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In the 21st century, few challenges loom as large on the global stage as the rapid rise of China, and it’s bid to assert dominance in every sphere of international influence. The Dragon’s Gambit: China’s Bid for Global Dominance and the Western Response provides a detailed, multifaceted exploration of this phenomenon, offering readers a critical examination of China's strategic ambitions and the global repercussions. This book does more than recount history—it dissects China's current manoeuvres, scrutinizing the far-reaching consequences and posing urgent questions for the West's response.

From its humble origins as a post-revolutionary state under Mao Zedong, China has emerged as a formidable power, one that is rewriting the rules of global engagement. As laid out in Chapter One, the historical rise of Communist China sets the stage for understanding its modern ambitions, particularly its quest for territorial and military expansion. The following chapters build upon this foundation, diving into China’s assertive military strategy, particularly in the South China Sea, where its growing naval presence has sparked international disputes.

Perhaps the most critical flashpoint in China's ambitions is Taiwan, as explored in Chapter Three. The possibility of a Chinese invasion looms larger with every passing year, posing a direct challenge to U.S. foreign policy and global stability. As Chapter Four argues, the future of Taiwan may hinge on the strength and resolve of U.S. leadership, with the stakes extending far beyond the region.

Yet, China’s ambitions are not limited to military expansion. The country has demonstrated remarkable proficiency in destabilizing adversaries through less conventional means. Chapter Five addresses how China has exploited crises like the fentanyl epidemic, weaponizing both immigration flows and geopolitical manipulation to sow discord within the United States. By extending its influence through alliances with states such as Russia, North Korea, and Iran, China has created a network of support that directly counters the West’s influence, as detailed in Chapter Six.

Despite its outward show of strength, China’s economic foundation remains fragile, presenting the West with opportunities to disrupt its expansion. Chapters Seven and Eight offer readers a deeper understanding of how Western economic dominance, particularly in energy, can be leveraged to counter China’s global ambitions and influence the shifting dynamics within BRICS nations.

One of China’s most dangerous tactics in this new Cold War has been its theft of Western technology. Chapter Nine unveils how China’s military has systematically stolen, reverse-engineered, and copied cutting-edge defence technologies, posing a direct threat to Western security. This chapter also outlines countermeasures that the West can adopt to mitigate this theft.

The economic battlefield is not only defined by military technology but also by currency. As Chapter Ten explains, China’s long-term goal of displacing the U.S. dollar as the world’s reserve currency with its own digital Yuan is more than an economic ambition—it is a bid to reshape the global financial order and cement its place as the world’s dominant power.

Through these ten chapters, The Dragon’s Gambit paints a sobering picture of the complex chessboard that defines modern geopolitics. China is playing a long game, one that requires patience, precision, and adaptability. For the West, understanding this strategy is the first step in crafting a robust and effective response. This book not only highlights the threats posed by China's rise but also offers insights into how the West can and must respond to preserve the balance of power in a rapidly changing world.

John Shenton
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Chapter 1: The Rise of Communist China: From Mao to the Modern Era
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Introduction: The Origins of Communist China

The rise of Communist China from its humble revolutionary beginnings under Mao Zedong to its status as a global superpower has been marked by both radical internal transformations and far-reaching global impacts. Founded on the principles of Marxism-Leninism, Mao’s Communist Party of China (CPC) launched a dramatic revolution that fundamentally altered the socio-political fabric of the country. Over decades, China evolved from a war-torn, agrarian society into an economic and military giant, exerting a broad and often controversial influence on the world stage.

1. Mao Zedong and the Foundation of Communist China (1949–1976)

Mao Zedong, the founding father of the People's Republic of China (PRC), emerged as the paramount leader of the CPC following the Long March (1934–1935) and the eventual defeat of the Kuomintang (Nationalist Party) in the Chinese Civil War. On October 1, 1949, Mao declared the establishment of the PRC, marking the victory of communism in China. His rule, however, was characterized by a series of radical social and economic campaigns, many of which led to widespread suffering and the loss of millions of lives.

	The Great Leap Forward (1958–1962): Seeking to rapidly transform China from an agrarian society into an industrialized socialist state, Mao launched the Great Leap Forward, which involved forced collectivization of agriculture and an ambitious push for industrial growth. The movement, however, led to a catastrophic famine, causing the deaths of an estimated 20 to 45 million people due to starvation, mismanagement, and overzealous policies.

	The Cultural Revolution (1966–1976): Mao's grip on power faced increasing challenges after the Great Leap Forward, and to reassert control and revive revolutionary zeal, he launched the Cultural Revolution. This decade-long movement aimed to purge capitalist and traditional elements from Chinese society, using young Red Guards to attack intellectuals, party officials, and perceived enemies of the state. The Cultural Revolution caused severe social and political upheaval, decimated cultural heritage, and left a lasting scar on Chinese society.


Under Mao's rule, China remained largely isolated from the global economy, with a rigid state-controlled system that resisted foreign influence and participation in international markets. Despite this, Mao’s China sought to support revolutionary movements abroad, providing financial and military assistance to insurgencies in Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin America, with a long-term goal of spreading communism globally.

2. Deng Xiaoping and the Economic Reforms (1978–1992)

Following Mao’s death in 1976, China faced the necessity of change. Deng Xiaoping, though a veteran of the communist movement, adopted a pragmatic approach to governance. In contrast to Mao's ideological rigidity, Deng is most famous for his aphorism, “It doesn’t matter whether a cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice.” This practical outlook led him to initiate economic reforms that would transform China into a market-oriented socialist economy, effectively moving away from Maoist principles while maintaining Communist Party control.

	The Open-Door Policy and Market Reforms: Deng’s reforms opened China to foreign trade and investment, allowing for the establishment of Special Economic Zones (SEZs) that offered incentives to foreign companies. This marked a significant shift in China’s development, laying the foundation for its integration into the global economy. Deng also encouraged private enterprise, and market competition, and reduced state control over agriculture and industry, setting the stage for China’s rapid economic growth in the following decades.

	Tiananmen Square Massacre (1989): Despite economic liberalization, Deng’s government remained staunchly authoritarian. The infamous Tiananmen Square Massacre of June 1989, in which the Chinese military violently suppressed pro-democracy protests in Beijing, demonstrated the Communist Party's unyielding grip on political power. Thousands of demonstrators, largely students, were killed or arrested, and the event cemented the government’s determination to resist any challenges to its rule, even amid economic modernization.


3. China's Economic Ascent and Global Expansion (1990s–Present)

Since the early 1990s, China’s meteoric rise has been driven by its integration into the global economy, its significant industrial capacity, and its authoritarian political model, which has allowed for centralized control over vast economic resources.

	WTO Accession (2001): One of the most consequential moments in China’s global integration was its accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001. This formalized China’s commitment to free trade principles and opened global markets to its exports. In the years that followed, China became the "factory of the world," rapidly building up its manufacturing capabilities and developing a vast export economy.

	Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): Launched by President Xi Jinping in 2013, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has been China’s most ambitious international economic project. Aimed at developing infrastructure and trade networks across Asia, Africa, and Europe, the BRI has allowed China to extend its influence over key global regions through investments and strategic partnerships. However, critics argue that the BRI is a form of “debt diplomacy,” trapping developing countries in unsustainable loans and increasing China’s geopolitical leverage.

	Technology and Surveillance: China has become a global leader in technology, with firms like Huawei and Alibaba expanding their reach globally. However, this rise has been accompanied by increasing concerns about China’s use of technology for surveillance, both domestically and abroad. The development of facial recognition technologies, social credit systems, and digital censorship have made China’s model of governance a form of “techno-authoritarianism,” which some countries have been encouraged to adopt, raising concerns about a global shift toward surveillance states.


4. China's Malign Influence on the World Stage

China’s rise to power has brought with it considerable influence on international politics, economics, and security. Many analysts and policymakers, especially in Western nations, view China’s global ambitions as malign, particularly given its methods of asserting influence.

	Economic Coercion and "Debt-Trap Diplomacy": Through the BRI and other investment projects, China has extended loans and financial aid to developing countries, often in exchange for strategic advantages. Critics argue that China intentionally offers unsustainable loans, creating dependence and leading to the seizure of key infrastructure (such as ports or resources) when nations are unable to repay.

	Human Rights Violations: China's repression of Uyghur Muslims in the Xinjiang region has sparked widespread international condemnation. Human rights organizations have reported mass internment camps, and forced labour, and its attempt to erase Uyghur culture, which some international observers have labelled as cultural genocide. Additionally, China’s strict controls over Tibet and its crackdown on pro-democracy movements in Hong Kong highlight its increasingly authoritarian domestic policies.

	Military Expansion and South China Sea Disputes: China has built up its military capabilities, particularly its naval presence, with aggressive territorial claims in the South China Sea. Despite international rulings that reject China's claims, Beijing continues to construct artificial islands and militarize the region, raising tensions with its neighbours and prompting concerns over freedom of navigation in one of the world’s busiest maritime routes.

	Global Influence Operations: China’s influence extends to global institutions, media, and academia, where it has sought to shape narratives favourable to the Communist Party. Through initiatives like the Confucius Institutes, China has sought to promote its language and culture abroad while simultaneously stifling criticism. Additionally, China has used its economic leverage to influence global media coverage and stymie discussions on sensitive topics, such as human rights abuses.


The Global Challenge of a Rising China

China’s rise from a revolutionary communist state to an economic powerhouse with global influence presents one of the most significant geopolitical challenges of the 21st century. While its economic success has lifted hundreds of millions of people out of poverty, China’s authoritarian model, coupled with its aggressive international posture, has raised concerns about the future of global governance and human rights. The malign influence that China exerts through economic coercion, human rights abuses, and military expansion poses serious challenges to international norms and values.

The Rise of Xi Jinping: A Return to Strongman Politics

In 2012, Xi Jinping was installed as General Secretary of the Communist Party of China, followed by his appointment as President of the People's Republic of China in 2013. Xi’s ascension signalled a stark departure from the relative political restraint of his predecessors. Xi quickly consolidated power, accumulating titles and control over the military, the economy, and foreign policy. What had once been a relatively collective leadership system became more centralized and personalized under Xi.

By 2018, Xi had effectively dismantled the term limits that had constrained his predecessors, positioning himself as China’s leader for life. This move marked a sharp departure from the post-Mao consensus of avoiding excessive concentration of power. Xi's leadership has been characterized by a combination of assertive nationalism, economic expansionism, and increasing authoritarianism, both domestically and on the world stage.

Xi's China has implemented policies aimed at cracking down on corruption, but these efforts have often been interpreted as purges of political rivals, consolidating his grip on power. The Chinese government has also ramped up its control over civil society, ethnic minorities, and the media. The treatment of Uyghurs in Xinjiang, the suppression of pro-democracy movements in Hong Kong, and the relentless surveillance state have drawn widespread international criticism.

The Deterioration of Global Peace: Xi’s Foreign Policy and Its Implications

Under Xi, China's foreign policy has taken on a more aggressive and
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