China and the “AfPak” Issue
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[I am deeply indebted to Tiffany Ng, Carnegie Junior Fellow, for her invaluable research
assistance in the preparation of this article.]
Successfully managing the turmoil in Afghanistan and reducing the U.S.led ISAF (International Security Assistance Force) military involvement in
that country are arguably the most important foreign policy objectives of
the Obama administration, given: a) the pivotal connection between
Afghanistan and the larger ongoing war on terrorism; b) the relationship
between events in that country and stability in Central and South Asia, two
regions containing a combustible mix of great power involvement, nuclear
weapons, energy resources, terrorism, and several weak and/or corrupt
governments; and c) the strong desire of most Americans to end or greatly
reduce U.S. involvement in Afghanistan in order to focus on a wide array
of serious economic problems at home.
President Obama has presented a general strategy for addressing such
issues that recognizes the close association between events in Afghanistan
and events in neighboring Pakistan. As a sanctuary for Afghan Taliban
and Al Qaeda elements, a nuclear power with its own severe domestic
problems (including growing terrorist attacks and sharp political
divisions), and a major force in Afghan politics and security affairs,
Pakistan’s stance toward its neighbor constitutes a critical factor in
determining the success or failure of U.S. policies. Equally important, the
future stability of Pakistan constitutes a major concern for Washington due
to its ongoing, volatile relationship with India, another nuclear power.
The term “AfPak” conveys the intimate connection that exists
between the two countries in addressing these challenges. And thus
Obama’s AfPak strategy is not limited to attempts to stabilize the Afghan
security environment through the introduction of 30,000 additional U.S.
troops, a program to encourage Taliban fighters to put down their arms,
and an accelerated attempt to strengthen and expand the Afghan army, the
Afghan democratic process, and the Afghan social and economic
infrastructure. It also includes enhanced efforts to assist Pakistan
economically, and to strengthen that nation’s capacity and willingness to
combat terrorist elements within its own borders. Achieving such goals
constitutes a formidable task.1
For many casual observers, this AfPak challenge and the strategy
devised to address it are generally not regarded as being closely connected
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to China or subject to Chinese influence.2 However, in truth, Beijing is a
key player in this drama for a host of reasons, including a) its intimate and
long-standing ties to (and potential influence upon) Pakistan; b) its
ongoing geostrategic interests vis-à-vis the two most important local
powers active in Central and South Asia (Russia and especially India); c)
its deepening political and economic involvement in Central Asia; d) its
growing concern over the link between Central and South Asian terrorism
and Muslim insurgents and terrorists in Xinjiang and elsewhere within
China; e) its bilateral relationship with the United States; and f) its energy
and mineral interests in Afghanistan.3
Thus, in gauging the prospects for U.S. strategy toward the AfPak
issue, it is important to understand the specific interests and motives,
policies, actual and potential influence, and possible future orientation and
behavior of the Chinese leadership with regard to each of the above six
areas, as well as any possible lines of internal debate that exist among
them. This essay offers such an analysis of these factors, based on major
secondary sources and available authoritative, semi-authoritative, and nonauthoritative Chinese sources, including official PRC statements, articles,
media reports, and other commentaries. It concludes with some
speculations on whether and how China’s stance toward the AfPak issue
might be modified to lend greater support to the Obama strategy.

Chinese Interests and Motives: Pakistan First, All Else Follows
Beijing’s approach to the AfPak issue derives to a great extent from its strategic interests
regarding South Asia, and the Indo-Pakistani rivalry in particular. Over many decades,
China has developed a very close political, military, and economic relationship with the
Pakistani leadership (described by some Chinese and Western analysts as an “allweather” and “adversity-tested” friendship),4 largely in order to support Islamabad’s role
as a strategic counterweight to New Delhi. Specifically, a stable, independent, friendly,
and regionally influential Pakistan prevents Indian domination of South Asia, weakens
Indian influence in Central Asia, and obstructs any Indian desire to focus primarily on
strategic rivalry with China. Moreover, from the Chinese (and Pakistani) perspective, a
stable and friendly Afghanistan provides Pakistan with a degree of “strategic depth”
against India’s nuclear capabilities and conventional military superiority.5
In addition to serving such a fundamental geostrategic function, a cooperative
Pakistan also contributes intelligence and policy support for the suppression of domestic
Chinese Muslim terrorists and denies them safe havens in Afghanistan as well as
infiltration routes via the Hindu Kush. Moreover, a radical Islamist–controlled Pakistan
would almost certainly destroy China’s privileged relationship with Islamabad and
provide a huge stimulus for jihadi terrorist activities aimed at China.6 Finally, Pakistan
offers opportunities for important Chinese trade, investment, and energy supply routes,
including an easy access to the Indian Ocean via the Gwadar port.7
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As a result of all these considerations, Beijing does not want its policies toward both
Afghanistan and Pakistan, and the overall situation in either country, to significantly
jeopardize or strain its long-standing privileged political-strategic relationship with
Islamabad, to undermine the basic stability of the Pakistani state, to weaken Pakistan’s
overall national interests, or to create an unstable or hostile “rear area” in Afghanistan
that could weaken Pakistan’s position vis-à-vis India.8 We should add that Beijing’s
incentive to avoid disruptions in its relationship with Pakistan have arguably increased in
recent years as a result of a cooling of relations with Islamabad following the replacement
of Musharraf by Zardari, tensions over the Red Mosque incident in 2007, and the
apparently increasing presence of Chinese Uighur separatists on Pakistani territory.9
Given these factors, Beijing must carefully consider Pakistan’s overall policies
regarding both its own domestic political situation and Afghan state and society, as well
as the complex interactions between the Pakistani and Afghan governments and terrorist
elements in both countries. Most importantly, China does not wish to potentially irritate
Pakistan by: a) taking direct action against Afghan insurgent groups that might enjoy ties
with Islamabad or pose no direct threat to the Pakistani state and society, or b) attempting
to compel Islamabad to take actions against terrorist groups within Pakistan.10
A second set of strategic priorities motivating Beijing’s policies toward the AfPak
issue derive from its overall interests in Central and South Asia beyond Pakistan.
Forming a complex and turbulent yet resource-rich band of nations bordering many
ethnically diverse, sometimes restive, and relatively undeveloped provinces and
autonomous areas within China’s hinterland, these two regions present a host of critical
challenges and opportunities for the Chinese leadership, thus requiring close attention.
These include an array of increasingly troubling non-traditional security challenges (from
terrorism and Tibetan or Uighur “separatism” to drug smuggling and other criminal
activities); efforts to extract greater benefits from the growing trade, mineral resource,
and energy potential of many nearby states; a need to maintain or increase geostrategic
leverage vis-à-vis both the U.S. and Russia; and a general desire to avoid distracting
disputes or tensions. As a result, China’s leaders place a high premium on deepening
friendship and cooperation with all capitals and economic entities throughout this area,
from India to the “stans” (Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and
Uzbekistan). Such efforts are being undertaken both individually (through bilateral
diplomatic and economic agreements and partnerships) and, in some cases through
multilateral organizations such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).
Clearly, Beijing does not want the AfPak issue and its own policies toward Afghanistan
and Pakistan to threaten or complicate these larger relationships and undertakings in this
increasingly important “back door” region of China.11
A third, more complicated, Chinese interest is closely related to the above two: the
obvious desire of China’s leaders to prevent the AfPak situation from exacerbating the
threat posed by radical Islamist terrorists, domestic insurgents, and transnational
criminals, primarily by facilitating or provoking connections between such entities
operating in Afghanistan and Pakistan and various terrorists, insurgents, and criminals
operating in Xinjiang. Indeed, Chinese observers fear that Washington’s troop buildup
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and heightened activities could eventually drive the Taliban into China and put Chinese
economic interests in both Afghanistan and Pakistan at risk. At the same time, Beijing
almost certainly does not want either country to fall under the control of radical Islamists.
These concerns draw the attention of many Chinese commentators.12
Moreover, although few Chinese openly recognize the fact, this situation obviously
produces cross-cutting pressures on Beijing: China must balance between wanting to
suppress clear terrorist threats, and conversely, guarding against the possibility that such
actions might exacerbate the insurgency and provoke further attacks.
Although not as critically important as the Pakistan factor, Beijing’s interests
regarding the AfPak issue are also heavily influenced by its stance toward the United
States. Chinese views and interests regarding the U.S. role in the AfPak situation
constitute by far the largest component of unofficial public commentary and analysis
appearing in Chinese media. And here again, the Chinese position is subject to
conflicting objectives.
On the one hand, the Chinese leadership does not want the AfPak situation to
become the basis or rationale for a long-term, sizeable U.S. political, economic, and
military presence in China’s backyard; nor does it wish to give the impression to others
that it is directly or indirectly facilitating such an outcome or otherwise completely
aligning itself with U.S. policies.
Many Chinese observers believe that a long-standing U.S. presence would cement
Washington’s “strategic encirclement” of China and weaken China’s influence with
regard to other Central Asian states while generally exacerbating regional unrest in a
variety of ways. In addition, many Chinese fear that a close alignment with U.S. policies
could incite greater terrorist actions against China or provoke further unrest among its
domestic Muslim population by portraying Beijing as standing against the Muslim world.
(China has become a target for groups well beyond ETIM and Baluchi nationalists ever
since its involvement in the Red Mosque incident.) More broadly, as on other issues,
many Chinese commentators simply resist being associated with U.S. policies because of
a general opposition to Washington’s arrogant and “hegemonic” proclivities and a desire
to preserve or advance Beijing’s image as a leader of developing countries against great
power aggression.13
On the other hand, China does not want the United States (and the West) to fail in
Afghanistan in ways that threaten its interests, nor does it want to be pulled into efforts to
assist the U.S. militarily in a potential quagmire. The greatest consequence for China in
the event of a U.S. failure is the radicalization of the region to the point that extremism
becomes contagious among ethnic minorities in China. Thus, some Chinese observers
argue that Obama’s troop surge in Afghanistan might actually benefit Chinese efforts to
suppress terrorist and separatist activity within Xinjiang, as well as drug smuggling into
China.14
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Again, for Beijing, the way to mitigate that outcome is to remain closely aligned
with Pakistan. At the same time, Beijing certainly does not want to be seen by
Washington, or the international community in general, as obstructing, complicating, or
weakening U.S./Western efforts in Afghanistan. Indeed, to some extent, it wishes to be
seen as supporting international attempts to stabilize the Afghan government in ways that
increase U.S. incentives to reduce troop levels and limit long-term U.S. political
influence, while protecting its other interests.15 In addition, according to at least one
Western observer, America’s reengagement with Pakistan after 9/11 is viewed by Beijing
as a positive development, since it supposedly reversed a trend toward isolation and
radicalization in Pakistan resulting from Islamabad’s close ties with the Afghan Taliban,
the growing Islamicization of Pakistani politics, and the steady deterioration of PakistanWestern relations since the mid-1990s.16
We should add that, although the fact is rarely (if ever) explicitly discussed in
Chinese open sources, Beijing also undoubtedly sees some broader strategic value in
Washington remaining mired in Afghanistan (and Iraq) for some time, believing that such
a distracting situation will undermine U.S. incentives to treat a rising China as a strategic
adversary.17
Finally, aside from the AfPak issue’s importance in relation to Pakistan, the United
States, Central Asia, and the larger Chinese struggle against radical Islamist terrorism,
Beijing also has important, and growing, direct political and economic interests in
Afghanistan. These include major ongoing and planned resource investments, infrastructure development, and reconstruction projects in such areas as communications,
irrigation, and public hospitals, and strong diplomatic ties with the Afghan government.
And Afghanistan has oil, natural gas, iron ore, and other economic resources of potential
significant interest to China. Although not huge relative to China’s overall economic
needs, such commercial activities, resources, and reconstruction projects provide
important secondary actual and potential benefits to China’s developing economy, and
reinforce Beijing’s stake in a stable and friendly Afghan government. In addition, such
visible and substantial contributions to Afghanistan’s development arguably strengthen
China’s regional and global image as a helpful neighbor supportive of a significant
international undertaking.18

Chinese Policies Toward the AfPak Issue: Much Verbal Support, and
Limited, but Significant, Non-Combat Assistance
The Chinese interests and motives detailed above translate into a limited yet significant
set of policies. First and foremost, China enjoys close, long-standing ties with Pakistani
political, military, and intelligence agencies, based on a strong and consistent
commitment to provide both conventional and nuclear weapons and ballistic missile
assistance and intelligence to Islamabad in its ongoing struggle with India, as well as a
variety of mutual support in combating domestic terrorism, including an anti-terror
consultative mechanism set up in 2003, an agreement signed in 2005, and joint anti-terror
exercises. In addition, Beijing has provided economic benefits to Pakistan, in the form of
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aid, trade (including a free-trade agreement), investments, and civilian technology and
equipment transfers over many years. Beijing is also helping Pakistan develop several
large-scale infrastructure projects, including a deep-sea port at the naval base at Gwadar
in the province of Baluchistan on the Arabian Sea, highways, gold and copper mines,
major electricity complexes and power plants, and numerous nuclear power projects.19
Many details of this highly cooperative strategic partnership remain undisclosed to
the outside world, but provide the basis for an enduring relationship.20 Indeed, China has
been Pakistan’s most reliable ally over the past 50 years, resulting in a unique level of
trust and, most likely, influence with critical political, military, and intelligence elites in
Islamabad.21 As a result, Beijing has resisted placing pressure on Islamabad to strengthen
its actions against domestic terrorists in the AfPak border areas or otherwise contribute to
counterterrorism efforts in Afghanistan. As long as Pakistan continues to hedge its bets
and thus remain unwilling to undertake robust efforts against Afghan terrorists, it is
unlikely that Beijing will attempt to induce it to do otherwise.
Regarding Afghanistan, Beijing has pursued policies that combine support for
Afghanistan’s stability, prosperity, and independence through strong official statements
and contributions to international political and economic assistance and counterterrorism
efforts, with a scrupulous avoidance of any apparent efforts to intrude in Afghan internal
affairs or join the U.S.-led combat effort against Taliban and Al Qaeda elements.22
Chinese humanitarian, infrastructure, and financial assistance has included over $132
million in grant assistance as well as various types of related reconstruction assistance
such as water conservancy, communications, irrigation, hospital and road projects (such
as the expansion of the Karakoram Highway). Beijing has also begun significant efforts
to develop minerals and energy resources in the country, committed personnel to assist in
landmine clearing and police training, and established cooperation on anti-drug
activities.23
China’s most notable efforts include a $3.5 billion project for the development of the
Aynak copper mine in Logar Province and associated transport and electricity-generating
facilities, making it the largest foreign direct investment in Afghanistan’s history.
Chinese companies are also bidding for an iron ore deposit west of Kabul and oil and gas
deposits in northern Afghanistan.24 Additionally, China has provided support for relevant
UN resolutions, greater diplomatic contacts, and steady involvement in SCO efforts to
address the Afghanistan situation (in particular terrorism, drug trafficking, and organized
crime). It is also publicly positioning itself in support of broad U.S. objectives in
Afghanistan. The Joint Statement between Obama and Hu Jintao of November 2009
declared that both countries “support the efforts of Afghanistan and Pakistan to fight
terrorism, maintain domestic stability and achieve sustainable economic and social
development.”25
In addition, Beijing is reportedly examining whether to open its border with
Afghanistan—in the Wakhan Corridor—as an alternate logistics route for troops and
supplies moving into Afghanistan. However, the corridor is problematic from both a
geographic and an infrastructural standpoint. And some Chinese analysts believe that
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any infrastructural improvements might ease the transit of Islamist fighters from
Afghanistan and Pakistan into Chinese territory.26
However, China has not sent combat troops to Afghanistan, provided or facilitated
logistical support for the U.S.-led multinational military effort, or otherwise contributed
directly to the forcible suppression of terrorists in the country. In rejecting such options,
Chinese officials and scholars usually point to the difficulty of defeating the Taliban by
military means, the danger that Chinese military actions might exacerbate terrorist and
separatist activities in Xinjiang, overall resistance to any direct association with U.S.
military interventions, and most importantly, China’s general stance against deploying
ground combat troops abroad. The last point is often stated by authoritative PRC
sources.27
On the other hand, Beijing is possibly open to attempts to leverage the U.S.
difficulties in Afghanistan and Pakistan to its advantage. For example, some observers
believe that Beijing has probed for signs that Washington might be prepared to trade
concessions regarding Taiwan for substantial assistance to U.S. military operations in
South Asia.28
In short, Beijing has positioned itself as supportive of Afghanistan’s long-term
stability and prosperity though essentially civilian and limited political, economic, and
diplomatic assistance. It has also been careful to remain on good terms with the Kabul
authorities without offending the Pashtuns or their political leadership in the Taliban.
More broadly, China’s interests and policies toward Afghanistan generally accord with
Islamabad’s desire to improve relations with Kabul, to avoid being pressured unduly to
attack those AfPak border-based terrorists that are not threatening the Pakistani
government and society, and to prevent excessive U.S. pressure and incursions on
Pakistani sovereignty. As indicated, Beijing and Islamabad have a common interest in
maintaining the special, close (and to some extent closed) nature of their bilateral
relationship, despite the apparent cooling that has taken place in their relations in recent
months. Chinese policies toward Afghanistan do not threaten that interest. To some
extent, China’s efforts to improve coordination with India (and Russia) in addressing
various Afghan problems might cause concerns in some Pakistani policy circles; but such
concerns are probably not major.
Finally, Beijing’s policies toward the AfPak issue are compatible with its larger
policies toward Central Asia, which include substantial levels of political, economic, and
security cooperation and arrangements, both bilaterally and via the SCO. The latter
include joint efforts to combat drug trafficking, terrorism, and organized crime, and to
maintain oil pipeline security. Moreover, since at least 2005, Beijing has arguably played
a positive (or at least not damaging) role toward the AfPak issue by not encouraging or
acquiescing to any efforts by the republics to openly oppose U.S. policies toward
Afghanistan in the SCO. To the contrary, China has supported actions by the republics
that show support for the Afghan government and general attempts to stabilize the
country.29
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Implications for the United States
China’s interests and policies toward the AfPak issue pose somewhat mixed implications
for Washington. On the one hand, in the non-military realm, Beijing is undoubtedly
contributing significantly to the economic and social welfare aspects of the U.S.-led
effort to stabilize Afghanistan.30
China is also arguably contributing to some level of coordination among Central
Asian states in support of the eventual goal of an independent, economically developing,
and terrorist-free Afghanistan, which accords with U.S. interests to at least some extent,
despite the conspiratorial views toward Washington’s policies in Central Asia held by
some Chinese commentators.31
On the other hand, both U.S. and Afghan officials are reportedly concerned about
reports of corrupt Chinese practices in winning major bids on mineral ore projects.32
Such concerns (fueled by a belief in some quarters that Chinese bids are inflated by
“subsidies from a Chinese Government hungry for raw materials”)33 arguably ignite fears
over excessive Chinese control of key Afghan industrial sectors. More importantly, they
also reinforce existing public perceptions in Afghanistan and elsewhere that the Afghan
political system is highly corrupt, thus possibly heightening support for the Taliban
insurgency.
In addition, on a broader level, China’s extensive and growing economic
involvement in both Afghanistan and Pakistan lead to charges in some quarters that
Beijing is “free-riding” by providing subsidized government and commercial assistance
without taking on much if any of the security burden in the fight against the Taliban and
other terrorist groups. Some observers also charge that China’s indifference to good
governance, lack of corruption, public accountability, and human rights in providing aid
and striking commercial arrangements with both countries undercuts U.S. attempts to link
such assistance to specific broader policy objectives.34
Many Chinese observers emphatically dismiss such charges and concerns, arguing
instead that Chinese and U.S. interests converge in Afghanistan in particular, and often
expressing strong criticism of Washington’s excessive reliance on military instruments.35
In fact, in the military realm, China is probably not contributing as much assistance to the
counterterrorism effort in Afghanistan as Washington would prefer, especially given
China’s experience in UN-authorized peacekeeping operation efforts. Perhaps most
importantly from the U.S. perspective, China is also not doing enough to persuade,
pressure, or cajole Islamabad into attacking Afghan-oriented terrorist elements operating
in or near the northwest tribal areas.36

Areas of Chinese Debate and Consensus
Criticisms of Chinese policy toward the AfPak issue have contributed to debates among
Chinese scholars and commentators regarding the level and type of involvement China

8

Swaine, China Leadership Monitor, No. 31
should pursue, and, most recently, the closely related issue of the general prospects for
success of the Obama strategy. The core of this debate (which at least one Chinese
observer has described as “heated”37) focuses on the issue of whether China should send
troops to Afghanistan.
As with the North Korean nuclear issue (see CLM 30), it is virtually impossible to
know the extent to which these public debates are actually reflected within senior
decision-making circles of the Chinese government. However, the fact that they are
allowed to occur suggests that: a) senior Chinese leaders are being pressured to lend
greater support to the AfPak issue;38 and b) Chinese interests are conflicting on this
issue, and that the leadership is therefore willing to listen to a variety of arguments.
Most Chinese analysts agree that the AfPak issue is of great importance to China and
that prolonged peace and stability in the region would serve vital Chinese interests, from
the suppression of domestic insurgents and terrorists, to support for a strong and
independent Pakistan, a likely U.S. withdrawal from the region, greater security for
Chinese economic deals, and an overall improved geostrategic environment in Central
Asia.39 Moreover, most analysts believe that China can and should play an expanding
role in developing such peace and stability, especially given its emerging status as a great
power.
On one extreme are those few Chinese observers who argue that China must
recognize that its growing powers bring growing responsibilities toward its unstable
neighbors, and thus it must play a far more active role across the entire greater Middle
East and South Asian region, acting as a stabilizer through the use of both hard and soft
power.40 At the very least, some of these observers believe, “it is extremely essential for
China to send troops to Afghanistan.” The reasons presented for such an action include
“protecting China’s economic interests, opening up China’s strategic frontier, projecting
a positive international image,” and acquiring various bargaining chips in dealing with
the United States and other Western powers.41 However, the vast majority of the Chinese
commentariat oppose any future deployment of Chinese combat units to Afghanistan, for
reasons already outlined.42
A few Chinese observers offer a sort of compromise or “middle path” by arguing
that China should consider sending peace-keeping forces under the UN flag, or police
and/or civilian security units to Afghanistan to help the Kabul government protect key
sites within the country, including infrastructure and reconstruction projects involving
Chinese interests. But many of these analysts also argue that Beijing must obtain the
approval of the Afghan government for any such Chinese deployments.43
But the majority of those Chinese analysts and observers (both official and
unofficial) who favor a continuing role for Beijing urge an expansion of its existing
economic development and humanitarian efforts in both Afghanistan and Pakistan,
primarily under the aegis of the UN or other international or multilateral agencies,
including the SCO.44 A few of these observers argue that China should play a more
active leadership role in such undertakings, in concert with the SCO, or as a host or
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mediator of negotiations among political factions within Afghanistan.45 Others assert that
China’s limited role will and should likely remain limited in Afghanistan, unless “the
U.S. treats China with full respect, deals with China as a partner rather than a potential
adversary, and provides proper incentives to China” (!)46
Very few Chinese analysts debate alternative PRC courses of action vis-à-vis
Pakistan, however. Most commentary is limited to general statements on the extent of
Sino-Pakistani comity, general assertions of the importance of a stable Pakistan to “the
regional balance” (read: balancing India) and regional stability and development,
assessments of the domestic Pakistan situation, Islamabad’s overall policies, and the
U.S.-Pakistani and Indo-Pakistani relationships.47 Few if any Chinese commentators
even mention, much less assess, the type and level of influence that Beijing might
currently exercise or develop toward Islamabad regarding the AfPak issue or any other
issue. This apparent avoidance is probably due to several factors, including a sensitivity
regarding any public discussion of the realpolitik geostrategic objectives Beijing pursues
toward its longstanding friend; the possible adverse impact of such a discussion on
China’s cooperative relationship with India; and a likely official prohibition on any
analysis that might address the full nature and extent of Beijing’s military assistance to
Pakistan, including both ballistic missiles and nuclear weapons technology. Moreover,
most Chinese scholars and observers probably have little if any knowledge of China’s
security relationship with Pakistan.48
That said, a few Chinese analysts directly address the security implications for China
of Pakistan’s unstable domestic situation and propose more active PRC policies.
However, such proposals invariably consist of strengthening “friendly cooperation” with
Pakistan in the protection of the Sino-Pakistani border and/or the provision of greater
levels of social-economic development assistance.49 No Chinese writings reviewed for
this essay urge Beijing to exert greater efforts to convince Islamabad to commit more
resources to the fight against Pakistan-based Taliban or other terrorist-affiliated groups
operating in Pakistan and/or Afghanistan, much less to send PLA troops to assist in that
effort.
Finally, in addition to all the other factors discussed above, much of the caution and
(in many cases) suspicion expressed by most Chinese observers toward the AfPak issue
derive from a generally pessimistic assessment of the prospects for the Obama strategy,
and in particular its military dimensions. Although a few observers offer positive
evaluations of that strategy,50 the vast majority believe that it is either doomed to failure
or faces a highly problematic chance of success. Aside from broad criticisms of U.S.
“hegemonic” behavior and an overall over-reliance on military instruments in U.S.
foreign policy, the reasons given for such pessimism include the historical failure of
foreign governments to establish viable and cooperative central Afghan governments; the
relative lack of attention paid to civil reconstruction in Afghanistan; the intense U.S.
domestic obstacles resulting from Obama’s stated intention to begin removing U.S.
troops from Afghanistan in July 2011; and the likely inability and/or unwillingness of the
Pakistani government to provide critical support for the strategy.51 The most optimistic
stance among this majority viewpoint argues that Washington might manage to create a
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temporary period of stability in Afghanistan that allows it to “step down with dignity,”
perhaps as a result of a combination of military actions and negotiations with the
Taliban.52

Conclusions
This analysis of Chinese interests, policies, and apparent debates with regard to the
AfPak problem and the Obama strategy suggests a strong basis for the continuation of
China’s existing cautious, limited stance toward this issue. As we have seen, the Chinese
leadership’s basic caution—and many of its concerns—are heavily influenced by China’s
longstanding strategic interests vis-à-vis Pakistan, along with its deeply rooted suspicion
toward and overall nascent rivalry with the United States. On the other hand, Beijing’s
limited yet arguably growing support for many U.S. and ISAF goals is also rooted in a
sometimes cross-cutting set of Chinese interests in economic development,
counterterrorism, the maintenance of amicable relations with Washington, and long-term
stability in not only Afghanistan and Pakistan but also Central and South Asia as a whole.
Thus, the good news is that China’s involvement in the AfPak issue is, and will
likely remain for some time, generally convergent with U.S. interests, given a basic
continuity in China’s strategic outlook toward Washington. In addition, China’s current
and likely future refusal to provide substantial military assistance is almost certainly not
consequential to the success of the Obama strategy. Indeed, many argue that direct
Chinese military involvement in Afghanistan or Pakistan would undermine U.S.
objectives by provoking India and thereby worsening the Indo-Pakistani rivalry. In any
event, although some observers continue to urge China to deploy forces to Afghanistan,
the Chinese debate over this issue does not suggest that Chinese policies are able to
change.
On a decidedly more negative note, the above assessment of China’s interests
suggests that, given existing larger conditions, and absent a basic change in Islamabad’s
calculus toward both India and Afghanistan, Beijing in all probability will not attempt to
compel Islamabad to devote more resources and energies to the destruction of
Afghanistan-oriented terrorist groups operating out of Pakistan and deny sanctuaries
within Pakistan to such groups. Moreover, even if Pakistan were to shift its stance in this
regard (e.g., in response to a major escalation in terrorist attacks on the Pakistani regime),
it is by no means clear that Beijing would subsequently encourage the Pakistani
leadership to exert more efforts against the Afghan Taliban, given its larger desire to keep
Pakistan focused on India, both militarily and politically. It is more likely that the
Chinese leadership would attempt to bolster a faltering Pakistani regime by providing
more support to its military and intelligence services, while increasing economic and
diplomatic assistance to Islamabad and strengthening the Sino-Pakistani border. In any
event, it is also by no means clear that China enjoys sufficient influence within Pakistan
to persuade Islamabad to do its bidding vis-à-vis Afghanistan, regardless of the larger
circumstances. Moreover, the Chinese rarely resort to such high-pressure tactics. As a
veteran former diplomat with extensive China experience told the author, the Chinese
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leadership usually doesn’t make demands for action; they more commonly demand that
actions not be taken.
Finally, some analysts have argued—based in part on some of the Chinese
commentary cited in this essay—that Beijing might deploy forces to Afghanistan
(assuming the United States desires such a move) or perhaps even apply pressure on
Islamabad in support of the Obama strategy, in return for some very significant trade-offs
in U.S. policy involving, for example, a cessation of arms sales to Taiwan, support for
Chinese behavior toward terrorists and separatists in Xinjiang, and other “core” issues.
However, given both the hugely negative consequences for Washington (both
domestically and internationally) and the uncertainty that the Chinese leadership would
actually perform as promised, it is highly unlikely that the Obama administration would
seriously contemplate making such trade-offs (even if Beijing were to offer them).
Equally important, the same concerns over consequences and compliance would probably
exist on the Chinese side as well, making it unlikely that Beijing would offer such a
trade-off in the first place. In the final analysis, deep-rooted strategic interests, longstanding historical dispositions, and strong uncertainties will predominate in the Chinese
calculus.
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