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Rosemary Foot

The interrelated themes of ‘power and responsibility’ are useful
tools for understanding Chinese foreign policy during a troubled
yet remarkable span of half a century of Communist Party rule.
Evaluations of the behaviour of the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) over these five decades have often related directly to
concerns about the use the PRC has made of its material and
ideological resources. Has Beijing worked to support the dominant
norms of the international order, or has it striven to overturn
them? Has it ever deserved to be termed a ‘responsible power’,
as the dominant states in the system have sought to define that
term, or has it acted irresponsibly? To place this more explicitly
within an international relations framework, has China shown itself
since 1949, and more especially during the period of reform and
opening since 1979, as capable of being socialised into supporting
global norms, or have there been signs that its rising power over
the past two decades——as realists would predict—has generated
new tensions in the international system? Looking more to the
future, what kind of challenge does its enhanced capabilities pose
to the status quo?'

This chapter links the concept of power to the idea of a
responsible state, or more exactly and in reference to an important
body of writing in international relations, it links power and
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responsibility with those states that are judged to belong to
international society. It tries to respond, therefore, to the question
of whether China has had a responsible government over the
past 50 years by connecting this assessment of its behaviour with
the concept of international society. Writing in 1977, and building
on the earlier work of Martin Wight and others, Hedley Bull argued
that international society exists when a group of powerful states
recognise that they share certain common interests from which
limited rules of coexistence can be derived, and exhibit a willingness
to share in the working of institutions that maintain those
arrangements. Importantly, international society in this formulation
acknowledges diversity in values but also a set of reciprocal
interests.?

When the People’s Republic of China was established in 1949, it
undoubtedly posed a major challenge to those common interests
and the rules that had been developed to underpin them, a
challenge that lessened over time as China experimented with
new forms of participation in the global system in the wake of its
decision in the early 1970s to emerge from isolation and its later
decision to embark on far-reaching reforms.At the time that China
was beginning to move in this direction, however, those membership
criteria were themselves undergoing change, embracing
requirements beyond those that Bull had regarded as essential to
include solidarist rather than pluralist conceptions of international
society. Under these solidarist conceptions, common values and
some notion of the common good, rather than the independent
if common interests of sovereign and diverse states, were given
priority. Thus, Beijing found that it was lagging behind the dominant
definitions of the responsible state soon after it had decided to
become more fully integrated into international society. Mareover,
the changes in definition posed particular dilemmas for a
government keen to be recognised as a Great Power, yet
vulnerable to certain of the criteria that more recently had
become associated with the modern state in international society,
especially those that shone the spotlight more directly on the
domestic organisation of states.!
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The responsible state and international
society

Great Powers in Hedley Bull’s estimation derived that identity
from characteristics that included but went beyond capacity,
particularly military capacity. Such states also had to involve
themselves in the provision of international order; indeed, they
had special rights and duties when it came to maintaining order.
This custodial role required agreement on a set of core and
reciprocal interests, and then on the sets of institutions—such as
war, diplomacy, international law, and the balance of power—that
needed to be utilised in order to fulfil these requirements. Great
Powers formed the core of international society not only because
they shared an important set of interests and could generate a
set of rules, but because they were capable of passing these rules
on to others within the system. As Chinese leaders of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century discovered, the standard
for their country to satisfy at a minimum involved the protection
of the lives and property of foreign nationals, the conduct of
diplomatic relations through the institutions of ambassadors and
a foreign ministry, and an embrace of international law.® In this
particular understanding of international society, sovereign status—
that is, internal supremacy and external independence from outside
interference—was seen as an essential starting point.

In more recent times, the UN Charter and the institution of
the Security Council has been taken to reflect at least one
important element of this Great Power management role. Article
2 of the Charter acknowledges the sovereign equality of states,
and the norm of non-interference in domestic affairs. In addition,
it emphasises the need for the pacific settlement of disputes and
the non-use of force except for purposes of self-defence. In the
first three post-war decades, states that generally supported these
rules and that recognised the benefits that these norms of behaviour
bestowed were designated responsible and capable of being
embraced within the society of states. Those that rejected them
were shunned, deemed irresponsible, and perceived as subversive
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of international order. Although other articles in the Charter
limited the absolute rights of sovereignty and made reference to
the need to promote human rights and fundamental freedoms
for all, for most of the Cold WWar period, the Charter was
interpreted in such a way as to keep the main focus on inter-state
refations and to underpin the norm of non-intervention.

Revolutionary China in the 1950s and 1960s

One such state that appeared to have rejected this status quo
definition of international society was the People’s Republic of
China, established in October 1949. Its discourse, and much of its
behaviour, suggested that it was not prepared to play entirely by
the rules. The vigour with which it launched its challenge and its
decision to make common cause with the Soviet Union gave
meaning to the belief that not only had two power blocs come
into being, but so had two ideological systems. In the early years
of the PRC’s existence, the new revolutionary state refused to
take on automatically the diplomatic obligations that it had inherited
from the Nationalist government, preferring as Mao described it,
to ‘open a new stove’ and to ‘sweep the house clean before
entertaining new guests’. The arrest in Shenyang of the US Consul-
General, AngusVWard, on 24 October 1949, on the spurious charge
that Ward had ‘seriously injured’ a Chinese messenger at the
Consulate, raised fears in the United States that diplomatic
immunity would not be respected by the new Chinese government.
China’s primary goal in 1949, as the Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai
put it, was to obtain swift recognition and establish ‘brotherly
friendship’ with the Soviet Union and its socialist allies, while at
the same time being ‘hostile to the imperialists and to oppose
them’.* Moreover, the Chinese leadership took more seriously
than we once believed Stalin’s invitation to Beijing to take
responsibility for supporting revolutions in Asia, as its aid to Kim |
Sung’s and Ho Chi Minh’s plans for reunification and independent
statehood demonstrated.” Beijing’s decisions to assist with these
struggles in Korea andVietnam, assistance which has been described
as crucial to the defeat of the French in Vietnam in 1954 and to
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North Vietnam’s ability to resist American might in the period
196568, stemmed in some considerable part from its ideas of
socialist solidarity and commitment to world revolution. lts later
material and verbal support for armed struggles in the Third World,
together with its—albeit selective—support for Communist Parties
in states ruled by the bourgeoisie also contributed to an image of
a Chinese world order that saw virtue in contention and upheaval,
not in order and stability.® Unsettled border claims and the
continuation of the civil war struggle with the Nationalists on
Taiwan regularly resulted in violence, representing—alongside its
activities in support of the revolutionary struggles in Southeast
Asia—direct challenges to the norms of non-interference and non-
use of force.

What made these challenges particularly potent in the 1950s
were that this apparent rejection of the dominant norms of
international society coincided with a significant increase in China’s
power resources. During its first five year plan, finally begun in
late 1952, growth rates were impressively high. US estimates put
the annual increase in gross national product (GNP) at between
seven and eight per cent in this period, with the expectation that,
by the end of the decade, China would have ‘tripled its electric
power output, more than doubled its coal production, and increased
the value of its machine industry some two and one-half times'.’
This had been achieved on the basis of a political-economic model
that represented a firm rejection of that offered by the liberal-
capitalist states. These economic advances, coupled with China’s
holding the US armed forces—the most sophisticated military
power in the global system—to a stalemate on the Korean
battlefield, added to a picture in the 1950s of China as the ‘wave
of the future’,'” able in the near term to develop an alternative
and potentially attractive vision of international society that would
appeal particularly to the newly-decolonised states and would be
based on its own distinctive membership criteria. As Zhou Enlai
put it at the first conference of Afro-Asian countries held in
Bandung in 1955, the various delegations should put aside
differences and band together on the ‘common ground’ of
overturning the ‘sufferings and calamities of colonialism’."
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Further Chinese challenges to the established diplomatic order
were to come in the 1960s, although these were clearly less
positive in terms of the political and economic outcomes for Beijing
than had been the case in the {950s. During Zhou’s visit to Somalia
in February 1964, he proclaimed—much to the chagrin of a number
of the vulnerable, newly-decolonised states—revolutionary
prospects are excellent throughout the African continent’. 1965
saw the publication of Lin Biao’s Long Live the Victory of People’s War.
It divided the world into the countryside (Asia, Africa and Latin
America) and the cities (Europe and North America) and argued
that a united front among the poor and oppressed in the Third
World would overwhelm the oppressors in the metropole. The
behaviour of its diplomats in overseas postings during the Cultural
Revolution resulted in over a dozen countries severing diplomatic
relations with China. Cambodia’s Prince Sihanouk, for example, in
September 967, charged Beijing with interference in his country’s
internal affairs in violation of the five principles of peaceful
coexistence.'? Beijing also decided to bring home all but one of its
diplomatic personnel from abroad during this period in order
that they could undergo intensive re-education in Maoist
revolutionary precepts. The domestic chaos was permitted such
free rein that the central authorities lost control of the Chinese
foreign ministry for a time; and in Beijing the British mission was
set on fire.

More broadly, China’s contribution to global discourse on some
of the core issues of the day connected with peace and security
appeared particularly uncompromising. It depicted the arms control
negotiations between the two superpowers as a sham and an
attempt to impose hegemonic control, the Bretton Woods
Institutions as leading predators in a capitalist economic order,
and the United Nations in 1965 as a ‘dirty international political
stock exchange in the grip of a few big powers’. It charged that
the Special Committee for Peacekeeping Operations was part of
a plot to convert the United Nations into a ‘US-controlled
headquarters of international gendarmes to suppress and stamp
out the revolutionary struggles of the worlds people’.’® China’s
determination to force a breach in relations with the Soviet Union
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in the early 1960s made more prominent still its role as outsider
even within its nominal identity group, especially at a time when
Moscow and Washington had embarked on negotiations that
illustrated their Great Power management role and common
purpose in the avoidance of nuclear wat.'"* Beijing’s promotion of
a vision of a world in flux, one where hegemons had to be
weakened and old political orders overthrown, rendered it a
determined opponent of international society, not a potential new
entrant into the ciub of responsible states.

China as candidate Great Power and
responsible state

Undoubtedly, China was always more complex as an international
actor than the depiction presented so far. An identity as a radical
socialist revolutionary state was clearly important to its leaders,
but there was always another identity—that of a Great Power—
that Beijing sought to acquire, together with the mutual
acknowledgment if not respect of other powerful states in the
system.The PRC, for example, wanted the seat on the UN Security
Council that was held by the Guomindang (GMD); it delighted in
its participation in Great Power deliberations at Geneva in 1954;'5
and it moved to develop and promote such norms of international
conduct as the five principles of peaceful coexistence with its own
stress on the value of state sovereignty, mutual interest, and non-
interference. Like the other major states, it also began to embark
on an overseas aid program even though its populace was poorer
than many of its aid recipients.

Although China promoted the perception that it gave unqualified
support to revolutionary movements wherever they might arise,
in fact its level of support in the 1960s depended on the degree
to which they, or the state of which they were a part, were willing
to adopt policies acceptable to Beijing. It was ‘not the objective
class character of the society in question or the proclaimed
ideology of the party in power’' that determined the attitudes of
Chinese leaders. Moreover, for some of the weaker states in the
global system, particularly those that had emerged from anti-
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colonial struggles, Chinese actions did not go beyond the bounds
of appropriate behaviour. They were favourably disposed towards
states such as China that had rendered them some assistance,
even if that assistance had often only been verbal. Ambiguities in
international law on the subject of the non-use of force in respect
of national liberation movements'” also undermined some of the
claims that China was failing to uphold the principles of the UN
Charter.

Yet, in the 1950s and 1960s, Chinese behaviour overall was
overwhelmingly interpreted as reflecting a desire to articulate
new conceptions of international society based on China’s own
historical and political-economic experiences, not as attempts to
enter the existing club of Great Powers. Its more traditional
diplomatic actions at the state-to-state level were insufficient to
sway the dominant image of China as, quite probably, the most
radical of the revolutionary states in the global system.

That depiction of China was to change, however, with China
eventually seen more as a ‘system maintainer’, even ‘system
exploiter’ than a ‘system challenger’ from the 1970s and early
1980s onwards.'® During this period Beijing started to establish
diplomatic relationships on a global basis, entered the United
Nations (1971), and the Bretton Woods Institutions (1980) and,
crucial to all these developments, improved and then normalised
its relationship with the United States, even at the expense of its
erstwhile socialist allies in Asia—North Korea and Vietnam. In the
1970s, despite greater international engagement, it still did not
take on the responsibilities that came with its position as one of
the Permanent 5 on the UN Security Council. It remained passive
in the United Nations, failing to participate in many of the
organisation’s statutory subsidiary bodies, rarely sponsoring a draft
resolution, or using its veto.'” It continued to reject deep
engagement in the global economy. lts decisions about trade
reflected the principles of import substitution. It incurred neither
foreign nor domestic debt, nor made use of foreign direct
investment. Only gradually, especially after Mao’s death and the
introduction of Deng Xiaoping’s reform agenda, during which
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‘Chinese themselves repudiated the ‘Chinese model”,” did the
Beijing leadership begin to act as though it wanted to fulfil the
entry requirements of contemporary international society.

Those entry requirements still related to the idea of Great Power
management of the system, but in the [980s a responsible state
had also come to be perceived as one that was in good standing in
the international regimes that made up the substance of
international life.? International regimes and organisations had
rapidly advanced in number and issue area by this decade—to
contribute to the central international society goal of international
peace and security, expectations were that a state be involved
with, among other matters, arms control arrangements, UN
peacekeeping operations, the protection of the environment, and
be supportive of the world trading order, all areas where China
began to participate more fully.

This normative agenda, albeit demanding enough in its own terms,
was to be further developed through the late 1980s and early
1990s. Connected strongly with the ending of the Cold War, but
also representing a longer process of normative change, there
was a third turn in meaning associated with the responsible state
in international society. This involved new and broader
understandings of the concept of security to embrace intra-state
relations, and the idea of human security and human rights. The
responsible state thus came to include one that was concerned
less with the division between the domestic and international
realms, but one that demonstrated a willingness to promote
individual security within states and to foster legitimate forms of
representation through adherence to democratic forms of
government. An earlier conception of international society had
rested on an understanding of sovereignty that emphasised non-
intervention and non-interference and the freedom to act
independently. Over the course of the post-war and especially
post-Cold War eras, however, these normative foundations were
to be weakened by the advent of global actors other than states,
the embedding and development of different norms, and the
creation of additional regimes designed to manage a more
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interdependent global system. Rather than building an international
order of states that accepted differences in values but attempted
to define a set of common interests, now there was a concern
with world order, a desire to promote convergence towards
certain core values, and a focus on the sovereignty of individuals
rather than of states. The breakdown of the ideological Cold War
divide provided new structural conditions that made it possible to
promote ideas that affected directly the domestic organisation of
states, and space to contemplate the methods necessary to bring
about convergence towards a set of common values on which a
solidarist global society could rest.

Much of the writing on state sovereignty in the 1990s, then,
points to this third evolution in our understanding of what it means
to be a sovereign state, ideas that are often subsumed under the
term legitimate sovereignty. Legitimate sovereignty refers not just
to an ability to control territory and peoples and to achieve
recognition of that fact, or to be in good standing in international
regimes, but now implies acceptance of certain rules that result in
particular domestic structures. As Jack Donnelly has observed in
reference to human rights, there has come into being a new
standard of civilisation—states will only be entitled to full
membership of international society to the extent that they meet
the new criterion of observing international human rights
standards.As he explains it, ‘human rights represent a progressive
late twentieth century expression of the important idea that
international legitimacy and full membership in international society
must rest in part on standards of just, humane or civilised
behaviour’. He goes on, noting that ‘despite the continuing split
between national and international law embodied in dominant
conceptions of sovereignty, the society of states has come to accept
that our common humanity makes the way in which any state
treats its citizens a legitimate concern of other states, foreign
nationals and international society’.?2

This, however, is not just the view of scholars working in this
issue area. Many governments and their officials during this period
demonstrated that they were already attuned to these
requirements, some of whom resented these expectations as
impositions by the strong, and others of whom either agreed with
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these broader goals or perceived them as an opportunity to
indicate that their state had embarked on a new path. In the late
[980s, for example, the Soviet Foreign Minister, Eduard
Shevardnadze, said to an audience of Soviet diplomats: ‘The image
of a state is its attitude towards its own citizens, respect for their
rights and freedoms, and recognition of the sovereignty of the
individual’. With the advent of political change within the former
Soviet bloc, Hungary decided to signal aspects of its new identity
when in 1988 it became the first East European state to ratify the
Optional Protocol of the International Covenant of Civil and
Political Rights—the right of petition for individuals who claim to
be victims of a violation by a State Party.2* Many states made similar
moves, for example, Brazil and Indonesia, both of which set up
National Human Rights Commissions as part of this desire to signal
a change in domestic political behaviour.

Some of the major international institutions also came to be
associated with the promotion of democratic politics and the
humane treatment of one’s citizens, often under the heading ‘good
governance’. While the World Bank has been constrained by its
Articles of Agreement from advocating pluralist democracy, its
definition of governance comprises such matters as improving
accountability, transparency, the promotion of civil society and
the rule of law.* Progress towards these goals and policies on
military spending are taken into consideration when the World
Bank makes lending decisions. The European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development incorporated into its founding
charter the requirement that aid recipients be ‘committed to
applying the principles of multi-party democracy, pluralism and
market economies’. The Organization of American States (OAS)
adopted a resolution in June 1991 that, in its preamble, required
the ‘political representation of [member] states to be based on
effective exercise of representative democracy’. The resolution
called for the organisation’s Secretary-General to hold an
immediate meeting of the OAS Permanent Council ‘in the event
of any occurrences giving rise to the sudden or irregular
interruption of the democratic political institutional process or
of the legitimate exercise of power by the democratically elected
government in any of the Organization’s member states’.” Although
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the supremacy of the norm of democratic entitlement may be
honoured more in the breach than in the actual fulfilment,
nevertheless by the mid 1990s some 130 governments had
announced a legal commitment to holding open, multiparty
elections based on a secret ballot and universal franchise. Moreover,
many political actors had sought international validation of these
electoral processes——that is, had decided to invite ‘interference’
in their own domestic affairs. International observers have been
used not only to show to the world the country’s commitment to
democracy, but also to confirm the fairness of the result to
domestic audiences, thereby undermining the basis for any internal
challenge to the authority of the newly elected.?

Alongside the development of state-based international
organisations, there has been a vast increase in the numbers and
influence of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in recent
years.These too have created new norms and have played roles in
shaping the determination of whether a government deserves
the title responsible or not. NGOs, as new sites of authority,” can
influence international perceptions of a particular state through
the information they provide and their transnational networking
capabilities. Their capacities can be considerable—between 1950
and 1993, the number of groups working primarily on human rights
was estimated to have increased fivefold, doubling between 1983
and 1993. One of the most prominent, Amnesty International,
has built up a staff size and budget that compares favourably with
the level of resources that the United Nations devotes to human
rights issues as a whole.” NGOs have provided a vital input into
such UN bodies as the UN Commission on Human Rights, the
Human Rights Committee, the Committee against Torture, as well
as working with individual governments and the world’s media.
These UN bodies are highly dependent on the information provided
by the human rights NGOs, especially when attempts are made to
move beyond the setting of standards into the monitoring of
compliance.The pressure to conform to some notion of a common
good now comes, therefore, from many different points of the
system, rendering it difficult for any state to avoid some of the
negative consequences of transgressing the dominant norms of
the current global order.
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China’s fulfilment of the new criteria

Neither political actors nor scholars are in agreement as to
whether China seeks to fulfil over time all, some, or only a limited
number of the current requirements for membership in the club
of the responsible. Such an assessment is complicated because we
have no clear signposts as to how much participation is enough to
acquire the designation ‘responsible’, and because we have moved
from what one scholar has labelled an international gemeinschaft
community—a tighter more coherent community—to a
gesellschaft—a looser more informal society.’® A looser
international society implies a larger range of views over what
constitutes the dominant norms and a weakening of the basis of
agreement over what best promotes international, or perhaps it
would be more accurately described as global, order.

The developmentalist and cultural relativist rhetoric in the human
rights area, for example, challenges the idea of the indivisibility
and universality of human rights. Developmentalist arguments
suggest that both domestic and international order is best
maintained by states that are economically strong and advanced,
and that the protection of civil and political rights has to give way
when necessary to that larger goal of economic development.
Moreover, this particular argument over human rights is difficult
to interpret. It leaves observers unsure as to whether states such
as China would otherwise seek to reach international standards
as quickly as possible but for the constraint of their relatively low
levels of economic development.

The assessment of compliance with the criteria for responsible
statehood is made more problematic still because some major
international regimes allow considerable room for manoeuvre,
including the expectation of a period of delay when it comes to
domestic implementation, a willingness often to accept procedural
compliance without real fulfilment of regime norms, and a lack of
action when states weaken treaties by filing reservations at the
time of ratification,

The interpretation of behaviour in this looser international
society is made even more difficult by the realisation that consensus,
on which states exhibit responsible behaviour is, and has always
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been, a highly political act. The views of the most powerful states
have always dominated, especially those of the United States since
945.The hegemonic position of the United States, which derives
from its all-round strength as a state and its influential role in
many of the multilateral international organisations, has led it to
take on what it and certain others perceive as a custodial role in
the global system.Yet that same perceived role—what W. Michael
Reisman describes as the ‘actor of last resort in matters of
fundamental importance to contemporary international politics'—
has brought the United States to act unilaterally, and at times
unlawfully, to preserve the ultimate goals of international society
as it perceives them.?' China and other states have justifiably cried
hypocrisy and pointed to double standards when these instances
of unlawful behaviour occur, but despite these criticisms, states
have continued to invoke America’s custodial role in moments of
crisis. Nor have these criticisms made the United States refrain
from labelling states ‘rogue’ or ‘responsible’, or as being in
international society or outside of it.

On the eve of Premier Zhu Rongji’s April 1999 visit to
Washington, President Clinton on the whole described China’s
global and regional roles in positive terms, in marked opposition
to the kinds of sentiments expressed in the US Congress and
parts of the US media. China, he said, had helped convince North
Korea to freeze the production of plutonium and refrain from
further missile tests; it had helped avert nuclear confrontation in
South Asia in [998;in the 1990s it had joined the Non-Proliferation
Treaty, the Chemical Weapons Convention, the Biological VWeapons
Convention and the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), and
accepted the safeguards, reporting requirements and inspection
systems that went with them. It no longer provided assistance to
fran’s nuclear program, had stopped selling lran anti-ship cruise
missiles, and had halted assistance to Pakistan’s nuclear facilities. In
the environmental arena, China and the United States were
working together on developing cleaner technologies and cutting
pollution. He hoped for and expected further progress on China’s
bid for membership in the World Trade Organization (WTO), with
China finally agreeing to open its internal markets.” It was a
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remarkably positive picture that projected China as being in good
standing in many of the core regimes of the global system, a country
that over the course of the 1980s and [990s had stepped inside
the tent in many key areas of concern.

Academic analyses of security questions, economic integration,
and the environment have also reached some reasonably positive
conclusions about Chinese behaviour. In disarmament and arms
control negotiations, Michael Swaine and lain Jjohnston argue that
the Chinese perspective has shifted over the last 1015 years
from viewing arms control as largely irrelevant to its concerns to
a position that recognises that there are benefits to be had from
participation.VWhereas it had signed up to only [0-20 per cent of
the arms control arrangements for which it was eligible in 1970,
by 1996 this had reached 85-90 per cent. Much of this more
positive behaviour, according to Swaine and johnston, relates to
China’s wish to be viewed as responsibie—in reference to Beijing’s
signature of the CTBT, they note that Chinese officials felt a
pressure to join the process and move towards signature in tandem
with other members of the UN Security Council and once clear
support for the treaty emerged among the developing countries.
China signed the CTBT even though this represented a
considerable ‘sacrifice’ for China and a constraint on its power.3
With respect to China’s increased participation in UN peacekeeping
operations, observers have noted that developing countries have
pushed Beijing to become more actively involved in an activity
that they saw as beneficial to domestic stability and regional peace,*
similarly suggesting a Chinese concern with its international image.

Concerning the international trade regime, Margaret Pearson
notes that China has made substantive concessions to gain entry
to the WTO, has restructured its laws and regulations to attract
foreign technology, investment and trade and has joined the global
intellectual property rights regime. Further progress along these
lines will be troublesome, but overall, Pearson concludes, it is
‘difficult not to be impressed with the speed, magnitude, and depth
of China’s integration into the global economy during the post-
Mao era’.®® Many have commented on the social and economic
costs that Chinese workers will initially bear as a result of
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membership of the WTO—especially those in much of the state-
owned sector—but China has expressed its desire to take its
place in this organisation both in order to reap economic advantages
over the longer term, and out of a concern to establish its rightful
place in the world’s most important trading body. China’s
environmental policies have exhibited a similar blend of incremental
progress, Lester Ross has argued. Beijing has become extensively
involved in environmental treaties, provided these are not
perceived to constrain its search for higher levels of economic
development. Some of the domestic consequences of this
involvement include the development of new institutions to help
with the implementation of treaty requirements,® suggesting a
sustained commitment to these decisions. It could be expected
that China’s new environmental bureaucracies would resist any
attempts by Beijing to reverse course.

Obviously the nature of the international regime in question,
especially its level of intrusiveness, the extent to which it might
erode strategic independence, threaten political control or actually
serve to enhance China’s power have influenced Beijing’s
compliance and involvement, for reasons that have become familiar
in studies of Chinese foreign policy behaviour. Clearly, China
benefits materially from membership in multilateral organisations
such as the World Bank, where it has long been the largest recipient
of the Bank’s development aid. Thus, instrumental interest may
explain its cooperative and compliant behaviour in this instance,
alongside the conditions for membership that each of the economic
organisations imposes.

In other issue areas such instrumental reasoning is more difficult
to advance.What becomes more salient is a Chinese concern for
its international image and a desire to be regarded as a cooperative
and responsible great power. Beijing constantly refers to its good
record in adhering to the core regimes of international society,
often contrasting its supposedly favourable record with that of
the ‘unilateralist’, ‘hegemonic’ United States. In the area of arms
control, China has acceded to treaties that have imposed some
constraints on its military power since 1980, even though non-
participation was unfikely to have incurred severe material costs.’”
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Although Beijing is extremely wary of Security Council
authorisations under chapter Vil provisions of the Charter (these
relate to enforcement measures in reference to breaches of the
peace) between 1990 and 1999 Beijing supported these 84 per
cent of the time, abstaining on the rest.* Even in the problematic
area of human rights, China has signed the two international
covenants, and accepted some domestic scrutiny of its practices
by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, a UN Working
Group and one of the United Nation’s special rapporteurs. This
participation in the international human rights regime came partly
in an attempt to undercut support for a draft resolution at the
UN Commission on Human Rights that would condemn its human
rights record. States have long since given up their attempts to
impose economic and political sanctions (military sales remain the
exception) against China as a result of its lapses in the human
rights area, and the human rights regime itself does not contain
material enforcement mechanisms. Nevertheless, even in the
absence of such directly coercive means, China has been steadily
drawn into procedural if not substantive support of a regime that
in some senses represents a threat to Communist Party rule.®
With the exception of some in the US Congress, certain members
of the current Bush administration, and more widely the
proponents of the ‘China threat’ school, many would accept on
the basis of this record that in a number of areas China has become
more responsible since the 1980s, especially in comparison with
its behaviour in the first two decades of the PRC’s existence.
Why China should be concerned about international image and
an identity as a responsible state is not easy to explain, and the
concern may arise for different reasons in diverse policy areas.
Some leaders may also be more concerned about image—the
foreign ministry, for example—than others. The explanation for
its normative compliance in areas where instrumental reasons
seem relatively weak appears to relate to a desire, particularly in
muttilateral venues, not to be singled out for disapprobation.Verbal
sanctioning—potential or actual—argumentation and persuasion
have had the effect of enhancing China’s adherence to certain
norms that are shared by many others—Beijing has seen the need
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to link itself to what is seen internationally as appropriate standards
of behaviour, to “mirror’ the practices of significant others over
time’.*® As Johnston and Evans report with respect to the arms
control arena, ‘in interview after interview of arms control
specialists, [and in documents for internal circulation] a common
response was that China had to join such and such a treaty or
process because it was part of a world historical trend, because it
was part of China’s role as a responsible major power, because it
would help improve China’s image, and, more concretely, help China
to break out of the post-June 4 attempts by some Western states
to isolate China diplomatically’.*!

The new standard of civilisation: human
rights and democratic governance

A number of governments and scholars are still reluctant to depict
China as a responsible state because it is not yet clear how China
will utilise the material power accumulated during economic
reform over the longer term. To some extent, this relates to
Beijing’s stated willingness to use force, if necessary, to solve the
Taiwan reunification issue and the suspicion that it might be willing
to do the same in reference to outstanding claims in the South
China Sea. China’s domestic political arrangements have added to
the uncertainty. President Clinton’s positive appraisal of China,
outlined above, inevitably contained less positive aspects, including
calls for Beijing to ‘respect the human rights of its people and to
give them a chance to shape the political destiny of their country’.
Many of the other democratic states would agree with this call
and are motivated to pursue ‘bilateral dialogues’ with China in
part to enhance the prospects for Beijing’s adherence to
international human rights standards. The Chinese government
has been made aware that these matters of human rights and
democratic governance have become the new standards of
civilisation, the new set of criteria for membership in international
society. This understanding helps explain why China decided in 1997
and 1998 to sign the two key covenants of the international human
rights regime—first, the International Covenant on Economic,
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Social and Cultural Rights on the eve of President jiang Zemin’s
1997 summit in Washington, and then, in October 1998, the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights as the United
Nations began celebrations for the fiftieth anniversary of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).# As of june 1997,
it was joining |38 state parties to the Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, and [36 to the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, an act that signalled Chinese understanding of the new
normative requirements and an unwillingness to remain an outsider
in the UDHR’s celebratory year.

Nevertheless, the human rights and democratic governance
criteria for membership in international society are extraordinarily
difficult for Beijing to satisfy because they threaten core values of
the Party—State.The Chinese leadership witnessed the way in which
political activists in the former Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe
used those governments’ signatures to the human rights provisions
of the 1975 Helsinki Accords to publicise their demands and to
exercise political leverage. Although Beijing has expounded the
benefits of developing a rule of law*® and has introduced much
new legislation designed to improve human rights protections,
proper adherence to international standards threatens Party rule
and the leadership’s view of how to secure domestic political and
social stability. When Party leaders see what they regard as
dangerous evidence of instability, they promote the so-called
‘strike-hard’ campaigns, which send signals to those in charge of
law enforcement to cut corners to increase the numbers of arrests
and convictions. Organised political activity not sanctioned by the
Communist Party invites swift retribution and only cursory
reference to the new criminal codes. Calls for the development
of multi-party democracy elicited a statement by Li Peng—Chair
of the National People’s Congress—to a German newspaper that
any independent group that tried to ‘go for [a] multiparty system
[or] to negate the leadership of the Communist Party [would]
not be allowed to exist...China promotes democracy and practices
the rule of law but our road is not patterned on the Western
approach that features the separation of powers, a multiparty

system and privatization”.*
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Similarly alarming from Beijing’s perspective has been the
international debate over humanitarian intervention in response
to evidence of gross violations of human rights, as articulated in a
conspicuous form by the UN Secretary-General in September
1999. Kofi Annan’s speech to the 54% session of the UN General
Assembly averred that the global community had learned that it
could not stand idly by watching gross and systematic violations of
human rights, that state sovereignty was being redefined to
encompass the idea of individual sovereignty, and that in our
contemporary reading of the UN Charter we were ‘more than
ever conscious that its aim is to protect individual human beings,
not to protect those who abuse them’.* The Chinese government,
although it was by no means alone, took a particularly strong stand
against these ideas, preferring instead to highlight the benefits of a
more traditional definition of state sovereignty and non-
interference. Beijing argued that these were the ‘basic principles
governing international relations’, and that their absence would
lead to new forms of ‘gunboat diplomacy’ that would ‘wreak havoc’.
More revealing still were alarmist Chinese statements in response
to NATO’s military intervention in Kosovo following the bypassing
of China’s and Russia’s expected veto of any resolution tabled at
the UN Security Council. In an authoritative article in Renmin Ribao,
‘US-led NATO’ was described as having ‘cooked up’ the ‘absurd
theory that ‘human rights transcend sovereignty”. NATO’s action
demonstrated that

once the United States believes that an incident of some
kind has happened in one of these [developing and
socialist] countries that does not fit US-style human rights
or suit US interests, the United States can interfere in
that country’s internal affairs, violate its sbvereignty, and
even resort to the use of force, under the pretext that

‘human rights transcend sovereignty’.*

As with the original European-based concept of international
society, the Chinese government interprets the advancement of
norms relating to humanitarian intervention, human rights and
democratic governance as an imposition of the strong on the
weak, based on a presumption of the superiority of values in one
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civilisation over those of another. For a time, other countries
that had espoused cuitural relativism or a commitment to Asian
values had provided some protection and support for China and a
period of respite, but this particular discourse faded in the wake
of the Asian economic crisis. Nevertheless, many developing
countries, along with China, do continue to see the concept of
non-interference and sovereign equality as the final defence against
the rules of a divided, unequal world. Beijing’s interpretation of
sovereignty highlights its identity as former semi-colony and Third
World socialist state, not its position as Great Power with UN
Security Council membership, nuclear weapons, and rising economic
clout in the global economy. As such, its views can form the basis
for a coalition among some of the weaker states in the global
system, states that endorse China’s arguments that the strong are
not held to the same standards of accountability. Beijing is struggling
to muster these forces in support of the more traditional
definitions of state sovereignty against a normative order that has
already shown clear signs of moving beyond this earlier and stricter
interpretation. China is caught between the need, on the one
side, to build coalitions with states that reinforce an identity that
it has been trying to shed and, on the other, a desire to embrace
the norms articulated by the most powerful states and influential
international organisations in the global system.

Chinese leaders argue in response to criticism of China’s
domestic arrangements that they deserve praise and not blame
for the developments that have occurred since 1949—that they
have achieved enough domestically over the past five decades to
satisfy the rules of international society. The Party has united the
country, ended decades of civil war, sustained civilian rule, pacified
the country’s borders and most recently brought millions out of
poverty. Despite these achievements, however, all of which have
come at great cost to individuals, families, and communities, Beijing
cannot escape the fact that the normative agenda of international
society has expanded, as have the ambitions of China’s domestic
political reformers. Many of these reformers and political activists
perceive in international human rights standards and in ideas of
legitimate sovereignty the key to real political development in
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their country.” Undoubtedly, many outside and inside the country
recognise that shifts from authoritarian rule to a more democratic
form of governance are hazardous and pose enormous challenges
to the maintenance of domestic order and thus to the stability of
China’s neighbours. Nevertheless, a continuing failure to address
political reform in a serious way, on balance, risks more than trying
to cling to the current political arrangements. If such change were
seriously to be attempted, incrementally through constitutional
and institutional reform, then this would clearly warrant China’s
depiction as a state responsible not only in the international but
also in the domestic realm. In the absence of such shifts, China
will, in important ways, remain outside global society.
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