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and an inefficient state-owned sector in the economy are all aspects hampering the Chinese
elites’ ambitions to become an emerging superpower.

In addition, one of the key contributors for China in its striving to become a potential
superpower is its military, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). The military obviously plays
a fundamentally important role in Beijing’s striving towards greatness. Militaries are very
important in terms of how a state may project its power, and much of this depends on a
state’s economic success and ability to fund such a military. It should be remembered that
when reforms were initiated in China, military modernisation was not overtly part of the
iilitial process - it was Beijing’s economic success that enabled the Chinese leaders shift their
focus more towards military modernisation. Since the mid-1980s, this has become one of the
top priorities on Beijing’s agenda. No matter from what angle one looks at China’s future
role, if China continues on the path that it is now pursuing, it will be a force to be reckoned
with in the future. As McAlvang (1997: 15) put it, ‘China’s army, at 3 million troops, is in

fact twice as large as America’s active duty armed forces at 1.5 million troops’.

1.2 Problem Statement

Over the last decade there has been a heated debate, particularly in the West, about the
potential challenges an increasingly strong and assertive China poses to the Asia-Pacific
region and the world in general (Rex 1999: 1). The result is that China’s role in the
international system is increasingly debated, with some scholars saying that China will be the
next superpower to counter US hegemony, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region. With this
debate come the fears of what a strong China might do, and what may or may not be the
advantages of a strong China in the region and in world politics.

This debate is framed within the contexts of “containment” and “engagement”,
particularly in the United States. The containment theorists believe that a strong China should
Be contained, because it is a threat to the stability of the region, and specifically to Taiwan.
Engagement theorists on the other hand believe that China should be brought into
international organisations and should participate in global issues. By doing this, China could
be forced to become a responsible power i.e. a country that respects international norms. The
debate highlights the importance of China in the international system. Beijing’s importance is
further highlighted because of the financial and trade opportunities that it presents.

To answer the question whether China will be the next superpower, I propose to
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