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COMMENT 182 – On the Asian Century, Pax Sinica & 
Beyond (XI): Corona crisis: How ‘Hot’ is our conflict 
with China? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Global Times (2020, April 16) proclaimed that ‘China's rising status in the 

world, requires it to ‘safeguard its national interests’. One of the latest target 

countries of this ‘safeguarding’ is Australia. Canberra made a ‘principled call’ to 

international political leaders and the World Health Organisation (WHO) for an 

independent review of the Coronavirus outbreak, first detected in the Chinese city 

of Wuhan (Tillett, 2020, April 27). But an assessment of China’s role in the origins 

of COVID-19 got rejected by the Chinese government. Beijing threatened Australia 

with consumer boycotts, a reduction in tourism of Chinese citizens to Australia and 

the discouragement of its students to join Australian universities, if Australia 

continues its investigation pursuit. It appears as evident, that these threats are quite 

real and concrete, especially considering that during earlier bilateral tensions, 

Beijing already resorted to economic coercion1 to pressure its counterpart (SCMP, 

2020, April 27). There is a need for the realisation that when China is entangled in 

conflict with other states, it applies economic but also political coercive force. In 

this context, Australia serves as evidence once again. Beijing has conducted 

activities targeting grass-root level and up to top political institutions. Concretely, 

it mobilised the large Chinese-Australian diaspora to (physically) undermine 

China-critical protest movements (Hamilton, 2018) up to attempting to plant a spy 

 
1 Economic Coercion is here understood as the ‘use or threats of negative actions to force the target 

state to change behaviour’ (Zhang, 2019, January 22). 
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in the national Australian parliament (BBC, 2019, November 25). Regarding former 

Director General of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO), 

Duncan Lewis, China’s ‘espionage and foreign interference is insidious’ and is 

aiming ‘to ‘take over’ Australia's political system (AAP, 2019, November 21). 

Decision-makers around the globe must understand that Beijing did not only open 

a ‘battle of narratives’, but it entered as well into a political and economic warfare 

with each state and international entity perceived as unconducive to China’s 

national interests. Concretely, those states challenging China’s hegemonic 

ambitions in general, and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (Wolf, 2019) in 

particular. It is noteworthy that Australia is just one of numerous cases of China’s 

use of coercion. Previous Chinese moves targeted Japan, the Philippines, South 

Korea and a number of other countries. Reports have stated that Beijing held back 

rare earth minerals from Japan in 2010 (Bradsher, 2010, September 22) after Japan 

arrested a Chinese fishing boat captain accused of ramming and damaging two 

Japanese patrol boats near the disputed Island group of Senkakus, in the East China 

Sea.   

South Korea, too, noticed the focus of Chinese coercive force measures after Seoul 

and Washington agreed on the deployment of a U.S. missile defence system 

(Terminal High Altitude Area Defense/THAAD2) on the country’s soil (Tiezzi, 

2019, May 31). Beijing has strongly but unsuccessfully opposed the detachment 

of this weapon system to the South Korean peninsula (Swaine, 2017, February 

2). As a consequence, the country’s economy, especially the tourist sector and 

South Korean companies (for example the Lotte Group3) operating in China 

suffered from heavy losses (Tiezzi, 2019, May 31). Despite official denial from 

Beijing, the People’s Republic enforced economic retaliation against Seoul for not 

recognising Chinese national interests.  

Another target country of China’s coercive force is the Philippines. For example, 

during the 2012 Scarborough Shoal standoff, Beijing announced new restrictions 

on fruit imports (primarily bananas) from the Philippines and Chinese travel 

agencies also suspended travel to the Philippines creating billions of dollars losses 

for the Philippine industries (Tiezzi, 2019, May 31; Ravindran, 2012). 

 
2 A system designed to shoot down short-, medium-, and intermediate-range ballistic missiles using 

interceptor missiles, launchers, a radar, and a fire-control unit (Swaine, 2017, February 2). 
3 The Lotte Group is South Korea’s fifth largest business conglomerate and China was Lotte Mart’s 

largest overseas investment destination (Zhang, 2019, January 22). 
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In sum, Beijing’s rational is clear: Those who do not recognise and ensure Chinese 

foreign policy interests, will be penalised through economic and political coercion. 

But these two types of coercion are just some of the instruments used in an 

‘increasingly diverse toolkit’ (Feigenbaum, 2017, July 25). When the environment 

is conducive, Beijing has shown itself capable of applying military actions against 

weaker states – states understood apparently not able or willing to retaliate -, like 

in the South China Sea. Among these, China’s causal actions for the 1962 border 

war with India, its 1979 punitive war against Vietnam, the ongoing construction of 

military outposts on (artificial) islands in disputed waters in the South China Sea 

(CfR, 2020, April 30) and the use of fishing vessels (suspected maritime militias) 

for swarm tactics to gain control over islands claimed by the Philippines (Lema, 

2019, April 4). 

All the above taken into account, seems to be a significant transition in the Chinese 

use of coercive force in its bilateral relations. Traditionally, when Beijing used 

coercive instruments, it continually made sure that there was room for ambiguity 

and subsequently plausible deniability. This provided China with the opportunity 

to maintain the facade of being a peaceful and responsible international partner in 

order to prove that it still sticks to its ‘Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence’4 and 

‘policy of non-interference’ (Meservey, 2018, July 6). As a ‘rising authoritarian 

superpower’ (Diamond & Schell, 2019:168), the use of coercion by Beijing is not 

new (Zhang, 2019, January 22), but rather an entrenched pattern in China’s foreign 

policy. What is new is that current combative tactics and actions by Beijing are 

indicating that China gave up its ‘sensitivity to geopolitical cost’ (Zhang, 2020, 

January 20). It appears that the Communist Party of China (CCP) is not concerned 

any longer about potential backslashes by targeted countries and their allies. By 

observing this, China’s coercion has garnered international attention, especially 

among the European Union (EU). 

Considering the range of challenges the international community has to face due to 

the globally accelerating Chinese influence activities and the use of coercive force 

on multiple fronts, there is a need to reflect on how ‘hot’ is the European Union’s 

 
4 In 1954, during meetings aimed at addressing heated border disputes between China and India, 

Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai and Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru issued a joint statement 

(the Panchasheela agreement) emphasizing their adherence to the Five Principles of Peaceful 

Coexistence. These included ‘non-interference’, ‘mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial 

integrity’, equality and mutual benefit’, ‘mutual non-aggression’, and ‘peaceful coexistence’ (Mitra, 

Wolf, & Schöttli, 2006:326-327). 

http://www.china.org.cn/world/2014-07/07/content_32876905.htm
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struggle with China and what are the implications for EU-China relations. Here, it 

is advisable that Brussels adopts a strategic realism approach to Beijing and 

rightfully question whether to continue collaborations with China or not. There is a 

need for an independent assessment and an uncovering of Chinese leverage within 

Europe. Moreover, we must define what we perceive as unwanted interference into 

our internal affairs, and subsequently conducting decisive measures to protect our 

political decision-making process, media, academia, and businesses from Beijing’s 

undue influence activities. 

There needs to be an understanding that China is not only aiming to overtake 

European key economies, but also trying to achieve political influence by seizing 

upon the openness of our democratic systems. Several interwoven Chinese 

strategies can be highlighted: (1) The use of levers of economic engagement as a 

tool of political coercion (Diamond & Schell, 2019:168), which  gained significance 

especially with the extension of BRI into Europe and allowed for the successful 

penetration of strategic infrastructure by China, reaching a worrying level (Wolf, 

2020, April 20). (2) The use of soft power instruments ‘to make itself more palatable 

to democratic societies’ (Diamond & Schell, 2019:163), such as promoting state-

funded research centres, media outlets, university ties, and people-to-people 

exchange programmes; a reflection of how Beijing is trying to manipulate our 

independent civil society institutions – playing into the definition of what are not 

only the core of our democracies, but are also at the centre of critical views and 

analysis -, drawing attention on China’s use of coercive force at home as well as 

abroad (Wolf, 2020, April 22).  

Lastly, (3) China is undermining the political unity of the EU by creating dissent. 

The creation of ‘16+1 format’ (Central and Eastern Europe states plus China) as 

well as the incorporation of Greece into this grouping is a clear indication that 

Beijing is attempting to instrumentalise economic cleavages in order to split the EU 

politically. All told, Europe is facing a phenomenon that can be described as a 

‘reverse state-capture’ of its key economic sector and political decision-making 

processes by a foreign government. 
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