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Power and
responsibility in China’s
international relations

Gerald Chan

Sharing the same bed while dreaming
different dreams.
Chinese saying

This chapter focuses on two aspects of China’s international
relations—power and responsibility. As the concept of power in
international politics is well known, the chapter will pay more
attention to the concept of responsibility.

Is China a responsible state in international society? This question
is becoming increasingly interesting as China grows strong and
comes to play a greater role in world affairs.To answer the question,
one has to consider the following subsidiary questions.

e What is meant by responsibility?

¢ How can the responsibility of a state be assessed?
e What is China’s responsibility?

¢ To whom is China responsible?

°  What international society are we talking about?
¢  Why raise the issue of China’s responsibility now?

Before | attempt to answer these questions, | have been agonising
for quite a while over whether | should use the phrase ‘China’s
international relations’ or ‘Chinese international relations’ in the
title of this chapter. ‘China’s international relations’ gives the
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impression that China is a single political entity—the Chinese state
in this case—whereas the use of the word ‘Chinese’ in ‘Chinese
international relations’ opens up a much wider scope to include
not only the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as a single political
entity, but also Chinese thinking, Chinese style, Chinese political
philosophy, and much more, apart from other political actors in
China. In the following analysis, the word ‘China’ sometimes carries
the wider connotation of including things ‘Chinese’.

This chapter is basically a concept paper.! It aims to make a
survey of the area covered by the questions presented above
from a macro-perspective. It does not attempt to define rigorously
what is meant by power or what is meant by responsibility because,
in so doing, it would be all too easy to become mired in disputes
over details concerning definitions. Fortunately, many scholars have
done excellent research in defining the concept of power, if not
the concept of responsibility. | will only touch on some working
definitions for the purpose of facilitating an analysis of more
substantive issues.

What is meant by responsibility?

According to The Concise Oxford Dictionary, the word ‘responsible’
can mean

‘liable to be called to account (to a person or for a
thing)...morally accountable for one’s actions; capable
of rational conduct; and...of good credit, position, or
repute; respectable; evidently trustworthy’.

Seemingly the word ‘responsible’ or ‘responsibility’ carries some
legal, moral, as well as social, connotations. As legal, moral, and
social standards vary, to a greater or lesser extent, from one culture
to another, the concept of responsibility is therefore laden with
value-judgments—responsibility refers to something ethical or
desirable. In comparison, the concept of power is more concrete
and real; it refers to something feasible or practical.?

The word ‘responsibility’ in Chinese is zeren. The first character,
ze, carries the idea of duty, and the second character, ren, carries
that of burden. In traditional China, duties and burdens are handed
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down or assigned by superiors and elders to their juniors and the
young in a hierarchically structured society. Duties and burdens
also come with certain social and occupational positions within a
family or in the wider society. There are certain duties that one is
expected to perform and burdens that one has to shoulder. In
other words, there are things that one, as a member of a family
or society, ought to do. This word ought carries a moral rather
than a legal obligation.

Indeed morality plays a significant part in Chinese foreign-policy
behaviour, depending on the time and circumstances in which events
take place. As Shih Chih-yu has skillfully argued, Chinese leaders
often ‘present themselves as the supreme moral rectifiers of the
world order’.’ He gives the following examples to support his
argument,

e China’s policy towards the Soviet Union was aimed primarily
at shaming the Soviets for their betrayal of socialism

e China’s policy towards the United States demonstrates
China’s anti-imperialist integrity

¢ China’s Japan policy blames the Japanese for a failed Asiatic
brotherhood

e China’s Third World policy is intended to be a model for
emulation.*

To the traditional Chinese mind, responsibility flows from
something that one owes to another. Chinese leaders today probably
feel they owe little or nothing to the outside world or, for that
matter, countries in the West. Rather, it is the West that owes them
a‘debt’, because Western imperialists exploited China and humiliated
their people for over 100 years before 1949. Why then should
China be responsible to the outside world, or to the West, since
it does not owe them anything? On the contrary, the West should
according to this thinking be held responsible to China for what it
had done to the country in the past. As a first step, Western
countries should refrain from interfering in China’s internal affairs.

Some Western analysts have pointed out that Chinese leaders
are using this kind of ‘victimhood’ to drum up domestic support
for their policies and to shore up their bargaining position with
Western powers by shaming them.® Some even suggest that the
‘culture of shame and humifiation’ is a ‘nationalist myth’.* To the
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many Chinese who have suffered enormously, either physically or
mentally, directly or indirectly, however, it was and is still very real.
The fact that the story of Western exploitation of China and the
lessons to be learnt have been passed on from one generation to
another as a painful reminder does suggest that it is a factor to be
taken into account when dealing with China and in assessing its
responsibility.”

How can the responsibility of a state be
assessed?

A common way to judge the credibility of a state is by judging
what it does rather than what it says. In other words, a state could
be judged by its deeds, its actions. But who is in a position to pass
judgment? Is the UN Security Council, or its General Assembly, or
its International Court of Justice capable of doing so? Is it countries
in the West or in the East? Those in the North or in the South?
Some powerful states? Or some form of international regimes
or norms! How valid are their judgments if they do pass them?
We know that there is no complete consensus on this amongst
states, sometimes not even amongst a group of like-minded states.
There are few generally accepted principles of international
common law, except perhaps the UN Charter. But even some of
the fundamental principles of the UN Charter are under dispute.
For example, member states of the United Nations are divided as
to whether humanitarian intervention should take precedence
over national sovereignty. Some states choose to obey some laws
while breaking others, whether they relate to human rights, trade,
or political sovereignty. What is responsible to some may appear
irresponsible to others. international responsibility is by and large
a product of international civic awareness, but is very much
grounded in, and defined by, local cultures and ideologies and is
therefore severely contested at times.’

if absolute or complete consensus is difficult to achieve, then
relative or near consensus may be possible.Very often, a group of
like-minded states take collective action to tackle world problems
on the basis of some sort of relative or near consensus.
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To the Chinese mind, the linkage between power and
responsibility depends on one’s position in the scheme of things. It
is of utmost importance to position oneself properly—only when
one’s position is properly established and ‘named’ can one behave
in a ‘correct’ way.'° The idea of dingwei or positioning therefore
becomes significant in determining one’s behaviour. Apart from
positioning, the term dingwei can mean the search for a place, the
seeking of a proper role, or the undertaking of a process of
negotiation to firm up one’s position, thereby enabling one to
avoid potential conflicts in the future. Because of the Chinese
sense of history and collective memory, it is not inconceivable to
assume that the idea of dingwei can be extended from China’s
domestic situation to its view of the world.

The Chinese sense of responsibility is very much tied to one’s
position of power, as indicated by the saying quanli yu yiwu jundeng,
which can be roughly translated as, and represented by, the
following approximation

duty + burden = power + benefits

where yiwu should be understood as ‘appropriate’ work (duty +
burden) in the traditional meaning of the term, rather than
‘voluntary’ work.

It is useful to make a distinction between two forms of power—
power as of right, which is derived from one’s proper position;
and power as of might, which is an empirical substance.The wielding
of power can therefore be righteous when exercised from a
proper position, but can be hegemonic and imperialistic and
therefore morally corrupt when exercised for the purpose of
selfish gain without rightful entittement according to some set of
moral principles. The conflict between China and the West,
therefore, may not be purely over material interests or relative
power gains, but may also be over ideoclogical and moral principles,
more so than most people would readily admit.

China’s international position will therefore affect how it is going
to behave, exercise its power, and fulfil its ‘responsibilities’. To
Chinese thinking, China’s position in the world is buttressed by its
power relative to others, and hence there is a need to understand
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and determine accurately its comprehensive national power and
that of other countries so that China can know where it stands in
relation to others and how it should relate to or behave towards
them."

Although the concept of comprehensive national power and its
measurement lack precision,' its utility, to some Chinese analysts
at least, lies in its ability to serve as a rough guide to assessing
one’s position in the world. One of the reasons why this concept
has become so popular amongst Chinese analysts these days is
that, since China is becoming strong, there is a need to take stock
of its powers and its power base. Here of course we are dealing
with something fuzzy rather than something precise, as the power
of a state is difficult to measure and the situation of the world is
ever changing. Hard power, such as military hardware, is relatively
more static and is easier to measure, while soft power, such as
culture or morality, is more fluid and hence more difficult to
measure.

What is China’s responsibility?

If we follow the Chinese line of thinking about dingwei di wenti
(the issue of positioning), then we need, first of all, to ask what
China’s global position is before we attempt to make an assessment
of its global responsibility. China conjures different images for
different people. Some of the salient features of China’s position
may include the fact that China

¢ has a huge population

¢ s a nuclear power

¢ is a permanent member of the Security Council of the

United Nations

¢ s a member of many important international organisations

e s a contributor as well as a recipient of aid.

Any assessment of China itself, let alone its responsibilities, must
start with an understanding of China in the recent past, a China
that had suffered for some 100 years under Western imperialism,'?
experienced periods of internal strife, civil wars, and Japanese
invasion, and then 30 years of excesses under revolutionary,
communist rule. It has only begun to open up to the outside world,
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more ‘voluntarily’ than before, since the late 1970s, and has by
now attained some sort of normality and stability. China, however,
is facing many difficulties in its development path—apart from its
huge population, it is still a relatively backward developing country
in the midst of drastic and fundamental socioeconomic change.'
It is still suffering from domestic political insecurity arising from
crises of identity and legitimacy.”” What can one expect of China
in its international behaviour?

A huge population. The task of feeding and sheltering .3 billion
people has not been easy for China.The government is determined
to eradicate poverty and raise the living standard of its people to
the extent that it argues that the right to subsistence is more
important than individual freedoms. Deng Xiaoping once reminded
us that, if the Chinese were starving and forced to flee their home
country in search for food elsewhere, would it not cause problems
for the neighbouring region and the world at large! The world
therefore has an interest to see that China can bring its people
out of abject poverty and that the country can remain stable. In a
speech made at Cambridge University in October 1999, President
Jiang Zemin said that ‘to ensure [the rights to subsistence and
development] for our people is in itself a major contribution to
the progress of the world’s human rights cause’.!* To achieve the
goals of modernisation and to raise the living standard of its people,
China has been opening its doors and adopting new economic
measures since the late |970s, including the establishment of Special
Economic Zones and the opening up of coastal and regional cities
to foreign trade and investment.

A nuclear power. The successful testing of China’s first atomic
bomb in 1964 came as a morale boost to a people who had
suffered and sacrificed so much.The depth of pride felt by Chinese,
including those overseas, that China could join the rank of nuclear
powers was almost boundless. China is proud not only because it
is a nuclear power, but also because it is a signatory to the
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, which it signed in September 1996."7
In the wake of the Pakistani and Indian missile and nuclear tests in
April and May 1998, there were rumours that China might
reconsider its treaty obligations and resume nuclear testing. On 3
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June 1998, President jiang Zemin pledged, in his first public reaction
to nuclear tests in South Asia, that ‘China has no intention of
restarting its nuclear tests’.'® Either as a strategic move or as a
gesture to maintain world peace, China has also pledged not to
use nuclear weapons first and has asked other nuclear powers to
do likewise. So far it has not stationed a single soldier or held
military exercises outside its claimed territorial boundaries.

As a regional power, China has joined the Four-Party talks to
find ways to end the conflict in the Korean Peninsula. It has joined
and actively participated in regional security dialogues, such as the
ASEAN Regional Forum and the Council for Security Cooperation
in the Asia Pacific, and in regional economic groupings, such as the
Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum and the Pacific Economic
Cooperation Council. In the recent East Asian economic crisis, it
resisted temptations to devalue its currency because a devaluation
would have triggered another round of crisis. Consequently, China
has had to endure a fall in economic competitiveness and
consequent decline in exports. it has also made financial
contributions to help some neighbouring countries affected by
the crisis."”

A permanent member of the UN Security Council. As one
of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council with
veto power, China can influence world events in a significant way
and can bargain with other powers from a position of some
strength. It speaks out on principles of non-interference, thereby
helping the world’s poor to resist the world’s rich because in most
cases of foreign intervention in domestic affairs it is the rich that
intervene in the affairs of the poor rather than the other way
round, China’s burgeoning involvements in UN peacekeeping
activities in Cambodia in 1992 and operations in Kuwait, Palestine,
Liberia and the Western Sahara have enhanced its image as ‘a good
international citizen’.* lts most recent response, in which it chose
not to exercise its veto after Jakarta agreed to the UN intervention
in the East Timor crisis, is seen as ‘responsible’.?!

A member of key international organisations. Even by Asian
standards, China is a latecomer to the world of international
organisations, when compared with countries like Japan and India.
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China only started joining inter-governmental organisations (IGOs)
when it gained its seat in the United Nations in 1971 and
international non-government organisations after it adopted its
open-door policy in the late 1970s. China is now a member of
some 282 IGOs and 2,311 INGOs,2 including the United Nations,
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, and other
major organisations such as the International Red Cross and the
International Olympic Committee. The reasons for joining these
organisations are many, and include China’s concerted effort to
establish and consolidate its international legitimacy in competition
with Taiwan, the transfer of technology, investment attractions, and
so on. China’s involvement in international organisations is very much
a process of mutual legitimisation and mutual learning. It offers
China an opportunity to learn about international norms, practices,
and expectations.” China’s participation in and contributions to
international organisations, though increasing steadily, are still limited
and hindered by a number of factors. These include
¢ tradition and ideology—the global structure of international
organisations is very much a product of Western experience
and most Chinese find participation in a social setting on an
equal, individual footing, as exemplified by China’s
participation in international organisations, more alien than
other cultures
¢ power dominance—the goals and agenda of international
organisations are dictated by Western interests
e China’s own lack of civic awareness and international
understanding
e the paucity of its financial resources for participation in
international organisations
¢ the use of English as the medium of communication in most
international organisations.

Despite these limitations, China has intensified its participation
in international organisations since the 1970s,and joined the World
Trade Organization in 2001, having reached an agreement with
the United States in November 1999 on the terms of entry, which
included the freeing up of China’s telecommunication and banking
industries.®
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The giving and receiving of aid. China gave the largest amount
of aid when it was relatively poor. This was largely directed to
African countries such as Tanzania and Zambia in the 1950s and
1960s, for reasons that have been seen as ideological and strategic
in nature. Now that China is getting relatively richer, it still
sporadically gives aid—usually on very generous terms—to
countries in Africa and elsewhere in order to compete with Taiwan
for diplomatic recognition. More interestingly, it is not shy of asking
for and receiving international aid when it suffers from natural
disasters or giving aid, increasingly through the International Red
Cross, to others to alleviate their sufferings when approached.”
Apparently, the philosophy of aid-giving in China has changed from
purely strategic considerations to a combination of strategic and
humanitarian objectives. The fact that it is willing to accept
humanitarian aid from a wide variety of outside agencies and
countries demonstrates that China has become more ‘normal’—-
receiving aid from the outside is not regarded as a national shame.

Apart from the above points, China has more generally
cooperated with other countries in certain areas of global concern,
such as human rights, environmental protection, and arms control.
It has signed or ratified some 220 multilateral conventions,*®and is
currently involved in the codification and development of
international law, serving as members of Chinese nationality in
the International Law Commission of the United Nations, the
International Court of Justice, and the International Tribunal for
the Former Yugoslavia War Criminals.?” China has been seen as
doing its part in maintaining the smooth transition to Chinese
sovereignty of Hong Kong in 1997 and Macao in 1999. It has also
curbed excessive outbreaks of anti-US feelings as a result of the
US bombing of its embassy in Belgrade in May 1999 and the US spy
plane incident at Hainan Island in April 2001. In an effort to make
its government policies more transparent to its own people as
well as to outsiders, the Information Office of the State Council
of the PRC started to publish White Papers in 1990.% So far, 26
White Papers have been published on policy issues ranging from
human rights, defence, to those relating to Taiwan andTibet.” China’s
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human rights record leaves a lot to be desired, but the country
has signed the two international covenants on human rights—the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights—and
has engaged in human rights dialogues with other countries and
groups.®

This is not to suggest any direct causal relationship between
China’s sense of responsibility and its foreign-policy behaviour, but
rather to indicate that China might be seen as behaving more
responsibly these days.

Responsible to whom?

Aside China’s responsibility to its own people (an interesting subject
of investigation in itself given the fact that China is slowly evolving
into a slightly less authoritarian system), to whom is it responsible
outside its borders? If we accept the Chinese thinking that it owes
little to the outside world, then this will be a moot point. Also,
little room may be left for growth of a spirit of voluntarism and
adventure, and a greater sense of responsibility towards the outside
world given centuries of inward-looking development. A number
of Chinese scholars have, however, just begun to debate China’s
responsibility to the outside world, especially to the Asia Pacific
region.’'

What international society? Is China in or
out?32

The international society as we understand it today is, like it or
not, dominated by the West, particularly the United States. The
existing set of international laws, rules, and norms are very much
the product of Western experiences. Tying China to international
society therefore basically means making China agree to the rules
of the games played by Western powers. To what extent should
China be involved in such a system? Should it instead make an
effort to change or redefine the system! These are some of the
issues that China has been struggling with since it came into
substantive contact with the outside world. The process of
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interdependence and multilateralism is not new; rather the actors
involved in the international system are changing, as is the power
distribution amongst them, their relationships, and the issues
involved in such relationships.

Underlying the idea and practice of bringing China to international
society® is the assumption that China is not in—it is out; it is the
Other. This is basically a Western perspective. From China’s point
of view, it has long been part of international society, but has not
been a hegemonic power in the global sense of reaching out and
setting rules for others to follow; rather it has been an underdog
of the system. China has been struggling through this system, trying
to change the rules but without much success, mainly because it
was weak. Now that it has become stronger and more confident,
it wants to integrate more with the outside world, demanding
international respect and the place that it thinks it deserves and
establishing a presence that the West cannot ignore.

US policy towards China has been one of ‘congagement’*—a
combination of containment and engagement. During the Cold
VWar, containment predominated, but in the post-Cold War era
engagement has come to the fore.The United States is sometimes
unsure whether it should engage or contain China because it is
not certain whether China is in or out of international society. If
China is in, then one set of rules will apply.|f it is not, then another
set of rules applies.®

Engaging China means socialising China into the existing system
so that it can become one of Us—a responsible member, abiding
by its rules and norms. As pointed out by Wang Hongying,
however, socialising China has its limits. First, while China can learn
to be more cooperative through participation in multilateral
activities, it can also come to realise and reassure itself of the
effectiveness of the use of force in world affairs. In other words,
China can become more liberal as well as more realist (in the
realpolitik sense). China suffered tremendously under the West’s
so-called ‘gunboat’ diplomacy in the past and has recently witnessed
the use of force by the United States in the Gulf War and in
Yugoslavia. Chinese leaders were shocked when they saw on
television the pin-point accuracy and firing power of high-tech
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weapons and the scale of destruction caused. They realised how
far behind their weapons system was and decided that their military
modernisation had to be accelerated.

Second, the process of multilateralism only affects a very small
number of Chinese officials who are dealing with foreign affairs
and trade. Their preference for multilateralism faces strong
domestic opposition from the military as well as from the state
industrial sector.’” The effects of these officials’ individual learning
are yet to be established empirically, not to mention the generally
assumed spill-over effects from the individual level to the state
level.?

Third, the traditional world view based on Sinocentrism and on
a hierarchically structured world order presents obstacles to
embracing multilateralism. The Chinese realist school of thought
tends to favour bilateral dealings over multilateral cooperation.®
China’s policy towards resolving disputes over the Spratly Islands
in the South China Sea is a case in point.

Socialising is a slow and tortuous process, especially for an old
and established civilisation like China. For mostVWestern observers
and decisionmakers, who expect quick results, socialising China
can be a frustrating exercise because China sometimes appears
to be responsible, sometimes not.

Why raise the issue of responsibility now?

The reason for raising the issue of responsibility seems obvious—
China is becoming strong, or has the potential to become very
strong. In parallel with its growing strength, China is increasingly
involved in world affairs. When China was weak and isolated,
responsibility did not seem to figure much as an issue, especially
when viewed from a Western perspective. At that time it was, for
the West, a matter of trying to contain China, confront it, stop it
from spreading its form of communism and revolution, and use it
as a lever to balance the power of other countries such as the
former Soviet Union. The assumption here is that a rising China
should assume greater responsibilities in world affairs.
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However, responsibility to international society is not the language
used by decisionmakers in China.** Nevertheless, the meaning of
responsibility has changed over time-—in the revolutionary days, it
meant responsibility to support and promote international
struggles. Mao Zedong was of the opinion that it was responsible
behaviour to help the proletariat of the world revolt and
overthrow the decadent, imperialist regimes and the ‘old world
order’*' Now the term means Great Power responsibilities. As
pointed out by Jia Qingguo, a professor of international politics at
Peking University, China opposed military intervention in Yugoslavia,
partly to fulfil its responsibility of upholding international law.*
More generally, China pledges never to become a hegemon
(meaning a bully) even if it becomes rich. This, to Chinese leaders,
is responsible behaviour towards achieving world peace.

The term responsibility is not used by Chinese academics in
their writings. A comprehensive and up-to-date Chinese
encyclopaedia of international politics makes no reference
whatsoever to the term ‘responsibility’.” On the contrary and as
should be expected, the ideas of power and power politics are
covered extensively; so are related topics such as national interest
and national sovereignty.* By and large, Chinese international
relations literature dwells mainly on policy analysis at the state-
to-state level.*® When China exercised its veto against the
deployment of UN peacekeeping troops in certain countries that
had diplomatic relations with Taiwan such as Haiti and Guatemala,*
it was obviously trying to balance its national interests with its
international obligations as a permanent member of the UN
Security Council. When China negotiated its terms of entry to
the World Trade Organization, it was again trying to balance its
national interests with its international obligations to adhere to
the rules and regulations of the international (read Western)
trading regime. The contradiction between realist and idealist
aspirations,¥ though not clearly spelt out in the current academic
literature, does seem to enter into the calculus of decisionmakers
in China nowadays.
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Conclusion

Let me sound a note of warning here. Since there is no concrete
evidence to show that Chinese leaders take their global
responsibility into account when they make foreign-policy
decisions, there is a danger that we may be setting up a straw man
only to destroy it—an academic exercise in futility.

Having said that, we may still ask: is China then a responsible
state? The answer to this question is elusive. Unless we have a
commonly accepted set of standards to help us to make an
assessment, we can hardly say for sure that one country is more
responsible than another. Also, uniess we make an international
comparison across countries, we can hardly say conclusively that
country A is more responsible than country B.

If we compare China’s situation now with its situation say some
twenty years ago, then, by using the correlation between position
and behaviour as a yardstick, we may reasonably conclude that
China has become more responsible. If Chinese leaders, by dint of
their positions of power in the country, do feel some strong sense
of responsibility, then it is most likely to be a sense of responsibility
towards their own families and eventually their nation and
civilisation, rather than towards the outside world. After all, the
‘outer’ world was, at least in the pre-modern days, unimportant
to most Chinese, élites and commoners alike.*® Things have
changed, of course, especially as a result of globalisation of various
kinds, but tradition and culture still persist.*
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