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Reuben Mondejar says China is increasingly showing signs of the
Imperiousness it flaunted in its dealings with outsiders in the past

In modern China's security dealings, one notion is gradually coming to the fore: that the
imperiousness that once dictated ancient China's policies seems to be manifesting itself
once more in the present day.

For all but the most recent 200 of the last 2,000 years - its "sick man of Asia" period -
China has lived up its self-proclaimed "Middle Kingdom" title: a country that saw itself as
the centre of the world by virtue of its superiority in economic production and a
perceived divine entitlement to universal rule.

Now on the rise after two centuries of languishing in the wake of subjugation by the
West and internal division, a united China is again showing signs of eagerness to assert
its strength, both on its own people and on other countries in the Asia-Pacific region.
Beijing recently stood firm against Hong Kong's Occupy Central protests for democracy.
In doing so, China underlined its right to "comprehensive jurisdiction”.

China has also had a long history of human rights issues and censorship - it ranks
among the top nations in terms of the number of journalists arrested, for example.

Several countries in East and Southeast Asia are also now experiencing escalating
pressure from China to concede strategically positioned maritime territories, such as the
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands near Japan in the East China Sea, and the Spratly Islands in
the South China Sea near the Philippines. The claims China places on these territories,
thought to contain an abundance of natural gas and oil resources, are laid on the basis
of the so-called "nine-dash line" that leaves much room for misinterpretation.

Skirmishes have occurred, and tensions between China and the Philippines in particular
have reached such a high that the latter has taken the Spratly Islands case to the
tribunal under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea.

It is safe to assume that, in the near future, China will continue to stake its claim to
these disputed territories on the basis of its stated commitment to "defending territorial
integrity”. These feelings of entitlement ultimately do not come across as wholly
unjustified when taken into context - China is now once again a powerful nation under



the banner of the Chinese Communist Party, and there seems to exist some intuitive
sense that all is right in the world if China takes its place among the great powers. It will
not allow itself to lose face to smaller countries, which will have to make concessions.

It has also become apparent that the "kingdom" paradigm may be part and parcel of a
unified China - a centralised method of governance suitable for its vast and diverse
geographic and social make-up - and this method of leadership, by definition, incites at
least some sense of imperiousness.

The challenge, then, is how to properly manage China's imperious attitude in terms of
not appeasing it excessively, yet conceding that China deserves to have clout in the
future of the Asia-Pacific region. Hopefully, steps towards an amenable arrangement
will occur through careful negotiation rather than armed conflict.

Reuben Mondejar is an associate professor and a board member of the Southeast
Asia Research Centre at the City University of Hong Kong. Rafael Nite contributed
research assistance for this article
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