3.17 % 

8
th

  

12.08 % 

3
rd

  

Source: CIA, World Factbook; 2011 
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Table 2: Weighted Coefficients of Major Component Factors 

National Power Factor  Weighted Coefficient 

Total CNP 1.00 

Natural resources 0.08 

Economic activities capability 0.28 

Foreign economic activities capability 0.13 

Scientific and technological capability 0.15 

Social development level 0.10 

Military capability 0.10 

Government regulation and control capability 0.08 

Foreign affairs capability 0.08 

Source: Wang Songfen, ed., Shifie zhuyao guojia zonghe guoli bijiao .yanjiu [Comparative 

Studies of the Comprehensive National Power of the World's Major Nations](Changsha: Hunan 

chubanshe, 1996), 169. 

 

Table 3: CNP Scores and Ranks Over Time 
(as a Percentage of U.S. CNP by Year, U.S. = 100)[rank] 

Country 1970 1980 1989/90 2000 2010 2020 

 CASS CASS Huang CASS Huang CASS Huang CASS Huang CASS 

U.S. 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [1] 100 [2] 

China 25 [9] 33 [8] 37 [6] 34 [8] 53 [5] 42 [7] 72 [3] 52 [7] 97 [2] 61 [5] 

Germany 42 [3] 52 [3] 64 [3] 58 [3] 68 [3] 67 [3] 72 [2] 77 [3] 77 [3] 85 [3] 

Japan 34 [4] 50[4]  62 [4] 58 [3] 66 [4] 76 [2] 69 [4] 97 [2] 73 [4] 119 [1] 

India 15 [10] 19 [10] 24 [9] 18 [10] 34 [8] 22 [10] 44 [6] 26 [10] 57 [5] 30 [10] 

France 33 [6] 46 [5] 47 [5] 46 [5] 47 [6] 59 [4] 48 [5] 70 [4] 48 [6] 82 [4] 

Brazil - - 26 [8]  - 33 [9] - 39 [7] - 47 [7] - 

England 34 [4] 42 [6] 36 [7] 42 [6] 34 [7] 48 [6] 33 [8] 54 [6] 32 [8] 60 [6] 

Canada 33 [6] 35 [7] 23 [10] 36 [7] 22 [10] 38 [8] 21 [9] 40 [8] 20 [9] 42 [8] 

Australia 26 [8] 29 [9] 19 [11] 28 [9] 18 [11] 29 [9] 17 [10] 31 [9] 17 [10] 32 [9] 

USSR 64 [2] 77 [2] 65 [2] 66 [2] 79[2]  - - - - - 

Russia    (50) - 54 [5] - 57 [5] - 56 [7] 

Source: The scores for 1989 and 2000 are from Huang Shuofeng, Zonghe guoli lun (On 

Comprehensive National Power)(Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1992), 220-221.  

Scores for 2010 and 2020 were generated by Pillsbury.  Table 2 combines the Tables 9 and 10 in 

Pillsbury, China Debates, 248-249.  Huang = projections to 2020 of AMS (Academy of Military 

Science) GNP statistics.  CASS = Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.  Ranks for the 1970 and 

1980 scores contain ties, because Pillsbury only provided percentages (of US CNP) for those 

years;  actual CNP scores were provided for later years. 
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Table 4: China vs. India (Select Economic, Social, and Political Indicators) 

 China India 

Gross domestic product (with PPP) 

in 2010 ($trillion) 

10.09 4.06 

World Rank 2 4 

GDP real growth rate, 2010 (%) 10.3 10.4 

GDP (official exchange rate) in 

2010 ($ bn) 

5.88 1.54 

GDP per capita (with PPP), ($) 7,600 3,500 

Exports in 2010 ($ bn) 1,581 226 

Imports in 2010 ($ bn) 1,327 358 

Main export partners (%) US (18), Hong Kong (13.8), 

Japan (7.6), South Korea 

(4.4), Germany (4.3) 

US (12.6), UAE (12.2), 

China (8.1), Hong Kong 

(4.1) 

Main import partners (%) Japan (12.6), South Korea 

(9.9), US (7.3), Germany 

(5.3), Australia (4.3) 

China (12.4), UAE (6.5), 

Saudi Arabia (5.8), US 

(5.7), Australia (4.5) 

Stock of foreign direct investment 

at home ($ bn) 

578.8 188.6 

Foreign Exchange Reserves ($ bn) 2,876 287.1 

Human Development Index 0.687 0.547 

Life expectancy at birth (years) 74.68 [95
th

] 66.8 [160
th

] 

Adult literacy rate 92.2% 61% 

Infant mortality rate (per 1,000) 16.06 [112
th

] 47.57 [52
nd

] 

Corruption perceptions index 3.5 [78
th

] 3.3 [87
th

] 

GINI coefficient 41.5 [53
rd

; 2007] 36.8 [83
rd

; 2004] 

Globalization index (2007) 51/62 61/62 

Freedom House classification Not Free Free 

(Political rights, civil liberties) (7, 6) (2, 3) 

Government type Communist state Federal republic 

Sources: CIA, World Factbook, 2010; Freedom House, Freedom in the World; United Nations 

Development Program; Transparency International; Foreign Policy and A.T. Kearny, The 

Globalization Index. 
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Table 5: China vs. India (Select Military Indicators, 2011) 

 China India 

Population (pop m) 1,336.7 1,189.2 

Armed Forces (number) 2,285,000 1,325,000 

Main battle tanks (number) 7,440 3,233 

Artillery (number) 9,771 4,682 

Surface Combatant Vessels 

(number)  

78 21 

Submarines (number) 71 15 

Aircraft Carriers (number) 1* 1 

Combat Aircraft (number) 2,004 829 

Attack Helicopters (number) 16 20 

Nuclear Weapons Status Confirmed Confirmed 

Chemical Weapons Status Probable Confirmed 

Biological Weapons Status Suspected Suspected 

Short-range ballistic missile status Confirmed Confirmed 

Medium-range ballistic missile 

status 

Confirmed Confirmed 

Intermediate-range ballistic missile 

status 

Confirmed Confirmed 

Submarine-launched ballistic 

missile status 

Confirmed Confirmed 

Intercontinental ballistic missile 

status 

Confirmed Confirmed 

Strategic bomber status None None 

Strategic Submarine status Confirmed None 

WMD commitments BTWC, CWC, NPT BTWC, CWC 

Military spending ($ billion, 2011) 143.0 46.8 

Share of GDP (2011)(%) 2.0 2.5 

World share (%) 8.2 2.7 

Sources: National Bureau of Asian Research, Strategic Asia database; CIA, World Factbook; 

IISS, The Military Balance; SIPRI, “The 15 countries with the highest military expenditure in 

2011,” http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/resultoutput/milex_15/the-15-countries-

with-the-highest-military-expenditure-in-2011-table/view.   

http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/resultoutput/milex_15/the-15-countries-with-the-highest-military-expenditure-in-2011-table/view
http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/resultoutput/milex_15/the-15-countries-with-the-highest-military-expenditure-in-2011-table/view
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Table 6: China vs. India (Connections to the United States) 

  China India 

Students Studying in the US 

(2008/09) 

127,822 104,897 

Americans studying in respective 

country (2009/10) 

13,910 3,884 

Numbers of patents filed by country 

(2010) 

3,303 1,137 

Number of citizens on world’s most 

wealthiest people (March 2011) 

1 7 

Freedom House Scores (2011) CL: 6, PR: 7 CL: 3, PR: 2 

Press Freedom (2011) Not Free Partly Free 

Transparency International 

Corruption Index (2010) 

3.5 3.3 

Economic Freedom 52.0 [Rank: 135] 54.6 [Rank: 124] 

Imports from the U.S. (US$ billion) 91.9 19.2 

Exports to the U.S. (US$ billion) 364.9 29.5 

Total trade (US$ billion) 456.8 48.8 

Rank as US trading partner 2
nd

  12
th

  

US trade balance (US$ billion) -273 -10.3 

Sources:  

1. U.S. Patent and Trademark Office, 

http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/pat_tr10.htm.   

2. For top U.S. trade partners, 

http://www.trade.gov/mas/ian/build/groups/public/@tg_ian/documents/webcontent/tg_ia

n_003364.pdf.  

3. For information on US investment abroad, 

http://www.bea.gov/scb/pdf/2011/09%September/0911_fdius_tables.pdf.   

http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/pat_tr10.htm
http://www.trade.gov/mas/ian/build/groups/public/@tg_ian/documents/webcontent/tg_ian_003364.pdf
http://www.trade.gov/mas/ian/build/groups/public/@tg_ian/documents/webcontent/tg_ian_003364.pdf
http://www.bea.gov/scb/pdf/2011/09%25September/0911_fdius_tables.pdf
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Table 7 
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Figure 1 Figure 2 

  

Figure 3 Figure 4 
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Figure 5 
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Figure 7 
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Figure 9 

Hierarchy: Classic Power Pyramid 
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Figure 10 

Power Transition Theory 
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Table 11: 

Taxonomy of the Future Scenarios of U.S.-China Relations 

 

  Optimists Pessimists 

  

  

Liberals 

 Economic interdependence -> 

shared interests 

 International institutions -> 

working together 

 Democratization -> peace 

 PRC regime: authoritarian / 

insecure + perils of transition 

 U.S.: a crusading democracy 

 Interactive effects 

  

  

Realists 

 PRC power: limited (US 

supreme) 

 PRC aims: constrained (status 

quo power?) 

 Security dilemma: mitigated 

(bipolarity, nukes, geography) 

 PRC power: rising (economic 

-> military) 

 PRC aims: expanding (more 

power -> more objectives) 

 Security dilemma: intense 

  

  

Constructivists 

 Subjective factors (identities, 

norms, strategic culture) also 

shape IR 

 International contacts -> these 

factors more malleable 

 Socialization: acceptance & 

respect 

 Subjective factors don’t 

change easily 

 Hostile current mutual images 

become reinforced by repeated 

contacts 

 Shocks and crises 

Source: Author’s compilation from Aaron Friedberg, “The Future of U.S.-China Relations: Is 

Conflict Inevitable?” International Security 30(2)(fall 2005): 7-45. 
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Table 12: 

Foundations of Partnership 

 China India 

 Cold War Era 21
st
 Century Cold War Era 21

st
 Century 

Shared security 

interests 

Yes 

(anti-Soviet) 

No No 

(cross-purpose) 

Yes 

Economic 

complementarity 

No Yes, but also 

conflictual 

No Increasing 

Common values No No Yes, but not 

much use 

Yes, can glue 

interests? 

 


