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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation chapter examines signaling credibility in Chinese foreign policy—whether China
broadcasts its foreign policy intentions to the United States, and whether it follows through on those
threats and warnings. I study this question with data and methods from quantitative text analysis,
modeling how Chinese bellicosity influences the probability of conflict initiation with the United
States using two new datasets of all Chinese press statements on and diplomatic interactions with
the United States over 1949 to 2010. I define bellicosity as the proportion of negative words in articles
about the United States in the People’s Daily (A K, H k), China’s official newspaper. While this is a
simplification, it is a useful one—the proportion of negative words, on aggregate, indicates criticism of
the United States. I define signaling credibility as the marginal effect of Chinese bellicosity on the like-
lihood of Chinese-initiated material conflict within a month. Signaling credibility is higher if China
follows up on its bellicosity within a month; lower if it does not. It measures whether rumblings about
the United States presage an increase in real-world hostility.

I find that China’s bellicosity toward the United States is a reliable predictor of conflict. If Chi-



nese bellicosity doubles, the probability of Chinese-initiated material conflict in the following month
increases by nearly s0%. Therefore, the People’s Daily should be carefully followed by policymakers.

Second, China’s foreign policy is (at least partly) driven by domestic politics. Unemployment is
concerning to the Party as a harbinger of public discontent. When unemployment rises, the Party
is more likely to follow through on threats abroad to satisfy its restive domestic audience. This is
particularly true for urban unemployment, which is historically interesting as the Party long claimed to
be the vanguard of peasantinterests, and economically interesting as it suggests urban bias in autocratic
audience costs.

Third, China’s paramount leaders have varied in signaling credibility. Mao was generally incredible.
Many Chinese historians have lamented US policymakers’ failure to respond to clear warnings in the
People’s Daily, such as red lines in the lead up to the Korean War. This study suggests why Mao-era
US policymakers discounted these warnings. When Mao intended escalation, he reliably signaled his
intent—but when he didn’t intend escalation, he frequently bluffed anyway. Mao’s foreign policy
suffered from what statisticians call Type I error—false positives, or, crying wolf. There were many
false positives in Mao’s foreign policy, even if there were few false negatives. Mao was at least twice
as bellicose than any Chinese leader thereafter, even though he did not engage in much more conflict.
This decreased his signaling credibility to the point where US policymakers chose to disregard some
warnings even when perceived. Mao was, however, China’s only incredible paramount leader. Deng
Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Hu Jintao maintained high signaling credibility.

Fourth, Chinese military capabilities have little discernible effect on China’s signaling credibility.
This null finding is important in an era of speculation over rising Chinese power. Increases in Chinese
military personnel or military expenditures have no effect, while increases in iron and steel production
decrease credibility; none of these effects is statistically significant.

Finally, closer relations bode well for signaling credibility. States, I theorize, find it less costly to
deceive enemies than allies. Therefore, there should be less bluffing between states that are allies (or
which at least share common interests). Looking at the post-1949 triangle of great powers in East
Asia—the United States, China, and the USSR—TI find that as US and Chinese alliance portfolios
grow more similar, China’s signals to the United States become more credible. As Chinese and So-
viet (Russian, after 1989) alliance portfolios grow more similar, China’s signals to the US become less
credible. All of this suggests that states investing in improved relations act in more credible ways.

Below, I discuss how this study contributes to international relations theory, autocratic politics,
and China area studies, why the People’s Daily is a good barometer of Chinese foreign policy inten-
tions, and how the semantic and event datasets were built with techniques from computer science.
I then show how unemployment, military capabilities, leaders, and alliances affect China’s signaling
credibility, and conclude with next steps.

LITERATURE 1: INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY

This chapter’s contribution to international relations theory is that dyads with more similar alliance
portfolios signal more credibly than dyads with less similar alliances. There has been a great deal of
research on the impact of alliances on peace, but little on the impact of alliances on signaling. My



observations here are limited to the US-USSR-China triangle, but it is clear within this triangle that
when two powers grew closer, they became less willing to bluff each other and more willing to bluft
the odd man out.> This makes sense if viewed in terms of investing in mutual interests, which Mao
and Deng did as they leaned away from the Soviet Union and towards the United States.

We know from economics that a firm’s reputation is a strong signal of its likelihood of cooperation
in future agreements.? Firms with good reputations are more likely to be selected for future deals or
mergers.* So too with states: historical reputations for alliance reliability make states more attractive as
allies.’ I argue that if a state has an interest in strengthening a condominium of interests, it will invest
in building its credibility.®

Sun Tzu described the necessity of assessing a potential ally’s type: “We cannot enter into alliances
until we are acquainted with the designs of our neighbors.”” Andrew Kydd captured this dynamic for-
mally in his study of trust formation.® His costly signaling theory of reassurance proposes that states
must engage in costly signals to convince a potential cooperator of its trustworthiness. More formally,
for events below a certain cost, there is a pooling equilibrium where expansionist and security seeking
states emit the same cooperative signals. Above a certain cost, there is a separating equilibrium where
only security seeking states are willing to pay the cost of cooperative signaling. Kydd’s example is Gor-
bachev: only after repeated unilateral concessions such as the 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces
Treaty, the 1988 withdrawal from Afghanistan, and the 1989 noninterference in Eastern Europe’s rev-
olutions was Gorbachev able to convince the West of his cooperative intent.

I theorize that states seeking to improve relations engage in more truthful signaling, just as they en-
gage in more cooperative actions. “Truthful” means standing behind one’s word rather than playing
nice—recall that I am studying bellicosity’s marginal effect on the likelihood of conflict initiation. So
even as China edged nearer to the United States in a desire to ally against the Soviet Union, so too
did it stand firmer behind its warnings and threats to the United States. This suggests a new (to my
knowledge) theoretical component to alliance formation. Not only must prospective allies act coop-
eratively, as Kydd proposed, but they must convey that they stand behind their statements. In other
words, they must simultaneously signal that they are cooperative and not pushovers. The implication
is that states seeking to improve relations are particularly credible.

LITERATURE 2: AuTOoCRrATIC POLITICS

There has been relatively little research on domestic pressures on autocratic foreign policy. Some work
has focused on the dire post-war loss or post-tenure fate of dictators and how that conditions their
foreign policy choices.? Because autocrats are less likely to be punished by the public for failures, they
are more willing to gamble on war. There is some evidence of variation in conflict initiation among
authoritarian regimes, as attributed to regime types and audience costs.” Jessica Weeks argues that
three factors contribute to autocratic audience costs: “whether domestic political groups can and will
coordinate to punish the leader; whether the audience views backing down negatively; and whether
outsiders can observe the possibility of domestic sanctions for backing down.” In democratic politics,
the field is much larger.”



In finding that the Party alters foreign policy in response to unemployment, this chapter supports
the theory that domestic pressures can influence autocratic foreign policy.”® There is a great deal of
anecdotal evidence that the Party fears domestic punishment for its foreign policy choices—that is,
that audience costs are important in China.™ But this is the first evidence (to my knowledge) that
something more mundane, unemployment, sways Chinese foreign policy. Moreover, there is evidence
of urban bias in how that unemployment affects Chinese foreign policy. Urban bias—the theory that
developing countries cater to urban rather than rural interests, and tend to tax agriculture to finance
industrial development—has a long history.”® One early work found that although 65% of people in
developing countries are involved in agriculture, only 20% of investment goes to atgriculture.I6 Pre-
reform era China suffered greatly from urban bias; however, in the reform era China launched policies
to reinvigorate rural development. Starting in 1979, the Party raised crop prices, decollectivized agri-
culture, and initiated a dual-track agricultural purchasing system that allowed productive farmers to
profit and unproductive farmers to persist. As a result, grain production grew 27% between 1978 and
1983.7 By 1984, state granaries were so full that “grain lay rotting on the roadside for lack of adequate
storage facilities.”. In 1993, Jean Oi wrote, “Resources are being drained from the rural areas, but
unlike Africa, the most dynamic growth is now occurring in the rural sector of the economy, not the
urban sector. ...The improvement in rural conditions reflects a change in the central state’s develop-
ment strategy and ideology... The impetus for these changes is self-preservation of the state and the
Chinese Communist Party.”?

This chapter provides evidence that despite the Party’s (originally) rhetorical and (recently) eco-
nomic commitment to rural development, the constituency to which it responds in foreign affairs is
urban. The implication is that autocracies’ foreign policies respond not to public discontent broadly
construed, but to discontent among important segments of the unfranchised population. The re-
sponse appears diversionary, with the Party standing behind its foreign threats more strongly in the
face of urban unemployment.

LITERATURE 3: CHINA AREA STUDIES

This chapter also contributes to the unsettled debate on signaling and misperception in US-China rela-
tions. Many US-China scholars judge that the two sides fail to effectively signal their intentions. They
point to ample case study evidence. In the Korean War, China’s warnings to the United States against
crossing the 38t
ambassador to China, whom US policymakers regarded with suspicion. In the Taiwan Strait crises of
1954-1955 and 1958, Beijing and Washington conducted “megaphone diplomacy” through press con-
ferences, speeches, and media.>* One observer comments, “this situation impaired each side from
understanding the other’s goals, actions, and domestic politics.” In the Vietnam War, Beijing sig-
naled through third parties: journalist Edgar Snow, the president of Pakistan, and the British chargé
d’affaires. With the Korean War in mind, the two sides achieved a tacit understanding that they did
not want to fight directly, but still, “The lack of a trusted, direct channel of communication meant
that neither side could clarify the meaning of a signal with a high degree of reliability.

Normalization happened, but, the story goes, clear communication did not. In the 1995-1996 Tai-

parallel were dismissed because they were indirect, oral, and conveyed by the Indian
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wan Strait crisis, US policymakers distrusted Chinese counterparts because they relied on talking points
rather than candid discussion. Then-NSC Director for Asian Affairs Robert Suettinger wrote, “Com-
munications with PRC officials, even those with Liu Huaqjiu, did notimpart a sense of confidence that
the Chinese government was being as candid as the United States about its goals and intentions.”* In
the 1999 embassy bombing crisis, signals were haphazard despite the crisis management infrastructure
the two sides had built. Former Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Kurt
Campbell judged that the incident

must be considered as a case study on the limits of crisis management. Preoccupied se-
nior US decision makers took excessively long to address the issue, Chinese officials pur-
posefully ignored the tools of modern diplomacy (such as the hotline), the PRC govern-
ment initially inflamed rather than restrained public protests, the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization’s (NATO?s) requirements for operational secrecy prevented a timely shar-
ing of what transpired and why, and both capitals failed to appreciate how badly the
incident and its aftermath would scar future attitudes toward their bilateral relation-

ship.#
One member of the American interagency crisis working group said,

I knew that this was an accident, an operational fluke, but understanding why it hap-
pened and explaining this to the Chinese was something completely different. I do not
recall many other times during my tenure in government feeling so frustrated by secrecy
and bureaucratic incompetence as during the Chinese bombing incident. It was just a
disaster.”

During the 2001 EP-3 spy plane collision crisis, China again refused calls on the emergency hotline.
Zhang Tuosheng suggests that “The existing communication channels work effectively when bilateral
relations are in harmony. However, in times of emergencies, such channels often become much less
reliable.”?®

Within six decades, then, China and the United States have fought a direct war in Korea, a proxy
war in Vietnam, and have weathered five major crises (the Belgrade embassy bombing, the EP-3 spy
plane collision, and three Taiwan Strait flareups). Therefore, many scholars and practitioners conclude
that something has systematically erred in US-China signaling.

However, others point to very clear signaling protocols. Steve Chan delineates five stages of Chinese
crisis signaling: (1) probing, which occurs because the Chinese belief system does not assume enemy
statements are true, and takes the form of undisguised border patrols, troop movements, or base ex-
pansions; (2) warning, such as belligerent statements and minor clashes; (3) demonstration, taking the
form of alimited attack followed by a short pause; (4) attack; and (5) detenté.”” Paul Godwin and Alice
Miller argue that Beijing has a well defined calculus of threat and retaliation signals, which, they argue,
was used in every major use of Chinese force: in 1950 Korea, the 1961-1962 Sino-Indian border dispute,
the 1968-1969 Sino-Soviet border dispute, and China’s attack on Vietnam in 1979. It was also used in
several successful deterrence cases that did not result in the use of force: China’s response to increasing



US combat in Vietnam in 1965-1968 and the 1991 debates in Taiwan about ROC sovereignty. They
comment:

Beijing implements this deterrence calculus by a carefully calibrated hierarchy of official
protests, authoritative press comment, and leadership statements. If the crisis persists
and Beijing perceives its interests are not satisfactorily taken into account, its statements
escalate in level and may include at first implicit and thereafter increasingly explicit warn-
ings that it may use military force to achieve its goals. This approach has been employed
consistently despite the sweeping changes in the PRC’s place in the international order,
the proliferation of foreign policy instruments at its disposal, the more complex crisis
decisionmaking process and domestic political environment, and the dramatic evolu-
tion in the Chinese media over the decades.?®

In fact, both claims hold water—simply in different eras. Chinese signaling was incredible under
Mao, and credible thereafter. Case study evidence on Chinese bluffing dates primarily from the Mao
era. Mao’s penchant for quoting Sun Tsu was unfortunate: parallels between Sun Tsu’s high opinion
of deception and current Chinese foreign policy are as appropriate as those between the Prince and
current US foreign policy. The first camp is correct in documenting much distrust in post-Mao US-
China relations; but this is par for the course in relations between competitors. The second camp is
correct in that China has a well defined calculus of threat and retaliation signals. It has existed from
Mao to the present; it was simply obscured in the Mao era by Type I errors.

Having discussed this chapter’s relationship to international relations theory, autocratic politics,
and the debate on Chinese signaling, I now explain why a public source can forecast short term Chinese
foreign policy behavior.

THE PropLE’s DAILY

The People’s Daily is well known to be a Party mouthpiece. As the 1962 Sino-Indian border war
neared, Mao personally directed the newspaper’s efforts to slander India. After New Delhi delivered
Beijing a diplomatic slap in the face by welcoming thousands of Tibetan refugees in April 1959, Mao
ordered Xinhua News to issue a commentary condemning “Indian expansionists.” He personally
revised the draft commentary twice. Ata Politburo Standing Committee meeting on April 25, he ad-
vised editors not to fear being too sharp. The editorial finally appeared on May 6, 1959, entitled “The
Revolution in Tibet and Nehru’s Philosophy.” A year later, a since-declassified Ministry of Foreign
Affairs cable instructed Chinese embassy staff to take note of an editorial entitled “Exposing America’s
”3° Zhang Baijia documents how the Peo-
ple’s Daily was instrumental in broadcasting the Chinese government’s Vietnam policy to the United

Deceit” which “clarifies our nation’s stance on nuclear tests.

States, and in coordinating a tacit agreement to avoid direct military conflict.*
Chinese editorials are often hyper-critical of US foreign policy. As a young intern at the US Em-
bassy in Beijing, I ended most mornings discomfited by the shrill charges of American hegemonism

3.«

in my assigned reading of the day’s Chinese newspapers. Scholars have noted that China’s “proclivity
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for verbal belligerence” has made it difficult for China’s adversaries to “discriminate between real and
7732

phony threats.”® In reality, the fluctuation in that belligerence matters greatly, and is a reliable indi-
cator of short-term Chinese foreign policy. These fluctuations can be distilled with quantitative text

analysis.

SEMANTIC DATA

The People’s Daily corpus contains all 52,226 articles with the word “American” () in the title pub-
lished between 1946 and 2012. The corpus was scraped from the internet and formatted for text anal-
ysis with the programming language Python. Natural language processing in Chinese presents special
difficulties. Chinese words are generally composed of more than one character but sentences do not
have spaces separating characters. Dictionary-based algorithmic word segmenting is required, which
separates a string of characters into words based on likely patterns. Several segmentation programs are
available and are generally very accurate. # I segmented the articles with the evocatively named Python
module jieba (in Chinese, it means “to stutter”). The texts were processed into a “bag of words” by
eliminating punctuation and numbers. I removed stopwords (like “if,” “and,” and “the”) based on
a standard list of 506 Chinese terms.3* The standard processes of conversion to lowercase and Porter
stemming are not applicable to Chinese.

Documents were filtered through dictionaries to get the proportion of bellicose words in each doc-
ument; this is called dictionary-based semantic analysis. I used a valence lexicon of 4,370 negative
words from HowNet, which provides several Chinese sentiment lexicons. There are two important
assumptions here. First, that negative words capture bellicosity. I have no parry to objections here: if
unsuitable, so the whole work. Second, that the fraction of pessimistic words in an article about the
United States measures bellicosity zoward the United States. There are bound to be negative words in
each article that do not reference the United States. Given the bag of words assumption, it is impos-
sible to tell which. However, this is unproblematic because I am interested in how negativity about
the United States changes over time. The random share of negative words in each article that do not
pertain to the United States should not systematically vary and can be safely ignored.

Trends in Chinese press sentiment over 1949-2012 are shown below. This analysis focuses on belli-
cosity, but I also show trends on nationalism, friendliness toward the United States, and extremism.
Nationalistic terms were brainstormed with Iain Johnston and Daniela Stockmann and appear in the
appendix. The optimism dictionary is taken from the Chinese-language HowNet lexicon. The ex-
tremism dictionary is translated from the Harvard General Inquirer. Figure 2.1shows one year moving
averages; Figure 2.2 shows the raw daily data.

Given the abundance of language, the percentage of dictionary hits in any given article is low. How-
ever, clear trends emerge. People’s Daily commentary on the United States was 2-3 times more bellicose
during the Mao era than thereafter. Bellicosity rose during the Cultural Revolution and fell only with
normalization in the early 1970s. As Mao ailed and the radical Gang of Four seized power, bellicos-
ity spiked. After the Gang was deposed and Deng asserted power, bellicosity dwindled for next three
decades. Bellicosity increased after the 1999 embassy bombing scandal and the War in Iraq, which



China soon judged hegemonic. Yet interestingly, China did not adopt a bellicose stance following the
US response to Tiananmen, which George H.-W. Bush sought to moderate in the face of congressional
demands for recrimination.

Nationalism spiked in the Gang of Four era and after Mao’s death, as the Party reasserted legitimacy
after the death of its strongman. It fell to new lows as Deng focused on pragmatism and economic
development. With the launch of the Patriotic Education Campaign in the 1990s, nationalism began
to rise. Nationalism spiked in the early 2000s during the EP-3 spy plane collision scandal. It is more
salient in the current era than it has been since the Mao era—a fact that should give pause to China
watchers.

Amity towards the United States is not the mirror image of bellicosity. Trends over 1949-1989 are
not particularly distinct. Amity declined following the US reaction to Tiananmen and rose sharply in
the 2000s. In 2008-2010, Chinese amity toward the United States was some of the highest it has ever
been.

Trends in extremism correspond to what Cultural Revolution scholars would expect: it rose pre-
cipitously in the early 1950s and in the late 1960s, reflective of propagandistic language. Extremism fell
sharply with normalization and continued at middling levels throughout the mid-1970s and 1980s. In
the 1990s, extremism reached an all time low. Since then it has been on the rise. In the late 2000s,
extremism—perhaps shockingly—reached Cultural Revolution levels.

DirromMmaTtic EVENT DAaTA

Journalists have been reporting affairs of state since the invention of the printing press. One Ameri-
can newspaper—the New York Times—is remarkable in that its entire published record exists online,
covering 18s1-2010. Other papers exist online, but none with such broad historical coverage. I cre-
ated the Global Diplomacy Dataset by digitizing all articles on foreign affairs in the New York Times.
All 1.3 million articles with nation states in the title were downloaded.?® ¥ 3 The event data used in
this study are a subset of the Global Diplomacy Dataset: the 2,293 day-level interactions between the
United States and China over 1949-2010.

Each article in the corpus was classified as one of three topics with supervised learning: politi-
cal/military, economic, or not applicable (NA). The first two topics approximate “high” and “low”
politics. NA articles include sports, cultural affairs, and obituaries. 1,000 articles were randomly drawn
from the corpus and human coded for topic. They were then processed as standard: words were low-
ercased and symbols, numbers and stop words removed. A linear support vector classifier—generally
considered the best performing classification model in machine learning—used the relationship be-
tween training set document words and labels (captured in a tf-idf matrix) to generate topic labels
for the rest of the documents in the corpus. The linear SVC model achieved 75.3% accuracy in ten-
fold cross validation. In machine learning, this is considered high accuracy.? The NA articles were
discarded; 969,398 remained—all unique articles, classified as discussing high or low politics.

Interstate events were extracted from the articles with Textual Analysis By Augmented Replace-
ment Instructions (TABARI), computational linguistic software that recognizes country-verb-country
patterns in sentences: for example, US praises ChinaorChina condemns United States.*°



Event types are taken from the CAMEO ontology, which focuses on interstate behavior and includes
nearly 300 types of interstate interactions, from rhetorical exchanges to material cooperation.* #* In-
terstate cooperation includes, for example, one state praising another or rallying support on behalf of
another. It includes apologies, the granting of diplomatic recognition, and the conclusion of formal
agreements. Conflict, in turn, includes demands, threats, and rejections between states. Itincludes the
cancellation of planned meetings, the reduction of formal relations, the mobilization of armed forces,
and—of course—actual fighting. Per standard practice, events are labeled as instances of material co-
operation, verbal cooperation, verbal conflict, or material conflict. The verbal/material distinction
reflects events that are speech acts versus actions. Event types appear in Table 2.1.

It is appropriate to discuss the strengths and limitations of any new dataset. Its strengths include
the following. First, it is by far the most historically comprehensive event dataset to date. Other day-
level IR event datasets exist, such as Gary King and Will Lowe’s Ten Million Events,*? but they lack
historical range, with most extending back only into the 1990s.#+ IR datasets with great historical
range do exist, such as the Militarized Interstate Dispute project,* but they are censored in the sense
that they only contain major conflictual events. This is the first dataset that will allow a comprehensive
study of cooperation and conflict over 18s1-2010. In particular, the verbal and cooperative aspects of
international relations remain seriously understudied.

Second, introducing topic classification to event data has a number of advantages—first among
them, eliminating non-random biases. Existing event datasets have done an insufficient amount to
eliminate sports articles, which contain language like “Di Maria dazzles as Argentina crush Germany.”#®
I find that mean interstate conflict is four times higher when sports articles are not excluded. Other
event data scientists have pointed to the problem of sports articles before, but this analysis highlights
the tremendous bias they introduce. Keyword searches to eliminate sports articles—occasionally but
not always used in the event data field—do not perform nearly as well as classification. Other topic
labels—such as cultural activities—also eliminate several common problems in event data. For exam-
ple, World War I commemorations often appear in event datasets as annual military conflict between
the United States and Japan. Picking up on words like “parade,” “honor,” and “veterans,” classifica-
tion notes these articles as cultural and deletes them from the corpus.#” And obviously, a wide range
of scholars have pointed out that states face different incentives for cooperation and conflict in high
and low politics.

The Global Diplomacy Dataset faces several limitations. First, it is single source. The New York
Times is an American newspaper; thus, non-Western events are covered less frequently than Western
events. If reporters are decently patriotic, they may be liable to report US cooperation more and for-
eign cooperation less. Future dissertation work, discussed in the conclusion, will address these biases.
Second, it is temporally biased. A great deal more news is reported nowadays than in the 1800s; as
such, it appears that diplomacy has grown more frequent. While diplomacy may have been aided by
technology and prosperity, the 24/7 news cycle is undeniable. As such, time trends are necessary in
the analysis of this data. But more frequent reporting on international relations does not imply bias
in reporting different kinds of events. Finally, several studies have addressed the general limitations of
text as data.4®

Trends in Chinese event initiation are shown in Figure 2.3. The trend line pictured is the CAMEO



score for mean Chinese event initiation, with a five year moving average. As to be expected, local min-
ima are the Korean War; the Cultural Revolution; and post-Tiananmen—these represent the periods
of highest Chinese hostility towards the United States. Cooperation soared in the mid 1970s, peaked
in the early 1980s, and regained robustness in the 2000s. In 2010, Chinese behavior toward the United
States was about as cooperative as it was in the early 1980s and late 1990s. A CAMEO score of zero
represents neutral behavior; therefore, China has tended more toward cooperation than conflict with
the United States over the period, and mean cooperation has been increasing.

CONTROL VARIABLES

In assessing the predictive power of bellicosity on the likelihood of conflict, I control for several vari-
ables. I control for Chinese and US conflict initiation last month, since they presumably condition
Chinese bellicosity and action this month. Urban and rural employment statistics are drawn from the
China Compendium of Statistics (#7 F B &+ & F L+ 5 #HL %) for 1949-2004 and the China
Statistical Yearbook (% B 4+ 5 3#) for 2005-2012. I compute employment as the number of urban
(rural) employed individuals divided by the urban (rural) population. As such, employment figures
appear low, because they are out of total population instead of the workforce. China does not pro-
vide the latter statistic for this period of study. The urban consumer price index is also drawn from
these sources and covers 1951 to 2008. Military personnel, military expenditures, and iron and steel
production over 1949-2007 are from the Correlates of War dataset. GDP per capita between 1949 and
2010 is from the Maddison Project.*? I control for different Chinese paramount leaders: Mao Zedong
(1949-1976), Deng Xiaoping (1976-1989), Jiang Zemin (1989-2004), and Hu Jintao (2004-2012).*° Due
to Mao’ idiosyncracies, I include an interaction term for bellicosity x regime in all models. S scores, a
measure of alliance portfolio similarity, are from Curtis Signorino and Jeffrey Ritter.”" Per this score,
“two states’ alliance portfolios are similar to the extent they share the same alliance commitments with
each of the members of the international system.” I control for alliance portfolio similarity between
China and the United States and between China and the Soviet Union (Russia after 1989). These data
cover 1949-2001 only.”

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

I use logit models to estimate the effect of bellicosity on the likelihood of Chinese conflict initiation.
“Effect” is properly understood as predictive power: whether bellicosity predicts conflict initiation,
not whether it causes it. I assume a binomial distribution of outcomes, in which China initiates an act
of conflict against the United States in a given month or not:

1, if China initiates conflict toward the United States in month #

Ve = (2.1)

o, otherwise.

On average, China initiates 0.168 material conflicts per month between 1949 and 2010, or roughly
one per year. Dichotomizing conflict initiation is unproblematic, because only 13 months witnessed
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the initiation of two material conflicts and only 2 months witnessed the initiation of three. I estimate
the following model:

logit( ;) = chineseConflictInitiation,_,
+ americanConflictInitiation,
+ bellicosity;
+ Abellicosity,,
+ wurbanEmployment,_,
+ ruralEmployment;_,
+ GDPperCapita;
+ militaryPersonnel;_,
+ militaryExpenditures, (2.2)
+ ironAndSteelProduction;
+ Sprc—Usdt—
+ SprC—USsSRt—1
+ urbanCPI,_,
+ regime;
+ bellicosity x regime,—,
+ bellicosity x ©;_,
+7,

where 7, is the probability of China initiating conflict toward the United States in month ¢, » is a
constant, and bellicosity X © is the interaction of bellicosity and the selected variable being studied.

Recall that the effect of bellicosity on the probability of military conflict can be interpreted as sig-
naling credibility. In successive figures, I show how signaling credibility varies over different levels of
the selected variable ©: urban employment, rural employment, military expenditures, military per-
sonnel, iron and steel production, paramount leaders, and alliance portfolios. Each figure is associated
with a different selected variable ©. The slope of the black line indicates signaling credibility (where
steeper positive slope is more credible) and the red lines indicate the 95% confidence interval.

The first finding is that bellicosity strongly predicts short term conflict escalation. Figure 2.4 shows
the relationship between bellicosity and the probability of Chinese conflict initiation, holding control
variables at their mean. If bellicosity doubles, the probability of conflict increases by approximately
50%.

The second finding is that there appear to be urban autocratic audience costs in Chinese foreign
policy. Figure 2.5 shows the marginal effect bellicosity on conflict, varying over urban employment.
(i.e., ®isurban employmenthere.) Each panel shows a differentlevel of urban employment; from zero
(top left) to one (bottom right). The employmentlevel in each panel is shown by the red line in the title
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bar. The marginal effect of bellicosity on conflict initiation likelihood is modeled at this level. One can
see that as employment rises, the marginal effect decreases. Because the marginal effect of bellicosity on
conflict initiation likelihood is synonymous with signaling credibility, this means that as employment
falls, signaling credibility rises. For China, unemployment is positively related to signaling credibility.
Figure 2.6 depicts how signaling credibility varies with rural employment. The effect is attenuated
compared to urban employment. When rural unemployment is high (top left), the slope of the line is
less steep than for urban unemployment. Chinese signaling credibility is less strongly associated with
rural unemployment than urban unemployment.

The third finding is that Chinese military capabilities seem to have no effect on signaling credibil-
ity. Figure 2.7 shows that signaling credibility is constant at different levels of Chinese military expen-
ditures; Figure 2.8 at different levels of Chinese military personnel. Figure 2.9 shows that signaling
credibility decreases with iron and steel production, but the change is insignificant.

The fourth finding is that Chinese leaders have been consistently credible after Mao, while Mao was
incredible. Figure 2.10 shows that paramount leaders have sustained very different levels of signaling
credibility. Figure 2.11 shows why: while China’s paramount leaders did not differ greatly in their
average propensity to initiate material conflicts (see Figure 2.3), Mao was at least twice as bellicose as
any leader since.

The fifth finding is that security interests are closely related to signaling credibility. Figure 2.12 shows
that Chinese credibility increases as US-China alliance portfolios grow closer. As security interests
align, signaling quality improves. Russia is the United States’ main competitor for China’s affections.
Figure 2.13 shows that as security interests between China and the Soviet Union (Russia after 1989)
grow closer, the credibility of China’s signals to the United States decline.

CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS

China’s leaders appear concerned about maintaining their ability to signal through the media as new
forms of media proliferate. In August2o14, Xi Jinping announced his intent to build “new-type media
groups that are strong, influential, and credible.” Song Jiangwu, the dean of the journalism school at
China University of Politics and Law, interpreted Xi’s comments as “a sign that senior officials in the
Communist party are concerned... about the influence of traditional media forms and their ability
to communicate.”* Xi has condemned “empty talk” and China watchers have credited him with
“surprising credibility.”

This is, in fact, unsurprising: Chinese leaders since Mao have maintained high credibility in their
threats toward the United States. Domestic unemployment and improved relations with Russia are
the two factors that erode that credibility. Military strength has little effect. Going forward, the Peo-
ple’s Daily will remain an important signaling tool even as the Party exerts more control over online
and social media.

There are many next steps to improve this early chapter draft. The major effort is to improve the
diplomatic event data by moving from an automated to a validated framework. Event extraction with
TABARI is not as precise as a historian would like. Therefore, I will manually construct a dataset
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of events in US-China relations by reading secondary sources. This will enable an analysis of the Xi
regime. It will also enable an analysis of credibility on political-military versus economic issues; cur-
rently, analysis of economic credibility is limited by a small sample size of economic events. (Well,
serious economic events at least—in matters of verbal conflict as opposed to material conflict, China’s
bellicosity predicts verbal political-military conflict well but verbal economic conflict less reliably.)

Second, an earlier draft of this paper included an analysis of nationalism. I believe that since the
launch of the Patriotic Education Campaign in the 1990s, nationalist statements in the People’s Daily
have become very credible. As the ideological foundation of the Party has fallen away, it has grown
increasingly sensitive to popular sentiment and has sought to replace communism with nationalism.
However, I did not trust the results because while the pessimism dictionary contained thousands of
terms, the nationalism dictionary I drew up with colleagues (see Appendix) contained only a few dozen
terms and I was concerned about noise. Suggestions on terms to include in the nationalism dictionary
would be much appreciated. I plan to use the nationalism dictionary as a “seed dictionary” to crawl
through documents and build a bigger dictionary of terms co-occurring with seed terms.

Third, I will conduct robustness checks by limiting the sample of People’s Daily articles to (1)
reprints of Ministry of Foreign Affairs statements, which presumably contain the most direct warn-
ings, and (2) articles containing specific warning phrases described by Godwin and Miller. Fourth, I
may include a section on how US signaling credibility has changed over time, based on White House
or State Department statements. Fifth, these findings pertain to Chinese signaling credibility toward
the United States, but it is possible that China behaved more aggressively toward weaker regional pow-
ers as its military capabilities increased. Future work will examine China’s regional signaling credibil-
ity. Sixth, I have examined the credibility of threats in this chapter. I have ignored the credibility of
promises. An observable implication of the alliance finding is that when states are interested in closer
relations, the credibility of their promises should increase.
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TABLES AND FIGURES

Table 2.1: CAMEO General Event Codes

Scale Value

Event Description

7.0
6.0

Provide aid

Engage in material cooperation
Yield

Express intent to cooperate
Engage in diplomatic cooperation
Appeal

Consult

Investigate
Disapprove
Reject

Reduce relations*
Demand
Threaten

Protest

Coerce

Exhibit force posture
Assault

Fight

Engage in unconventional mass violence

Material cooperation

Verbal cooperation

Verbal conflict

Material conflict
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Figure 2.1: People’s Daily Sentiment Trends (1 Year Moving Average)
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Figure 2.2: People’s Daily Sentiment Trends (Daily)
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Figure 2.3: Chinese Event Initiation, 5 Year Moving Average
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Figure 2.4: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month.

0.8 - R

0.2

Pr(Chinese-Initiated Material Conflict Next Month)

.
.
,
I

0.01 0.02 0.03 0.04
Bellicosity

9



Figure 2.5: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Varying
Over Urban Employment.
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Figure 2.6: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Varying
Over Rural Employment.
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Figure 2.7: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Varying
Over Chinese Military Expenditures.
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Figure 2.8: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Varying
Over Chinese Military Personnel.
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Figure 2.9: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Varying
Over Chinese Iron and Steel Production.
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Figure 2.10: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Vary-
ing Over Chinese Regime.
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Figure 2.11: Chinese Bellicosity by Leader.
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Figure 2.12: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Vary-
ing Over PRC-USA Alliance Portfolio Similarity.
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Figure 2.13: Marginal Effect of Bellicosity on the Probability of Chinese-Initiated Military Conflict Next Month, Vary-
ing Over PRC-USSR Alliance Portfolio Similarity.
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APPENDIX

Table 2.3: Nationalism Dictionary

English Chinese English Chinese
Hegemony FiA Great power PN
Slander 1 Aggressor vea S|
Criticism PR Distort W
Impose 7% An Humiliation e
Harm HE Victim X, & FH
Arrogant B, By, WL Fabricate s
Shame JBEZ THE Z Bk National essence S
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