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Defining the Partial Power Framework in Contemporary Geopolitics

In the discourse of 21st-century international relations, the ascent of the People's Republic of China (PRC) is often
framed as an inevitable trajectory toward global hegemony. However, David Shambaugh’s seminal work, "China
Goes Global: The Partial Power," introduces a critical counter-narrative. The concept of a "Partial Power" posits
that while China has achieved unprecedented global presence across multiple sectors—diplomacy, economy,
culture, and military—it lacks the depth of influence and the normative integration required to be considered a true
global superpower on par with the United States. This distinction between breadth and depthis the cornerstone of
understanding China's current position in the international system.

A partial power is defined by its ability to participate in global affairs without necessarily shaping the rules of the
game. For technical analysts and strategists, this involves measuring Comprehensive National Power (CNP), a
metric often used by Chinese scholars themselves. Shambaugh argues that China’s CNP is lopsided. While the
country’s economic footprint is massive, its diplomatic influence is often transactional, its military projection remains
primarily regional, and its cultural soft power fails to resonate globally due to a lack of normative alignment with
international democratic or liberal standards.

The importance of this analysis lies in its ability to temper hyperbolic expectations of a "Chinese Century." By
dissecting the constraints that keep China in a state of partial power, we can better understand the friction points in
global governance, the limitations of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and the reasons why China remains, as
Shambaugh describes, a "solitary power" lacking a robust network of formal allies.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework of Global Power Projection

To analyze the partial power hypothesis, we must first establish the technical dimensions of power in international
relations. Power is not a monolithic attribute; it is a composite of several interconnected vectors. Shambaugh breaks
these down into specific domains: International Identity, Diplomacy, Global Governance, Economic Reach,
Cultural Soft Power, and Military Capability.

1.The Normative Integration Gap

One of the primary technical constraints identified is the lack of normative integration. Normative power refers to
the ability to define what is considered "normal” or "legitimate" in international behavior. While China participates in
the UN, WTO, and IMF, it often views these institutions with suspicion, fearing a "status quo trap" designed by
Western powers to contain its rise. Consequently, China often acts as a revisionist actoron the margins rather
than a pillar of the existing international order.

2.The Solitary Power Paradox

A superpower is typically defined by its alliance network. The United States maintains over 50 formal treaty allies,
providing it with global logistics, intelligence sharing, and political legitimacy. In contrast, China maintains only one
formal treaty ally (North Korea) and several "strategic partnerships." These partnerships are often shallow and



transactional, lacking the deep institutional and military interoperability found in organizations like NATO.

3.The Presence vs. Influence Dichotomy

Technical analysis requires a distinction between presence (being at the table) and influence(directing the
outcome). China's presence is undeniable—it is the top trading partner for over 120 countries. However, its influence
—the ability to change the behavior of other states through attraction or coercion—is often met with resistance, as
seen in the increasing pushback against Chinese investment in the EU and North America.

Technical Analysis of Power Dimensions: A Comparative Evaluation

To understand the "Partial Power" status, we must evaluate specific metrics across different domains. The following
table provides a side-by-side comparison of the indicators of a Global Superpower versus China’s current Partial
Power status as described in the technical study data.



Power Dimension

Global Superpower
Attribute

China (Partial Power)
Status

Key Technical Constraint

Diplomacy Extensive alliance system; Transactional partnerships; Lack of shared ideological
sets global agendas. reactive diplomacy. values with partners.

Economic Currency as global Manufacturing hub; high Lack of RMB
reserve; controls high-tech trade volume; debt-heavy. internationalization; middle-
standards. income trap risks.

Military Global force projection; Regional dominance; Limited expeditionary
blue-water navy; overseas green/yellow-water focus. capability and logistics.
bases.

Cultural Universal appeal of values/ State-led cultural exports Domestic censorship limits
media (Soft Power). (Confucius Institutes). creative global appeal.

Governance Writes international law Participates in institutions Perceived as a "free rider"

and normative standards.

but remains suspicious.

or disruptive influence.

Core Mechanics of China's Diplomatic and Economic Constraints

Strategic Suspicion and the Global Governance Trap

A recurring theme in the technical analysis of China’s global role is its strategic suspicion. Chinese policymakers
often view global governance as a zero-sum game. This is particularly evident in the realm of international law
(e.g., UNCLOS) and human rights. From a procedural standpoint, China's engagement follows a specific workflow:

1. Defensive Participation: Joining international organizations primarily to protect domestic sovereignty and
prevent external interference.

2. Selective Compliance: Adhering to rules that benefit economic growth while ignoring or challenging
normative rules (e.g., intellectual property, maritime boundaries).

3. Institutional Proliferation: Creating parallel institutions (e.g., AlIB, New Development Bank) when existing
structures are perceived as too Western-centric.

This approach limits China's ability to lead. Leadership requires the provision of Global Public Goods (GPGs).
While China provides infrastructure through the BRI, it often attaches conditions that prioritize its own state-owned
enterprises (SOESs), leading to what critics call "debt-trap diplomacy." This technical execution of economic power
undermines the long-term diplomatic trust required for superpower status.

The Mathematics of Economic Dependency vs. Financial Power

While China’s GDP is the second largest globally, its Financial Power Indexremains lower than expected. Power
in the global economy is not just about the volume of goods exported (Trade Power) but about the control of the
financial plumbing (Financial Power). The technical metrics used to measure this include:

e Currency Reserve Ratio: The percentage of global central bank reserves held in RMB (currently significantly
lower than the USD and EUR).

e SWIFT Integration: The dependence on the USD-dominated global payment system.

¢ Innovation vs. Implementation: China excels at incremental innovation (improving existing technologies) but
has historically struggled with disruptive innovation (creating new categories of technology), although this is
changing in sectors like EV and Green Tech.



Practical Implementation: Navigating the China-Global Interface

For organizations, governments, and multinational corporations, navigating the "Partial Power" reality requires a
structured approach. Understanding that China's influence is broad but thinmeans that engagement strategies
must be differentiated by sector.

Workflow for Risk Assessment in Chinese Markets

1. Identify Regulatory Asymmetry: Analyze the gap between Chinese domestic law and international standards
in the specific industry (e.g., data privacy).

2. Evaluate State-Private Linkages: Use a matrix to determine the level of state influence over a particular
Chinese partner or competitor.

3. Assess Geo-Economic Vulnerability: Calculate the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) for supply chain
dependency on Chinese components.

4. Mitigation Strategy: Implement a "China Plus One" strategy to diversify geographic risk while maintaining a
presence in the Chinese domestic market.

Case Study: The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) as a Test of Power

The BRI is the quintessential example of China’s attempt to transition from a partial power to a global leader.
However, technical evaluations of BRI projects in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Montenegro reveal systemic failure
modes:

» Operational Failure: Lack of environmental and social impact assessments leading to local unrest.

« Financial Failure: Projects generating insufficient revenue to service the debt, leading to debt-for-equity swaps
that trigger geopolitical backlash.

e Strategic Failure: Instead of building a network of allies, the projects have sometimes increased suspicion of
China's long-term intentions.

Troubleshooting the "Partial Power" Challenges

When analyzing why China struggles to convert its massive resources into global influence, several common
technical errors in its strategy emerge. These operational challenges require specific solutions for those interacting
with the PRC.

Common Challenges and Proposed Solutions



Challenge

Soft Power Deficit

Alliance Fragility

Trade Friction

Governance Suspicion

Root Cause (Technical)

Censorship and state-centric
messaging conflict with global
pluralistic values.

Non-interference policy prevents deep
security commitments.

Over-capacity in state-subsidized
sectors leading to dumping.

Opaque decision-making processes
in Beijing.

Strategic Solution

Decoupling cultural exchange from
political propaganda; fostering organic
civil society.

Moving toward multilateral security
frameworks and transparent defense
cooperation.

Market-oriented reforms and
adherence to WTO subsidy rules.

Increased transparency in
international lending and project

management.

The Future Trajectory: Beyond the Partial Power Status?

David Shambaugh’s analysis concludes that China is a "shaky" global power. The crucial question for the next
decade is whether China can overcome these internal and external constraints to become a "comprehensive
power." This would require a fundamental shift in its domestic political economy and its international posture.

The technical data suggests that China is currently caught in a "middle-power trap" at a global scale. It is too

large to be ignored but too unintegrated to lead. Its influence is heavily concentrated in the Global South, where its
infrastructure-first approach finds fertile ground, but it remains largely alienated from the Global North(the G7 and
its allies), which still controls the majority of global financial and normative capital.

The broader implications of a "Partial Power" China are significant for global stability. A power that is economically
integrated but normatively alienated creates a state of systemic rivalry. This is not a traditional Cold War based on
total decoupling, but a complex, high-stakes competition within the same global institutions. The ability of the
international community to manage this friction depends on a realistic assessment of China's capabilities—
recognizing its immense strengths without overlooking the structural weaknesses that prevent it from achieving
global hegemony.

Ultimately, China's global journey is an ongoing experiment in how a state can exercise power without conforming
to the historical precedents set by Western powers. Whether China can bridge the gap between its broad global
presence and its shallow global influence will be the defining geopolitical question of the era. For strategists and
policy makers, the focus must remain on the metrics: observing not just where China is present, but where it is
actually leading, and where it is simply filling a vacuum left by others. The "Partial Power" designation is not a
permanent label, but a snapshot of a nation in transition, grappling with the complexities of a world that is as much
resistant to its rise as it is dependent upon it.
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